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FOUR


NAJJA K. BAPTIST


Introduction


I “And When They Wake Up”


Black Lives Matter, Rap, and Activism


In theory and practice, Black life is supposed to be free from inlit 
Instead, the Black experience is plagued by state-sanctioned mo e 
health disparities, economic inequality, and other ills (Alexander, 
Berry and Blassingame, 1982; Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Cohen, 1999’ * 
and Gounari, 2015; Melamed, 2011; Oliver and Shapiro, 2013, a) 
2016; Wacquant, 2015). The struggles of Black life and death aie on co 
stant display, reminding Black people of their alleged inferiority 
supposed place in society (Emecheta, 1994). Abuses of powei in pn 
and public spaces reveal the nation’s failings. The Black Lives 1 a 
(BLM) movement and rap music give voice to the rage resulting 101 
such oppression.


This chapter examines how politics and culture intersect dtuing 
social upheaval. To what extent does BLM enhance artists nontia 


artists using their 
dy highlights how 


t only for consump-


tional forms of political participation? Also, how are 
cultural productions as a form of engagement? This stu 
Nick Cannon and Kendrick Lamar produce music not 
tion, but to emphasize political participation. Their work is cleaiiy 1 
enced by Black social movements (like BLM) and shows the connection 
between music and politics. Music is important not just as a sounc 1 
for the current state of society or as a cultural production, but also as a 
gateway for rappers to participate in politics. To demonstrate this dialec 
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tic between BLM and emcees, this study analyzes both song lyrics and 
utilizes an interview with Dr. Melina Abdullah—cofounder of BLM Los 
Angeles and chair of Pan-African Studies at California State University, 
Los Angeles. It provides insight on the uses of music by the movement 
and artist involvement with BLM.


Long before the founding of BLM in 2013, Black music (especially 
rap) carried the trauma and triumphs of previous generations. From 
its infancy in the 1970s to today, many have labeled Hip-Hop culture 
as a political movement when it is simply a cultural mode of expres
sion. However, rap music has foreshadowed a pre-BLM platform. 
Representative of the entire spectrum of Black life, rap music embod
ies the ills of society and the resiliency of Black folk (Bonnette-Bailey, 
Block, and McClerking, 2018; Cantor, 2014; Coates, 2013). From toxic 
masculinity to police brutality, rap reflects Black people’s desire to 
escape cycles of violence and alienation (Perry, 2004). Alone, Hip-Hop 
is just a cultural mode of expression, yet it becomes a “weapon of the 
weak” when combined with a forceful social movement (George, 1998; 
ScOLt, 1985, 1990).


In fact, Richard Iton’s In Search of the Black Fantastic is prophetic 
regarding the link between BLM and rap. He advocated for an intersec
tional movement, one both “nuanced and precise,” that marries issues 
of race, class, culture, gender, and sexuality (2008, p. 103). Iton argued 
that the absence of Black social movements during the 1970s produced a 
sociopolitical vacuum. “The growing ranks of black elected officials were 
to some degree understandably preoccupied with establishing rhythmic 
continuity7 with mainstream actors and the temporal logics of brokerage 
politics rather than challenging and transforming the norms” (p. 122). 
Put differently, Black America’s shift from “protest to politics” redirected 
the community’s focus toward Black electoral politics (Rustin, 1965; 
Smith, 1996).


The American political system has adapted to the organization and 
strategies of prior Black protest movements. Moreover, silencing their 
demands has led to an increase in “hidden transcripts” that are used by 
the powerful and less powerful. The powerful utilize hidden transcripts 
found in the cultural arena to disguise their true intentions, whereas the 
less powerful utilize them to criticize public norms and those in power 
(Bonnette, 2015; Scott, 1990). However, “hidden” does not mean that 
those who use such communications avoid the public space. Rather, it 
implies the creation of alternative spaces to safely grapple with issues and 
deploy identity. Iton contended that “official politics have been pulled
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Convergence and Divergence: BLM and the Civil Rights Movement 
Nothing signaled the end of the civil rights era and emphasized diej^ 
for BLM more than the Supreme Court’s invalidation of Section 5 
Voting Rights Act, the election of Donald J. Trump, and continued po 
killings of Black people. It was not surprising that one of the first r p 
issued by the Federal Bureau of Investigation under Attorney
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into vernacular spaces and that de facto decisions have been made in the 
cultural realm regarding issues of clear political significance (2008, p. 
27). Culture, music especially, houses these hidden transcripts due to its 
impact and responsiveness, providing social movements with a vehicle to 
rapidly spread ideas.


Iton prorides an important framework for analyzing the fusion of pop
ular culture and Black politics. When the voices of the “advanced mar
ginalized,” those members of a subgroup whose demands are deemed 
insignificant even within their subgroup, were drowned out in the post- 
civil rights era, Black youth sought other forms of resistance to contest 
the political order (Franklin, 2014). As opposed to accepting the nihilis
tic position that things cannot change, activists and artists have engaged 
in forms of everyday resistance through grassroots organizations and 
nontiaditional modes of expression to fight institutionalized oppression 
(Scott, 1990). This youthful energy proved viable even under the first 
Black president. The “price of the ticket” was not just the deracialization 
of the Black agenda, but the activation of newly energized youth due to a 
proliferation of racially charged events as a response to Obama’s election 
(Harris, 2012). The young people who learned from the failings of past 
Black organizations sought to stand in the gap to address overlooked 
issues like police brutality (Byrd, Gilbert, and Richardson, 2017; Freelon, 
2018; Gerbaudo, 2018; Harris, 2012; Harrison, 2018). Edwards and Harris 
(2016) observed that the murders of Trayvon Martin in Florida and Mike 
Biown in Missouri created the political contagion that influenced BLM 
ounders. Their deaths were catalysts for transforming a social media 
| ost by Alicia Garza into a global movement (Baptist, 2017; Edwards and 


ns, 2016). Rap was in lockstep with the grotring discontent of Black 
yout Rafter the killings of Martin, Renisha McBride, and many others, 


growth of grassroots organizations and the cultural production of 
P sic ate not mutually exclusive or vacuous (Pough, 2004). The 


1 n. nin£ cuhure and politics becomes inevitable and necessary in 
e Obama era and beyond (Raymond, 2015; Redmond, 2013).
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injustices experienced


Black Lives Matter is often called a “civil rights" movement. But to 
think that our fight is solely about civil rights is to misunderstand the 
fundamental aspirations of this movement. Today, on International 
Human Rights Day, we recognize the current struggle is not merely 
for reforms of policing, any more than the Montgomery Bus Boycott 
was simply about a seat on the bus. It is about the full recognition


Jeff Sessions labeled BLM as a “black identity extremist” group that tar
geted law enforcement (Associated Press, 2017; Page, 2017). However, 
other observers compared BLM to the civil rights and Black Power move
ments and even further to the abolitionist movement (Chancellor, 2016; 
Day, 2015a). The common struggle for each wave of movements was to 
determine the most effective strategies to achieve Black liberation.


Black social movements are the result of “the organizing efforts of 
activists functioning through a well-developed indigenous base” (Morris, 
1986, p. xii). There are key characteristics that many Black movements 
share, such as organizing communities for change, functioning as social
izing agents, enhancing political knowledge, and employing tactics like 
nonviolent direct action. These movements use tactics such as march
ing, protest, and boycotts, yet their end goals and capacity to reach the 
masses differ significantly (Kirshner-Brecn, 2017). Each unique strategy' 
of Black movements galvanizes, activates, and mobilizes the masses to 
produce political outcomes. According to Morris, “Oppressed groups 
are not always in a position to generate change through social protest. 
Favorable social conditions play an important role in creating the cir
cumstances conducive to protest” (1999, p. 522). For the civil rights 
movement, issues of de jure segregation provided context for protest. 
Yet Black Power and BLM activists focus on what Bayard Rustin (1965) 
aptly named de facto segregation, where there is an illusion of racial 
equality created through the elimination of explicit racial divisions. Yet 
such divisions are more implicitly experienced through institutional rac
ism, which has proven to be a far more formidable opponent because it 
gives the illusion of inclusion. Institutional racism is sometimes difficult 
to identify because it is asserted that racism no longer exists and now 
universal standards are evenly applied to all racial and ethnic groups. 
Thus, BLM is fighting different forms of the same 
during the civil rights movement.


However, BLM is not a civil rights movement. According to BLM 
cofounder Opal Tometi and Gerald Lenoir of the Black Alliance for Just 
Immigration:
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battle for full civil, social, politi- 
as enshrined in the United 


Rights. (Lenoir and


of our rights as citizens; and it is a 
cal, legal, economic and cultural rights 
Nations Universal Declaration of Human
Tometi, 2015)


Thus, BLM is global, translocal, and pan-Africanist in perspective, 
whereas the civil rights movement was more domestic.1 Recently, leaders 
of the BLM Global Network have visited other countries and have drawn 
stark parallels on global issues (Black Youth Project, 2015; Doherty, 2018).


ven though the nature of the struggle has changed, the impact of music 
or both past and present Black social movements is undeniable. Music 
articulates the Black ecology' of struggle and resistance. Functioning as 


sonic tool of resistance, music provides a safe counter public space to 
BLM^ T CI^eS tO masses’ Next we explore the relationship between


Understanding Political contagion
1964), When *n tke American political system (Schattschneider, 
greatest influencin'5’ ?dversaries seek 10 rallY supporters to have the 
tagion of political c? °UlC°mes’ knowing ^at spreading “the con- 
(Hill and Rothchild e"SUres 8uaranteed benefits from the system 
Lamar illuminate wh’aH ’ th‘S chaPter- rappers Cannon and 
instant. Delayed c contcnd are two types of contagion: delayed and 


to political exposui nlagi°n tBat individuals who defer response
contagion is an irm ' C^enlua^^Participate in the political activity. Instant 
movements try to lale reacL*on 10 political exposure. All Black social 
the masses to secure^bSC *nd^^ua^s to political information and spur 
there is an upsurge ’ enC^lS’ Typically, Black movements occur when 
Keeanga-Yamahtta T °i raC*Sm l^at Pr°duces increased racial conflict.
lion of Black people briO1 a?SCILS L^at the political activism and rebel- 
all to see, throwing int 1 ^°^eclual treatment] to the surface for 
p. 205). S ° ^cstion the actual nature of US society” (2016, 


examples of the fight a°d lhc BARTPr°tests (2009) are
Lives Matter as a slogan a U People” that preceded Black
gins can be traced back to .t? °r^anization (Smith, 2014). BLM’s on
ers used a local event to shed r° h? dCaL^ of Oscar Grant when its found- 
pie (Pope, 2014). BLM conf- * °° dlC ^oBa^ struggles of Black peo- 


ms mtergroup conflict and also addresses







intragroup struggles by centering “those that have been marginalized 
within Black liberation movements” (Garza, 2014, p. 2). Not does it face 
resistance from die political system, but previous generations left many 
unanswered questions at the conclusion of the civil rights movement. As 
a grassroots organization, BLM “transforms indigenous resources into 
power resources and marshals them in conflict situations to accomplish 
political ends” (Morris, 1986, p. xii).


Two main homegrown resources used by Black social movements 
are youthful energy' (now via social media) and music. If BLM is a pan
Africanist organization, then it stands to reason that Hip-Hop culture, 
specifically rap music, would be a viable conduit to spread its contagion. 
Lusane observed diat Black nationalism is the dominant ideological 
tradition among rappers (2004, p. 355). In addition, Tate noted that 
“every successful rap group is a Black fraternal organization, a posse” 
(1992, p. 134). Therefore, artists and listeners are able to freely exchange 
ideas and values through the cultural production. Hip-Hop is a vehi
cle that transports the cultural memory and Black identity, and gives a 
voice to marginalized African-descended people throughout die world 
(Bonnette, 2009; Cohen, 1999; Ramsey, 2003; Rose, 2008; Westbrook, 
2002). Next I demonstrate how Hip-Hop culture and rap function as 
conduits to reconnect African people across the diaspora.


Message Music: Hip-Hop and BLM


The BLM founders did most of the labor to energize and mobilize citi
zens around the murders of Trayvon Martin and Mike Brown. Pushing 
people from “armchair” activism to the streets, BLM organized rides, 
conferences, and marches in Ferguson, Missouri, after Brown’s death 
(Garza, 2014; Solomon, 2014; Telesur, 2014). BLM organizers sought aid 
from Black artists to expand BLM from a social media event or singular 
moment to a sociopolitical movement (Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark, 
2018). Black music provides a safe space to deploy elements of Blackness, 
including, but not limited to, ethnicity, class, gender, and sexual orienta
tion. Cultural producers ranging from filmmakers to painters to graphic 
designers participated in BLM. Similar to the Black Arts movement 
(BAM), BLM recruited artists who helped spread political contagion 
even to other artists. BAM creatives like Amiri Baraka, Sonia Sanchez, 
and Nina Simone sought to be a sonic rebuttal to racial oppression and 
the failures of the civil rights movement. They worked to eliminate the 
chasm between high art and popular culture while revealing that art
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die daughter of Amiri 
a DJ in I^A—she called 


convening a bunch of artists at 
], I thought the biggest artist 


But it was all of these artists— 
talking about how to contrib- 


• • So you had Tina Knowles 
tremendous voice and sup- 


mmons is a huge supporter,


cou d be both popular and “socially and artistically serious” (Brace), 
anchez, and Smethurst, 2014, p. g). BLM has not squandered this 
souice in teciuiting Nick Cannon and other Black artists. In fact, BLM 


“^Sf n^e^es c°founder Dr. Melina Abdullah asserted that rap music is 
March 3 SOUn^trac^ to movement” (personal communication, 
wl 1 d 2O1?)‘ Cannon and Kendrick Lamar stand out as two emcees


0 pio uced songs that were adopted as anthems by BLM chapters 
across the states. 7


(Alridge, 
music is 
culture
order” (Rose,
sion and a vehicle for r- 
Abdullah communicated aV


Rap Music and BLM Los Angeles


Black music “cannot be contained” and at times has “an impact that is 
much more powerful than the written word” by compelling reacthe 
and proactive engagement” (Redmond, 2013, pp. 13-14)- ^P has lhe 
uanslocal and global impact that BLM needs to mobilize the masses 


2005; Bennett and Morgan, 2011; Emmanuel, 2013)- 
fundamentally linked to larger social constructions of Black 


as an internal threat to dominant American culture and social 
'994» P-144)- BLM utilizes rap as a tool ol political expres- 


spreacling its message. To that end, here is what 
-- ..bout meeting Cannon:


h was July 10 .
[the] LA Citv Hall J't^Tu anniversary- "ere outside of 
We had done th k i ° * een ^re for five days, camped out 24/7. 
killing of Redel loneTXTT P°HCe Commission ™IinS 0,1 the 


the back bv [thel I *U^'>'ear-old ^ck mother who was shot 
macy. This is hours aft ’ alleScdly for stealing S80 from a phar- 
And they sav sbP, . she "'asn’t in the midst of a robbery. . . • 
to take over Citv armcd "lth a kitchen knife. So that prompted us 


fifty-four days. * "'hal "’C Ca" “d^oloniz[ing] City Hall" 


So on day 5, Dominique DiPrima—wh •


film C"'1‘C thC
, ’ rappers, lots of folks there ,


' S° 1 had met Nick. So Russell Si
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hella smart. But he’s become just this tremendous voice and really 
one who is knowledgeable—like, he has this independent film that 
just came out. And we talked about Du Bois and his view of “all art as 
activism—all art as propaganda.” . . . And Nick totally takes that on— 
like there’s a responsibility he feels ... an artist.... Nick has become a 
really good friend to the movement, supporting [it] in all of the ways 
I ton talks about—like financially [and] in his messaging—and really 
embedding himself in die work we are doing. (M. Abdullah, personal 
communication, March 28, 2017)


[and he] had convened—this is way before the July 13 thing ... maybe 
April—Russell Simmons [had] this big town hall, and on the panels 
were like a bunch of people. Not necessarily famous people, but Nick 
was the moderator. So I met Nick first there. And then I was still think
ing, “[Isn’t] diis the Americas Got Talent dude?” I didn’t think he was 
political, right? And I heard he went to Howard [University], but a 
lot of people went to Howard, right? Some go through Howard, but 
Howard didn’t go through them. So then we started having conversa
tions, and I was like, “Oh, he’s kind of smart.” (M. Abdullah, personal 
communication, March 18, 2017)


Cannon’s political prowess was dormant until recent catalytic events. 
BLM’s mission of addressing police brutality and institutional discrimi
nation spread to the National Football League. Colin Kaepernicks deci
sion to kneel during the national anthem shook up the world. A silent, 
nonviolent act by a major professional athlete harkened back to the civil 
rights movement, which also inspired athletes to get involved. In Stand


The Curious Case of Nick Cannon


A San Diego native, Cannon is many things: TV and radio personality, 
rapper, comedian, actor, writer, director, and producer. He starred in 
cult classics like Drumline (2002) and Love Don't Cost a Thing (2003). He 
is also featured in The Nick Cannon Show and the long-running Hip-Hop 
improve comedy program Wild ‘n Out. His rap career apexed with the 
hit single “Gigolo” (2003). This mainstream smash was full of misog
yny and misogynoir, so it is safe to say Cannon’s music, at least at that 
time, depicted him as a sexist, business-sawy hypercapitalist. However, 
few were aware of his political consciousness or activism. According to 
Abdullah, Cannon is







I
I


King Kendrick: Out of the Mouths of Babes


Initially dubbed Dr. Dre’s protdg6, the rose that grew from o^nas 
made a name for himself—Kung Fu Kenny, K. Dot, and i oy al y '
King Kendrick (Diehl, 2012). Standing on his own, Lamai is n°v ,K|eS 
cally acclaimed artist with Grammys, a Pulitzer Prize, and othe 1 a^,C 
However, his greatest accomplishment is staying true to himsc < 
music, as he balances celebrity with being “a standard bearci 
ness” (Cox, 2015). Lamar’s music will continue to impact Black h c 
after his fame lades (McLeod, 2017). He toes the color line of c°nsC 
ness and commercial success with ease. Interestingly, he acknow 
this on rapper-producer Future’s “Mask Off Remix”: How y a * 
conscious n**** go commercial / While only makin conscious albu 
(Future &: Kendrick Lamar, 2017). In the same breath, he injected a c ai 
ion call for listeners to immerse themselves in consciousness and activ
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for What” (2017), Cannon vindicated BLM and spoke to the: needto piro- 
test a racist anthem. In response to a tweet, he blasted Presiden Tmmp^ 
suggestion of firing football players who kneeled. Cannon q 
why Black players should stand when, in die past, the na ° 
Black people freedom and full citizenship and, in the pi esent, 
to brutalize them. He even criticized the fedeial government 
the NFL to promote patriotism that squinted toward idol^( " sOng 
Clark, 2017). “I can still love my country and hate that f ( Hille’s 
about rockets and bombs bursting air / Reminds me of Chai ottc


vicious glares,” said Cannon (Caslin, 2017). .
Using profanity as an instrument of ridicule, Cannon wove tog 


a tapestry7 of American history and Black resistance. He spoke o 
long struggle for Black liberation and exposed the systemic oppms 
embedded in the fabric of the American flag and law. Moieovei, Cam 
waxed poetic about how the federal government functions as a socia 
ing agent, using symbols like the flag and anthem to cause negative co 
tagion against any and all forms of protest, especially that of Kaepein ’ 
Likewise, Cannon acknowledged that today’s demonstrations shot 
how far the United States has to go and how little has changed. Donning 
a Kaepemick jersey while showing live footage of his participation 
real-time protest, Cannon made it clear that he was no longei a to 
of the heteronormative and patriarchal capitalist society. He risked 
career by taking such a stand, but he stood with the artists and ancestors 
who gave their lives in the fight for freedom.
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The Movement and Lamar


ism: “Get your ass up and be inspired (get inspired) / You know how 
many bodies in the street? (how many?) / Take the mask off so you can 
see.” Considerable attention is given to Lamar’s lyrical prowess, yet little 
consideration is given to the dimensions of his political consciousness.


Still, nothing speaks to Lamar’s political influence more than his 
megahit “Alright” (2015). Hailed as “a hip-hop hymnal” and a “new 
Black civil rights anthem,” the song baptizes listeners in the every
day Black experience (Gilbert, 2016; Guan, 2016; Harris, 2015). This 
Grammy-winning track instills resilience, reminding listeners “that pain 
isn’t permanent and getting through the tough times are what make us 
all stronger” (Thompson, 2015). Paying homage to the classic 1985 film 
The Color Purple (“Alls my life I has to fight”), Lamar painted a picture 
of the daily struggles of Black life: fighting poverty, police brutality, and 
a discriminatory system seemingly bent on destroying Black people. 
There are no perfect solutions to these problems, and in pursuing solu
tions mistakes have been made. Even so, no matter how dire the circum
stances, there is still a divine power that Black folk draw on to see them 
through. From enslavement to Jim Crow to mass imprisonment, there 
is a continuum of Black perseverance that carries through the storms of 
history and will continue (“But if God got us we then gon’ be alright”). 
However, do BLM activists view and utilize Lamar’s song in the same way?


Lamar was chosen for his instant contagion. “Alright” was the first track 
mentioned by Abdullah when asked about songs that served as move
ment hymns. “We [BLM] used that as an anthem for a long time.” In 
recalling its usage, she asserted that “Alright” serves a dual purpose, as 
“the song both recognizes the oppression but also our ultimate victory;’ 
Abdullah juxtaposed Lamar’s track with “Assata,” another song used by 
BLM to close its meetings. She chanted, “It is our duty to fight for free
dom / it is our duty to win / We must love and protect one another / We 
have nothing to lose but our chains” (M. Abdullah, personal communi
cation, March 28, 2017). While both songs energize listeners, “Aright 
speaks to the unbreakable spirit of BLM, the need for solidarity as an 
everyday form of resistance, and the grit to fight on until victory is won. 
BLM utilized Lamar’s anthem at its meetings and as a battle hymn dur
ing protests.


During a summer of unrest numerous protesters, including BLM 
activists, found refuge in "Alright.” In the months leading up to the
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the key to the city. Mayor Aja Brown heralded him as


recording and release of the 2015 album, the woild witnesse * 
judicial killings of Tamir Rice, Mike Brown, and Eric arne 
these murders, Lamar wanted to speak to the spirit an angs * 
times. Gilbert cited Lamar, who contended he created “Alng t 
“more uplifting, but aggressive. Not playing the victim, but sti a 
that ‘Yeah, we strong’” (Gilbert, 2016). These feelings of hope an 
ience became contagious for protesters in the spring of 201b. A ng 
found multiple purposes in the BLM movement. Oiganizers use 
jeer Trump supporters at a Chicago campaign rally that was eventua ) 
canceled due to “safety concerns” (Hack and Rankin, 2016, Shepier 
2016). They also used it in Cleveland after the arrest of a fourteen year 
old fellow protester during a BLM conference (Vain, 2015). home y> 
BLM did not have an actual relationship with Lamar until a politica 


event in Compton.
On February' 13, 2016, Compton honored its native son Lamar wi 


the key to the city. Mayor Aja Brown heralded him as “a phenomena 
artist whose work has served as a catalyst to raise a new level of conscious 
ness for this generation” (Mejia, 2016). She praised Lamar for challeng
ing the status quo and inspiring his listeners to be critical of American 
society and its institutions. Unbeknownst to Lamar, Abdullah and her 
children attended the ceremony. Abdullah admitted the difficulty of 
contacting Lamar because he was from Compton and had tight secu
rity. However, one day BLM finally made direct contact with the rapper, 
experiencing a breakthrough, literally. It was Lamar’s homecoming that 
inspired him to make “Alright,” as he learned about the 2012 slaying 
of nineteen-year-old Kendrec McDade just down the road in Pasadena. 
McDade’s mother, Anya Slaughter, was seeking justice in the face of 
obstruction by the Pasadena police force, which withheld information 
about her child’s death and the official police review. Her quest for the 
truth had become the work of BLM four years later (Day, 2015b).


Contagion around this catalytic event spread from Slaughter to 
Abdullah and her twelve-year-old daughter. As Lamar posed for pictures, 
Abdullah’s spirited child fought through security and the crowd to real
ize the BLM vision of a “Kendrick for Kendrec” campaign. “So we had 
this whole vision of doing something, Kendrick for Kendrec,” Abdullah 
proudly recalled. “And my twelve-year-old daughter just cut through the 
handlers, and she had made a sign that said, ‘Kendrec for Kendrick.’ 
That’s what it said. And he pushed the handlers; he did push the han
dlers back so that he could hold up that sign. Lamar cautiously asked 
the child activist the purpose of the sign and she described McDade’s







Discussion and Conclusions
Until the ig6os, culture was the primary expression of politics in Black 
life. Black culture allowed the creation of symbols and values that func
tion as a counternarrative to the dominant culture. Today, as I ton (2008) 
contended, culture and Black politics work in tandem. Voting remains 
a main form of political participation, but it is not the only one. As 
Abdullah explained, grassroots organizing and protest are just as impot
ent as voting.


At the same time, traditional forms of activism, such as the message 
music and engagement shown by Nick Cannon and Kendrick Lamai, aic 
still utilized. However, Abdullah clarified that artists can engage in other 
forms of activism as well, noting that individuals such as die Weeknd, Jay- 
Z, and Beyoncd have donated large sums to BLM affiliates. Ty Dolla Sign, 
the late Nipsey Hussle, and Russell Simmons have also offered time and 
resources by participating in panels with BLM activists. Even old-school 
rappers such as A Tribe Called Quest and Busta Rhymes voiced sup
port for BLM through performative activism at the Fifty-Ninth Annual
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slaughter. In tliat moment, a child was able to create “instant contagion,’ 
bring awareness of police killings and rally direct support from a world- 
renowned artist. Lamar subsequently spoke to Abdullah and her daugh
ter, expressing his support for BLM and its work. This act demonstrates 
that Lamar was more than a symbol of protest, but keenly aware of police 
brutality, with a willingness to support those on the front lines of the 
movement (Banker, 2015).


Important themes resonate in both Lamar’s and Cannon’s lyrics: 
consciousness, resilience, resistance, unity, empowerment, and hope. 
Cannon’s “Stand for What” addressed the specific issues of the national 
anthem and its use by the dominant culture to socialize and oppress. He 
also tackled American history and conditions of enslavement, the con
troversy surrounding the anthem’s lyrics, and a continuum of oppression 
that stretches to recent events like Charlottesville. In contrast, Lamar 
broadly traced the societal ills that adversely affect Black life on a daily 
basis. He took particular issue with police brutality, poverty, and wage 
disparities. Each artist recognizes that being Black and being American 
are not mutually exclusive. Their songs expose issues that society would 
rather render invisible. In doing so, Cannon and Lamar also speak to the 
desire of the Black community to be heard and participate in an inclu
sive society without forfeiting its identity.
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Abstract


Objective: This study examines the nature and uses of the Con-
stitution as a social contract. America’s original agreement with
its Black citizens, under the three—fifths clause of the Consti-
tution, is one of commodification. The Constitution constructs
the Black body as expendable property in a subcontract. Police
protect and serve in maintaining this status quo.
Methods: This research analyzes the literature on the social
contract theory. This paper compares classical theorists such
as Locke, Rawls, and Nozick with opposing literature from
Rousseau, Mills, and Pateman. This comparison highlights what
many consider “just” as a thinly veiled attempt to justify the
legality of the state’s actions. Also, there is a review of Graham
v. Oconnor to determine how case law upholds the subjugation
of Black bodies as part of the subcontract.
Results: My research suggests that Black citizens are only enti-
tled to the rights and privileges of a subcontract. This subcon-
tract allows for the harassment, unequal treatment, and in some
instances, the death of marginalized groups by police at any time.
Conclusion: From the extrajudicial killing of Amadou Diallo
to that of Breonna Taylor, it is evident from the past two
decades that Black lives are expendable; police officers con-
tinue to enforce the fugitive slave clause, which allows for pun-
ishment by death for the assumption of criminal behavior. My
research helps illuminate the relationship between the Black
experience and police encounters as a proxy of a subcontract
within the Constitution. These events—the lawless actions of
police officers, and a political and legal system that supports
these actions—fuel recent waves of the BLM movement.
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“As Is” America: Subcontracting Freedom


I can hear my neighbor crying, “I can’t breathe”


Now I’m in the struggle and I can’t leave


Calling out the violence of the racist police


“We ain’t gonna stop till people are free”


∼Samuel L. Jackson featuring Sticky Fingaz, Talib Kweli, Mad Lion, Brother J & KRS-One


(Jackson, 2016)


Within 3 days of this song’s appearanceon December 13, 2014, Samuel L. Jackson’s Facebook post
went viral, garnering over 1.7 million viewsand enormous support for the #ICantBreathe Challenge (USA
Today, 2014). Jackson not only brought attention to the extrajudicial killing of Eric Garner, which occurred
5 months earlier—he also pushed back against the Ice Bucket Challenge that seemed to render the death
of unarmed Black Americans invisible. The impetus for Jackson’s post was not just the horrific death
of anotherunarmed Black man but also the fact that Garner pled for his life using the phrase “I can’t
breathe” 11 times. One would hope American society had learned a lesson. However, 6 years, artist Sticky
Fingaz reposted Jackson’s post to bring light to the extrajudicial killing of George Floyd, who screamed
out, “I can’t breathe, Mama,” as he took his last breath with a knee on his throat (Jones, 2020). As America
continues to suffocate Black Americans, “I can’t breathe” has become the mantra of the Black Lives Matter
(BLM) movement and other recent marches against racial injustice.


Many contend that the BLM movement’s sole concern is defunding or abolishing the police system.
This assumption is an oversimplification of a very nuanced and comprehensive argument by the BLM
movement. To examine the frameworks that can improve our understanding of the current movement, we
must address this question: Is BLM’s call to abolish police and prisons a call to abolish the social contract? A call to
abolish the police is an attempt by citizens to force the system to intervene and distribute funds in ways
that the most disproportionately affected citizens (Black Americans), and those unfairly targeted by police,
see fit. The dismantling of the social contract means eliminating forces that seek to maintain the White,
cis-gendered, heteropatriarchal status quo.


According to the original wording of the Constitution’s three-fifths clause, the Black body is state prop-
erty. Having property status makes any movements, besides those prescribed in the Constitution, illegal
and inherently wrong (Berry, 1995; Mills, 2007; MacKinnon, 2007). Police help enforce this invisibility, thus
providing one answer to who is entitled to the privileges of the social contract. I assert that the history of
police brutality and the Black community in the United States dates back to slave catchers—government
officials used to retrieve escaped Africans. Police officers, or law enforcement officers (LEOs), are symp-
toms of a more deadly problem. Police officers enforce the law. They are a regulatory and administrative
tool to maintain the status quo (Solomon, 2007). This article asserts that state repression via policing
(broken windows, zero tolerance, and million-dollar blocks) is fulfilling the social contract by preserving
property through law and order (Kelling and Wilson, 1982; Locke, 1699; Bratton and Dennis, 1997; Mill,
2014; Nozick, 1974; Pateman, 2015; Pateman and Mills, 2007; Story, 2016).


This theoretical paper will examine contractarian literature from Locke, Rawls, and Nozick, juxtapos-
ing traditional social contract theory with opposing literature from Rousseau, Mills, and Pateman. This
comparison will highlight what many consider “just” as a thinly veiled attempt to justify the legality of
the state’s actions. Only White Anglo-Saxon property owners gave “express consent” to the law, and any
methods law enforcement uses to maintain law and order. The assumption is that everyone else gave
“tacit consent” (Locke, 1699). Put differently, White Anglo-Saxon property owners consent to “subcon-
tracts” (sexual, racial, and many other kinds), accepting America “as is” and allowing for the status quo of
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dominance and oppression. This paper will also discuss case law such as Graham v. O’Connor (1989), which
lowered the threshold of probable cause. LEOs can legally interfere with what is assumed to be a vacu-
ous Black American lived experience and be exonerated and praised for doing so. Black Americans are
overpoliced for minor offenses (sometimes for simply satisfying the criminal stereotype applied to any-
one with Black skin) with whatever force the LEO deems fit, often without due process because of the
lowered “threshold of probable cause.” Black citizens’ daily lives, experiences, protests, and actions are a
referendum highlighting the violations of the social contract. This analysis illuminates the tyranny of the
police force and the utter disregard for Black life by the American political system. For Black Americans
and other marginalized groups, their rights are alienable. Because they did not give express consent to
the social contract, they experience second-class citizenship. We are forced, coerced, and bribed to accept
America “as is.”


CONTRACTS AND SUBCONTRACTING


To understandwhat the social contract is, it is crucial to understand the elements of a contract. According
to Cornell Law School, a contract is “an agreement between private parties creating mutual obligations
enforceable by law.” More importantly, a contract cannot exist without “mutual assent” in offering and
accepting the contract (Cornell Law School, 2020). Thus, the social contract is an agreement between the
government and its citizens. I will provide a comprehensive overview of contract theories and present
a new component of the racial contract—the vagrant clause. As a field of intellectual inquiry, theorists
grapple with several questions: What is the role of government? Is the social contract necessary? Who is
entitled to the rights and privileges of the contract, and who is not?


John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Rawls, Robert Nozick, Carole Pateman, and Charles Mills
have all contributed to our understanding of social contracts and subcontracts. Although their arguments
frequently converge, many lack longevity. Each scholar assists in broadening the boundaries of the social
contract theory. In this paper, I bring these theorists into a larger conversation surrounding contemporary
issues while illuminating the points of convergence and highlighting a gap in the literature.


Formulating the contract: Locke, Rawls, and Nozick


Locke’s seminal Second Treatise of Government (1699) laid the foundation for understanding the conditions that
make government necessary, including its forms and functions. Government evolves from the conflict of
two states: the state of nature and the state of war (Locke, 1699:15). Locke (1699) reasoned that the state of
nature is meant to be “a state of peace, goodwill, mutual assistance, and preservation” (p. 15). The state of
war is riddled with hostility without a neutral magistrate to petition. What constitutes a political society is
the consent of several individuals who “[give] up all power” and agree to unite to create a commonwealth
(Locke, 1699:53). By giving consent to this community, one accepts the majority rule that protects property,
life, and liberties (Locke, 1699). This raises the questions: How is the consent given? And to what are
we consenting? Locke notes that there are two forms of consent: tacit and express. Greenwood (1995)
understood tacit consent to mean that “if a person came to acquire property in accordance with Locke’s
theory of just acquisition (by mixing his labor with it), then that man entered civil society by consent, and
agreed to be under its laws” (Locke, 1699:xv, 52). In other words, by being in a country and using one’s
property (performing labor on it), one is obligated to live quietly under that country’s government, making
them a subject of the state (Locke, 1699). Express consent is seen by originalists as the only legitimate
form of consent. Citing Locke, Russell (1986) contended that “only ‘perfect members’ of society, who
have given express consent, are permitted to own land” (p. 300). In other words, the only citizens are
those who gave explicit consent to the founding of the nation at the beginning of a society’s creation. For
America, by that stipulation, only those who meet all the criteria—White males, Anglo-Saxon protestants,
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and affluent property owners and their descendants—are expressly entitled to full citizenship; everyone
else who gives tacit consent has alienable citizenship and must accept America as it is.


Contemporary approaches to the social contract by Rawls (1971) and Nozick (1974) have examined the
notion of justice in society. In the post-state-of-nature society, everyone accepts the rule of law, assum-
ing that all citizens also do and that sociopolitical institutions are established to maintain the status quo
(Nozick, p. 23; Rawls, p. 4). Rawls (1971) suggested that consent must operate behind a veil of ignorance
(p. 10). Rawlsian social contract theory rests on the notion of “justice as fairness” (Rawls, 1971:12). For
Rawls, injustices are not the result of human error but rather the lack of substantive, procedural standards
(p. 75). Nozick (1974) pushed back against utilitarian notions: “Utilitarian doesn’t, it said, properly take
rights and their nonviolation into account” (p. 28). A just society for Nozick is one in which the govern-
ment limits the nuisances that individuals face. The government can also prescribe the duty of limiting
nuisances to “protective associations,” which allow the use of force to protect property and rights. Nozick
contended that police and militia who respond to uprisings are justified using whatever force is necessary
to maintain law and order. Both social contract theorists—Rawls and Nozick—view society through an
individualistic lens. This lens of idealism helps perpetuate notions of racism, sexism, ableism, classism, and
the heteronormative values of neutrality. The government and its officials are only allowed to intervene to
restore property and neutrality to the system; they are not to earnestly pursue justice in America for all its
citizens.


The social contract is the operating manual for the American political system. America is a Lockean
society, fueled by notions of egalitarianism, with inalienable rights, by law, of “life, liberty, and property.”
The pursuit of happiness later replaced property to recognize that not all have the means to acquire prop-
erty and that African slaves and White women were property. America’s contracts, these tenets are laid
out: The Declaration of Independence and Constitution (Bill of Rights). However, only the original sig-
natories and heirs are guaranteed their privileges. Marginalized groups were given a subcontract through
their tacit consent. Enslaved African men were brought into this American social contract through amend-
ments made after the Civil War. White women were granted the right to vote in 1920 through the 19th
Amendment. It was not until the 1960s that non-white women and men of color were given a temporary
subcontract to operate in society. The social contract prohibits all marginalized groups from permanently
altering the status quo. Instead, the social contract expands only to absorb marginalized groups to allow
for assimilation into society’s established values and procedures. Failure to do so results in the rescinding
of their contract.


The social contract is the state of nature: Rousseau, Mills, and Pateman


Rousseau’s 1762 work, The Social Contract, offered the first insight into the limitations of the
social contract. He described the political system as the “body politic” (p. 23). This political
organism gains its faculties from sovereign individuals who enter a social contract. Deterioration
of the social contract begins with the use of force and liberty, which is an illegitimate form
of governing because of the inability to gain generational consent (pp. 5, 8). Rousseau opined
that “man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains” because of the devolution of liberty
(p. 1). When we are forced to consent to the current state of governments, civil liberty supplants our
natural liberty. Rousseau contended that civil liberty is “limited by the general will and possession” (p. 12).
This possession is “the effect of force or the right of the first occupier from property” (p. 12). Citizens
who give tacit consent are obligated to obey a law as a requirement of liberty. This law is riddled with the
appetites of those who constructed and inherited the original contract. Moreover, the law is a regulatory
and administrative tool to maintain and allocate the status quo. People who are allocated subcontracts
are obligated to obey the preexisting morals and clauses of the social contract, which is not amenable to
alteration.


Two subcontracts that theorists discuss at length are the racial contract and the sexual contract. For
marginalized groups, the social contract, and their exclusion from it, provides a manual on how to behave
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as if they have full citizenship even though they do not. This subcontract is quickly invalidated if there is
a violation of any of its clauses. The work of contemporary scholars Pateman and Mills (2007) centered
on understanding how the social contract perpetuates and legitimizes the domination and oppression of
marginalized groups. Both Pateman and Mills (2007) contended in Contracts and Domination that White,
hetero-, patriarchal, and cisgender supremacy is global and intersectional, allowing for the exploitation of
labor and resources. These subcontracts are continually evolving.


Pateman (1999) provided insight into the subordination of women as a cornerstone of ancient and mod-
ern society. She contended that the belief “political right is patriarchal right” was established to dominate
and oppress women. Women of color face “advanced marginalization” from men of the same subgroups
(Cohen, 1999). Marginalized men reproduce their racial oppression through a sexual lens. Patriarchy is a
constant ailment for contractors and subcontractors. Pateman (1999) offered a comprehensive critique as
to why the sexual contract is invisible. She saw three strains: theorists’ finite examination of power only as
paternal, the narrow focus on only those who express consent to the social contract, and the disregard of
the marital contract. For Pateman (1999), “the best way to appreciate why government and major social
and political institutions are legitimate is to suppose that they were agreed to in an original contract” (p.
1). As a delineation of society’s ideals and values, the social contract defines what it means to be a woman
or a non-white, a proxy of what it means to be an American (Theiss-Morse, 2009).


Mills (2014) asserted that the sole intention of White colonizers was to establish a government based
on the doctrine of discovery, despite civilization already existing in these lands for centuries. Mills (2014)
further asserted, “Whites have routinely talked in universalist terms even when it has been quite clear
that the scope has been limited to themselves” (p. 110). The social contract is race- and gender-neutral,
ignoring any individuals other than White Anglo-Saxon property owners. The social contract creates an
in-group/out-group or White/non-white society, one from which all Whites—even those who are “not
signatories”—benefit. Also, the subcontract is one in which the rules, morals, and behaviors of Whites
do not apply to non-whites; there is a “differential privileging” allowing both “formal and informal
agreements or meta agreements,” which determines the limitation of the racial contracts or subcontracts
(p. 11). Consent for Whites and non-whites is accepting White supremacy or whiteness through its cod-
ification of a political contract. Whiteness is the measuring rod for who counts as an American (pp. 14,
78). Those who violate the contract and subcontract may have their rights and privileges revoked. Police
brutality then becomes a legal act and morally justified because it maintains the law and order of the social
contract. Ironically, Rousseau (2002) prophetically suggested that subcontractors’ consent of the social
contract means that they consent to harassment and death (p. 22).


OVERSEER, OVERSEER . . . OFFICER: THE VAGRANCY CLAUSE


Many view the ratification of the 13th Amendment as the remedy to the ailment of slavery. However, an
exception clause allows the plantation to become portable, translocal, and malleable through the law (Wal-
ters, 2015). Within the 13th Amendment is the fugitive slave clause, which states that “neither slavery nor
involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted,
shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.” Crime and conviction are
broadly defined and, since the end of slavery, Black citizens are over-policed and under-protected. From
slave codes to Black codes to Jim Crow laws to zero tolerance, the evolution of vagrancy and scrutiny has
allowed for Black citizens to be suspects and police officers to be judges, juries, and, in some instances,
executioners. Like an overseer on a plantation, police officers enforce the law, which is meant only to
maintain the status quo of property protection according to the original contract.


What fuels recent waves of the BLM movement are the lawless actions of police officers and a polit-
ical and legal system that support these actions. Most notably, “broken window” policing allows offi-
cers to enforce mandates—and utilize force—at their discretion for minor offenses such as loitering and
vagrancy (Harcourt, 2009). In 1983, the Supreme Court upheld the use of the “objective reasonableness”
standard. In other words, the use of excessive force by government officials is justified under the Fourth
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Amendment. LEOs are granted permission by this Amendment to utilize their judgment to determine
whether someone is a criminal, and the proper application of the law should be, up to and including death.
Securing the liberty of property and its owners seems to be the primary objective of police, and, in the
process, Black citizens’ lives frequently end.


From the extrajudicial killing of Amadou Diallo to that of Breonna Taylor, it is evident from the past
two decades that Black lives are expendable; police officers continue to enforce the fugitive slave clause,
which allows for punishment by death for the assumption of criminal behavior. Also, Black American
citizens do not have the same rights as nonblack citizens because their rights can be easily revoked by a
biased magistrate who seeks to preserve property. On September 23, 2020, Kentucky Attorney General
Daniel Cameron echoed the 1989 Graham v. O’Connor decision by stating that officers who used deadly
force resulting in the killing of Breonna Taylor were “justified in their use of force” (Sanchez, Joseph,
and Almasy, 2020). Police took the life of a 26-year-old medical worker on suspicion of having dated
someone previously who sold drugs—someone who was not in the apartment when serving the alleged
“no-knock” warrant (which was changed to “knock and announce”). From this case and many others,
it is clear that the Constitution and the rights therein do not apply to Black citizens. One of the three
officers faces indictment for a shot into the walls of Taylor’s neighbor, but not for those bullets shot into
Breonna’s body. Property remains more critical than Black life. The Second Amendment allows for the
right to bear arms or own a licensed weapon and is the castle doctrine that protects us from invasion. The
Fourth Amendment prevents illegal searches and seizures. The only part of the social contract that seems
consistently enforced for Black citizens is the 13th Amendment fugitive slave clause.


Being Black in America means to be a criminal, and there is still no justice on land stolen from Native
Americans. W. E. B. Dubois’s words1 ringthrough the halls of justice with every acquittal of police officers
and citizens who wantonly take a Black life: “A system cannot fail those it was never meant to protect”(Du
Bois Center, 2019). The social contract is an agreement that allows for the domination and oppression
of marginalized groups through subcontracts. Police officers enforce the law and help maintain the status
quo of Black invisibility (King, 1973). America uses the law to preserve the social contract that everyone is
equal. Hidden beneath equality for Black citizens is the notion that they are equally entitled to be hungry,
tired, and oppressed. Issues in society are not systemic but rather the fault of individuals not fully assim-
ilating into society. We all have the same problems under this false vision of inegalitarianism, so we need
the same solutions. Until the American system embraces the demands of the Black community, we will
never head toward a more perfect union.
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Abstract


Objective: This research tests whether psychological predis-
positions influence African Americans’ emotional responses to
Confederate battle symbols. The former Mississippi state flag is
employed here because it contained the Confederate battle sym-
bol in the left canton.
Methods: The data were collected using a snowball sample
of 68 African Americans from Jackson, the state capital of
Mississippi. Emotional responses to the Mississippi state flag
were measured using skin conductance levels (SCLs). Using
ordinary least squares regression, the SCLs were regressed on
variables measuring multiple dimensions of racial identity and
ideology: Linked Fate, Private Regard, and Legal Disillusion-
ment. Because of the significant presence of police officers in
the sample, a dummy variable was included to account for this
group. The study also controlled for the self-reported Age of
the participants.
Results: The findings of this study reveal that African-
Americans suffer psychological trauma when observing racist
symbols. African Americans who shared a common fate with
other African Americans and those who possessed a high
regard for other African-American people were more emotion-
ally responsive when they viewed the former Mississippi state
flag. Police, however, were less responsive, when compared to
civilians. This result may be attributable to officers working near
the state capitol building and becoming desensitized to seeing
the flag.
Conclusion: In recent years there has been an increased inter-
est among political scientists in the study of biopolitics. One of
the shortcomings, however, is that the research has relied almost
exclusively on white subjects. Our research helps to fill this gap
by focusing exclusively on African Americans. We interpret the
findings to suggest that African Americans do not uniformly
respond to the flag but are unique individuals whose personal
views and experiences shape how they respond to the world.
Even when presented with symbols representing a horrid past
of lynchings and terror, African Americans do not constitute
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a monolithic group. The removal of the Mississippi state flag
establishes one of many historical markers in the states efforts to
balance the scale of racial justice. Its removal also represents one
less source of trauma for African-Americans and a step toward
racial healing for Mississippi and the nation.


Political symbols convey meanings and act as signals of belonging. Symbols representing or promoted
by the state carry additional weight in the public square, signaling shared values, access to resources, and
governmental priorities (Sinclair-Chapman, 2018). Posner (1998) points out that flags, when flown under
the banner of state law, put forth a demand for respect demonstrated by simple recognition, perhaps even
salutes by some. A narrative accompanies the symbolism embedded in a state flag. At the national level,
Americans know from rote memory the underlying narrative of the 50 stars arrayed across the U.S. flag.
The same is true for many state flags. Reverence for the flag is communicated in its placement in locations
of privilege and expectations, reinforced by the state, to honor and protect it. What happens then, when
a state flag features a symbol that is highly contested, and that for some, represents not only a history of
harm, but also clear and present danger? Do such symbols elicit emotions of anger or hurt? For residents
of Mississippi and others who conduct business in the state, the Confederate battle symbol featured in the
left canton offers an opportunity to address these questions.


This article tests whether exposure to the former Mississippi state flag leads to emotional trauma for
African Americans. That engaging a symbol whose history reminds us of the nation’s singular Civil War, the
relegation of African-American people to second-class citizens, and protests against integration by throngs
of angry white protestors in the 1960s might be traumatic for African-American people is not surprising.
In fact, to imagine that African-American people encountering the Confederate flag could be undisturbed
is dubious. While Whites and African-Americans may experience Confederate flag symbolism quite differ-
ently (Hutchings, Walton, & Benjamin, 2010; Reingold & Wike, 1998), African-American people are still
likely to demonstrate variation in the degree to which the former Mississippi flag is a trauma-causing sym-
bol (Clark, 1997; Strother, Piston, & Ogorzalek, 2017). A 2007 artistic display by Arthur Simms labels the
Confederate flag as “visual terrorism” (Holyfield, Moltz, & Bradley, 2009:517), and in a paper published
a decade earlier, Clark (1997) concludes that the Confederate flag is “no longer simply a flag, [instead] it
becomes the manifestation of anger and frustration by both supporters and opponents…” (492).


Here, attention to trauma builds on the extant literature in psychology. According to The Center for
Treatment of Anxiety and Mood Disorders (2020), trauma can be defined as “a psychological, emotional
response to an event or an experience that is deeply distressing or disturbing.” Those suffering from
trauma can be impacted cognitively, emotionally, and physiologically. A recent account of the response of
an African-American veteran to the inclusion of a Confederate flag in a Veteran’s Day parade is a case in
point. The veteran reported that as a result of working with a race-focused support group, he was able to
organize against the flying of the Confederate flag “without exploding with anger or bursting into tears”
(Carlson et al., 2018).


To be clear, this article, unlike many that test White and African-American differences in attitudes
toward the Confederate flag, instead examines the emotional responses of African-American people who
are exposed the flag. For most African-Americans, the flag, far from being neutral or a relic of southern
heritage, actually embodies a South that sees its citizenry as singularly white (Webster & Leib, 2016).


Moving forward, we begin with a discussion of the racist use of Confederate symbols. Next, we highlight
the history of the Mississippi state flag and the politics of its subsequent removal. Following this, we
explain our expectation that African-Americans’ racial identities may mitigate their emotional responses
toward the flag. We then discuss how new scholarship on biopolitics can help us understand the threat
posed to African-Americans’ emotional well-being by exposure to the former Mississippi state flag. After
presenting our findings, we provide a discussion of the implications of this study for understanding the
traumatic effects of state-sanctioned racist symbols, followed by a brief conclusion.
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THE SYMBOLISM OF THE CONFEDERATE BATTLE FLAG


On June 17, 2015, 21-year-old Dylan Roof murdered nine African-American parishioners attending Bible
study at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina. Following the mas-
sacre, numerous photographs surfaced revealing the self-avowed white supremacist posing with the Con-
federate battle flag. Two years later, during a Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, members
of the Ku Klux Klan, neo-Nazis, neo-Confederates, and other racists groups marched through the streets
waving Confederate battle flags and other flags associated with white supremacy. During the rally, James
Alex Fields Jr., a self-identified white supremacist, drove his car into a crowd of antiracist protesters, killing
Heather Heyer and injuring 19 others. The U.S. president, Donald Trump, was heavily criticized following
the protests when he refused to condemn the protestors, stating instead that, “… you also had people that
were very fine people, on both sides” (Kessler, 2016).


Since at least the 1950s, as southern states began to include Confederate iconography in official state
symbols, the Confederate battle flag has figured prominently in the protest activities of white supremacists.
On January 6, 2021, a mob of rioters ascended on the nation’s capital to participate in what was called a
“Save America” rally spearheaded by the Women for America First organization. During this riot, orga-
nizers assembled tens of thousands of Trump supporters to protest the 2020 election, falsely claiming
that the election had been “stolen” from him. Prior to the riot, more than 300,000 Trump followers had
organized on Facebook to create a group dedicated to “Stop the Steal.” During a speech to the angry
mob, Trump exhorted his supporters to “fight like hell” to “take back our country” before encouraging
them to march to the Capitol building where members of Congress were in the process of certifying the
presidential election results (Naylor, 2021). Some of the marchers carried nooses and paraded other sym-
bols of white supremacy. Stunningly, there was even a gallows platform with a hanging noose set up on
the Capitol grounds. During the insurrection, some members of the agitated crowd stormed past Capitol
police officers, leading to the death of one officer and injuring countless others. Once inside the Capi-
tol, angry, violent rioters searched to find lawmakers, threatening Vice President Mike Pence and House
Speaker Nancy Pelosi with bodily harm.


Leading the charge into the Capitol was Kevin Seefried, who waved the Confederate battle flag as rioters
staged the invasion.1 The invasion was the first insurrection of its kind against the Capitol in American
history and marked the first time that a Confederate battle flag was flown inside the Capitol building.


Given the history of Confederate symbols and their association with violence against African Americans
by white supremacist groups, many African Americans remain traumatized by these symbols. According
to Williams (2015), “[s]uch symbols serve as environmental microaggressions, subtle forms of racism,
that contribute to the ongoing distress and traumatization of African Americans. African Americans may
endure microaggressions in many forms over a day or a lifetime, and the cumulative toll contributes to
stress and unwellness that can increase susceptibility to more serious conditions, including post-traumatic
stress disorder.”


STATE-SPONSORED TRAUMA: THE CASE OF THE MISSISSIPPI STATE
FLAG


By description, the former Mississippi state flag includes a blue saltire, edged in white, commonly known as
the “Southern Cross” (reminiscent of the St. Andrew’s Cross). It consists of 13 stars over a red backdrop.
The Southern Cross was first imbedded on the Confederate battle flag in 1861, before being incorporated


1 For example, rioters chanted, “Hang Mike Pence,” apparently because of his unwillingness to reject the electoral vote count on behalf of Trump and
trashed several congresspersons’ offices. States such as Georgia and Mississippi adopted the Confederate battle symbol as a part of their state flag.
Alabama and South Carolina also flew it over their state Capitols. Other states, however, flew the flag to recognize history. The removal of Confederate
symbols, in the view of many, was tantamount to erasing history (Coski, 2006). In Texas, it flew as one of the flags at Six Flags over Texas theme park.
Florida displayed the flag on Capitol grounds until it was removed in 2000 by then-governor Jeb Bush. In 1966, Oklahoma displayed the flag outside
the state Capitol building but was removed during renovations and was never resurrected (Coski, 2006).
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into the Stainless Banner, a battle flag formally adopted by the Confederacy on May 1, 1863. One of the
main points of contention has been whether the Civil War was fought over slavery. While the answer to
this question is hotly debated, Mississippi was very clear about why it seceded from the union. Mississippi’s
Declaration of the Immediate Causes which Induce and Justify the Secession of the State of Mississippi
from the Federal Union delineates that Mississippi was seceding to maintain the institutions of slavery.
The document reads, “[o]ur position is thoroughly identified with the institution of slavery…” (Mississippi
Declaration of Secession Moreover, one can point to Confederate Vice President Alexander H. Stephens’
(1861), “Cornerstone speech.” He states, “[o]ur new government is founded upon … the great truth that
the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and
normal condition” (Stephens, 1861).


In a court case challenging the former Mississippi state flag, Daniels v. Harrison County Board of Supervisors


(1998), Judge Fred Banks provided countless incidents associating the Confederate battle flag with violence
against African Americans. He opined that the flag “takes no back seat to the Nazi Swastika” (NAACP,
2015). Attorney Carlos Moore addresses the notion that the flag may injure those who are forcefully
exposed to the Confederate battle symbol. In his lawsuit against then-governor Phil Bryant, Moore alleged
that seeing the former Mississippi state flag was “painful, threatening, and offensive,” making him “feel
like a second-class citizen,” and “causes him both physical and emotional injuries” (Moore v. Bryant, 2016:3).
Moore’s contention was based on his occupation as an attorney in Mississippi, where he is often forced to
enter courtrooms that include the former Mississippi state flag. Although the case was dismissed based on
the plaintiff’s failure to adequately prove injury, Judge Carlton Reeves was very critical of the former state
flag in his decision. He stated, “[t]o millions of people, particularly African-Americans, the Confederate
battle emblem is a symbol of the Old Mississippi—the Mississippi of slavery, lynchings, pain, and white
supremacy” (Moore v. Bryant, 2016:31).


Ironically, less than a week after the riots took place to protest the 2020 presidential election on January
6, 2021, the state of Mississippi officially adopted a new state flag. The newly adopted flag replaced the old
flag, which included the Confederate battle flag emblem in the left canton. The old flag flew over the state
for 126 years before the state legislature voted to remove it. Before the insurrection, the Mississippi state
flag was the last flag with the Confederate battle symbol to fly on the grounds or atop a state Capitol.


African Americans were deeply affected by the imagery of the Confederate flag in such a sacred space
as the state Capitol building. For some African Americans, the racist imagery at the Capitol brought back
traumatic memories of American’s history of lynchings. During the riot at the U.S. Capitol on January 6,
2021, historian Mary Frances Berry said she felt “disgust,” recalling “wanting to scream.” According to
Berry (when seeing the flag), she immediately thought about James Byrd, an African American who was
kidnapped and killed by white supremacist who beat him, spray painted his face, chained him to a truck
and dragged him down a back road. Senator Cory Booker, equated the mob to the Confederate Army
during the Civil War. He stated, “[o]ur democracy is wounded, and I saw it when I saw pictures of yet
another insurgency of a flag of another group that tried to challenge our nation,” Booker said. “I saw the
flag of the Confederacy there. What will we do? How will we confront this shame? How will we confront
this dark second time in American history?” (Booker, 2021).


With the increased use of social media, more and more people are being exposed to Confederate sym-
bols and the associated racist history. Given such exposure, we maintain that, more than nuisances, Con-
federate symbols may pose a threat to the physical and emotional health of African Americans and other
groups that are offended by its presence. The Confederate flag may trigger an individual’s sympathetic
nervous system and thus send them into fight or flight mode. Constant exposure to such stimuli could dan-
gerously lead to, for example, chronic stress, which may lead to adverse health outcomes.
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EMOTIONAL TRAUMA AND CONFEDERATE SYMBOLS


One does not have to be physically present to be impacted by a traumatic event. For example, studies reveal
that indirect exposure via media impacts people who witnessed Septembrer 11th or the Boston Marathon
Bombings (Holman, Garfin, & Silver, 2014).


Given the former Mississippi state flag’s history, it is plausible that some African Americans may have
experienced mental distress when forced to observe the flag. In Mississippi, state employees faced unavoid-
able encounters with the flag that flew near buildings where they worked daily. Arguably, long-term expo-
sure to the Confederate flag could result in various kinds of trauma. Transgenerational trauma or complex
posttraumatic stress disorder has been defined as “a psychological disorder that can develop in response
to the prolonged, repeated experience of interpersonal trauma in a context in which the individual has
little or no chance of escape” (Cortman & Walden, 2018). Historical trauma also refers to the cumulative
emotional harm endured by an individual or entire generation based on a traumatic experience or event
(Brave Heart, 2003). According to Monica Williams in an interview with National Public Radio (NPR),
“[m]aybe that specific thing has never happened to us. But maybe we’ve had uncles or aunts who have
experienced things like this, or we know people in our community [who have], and their stories have been
passed down. So, we have this whole cultural knowledge of these sorts of events happening, which then
sort of primes us for this type of traumatization” (Corley, 2015). DeGruy (2005) very succinctly describes
the aforementioned traumas in her book, Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome.


Biology and politics


In recent years, there has been an increase in the interest among political scientists in the study of biopoli-
tics. Simply put, biopolitics is the intersection of political science and biology. Researchers in this area have
employed methods related to human genetics and neurophysiology. For example, Oxley et al. (2008) found
a correlation between physiological responses and political ideology (see, however, Bakker, Schumacher,
& Gothreau, 2020; Osmundsen et al., forthcoming).


Despite these new developments, the discipline has failed to conduct research that includes African-
American samples. The failure to study African Americans leaves a gap in our full understanding of polit-
ical attitudes and behavior. One reason for the discipline’s failure to use African-American subjects may
be due to data limitations. The current research helps to fill this void by focusing exclusively on African
Americans’ psychophysiological responses to the former Mississippi state flag.


Racial identity and mental distress


Traditionally, the political science literature has measured African-American group identification using
items asking about feelings of closeness toward African Americans (see e.g., Dawson, 1995; Tate, 1998).
Here, we follow the lead of Jas Sullivan (Sullivan and Cross, Jr., 2016) by turning to the field of psychol-
ogy, the leading discipline in the study of African-American racial identity. For example, (Sellers et al.,
2016, proposes the multidimensional model of racial identity (MMRI). This model posits four dimen-
sions of racial identity that capture “the significance and qualitative meaning that individuals attribute
to their membership in the Black racial group within their self-concepts” (Sellers et al., 1998:23). The
MMRI model theorizes that individuals have multiple identities that are hierarchically ordered. In exam-
ining this hierarchy, the MMRI focuses on the relative importance of race compared to other identities.
The four dimensions defined in the MMRI model include racial saliency and centrality, which measure the
significance of race; and racial regard and ideology, which assess the meaning of race. Examining both
affords the opportunity to investigate the complexity inherent in the role that race plays in the lives of
African Americans.
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Azibo (1983) argues that heightened levels of racial identity enhance African-Americans’ psychological
well-being. For example, researchers have found that the positive feelings African Americans hold about
their racial group membership (i.e., Private Regard) were related to less depression (Bynum et al., 2008;
Sellers et al., 2006) and less stress (Sellers et al., 2006). Research in this area has been mixed. Racial identity
has been shown to either insulate or exacerbate the psychological well-being of African Americans. For
example, (Hardeman et al., 2016) concluded that African-American medical students who possessed high
levels of racial identity experienced higher levels of anxiety and depression than those with lower levels of
racial identity. But Settles et al. (2010) suggest that even when controlling for gender, African-American
women who possessed high levels of Racial Centrality and both Private and Public Regard were less likely
to experience depression. Private Regard has consistently supported the insulation hypothesis. In some
instances, Racial Centrality interacted with Private Regard to achieve insulation (Rowley et al., 1998; Cald-
well et al., 2004).


A vast body of literature has found a relationship between laboratory analogs of perceived discrimi-
nation and physiological activity (Soto, Dawson-Andoh, & BeLue, 2011; Lincoln et al., 2007). Neblett &
Roberts (2013) expand this literature by examining the role of racial identity as a possible mitigating factor
when explaining the impact on African-Americans’ emotions. These authors use audio vignettes of racist
comments by African-American and white spokespersons as stimuli to examine the impact of perceived
discrimination on the autonomic nervous system. Racial identity is employed to examine whether it helps
African-Americans to better cope with perceived discriminatory events. Their findings yield that African-
Americans who scored high on the racial identity scale and were exposed to racist comments were more
likely to experience higher emotional responses when compared to those African-Americans with low
levels of racial identity.


Expectations and hypotheses


This article tests whether racial attitudes and ideologies impact African-Americans’ emotional responses
to the former Mississippi state flag. It is argued that these responses will be tempered by their racial identity
and ideology. Those who scored high on the racial identity scales are expected to respond less to the flag
because their identity is expected to serve as a buffer to assist with coping with the flag’s presence. The
racial identity variables include Linked Fate and Private Regard.


Legal Disillusionment, the belief that the legal system is unfair to African-Americans, is included as
a dimension of African-American ideology (e.g., Dawson, 2001; Block, 2011). Respondents who score
high on the Legal disillusionment scale are expected to be less emotional because they have little to no
expectations that the legal system protects African Americans.


Age is also included in the model as a control. It is hypothesized that African-Americans who were
socialized during the Civil Rights era will be more emotionally aroused when compared to younger partic-
ipants. Arguably, younger participants lack exposure to the negative attitudes and behavior associated with
the flag. This position may be debatable given the most recent incidents of white supremacist revering the
flag (e.g., Charlottesville, Virginia).


Finally, a variable identifying police officers is included.2


DATA AND METHODS


The data in this analysis were culled from a convenience sample of 68 African Americans recruited from
the state of Mississippi. This article does not claim that the sample is representative of the country, state,
city, or campus from which it was drawn.


2 The police included in this analysis participated in previous research projects in the lab and were in our data base that included potential particpants.
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This research was conducted in the Jackson Political Science Research Laboratory. Subjects were
recruited using a snowball approach. Once identified, they were given directions, time and a date to come
to the lab, and asked to complete an online survey. Each of the subjects was informed that they would
receive $20. The participants were first administered a survey consisting of demographic items and items
related to race and American politics. During the second part of the study, subjects were taken to the lab.
Once the subjects arrived at the lab, a proctor explained the process related to the physiological equip-
ment and the purpose of the experiment. The proctor explained to the subjects that two small electrodes
attached to adhesive strips would be attached to the tips of the digital phalanx of the index and middle
fingers. Following the instructions, the proctor applied isotonic gel to help generate sweat secretion and
then attached two Ag/AgCl electrodes to the subject’s fingers. These electrodes were connected to leads
linked to a BioPac M150 for data acquisition and the GSR/EDA100C device, which measures skin con-
ductance via changes in perspiration on the skin’s surface due to stress, arousal, or emotional excitement.
The BioPac M150 equipment, when attached to the EDA 100c device, allows for the analysis of elec-
trodermal activity focusing specifically on skin conductance levels (SCLs), which captures the increased
conductivity resulting from moisture secreted by eccrine glands in the lower layers of the skin.


Upon the start of the study, the subjects were instructed to focus on a blank screen for 60 seconds.
Next, the subjects were exposed to a random set of still images. A variety of images were used in the
experiment.3 The primary image for the purposes here is the former Mississippi state flag flying atop the
state’s Capitol. Before selecting this image as the primary stimulus, it was rated by 46 independent judges.
Raters were asked to report the emotion they felt when viewing the image, followed by the intensity of
their emotions. The options included happy, sad, angry, or none of the above.


The stimuli were randomized for the first subject and remained the same for each additional subject. In
between, and before each image, the subjects were shown a blank gray screen for 10 seconds. This screen is
known as an interstimulus interval (ISI). The ISI serves as a baseline for comparison to the random stimuli.
Each image was presented randomly for 10 seconds. Using raw scores produced by the ISI and stimulus
proves problematic when using skin conductance analyses due to the wide variance between subjects. For
example, some subjects may be prone to sweat more than others or less.


Electrodermal activity (EDA) analyses, also known as galvanic skin responses, were used to study phys-
iological responses to the former Mississippi state flag. EDA serves as an umbrella for defining autonomic
changes associated with the electrical properties of the skin. EDA measures microscopic changes in sweat
that are collected from electrodes attached to the fingertips (Figner & Murphy, 2011). These measures
include tonic (SCL) and phasic components (skin conductance responses) that result from sympathetic
neuronal activity.


EDA is the most widely used measure used to study changes in sympathetic arousals associated with
emotional and cognitive states because it is the only autonomic psychophysiological measurement that is
not interfered with by parasympathetic responses. Unlike explicit measures of attitudes used in surveys,
EDA can be used to examine implicit responses that can occur unconsciously. The use of physiological
responses to examine political phenomena is much needed, given the poor performance of many attitudi-
nal models that have been used. This can be attested by the lack of variance that these models explain. The
use of EDA is vital because the sympathetic nervous system is responsible for alerting the body for action,
particularly when individuals are faced with threatening dilemmas or are exposed to traumatic images.


There are numerous ways to measure electrodermal activity. One method is to take the first difference
between the SCL associated with the stimulus and the ISI or the baseline (gray screen presented before the
stimulus). This difference will yield a measurement of the change in skin conductance between the stimulus
and the ISI. One can also compute a measure based on the proportion or percentage (Dawson, Shell, &
Filion, 2007). This proportional method creates a standardized measure where 1 reflects no change in SCL
between viewing a fixation point and the former Mississippi state flag, and numbers greater than 1 indicate


3 In addition to the former Mississippi state flag, images were borrowed from the International Affective Picture Systems (IAPS) collection. This
collection included additional images of flags and neutral images. IAPS photos cannot be publicly distributed but are made available to researchers from
the Center forthe Study of Emotion and Attention at the University of Florida.
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an SCL increase. The SCL for each image was measured as a proportion of the SCL recorded while the
participant was viewing the fixation point for the ISI (10 seconds prior to the stimulus). The proportion
method is used in this analysis to measure the dependent variable. It is calculated based on the SCL of the
mean stimulus score divided by the mean baseline. Both the SCL for the stimulus and the baseline were
calculated based on 10-second intervals.


Measurements


The dependent variable, Proportion, was measured using the proportional method to measure electrodermal
activity. The independent variables consisted of items used to operationalize various dimensions of racial
identity, racial ideology, age, and police participation. The racial identity variables included Linked Fate


and Private Regard. Linked Fate consisted of the traditional question: “Do you think what happens
generally to Black people in this country will have something to do with what happens in your life?” The
responses were coded from low to high based on the following options: “Not at all; Not very much;
Yes, some; and Yes, a lot.” To measure Private Regard, we use the Multidimensional Inventory of BlacK-
Identity – T-Form (Scottham, Sellers, & Nguyen, 2008). An additive scale was created for Private Regard.
Items adopted to measure Private Regard were as follows: “I am happy that I am Black”; “I am proud
to be Black”; and “I feel good about Black people.” These were measured using 5-point Likert items
ranging from Really disagree to Really agree. These items loaded onto a single dimension and achieved an
α score of 0.59. Legal Disillusionment was measured based on the following 5-point Likert item: “The
American legal system is unfair to Blacks.” The responses ranged from Strongly disagree to Strongly agree.
Age was self-reported by the respondent. Police was measured using a dichotomy with one indicating that
the subject was a police officer, and zero otherwise. Imotion software was used to collect and analyze the
physiological measures. Ordinary least squares regression was employed to analyze the data. For ease of
interpretation, each of the variables, save for age, was recoded from zero to one.


RESULTS


Given that physiological measurements do not connote valence, additional analyses were conducted to
gauge the emotions that are assumed to be associated with the flag. The image used in this research is
the former Mississippi state flag flying atop the state’s Capitol. Before selecting this image as the primary
stimulus, it was rated by 46 independent judges. Raters were asked to report the emotion they felt when
viewing the image, followed by the intensity of their emotions. The options included happy, sad, angry,
or none of the above. The results are as follows: 23 judges rated the stimulus as making them feel either
angry or sad, and 3 indicated that it made them feel happy. The remaining judges selected “none of the
above.” Thus, of the 26 judges who associated the flag with an emotion, 89 percent classified the image as
making them feel either sad or angry. The judges were also asked to rate the emotion on a scale of 1–10
on the intensity of their emotions with 1 = Not very strong and 10 = Very strong. The average score for
those who chose the anger or sad emotion was 8.09.


In addition to the explicit measures, an implicit bias test measuring nonconscious attitudes was con-
ducted to detect whether African Americans possessed a positive, negative, or neutral association with
the former Mississippi state flag. Using an implicit association test (IAT), participants sat at a computer
with their fingers positioned on the E and I key. They were instructed to press one of the keys, depending
on whether the word or letter shown on the screen was associated with a particular category. Based on
the results, the average implicit bias score for African Americans was −0.18.4 This score suggested that


4 Scores>0.65 = “a strong positive” preference; scores ranging between 0.35 and 0.64= “moderate negative preference”; scores between 0.15 and 0.34
=“a slight preference.” In this analysis, we employ a single category IAT usingthe former Mississippi state flag. Negative scores connote a negative bias
against the flag and positive scores denote a positive bias toward the flag.
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics


N Minimum Maximum Mean SD


Age 68 18 61 36.46 14.099


Proportion 67 0.680 1.810 1.060 0.179


Police 68 0.00 1.00 0.4559 0.50175


Legal Disillusionment 67 0.00 1.00 0.8022 0.23652


Private Regard 65 0.00 1.00 0.9054 0.16673


Linked Fate 68 0.00 1.00 0.6624 0.27039


Valid N (listwise) 64


TABLE 2 Emotional Responses to the Former Mississippi State Flag


Coefficient SE 95% Confidence interval


Police −0.094* 0.039 −0.172 −0.015


Linked Fate 0.156* 0.078 0.008 0.320


Private Regard 0.289* 0.114 0.062 0.520


Age 0.002 0.001 −0.001 0.005


Legal Disillusionment −0.098 0.089 −0.307 0.063


_cons 0.736 0.145 0.462 1.041


N 64


F( 5, 58) 3.28


Prob > F 0.01


R2 0.22


Adjusted-R2 0.15


*Note: p. < .05


African Americans possessed a slightly negative bias toward the former Mississippi state flag. These results
are substantively significant because, again, the EDA measures do not specify valence. In other words, one
can be aroused when they see the flag because they support the flag. The results suggest that this is highly
unlikely, however, given the negative explicit and implicit biases associated with the flag.


Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics. The average age of the participants in the sample was approxi-
mately 37, and roughly 46 percent were police officers. Turning to the racial identity variables, participants
scored a mean of 0.66 on the Linked Fate scale and were a near consensus on the Private Regard scale,
which yielded a score of 0.91. The Legal Disllusionment score was also high at .80. The total N = 68,
however, that number is reduced to 63 in the regression analysis due to missing data or faulty waveforms
for the SCL scores.


The results of the EDA regression model are included in Table 2. Based on the F-statistic, the overall fit
of the model is good. The F-statistic is statistically significant, indicating that the model performs better
than a model without any independent variables. The Adjusted-R2 was assessed to determine the fit of the
model. According to this statistic, the independent variables account for roughly 15 percent of the variance
in the model. It is preferred to the R2 because it considers the sample size and number of variables in the
model.


Based on the regression results, three of the coefficients associated with the variables in the model
proved to be statistically significant. While the Legal Disillusionment coefficient was in the posited direc-
tion, it was not statiscally signficant. The coefficients for Linked Fate and Private Regard were statiscally
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significant, but in the opposite direction of what was hypothesized. According to Table 2, a full one-unit
change in Linked fate, ceteris paribus, increases the Proportion of electrodermal activity by roughly 16 points.
Based on the results for the Private Regard coefficient, a full one-unit change resulted in an approximately
29-point increase. The Police coefficent suggested that police scores were 9 points less when compared to
civilans.5


DISCUSSION


This study is important because it is the first of its kind to measure the impact that a Confederate symbol
has had on the emotional well-being of African Americans. The state of Mississippi was chosen because it
was the last state to officially fly a flag that included the Confederate battle symbol.


Using methods derived from psychophysiology, the current research examined whether African Amer-
icans in Mississippi experienced emotional distress when exposed to the former Mississippi state flag.


Our expectation was that racial identity would work as a buffer to insulate African Americans from
the trauma when forced to observe racist symbols. This was not the case. Rather, African Americans
who scored high on the Linked Fate and Private Regard scales were more emotionally impacted by the
presence of the former Mississippi state flag when compared to those who scored lower on these scales.
These findings are plausible. In a state like Mississippi where racial polarization has long dominated the
political climate, it is likely that African Americans are frustrated with many of their losing efforts. For
example, an African American has not won a statewide political position since reconstruction. And given
that the experiment was conducted prior to the flag’s removal, the flag was one of the most divisive political
issues in the state and those divisions split along racial lines, with African Americans having been on the
losing end.


CONCLUSION


In recent years, there has been an increase in the interest among political scientists in the study of biopol-
itics. Despite these new developments, the discipline has failed to explore sizeable samples of African
Americans. The failure to do so has left a gap in fully understanding political attitudes and behavior. One
reason for the discipline’s failure may be data limitations. Samples consisting of African-Americans are
almost nonexistent. The research here helps to fill this void by focusing exclusively on African-Americans.


In conclusion, we recognize that African Americans do not uniformly respond to the flag but are unique
individuals whose personal views and experiences shape how they respond to the world. Even when pre-
sented with symbols representing a horrid past of lynchings and terror, African-Americans do not con-
stitute a monolithic group. Although the removal of the Mississippi state flag is a significant victory, the
African American struggle in the universal quest for freedom continues in the face of symbolic and sys-
temic repression.
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N A JJA K . B A P T I ST


University of Arkansas


Politics in the Key of Life


Black Music as Black Activism


ABSTRACT Black Art, namely Black music, embodies the most influential and ubiquitous political


socialization agent among average citizens. As Walton (1985) contends, the “African American political


socialization was different from that of whites and that the process has at least three steps, including


resocialization as well as counter socialization” (55). The existing literature suggests that music functions


as a vehicle of expression in Black culture, public opinion, race, identity, and gender (Rose 1994; Ibrahim


1999; Bennett 2000; Bonnette 2015). Such an assumption can lead to critical questions regarding the


relationship of Black music to politics: (1) Does Black music also influence political attitudes and


preferences? (2) Can Black artists engage in activism to shape policy outcomes? If so, then the


influence of Black music and artistry on political behavior appears to have been more significant than


what Holden (1966), Walton (1985), and Walker (1991) believed. In this study, I utilized a descriptive


textual analysis and archival documents of the song “Happy Birthday,” written by Stevie Wonder, his


subsequent tour, rally, and testimony that aided in the passage of the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr holiday.


In addition, I explored the origins of artists who engage in activism by examining literature that connects


Stevie Wonder’s efforts to Black social movements. Finally, this study provides insights into the future


intersection of musical genres found within the Black community (e.g., rap and pop music) and social


movements. KEYWORDS Black music, activism, public policy, political participation


Why Stevie Wonder, as an artist? Why should I be involved in this great cause? . . . As
an artist, my purpose is to communicate the message that can better improve the lives of
all of us. I’d like to ask all of you just for one moment, if you will, to be silent and just to
think and hear in your mind the voice of our Dr. Martin Luther King.


Stevie Wonder (The Grio, 2012)


I N T R O D U C T I O N


Communication is vital to understanding and distributing value and resources in political
systems (Easton 1955 , 1957). Political communication involves disseminating political
messages that help political actors maintain the status quo through traditional means such
as political speeches and mass media (Street 2013). Marginalized groups use nontradi-
tional forms of political communication; they draw from popular culture, including
music (Way 2018). Way, citing Machin, contends that “popular culture is where we
most experience politics ‘as fun, as style, and simply as part of the taken for granted
everyday world’ . . . all these different levels of communicative activity are infused by and
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shaped by power relations and ideologies” (Way 2019 , 476). Since politics is the study of
power, it stands to reason that Black music is an essential form of expressing political
opinions in formal and informal contexts.


Black music is more than a syncopation of sounds, melodies, and rhythms—its roots
can be traced to Africa. Black music contains communal values, memory, and messages
that span generations; however, these messages have evolved from social to political
communication (McClendon 1976; Floyd 1991). Presently, Black American music serves
as a sonic political weapon of resistance against oppressive social and political conditions
(Maultsby 2018). Black artists and their listeners use cultural production born from
sociopolitical experiences to further their understanding of politics and produce policy
outcomes.


Some scholars assert that Black music is merely a response to US oppression and that
its targeted audience acts as a counter-public to the US social environment (Radano
2003; Carles 2015). Others suggest that Black music is a cultural phenomenon that
provides an escape from sociopolitical realities (Pedro 2013). In this study, I argue that
Black artists and their music can help mobilize and empower citizens. Black music allows
people to create spaces to embrace their identity safely. I contend that political message–
based music with a catchy sound can become an anthem for listeners and inspire them to
engage in grassroots political activity and influence policy outcomes. Platt posits that
“individuals engage in politics because they want to influence policy” (2008 , 393). Black
music provides a vehicle for disseminating political information; it expresses and helps
shape political preferences.


This article focuses on Black music as a political discourse that provides a more holistic
view of Stevie Wonder’s creation and implementation of his song, “Happy Birthday.” As
part of his political campaign, this song communicated a message of support for the
passage of the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday bill through Congress.


As a parent field of inquiry, discourse studies originate in language studies that focus
mainly on linguistics (Firth 1935 , 1950). However, political and musical discourse analy-
sis’s subfields rose to prominence several decades later (Hacker 1996; Van Dijk 1997; Van
Leeuwen 2012). Political and musical discourse approaches thrive in many fields, includ-
ing psychology, sociology, and history. Shifting its utility, numerous political scientists
have highlighted the importance of political discourse through various mediums, such as
social media, political speeches, newspapers, computer games, and sociopolitical cognition
(Machin 2013; Bayram 2010 ; Dylgjeri 2017 ; Yaqub et al. 2017; Achugar 2018 ; Wang
and Liu 2018; Brugman, Burgers, and Vis 2019 ; Blommaert, 2020).


Most studies of political speeches originate with political actors and overlook the
impact of sociopolitical contexts on public actors; in particular, Black music, as a language
of lived experiences, provides context that applies pressure to political systems (Morrison
2019). Moreover, most traditional politics reflect and support white culture, which leaves
a gap in the literature pertaining to Black behavior within political contexts.


In its attempt to expand the boundaries of Black music and its relation to politics, this
research empirically tested Suren Zolyan’s (2019) seminal work, General Sociolinguistics,
Social Semiotics and Semiotics of Culture—Ex Pluribus Unum? Forty Years after Language
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as Social Semiotic, using Lakeyta Bonnette’s criteria for political song messaging. Com-
bining these two scholars is essential to examining Black music as a production of Black
life and an instrument to assess Black music as a political song. Zolyan argues that
communication is a combination of language and context of usage. Moreover, the con-
struction of cultural productions is an intentional act deeply embedded in historical
events and environments. It can be understood by those who are part of the Black
sociological and political experience.


This study builds on the political messaging framework by examining Zolyan’s theory
of sociocultural semiotics. His theory weds sociolinguistics and semiotics. This study
connects this theory to the political song criteria that Walker (1975) created and was
further developed by Bonnette (2009). Political song messaging moves the discussion of
text and culture into political communication that influences political behavior. Also,
a song must meet two criteria to be considered a political song: political references and
sociological commentary. An example of this is Bonnette’s notion of categorizing political
music; it pertains to rap but can be extended to other genres of Black music (Walker
1975; Decker 1993; Allen 2017 . Political music can contain both indirect and direct
references to political leaders, events, and actions. For both artists and listeners, Black
music is a private space where they can actualize or embrace Black identity.


Thomas Turino’s (2008) vital analysis has provided a foundation for analyzing Black
music’s political meaning and expression. As part of his analysis, Turino provided several
descriptive musical examples and contended that the artist’s experience becomes the
listener’s emotional experience based on their ideological orientation. Further, he stated
that, for Black people, music becomes a “central resource” for political activity (Turino
2008 , 236). However, Turino did not systematically analyze the political meaning of
specific songs, especially the policy language found in Black music.


In this section, I quickly review scholarship on Black music and Black politics and its
usage as a political activity. Next, I outline the research design and methodology used in
this study. Then, I provide the context and usage of Stevie Wonder’s song “Happy
Birthday,” which weds language with sociopolitical context and illuminates Black music
as a political text or speech. Finally, I present the results of my data analysis. My findings
indicate that Stevie Wonder’s song is political, and also shed light on the several techni-
ques Wonder used to induce political learning and convey his political message in support
of the King holiday.


Two schools of thought examine the relationship between Black music and politics.
One school argues that Black music helps shape political identity. A second school
suggests Black music contains messages that influence listeners. Unlike voting, which
represents a traditional form of political participation, Black music represents a nontra-
ditional form of political participation. It is nuanced and complex, and its goal is to
expand the boundaries of American politics.


Nevertheless, the public employs both forms of political participation to disseminate
messages that will influence political actors and actions. Black music creates a counter-
public political space, a market for the exchange of political expression. It demonstrates
the interchangeable relationship between sound and memory and functions as
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a “repository of meaning” and an “intergenerational transmission belt.” Black music
allows artists and listeners to receive and accept political messages (Walton 1985 , 61 ;
Floyd 1991; Iton 2010).


Before 2001 , there was a dearth of studies concerning the relationship between Black
music and political attitudes. Dawson (2003) examined rap music as a Black information
network and a Black public sphere that influences space. Using survey data, he explored
rap consumption and its effects on ideological orientations. He tested four themes:
rappers as rhapsodists, rap music as a space of political education, the rap industry’s
constraints, and the pervasiveness of misogyny and misogynoir. Dawson found that age
was the strongest predictor of exposure to rap, and that degree of education also deter-
mined exposure (i.e., more education meant little to no exposure). Finally, Dawson
demonstrated that those who approve of rap music adopt forms of community
nationalism.


Melissa Harris-Lacewell’s Barbershops, Bibles, and BET (2004) employed a mixed-
method study. She argues that, unlike people of other ethnicities, Black Americans do not
use traditional spheres of influence. Her focus was more on hidden transcripts exhibited
through “everyday talk” rather than public forms of resistance. Her National Black
Politics Study findings were similar to Dawson’s, suggesting that rap influences Black
political ideology. She also concluded that rap promotes negative feelings toward whites.


In Stare in the Darkness (2011), Spence suggested that rap, like other forms of music, is
a crucial inculcator of political attitudes, particularly those who are more likely to con-
sume it. He drew on the 1993–1994 National Black Politics Study, revisiting Dawson’s
(2003) claims. Spence demonstrated a meaningful relationship between rap consumption
and Black political ideologies. He also found that the consumption by Black youth of rap
music reflected political attitudes such as neoliberalism toward citizenship. In “Imagining
a Better World: Rap Music, Skepticism, and the Civic Activism of Young African
Americans,” Bonnette, McClerking, and Block (2015) exposed the false notion that
listening to rap music makes Black youth more susceptible to violence. Their findings
suggested that rap consumption is not uniform and that its listeners can be critical of
their song selection by choosing songs that appeal to their sensibilities. Also, they stated
that rap music is a crucial sociopolitical information source for Black youth.


Before and after 2001 , Scholars have observed that Black music projects a continuous
bold message of Black liberation that predates slavery and dates to civilizations in Africa
(Du Bois 1908; Hobson 2017 ; Stuckey 2013; Love 2016). Also, scholars acknowledge
that Black music, like the Black community, is not monolithic. Black music, as a musical
agency, provides a language of values that travels sonically across time and space. It has
been (and is) a means of smuggling messages to and throughout Black communities
(Dillard 1977 ; Jenkins 2019; Scott 2008). Redmond (2014) analyzed six songs and
their usage by Black sociopolitical movements as a clarion call for the mobilization of
Blacks throughout the diaspora. They aimed to fight against white supremacy and
domination throughout the world. Stuart Hall (1993) wrestled with the notion of
Black culture, in particular Black music and its meaning. He contended that Black
music is the “result of cultural politics, of the struggles around difference, of the
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production of new identities, of the appearance of new subjects on the political and
cultural stage” (24).


However, most existing studies utilized research designs that did not differentiate song
lyrical content from its usage context. Models that do not scrutinize the nature of songs
overlook the artist’s use of their music as activism and the public consumption and
reproduction of political actions and their impact on policy outcomes. This phenomenon
is evident in Stevie Wonder’s “Happy Birthday” lyrics. On the surface, the song appears to
be apolitical; however, beneath the surface, it is a “tool of resistance,” a “hidden tran-
script” within “the realm of infrapolitics,” used daily by the oppressed to contest power
relations (Kelley 1996 , 8). The song’s melody made the public dance and sing and
inundated the Black masses with Black political messaging, which allowed Stevie Wonder
to galvanize a mass movement and increase activism around a political issue, namely, the
passage of the Martin Luther King holiday.


Political rap music, which builds on a “message song” (as Walker terms it), provides an
invaluable lens for investigating Zolyan’s theory of sociocultural semiotics. Message song
references—evident in music genres ranging from jazz to R&B (Walker 1975)—are
ethnic symbols, both directly and indirectly; they highlight social ills and allude to social
phenomena beyond ethnicity. Walton has suggested that rap music continues this tradi-
tion (Walton and Smith 2009). Political rap music argues from a similar social context
but also addresses political issues.


Political rap music is a more contemporary genre of Black music; therefore, it en-
compasses criteria for determining the political orientation of other forms of Black music.
However, not all message songs are political. Bonnette (2015) presented three criteria for
assessing political music to determine said orientation. First, the song must have a political
reference that explicitly describes a political leader, office, institution, activity, event, or
position. Second, there must be a reference to a social problem. Third, it must offer
a solution to the problem. Nevertheless, only two criteria (the first and either the second
or third) must be met for a rap song to be considered political. This study broadens this
technique’s scope by focusing on other genres of Black music.


Political activism is nothing new for Stevie Wonder and his listeners (Williams and
Brady 2002 ; Hughes 2003; Werner 2007). In any given decade, Wonder’s personal and
political choices (including his hairstyles, clothing, and song titles) were used to demon-
strate his allegiance to Black identity, socially and politically. As previously mentioned,
Black culture produces a particular expression of the Black experience through Black
political music. Lotman (1988) contended that culture is continuous and best understood
within its language. Political music is a conscious text that gives meaning to political
actions within a sociopolitical context.


As mentioned above, previous studies lack examples of how Black music produces
political outcomes such as policy. In this study, I hypothesize that Stevie Wonder’s usage
of his cultural production played a significant role in the Martin Luther King legislation.
Also, I use Bonnette’s framework to determine whether Wonder’s song “Happy Birth-
day” is a political song. Stevie Wonder’s political message in his concerts, album cover,
and songs were used to mobilize his listeners for the national campaign rally. Moreover, it
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is essential to note that, before Stevie Wonder’s involvement, formal Black political
organizations made several unsuccessful attempts in their efforts to encourage the passage
of this legislation. This further demonstrates Wonder’s impact on the passage of the King
holiday legislation.


M E T H O D O L O G Y : T E X T U A L A N A L Y S I S


This study employs textual analysis involving the evaluation of the literary elements in
a text, specifically, a song. Mike Allen emphasized that textual analysis assists with
“understanding language, symbols, and pictures present in texts to gain information
regarding how people make sense of and communicate life and life experiences”
(2017 , 1). The textual analysis provides a method for examining how people use music
to communicate their political experiences.


Content analysis is the most common form of textual analysis. This form of analysis
provides nonautomated ways to code text; however, content analysis is limited in its use
because it searches for the repetition of words in a text, producing a quantitative analysis.
In contrast, Carley contended that, with mapping (a method that integrates textual and
content analysis with dynamic network analysis through visualization), “the focus is on
networks consisting of related concepts rather than counts of concepts” (1993 , 78).
Carley’s integrated network analysis and mapping offer insight into the interrelated
nature and political meaning to determine if a song is political. For this study, I employed
a particular form of quasi-mapping found in the work of Lakeyta Bonnette, a Black
political scientist.


My research focuses on the context of Stevie Wonder’s song and its political nature. In
Pulse of the People (2015), Bonnette provides structured criteria for analyzing political rap
songs. Building on Walker’s “message song” model, Bonnette provided the three criteria
listed above for assessing political music. Similar to Bonnette’s use of coding, in this study,
each verse of the song is analyzed, and each lyric is examined as to how it fits Bonnette’s
criteria. The lyrics meeting the criteria were extracted and then compiled to demonstrate
that they fit the criteria. Also, this study does not focus on rap music but expands the
boundaries of the criteria for use in other forms of Black music.


Making a Dream Come True


Policy and agenda-setting are complex processes that are a part of the political system.
From the 1960s to the 1980s, getting Black people’s demands into policy and agenda-
setting was almost impossible due to the overwhelmingly conservative Congress. It is not
surprising that a Congress that once labeled Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. a Communist,1


a radical, and a threat to democracy, would be staunchly against honoring him (a Black
US citizen) with a national holiday (Washington Post 1983; Breindel 1984).


A King’s Mission


Although Dr. King was thrust into the spotlight as a leader of the early civil rights
movement from the 1950s until his assassination in 1968 , due to societal patriarchy, his
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wife, Mrs. Coretta Scott King, would emerge as a leader to help fortify the movement, in
the 1970s, for the next forty years. Coretta Scott King was an activist, author, and
organizer in her own right. John Hope Franklin called her “A Hammer” for racial
progress and equality (Franklin 1986). While her husband was alive, Coretta was on the
front lines, side by side with Dr. King, marching for equality and justice. Dr. King
credited Coretta Scott King with being a visionary and a scholar, empowering him to
do his work from both the front lines and when she was away (Carson 2001). Corretta
sought direction after the assassination of her husband, discovering her purpose as well as
a stronger will to serve, and transforming her position from a bridge to spearhead
leadership (Robnett 2000):


I prayed that God would give me the direction for my life, to give me the strength to do
what it was, and the ability to do what it was that he had called me to do. And I was
trying to seek, “What is it that I’m supposed to do, now that Martin is no longer here?”
(NewsOne Staff, 2021)


Coretta Scott King took on the herculean task of preserving her husband’s legacy
and ensuring the survival of the civil rights movement, a kingdom she helped build
as “the matriarch of the [post] civil rights movement” (Boteach 2006). Congress-
man John Conyers (D-MI) was the first to introduce legislation for the Dr. King
holiday, four days after Dr. King’s death, on April 8 , 1968 (Congress.gov 2017).
Unfortunately, civil unrest and unrelenting racial conflict in America caused the bill
to stall in Congress (Wolfensberger 2008). After witnessing congressional resistance
to the holiday honoring her husband, Coretta Scott King spearheaded the
movement.


Several months after Dr. King’s death, Coretta Scott King established the Martin
Luther King Jr. Memorial Center and coordinated the first annual observance of Dr.
King’s birthday on January 15 , 1969 . Groups such as the Congressional Black Caucus
and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) presented three million
signatures to Congress in 1971 . From 1973 to 1975 , there were local efforts to pass
legislation in Illinois, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. From 1979 to 1982 , Coretta
Scott King testified several times before Congress and wrote letters to governors,
mayors, and chairpersons worldwide. After more than a decade of fighting for the
Dr. King holiday, the movement’s momentum began to wane. Artist and activist Stevie
Wonder rejuvenated it.


Stevie Wonder and the Cry for King


At Dr. King’s funeral, Representative Conyers (d. 2019) mentioned his aspiration to
create a holiday in Dr. King’s honor (McPadden 2016). Several years later, Wonder
described his dream to Coretta Scott King. He heard his song and envisioned himself
marching, rallying the masses to sign petitions for the national holiday (Cooper 2011).
Knowing the difficult road that lay ahead of Wonder, Scott King reluctantly expressed
her support. “I wish you luck, you know. We’re in a time where I don’t think it’s going to
happen.” Wonder replied, “Well, no, I really believe it will” (Cooper 2011). Wonder
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turned his dream into reality by organizing marches for three consecutive years. Repre-
sentative Conyers credited Wonder’s song and the marching—which “inspired and
recommitted millions of people” (Avoice Virtual Library Project, 2007)—with the
passage of the national holiday legislation.


In 1980 , Stevie Wonder released his song, “Happy Birthday.” Later, he would meet
with Mrs. King on the nineteenth anniversary of the March on Washington. Not just
a simple melody, Wonder’s song witnessed “137 spins for the week that ended January
17 . . .drew an audience of 6 .3 million from airplay at 70 R&B stations, placing the song
at No. 70 on Hot R&B Singles & Tracks” (Faison, 1999). This sonic political speech
transformed into petition signatures and, ultimately, the passage of legislation.


Although the MLK holiday is fully recognized today, the bill met with resistance at
every turn. It took fifteen years from the time of Dr. King’s assassination to pass legis-
lation, and more than thirty-two years passed before every state in the union recognized
the holiday.


For years, an outpouring of support for the holiday fell on deaf ears. Congress vehe-
mently refused to enact the legislation, opposing the creation of the holiday. Even in the
1980s, the bill’s passage was marred by conservative attempts to discredit the holiday.
North Carolina Republicans John Porter East and Jesse Helms spearheaded a campaign
against the King holiday because King, they contended, was anti-US and not deserving of
such a prestigious acknowledgment. They employed underhanded tactics, such as sub-
mitting an indictment of three hundred pages branding King a “Marxist-Leninist”
(Dewar, 1983). Recognizing the staunch opposition to the King holiday, the King family
and Center looked to the masses for assistance in pressuring Congress to act. Stevie
Wonder, who had been involved in rallies and protests since 1979 , would become the
face of the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday.


Inspired by Scott King and the work of numerous others and seeing the need for more
pressure on the political system, Stevie Wonder organized rallies, concerts, and TV
appearances to stir up political support for the King holiday. In the fall of 1980 , Wonder,
utilizing his star power, garnered a nationwide TV interview with Barbara Walters on
“20/20” to publicize his song and the tour. His role as an activist brought the issue to the
national stage. It was a tactic like that used by the civil rights movement to appeal to the
nation’s conscience. While watching Wonder’s interview, artist Gil Scott-Heron (2012)
was impressed by his courage and bravery; he observed that Wonder was “as clever with
his vocabulary as he is versatile with his keyboards” (224). Wonder kept the focus off
himself; this is evident in how he replied to questions—he always emphasized the King
holiday and his tour. Around the same time, Wonder’s tour—Hotter than July (initially
planned to include Bob Marley)—was slated to begin, with Scott-Heron replacing Marley
owing to scheduling conflicts. In this tour, Wonder showcased his new song (written in
1979) dedicated to the Dr. King holiday (Baram 2015). Mesmerizing the crowd with
song, laughter, and intellectual entertainment, Wonder ended every show with his new
tune, “Happy Birthday.” In the song, Wonder waxes poetic, asserting his position on the
holiday:
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You know it doesn’t make much sense
There ought to be a law against
Anyone who takes offense
At a day in your celebration
Cause we all know in our minds
That there ought to be a time
That we can set aside
To show just how much we love you
And I’m sure you would agree
It couldn’t fit more perfectly
Then to have a world party on the day, you came to be


Wonder saw the King holiday not just as a US event but as an international day of
celebration (Crusade 1986). Also, he thought that the politicians who stood in the way of
this holiday represented the most despicable aspects of US society. Wonder expressed his
perplexity thus: “I just never understood / How a man who died for good / Could not
have a day that would / Be set aside for his recognition.” He recognized the absurdity of
Congress denying this holiday for so long, continuing: “Because it should never be / Just
because some cannot see / The dream as clear as he / That they should make it become an
illusion.” For Wonder, politicians’ efforts to defame Dr. King were a futile attack on his
name and the accomplishments of the civil rights movement. Mincing no words, Wonder
contended that “And we all know everything / That he stood for time will bring / For in
peace our hearts will sing / Thanks to Martin Luther King.” He pushed back against the
accusations made against Dr. King, asking, “Why has there never been a holiday / Where
peace is celebrated / all throughout the world?” To Wonder, there was no answer
sufficient to explain the absence of his recognition.


Stevie Wonder’s political campaign for the King holiday reached global proportions.
According to Billboard, the Hotter Than July album peaked at number 1 on their charts,
selling over a million copies in three countries, including the United States. Released as
the fourth single, “Happy Birthday” topped charts worldwide (Billboard n.d.a). In 1981 ,
this song peaked at number 2 for eleven weeks in the United Kingdom (Official Charts
2021 ; Nobes 2009). Wonder’s song peaked at number 1 for eight weeks on the charts
(Billboard n.d.b). Wonder’s album and his ballad “Happy Birthday” were not just cele-
bratory pieces inviting people to dance and party. The song was a rallying cry for all who
believed in the ideas, values, and interests of the civil rights movement and admired Dr.
King. In the tradition of the Black Arts Movement, Wonder utilized his social platform
to bring attention to an issue plaguing the country. Besides Wonder’s intentional creation
of the song “Happy Birthday,” the album’s last song, the album cover contains an insert
with one side featuring several images of Dr. King marching, protesters engaging in civil
disobedience, cities on fire, and police brutality. On the other side of the insert is a picture
of Dr. King. Above the photo are the dates of King’s birth and death. Below it are the
following words:
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It is believed that for a man to lay down his life for the love of others is the supreme
sacrifice. Jesus Christ, by his own example, showed us that there is no greater love. For
nearly two thousand years now, we have been striving to have the strength to follow
that example. Martin Luther King was a man who had that strength. He showed us,
non-violently, a better way of life, a way of mutual respect, helping us to avoid much
bitter confrontation and inevitable bloodshed. We still have a long road to travel until
we reach the world that was his dream. We in the United States must not forget either
his supreme sacrifice or that dream.


I and a growing number of people believe that it is time for our country to adopt
legislation that will make January 15 , Martin Luther King’s birthday, a national holiday,
both in recognition of what he achieved and as a reminder of the distance which still
has to be traveled.


Join me in the observance of January 15 , 1981 , as a national holiday.
Stevland Morris a/k/a Stevie Wonder


Next to this inscription is a thumbprint (presumably Wonder’s), affirming that these
were his words. In this way, Wonder primed his audience. He explicitly stated the album’s
political purpose and encouraged his listeners to become activists. Further, Wonder
mobilized his listeners to attend a national rally. As if this were not enough, Wonder
initiated his “Hotter than July” tour, which he hoped would further mobilize the masses.


Galvanizing support for the tour, Wonder participated in the “Rally for Peace” press
conference and the “20/20” interview with Barbara Walters. Gil Scott-Heron, who
watched the Barbara Walters interview, was so captivated by Wonder that he canceled
his other appearances to join Wonder on tour, desiring to participate in the Martin
Luther King Jr. holiday political movement (Scott-Heron 2012 , 253 , 289).


Concerts served a dual purpose: to put pressure on national representatives who
refused to pass the King holiday, and to motivate supporters in heavily Black populated
areas to join the rally and cause. The Hotter than July tour ran for sixteen weeks: ten
weeks before the January rally and six weeks after. In October 1980 , the eight-city tour
played in Houston, Baton Rouge, Dallas, Atlanta, New York, Washington, Los Angeles,
and Oakland. Wonder intentionally targeted states such as California, Georgia, and
Texas, whose representatives initially voted no to the King holiday passing in 1979 (see
figure 1). This tour served a dual purpose, as both a tour and a campaign rally. After each
concert, Wonder would engage in political learning by utilizing a “call and response”
technique (Scott-Heron 2012 , 244–45). After playing and talking about his number one
hit, “Happy Birthday,” he got concertgoers to sign petitions demanding the creation of
the King holiday (Scott-Heron, 2012). With his advertisement at his concerts and on his
album, Wonder influenced 100 ,000 people to attend the rally in Washington, DC. In
the federal grand jury hearing, Wonder presented seven million signatures on 10 ,000


petitions. Ten minutes after the hearing, Representative Garcia, from New York, one of
the tour cities, walked Stevie Wonder and these petitions directly over to the speaker of
the house, Representative O’Neil (Proposals 1982 , 47). For over fifteen years, people
fought to have the King holiday recognized throughout the United States. It was not
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until various artists used their musical talents to galvanize support for this issue that
members of Congress faced pressure to reconsider the holiday’s significance. Wonder re-
energized Black political actors such as the Congressional Black Caucus and Coretta Scott
King, and strategically galvanized support in opposition states and Black-populated cities
to pressure their representative to attend the rallies in Washington.


On July 29 , 1983 , a little-known Representative, Katie Hall (D-IN), proposed a bill to
create the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday. The bill went on to pass by a 338 to 90 vote in
the House of Representatives and a 78 to 22 vote in the Senate. With this bill’s passage,
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. became the first private citizen to be honored with a federal
holiday (Baram 2015).


Stevie Wonder’s message song “Happy Birthday” is political, meeting the criteria set by
Bonnette. For criterion 1 , there is a direct reference to a political leader. The song also


Jack Edwards—AL


Beryl Anthony—AR


Daniel Lungren—CA


Jerry Lewis—CA


William Chappell—FL


Sam Gibbons—FL


Bill Nelson—FL


Newton Gingrich—GA


Thomas Corcoran—IL


George O, Brien—IL


Doug Bereuter—NE


James Broyhill—NC


Willis Gradison—OH


Chalmers Wylie—OH


Wes Watkins—OK


Marvin Edwards—OK


Glenn English—OK


Joseph Gaydos—PA


Tom Aschle—SD


Jack Hightower—TX


Kika De la Garza—TX


Kent Hence—TX


Clement Zablocki—WI


Richard Cheney—WY


FIGURE 1. Representatives who changed
their vote on the King bill from “Nay”
(1979 vote) to “Yay” (1983 vote)


Source: HR Bills 5461 & 3706
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meets criteria 2 and 3 (although, per Bonnette, only one of these is needed). For criterion 2 ,
“Happy Birthday” highlights a social issue: the lack of a holiday for Dr. King. The solution,
criterion 3 , demonstrates the demand for a policy that honors the legacy of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr.


As a result of the preceding, Stevie Wonder liberated the song “Happy Birthday” from
its traditional celebratory origins. His repurposing of the song as a sonic political weapon,
with which he galvanized the masses for political action, resulted in policy outcomes. Fifty
years after the assassination of Dr. King, Wonder rallied musicians, actors, and politicians,
such as former President Barack Obama and his wife Michelle Obama, to commemorate
the legacy of Dr. King and his holiday (Locker 2018). In doing so, Wonder sought to
remind the world that the “Dream Still Lives.” What also lives on is the spirit of artist
activism—one hopes for many generations to come.


Wonder’s political participation is an example of how artists can effectively reach the
masses. Ultimately, it is up to artists to realize that the Black Arts have filled the vacuum
left by the dissolution of the Black Power and radical civil rights leaderships. Art (in this
case, music) is, in some instances, a clarion call to action.


The tradition of both explicit and implicit political messaging continues across various
genres of Black music. Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power” is a critique of the American
political system. Young Jeezy’s “My President Is Black” pays homage to the election of
Barack Obama. Artists such as Janelle Monae, in her song “Hell You Talking About,” list
the names of those recently murdered by police. Black social movements and protesters are
repurposing songs that were not intended as protest or political songs. For example, the
Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement has adopted several songs as anthems, including
Kendrick Lamar’s “We Gon Be Alright” (Limbong 2019). During the 2020 presidential
election, protesters used Black music as a sonic political weapon against President Donald
Trump. The song “WAP” by Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion (2020) was harmoniously
sung outside the White House the day after Joe Biden won the popular vote (Paul 2020).


Similarly, the classic song “Georgia on My Mind” became a trending hashtag on social
media. Singer and activist John Legend covered the song as Biden took the lead, causing it
to go viral (White 2020). Others, including some Broadway stars, covered the song to
galvanize and bring attention to the Georgia runoff election for the remaining Senate
seats, determining which party controls Congress (Shaffer 2020). These examples high-
light that Black music remains not only relevant but important, and that Black artists
continue to influence social and political life. Future research might examine artists and
song usage by the public in a sociopolitical context that is not explicitly political or does
not lead to policy outcomes.


C O N C L U S I O N


Significant events, including the life and death of Martin Luther King Jr., the failed
legislation of Representative John Conyers, and the leadership of Coretta Scott King,
influenced Stevie Wonder to advocate for the passage of the King holiday. He did this
through his album insert pictures, his production of the political song “Happy Birthday,”
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a sixteen-week tour/political campaign during a presidential year, and a national rally in
Washington, DC. His activism through marching and music helped shape policy out-
comes. We now know what happened: the dream of a holiday became a reality that has
continued into the present. Although we have yet to achieve Dr. King’s dream as a coun-
try, activists and artists continue to use forms of resistance to help make it come true.


In the information age, leaders of Black activism may consider revisiting Black artists’
tactics as they advocate for social and political issues via social media. Further, artists can
also be activists who have the extraordinary power to grab people’s attention inside and
outside the political system. In the post–Donald Trump administration and BLM era,
artist activism is vital to bridge the gap between protest and politics. We can (and must)
learn from the blueprint of the past.


Using artists to mobilize the masses and empower grassroots organizations will open
the door to more people engaging in political participation. It’s not just the music itself
but the totality of what the artist brings to it. Political messaging involves the linguistics
and reputational resources of Black movements (Morris 1986). Artists like Stevie Wonder
engaged in a mobilizing ethos, converting social capital and harnessing Black music’s
power to push policy demands and influence political outcomes. The current demands
made by BLM and the Movement for Black Lives are essential in achieving a new agenda
for Black politics in the twenty-first century. They use artists—musicians, painters, actors,
and others—from all walks of life in hopes of pushing the conversation beyond a pheno-
type and toward the disparate impact of the law on Black US lives. If we are ever to
achieve a more perfect union, we must use music and the arts to counter conformity to
the status quo and effect societal change. n


NOTE


1 . Photo from 1965 labeling Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. a communist: “Martin Luther King at
Communist Training School” http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct¼true&
AuthType¼ip,sso&db¼imh&AN¼imh230440&site¼ehost-live&scope¼site&custid¼s84
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