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“I 
hope 



  

Y’all 
hear 
Me.”3

 



              

“this life, this new story & history 
you cannot steal or sell or cast 
overboard or hang or beat or 
drown or own or redline or 
shackle or silence or cheat or 
choke or cover up or jail or shoot 
or jail or shoot or ruin 
 
this, if only this one, is ours.” 
 
Danez smith, “dear white america” 3 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Cover of Kanye West’s Late Registration (2005) 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

I was introduced to Chicago hip hop 

on September 12, 2005, my ninth birthday. 

Before then, my mom didn’t allow me to 

listen to anything that she didn’t approve of, 

which was anything that wasn’t old school 

r&b or gospel music. She determined that 

the music wasn’t good for me; there were 

too many curse words, too much degrading 

of women, and I was too young. She didn’t 

want the mind of her only-child (read: her 

only chance) to be manipulated by the 

music. However, I’d get my fix of early 

2000s hip hop while riding in the car with 

my friends and their families or while 

quickly turning to 95.5 The Beat, the local 

r&b/hip-hop station in our part of Georgia at 

the time, as she paid for gas inside a Shell or 

Chevron not too far from where we lived.  

 

 My musical coming-of-age finally 

happened on my ninth birthday. I 

unwrapped my presents to find a portable 

CD player, and several CDs: Mariah Carey’s 

The Emancipation of Mimi, Bow Wow’s 

Wanted, Usher’s Confessions, and Kanye 

West’s Late Registration. She’d decided to 

ask some of her co-workers at Circuit City 

                                                 

 

what the popular albums at the time were, 

and they’d pointed her towards those four. It 

was West’s Late Registration that won me 

over completely at the end. Over the next 

year, I never went anywhere without my CD 

player and that album. I’d take it with me on 

bike rides around the neighborhood with my 

friends or to the gazebo in the middle of our 

apartment complex to listen to it while 

trying to decipher the names written on its 

walls and benches; I even took a chance on 

my life by sneaking it to school a couple of 

times to show it off to my friends.  

 

 The albums intro “Wake Up Mr. 

West” was something I’d never heard 

before. The piano loop mixed with Adam 

Levine’s lyrics warning of the temporariness 

of life and West’s verses detailing the lives 

of his family and the physical and mental 

degradation in “Heard ‘Em Say” – none of 

which I understood at nine years old – 

lingered in my mind like the trumpet sample 

in “Touch the Sky” from Curtis Mayfield’s 

“Move On Top,” while Lupe Fiasco’s 

“Bottle-shaped body like Mrs. Butterworth”1 

line from the same song was the most 
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impressive thing I’d heard in my life so far. 

His album Lupe Fiasco’s Food and Liquor, 

particularly his song “Superstar,” would be 

the next piece of Chicago hip hop that I’d be 

introduced to.  

 

 After that, my exposure to Chicago 

hip hop was limited to West’s and Fiasco’s 

next couple of albums until May 2, 2012. 

That day, while scrolling through Tumblr, I 

was introduced to Chance the Rapper’s 

“Pusha Man” and his second mixtape, Acid 

Rap. I would’ve scrolled past it, like I did 

most of the music shared by people I follow 

on Tumblr (I only trust a total of four 

people’s music taste), but the cover art of 

Acid Rap pulled me in. It was a painted 

portrait of Chance by Brandon Breaux and 

was filled with various shades of pink and 

purple, which happened to be my two 

favorite colors at the time.  

 

After clicking on the play button, I 

was immediately hit with the glittering 

synthesizer and piano keys of a pitched 

down sample of Dave Grusin’s “Modaji.” I 

was being transported directly into Chance’s 

world. What really hit me was the part of the 

song after the 30 seconds of silence in the 

middle. The instrumental changed to a 

gloomier, more otherworldly sound with the 

help of a sample of Monroeville Music 

Center’s “Hairy Fairy Hotaruna.”  The lyrics 

of the song are filled with Chance talking 

about the paranoia and inevitability of death, 

the feeling of being trapped in the “ghetto,” 

and the need for the world to pay attention 

to what’s going on in Chicago, particularly 

to black people in Chicago, in a way that 

isn’t focused on numbers and statistics, but 

in a way that is centered on the fact that 

people in the city are suffering and scared. I 

listened to the rest of Acid Rap three times 

that day.  

 

For the following two years, I would 

be introduced to Vic Mensa, Saba, Noname, 

Alex Wiley, Mick Jenkins and projects like 

The Water[s], Village Party, Innanetape, 

Comfort Zone, and LIGHT; once I found 

Chance, the treasure of Chicago’s up and 

coming artists was easy to find and easy to 

unlock. All of these artists would go on to 

help paint a picture of black Chicago life, 

through music that sounded like nothing else 

I had ever heard before. They were showing 

the world a Chicago that wasn’t wrapped up 

in media hype and over-theorized jargon. 

Their music told stories of pain, hurt, 

sadness, joy, and pride. And this thesis is 

about recognizing that.  
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Too many times, black life is 

allowed to be minimized into 30 second 

clips of voiceless black bodies in peril that 

circulate social media, statistics that mark 

predominately-poor black neighborhoods as 

dangerous and in a perpetual state of 

disarray, and news articles and segments 

that demonize blackness. When black people 

are allowed to tell their stories, they’re told 

for the benefit of a predominately-white 

system and a predominately-white audience, 

very rarely for themselves. They’re told to 

legitimize white fear. They’re told to 

legitimize white supremacy and nationalism. 

They’re told to push us farther and farther 

from the collective understanding and 

appreciation for black bodies and the lived 

experiences that come with them. What I am 

hoping to explore in the pages of this thesis 

is the way that young black hip hop artists 

from Chicago have attempted to reverse 

dominant black Chicago discourse, in a new 

and innovative way: a way that doesn’t sell 

out the stories of the people in their 

communities, a way that brings humanity to 

black Chicago and to blackness as a whole, 

and a way that proves that black Chicago 

youth are alive and are willing to tell their 

stories to anyone that will listen, which is 

easy to do when the music is so good. 

 

 

“this life, this new story & history you 

cannot steal or sell or cast overboard or 

hang or beat or drown or own or redline or 

shackle or silence or cheat or choke or 

cover up or jail or shoot or jail or shoot or 

ruin 

this, if only this one, is ours.”2 

Danez Smith, dear white america 

 

 

 

“The world in my hands, the world in my 

hands 

The world in my hands, the world in my 

hands 

The world in my hands, the world in my 

hands 

The world in my hands, the world in my 

hands”3 

 

Saba, “World in My Hands” 
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CHAPTER TWO: AN ABBREVIATED HISTORY OF BLACK CHICAGO 

 

 

After the Chicago Great Fire of 

1871, white immigrant communities, 

including German, Irish, and Scottish 

immigrants, began to settle in communities 

outside of the Loop, the city’s central 

business district. The influx of black 

Americans in this area of the city would 

occur during the Great Migration, a process 

that would happen in two waves pre and 

post-World War I and II and would lead to 

the creation of two large black communities 

on the South and West sides. Generally, the 

early 1900s – the beginning of the first Great 

Migration – saw the move of black 

Americans from the South to the North, in 

hopes of establishing communities in 

Northern cities that were free from the 

denial of black personhood and upward 

mobility that plagued communities in the 

South.  

 

Though slavery had been outlawed 

by the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, 

Jim Crow laws prevented the movement of 

black Americans in the South from 

objecthood to personhood. So, instead of 

allowing themselves to continue to be 

                                                 

 

subjected to the lack of freedom and self-

determination in the rural South, black 

Americans began to seek better 

opportunities in the urban North.  

  

There were several distinct factors 

that made the urban North a potential 

settling place for black Americans, including 

“the recruitment of black workers to 

Chicago factory industries to act as 

strikebreakers [and] the increase in work 

wages relative to the South;”5 these pull 

factors were similar to the ones that were 

pulling black people to places like Harlem, 

New York; Detroit, Michigan; and Gary, 

Indiana. Northern black newspapers, like the 

Chicago Defender and New York’s black 

press, worked to “openly [advocate] urban 

settlement” for black communities looking 

to “[change] from farm life to city life.”6 For 

Chicago, the Defender’s “Great Northern 

Drive” campaign, advertised Chicago as a 

new start for black Americans. And because 

of its promise of better jobs, better housing, 

better schools, and a better way of life than 

the one that was available in the South, the 
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city’s South side saw an increase in its black 

population.  

 

The area of the South side was ideal 

for the new black Chicagoans because of the 

quality of life that had been developed by 

the white immigrant communities who 

settled in the area before. As more of those 

white immigrant communities moved to the 

South side, steel mills and other 

manufacturing industries moved into those 

areas, providing job opportunities for those 

groups; eventually, the number of white 

immigrants would stabilize. During this time 

of white settlement, white Americans were 

simultaneously joining World War I, leaving 

factory jobs and industry positions open for 

black Americans who were eager to take 

them and begin to set up a life in the South 

side, as they left the Southern states. This 

introduction of black bodies into white 

spaces led to hostility in white immigrant 

communities who saw the black bodies as an 

invasion or infiltration into their safe spaces. 

This hostility led to movements like the 

Chicago Race Riot of 1919. The two week 

riot, focused primarily on the South side, 

ended with the deaths of “more than forty 

[predominately-black] individuals” and 

                                                 

 

 
 

much of the loss of property happening to 

predominately-black families.7 Within the 

following years of the early 1920s, white 

Chicagoans would opt to move out of the 

South side, deciding to find safer and whiter 

spaces in which they can live and support 

their families. In the meantime, black 

Chicagoans began to turn the South side into 

a home.  

 

This isn’t to say, though, that black 

Chicagoans were completely oblivious to 

the discrepancies between the resources in 

their communities and the resources in 

whiter spaces. By the 1930s, one of the 

major problems in the area of the South side 

was overcrowding. Between “1910 and 

1920, the black population more than 

doubled, from 44,103 to 109,594 persons.”8 

However, the increase of people didn’t lead 

to the increase in living space or the 

immediate creation of new neighborhoods, 

leading to the “expansion and increased 

density of areas in which groups of [black 

folks] already lived in 1910.”9 And "state 

intervention[s],” like the New Deal, 

“reinforced the isolated residential 

enclaves.10” One of the programs that was 

created as a part of the New Deal was the 
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Home Owners’ Loan Corporation program, 

made for the purpose of handling mortgages 

and home finance policies. However, HOLC 

benefits often weren’t open to black 

Americans. Instead, “[HOLC] instituted a 

redlining policy by developing color-coded 

maps of American cities that used racial 

criteria to categorize lending and insurance 

risks,” making it harder for black families to 

find and keep stable and reliable housing.11   

 

Redlining worked to create a visual 

representation of what areas were not worth 

the investment by banks or other financial 

institutions and represented those areas with 

red marks on a map; “zones which were to 

receive preferential lending status were 

marked in green shading.”12 Oftentimes, this 

delegation was done racially, rather than 

economically, in a way that allowed for the 

disinvestment and pulling of resources in 

predominately-black, increasingly crowded 

areas. As a result, black Chicagoans were 

forced to live in areas that were not only in 

close proximity to red-light districts (adding 

to the hedonistic and hypersexualized 

reputation that black communities in 

Chicago became synonymous with), but also 

                                                 

 

areas that lacked public facilities and were 

filled with dilapidated buildings. 

 

 The West side of Chicago developed 

under an almost identical set of 

circumstances to the ones that surrounded 

the creation of the South side. After the 

Great Fire of 1871, and the consequential 

destruction of predominately-white 

communities located outside the Loop, white 

immigrants were left with the need to find 

new spaces to live and work. In addition to 

finding space on the South side, they were 

also able to find space on the West side. Fast 

forwarding to the settling of the South side 

by black Southerners, as the population 

density increased, black Chicagoans needed 

a new place to settle; that area became the 

West side. The movement, just like on the 

South side, led to some emigration of white 

migrants (and the industries they set up) to 

other parts of the city. As the black 

population began to increase, just as they did 

on the South side, there was tension between 

white and black communities that escalated 

into the Chicago Race Riot of 1968. 

 

As seen in the aftermath of the two 

Great Migrations, and the subsequent white 

 



17 

 

flight, part of the reason why these two areas 

suffered from so much deindustrialization 

and blight was due to governmental apathy 

towards the social condition of black 

Chicagoans, making itself known in various 

ways including housing, schooling, and 

employment. The unwillingness of the 

government to do any work to alleviate 

sociopolitical and racial pressures faced by 

the black community made it clear that 

black people in the North could not depend 

on government action unless it was in the 

system’s interest. As a result, many black 

Chicagoans began to take it upon themselves 

to do the work of prioritizing their own self-

interests, including racial justice and . This 

work played itself out in three specific 

events in post-World War II events and 

happenings: the fight for desegregation of 

Chicago Public Schools, the Chicago 

Freedom Movement, and the introduction of 

the Black Panther Party into the city. 

 

Chicago Public Schools and the Fight for 

Desegregation 

 

“This is a story of the transformation of 

urban ‘space,’ a process necessarily 

wrapped up in the perception and the lived 

                                                 

 

reality of shifting social and political 

relationships.”13 

 John L. Rury 

 

The negative sociospatial 

relationship between black and white 

communities increased by housing played 

itself out in the public educational system in 

the city of Chicago. As the number of black 

residents increased, the number of White 

residents decreased, a move to Chicago 

suburbs that caused an imbalance in the 

ability to thrive that continues to plague 

Chicago Public Schools (CPS) into the 

contemporary moment. However, black 

Chicagoans haven’t allowed this inequality 

to pass by uncontested, in the early 1960s, 

black – and white – Chicagoans took to the 

streets to fight for the desegregation of the 

city’s public school system.  

 

Suburbanization and Neighborhood 
Schools 

 

 Benjamin Willis, the superintendent 

in the early 60s, had a grand vision of a 

school system where each institution of 

learning was not only in the community, but 

of the community. For Willis, this meant 

two things: the school system would not be 
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influenced or involved in broader regional or 

national politics and that students would 

attend the school that was in there area. At 

this same time, the process of white 

suburbanization was happening in Chicago; 

many upwardly mobile, racially apathetic, 

white residents were opting to live in the 

newly formed suburbs, instead of in the 

cities as black and brown people continued 

to immigrate into the area; so, “as these 

people moved to suburbia, the populations 

of [Chicago] became…poorer and darker in 

complexion.”14 

 

This move had direct consequences 

to the quality of schooling that black and 

brown kids were able to get in Chicago. All 

of the investments – both financial and 

otherwise – began to be stripped away and 

pushed more into the suburban schools. The 

city schools were overcrowded (as the 

number of black Chicagoans continued to 

increase), understaffed, and under-

resourced, and because of Willis’s policy, 

black students weren’t allowed attend any 

other school. Instead, trailers – called 

“Willis Wagons” by opponents – were 

added to the school lots instead of allowing 

the students to go attend schools in the 

                                                 

 

suburbs. This lack of support for the 

education of black children was 

unacceptable to both the children and their 

families, so in 1963, the city saw the rise of 

the CPS boycott 

 

CPS Boycott  

 

After months of seeing no progress, 

more than 250,000 black and white students 

skipped school and took to the streets to 

protest the conditions of CPS schools in 

October 1963, setting fire to a Willis wagon 

in opposition to the dismissal of the 

concerns of both the students and their 

families; at the same time, there were white 

counter-protestors who held smaller 

demonstrations as Willis attempted a denied 

resignation, which prompted another 

demonstration on the side of school 

protestors. At the same time, Chicago Mayor 

Richard Daley refused to make any 

meaningful moves to end school segregation 

or even to acknowledge there was a 

segregation issue at all. His neglect towards 

action put him on the side of the white 

counter-protestors, who threatened to move 

towards taking back their support for the 

Daley political machine were there to be any 
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changes in the way school zoning was 

currently implemented.  

 

1966 saw a change in leadership 

from Willis to James Redmond and a move 

towards allowing black students a wider 

range of educational options, though violent 

white resistance did not allow for a larger-

scale desegregation effort. The problems 

didn’t get any better in the following years; 

eventually white families began to pull their 

kids out of public schools and into the 

supposed safety of private schools, leaving 

the schools in financial crises with few 

resources available to support the black 

students who were left to suffer through the 

hand-me-down institutions, a problem that 

still exists in recent years. Though there 

have been school reforms implemented in 

order to solve the CPS problem, there is still 

a large discrepancy in the educational 

resources provided to students of color in 

the CPS system, compared to the quality of 

education provided to predominately-white 

suburban students.   

 

The Chicago Freedom Movement and the 

Fair Housing Act 

 

                                                 

 

“If out of [the Chicago Freedom Movement] 

came a fair housing bill, just as we got a 

public accommodations bill out of 

Birmingham and a right to vote out of 

Selma, the Chicago movement was a 

success, and a documented success.”15 

 Jesse Jackson 

 

The urban North, though a sanctuary 

from the tribulations of the Jim Crow South, 

was riddled with its own problematic 

tendencies towards the illegitimating of the 

citizenship of black Americans, specifically 

black Chicagoans. Housing worked as a way 

for black people to seem to be integrated 

into the Northern states, while steering them 

to the under-resourced, hand-me-down 

spaces that were left over from the 

suburbanization of white Americans, both 

through subtle (e.g. withholding information 

about alterative residential spaces) and 

unsubtle (e.g. redlining) means. By mid-

1966, black Chicagoans, spearheaded by 

Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference (a 

collaboration that called itself the Chicago 

Freedom Movement (CFM)), began to look 

for ways to end housing discrimination, 
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though they experienced many obstacles 

along the way. 

 

Rocky Start 

 

 At the beginning of the movement, 

Dr. King and the SCLC intended to use the 

framework in which the Civil Rights 

Movement was based – one that was based 

on combating blatant Jim Crow segregation 

in the South – in order to bring civil rights to 

the urban North. The specifics of the Jim 

Crow laws and the explicit racism and 

discrimination that allowed them to thrive in 

the South made it easier for Dr. King and his 

colleagues to find an issue and hold on to it, 

working to solidify a particular aspect of 

black Southern life that they could focus 

their work on improving. The urban North 

didn’t provide those same opportunities. The 

racism and discrimination of black people in 

the North, though just as impactful, was 

more subtle, making it hard for them to find 

their footing in this new space. It took about 

two years for the CFM to find its point of 

purpose, with the group moving from 

wanting to work on school improvements, 

then to wanting to ‘end [Chicago] slums’16 

and the conditions inside of them, to finally 

a decision being made to focus on the 

                                                 

 

elimination of the process of containment 

and forced navigation of black people to 

ghettoized spaces in Chicago, a process that 

took the months between late-1965 and mid-

1966. Because of this, the group missed out 

on valuable working time and an 

opportunity to connect the work in the South 

to the work that needed to be done in the 

North in a more congruent and fluid way. 

 

White Sentiment 

 

A lot of the difficulty in pushing the 

CFM forward was white sentiment, 

particularly from Northern residents post-

Civil Rights Movement, relating to the time 

gap between the passage of the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965 and the Chicago 

Freedom Movement. Though one would 

think that the closeness in proximity of time 

would provide a more positive framework 

for continued white allyship, many white 

Americans saw the Chicago Freedom 

Movement and the push towards open 

housing as an invitation for black residents 

to invade their white spaces. Because the 

implementation of fair housing would 

disallow the denial of residence based on 

race or ethnicity, white Northern residents 
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saw their homes as being in danger of an 

infestation.  

 

Honeymoon Phase 

 

 Along with this, the problems of 

finding ways for people to feel like they had 

a stake in the conversation around black 

Chicagoans and fair housing was just as 

difficult to arouse in black residents as it 

was white residents. The black communities 

in Chicago at that time were still young, 

having only about 50 years in between this 

and the first Great Migration. So, there was 

still a feeling amongst black Chicagoans of 

optimism, relative to the South. This rose-

colored way of viewing the city prevented 

some black Chicagoans from being able to 

see that they were still not being offered an 

equal chance at life as their white 

counterparts, so when the CFM began to 

solicit interest and share information, there 

wasn’t as much of a pull as there was in the 

South. Life was too good for black 

Chicagoans to risk being involved with a 

group that was willing to cause what seemed 

like unnecessary trouble.  

 

Media Attention 

                                                 

 

 

 The media played an important role 

in spreading the message of civil rights in 

1964 and 1965. Images of innocent, 

compliant, and nonviolent black bodies 

being attacked and killed by the state, in the 

form of military and police officers, raised 

the hair on the back of the neck of white 

liberals; people could not believe that their 

counterparts were being treated so poorly, so 

that sympathy mobilized people. However, 

that sympathy didn’t exist in 1966, and the 

media didn’t do much to change that. Often 

the stories of Northern riots, like the ones in 

Watts and Detroit, were mixing with the 

nonviolent demonstrations by Dr. King and 

the CFM. “A number of opponents [of the 

fair housing bill] implicitly used ‘rioters’ as 

a synonym for all African Americans.”17 

People couldn’t tell what black bodies were 

“dangerous” and which ones weren’t, so 

they all became dangerous, and the rights 

that they were fighting for were 

overshadowed by the seemingly unnecessary 

violence these black bodies were bringing to 

the formerly safe white neighborhoods. In 

order to fight back against this, white 

residents began to use the same violence that 

they were accusing the black residents of 
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inflicting onto them. While members of the 

CFM demonstrated peacefully and 

nonviolently in predominately-white 

neighborhoods, they were met with physical 

violence by white bodies. 

 

 Ultimately, this violence went on to 

being part of the reason for the passage of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1968. On top of other 

reasons including the eventual 

acknowledgement of the importance of open 

housing and the possibility of having 

something to memorialize Dr. King, whose 

assassination happened only a few months 

earlier, the fear of the spread of general 

urban violence caused there to be some 

conversation and eventual passing of the bill 

that would finally allow for the illegality of 

housing discrimination based not only race, 

but also on things like nationality and color, 

with ability and gender being added within 

the following decades. Some people are 

unsure of the effectiveness of the campaigns 

done by the CFM, while others attribute the 

CFM to at least spreading information about 

the impact of fair housing, regardless of 

their role in the actual eventual passage of 

the bill into law. Regardless of the reason, 

the Civil Rights Act of 1968 removed some 

                                                 

 

of the legal battles that were in place that 

kept black Americans from being able to 

live freely, and even though Martin Luther 

King, Jr. wasn’t around to see the bill make 

its way completely through Congress, his 

work in Chicago and his attempt to bring the 

Civil Rights Movement to the North cannot 

be ignored. 

  

The Black Panthers in Chicago 

 

“‘To be black and conscious in America is 

to be in a constant state of rage.’ Panthers 

believed the statement to be “very true of 

black people in general in this country” do 

to racism and the unequal distribution of 

wealth.”18 

Jakobi Williams 

 

For some, where the Chicago 

Freedom Movement lacked, the Chicago 

Black Panther branch thrived. Upon its 

formation in 1966 in Oakland by Huey 

Newton and Bobby Seale, the Black Panther 

Party was becoming a national phenomenon, 

sparking curiosity in white communities, 

and mobilization in black communities. By 

1968, a Black Panther Party in Chicago 

brought about by “Fred Hampton, Bobby 
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Rush, Bob Brown, Bob Clay, Rufus ‘Chaka’ 

Walls, Jewel Cook, Drew Ferguson, Henry 

English [and] others,” officially opened on 

Chicago’s West Madison Street, after a 

merger of two unofficial Panther chapters in 

the city’s South and West sides.19 Among 

various other efforts, the Chicago Panthers 

had a focus on: 1) ending the exploitative 

reign of businessmen who were taking 

advantage of the underserved Chicago black 

communities, 2) targeting the oppressive 

forces of local and regional politicians, 3) 

bringing attention to and putting a stop to 

the brutalization and violence done onto 

black bodies by police forces, and 4) 

organizing gangs and ending black on black 

violence.  

 

The Role of Students 

 

 The Illinois Black Panther Party 

(ILBPP) and its Chicago branch, like the 

civil rights struggles that were occurring in 

the city in the late 1960s, was made up 

predominately of high school and college 

students. From the ILBPP’s leaders, like 

Fred Hampton, to the members of the Party 

who did not participate in formal leadership 

roles, a large portion of the Party, despite 

                                                 

 

hopes to engage and recruit more from local 

black gangs, was made up of Illinois 

students. These students integrated the 

leadership and grassroots organizing skills 

that they polished through school 

organization in order to do work with the 

ILBPP. Outside of direct work with the 

Panthers, Chicago students were continuing 

their campaigns for school reform, including 

the hiring and active recruiting of more 

black teachers, bolstering of the African 

American curriculum in public schools, the 

inclusion of a Black Studies department in 

colleges, and increasing resources directed 

towards “dilapidated black schools.”20 

 

For Us, By Us 

 

One of the overarching missions for 

the national Black Panther Party was a focus 

on self-reliance and intercommunity service. 

The Black Panthers, like most black 

residents, were not satisfied with the lack of 

response and care from state and local 

governments, so they decided to take 

matters into their own hands. One of the 

most important programs that came out of 

this need and push for black people to be 

self-reliant in the wake of government ill-

 



24 

 

support was the Free Breakfast for Children 

program. “The program was simple: party 

members and volunteers went to local 

grocery stores to solicit donations, consulted 

with nutritionists on healthful breakfast 

options for children, and prepared and 

served the food free of charge.”21 Though 

threats from police and the FBI would 

eventually led to the ending of the Breakfast 

program, while it was running, it was one of 

the many ways that the Panthers were filling 

the governmental void. Along with the 

Breakfast program, the Panthers ran dozens 

of other community programs including 

health services, a free food program, 

ambulance services, legal clinics, and a 

newspaper. By strengthening community 

works programs like these, the Panthers 

were able to strengthen the community as a 

whole, disallowing the prophecy of 

containment and control by outside forces to 

further weaken the black communities 

across the nation and in Chicago. 

 

The Rainbow Coalition  

 

Though the ILBPP was very 

concerned with that black self-reliance and 

black empowerment, the group was not 

                                                 

 

 

oblivious to the idea of power in numbers. 

Fred Hampton and other ILBPP leaders 

made it a point to work as much as possible 

with community groups outside of 

themselves. The late 1960s saw the 

emergence of the Rainbow Coalition, a 

multiracial, cross-neighborhood, cross-

organizational entity that was dedicated to 

“[fighting] for political power that was 

denied to [all of the groups represented 

under the coalition] and significantly 

[reducing] the rigid racial and ethnic tension 

between these groups.” 22 

 

 Among the groups represented in 

the coalition were, the ILBPP (which led, 

but did not head the group), the Young 

Lords “a socially conscious Puerto Rican 

gang,” the Young Patriots “a gang of 

Appalachian white migrants,” and Rising Up 

Angry “a club of local greasers from Logan 

Square.”23 The Coalition met often to 

communicate what was going on in their 

respective neighborhoods, plan joint 

campaigns, and discuss regional and 

national issues. Representing the future of 

Chicago that they were hoping to one day 

see, the Coalition emerged during a time of 

heightened racial and class tension in the 
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60s and early 70s, a future that eventually 

gained momentum in other parts of the 

country, with the creation of other iterations 

of the Rainbow Coalition. And though not as 

successful in other incarnations across the 

U.S. as it was in Chicago, the Rainbow 

Coalition stood for a level of cross-

community organization that, while 

cognizant of the differences in experience 

that existed within the communities, did not 

let those get in the way of doing the work 

that was needed to fight against the 

pressures of urban renewal and government 

apathy.  

 

 Even though the reign of the ILBPP 

ended with the events following the 

assassination of Fred Hampton in 1969, the 

role that the ILBPP and the Black Panther 

Party as a whole played in the country is 

undeniable. Through the creation, 

implementation, and maintenance of several 

community works programs, as well as the 

work of the Rainbow Coalition, the Black 

Panther Party showed the power that a self-

sustaining, self-empowered community can 

have, sentiments that were in direct 

opposition to those that were attempted to be 

cultivated by state and local political 

systems, but those that were being cultivated 

in kids and adults during the boycotts of the 

Chicago Public School system and in the 

demonstrators who worked towards the 

creation of the Civil Rights Act of 1968. 

Black vocalization did the work of changing 

the course of black history in Chicago, in a 

way that exists not only in moves towards 

mobilization and “take to the streets” 

activism, but also in the arts movements that 

were happening in Chicago around the same 

time, a history that dates as far back as the 

first Great Migration and as far forward as 

Chicago’s present moment.  

 

 Though not an extensive view of 

Chicago’s post-WWII history, the boycott of 

the Chicago Public Schools system, the 

Chicago Freedom Movement, and the 

Illinois chapter of the Black Panther Party 

all serve as moments where black 

Chicagoans have taken their fate into their 

own hands, an act of agency that goes 

directly against what being delegated to the 

under-resourced, under-serviced areas in 

which they were forced to live was meant to 

do. This push of black Americans into the 

streets of Chicago gave them an opportunity 

to write their own stories, in a way that 

altered the course of their history.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE SOUND OF THE CITY 

 

 

 

 Black Chicago music has had a 

storied history of acting as a place of 

resistance and vocalization. Blues, house, 

and hip hop have all served, in some way, to 

provide an outlet for communities that have 

always had their existences questioned and 

delegitimized. Countless musicians, artists, 

lyricists, singers, and rappers have made 

their voices heard in the fight for both 

freedom of expression and freedom to live. 

It’s through the journey of learning the 

histories of these genres that we see hip hop 

as a part of a lineage of musical forms that 

have shaped cultures of resistance and 

unyielding fights for agency and self-

determination.  

 

The Blues 

 

“Somebody once asked me what my blues 

meant. I answered in one word – ‘trouble.’ I 

don’t know whether they got the message 

but what I meant was that the blues – from 

the gut-bucket, alley blues which I can offer 

right straight up to the sophisticated, 

drawing room lament fashioned by that 

                                                 

 

master musician, Duke Ellington – the blues 

belong to my people. The blues are an 

expression of trouble in mind, trouble in 

body, trouble in soul. And when man has 

trouble, it helps him to express it, to let it be 

known.”25 

 Muddy Waters  

 

Though chattel slavery had officially 

been outlawed, black Americans were still 

subject to mistreatment and discrimination 

in the post-Emancipation South. Denial of 

voting rights, physical violence, and denial 

of upward mobility caused many black 

Southerners to lose faith in finding liberty in 

the South. They dreamed of a land flowing 

with milk and honey, a place where freedom 

and the rights that come with it could be 

fully realized. They saw that dream in the 

North; they saw that dream in Chicago. So 

in the early 1900s, black Southern people 

began their exodus to the North.   

 

I’m tired of this Jim Crow, gonna leave this 

Jim Crow town,  

Doggone my black soul, 

 I’m sweet Chicago bound,  
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Yes I’m leavin’ here from this ole  

Jim Crow town.26 

 Charles “Cow Cow” Davenport, “Jim 

Crow Blues” 

 

Before the Civil War, the black 

population in Chicago was never more than 

1% of the total population of the city. Once 

talks of the possibility of economic and 

social freedom in the North began to make 

its way through the grapevine of black 

Southern life that number began to rise. 

According to William Barlow’s “‘Looking 

Up at Down:’ Chicago Blues,” there were 

several factors that were pulling black 

people to the Northern states, particularly to 

Chicago: the recruitment of black workers to 

Chicago factory industries to act as 

strikebreakers, the increase in work wages 

relative to the South, and “The Great 

Northern Drive” led by the black-owned 

newspaper, The Chicago Defender. Once the 

migration process started, it happened in 

droves. Thousands of people made the trek 

from their former Southern homes to the 

budding black community in the South side.   

However, the new black Chicagoans 

quickly realized running away from the 

South, didn’t mean that they were fully 

                                                 

 

running away from the nationalist nature of 

anti-black regimes. The South side’s 

proximity to red-light districts, the lack of 

public facilities and resources, 

overcrowding, and the dilapidated state of 

the buildings where black people were 

delegated to, proved that white Chicagoans, 

especially the recently immigrated white 

European communities, were no more 

supportive than the white Southerners that 

the black community was used to. Instead of 

welcoming the black immigrants into their 

growing neighborhoods, the white residents 

considered the influx of black bodies as an 

infestation, and took every opportunity they 

could to place barriers between themselves 

and their black counterparts. In fact, this 

relationship turned violent during the years 

between 1917 and 1919, with racial tension 

taking a physical turn in the form of 

assaults, bombings of black housing and 

businesses, and damaging of black-owned 

property by white people. But the black 

residents took that opportunity to lean on 

each other, using community organizations, 

churches, and other working groups to 

provide themselves with the resources that 

were not being afforded to them.  
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These opportunities to lean on each 

other led to the creation of the blues industry 

in black Chicago. Black Southerners didn’t 

just bring themselves to the North, they 

brought their culture as well, including the 

music. By mixing the sounds of the rural 

South, especially from the Mississippi Delta, 

with the sounds of the urban North, black 

Chicagoans were able to create a unique 

sound that was a fusion of those two worlds. 

Harmonicas, heavy bass, acoustic guitars, 

pianos, and looming drums accompanied the 

blues vocalists as they spoke of the violence, 

tension, and passion of black love.  

 

Italian and Jewish mobsters and 

underground dealers like Al Capone used 

the appeal of blues music to sell an 

experience to white audiences looking for 

ways to indulge in the sexuality of blues 

music, and by extension, black life. That 

isn’t to say that blue musicians weren’t 

using their platform as a mode of “social 

commentary,” though. Several artists 

including Big Bill Broonzy would use their 

music to voice their concerns about the 

treatment of black Americans, offering 

personal narratives on racism and 

                                                 

 

 

discrimination, but these records would still 

attract the eager ears of white listeners.  

 

“They say if you’s white, you’s alright,  

If you’s brown, stick around,  

But if you’re black, mmm brother, get back, 

get back, get back.”27  

Big Bill Broonzy, “Black, Brown, and 

White” 

 

Saloons, clubs, and bars became the settings 

for the indulgence in black life and black 

sound by non-black patrons. While white 

audiences weren’t willing to engage in 

working towards community building and 

allyship with black people, they were more 

than willing to engage in the exotic and 

“carefree hedonism”28 that came to be 

synonymous with blackness, particularly 

black malehood. Because the music became 

so popular across races, the commercial 

blues industry concocted a blues formula in 

the 1920s – “an eclectic potpourri of rural 

and regional styles overlaid with the 

influences of vaudeville blues [and] Tin Pan 

Alley lyrics” 29– that allowed for the rapid 

production and release of blues music, the 

standardization of the genre leading to some 

of the “unique regional styles and themes 
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that had been brought to Chicago from the 

rural South [to] disappear.”30 

 

However in the mid-1920s and into 

the 1930s, the blues industry suffered from 

effects of the Great Depression as did the 

music industry as a whole. Not only did the 

Depression affect the production and release 

of the music, but it also left many black 

Chicagoans without jobs in the domestic and 

service sectors where they were 

predominately employed.  

“The black community in Chicago was hard 

hit by the depression of the 1930s. 

The economic foothold they had managed to 

secure for themselves during 

World War I and the Jazz Age gave way to 

an unescapable downward cycle of 

unemployment and poverty. The optimism 

of the recently arrived African American         

migrants was replaced by dismay, and then 

by angry resolve to survive.”31 

 

When New Deal programs were put 

in place, they did alleviate some of the 

economic distress that many Americans 

found themselves in. The music industry, 

like most other industries, did find some 

relief and prosperity post-Depression. “The 

                                                 

 

 

New Deal slowly revived Chicago’s 

dormant music business. Federal jobs and 

welfare checks revitalized the cash flow on 

the Southside, pumping new life into the 

clubs, theaters, and record companies.”32 

Despite this, there was a shift in tone of the 

music that was coming from black blues 

musicians. The skepticism and “grim 

realism” that was rearing its head in the 

personal lives of the community was also 

starting to make itself known in the music 

that was being produced.33  

 

Artists began to make it a point to 

address concerns about the effectiveness of 

the newly-implemented New Deal programs 

and the perceived lack of investment by 

federal and state governments in black 

livelihood. Several artists made songs that 

expressed their need to return to the South, 

in an attempt to leave behind the empty 

promise of socioeconomic mobility – and to 

some extent, racial transcendence – that the 

North gave. The music allowed for a safer 

mode of expressing these frustrations, a way 

to covertly air their grievances surrounding 

the conditions of their housing, jobs, and 

overall wellbeing “under the guise of 
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entertainment.”34 The commercialization of 

blues that started in the 1920s did not stop 

the communal relatability and the utility of 

blues music to amplify the voices of black 

people and black experiences.   

 

As another wave of black migrants 

came from the South to Chicago around 

World War II, they began to center 

themselves on the Westside. The move to 

the Westside led to the emergence of a blues 

community at the Maxwell Street Market. 

The open-air thrift market, an economic hub 

for Jewish merchants, was transformed into 

a blues mecca. Black musicians and listeners 

from all over the country flocked to the 

Maxwell Street Market to bask in the sound 

of authentic Chicago blues, which by this 

time, had matured into a “hard-drive, 

electric, urban folk blues” that was still able 

to allow for its use as a sounding board for 

black existence.35 

 

Though the Maxwell Market Street 

blues scene wasn’t able to last long before it 

succumbed to urban renewal and slum 

clearance programs that were used to make 

the space more suitable for the needs of the 

predominately-white University of Illinois at 

                                                 

 

 

Chicago community, while it existed it, it 

was extension of the blues community that 

formed in the Southside. As black people 

continued to make their homes wherever 

they could in Chicago, the blue tradition 

only strengthened further, solidifying the 

place of the black community in the 

Midwestern state and acting as a guiding 

point to the creation of black music in the 

area for decades to come.   

 

House  

 

“A lot of people want to put a definition on 

where house music began and who started 

it. It started here in Chicago.”36 

Robert Williams 

 

 The legacy of Chicago house music 

begins with the history of disco. During the 

1960s and 1970s, disco emerged in response 

to the heteronormative, white-centered 

urban night scene. Though the genre would 

eventually find its way into the mainstream, 

it offered a space for “female, gay, black, 

and Latin[x] artists”37 to define their 

identities in a way that wasn’t centered on 

recreating the dynamic set forth by 

traditional club culture; dancing and club 
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life wasn’t just for straight, white couples 

anymore.  

 

 However, the reign of disco would 

attempt to be disrupted during the summer 

of 1979. Steve Dahl, a radio personality and 

rock and roll fan, during the period of 

increased popularity in disco music, was 

fired from his job at WDAI Chicago after 

the radio station took more of a disco-

oriented turn. Even though he secured 

another job at a different radio station, 

WLUP, his resentment for disco continued 

in on-air rage-sessions that included the 

destroying of disco records. He took that 

stunt to a White Sox and Detroit Tigers 

game on July 12, 1979. Dubbed Disco 

Demolition Night, WLUP and Dahl hosted 

an event where, for the price of $0.98, rock 

and roll fans could bring a disco record of 

their choosing and destroy it at Chicago’s 

Comiskey Park. That night, over 50,000 

predominantly-white men showed up to pay 

their disrespects to the genre and to watch 

Dahl, adorned in a “combat helmet and 

military jacket,”38 blow up a crate of disco 

records on the Comiskey Park field.  

 

                                                 

 

Though not an obvious disregard for black, 

Latinx, and LGBTQ life, the destroying of 

the records sent a clear message to the 

communities for whom disco was a social 

platform and a representation of the 

legitimacy of their experiences.  

 

“At the game was a teenaged usher named 

Vince Lawrence…then an aspiring musician 

who was saving up money for a synthesizer, 

he says he was one of the few African 

Americans there that night… ‘I was faced 

with some guy rushing up to me, snapping a 

record in half in my face and going, “Disco 

sucks! Ya see that?”’ Lawrence says. ‘Like 

an overt statement to me like I was 

inherently disco.’”39 

 

The records that were being destroyed 

weren’t just disco records, though; they 

were black records; they were funk, soul, 

and r&b. Lawrence saw Curtis Mayfield and 

Otis Clay records fall like shooting stars 

from the sky and into the dirt of the baseball 

field. It was a physical manifestation of anti-

gay, anti-black, anti-Latinx, and anti-woman 

discrimination and prejudice that existed all 

over the country, including in segregated 

Chicago.  
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 After that, black, Latinx, and queer 

communities were in need of another mode 

of musical expression. Not only had their 

music been deemed irrelevant and 

subordinate to rock music, but “by that time 

disco was more closely associated with 

[white] middle-America wedding receptions 

than the debauched manifestation of tongue-

in-cheek eroticism that it once was.”40 Black 

and brown queer communities needed a new 

sound to let loose to. A few years before 

Disco Demolition Day, The Warehouse, a 

black, gay, members-only juice bar, opened 

up in Chicago’s West Loop. The club would 

go on to become the birthplace of house 

music, with DJ Frankie Knuckles as its 

godfather.  

 

“It wasn’t even called house music back 

then. It was just ‘music being played at the 

Warehouse.’ But it became part of my 

existence. I felt like I had found my tribe. 

House culture made you different from 

everybody else. We were the space cadets, 

the aliens walking around the urban streets 

of America.”41 

Ron Trent 

 

                                                 

 

The history of The Warehouse and its 

founder Robert Williams have roots in New 

York City. Williams, after spending his high 

school years in Chicago, spent time in New 

York City moving around through some 

time in law school at Columbia University, 

joining the Dance Theater of Harlem (after 

realizing that it was impossible to live a life 

separated from music and dancing), and 

working in the New York Department of 

Probations. During his time at the 

Department of Probations, he met Larry 

Levan and Frankie Knuckles. Both Levan 

and Knuckles had been “wild and truant 

kids,” but Williams, being close to their 

ages, saw potential in them, so he decided to 

take them under his wings as a mentor and 

counselor. He realized, while working with 

them, that the teenagers had a similar 

passion for music and dancing as he did. 

 

 In 1975, Williams moved back to 

Chicago to take care of his mother. Almost 

immediately, he was hit with how different 

the club and party scenes were from the ones 

he was used to in New York City; he and his 

friends decided to do something about that. 

They began throwing parties all over the 

city; one of the party scenes, 206 South 
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Jefferson Street in the West Loop, became 

the establishing spot for The Warehouse. 

Though Williams did DJ at the club in its 

genesis, he eventually turned to the musical 

expertise of Frankie Knuckles; he convinced 

Knuckles, after having the DJ position 

turned down by Larry Levan, to move to 

Chicago and partner with him in putting The 

Warehouse on the map.  

 

 In the late 70s, the music Knuckles 

brought became the basis for house music. 

The mix of disco, soul, and r&b didn’t fall 

easily on the ears of Chicago listeners in the 

beginning, but once it did, it took off.  

 

“The sound itself was deceptively 

simple: a repetitive 4/4 drumbeat punctuated 

by a high-hat cymbal and, frequently, a 

funked-up bassline and laser-like synthesizer 

riff. Knuckles once referred to house as 

“disco’s revenge” — an indictment of 

Chicago’s sociopolitical stratification as 

much as a commentary on the music 

itself.”42 

Gay men of color where able to take and 

make sonic and physical space for 

themselves in a way that was reminiscent of 

the Chicago blues tradition. And it wasn’t 

                                                 

 

something that just stayed in Chicago. By 

the late 1980s, house began to pop up in 

European clubs, helping to define the British 

rave scene, and other centers of urban 

nightlife in the United States. Though, like 

the blues, the music would be coopted by 

white audiences, it never lost its meaning to 

black and brown queer people; they had 

found their homes in house music.  

 

 Though Chicago house isn’t being 

produced in the same way was in the 70s 

and 80s, the genre has lived on in various 

other styles that have used its sound as 

inspiration or have fused house with other 

genres of music to create sonic hybrids. 

House DJs like Frankie Knuckles, Roy 

Davis Jr., Vince Lawrence and Jesse 

Saunders became role models for artists and 

other DJs in the creation of styles like deep 

house, techno and acid house.  

 

 Through the manifestation and 

development of house music, communities 

that were considered alien and on the 

outskirts of what was considered acceptable 

by mainstream standards created a radical 

and inclusive space that turned the idea of 

being an outsider on its head. The 
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Warehouse, its music, and the genres and 

clubs that came after them, offered an 

opportunity for a community to be birthed 

from communities that were constantly 

being left behind. That community was one 

of release, escapism, sensuality, eroticism, 

and individualism; one that was an “implicit 

bird-flip in the general direction of anyone 

who'd ever believed the phrase "disco 

sucks.”43 

 

Hip Hop 

 

“Chicago has a lot, an infinite list of talent. 

The one thing about that, especially in hip-

hop, is not all talented people are 

discovered. But in Chicago right now…there 

is a competitive community – but more 

important than that there’s a collaborative 

community where you might discover Mick 

Jenkins, and then you click around and you 

discover Noname, and you click around and 

you discover Chance [the Rapper] and Vic 

[Mensa]…It’s like we’re all working 

together…Chicago’s never really had a time 

like this in its history.”44 

Saba 

 

                                                 

 

 The conversation about hip hop in 

Chicago starts much like the history of 

house: it starts with Disco Demolition Day. 

After disco was declared dead on July 12, 

1979, as shards of disco records fell from 

the sky and onto the field at Comiskey Park, 

it left a need for a new genre of music that 

could act as a points of resistance for the 

black community. In Chicago, that need 

became house music; in New York that need 

became hip hop. Hip hop would eventually 

make waves in Chicago, but for the majority 

of its development period, much of the 

conversation was centered on the East and 

West Coasts, specifically hip hop’s 

birthplace, New York, and California.  

 

 With this, though, Chicago – and the 

rest of the Midwest – would find its place 

into rap discourse in the 90s. It would be a 

few years before hip hop would become so 

well-regarded in the city, but it still had its 

shining stars. Artists like Twista, Da Brat, 

Crucial Conflict, and Common were finding 

their way into the mainstream and achieving 

local success in Chicago. Twista was a part 

of a roster of artists, like Tech N9ne in 

Kansas City, from the Midwest that were 

perfecting a fast-paced, precision-based 
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style of rapping, referred to as choppers. 

Common’s sound was more reminiscent of 

New York hip hop, adding his voice to the 

Afrocentric and conscious rap subgenre. His 

career became one of the first times that 

Chicago hip hop was taken seriously; it was 

no longer thought of as just a replication of 

the other versions of hip hop that were in 

circulation at the time; Common and Twista 

helped prove that Chicago could hold its 

own in the genre that had originally ignored 

the Midwest as a whole. Chicago hip hop 

provided a new avenue for public dialogue 

on community and global issues as well as a 

space that provided variations on the 

stylistic aspects of that dialogue.  

 

“I get down for my grandfather who took my 

mama 

Made her sit in that seat where white folks 

ain't want us to eat 

At the tender age of 6 she was arrested for 

the sit-ins 

And with that in my blood I was born to be 

different”45 

Kanye West, “Never Let Me Down” 

 

This variety of sound coming out of Chicago 

would become characteristic of the city’s 

                                                 

 

sonic footprint. The early and mid-2000s 

saw the rise of Kanye West and Lupe 

Fiasco. West, with roots in Atlanta, Georgia, 

came into the game as a producer, working 

with largely with artists from Jay-Z’s Roc-

A-Fella Records. Though not taken seriously 

as a rapper in the beginning, his album 

College Dropout proved that West – and 

Chicago – could continue to be household 

name in the 2000s, building on the legacy 

that Common set forth in the 90s. His music 

was a mix of neo-soul, classic r&b, and 

gospel influences, moving the genre into a 

direction, much like house did in the 70s and 

80s, that created fluidity; hip hop didn’t just 

have to sound one particular way anymore, 

and West was at the helm of that movement.  

 

 In his 2005 album Late Registration, 

West helped introduce the hip hop world to 

Lupe Fiasco in the song “Touch the Sky,” a 

cosign from Jay-Z adding to the legitimacy 

of Fiasco’s talent. His first album 2006’s 

Food and Liquor solidified Fiasco’s place as 

a storyteller of black Chicago experiences. 

Songs like “Kick, Push” and “Kick, Push II” 

told the story of a community of “misfits 

and outcasts”46 learning to find pride in 

being different, while he used songs like 
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“Hurt Me Soul” to tell the story of his 

difficult love of hip hop and the hardships of 

children growing up in poor urban areas like 

parts of the South side and West side, where 

Fiasco grew up.  

 

“They took my daughter, we ain't got no 

water 

I can't get hired, their cross on fire 

We all got suspended, I just got sentenced 

So I got no place to go 

They threw down my gang sign, I ain't got 

no hang time 

They talk about my sneakers, poisoned our 

leader 

My father ain't seen me 

Turn off my TV 'cause it hurts me soul”47 

Lupe Fiasco, “Hurt Me Soul” 

 

Along with a laundry list of other 

achievements, Fiasco and West’s lyrics 

provided a firsthand view of poor black 

Chicago life. All people knew of the city, up 

until that point, was what they’d seen on 

news media, the painted picture of a city that 

was the poster child for the lifeless, black 

ghetto. Even though there was so much 

talent coming out of the city, it wasn’t 

prioritized in the same way cities in New 

                                                 

 

York and California were. It was seen only 

as a dumping ground for the poor and black, 

so Fiasco, West, and others helped thrust 

authentic Chicago life into the increasingly 

media and internet-driven society. They 

were providing something real.  

 

 But in 2012, Chief Keef’s music 

pushed that idea of realness farther than 

most people were comfortable with at the 

time. His music began to bring up the 

question of whether or not it was possible to 

be too real. Keef’s genre of choice was drill. 

A Chicago-born, heavy-hitting style 

reminiscent of the trap music coming out of 

Atlanta from artists like Gucci Mane, Waka 

Flocka Flame, and Future, drill became the 

musical embodiment of “Chiraq,” the 

nickname given to a city that many saw was 

at war with itself; it was a signal that “the 

kids [were not] alright.”48  

 

My young boys clap heat 

My young boys don't care 

Yeah, them O'Block boys savage 

Boy, don't go over there 

They shootin' shit on site 

Guns bangin' like a snare 

And if you think that you is tough 
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And you get popped oh well49 

Chief Keef, “Savage” 

 

Drill lyrics often include direct references to 

gun violence, drug abuse, and gang activity 

of young black men. The music of Keef – 

who was only 17 at the time his music began 

to take off – Young Chop, and Fredo 

Santana confirmed everything mainstream 

audiences thought about Chicago, 

particularly young black Chicago youth. 

And that confirmation helped sell the music. 

Kids all over the country and all over the 

world found drill music thrilling, rapping 

along to lyrics that teleported them to the 

streets of Chicago, without the threat of the 

physical harm Keef and others alluded to in 

their lyrics getting in the way. It allowed 

audiences to indulge in the music, without 

needing to indulge in providing solutions to 

the concerns addressed in the music, much 

like the work of the blues in the 20s and 30s. 

All this is happening at a time where hip hop 

is gaining popularity and is grabbing the 

ears of youth outside of the inner city and 

other ghettoized spaces, becoming a 

worldwide phenomenon.  

 

                                                 

 

 Along with the rough and heavy 

sound of drill music, Chicago witnessed an 

influx of artists who were talking about 

similar things, but in ways that were more 

reminiscent of Kanye West and Common. 

Artists like Chance the Rapper, Saba, Vic 

Mensa, and Noname, would all have their 

music begin to circulate on the internet 

around the same time between 2011 and 

2013, their jazz musician friends, including 

Peter Cottontale and Nico Segal, there to 

back them up on a sound that was full of the 

brightness and sentimentality of gospel 

music and the rhythm and swing of jazz and 

the blues.  

 

The message of their music is still 

the same. Chicago is a place that has been 

built in a way that systematically keeps 

people of color, particularly black people, in 

a subordinate position that removes any 

ability for agency or self-determination. The 

frustration, anger, and hopelessness play 

themselves out in gun violence, drug usage, 

forced nonchalance, and deteriorating 

mental and physical health. Violence 

inflicted onto black bodies by other black 

bodies is real, but so is violence inflicted 

onto black bodies by white bodies. Death is 
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something that’s introduced to kids at a 

young age, and even though they learn how 

to deal with it soon after, it’s a haunting, 

lingering thing. 

 

 But even with all of the 

socioeconomic and socioracial issues that 

make it into the lyrics of songs like Chance 

the Rapper’s “Pusha Man” where he talks 

about how “everybody [dies] in the [heat of 

Chicago’s] summer[s]”50 and Noname’s 

“Shadow Man” where she talks about her 

hopes to have “Kanye [do the] eulogy” 51 at 

her funeral, these artists make it a point to 

bring color to the conversations that are had 

about Chicago. Part of the idea of breaking 

down the mainstream narrative of Chicago is 

allowing the city to speak for itself, in 

whatever form that vocalization needs to 

take. While each artist gives their 

commentary on the problems that Chicago 

has, they are just as willing to remind 

listeners of the joy that black people in 

Chicago have, both in their music and music 

videos. The point is that they are prioritizing 

the experiences and voices of black 

Chicagoans in the work that they do. 

Whether it’s Chief Keef, Kanye West, or 

Chance the Rapper, each artist has a 

                                                 

 

 

Chicago that they’d like to share with the 

world, a Chicago that rarely gets to see the 

light of day: their Chicago.  

 

They was talking ‘woo this woo wap da 

bam’ 

City so damn great, I feel like Alexand’ 

Wear your halo like a hat, that's like the 

latest fashion 

I got angels all around me they keep me 

surrounded52 

Saba, Chance the Rapper’s “Angels”  

 

 In the following chapters, I’ll pair 

the voices and experiences of these black 

Chicago artists with the theoretical 

frameworks of social death, differential 

inclusion, interiority, and historical and 

contemporary black feminism to paint a 

picture of black Chicago that takes into 

account the sorrows, joys, and missing 

pieces in the story of black Chicago. This 

includes a look into black social and 

physical death using the work of Saba and 

Lupe Fiasco, a look into black joy and 

radical back happiness using the work of 

Chance the Rapper and Tobi Lou, as well as 

the missing voice of black women in the 

story of black Chicago using the work of 

 



40 

 

Noname. By bringing attention to these 

three areas of black Chicago life, my hope is 

to acknowledge and continue the work of 

presenting black Chicago in a way that is 

centered around humanity. And this work 

doesn’t necessarily dispute the broader 

narratives of Chicago, but it does attempt to 

offer a more comprehensive view of the 

South and West sides that includes and 

prioritizes the voice of black Chicago.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: BLACK (SOCIAL) DEATH 

 

 

 

“If the ghetto lose, that mean the ghetto 

won.” 

Lupe Fiasco55 

 

For Saba and Lupe Fiasco, growing 

up on the West side of Chicago meant 

growing up around “funeral home[s], 

church[es],”56 “food and liquor stores,”57 

“Harold’s Chicken,”58 “prisons packed [and] 

bubblin’ over in brown sugar,”59 black 

death, and Death’s familiarity with black 

life. Conversations about black death and 

Death’s proximity are central in both 

“LIFE,” from Saba’s Care for Me, and 

“Deliver,” from Lupe Fiasco’s Tetsuo and 

Youth. In these songs, and the albums that 

these songs find home on, both artists not 

only talk about the normalization of physical 

black death, but also the normalization of 

(and society’s dependence on) social black 

death.  

 

Because we tend to engage with 

black Chicago, more broadly, in 

conversations about sociopolitical and racial 

                                                 

 

 

 

conditions that black people in the South 

and West sides are forced to live with, it’s 

easy to come to the conclusion that we know 

everything we need to know about the black 

condition in Chicago. However, because we 

engage with a lot of this information through 

mediated sources like the news or scholarly 

texts, we often don’t hear firsthand stories 

about how those sociopolitical and racial 

pressures affect the people who live with 

them, and Lupe Fiasco has made that work a 

priority in his 19 year long career. During 

the span of the seven albums he’s released 

between 2005 and 2018, Lupe has addressed 

a variety of topics like police brutality, 

planned obsolescence and capitalism, 

weaponization of religion, and the 

relationships that children have on both 

sides of gun violence. On 2015’s Tetsuo and 

Youth, the album acting as the end of a 

turbulent relationship between him and 

Atlantic Records, Lupe takes on many of 

these same topics, with a conversation about 

black social death occupying the musical 

space of “Deliver,” the twelfth song from 

the album.   
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Two years before the release Tetsuo 

and Youth, Lupe took to Twitter to offer an 

apology to the nationwide community of 

pizza delivery persons, extending a sincere 

apology on behalf of “the hood…in hopes of 

repairing a once fruitful alliance.”60 Fans 

took this sentiment as an opportunity to 

share their personal stories; some shared 

stories of delivering pizzas and feeling 

unsafe because of the supposed danger in 

the neighborhood they were delivering in, 

while others shared times where they failed 

to receive their pizza because of the 

reputation of their home community. Other 

than a few comments asking fans to 

elaborate on their stories, Lupe did not 

engage much with what he referred to as the 

“ItsRealian-Pizzastilian conflict”61 until the 

release of his song “Deliver,” both in its 

single form in 2014 and as a part of the 

entire Tetsuo and Youth album in 2015. 

 

When the entire album is played 

backwards, as Lupe has alluded is the 

correct way to listen to the album62, 

“Deliver” follows “Madonna (and Other 

Mothers in the Hood)” – an ode to working-

                                                 

 
 

 

 

 

class mothers – as the aforementioned 

Madonna-figure63 mourns the death of a son 

that she recently lost to neighborhood 

violence towards the end of the song.64 The 

scene continues, with “Deliver,” where 

Lupe’s onomatopoeic “[pows],” acting as 

“30-something shots from [a] ghetto gun,” 

continue the visions of the gun violence that 

took Madonna’s son’s life.65 The song 

continues with Lupe touching a variety of 

aspects of life in West side Chicago. Within 

the first verse of the song, Lupe references 

the word “ghetto” 25 times, a descriptor that 

classifies both people and objects. He 

questions “where the ghetto from?” but also 

proclaims to be “from the ghetto,” a 

recognition of social condition that plays 

itself out in all aspects of black (“ghetto”) 

Chicago life.66 The song continues with 

Lupe’s hook, accompanied by Los 

Angeles’s Ty Dolla $ign, where he attempts 

to figure out why “the pizza man don’t come 

here no more.”67 He offers his own 

interpretation of the neglect as there being 

“too many niggas gettin’ shot…[or] robbed” 

and the inability of people in his 

neighborhood to maintain jobs or financial 
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standings that allow them to take care of 

their families.68 As the song progresses, 

Lupe continues to explore these moments of 

what W.E.B. du Bois describes as double 

consciousness, an awareness of both how 

one sees and is seen. In Social Death, 

sociologist Lisa Marie Cacho discusses the 

role in “double consciousness [as 

explaining] how we might interpret reading 

stories and seeing photographs through how 

we imagine what other audiences see, read, 

and transparently recognize.”69  

 

That “other” is necessarily an Other 

that is recognized as being in a higher social 

standing. That recognition is, as a result, 

also an admission of submission and 

subjection, two things that sociologist 

Orlando Patterson in Slavery and Social 

Death explains are necessary towards the 

master-slave relationship, or the dominant-

submissive relationship. He explains that 

this relationship can’t work if the slave 

refuses to be a slave and if there’s no other 

non-slave person around to defend the 

relationship. If enslaved bodies are under the 

impression that they deserve more, they’ll 

be empowered to ask for more. Sociologist 

                                                 
 

 

 

 

Yen Le Espiritu describes this as 

“differential inclusion,” the need to have a 

subordinate class, in order to sustain a 

dominate class.70 In order for this process to 

work, there has to be a recognition of how 

important the disadvantaged group is to the 

structure of power dynamics of a particular 

area. Afterwards, comes the active work of 

keeping this group low on the totem pole, or 

what Lupe describes as “[making] the ghetto 

sick [or making] the ghetto numb.”71 The 

inability of these communities to fight back 

against the systemic racism that they’re 

forced to live under and the recognition of 

themselves as a subordinate group allows for 

the maintenance of “[niggas] in the 

basement [and] white people in the attic”72 

or as Patterson describes as “placing 

European[s] on the deck of the slave ship 

and the Negro in the hold.”73  

 

This is why the effect of double 

consciousness is so robust; there has to be 

some recognition of existing under a 

subjected state, in order for that view of 

being inferior to hold any weight, and once 

it does, there’s a process of normalization of 

white societal domination which Lupe 
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recognizes in song as moments where 

behavior is only considered negative when a 

black body is attached to it. Because our 

societies are centered on the idea of 

whiteness as default, everything else is 

viewed in contrast to that. Black bodies 

become synonymous with crime, disorder, 

and misconduct and black spaces and the 

wombs of black mothers become breeding 

grounds for future criminals and murderers, 

regardless of the socioeconomic makeup or 

prestige of the area that they’re from. 

Cacho’s point on “[transparent recognition]” 

is just as powerful because it solidifies the 

idea that black bodies embody a naturally-

occurring self-destructive way of being.74 So 

Lupe’s proclamation of being “from the 

ghetto” or his observation of “ghetto girls 

[and] ghetto sons,” or even the minimization 

of black music into “ghetto bass” and 

“ghetto drums,” becomes an observation 

from the eyes of white bodies, through the 

eyes of black bodies;75 this surrogate 

relationship allows for white (or state) 

control of the “ghetto” without ever needing 

to step foot in it.   

 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

“The pizza man don’t come here no more 

Deliver, deliver, deliver.”76 

Lupe Fiasco 

 

So Lupe asks for more; he asks for 

deliverance, or to be set free. In this is a 

recognition that being considered a person 

isn’t something that “ghetto” residents can 

do on their own, as ‘living [is] something to 

be achieved and not experienced’77 for these 

“[natally alienized]”78 individuals who, just 

by the very nature of “the sin”79 of being 

birthed into and by a black (“ghetto”) body, 

are “[ineligible] for personhood”80 by 

default. Attempts at assimilation become 

futile, and these socially-dead persons 

attempting to prove their worthiness by 

practicing behaviors, creating guises, having 

names, telling stories, and living in areas in 

which white bodies can assume safety and 

communion end up pursing work with no 

returns. Even black bodies who are able to 

ascend are still barred from fully realizing a 

white way of life. To ask for deliverance – 

and the “[sacredness of humanity]”81 – by 

pizza men and the broader society is to ask 

to be granted enough personhood to not only 
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be able to order and get delivered a pizza in 

the comfort of a “ghetto” home, but also to 

be able to realize the agency that comes with 

humanity, despite how disempowering this 

ask may seem.  

 

However, freedom, in this context, is 

not just about being set free. It’s also about 

the systems and the people who run them 

taking responsibility for their actions and 

being held accountable for what they’ve 

done to stunt the growth of Chicago’s 

predominately-black neighborhoods. Since 

the Great Migration, white people, both 

inside and outside formal power structures, 

have inflicted violence through a variety of 

means (e.g. white flight, housing 

discrimination, unequal educational resource 

distribution) that have worked to perpetuate 

a cycle of black poverty and white social 

dominance in the South and West sides. But 

this inflicted violence doesn’t just exist in a 

social form; as Saba’s “LIFE” describes, 

these sentiments of cyclic black 

subordination play themselves out through 

physical means as well. 

 

“A lot of shit in other people’s lives that I 

think if anybody else wrote this song, it 

                                                 

 

could have the same structure, the same 

format, and they can just change the 

moments, the chronological parts, they can 

just swipe it out, put whatever they went 

through there. And I think that’s what a lot 

of people do in how they relate to it. ‘Cause 

they listen to it from their own life instead of 

mine, you know?” 

Saba82 

 

In February 2017, Saba lost his 

cousin Walter Long, Jr. to a fatal stabbing 

during a fight after getting off of a train in 

the Fulton Market district on Chicago’s 

West side. Long, a fellow member and 

cofounder of the Chicago hip hop collective 

Pivot Gang (currently made up of Saba, 

Joseph Chilliams, MFn Melo, 

SqueakPIVOT, Dam Dam, Frsh Waters, 

daedaePIVOT, and Daoud), and Saba were 

as close as brothers, and Long’s sudden 

death took a toll on the group of artists and 

friends. A little over a year later came 

Saba’s second album Care for Me, an album 

whose songs, including “LIFE,” act as both 

a memorial for Walter and a way to stop 

Saba from “runnin’ away”83 from the reality 

of his emotions and his cousin’s passing. His 

songs reminiscing about childhood and 
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summers in “sweet West side Chicago”84 are 

blanketed between confessions of guilt, past 

infidelity, loneliness, anger, and depression. 

Along with his personal reflections, Saba 

also talks about the multitude of ways that 

black ghettoized bodies suffer and are taken 

away from each other by each other, 

themselves, and the state.  

 

“I tell Death to keep a distance, I think he 

obsessed with me.” 

Saba85  

 

85,752 people were arrested in 

Chicago in 2017, 73.81% of the bodies 

arrested were black predominately-male 

bodies, who were predominately between 

the ages of 22 and 30 and arrested on drug-

related charges.86 One of those 85,752 

bodies was the murderer of Saba’s cousin 

Walter, another black male body between 

the ages of 22 and 30. “LIFE” finds Saba 

trying to reckon both with the death of his 

cousin and the incarceration of another 

young black man as a result. He recognizes 

the state’s pursuit of the chance to “auction 

off [black] kids” fitted with barcodes on 

their wrists “that don’t fit their description 

of a utopia,” while also mourning the life of 

                                                 
 

 

 

a loved one.87 Both situations involve the 

removal of black sons from the rest of their 

community. In her book In the Wake, 

Christina Sharpe, scholar of English 

literature and Black Studies, talks about the 

lack of agency that black people tend to 

have in their deaths. Often, black bodies 

suffer unnatural deaths at the hands of other 

people for simply existing; it’s almost 

common knowledge, Sharpe explains, 

amongst black people that “[they] can be 

killed for [no other offense but] simply 

being black.”88  

 

Young black men, like the ones 

living on the South and West sides of 

Chicago, are a part of the largest prison 

populations and serving the longest prison 

sentences in the nation. For Illinois as a 

whole, black people who were incarcerated 

before the age of 25 (who are 

predominately-male) make up 67.6% of the 

populations in prisons that are serving the 

longest sentences, and 28.4% of the total 

incarcerated population in Illinois are black, 

under 25 at the time of incarceration, and 

serving sentences that are 10 years or 
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more.89 By taking death at its most basic 

definition, the removal of an individual’s 

physical body from society, these young 

black men are being sent to these non-

societal spaces to die, often both 

metaphorically and in reality. In exchange 

for the “[auctioned]”90 black body of these 

black men and boys, the broader community 

is supposedly receiving a peace of mind, 

guaranteed safety, and the ability to walk 

around the South and West sides of Chicago 

without needing to ask Google whether or 

not “the South side of Chicago [is] safe.”91 

And this lack of agency continues for black 

men and boys who are able to exist beyond 

prison cells; threats of police violence and 

violence from other black men and boys still 

exist. In 2014, Laquan Macdonald was 

murdered by Chicago Police officer Jason 

Van Dyke, after Van Dyke fired 16 shots at 

McDonald in the span of 15 seconds. 3 years 

later, Walter was allegedly murdered at the 

hand of Kevin Alexander, a 23 year old 

Chicago black man. In between and after 

both of these events, black men and boys 

have continued to have run ins with each 

other, the police, and other forms of death-

bringing that make the ability for a natural 

death an impossible one.   

                                                 

  

 

 An important point that Saba makes 

in this song, and in the album as a whole, is 

how black bodies are conditioned to work 

towards self-removal. It isn’t as explored in 

the song as the extrapersonal deaths, but he 

touches on the role that addiction can play in 

aiding that mortality. Black bodies can’t 

exist as black people if society doesn’t 

recognize them as such, but they also can’t 

exist of they don’t recognize themselves as 

such. The depletion of the black body, both 

physical (“Momma mixed the vodka with 

the Sprite”) and mental (“I still go to social 

functions even though I’m so anti”), work in 

tangent with the work that is done more 

broadly by the state.92 

 

Living in an environment of constant 

sociopolitical, economic, and racial stress 

and neglect is a condition that calls for a 

coping mechanism. Black folx living in 

Chicago experience “mood and depressive 

disorder hospitalizations” 22.1% more than 

the population of Chicago as a whole, 

“behavioral health hospitalizations” 102.5% 

more than the population of Chicago as a 

whole, and “schizophrenic disorder 

hospitalizations” 45% more than the 

population of Chicago as a whole, while 
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experiencing “drug overdose deaths” that 

are 14.2% higher than the population of 

Chicago as a whole.93 And this is all 

happening in areas that have limited access 

to mental health resources and mental health 

conversations. The deaths from or use of 

drugs or alcohol aren’t statistically directly 

related to the mental health of black folx 

living in Chicago’s South and West sides, 

but Saba makes connections in his life and 

the lives of the people in his community 

between what they experience, what they 

feel, and how they cope.  

 

In the final iteration of the hook, 

Saba addresses the normalization of black 

pain in two simple words: “that’s life.”94 

Everything that he mentions in the song up 

until that point relating to his personal pain 

and the collective pain of black bodies in his 

community and in the nation get 

characterized as something that black bodies 

are destined to go through. We’re destined 

to experience loss at a young age; we’re 

expected to be lost at a young age. We’re 

destined to experience addiction, depression, 

and a yearning for “happier days.”95 As 

social media continues its prevalence in our 

lives, the “rapid, deliberate, repetitive, and 

                                                 

 

 

wide circulation on television and social 

media of Black social, material, [psychic, 

and physical] death” runs the risk of causing 

our desensitization to the suffering of black 

bodies, even if the intent is to do the 

opposite.96 Both Saba and Lupe Fiasco bring 

that potential for desensitization to the 

forefront of their songs and they use them as 

opportunities to remind us that the suffering 

of black people isn’t something natural. It’s 

something that’s a result of a conscious 

process on behalf of a predominately-white 

society that is run off of the destabilization, 

suffering, and death of communities of 

color.  

 

In the continuation of the effort to 

denaturalize the view of black suffering, the 

next chapter explores the importance of 

black joy and happiness to the sustaining of 

life in black life in general, and 

predominately-black areas of Chicago in 

particular. While the presentation of a 

chapter on black joy can seem oppositional 

to the claims made in this chapter, I believe 

that in order for us to explore black Chicago 

more extensively, we have to be willing to 

look at the whole of black life, which 

involves taking time to acknowledge the 
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importance of laughter and black 

exuberance. This creates a somewhat more 

balanced story that relies less on negative 

aspects of black experience and more on the 

more positive ones.  

 



                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Still from “Deliver” by Lupe Fiasco 

Still from “LIFE” by Saba 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RADICAL URBAN BLACK HAPPINESS 

 

‘Part of showing your presence is keeping 

your ability to laugh. Laughing is a 

defensive mechanism. You are laughing, 

chatting, joking, so that you can continue to 

be like a human being. When you become 

totally pessimistic, you are really saying, “I 

am ready to die, I don’t want to live 

anymore.” You dehumanize yourself. Humor 

[and joy] is essential to be able to stand up 

and stay steadfast. It’s part of saying: ‘I am 

here and nobody can deny my presence 

here’.” 

Adnan Musallam25 

 

2012 offered up a chance at a 

renewed national attention on black physical 

and social death, similar to the one that was 

sparked during the 1960s with the Civil 

Rights Movement. After the murder of 

Trayvon Martin in Sanford, Florida, in 2012 

and the subsequent acquittal of his murderer 

George Zimmerman in 2013, discourse on 

physical black pain worked its way into 

daily life, with discourse on social black 

pain finding its roots afterwards. Not only 

where these discussions sparked, but there 

has also been a spark in visual 

                                                 

 

representations of black suffering. 

Cellphone videos of unarmed black people 

losing their lives to police and black bodies 

being brutalized in clashes between Black 

Lives Matter demonstrators and alleged 

white nationalists have graced our phones 

seemingly every week since Martin’s death. 

Along with this, popular media has been 

following a similar path with movies like 

Ryan Coogler’s Fruitvale Station (2013), 

Jordan Peele’s Get Out (2017), Kathryn 

Bigelow’s Detroit (2017), and George 

Tillman Jr.’s The Hate U Give (2018) 

transferring social media conversations on 

police brutality and white dehumanization of 

black bodies onto the big screen, a project 

that is in no way a new one, but one that 

seems even more salient as the lines 

between fiction and reality continue to blur.  

 

With the blurring of those lines, 

there’s a risk of us beginning to associate 

black suffering and pain with normality and 

the exhibition of black pain and death as 

forms of entertainment, and without an 

intervention that proves otherwise, it’s hard, 

even for people who exist in black bodies, to 
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imagine an alternate way of living, 

especially in places like the South and West 

sides of Chicago. So, it becomes important 

for us to put a spotlight on moments of black 

joy, not only as a way to deemphasize the 

role of suffering in black life, but also to 

present black happiness as radical resistance 

and a sign of resilience. Chance the 

Rapper’s “Angels” and Tobi Lou’s 

“Solange” are examples of how artists from 

Chicago are working to bring nuance to how 

we think of blackness and black experience, 

by not denying the existence of black pain, 

but by proving the existence of happiness in 

urban black life.  

 

Having grown up in the South side 

neighborhood of West Chatham, Chancelor 

Bennett entered mainstream consciousness 

as Chance the Rapper in the aftermath of the 

release of his mixtape Acid Rap in 2013. 

Dubbing himself “Kanye [West]’s best 

prodigy,”26 Chance takes a page out of 

West’s book on gospel rap, fusing Kirk 

Franklin features and Fred Hammond 

interpolations with hip hop production. In 

the years leading up to the release of 

Coloring Book, he established himself as the 

“feel good rapper” who was able to make a 

                                                 

 

name for himself without the use of record 

label influence, and as an outspoken artist 

with well-established Chicago roots and 

parental involvement in city politics, he 

quickly became the voice for the black 

Chicago experience. He holds the media 

accountable for their selective representation 

of black distress and questions why more 

money is getting put towards the recruitment 

of new Chicago Police officers, rather than 

into the Chicago Public School system, and 

he brings that same energy into his debut 

album Coloring Book in 2016.  

 

In the album’s 14 tracks, Chance 

reflects on the often polarized childhood that 

he had growing up in West Chatham, as well 

as the ups and downs that have filled his life 

post-Acid Rap. In his song “Summer 

Friends,” he simultaneously reminisces 

about summers spent “catchin’ lightnin’ 

bugs” and “ice cream trucks” with the boys 

in his neighborhood, while also 

remembering that a lot of those same boys 

are just a summer memory, having been lost 

to the gang violence, gun violence, and 

police violence. His song “Finish Line / 

Drown” is a song about allowing space for 

hope to exist in our everyday lives, while it 
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also leaves room for Chance to reflect on a 

past drug addiction that almost ruins his 

career. While “Angels” does similar work of 

presenting the dichotomy of life in Chicago, 

as it is partly a memorial for “young angels” 

who have lost their lives due to violence on 

the South side, the song and accompanying 

music video are primarily filled with 

moments of optimism and joy that Chance 

and featured artist Saba share as they reflect 

on the love that they have for Chicago.27 

 

In the song’s three and a half 

minutes, Chance’s verses and Saba’s hooks 

take turns introducing the listener to 

Chicago lingo, juking and footwork, and 

WGCI-FM and Power 92.3, two of 

Chicago’s hip hop stations. Chance also 

takes time to show love to fellow Chicago 

hip hop artist Chief Keef, whose music is 

both considered to be the antithesis to 

Chance’s and an important part of bringing 

Chicago’s hip hop community to the 

mainstream. The music video for the song 

features Chance the Rapper flying above the 

streets of Chicago – and riding on top of a 

city train – dressed as “Flyboy,” the main 

character in many works by Chicago artist 

                                                 

 

 

 

Hebru Brantley in 2016. Flyboy, Brantley 

explains, came out of an observation of the 

lack of cartoon characters of color.28 Though 

Brantley’s Flyboy isn’t a direct attempt to 

create a character for children, the Tuskegee 

Airmen-inspired character works to remind 

children of color in Chicago, particularly the 

city’s black youth population, that they have 

the ability to dream and reach those 

dreams.29And while Chance the Rapper 

wears a “3”-adorned hat as a part of his 

everyday uniform instead of an aviator hat 

and googles like Flyboy, he and Saba are 

real life Flyboys, working through their 

music and various community organizations 

to create and sustain a healthy and happy 

Chicago. Along with the music, Chance 

founded a community organization called 

Social Works that has been dedicated to 

empowering Chicago’s youth through “arts, 

education, and civic engagement,”30 while 

Saba’s work with the John Walt Foundation, 

created after the death of his late cousin 

Walter Long Jr., has also been “focused on 

mentorship, collaborative and experiential 

learning” of young Chicago artists.31 As 

both of these organizations work to inspire 

and energize the artistry within Chicago’s 
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youth population, they also play a pivotal 

proactive role in establishing a sense of hope 

and optimism in their community, allowing 

for both the young artists and the 

community around them to look towards a 

brighter, and more tangible future.  

 

While Tobi Lou has not yet garnered 

the same level of mainstream success as 

Chance the Rapper and Saba, he, too, is 

doing his part to provide a narrative coming 

out of Chicago that’s bright and full of 

color. Born in Nigeria and moving to 

Chicago with his family at aged two, Tobi 

Lou grew up playing baseball, with his mind 

set on becoming a professional baseball 

player as an adult. However, after an injury 

took him out of the game, with a push from 

his mother, Tobi decided to take the 

opportunity to pursue his musical career.32 

Like Chance, Tobi was inspired by Kanye 

West to make music, citing West’s 

individuality and uniqueness as motivation. 

After releasing a few singles between 2015 

and 2017, Tobi released his first multi-song 

project, Tobi Lou and the Moon, in 2018. 

Though the project has only a total of three 

songs, it works to solidify Tobi Lou as an 

artist that can wear a multitude of musical 

                                                 

 

 

hats. In his songs “Lounar” and “Sailor,” he 

presents stories of love that didn’t have time 

to blossom, unattainable relationships with 

close friends, and his dislike for current 

national politics and politicians, both songs 

presenting a variety of sounds ranging from 

dream pop to trap-inspired instrumentals. In 

“Solange” – from the same project – and its 

accompanying video, while reflecting on 

unrequited love, Tobi presents a carefree 

attitude that’s dressed in a cheetah print 

robe, pink shorts, and a black shirt that 

promises that Tobi is “working on [his next] 

album.”33 As he dances around changing 

multicolored, anime-inspired backgrounds 

with stars stickered to the apples of his 

cheeks, Tobi boasts about how he’s now the 

boss of his own life, not letting his 

heartbreak or anyone else’s opinions, 

namely those of police who think he’s “too 

black for their likin’” or the “You” that 

“broke [his] heart last summer,” get in the 

way of him pursuing his dreams and taking 

charge of his own future.34   

 

These two songs, among many 

things, are built around their exploration into 

the black private sphere, something that 

black people often aren’t granted the 
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permission to exist within. In The 

Sovereignty of Quiet, Kevin Quashie, 

scholar of African American studies, 

presents the idea of a black private sphere 

through his discourse on black interiority. 

Quashie describes the interior or interiority 

as “the source of human action…the range 

of desires and capacities of our inner life.35 

He makes this point by digging deeper into 

W.E.B. du Bois’s theory of double 

consciousness. He explains that du Bois’s 

“notion of double consciousness does not 

characterize the inner life of the black 

subject, at least not an interior that has its 

own sovereignty…du Bois does not offer a 

description of the black subject as having 

access to his selfhood.”36 As a result, 

blackness is viewed as being acted out on a 

stage, both the center of attention and the 

center of speculation. The audience doesn’t 

know what happens backstage or when the 

show is over, and few ever inquire more into 

it, and by extension, that backstage life – or 

the private sphere – turns into something 

that doesn’t exist.  

 

He uses the example of Tommie 

Smith and John Carlos’s black power salute 

at a 1968 Olympic medal ceremony as an 

                                                 

 

 

exploration into this. After winning first and 

third place, respectively, during the 200 

meter race at the 1968 Olympics, Smith and 

Carlos raised black-gloved fists reminiscent 

of the black power salute, while standing on 

the winning podium as the “Star Spangled 

Banner” played in the background of this 

historic moment. Quashie uses this example 

to describe an act of “intimacy [and] deep 

spirituality” that gets turned into one of 

“public expressiveness” and “public 

assertiveness,” without any consideration of 

the personal and private that this moment is 

made of.37 Instead of the moment being 

about Smith and Carlos’s own intentions, 

their intentions are forced onto them in order 

for the outside world to make sense of their 

actions. This lack of care for the interior 

becomes almost exclusively how we see 

blackness and black people, and that same 

lack of focus on the interior plays itself out 

in the theory of double consciousness. This 

is not to say that moments like Smith and 

Carlos’s are completely devoid of the 

sociopolitical and racial forces that come 

from the public sphere, though. Of course 

living in a world steep in racism, 

discrimination, classism, etc. has some 

intrapersonal consequences that get played 
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out in individual actions and behaviors. 

However moments like these do allow more 

room for us to consider what it could look 

like for black people to live lives that are 

self-determinate and self-meaningful, and 

Chance the Rapper and Tobi Lou do this 

work in their songs as well.  

 

Another important point that these 

artists work to put an emphasis on the idea 

of happiness as resistance. While not 

downgrading the work that people do in 

more “take to the streets” activism, Chance 

the Rapper and Tobi Lou use their music to 

make activism more accessible. In 

communities like the South and West sides 

of Chicago where people are spending a 

significant amount of their time working and 

trying to provide for their families, there is 

often little extra time and energy to plan and 

execute marches and demonstrations. 

Although there are organizations, many of 

which are founded by black women like 

Page May’s Assata’s Daughters and Cathy 

Cohen’s Black Youth Project 100, that take 

on the burden of this work despite the 

amount of extra time it eats up, there are 

others who don’t have that same ability. 

There are also people for whom marches 

and demonstrations don’t fulfill the need for 

community involvement. Whether it’s an 

issue of physical ability or otherwise, “take 

to the streets” activism isn’t always built to 

accommodate everybody, often reflecting 

the issues of patriarchy and ableism that we 

have in our society, so despite the work of 

inclusion that it attempts to do, by design, it 

can sometimes be exclusionary. 

Emphasizing day to day activities as forms 

of resistance and resilience brings activism 

into a more tangible view, where people 

don’t have to feel like they have to be 

experts in anything other than their own 

experiences, in order to participate, 

especially with social media’s influence.  

 

Social media, while helpful in 

worldwide engagement, can sometimes 

bring on a feeling of needing to know 

everything that’s happening in the world. 

Because the news is in the palm of our 

hands, it’s hard for us to make excuses for 

people who seem to not know enough about 

what’s happening in our communities. As a 

result, people who don’t have that same 

access to information, or don’t necessarily 

fully understand issues like police brutality 

and sexual misconduct, can feel guilty about 

not knowing “as much” as everyone else on 

a topic, even if they’re a part of the affected 

community. What can be helpful for these 

individuals, though, is knowing that the 
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small acts of living life can be just as 

impactful as traditional forms of resistance, 

and we have to do the work of lifting up 

those forms of resilience as means of 

working towards the same ends.  

 

“Winter in Chicago is terrible. No one 

really goes outside, and if you're outside, 

everyone's just battling the elements. So you 

don't really see smiles or anything. Then I 

came to LA in February and it was bright as 

fuck. I was walking around and it felt so 

different. Of course it was sunny, but I just 

realized everyone was smiling, too. I was 

like, "What the fuck?" Then I figured out, 

oh, that's because they don't have to battle 

zero degree weather…I was couch surfing at 

a friends' house, so it was still tough, but 

when the sun comes up, it makes you feel 

like you have a chance. I feel like that made 

me start in my little quote-unquote "happy 

shit" Tobi Lou stuff.”38 

 

In an interview with Complex in 

2018, Tobi Lou describes his move to Los 

Angeles as a part of his artistic coming of 

age. While answering a question on what 

attracts him to “positive music” and why he 

                                                 

 

 

 

decides to make it, Tobi details his 

experiences living in LA and how they 

shaped him musically.39 He describes the 

impact that his environment has on his 

music, and blames “winter in Chicago” for 

the lack of joy in Chicago, and for black 

Chicagoans, winter can be many things.40 

Whether they’re battling the elements of 

racism and discrimination or bracing the 

cold of exclusion and social abandonment, 

black Chicagoans are forced to brave many 

storms just to survive, and those storms take 

such a toll that people begin to associate 

their own lives with endless struggle, rather 

than moments of ups and downs, and it’s in 

this characterization that people begin to 

give up. There is no more “[reaching] for the 

stars” to allow for “[landing] on a cloud” if 

you fall; there’s only the fear of falling or 

the fear that you’ve already fallen so much 

that there’s no way to get back up.41  

 

Across the world, in their own fight 

for liberation, Palestinians have centered the 

idea of sumud, the Arabic word for 

“steadfastness,” as an emphasizing of “the 

‘small’ contributions of people’s resistance 

to occupation in daily life.”42 Sumud 
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encompasses anything from preserving the 

names and memories associated with 

neighborhoods and traditional Palestinian 

culture to rebuilding houses that were 

destroyed and laughing with friends. The 

idea of sumud works to preserve national 

identity, communicate Palestinian existence 

and humanity to non-Palestinians, and helps 

sustain Palestinian community ties, and even 

though sumud is described as being a 

“uniquely Palestinian tactic,” there are 

aspects of sumud that are helpful to think 

about in a black American, and specifically 

black Chicagoan, context.43 Within sumud, 

there is room to reach for the stars without 

fear of falling because there’s an 

understanding that the only ones who can let 

you fall are you and your community. As 

long as hope and perseverance are alive and 

well, a reason for keeping on is always 

there. And while easier said than done, 

resistance and resilience have been part of 

the black American (and black Chicagoan) 

story from the beginning, and every time 

we’ve fallen, “still [we] rise,” and these 

moments of ascendance are completely 

made up of our optimism, joy, elation, and 

hope, lifting us up until we land in the 

clouds.44  

 

The next chapter further explores the 

importance of the everyday work of black 

survival in Chicago, by focusing on the 

lesser-told story of black Chicago women. 

While the current and former chapters may 

seem to present a comprehensive view of 

black Chicago happenings, they lack crucial 

conversations on the role that black women 

in Chicago – and in hip hop more generally 

– have made to sustain the black experience. 

By bringing in the theoretical frameworks 

and intersectional nature of black feminism, 

the next chapter hopes to fill in some of the 

gaps that have been left by the current and 

former chapters.  
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CHAPTER SIX: NONAME AND LIMITATIONS OF NARRATIVE 

 

 

The lack of attention on – and lack of 

broader demand for – the black female voice 

has been commonplace in American history 

since the beginning of Western colonization. 

Along with the dehumanization efforts of 

black bodies that went into the incorporation 

of systemic racism beginning during chattel 

slavery, black women face(d) a double blow 

as race and gender collide(d). Their bodies 

and experiences began to be used as 

supportive roles, ones that involved a level 

of submissiveness and subjection towards 

both white and black men, leaving room for 

nothing in the form of self-determination. 

Because of this, black women and their 

contributions are minimized to a point 

nonexistence, with the work that they have 

done and continue to do going virtually 

unnoticed. And this invisibility exists into 

contemporary American society and extends 

into the contemporary American narratives 

that are told through hip hop music today. 

 

In the years following the 

implementation of chattel slavery in the 

United States, the stories of black women 

that were told, were for the benefit of ending 

chattel slavery, instead of being for the 

benefit of expanded vocalization of the 

black female narratives. Most of the time, 

these stories fit into the tragic mulatta genre, 

a subsection of abolitionist-targeted 

narratives that bring attention to the plight of 

biracial black women by garnering 

sympathy from white women. Works in this 

genre include Nella Larsen’s Passing, 

William Wells Brown’s Clotel, and Charles 

W. Chesnutt’s The House Behind the 

Cedars. These narratives aligned their 

“tragic mulatta” protagonists with the 

characteristics necessary to grant them entry 

into the Cult of Domesticity (or the Cult of 

True Womanhood), an ideological basis for 

the supposed piety, submissiveness, and 

domesticity of (white, upper-class, 

American) women. By pushing these “tragic 

mulattas” closer to white femininity, the 

white, upper-class, wives of slave owners, 

who made up the majority of the audience 

for abolitionist literature, would be moved to 

tears and to the direct action of working 

towards the abolition of chattel slavery. 

Outside of these narratives, black women 

voices were barely given an opportunity for 

prioritization, even though black women 

played an essential role in the maintenance 
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of the social standing of white Americans 

and the maintenance of the black American 

family by performing caretaking and 

domestic work and servitude in both.  

 

 For the black male hip hop artists 

included in this thesis so far, black women 

have also played an essential role in the lives 

that they live and the stories they tell. 

References to Saba’s grandmother take a 

front seat in his song “SMILE,” and in both 

his video for “LIFE” and his video for 

“SIRENS,” little black girls, black mother 

figures, and black sister figures stand beside 

him in his telling of stories about police 

violence and the loss of time. Chance the 

Rapper’s “Sunday Candy” is an ode to his 

grandmother, who influenced both his 

religion and his love for gospel music, as he 

sat with her in church pews during Sunday 

morning worship services as a child. Lupe 

Fiasco’s sister Ayesha Jaco is the first voice 

that’s heard on his 2006 album Lupe 

Fiasco’s Food and Liquor (which is 

dedicated to their grandmother), 2007 album 

Lupe Fiasco’s The Cool, and 2012 album 

Food & Liquor II: The Great American Rap 

Album. She also makes an appearance as the 

bridge that listeners cross to get from one 

part of the song to the next in “Prisoner 1 & 

2” on his 2015 album Tetsuo & Youth, while 

Fiasco makes several references to his 

mother and grandmother on songs like 

“Fighters” from The Cool.  

 

 These artists, as hip hop artists as a 

whole have, not only make references to the 

black women in their lives in their music 

and music videos, but they also make 

extensive use of black women (and other 

women of color) as featured artists in their. 

Black women artists like Eryn Allan Kane, 

Akenya, Ravyn Lenae, and Jean Deaux are 

frequent collaborators on the songs of 

Chicago hip hop’s up and coming male 

artists. Oftentimes, their vocals are seated 

within the hooks and choruses of these 

songs, their voices blending well with the 

jazz-influenced instrumentation that many of 

the artists make use of, while the men take 

the lead on the verses.  

 

  This relegation to the rank of 

featured artist is how mainstream listeners 

were introduced to Noname in 2013. Known 

for the first couple of years of her career as 

some variation of “Chance the Rapper’s 

frequent collaborator,” after their 

collaboration on Chance’s “Lost” from Acid 

Rap, Noname spent the first three years of 

her career as a featured artist alongside hip 

hop artists from inside and outside of 
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Chicago. Before getting into music, Noname 

started off as a poet and while going to and 

performing at open mikes, she met artists 

like Chance the Rapper and Mick Jenkins 

who encouraged her to start rapping. Using 

her work with poetry and spoken word, 

Noname was able to find her rap voice 

during freestyle rap sessions with her 

friends, and from there, used it to support 

the musical creations of the Chicago artists 

that were starting to get national attention in 

the early 2010s.  

 

 Her mixtape Telefone, released in 

2016, acts as mainstream’s first introduction 

to Noname at centerstage. Though, at that 

point in her career, she was still shying away 

from the publicness of interviews and music 

videos, Telefone was Noname’s opening up 

more in terms of musical outreach. It was 

also an affirmation for her, while deciding 

on whether or not to quit rapping and pursue 

a possible nursing degree, to continue 

rapping, as the reception was 

overwhelmingly positive. In it, she matches 

the nostalgia, exploration into the life of 

black twentysomethings, and conversations 

about the black racial condition that Saba’s 

The Bucket List Project, the precursor to 

                                                 
120  

Care for Me, and Chance the Rapper’s 

Coloring Book also engage in the same year. 

In her song “Casket Pretty” from the same 

mixtape, Noname continues the theme of 

mortality that she reflects on in other songs 

from the mixtape’s ten-song tracklist, this 

song focusing on the impact of police 

brutality and violence done onto black 

bodies by police officers.  

 

The listener is introduced to the 

beginning of the song with a baby’s giggle 

used as a sample throughout the song’s 

duration. In stark contrast to the sample are 

her lyrics reflecting on wishes for the black 

men in her life to make it home instead of 

her “tele[phone]…ring[ing]” to announce a 

premature death and her fear of “the blue 

and the white” of police cars and 

uniforms.120 The juxtaposition of the lyrics 

and the baby’s giggle underline her lyrics of 

their being “too many babies in suits” and 

caskets.121  

 

“And I'm afraid of the dark, blue and the 

white 

Badges and pistols rejoice in the night 

And we watch the news, and we see him die 

tonight 
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Tonight the night his baby said goodbye 

Roses in the road, teddy bear outside, bullet 

there on the right 

Where's love when you need it? 

Too many babies in suits.” 

Noname, “Casket Pretty”122 

 

As detailed as this song is with 

exploring the multitude of emotions that 

families feel when attempting to raise and 

protect their black sons, fathers, and uncles, 

the song misses a critical point of addressing 

the deaths of black women and girls by 

police and the impact that those deaths have 

on their communities. When black women 

and girls are taken away from their 

communities or are hurt due to racial 

violence, their families and friends grieve 

just as they would if they were men or boys. 

This impact only worsens with the inclusion 

of gender and sexual violence that black 

women and girls are subjected to from 

inside and outside the black community. 

Two years after the release of 

Telefone, Noname dropped her debut album 

Room 25, along with the video for her song 

“Blaxploitation,” a callback, both in 

instrumentation and lyric, to the 1970s film 

genre of the same name. Though she spends 

                                                 

 

 

the first half of the second verse bringing 

light to historical and contemporary 

stereotypes of black women, reflecting on 

the “mammy…naked bitch in [music videos 

and] drunk club lady” archetypes of black 

women that exist prominently in art and 

media, that work gets lost in the visuals for 

the song.123 The music video for 

“Blaxploitation” includes a miniature 

version of the city of Chicago “under siege” 

by a so called “monster baby,” a Godzilla-

like attack that is being televised into the 

homes of terror-stricken white families.124  

 

“So the video is basically kind of like in the 

style of Godzilla. But instead of there being 

this huge obscene creature terrorizing a 

town, it's this little baby and he's going 

around and he's destroying the city. But it's 

showing like a take on how I think white 

America sometimes views black people, 

almost as this unrealistic fear of black 

people or people of color — what you don't 

know. But then, by the end of it, it pulls out 

and it shows it’s just a baby in a 

playground.” 

Noname125 
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The “monster baby” played by 

Tremarri Limbrick, a little black boy no 

older than 5 years old at the making of the 

video, wanders curiously around the 

miniaturized Chicago until being captured 

by, and subsequently escaping from, a 

woven net.126 During the spring and summer 

of 2018, numerous videos emerged on social 

media showing white women in the midst of 

calling the police on a black person living 

and breathing in a public area. While 

barbequing in an Oakland park like Kenzie 

Smith, selling water on a San Francisco 

sidewalk like eight year old Jordan Rodgers, 

or walking around a cornerstore in Brooklyn 

like nine year old Jeremiah Harvey, black 

folx, including black children, all over the 

United States were being questioned for 

simply being black in public. Colloquially 

known as “BBQ Becky[s], Permit Patty[s] 

and Cornerstore Caroline[s],”127 these 

monikers reflect the seriousness and the 

absurdity of being punished for being black, 

the criminalization of black children, and the 

infantilization of black adults, and the video 

for “Blaxploitation” speaks to all three. It 

also, like issues of redlining and fair housing 

in the 1960s, touches on the inability for 

black bodies to move freely about spaces 

                                                 

 

and the automatic association of black 

bodies with danger. However, again, though 

this song and the music video that 

accompanies it are full of racial and 

sociopolitical discourses, the imagery in the 

video misses out on an opportunity to show 

the struggles that black women and girls 

have faced by casting a little black boy in 

the starring role.  

 

Noname occupies both a genre and a 

racial position where the stories and 

experiences of black women and girls get 

left out of the picture all too often. And even 

though she doesn’t have the responsibility to 

always include those narratives in her music, 

these two songs show the gap that still exists 

in conversations around the racial violence 

that black people as a whole, and black 

women in particular, face. This invisibility 

can happen even when the storyteller is both 

black and a woman. As a result, the face of 

racial violence and discrimination against 

black bodies ends up looking like Trayvon 

Martin and Laquan McDonald, instead of 

Rekia Boyd, the 22-year-old woman who 

was shot in the head by an off-duty police 

officer in a Chicago alley in 2012, and 

Aiyana Stanley-Jones, the seven-year-old 
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who was killed during a police raid in her 

home in Detroit in 2010. According to a 

brief, released by the African American 

Policy Forum, “an innovative [social justice] 

think tank,”128 black men and black women 

have about the same chance of being 

stopped by the police, with black men 

making up 55.7% of the men stopped by 

police, and black women making up 53.4% 

of the women stopped by police.129 The brief 

was released as a response to the lack of 

coverage, accountability, and awareness 

surrounding the deaths of and violence done 

to black women and girls. Even Noname’s 

positionality as one of the only mainstream 

black female hip hop artists coming out of 

Chicago, outside of Cupcakke and Da Brat, 

in a slew of new artists who call Chicago 

their homes, speaks volumes to the 

invisibility of black women in broader black 

racial discourse.  

 

 And this brings an important 

question into play: if black women aren’t 

able to tell their stories, then who is? From 

what I’ve seen of the black women in my 

personal life, both in familial and friend 

groups, it is almost second-nature for a black 

woman to spend much of her time taking 

                                                 

 

care of and uplifting other people that she 

forgets to include opportunities for her to 

uplift herself and magnify her own story. 

They’re caretakers and daycare runners, 

community chefs and hair stylists, and 

advice givers and counselors, all on top of 

their normal 9 to 5s. They put themselves 

above others, without asking for or reaping 

any award, and a lot of these women 

continue to do this work, even when their 

own communities have done violence onto 

their bodies. But when someone else 

chooses to tell her story, does this use of 

surrogacy of voice do the same work that it 

would do if she told her own story? The 

plight and invisibility of black women hasn’t 

gone completely unnoticed by communities 

outside of themselves, so many artists, 

including Chance the Rapper, Saba, and 

Lupe Fiasco (who has made extensive use of 

black female narratives in his songs), use 

their positionality to bring forward the 

stories of black women in an act of 

solidarity.  

 

An example of this surrogacy of 

voice is in Lupe Fiasco’s song “He Say She 

Say,” a song that explores the complicated 

relationship between a son and his father, 
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through the eyes of a single mother and her 

son. The two verses in the song are the 

same, except for the first couple of lines in 

each that let the listener know whether the 

verse is from the perspective of the mother 

or the son. The verse that’s in the voice of 

the single mother reflects the trouble of 

trying to provide for her family and raise a 

son with “no positive male role model.”130 

The song is powerful in its own right, 

providing a glimpse, though fictionalized, 

into a single family household, where a 

mother and son are struggling with the 

neglect of a father and former partner.  

 

The moments that “He Say She Say” 

focuses on aren’t glamorized; they are 

problems that households and mothers, all 

over the South and West sides of Chicago 

face in their daily lives. However, it isn’t a 

black woman telling this story. And because 

it isn’t a black woman telling this story, 

what could be a moment of solidarity and 

empathy, could turn into a moment of 

paternalism of black women by black men, 

even if the intentions are pure. It then 

becomes a matter of the body and 

experiences of black women being co-opted 

for the sake of making a profit, instead of it 

                                                 

 

being a moment where we can talk candidly 

and fully about the racial, gender, and class 

politics that surround the lives of (poor) 

black women. Instead of us knowing the 

names of those women, we know the names 

of the men who are choosing to tell their 

stories, as those men get held up as symbols 

of accountability, empathy, and shining 

allyship. And this can be especially hurtful if 

they aren’t also doing the work of creating 

opportunities for women to uplift 

themselves, both sonically and otherwise. 

The work of intentionality can only go so 

far.  

 

So, it’s important that we allow 

opportunities to explore the brilliance of 

these women that cuts out the middle man, 

and puts the spotlight on the ways that they 

support their communities. Black women all 

over the country, and in Chicago in 

particular, have been doing work that 

deserves recognition. According to Data 

USA, women between the ages of 25-34 

made up the most impoverished group in 

Chicago in 2016, while black Chicagoans 

are facing the highest poverty rates.131 As a 

result, the individuals that make up the 

largest percentage of low-income 
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Chicagoans end up being black women. This 

hasn’t stopped them, and black women all 

over the country, from using what little free 

time they have between raising families and 

working, to fight for racial, gender, and class 

equality regionally and nationally.  

 

Two of the most influential 

movements of the decade, the Black Lives 

Matter Movement, founded by Alicia Garza, 

Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, and the 

#MeToo Movement, founded by Tarana 

Burke, were created by working-class black 

(queer) women and have worked to spark 

and continue national conversations 

surrounding race and gender politics. On a 

more local level, black female activists have 

been busy sparking sociopolitical and racial 

discourses in the city of Chicago that are 

based on queer feminist theoretical 

frameworks. Chicago-based groups founded 

and maintained by black women like 

Assata’s Daughters, founded by Page May 

and dedicated to “[addressing the] shortage 

in programming and community for women 

identified young Black people in 

Chicago,”132 and Black Youth Project 100 

(BYP100), founded by Cathy Cohen and 

dedicated to “creating justice and freedom 

                                                 

 

 

for all Black people,”133 credit the missions 

and values of their groups on black queer 

feminist theory from authors and activists 

like bell hooks, Audre Lorde, and Ella 

Baker. 

 

BYP100’s mission is centered 

around fighting for a “black queer feminist 

future” by using black queer feminism to 

“understand that there are a plethora of 

[interconnected] factors,” like white 

supremacy, patriarchy, and capitalism, “that 

work together to spark [oppression]” that 

subsequently affects all people.134 Project 

NIA, another black advocacy group based in 

Chicago that has been working primarily on 

decreasing the number of arrested, detained, 

and incarcerated youth in the city, was 

founded by Mariame Kaba, a black woman 

activist from Chicago who has held the 

eradication of silence and ignorance of 

violence against women (of color) at the 

center of her work for 30 years. And the 

work of black women has always been 

essential to national movements, just as it 

was during the 1950s and 1960s with the 

Black Panther Party and the Chicago 

Freedom Movement, and these women have 

been doing this work while simultaneously 
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trying to work and take care of their 

families. 

 

So then the question becomes: what 

can we do to change the trajectory of our 

narratives about black experiences, in a way 

that centers and empowers black women? 

Part of this comes from the continuation of 

the work needed to be done to center the 

complexity of the black female experience. 

In an interview with NPR in February 2019, 

Noname expresses her hopes for a more 

inclusive mainstream image of femininity, 

especially black femininity. Though she’s 

grateful women rappers like Cardi B have 

been able to make their marks in mainstream 

media, Noname recognizes that patriarchy 

works to perpetuate the singularity that can 

come with the branding, marketing, and 

view of black female rappers and their work 

by only allowing opportunities for women to 

be presented in one way. Oftentimes when a 

female artist like Noname presents herself in 

a way that’s considered more conservative 

than another artist, that presentation is used 

as a way to pit the two artists against each 

other. There’s an aspect of competition that 

gets put in place without either of the artists 

ever saying anything negative to each other, 

                                                 

 

a situation that seems to happen exclusively 

to (black) female artists.  

 

Noname hopes that, instead, there 

can be an expansion of the “image of 

women”135 to include a less monolithic view 

of how women should look and act, so 

instead of her music and representation of 

self being used antagonistically against 

another black woman’s work, the two can be 

viewed as complements to one another. By 

extension, black women and girls have more 

chances to see themselves in the media and 

can feel more empowered to practice a “self-

preservation”136 that’s centered on the 

creation of spaces for them to uplift their 

own stories, in order to unlearn the idea of 

putting others first and self-care and self-

love perpetually on the backburner. Once 

black women and girls are able to see 

themselves and their stories as worthy of 

recognition, placing the duty of fully 

recognizing the humanity of black women 

and girls onto non-black woman individuals 

becomes easier. That self-recognition is able 

to assert itself with the backing of 

confidence and racial and gender pride. 

Another piece of this work can be done by 

following the leads of Chicago organizations 
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like BYP100, Project NIA, and Assata’s 

Daughters that have decided to use black 

queer feminist theory to guide them and 

their work. The use of these traditions as a 

guiding point have made the work of 

supporting oppressed communities more 

nuanced, instead of looking at them as 

monolithic movements or moments . The 

Combahee River Collective, an organization 

of black lesbian feminist writers and 

scholars that was active in the mid-1970s 

through the 1980s, suggests that “if black 

women were free, it would mean that 

everyone else would have to be free since 

our freedom would necessitate the 

destruction of all systems of oppression,” 

and that black women’s liberation is 

everyone’s liberation.137 And in order for all 

black women to be free – including 

working-class and queer black women – 

sexism, racism, classism, homophobia, 

transphobia, and other modes of separation 

and control in the United States and globally 

need to be looked at more fully and engaged 

in in a way that works towards finding 

alternatives and possible solutions, and 

stories about the women at the helm of these 

movements need to become commonplace. 

That work takes coalition building in way of 

collaboration, accountability and reflection, 

empathy, and love between communities.

 

                                                 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

Stills from “Blaxploitation” by Noname 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 

 

 

“The truth is, if we don’t write our 

own stories, there is someone else waiting to 

do it for us. And those people, waiting with 

their pens, often don’t look like we do and 

don’t have our best interests in mind. With 

rap in the midst of what may become its 

greatest generational shift, geography has 

taken on a new importance. [These artists] 

are looking at gentrification as a 

generational issue, looking at place and 

seeing memories unfold that have to be 

archived somewhere…The demand is 

simple: no one gets to speak the name of my 

city without first knowing it as I have.”  

Hanif Abdurraqib 138 

 

 The idea for this thesis started off 

with hip hop’s connection to whiteness and, 

subsequently, its relationship to blackness. It 

was going to be an exploration into, what I 

was hoping to title as, Why Are All the 

Black Kids Standing in the Back of the Hip 

Hop Concert, an ode to Beverly Daniel 

Tatum’s Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting 

Together in the Cafeteria. To be honest, I’ve 

                                                 
 

 
 

 

never read the book before; I just liked the 

way the title sounded, and I wanted to put 

my own spin on it. It was going to be a 

conversation about cultural appropriation 

working hand in hand with suburbanization 

and white flight, classism, gender, and 

racism. The result was going to be my 

attempt at explaining why, when I went to 

see Tyler the Creator, Vince Staples, Chance 

the Rapper, or Kanye West, all of the black 

people were subjected to standing in the 

back, while the audience closest to the front 

of the stage was a predominately-white male 

one that sang lyrics that talked about black 

experiences as if those experiences were 

theirs. They sing references to “me and my 

niggas;”139 they brag about “shaking down 

you niggas’ pockets”140 and the blackness of 

their skin,141 and they do it in ways that 

make the unfamiliar seem familiar to them. 

It was going to be an attempt to understand 

how white-ownership of blackness and 

black bodies is a history that dates all the 

way back to chattel slavery, worked its way 

 

 
 



79 

 

into blackface minstrelsy, and found a new 

home in contemporary hip hop culture.  

 As I began to gather resources and 

help in the form of thesis advisors, one of 

the professors that I chose as an advisor 

offered me the advice of narrowing down 

the scope of my thesis. The goal could then 

become for me to pick a city, nationally or 

internationally, and talk about what hip hop 

is doing for the city; what is hip hop telling 

us about that city that we haven’t heard 

before? My idea was good, but the scope of 

the project was a little too large for a 60-80 

page paper. So, I chose Chicago; what better 

way for me to get to know the artists that 

shaped my musical journey throughout 

college than to write about the music and 

lives of the artists I’ve held so closely during 

the past three years?  

 

 Before starting this project, my 

knowledge about Chicago was minimal. I 

didn’t know much about the South and West 

sides outside of what I had learned in school 

so far. I did, though, know that there had to 

be more to the story of Chicago than what 

was being both offered to me in an academic 

setting and outside of the classroom. Inside 

of the classroom, we were focusing on 

Chicago in a way that privileged the 

thoughts of people who didn’t look like the 

majority of South and West side residents. 

This mode of observation privileged the 

scholarship that was being done on Chicago, 

rather than putting a focus on lived 

experiences of black Chicagoans. This 

sterilization process didn’t require these 

white academics to be held accountable for 

the way they were talking about Chicago 

and using black Chicagoans to study the 

effects of sociopolitical and racial factors 

that play out on black bodies. The city was 

the poster child for the black American city 

and urban black American life. Outside of 

the classroom, I was getting closer to the 

lived experiences of black Chicagoans, but it 

was happening in a way that still involved 

some level of stripping out information. The 

news that was breaking about Chicago was 

sensationalized; it told stories about crime 

rates and the crisis of black on black 

violence. That violence, in turn, was being 

used to justify the economic and social 

conditions of black folks in those areas. 

They were too violent, too unintelligent, too 

careless, too drunk/high, and too black to 

deserve financial or social empathy. So I 

decided to use this thesis as a way to get 

clarity for myself by prioritizing the voices 

of the people who live in those areas as 

experts of life in the South and West sides. 

 



80 

 

 But even with that intentionality, I 

grappled with the nuances that writing this 

thesis presented to me that I wasn’t really 

prepared for in the beginning. Though my 

intention has been to center the voices of 

Chance the Rapper, Lupe Fiasco, Saba, 

Noname, and others, talking about these 

artists and their works in an academic paper 

still runs the risk of me redoing the same 

work I have attempted to undo. There’s 

academic language and reasoning that I’ve 

existed in for the past four years that, as an 

academic paper, this thesis is expected to 

engage in. I’m expected to mention 

intersectionality, social death, and 

suburbanization, in a way that utilizes the 

skills I’m expected to know by this point in 

my academic career, but this also places a 

level of privilege on this mode of academic 

understanding. The lyrical interpretation of 

the lyrics included in this thesis also run the 

risk of misrepresenting the intentions of the 

artist; because I have not been afforded the 

ability to interview these artists, I only have 

my own thoughts, soundbites of theirs from 

interviews or articles, and the analyses of 

people who have done this work before me. 

And to add the cherry on top: I’m not from 

Chicago.  

 

 So the question I’ve been asking 

myself throughout this thesis is: why do I 

think I have the ability to write a thesis like 

this? And honestly, it’s a question that I 

haven’t been able to answer completely, 

even as I write the conclusion to this work. 

But what I do know is that I’m a black 

woman who lives in Clayton County, 

Georgia – the city of Morrow, specifically – 

a space that is filled with low-income black 

Georgians, like myself, who have a story 

that’s similar to the ones in the South and 

West sides of Chicago. A lot of the 

experiences that black people in my 

community – and in other misrepresented 

black spaces that me and my mom have 

called home over the past 22 years – reflect 

the same ones presented in the previous 

pages of this thesis, and that’s true of black 

cities all over the United States. Lack of 

adequate housing, problems with 

employment, lack of funding for and 

segregation of schools, racial profiling, and 

social and physical death are all things that 

people in my community, and black 

communities more broadly, have to deal 

with.  

 

When I hear Clayton County get 

talked about on the news when I’m at home, 

the news doesn’t sound like my home. It 
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sounds like shootings and robberies, rather 

than the sound mosquitos and dragonflies 

buzzing past my head while we sit on our 

mismatched chairs in the backyard of our 

slice of the rented duplex we live in. This 

story gets replicated in black places and 

spaces all over the world; these spaces 

become less about the people in them and 

more about their relationship to the people 

outside of them. New Orleans becomes a 

city underwater; Port-au-Prince is both 

earthquake charity case and tourist 

destination; Chicago is split up into bad 

sides and good sides depending on how 

black it seems to be. So the story isn’t 

completely transferrable, but it is a point of 

connection and solidarity for black folx, and 

while it doesn’t give me complete authority 

to write this thesis and claim it as being any 

kind of complete story about black Chicago, 

it does allow me the opportunity to reflect 

on the connections between my home and 

the homes of my favorite artists, which have 

become more and more salient over the 

course of this work.  

 

Kanye West and Late Registration’s 

responsibility to a nine year old me wasn’t 

to teach me about racism or the black 

experience in Chicago, at least not 

explicitly. He’s job ended up becoming an 

opportunity to show me how important 

black stories are and will continue to be. He 

was one of my first introductions to black 

storytelling and the art of orating black 

experiences, and over the 14 years since my 

musical coming of age, I’ve continued to be 

obsessed with the experience of creating, 

listening to, and engaging in black narrative, 

and it’s important that we all do that work of 

uplifting these stories. As the lines between 

black culture and popular culture continue to 

blur, it’s important that we hold ourselves 

responsible for being curious enough to dig 

deeper into the stories and lives that we 

think we know and empowered enough to 

make our voices heard when we want to 

speak. Whether that work is done passively 

as a listener of music, or actively as a writer 

or song-maker, it’s work that must be done 

to prove to ourselves that we are worthy of 

being heard. And it’s not about being 

glamorous or luxurious; we don’t have to 

wait until we’ve been elected President or 

until we’ve given speeches on the Lincoln 

Memorial. This is the kind of work that 

starts with a whisper and can only grow 

louder from there. And if we don’t tell our 

stories, someone else will. 

 



Lupe fiasco, “Deliver”  
 
[Verse 1] 
(Pow) 
30-something shots from the ghetto gun 
All in the ears of the ghetto young 
Some ghetto girls, some ghetto sons 
Throwing rocks at the bus and other ghetto fun 
I always wondered where the ghetto from 
Cause I'm from the ghetto, the never ghetto come 
Buzz you in if the bell of my ghetto rung 
And if the ghetto lose, that mean a ghetto won 
That's how they do the ghetto, that's how the ghetto 
done 
They keep it, they never bring the ghetto none 
What make the ghetto tick, make the ghetto run 
What make the ghetto sick, make the ghetto dumb 
These niggas off that ghetto beer and that ghetto 
rum 
And that ghetto bass with my ghetto drums 
And my ghetto words and these ghetto problems get 
ghetto sums 
That's why... 
 
[Hook: Lupe Fiasco & Ty Dolla $ign] 
The pizza man don't come here no more 
Too much dope, too many niggas on the porch 
So the pizza man don't approach (no, no, no) 
Pizza man don't come here no more 
Too many niggas on the block, too many niggas 
getting shot 
So the pizza man don't stop (pow, pow, pow) 
The pizza man don't come here no more 
Too many niggas getting robbed, niggas don't wanna 
starve 
But "Niggas ain't got no jobs, blah blah blah" 
The pizza man don't come here no more 
Deliver, deliver, deliver 
 
[Verse 2] 
Is it cause they're selling nicks out there all day 
Cause a prostitute sucking dick in the hallway 
Little Caesar's never sending pizza out y'all way 
Papa Johns never get delivered where y'all stayed 

The ghetto was a physical manifestation 
Of hate in a place where ethnicity determines your 
placement 
A place that defines your station 
Remind you niggas your place is the basement 
White people in the attic 
Niggas selling dope, White people is the addicts 
White folks act like they ain't show us how to 
traffic 
All that dope to China, you don't call that trappin'? 
Breaking Bad, learned that from a TV 
So don't say it's politics when you see me 
When you gon' apologize for your CD 
Nigga, that don't match red and black to a GD 
 
[Hook] 
The pizza man don't come here no more 
Too much dope, too many niggas on the porch 
So the pizza man don't approach (no, no, no) 
Pizza man don't come here no more 
Too many niggas on the block, too many niggas 
getting shot 
So the pizza man don't stop (pow, pow, pow) 
The pizza man don't come here no more 
Too many niggas getting robbed, niggas don't wanna 
starve 
But "Niggas ain't got no jobs, blah blah blah" 
The pizza man don't come here no more 
Deliver, deliver, deliver 
 
[Verse 3] 
Can I get delivered from the sin? 
Get a little slice of Heaven, I can enter in again 
Or maybe just imagine that I'm living in a mansion 
Or a palace and my pizza gets delivered in a Benz 
Make a savior out of savage like they made it out of 
magic 
So it take a nigga havoc and it make it into friends 
You don't even need a salad, it don't make a nigga 
fatter 
Actually take a nigga backwards and make a nigga 
thin 



That's a deep dish, Chicago style get the peace stick 
Home run hitter, I be drilling on the weak pitch 
Pay into the plate then I put it in your face 
I'm a man, never biting on the hands that I eat with 
No Giordano or DiGiorno 
Homemade Bull City bring it to him like a toro 
Throwing dough up in the air-bottom to the top and 
shredder 
Full of cheese smarter than a purple ninja turtle 
 
[Hook] 
Nigga, pizza man don't come here no more 
Too much dope, too many niggas on the porch 
So the pizza man don't approach (no, no, no) 
Pizza man don't come here no more 
Too many niggas on the block, too many niggas 
getting shot 
So the pizza man don't stop (pow, pow, pow) 
The pizza man don't come here no more 
Too many niggas getting robbed, niggas don't wanna 
starve 
But "Niggas ain't got no jobs, blah blah blah" 
The pizza man don't come here no more (here no more) 
Deliver, deliver, deliver 
 
[Outro: Ty Dolla $ign] 
So sad cause the pizza man don't fuck wit us no more 
No, no, no, no, no, no 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



saba, “life”  
 
[VERSE 1] 
I got angels runnin' 'way, I got demons huntin' me 
I know 'Pac was 25, I know Jesus 33 
I tell Death to keep a distance, I think he obsessed 
with me 
I say, "God, that's a woman," I know she would die for 
me 
They want a barcode on my wrist (barcode on my 
wrist) 
To auction off the kids 
That don't fit their description of a utopia (black) 
Like a problem won't exist if I just don't exist 
If I grew up without a single pot to piss in 
Pardon me for ventin' 
Congress got the nerve to call theyself religious 
Rich just gettin' richer, we just tryna live our life 
 
[Chorus] 
Momma mixed the vodka with the Sprite 
They killed my cousin with a pocket knife 
While my uncle on the phone 
He was gone for more than half my life 
He got out a year and then he died 
I was honor roll, talking to my father on the phone 
Left the city when I was just four 
None of them will get along 
Momma beggin' him for winter coats 
I was chillin' with my nigga Spook now they tryna 
take his— 
 
[Post-Chorus] 
Life don't mean shit to a nigga that ain't never had 
shit, yeah 
Light don't mean lit in the dark, fight don't mean 
fists, ooh 
Eyes don't see, eyes don't see, ice don't freeze 
Light don't leave, I don't mean lie to me 
 
[Bridge] 
Tell me it'll be okay, tell me happier days 
Tell me that she my bae, that I won't be alone 
Tell 'em I'll be okay when he ask, "How's my day?" 

Tell 'em that we the same, tell em' that we not safe 
 
[Verse 2] 
I got my grandaddy soul, I'm at war, that's on my 
mind 
I seen Walter body cold, wish I could switch it with 
mine 
I'm not worried 'bout no rap shit, distractions or 
waste-of-times 
I still go to social functions even though I'm so anti— 
No, I'm no Rihanna, the court gonna throw it like 
Donovan 
Down a bit, I just been modelin' my whole career 
As if 'Pac was here, studio monitors shakin' 
I raise the apartments, I'm Bono with profit 
I made what I made in allotted 
Amount of time the same amount of time you was 
watchin' 
So stop comparing me to people, no, I am not them 
A lot of people dream until they shit'll get—
*gunshot* 
 
[Chorus] 
That's life, momma mixed the vodka with the Sprite 
They killed my cousin with a pocket knife 
While my uncle on the phone 
He was gone for more than half my life 
He got out a year and then he died 
I was honor roll, talking to my father on the phone 
Left the city when I was just four 
None of them will get along 
Momma beggin' him for winter coats 
I was chillin' with my nigga Spook now they tryna 
take his life 
 
 
 



Chance the rapper, “angels”  
 
[Intro: Chance The Rapper] 
Angels, na, na, na, na, ah 
 
[Verse 1: Chance The Rapper] 
I got my city doing front flips 
When every father, mayor, rapper jump ship 
I guess that's why they call it where I stay 
Clean up the streets, so my daughter can have 
somewhere to play 
I'm the blueprint to a real man 
Some of these niggas toss they tassel for a deal man 
I ain't goin' to hell or to Hillman 
Igh, Igh, Igh, Igh, for my real fans 
I got caught up with a little Xan 
Can't stop me but it slow me though 
Yeah a nigga famous, you don't know me though 
But every DJ still play me though 
Damn man, I don't even need a radio 
And my new shit sound like a rodeo 
Got the old folks dancing the Do-si-do 
'Til they fuck around and sign me to OVO 
Oooh, I just might share my next one with Keef 
Got the industry in disbelief, they be asking for beef 
This what it sound like when God split an atom with me 
I even had Steve giving out apples for free 
 
[Chorus: Saba] 
They was talking "woo this woo wap da bam" 
City so damn great, I feel like Alexand' 
Wear your halo like a hat, that's like the latest 
fashion 
I got angels all around me they keep me surrounded 
 
[Post-Chorus: Chance The Rapper] 
Who is you, and who the fuck is you, and who is him? 
All of a sudden, woo wap da bam 
You can't touch me 
Na, na, na, na, I got angels 
I got angels 
 
[Verse 2: Chance The Rapper] 
I ain't change my number since the seventh grade 
This for my day one, ten years, seven days 
A week, niggas never tired on they Kevin Gates 

And if they rest in peace they bunny hopping heaven's 
gates 
It's too many young angels on the southside 
Got us scared to let our grandmommas outside 
You gon' make me take the campers way downtown 
You gon' make me turn my BM to my housewife 
I just had a growth spurt 
It done took so long, my tippy toes hurt 
You can keep the nose ring, I don't have to soul search 
I'm still at my old church, only ever sold merch 
Grandma say I'm Kosher, momma say I'm culture 
GCI, 1-0-7-5, angel goin' live 
Power 92, angel, juke, angel gon' juke 
GCI, 1-0-7-5, goin' live 
Power 92, angel gon' juke, juke, juke, juke 
 
[Chorus: Saba & Chance The Rapper] 
They was talking "woo this woo wap da bam" 
City so damn great, I feel like Alexand' 
Wear your halo like a hat, that's like the latest 
fashion 
I got angels all around me, they keep me surrounded 
Wap the bam (na, na, na, na) 
I got angels 
(I got angels) I got angels all around me they keep me 
surrounded 
Na, na, na, na 
I got, I got angels 
They was talking "woo woo, this woo wap da bam" 
City so damn great, I feel like Alexand' 
Wear your halo like a hat, that's like the latest 
fashion 
I got angels all around me, they keep me surrounded 
 
[Post-Chorus: Chance The Rapper] 
Who is you, and who the fuck is you, and who is him? 
All of a sudden, woo wap da bam 
You can't touch me 
Na, na, na, na, I got angels 
I got, I got angels 
Na, na 
Na, na 
I got, I got 



Tobi lou, “solange”  
 
[Intro]  
Quit my job 
Can you hit the uhh 
Quit my job on a Monday 
(Monday) 
Actually can you take it off? 
(Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah) 
 
[Verse 1] 
I quit my job on a Monday 
I told my boss "I'm the boss now" 
He told me he don't give a fuck, so 
I told him he can sit the fuck down 
Tobi, why you curse so much now? 
I don't know, but I like it 
One hand on my private 
Moon walking like Mike, bitch! 
I put the stars in my eyelids 
I just need a little guidance 
You know how crazy the Chi is? 
I can't say no to violence 
I might Attack on the Titan 
Used to be afraid of white man 
The ones in the blue, they made it go boom 
They had brought the thunder and lightening 
I was too black for their liking 
I was that nigga, uh! 
Sittin' in a big ol' truck 
Whippin' like Mrs. Puff 
 
[Chorus] 
Hair up like Suzie 
Hit the J like Juicy 
Shoulder lean, shoulder lean, shoulder lean like Uzi 
Shoulder lean like Dro 
Water beam that ho 
You broke my heart last summer 
But I don't need it no mo' 
 
Hair up like Suzie 
Hit the J like Juicy 
Shoulder lean, shoulder lean, shoulder lean like Uzi 

Shoulder lean like Dro 
Water beam that ho 
You broke my heart last summer 
But I don't need it no mo' 
 
[Verse 2] 
Try to smoke it away 
But this shit ain't goin' away 
I ain't been home in some days 
I don't know where I'm gon' stay 
Remember when I slept in my car? 
Remember when you found me in the yard? 
I was passed out on the lawn 
You told me not to take it too far 
 
[Chorus] 
Hair up like Suzie 
Hit the J like Juicy 
Shoulder lean, shoulder lean, shoulder lean like Uzi 
Shoulder lean like Dro 
Water beam that ho 
You broke my heart last summer 
But I don't need it no mo' 
 
[Verse 3: Tobi Lou & Facer] 
I got the world in my palm 
I tell your girl to hold on 
I'm not a natural blonde 
Hair long like Solange 
Hair long like Solange 
(Fresh out the Salon, hair long like Solange, hair 
long like Solange) 
I don't know maybe I'm wrong 
(I, I do what I want) 
I don't know maybe I'm wrong 
But lately I want you around 
I had some ups and some downs 
But still came fresh out the salon 
Still got the world in my palm 
Bitch, pass it to you like a baton 
Hair long like Solange 
I cut that bitch out like Mulan 



I've never been to Milan 
I'm getting better with time 
Leather jacket like The Fonz 
I gotta go with the charm 
Hair long like Solange 
I do whatever I want 
I might just dye it tomorrow 
Hair blonde like Solange 
 
[Outro: Facer] 
She said, she said ohh 
Fresh, fresh, fresh, fresh, fresh 
Fresh out the salon 
Hair all like Solange 
Usually I do just what I want 
I could cut you off 
Hair go like Solange 
Fresh out the salon 
Tryna roll the zoobie with silantra 
Got it from the farm 
I won't do you harm 
Blinded by the charm 
Usually I do just what I want 

 



Noname, “casket pretty” and “Blaxploitation” 
 
“Casket Pretty“ 
 
[Hook] 
All of my niggas is casket pretty 
Ain't no one safe in this happy city 
I hope you make it home 
I hope to God that my tele' don't ring 
Niggas is casket pretty 
Ain't no one safe in this happy city 
I hope you make it home 
I hope to God that my tele' don't ring 
 
[Verse] 
I've been searching for God in the bottle he gave me 
Ashes to Ashes, dearly departed, regarded as Holy 
Don't hold me, don't hold me when niggas is dying and 
dying 
And I'm afraid of the dark, blue and the white 
Badges and pistols rejoice in the night 
And we watch the news, and we see him die tonight 
Tonight the night his baby said goodbye 
Roses in the road, teddy bear outside, bullet there on 
the right 
Where's love when you need it? 
Too many babies in suits 
Too many babies in suits 
Back before the dawn, ricochet the pawn 
Bullet in the chest, you ain't mean no harm 
Collecting your checkmate, I know you in love with the 
power 
It's flowers at every occasion 
I need me a medicine man 
Somebody heal me, somebody take my hand 
 
[Hook] 
All of my niggas is casket pretty 
Ain't no one safe in this happy city 
I hope you make it home 
I hope to God that my tele' don't ring 
Niggas is casket pretty 
Ain't no one safe in this happy city 
I hope you make it home 
I hope to God that my tele' don't  ring 
 

“Blaxploitation“ 
 
[Intro] 
What happened to my hundred dollars Joe? 
Nigga, did you take my money? 
Heh-heh, that's right lil bitch! 
 
[Verse 1] 
Penny proud, penny petty, pissing off Betty the Boop 
Only date niggas that hoop, traded my life for 
cartoon 
Dance monkey dance, cathedral gon' pay me good 
tonight 
Eating Chick-Fil-A in the shadows, that taste like 
hypocrite 
Mmm, yummy tasty, mmm, mmm, yummy tasty 
Waffle fry my empathy, bitches just really lazy 
Maybe I'm a hypocrite, maybe I'm hypochondriac 
I'm struggling to simmer down, maybe I'm an insomni-
black 
Bad sleep triggered by bad government 
Write a think piece in the rap song, the new age 
covenant 
If you really think I'm cooking crackin, pass me the 
oven mitts 
Captain watch a lil bitch go crunch and wonder how 
everything happen 
 
[Bridge] 
My people started running a long time ago 
And they are still fighting 
Revolution was never meant to be easy 
This is not your fight, black man 
What is this to you? 
It's not a matter of color 
Freedom is everybody's business 
 
[Verse 2] 
Uh, yeah, anti-political mythical in the picture 
Your nigga just moved to Wicker 
Your mammy stay on the south side 
She paid to clean your house, power of Pinesol, baby 



She the scrub tub lady 
She that naked bitch in videos, that drunk club lady 
Immortalized all '80s and then she real, real nasty 
Keep the hot sauce in her purse and she be real, real 
blacky 
Just like a Hillary Clinton, who masqueraded the 
system 
Who chicken-boned, watermelon-ed 
Traded hoodie for hipster, infatuated the minstrel 
When we cool, they cool, we die as coon 
We supa fly indigenous, now hop to the moon 
Who wrote the movie to America? It's still coming 
soon 
 
[Outro] 
Do you hear me man? 
Do you understand? I am Black 
I'm a nigga, do you understand me? 
I was born black, I live black, and I'ma die probably 
because I'm black, because some cracker that knows 
I'm black better than you, nigga, is probably gonna 
put a bullet in the back of my headon't do you harm 
Blinded by the charm 
Usually I do just what I want 
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