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G E O R G E V I L L A N U E VA

Loyola University of Chicago, School of Communication

Email: georgevillanueva3000@gmail.com

Chitown Loves You
Hip Hop’s Alternative Spatializing Narratives and Activism to Trump’s Hateful
Campaign Rhetoric About Chicago

ABSTRACT Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign rhetoric about violence in Chicago spatialized a nar-
rative that branded the city as the poster child of urban disarray. His bombast lacked any contextual under-
standing of the issue and offered no productive pathways for collective solutions. Alternatively, I argue in
this paper that a rising collection of Chicago hip hop artists were producing musical discourses in 2016 that
not only challenged Trump’s negative rants, but also spatialized a multilayered narrative of the intersections
between hip hop and activism in the city. Through textual analysis of three tracks from three breakout artists
in 2016, my goal is to show how hip hop enables audiences to imagine Chicago’s 1) structural resistance to
violence in the city’s communities of color, 2) a sense of place and belonging among the city’s youth, and 3) a
loving and unapologetic “black liberation” lens to social movements in the city.
KEYWORDS: hip hop, activism, space and place, race, Chicago

Throughout his 2016 presidential campaign and beyond, Donald Trump painted Chicago
as the poster-child of street violence, its relentless wave of killings reflective of the low-
income, black and brown urban spaces across America. On 12 July, he tweeted, “Crime is
out of control, and rapidly getting worse. Look what is going on in Chicago and our inner
cities. Not good!” By this point, Trump was positioning himself as the “law and order”
candidate who would bring an authoritarian ethos to the White House. Further gesturing
to a pro-law enforcement platform, in a 22 September interview with Sean Hannity of Fox
News, Trump said:

“I think Chicago needs stop-and-frisk. Now, people can criticize me for that or people
can say whatever they want, but they asked me about Chicago, and I think
stop-and-frisk, with good, strong, you know, good, strong law and order. But you have
to do something. It can’t continue the way it’s going.”

Trump’s disciplinarian rhetoric about Chicago’s violence continued into his presidency
in 2017, as he portrayed Chicago as America’s iconic urban space of social disorder. In his
first official week in office, he was back on Twitter, calling Chicago a place of human “car-
nage” and threatening to send in federal troops.

Against this backdrop of threats, putdowns and insensitivity, an emerging crop of
Chicago hip hop artists were producing a discourse of their own, one that not only would
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counter Trump’s message, but galvanize the very people and neighborhoods he sought to
diminish. That their voices were heard at all amid the billionaire’s incessant barrage spoke
not only to the power of hip hop but also to the virtues of activism. The merging of those
endeavors helped mark the battlefront of ideals then, and does so today.

Trump’s vitriol about Chicago reinforced his tough-guy image with his political base,
but to many others his words were tinged with racism within the tradition of the country’s
history of white supremacy and state-sanctioned violence against communities of color.
His rhetoric signaled a platform of misguided policies toward communities of color that
were and are materially affected by violence on Chicago’s south and west sides.

Trump’s attacks were compounded by the reality that Chicago experienced a violent
year in 2016, with 751 killings, the most in any American city (DNAinfo Chicago, 2016).
The combination of real violence, Trump’s rhetoric and a mainstream media discourse that
sensationalized nearly every aspect of the issue, gave credence to the city’s polarizing nick-
name, “Chiraq.” Chicago drill rappers in 2012 had created the metaphor to invoke the
image of a war zone in Iraq, given the fact there were more deaths in Chicago that year
than there were U.S. casualties in the Iraq war (Cochran, 2015).

This incendiary discourse about Chicago was exacerbated in 2016 with the release of
director Spike Lee’s similarly named film “Chi-raq.” Based on the Greek play “Lysistrata,”
the movie told the story of black women in violent neighborhoods abstaining from sex
with their gangster boyfriends to pressure them to stop the gun violence in the city. Lee’s
film was not well received by many in Chicago, especially social justice organizations that
contended the movie did not shed light on structural conditions that lead to violence, such
as government disinvestment and public school closures.

Neighborhood activists and others further claimed there was little effort to acknowl-
edge the years of collective work by blacks and Latinos to provide positive alternatives to
violence in the communities most affected. Pushback was particularly strong in Chicago’s
hip hop culture, led by Rhymefest and Chance the Rapper, the latter calling Lee’s film
“exploitative and problematic” because of its sensationalized treatment of the violence and
lack of context (Daly, 2016).

With such controversial mainstream representations circulating about Chicago, many
segments of the broader national public were inclined to believe the negative portrait
Trump painted of the city. In political circles and the mainstream media, the words “vio-
lence” and “Chicago” became almost synonymous (Mirabile, 2016), and a parallel line of
thinking emerged that accused the hip hop culture of embracing and exploiting the “Chi-
raq” image rather than doing anything materially or symbolically to invalidate the phrase
and challenge the policies that fueled violence in the first place.

To be sure, violence and negativity were (and are) a part of Chicago’s urban and hip hop
discourse, but they didn’t (and don’t) make up the entire story, serving more as a reaction
than a cause agent. In fact, this essay argues that it is shortsighted to find only fault with
Chicago’s hip hop culture, when instead it should be recognized for unleashing in 2016
musical artists who challenged Trump and his perceptions, while invigorating a city’s soul.

Through textual analysis of three hip hop tracks by three breakout stars—Vic Mensa,
Chance the Rapper and Jamila Woods—this essay will show how hip hop enables
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audiences to imagine 1) structural resistance to violence in communities of color, 2) a
sense of place and belonging among the city’s youth, and 3) a loving and unapologetic
“black liberation” lens to social movements in the city. This essay pushes against Trump’s
negative discourse by critically pointing to the agency artists can inject into their hip hop
platform, which reflects on the structural causes and potential solutions to violence. More-
over, these same artists also are active in creating community infrastructure to steer youth
in the city away from violence.

This critical textual analysis follows other hip hop studies by scholars such as James B.
Peterson that apply it to show how the music can construct discourses of the underground,
especially in hip hop’s articulation of African American culture and its criticism of social dif-
ferences (Peterson, 2015). Through this essay’s textual analysis, a discursive construction of the
three above-mentioned artists’ music seeks to signify the cultural production of alternative spa-
tial narratives to Trump’s negative campaign rhetoric. This study builds on what scholars in a
recent Journal of Popular Music Studies roundtable on “perspectives on popular music and the
2016 presidential campaign” have claimed about such analysis, that “it sheds light on the cul-
tural politics and warfare necessary to perpetuate the bloody practices of competing ideologies”
(Deaville, Gorzelany-Mostak, Gosa, & Patch, 2017, p. 2).

The essay starts with a succinct literature review that builds on the significance of
hip hop music’s power to engage mainstream politics, community activism, and how
hip hop is particularly relevant to spatial imaginations of racial formations. The social
activism setting of Chicago hip hop culture in year 2016 is discussed next, focusing on the
dynamic scene of up-and-coming socially conscious artists whom journalists and commu-
nity groups have credited with helping shape the cultural and activist renaissance in the
city’s contemporary creative arts scene.

H I P H O P M U S I C ’ S P O L I T I C A L S PAT I A L I M A G I N AT I O N A N D A C T I V I S M

John Street argues that “music’s politics is primarily a product of its political context, that
in some way or another political change produces songs that reflect, and reflect upon, their
times” (Street, 2013, p. 13). The relationship between music and politics is distinctly a part
of American history. Popular musicians across rock and soul reflected on the 1960s civil
rights movement and political controversies of the Vietnam War. More recently, musicians
such as Bruce Springsteen and the Foo Fighters agreed to play concerts for presidential
candidates they supported.

Hip hop music, of course, is no stranger to reflecting on political and social change
in the United States and globally. The distinction in hip hop’s politics is its roots in the
post-industrial disinvestment in U.S. urban communities of color. This social and political
context has led to the history of hip hop concerns with conditions of poverty, unemploy-
ment, racial segregation, white flight, lack of quality affordable housing, public school dis-
investment, drug addiction, familial organization issues, and a host of problems associated
with the criminal justice system that continues a legacy of state oppression against black
and brown communities (Chang, 2007). Historian Robin Kelly argues that these urban
conditions create the postindustrial “ghetto” underclass discourse around which white
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political elites have built profitable deviance studies, a poverty public policy industry, and
a prison-industrial complex (1997). These very same urban conditions produce a ghetto
arts aesthetic of black youth that is sold to a white mainstream society that desires to con-
sume African American popular culture based on enduring caricatures of the black urban
“ghetto” (Watkins, 1998).

Even though hip hop culture was born in the harsh urban conditions detailed above,
its cultural production, and especially its music, has sought to express consciousness about
the structural and economic forces that shape the typical stereotypes of black and brown
deficiency in cities. A more multilayered understanding of the world in hip hop’s culture
often comes in the form of rap lyrics and catchy musical beats that discursively construct
social resistance to limiting public narratives transited by elites (Rose, 1994; 2008). In
oft-cited Tricia Rose’s (1994) Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary
America, she argues that rap has enabled artists from marginalized urban communities
of color to carve out expansive identity spaces that express an alternative political con-
sciousness to the mainstream that may have no exposure and experience with disenfran-
chised urban environments. Given hip hop’s affordance of expansive identity spaces, social
consciousness is also expressed by Chicago’s drill rappers who engage in the “Chiraq”
metaphor to signify war zone conditions when describing their urban environment on the
south and west sides of the city.

At the same time, socially conscious “message rap” that focuses on political activism
expressions has also reached the realm of everyday public memory and is represented by
acts such as Grand Master Flash and the Furious Five, KRS One, Public Enemy, Immortal
Technique, Dead Prez, and a host of others that are both commercial and underground.
The key takeaway remains that the expansive creativity from these artists challenge reduc-
tive mainstream narratives of low-income communities of color. Political messages in hip
hop music counter mainstream media news coverage and conservative politics that mis-
represent urban spaces where communities of color live, work and play.

Yet, whether the social and political consciousness expressed in hip hop music trans-
lates into effective activism is heavily critiqued in academic scholarship. Critical scholars
argue that that hip hop will never be the focal point for political change because the cul-
ture is run by the cultural industries and that mainstream acts (however political their
artistic expressions are) will be on a corporate leash, therefore limiting any prospects
for actual radical activism (Perry, 2004; Watkins, 2006; Asante, 2008). Yvonne Bynoe
sees a proliferation of politically ineffective hip hop artists solely engaging in “rap-
tivism”—personified by the “raptivist,” essentially a rap artist who dabbles in activism
on the side” (2004, p. ix)—and “lacking the necessary combination of organizing expe-
rience, political savvy, and capital” (ibid., p. x) to build the necessary infrastructure
to deliver substantive political change to marginalized communities of color. Craig S.
Watkins in his book Hip hop matters: Politics, pop culture, and the struggle for the soul of
a movement (2006), documents flawed attempts by raptivists such as Russell Simmons
(Hip Hop Summit Action Network) and P. Diddy (Citizen Change). These two hip
hop moguls started activist efforts respectively aimed at repealing drug laws in New York
and nationally registering youth to sway the 2004 presidential election in the favor of
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the Democratic Party. Both artists’ efforts failed in their initial goals and demonstrated
that hip hop celebrity power can only go so far in having an impact on large-scale poli-
tics if there is no on-the-ground infrastructure and youth political education that could
lead to a more coherent agenda.

Still, hip hop scholars acknowledge that hip hop culture has significant power to make
young people feel they matter and to serve as an agent of social change by willful actors
who choose to use their voices to amplify issues that concern marginalized groups (Alim,
2009; Haupt, Williams, and Alim, 2018). Imani Perry’s views are insightful here when she
says that hip hop is not inherently “liberation music,” but admits that intentional artists
can harness the culture and its music toward “liberatory agendas” (2004, pp. 6-7). Increas-
ingly, such liberatory agendas are being played out in the country, calling for clearer activist
visions that engage issues that speak to a “post-civil rights” hip hop youth generation. Such
an agenda promises to be more attentive to place-based dimensions that build local capac-
ity to organize against injustices that are intersectional and structurally different from the
1960s. Andreana Clay’s The hip-hop generation fights back: Youth, activism and post-civil
rights politics (2012) shows that younger activists in today’s hip hop generation are expand-
ing notions of activism beyond formal civic engagement discourse, even in light of Barack
Obama’s becoming the first U.S. president of color. Clay’s ethnography of two Oakland
based non-profits that use hip hop to work with underresourced youth of color demon-
strates activism that engages in local issues such as racial injustice, education inequality,
police brutality, and mass incarceration that affect current hip hop generations. Further
her work illustrates that it is just as important for these non-profit organizations to engage
in the self-expressive aspects of hip hop music that empower the youths’ selves, identities,
and bodies.

These expanded forms of activism that engage more vulnerable aspects of the self and
localized urban realities are consistent with scholars who for a long time have argued that
hip hop activism needs to engage newer generations of youth on their own terms. Angela
Ards writes that older generations should not see new forms of hip hop culture and its
youth activism merely as insignificant social events, but potentially as a “prepolitical phase
of consciousness building that’s integral to organizing” (1999, web). She states that as the
activism of the younger hip hop generations “mature,” four characteristics may emerge, 1)
hip hop may not look like the hip hop of the old because it will be youth-led and -defined,
2) hip hop activism will not be solely a race-based analysis because it will be more inter-
sectional (engage multiple oppressed identities and experiences), 3) hip hop activism will
move from a civil rights to human rights framework, and 4) that society more broadly will
have to deal with the ironies of hip hop that engages in developing a strong voice but is
also open to personal human vulnerabilities. These insights concur with Chicago’s cur-
rent activist spaces, represented in the hip hop musical discourses being produced and the
activism inspired by artists and the broader activist scene.

Attention to constructing musical discourses of urban environments speaks to the sig-
nificance of representing space and place in hip hop culture. Murray Forman argues that
rappers can be understood as embodying “alternative cartographers” in their artistic prac-
tice because they map interpretations of societal issues and collective identities of place
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To see my enemy as my brother
Then we could be free, you and me
And love could wash away all the sorrows
I’m not afraid to bleed
If it makes a better day than tomorrow”
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