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by

Spike Lee

For the millions of fans who are familiar with Chuck D from his huge success as the lead vocalist of the Rap powerhouse, Public Enemy, you will not be disappointed. Fight the Power: Rap, Race, and Reality will take you where you’d expected to go and further. To those who are not familiar with Chuck D this book is a must-read. Do yourself a favor and get acquainted with one of the most politically and socially conscious artists of any generation. This is a book that every person should read.

When I needed a song for my movie Do the Right Thing, I knew the person I needed to go to was Chuck D; he came back with “Fight the Power.” The song was crucial to the impact of the film.

As lead vocalist of Public Enemy, Chuck has been able to inspire other rappers to redetermine the content and direction of their music. And right about now, with the tragic deaths of Tupac Shakur and Notorious B.I.G., the Rap world and society at large could use some more Chuck Ds — people who can inspire other young people to redirect their energies and thoughts for more positive and constructive objectives.

Chuck D is unique among rappers because he is a by-product of the volatile and turbulent environment of the 1960s, and has traveled and performed in over forty countries. He has witnessed firsthand the global issues of racism, ethnic prejudice, classism, and fanatical nationalism, and like a sponge, he has incorporated his world experiences into a clear and concise commentary on a variety of issues and their possible solutions from his worldview.

Chuck has been criticized as being “angry,” “militant,” or “radical,” as have many strong, uncompromising voices who have stood up to present a point of view that subverts the mainstream.

Fight the Power allows readers the opportunity to get beneath the surface and get to know the scope of Chuck’s informed philosophies. His basic credo — there’s good and evil, right and wrong, God and the Devil — what side are you on? The views expressed in Fight the Power: Rap, Race, and Reality are a long way from being a diatribe that would create increased tension between Black and whites, or Blacks and Jews. Instead, Chuck focuses his expression on things that the Black community can do to help itself, and ways that concerned individuals from other communities can help bridge gaps.

Consistent with the hard-hitting sounds of a Public Enemy jam, Chuck D addresses contemporary topics in an equally bold, brave, and straightforward way — addressing controversial and popular issues including the role and responsibility of athletes, entertainers, and celebrities; Gangsta Rap and the current state of Rap music; education, community and economic development; Black-Jewish relationships, international touring, the music business, Black media, mainstream media, and one of my personal favorites, Hollywood. Fight the Power is a message from the Commissioner. Do the right thing by reading this book...
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The Corporate Pimps of Soul

Monday, February 24, 1997

12:00 noon

Soul Cafe, New York City

Ten years since the release of ‘Public Enemy Number One,’ my first single for Def Jam, and here I was sitting among reporters, TV and radio people, between Flavor Flav and Professor Griff. This was just the beginning of a hectic day and a crazy week, the prelude to the History of Hip-Hop concert being sponsored by Radio WQHT aka Hot 97 in New York. Being a part of this event had me wondering how the control of Hip-Hop and Rap music had changed hands and got swallowed up by the corporate pimps of soul. Aside from celebrating the history of this great music, one purpose of the performance was to balance out the growing stigma that Hip-Hop concerts are unsafe.

Flavor, Griff, and I took turns talking, setting the stage for what’s in store for the coming months. Flavor, who’s been back and forth in the media for a host of personal reasons, was abrasively upbeat about turning the page on our tenth year. Griff, on the other hand, was cordial and cool and let the room guess about the future plan and his ideas. Obviously, there was an appetite for what Public Enemy could bring to the public.

I felt rejuvenated after a four-year challenge-filled hiatus. My challenges were trying to sustain my art within a crumbling art form and trying to resuscitate that art form. It’s damn near like scaling a slick mountain with roller skates, especially after the murder of Notorious B.I.G. three weeks later. I felt the career toll of controversial scars on my mind, body, and soul had healed a bit for future wars in store. 

The Rap game had changed to a point where my competitive nature could no longer operate. Rap tours had all but vanished, an area that allowed Public Enemy to prove all our doubters wrong. Radio stations had to be paid heavy money to play Rap records. Record companies flooded the gap with payola, expensive video marketing, and oversaturated replicated marketing campaigns. And Gangsta sound became the lead topic on R&B formatted music, something that wouldn’t offend a white corporation and still rotate easily on white-owned Black radio stations without losing a female audience.

Here I was performing for a corporation claiming to be the “Hip-Hop Voice of New York,” only agreeing to do it providing I retained the rights to the World Wide Webcast of the event. That broadcast never happened, so I was committed to the task of performing merely for romantic reasons that night. KRS-One and Run-DMC opened and closed the show respectively, lighting up the stage in the process, and there we were, in between, for the first time in a year and a half. We thundered through the set: Flavor, Terminator, The SlWs, Brother James Norman, Roger, Mike and the Crew and, once again, Griff. We showed all, that if we had to do it, we could.

I must admit, I was surprised at the number of media people who clustered inside the Black-owned Soul Cafe that Monday. All media were banned from the event, so I’ll bet most of them were pissed off about not being able to see the show. I opened the floor talking about my multimedia ventures leading up to the twenty-first century; a new Public Enemy record, a PE Archive label, Slam Jamz, the Internet, and a host of ideas including this book, Fight the Power: Rap, Race, and Reality.

The purpose of this book is to expose to the reader the beauty and depth of Rap and Hip-Hop. For too long I’ve felt that this art form is tossed aside as a ghetto game for Black youth and that limited opinion is ignorant. Through the many controversies that my peers and I have weathered, the facts have been passed over for distortions and hysterical stigmas, not only by the mainstream but by my community as well.

This book damn sure ain’t a passive introduction to this world, nor is it an autobiography. I’ve never stressed the importance of me. I am a man first, and a Black one to the core. If those facts offend some, fuck it. Fight the Power will ruffle.

I’m offended that few know that my peers are worldly, engaging, entrepreneurial, have traveled, have families, have college degrees, and pay taxes like everybody else. I’m here to set the record straight.

But this book is not solely my own opinion. It has been shaped by the hundreds of conversations I’ve had across the planet over the past twelve years with everyone, including presidents, political leaders, athletes, leftists, conservatives, religious leaders, pimps, racists, international people, drug dealers, average men and women, homeless people, military prisoners, as well as my fellow Rap and Hip-Hop peers.

Personally, these past four years I’ve been a rebel, never going for the easy take, always taking the difficult road to the goal for the satisfaction of the battle and here I was in this interview room back where I started, making statements and guessing the outcome, trying to be more than what I was considered as a rapper, an artist. Taking on the odds as a Black man.

The years 1994 through 1997 have been formative ones, and I’m planning now to reach some of the goals I set then, one of them is this book. Wherever I go, increasingly people ask, “Yo, when are you coming out? We need you.” Well, for me to cut through, I have to be a multimedia man — books, CD ROMs, Internet, television, radio, and, of course, records — to get my point across. Once upon a time, records and video snuck information across battle lines. Now I have to have full media programming to rescue minds from the corporate pimps of soul. 

So here it is BAM and you say G . . . Damn. . . .

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

WELCOME TO THE TERRORDOME


[image: ]


The 1990s have been filled with Black men being systematically ripped down and overexposed in the media like we’re the worst criminals on the planet. An increasingly hostile climate has developed in America toward Black people and our struggle — the Republican-proposed ‘Contract with America’; the Supreme Court decision striking down affirmative action programs; the Welfare Reform Bill, which will leave many people in a vacuum because there is no companion jobs-creation bill; and the ‘Crime Bill,’ which will lead to increased numbers of Black men filling the jails to spend the rest of their lives. Black culture became more marketable during the 80’s and white corporations found that they could make big bucks off of it. Some examples are the rise of Public Enemy, Rap music, and Black male celebrities like Mike Tyson, Michael Jordan, Michael Jackson, and Arsenio Hall. Once Black images started to infiltrate mainstream white society via Black celebrities, and white kids began to imitate Black people, not only from a physical standpoint like in athletics but also mentally and culturally, that’s when a big problem began.

In the early ’90s, a new era began for the creation of the Black celebrity. Black music became a force invading the pop music scene in record numbers, including Black artists from Janet Jackson and Whitney Houston down to Kriss Kross and Arrested Development. Signings of Black artists went from about twenty to sixty percent. What occurred during that period was a visual explosion of Black celebrities. Music videos became more pervasive and entertaining, Black movies made a strong return, and simultaneously the NBA and NFL combined with major corporations to magnify and emphasize the individual. To the point whereby in 1995 and 1996 there was a subliminal message that stated, “If you’re not a ballplayer or entertainer and you’re not living a lavish lifestyle then you ain’t shit.”

The same thing happened during the ’70s when there was an explosion of Black celebrities in film and music. Actors were all over the TV acting in sitcoms, and there was an explosion in music from both independent and major record labels, but by the early 1980s, there weren’t any Black celebrities to be found anywhere, unless they were ballplayers. Michael Jackson’s Thriller became such a big deal in 1983 because he came after a Black celebrity drought.

I remember in 1989 when Samuel L. Jackson appeared in our video for ‘911 Is a Joke,’ before he became famous. A lot of Black actors at the time had to take what they could get. The dramatic rise in popularity of Black culture created an onslaught of the Black celebrity. Almost every male actor who became popular in the early ’90s came through Spike Lee; Wesley Snipes, Laurence Fishburne, Samuel L. Jackson. There are more Black celebrities now than ever before — and less Black Power.

The question for the 1990s and beyond is will the creation of the Black celebrity be used to fuel people with inspiration or distract people from realistic goals? The Black celebrity has become like a cartoon image, someone who exists in the form of song, video, or moving picture, but who is never really seen or heard by people in real life.

I’m a firm believer, especially nowadays, in the African proverb, “It takes a whole village to raise a child.” I spend as much time as I possibly can with my two daughters to provide a balanced view, and to help them think as independently as possible.

It’s very important for athletes and entertainers, especially Black men, to say something uplifting and inspirational whenever they get an opportunity because many children do not see strong Black men in their communities. And the Black men that they do see are projected in the most derogatory manner; the ‘player,’ the pimp, or the temporary hustler. So the projection of the Black man’s voice is extremely important.

Many in the world of Hip-Hop have begun to believe that the only way to blow up and become megastars is by presenting themselves in a negative light. The two recently slain Hip-Hop artists Tupac and Notorious B.I.G., as well as other Rap artists who have come under criticism like Dr. Dre, Snoop Dogg, Ice Cube, or whoever you want to name, have positive things to say in some of their records, but those records have to be picked by the industry executives and program directors to be magnified. MC Eiht talks about “I don’t want to get caught in this, I’m trying to go right, but society won’t let me go right, it’s hard.” The media just doesn’t focus on those positive songs, they’d rather dwell on the negative.

That’s what I feel happened with Tupac. Tupac had loyalty to Black people without a doubt. His early albums sound like a combination of Public Enemy and N.W.A. He was raw. Tupac found that when he said things that were pro-Black and militant people were not paying any attention to what he was saying, so he decided to go more and more into the side of darkness, like Bishop, the character he played in the movie Juice. “Fuck that. Thug life like a motherfucker.” The more he played the ‘bad boy’ or ‘rude boy’ image the bigger and bigger he got. The unfortunate thing is I think Tupac had a plan to bring everybody to the table with the ‘Thug for Life’ image and then he was going to flip the tables at the last minute and have people thinking. He was rooted in that. He was a brother who was strongly influenced by the Black Panther ideology and by Black revolutionary political prisoners like Geronimo Pratt, Mumia Abu-Jamal, and others. On Pac’s latest release, Makaveli, he has a song on the album called ‘White Man’z World’ in which he states, “Use your brain! It’s not them that’s killing us, it’s us that’s killing us.” In the aftermath of Tupac’s murder, the conscious, revolutionary, uplifting aspects of Tupac Shakur’s existence were played to the side as being unimportant and irrelevant — another victim of this white man’z world.

In 1994 my partner Walter Leaphart and I began shopping for a development deal at the major television networks and syndication companies for a show we proposed, which would serve as a Larry King Live targeted to the ‘Generation X’ crowd which would come across with an interesting and new viewpoint intended to make people think. Larry King is a journalist I respect and someone who can be seen all over the world. I began pushing for my own television show because I was, and still am, totally pissed by the derogatory characters depicted on TV. I aimed to confront Hollywood and demand that a proper perspective on how Black people and people of color, in general, are presented. We shopped a couple of show ideas, one called ‘Chuck D on the Real,’ which got turned down by every network and syndication company. 

After one pitch a senior programmer said to our agent at the time, “We like the star quality, but he has an agenda that we don’t want to put on TV.” They’re damn right I have an agenda — everybody on TV has an agenda. If I had Shaquille O’Neal on my show I would be asking him a different set of questions. Every powerful person in politics, religion, business, entertainment, athletics, or whatever industry who appeared on the show would be asked, “What’s your take on race relations?” I’m out to confront issues that we all face daily but are very rarely presented from a Black frame of reference. For example, you can see the agenda of Paramount Television/UPN as clear as day, because it often has four shows in a row all designed to make people laugh. There’s nothing wrong with laughter, but that’s not all Black people are good for. There has to be some balance.

Once I realized that I’m a voice that people listen to, I realized I had to fill my voice with something of substance. Through Rap music I’ve seen people all over the world magnetized to thoughts and ideas. My goal is to be used as a viaduct, as a dispatcher of information. Television is the last plateau. We need programs representing our voice and interpretation, which come out and say the things that need to be said, and that can be challenging and entertaining at the same time. A person like Chris Rock is someone who is attempting to bridge the gap with intelligence and entertainment. He is a key person in a key area.

The image of Black people on the tube has not drastically changed over the decades — we’re either singing, dancing, telling jokes, telling one-liners in a sitcom, talking about a triple-double, touchdown, or stolen base, or getting locked up in a squad car on Cops. They’ll go into a house in Cleveland and catch our people at their absolute worst.

There are only a few serious Black roles on TV. We have to put pressure on the networks and station groups where pressure hurts. Some say, “You have to hit them in their pocket.” Fuck that. I’ll repeat this statement, I’m a firm believer — hit them in their head and challenge them on a mental level with logic, and they’ll start finding ingenious ways to balance out the derogatory programming. It’s such a serious issue because the derogatory programming leads to a point where life imitates art and a blur develops between fantasy and reality. I believe that television is one of the main reasons for the criminal mindedness of Black youth. In the book Split Image: African-Americans in the Mass Media, Jannette Dates, and William Barlow refer to historian Joseph Boskin’s statement: “To make the black male into an object of laughter, and conversely, to force him to devise laughter, was to strip him of masculinity, dignity, and self-respect. Sambo was, then, an illustration of humor as a device of oppression, and one of the most potent in American popular culture. The ultimate objective for whites was to effect mastery, to render the Black male powerless as a potential warrior, as a sexual competitor, as an economic adversary.” The authors trace the Sambo character as far back as 1781, in a play called ‘The Divorce,’ where he was cast in the all-too-familiar role of “singing nonsense songs and dancing around the stage.”

Black intellect is rarely projected from a Black viewpoint. Black comedy is. Black family life from a funny point of view is. Black athleticism is. Black style and dress are. It’s countercultural. Intelligent Black people on television like Oprah Winfrey and Bill Cosby do us well. Unfortunately, for every Oprah or Bill Cosby, twenty-five people are trying to tell a joke, a hundred and fifty people trying to sing a song and thousands of people trying to dribble a basketball or score touchdowns and dance in the end zone. As Bill Cosby said, “Get people from anywhere in the world and they’ll have a negative view of the Black man because of what they’ve seen in the media, not what they know.”

The networks; UPN, which I say stands for the ‘United Plantation of Niggers,’ and WB, which in my mind stands for ‘We Buffoons,’ are presenting a far too one-sided slice of Black life. The most seen Black man on TV today has got to be Urkel. That’s nothing against Jaleel White, who plays Urkel, but the projection is saying that the most influential Black male is a guy who’s in shorts shooting a basketball, or if he’s acting he wears glasses, has high waters, and speaks with a high-pitched, squeaky voice. I wonder what goes on at these TV station boardrooms filled with decision-makers. “Here’s an idea, how about Homeboys from Outer Space?” “That sounds like a great idea. Let’s do it.” What the fuck? In spite of the many intelligent Black filmmakers and scriptwriters who have submitted viable projects, at the end of the day they decide on Homeboys from Outer Space and Sparks? What kind of crazy shit is that? Again, that’s not an attack on my man Michael Collier, who is a very talented political comedian and an actor on Homeboys from Outer Space, or any of the other actors who are cast on that or any other show. I understand the politics of life in the entertainment business. The knock is on the networks and station groups and the imbalanced picture that gets presented. And people wonder why a person like me is mad?

The executives at the stations defend their choices by saying things like, “Well, that’s what the people want.” The people will only want bullshit if their intelligence is continually insulted with bullshit. After a long-enough period, the insult of their intelligence turns into an intelligent insult. In other words, it begins to work. After a five to ten-year period of being constantly barraged with similar programming, the audience loses grip on what’s good and what’s bad. The Fox network was built off of Black viewership; In Living Color, The Simpsons, Martin, Living Single, Rock. Now they’re able to compete for the rights to broadcast the World Series and Super Bowl because of the foundation that was partially built off of Black viewers.

There are white shows to make people laugh too, but they also have white everything else. White people control the news networks, which according to Split Image: African-Americans in the Mass Media, edited by Jannette Dates and William Barlow, “explain, instruct and justify practices and institutions...linking symbols, formulas, plot and characters in a pattern that is conventional, appealing and gratifying.” Don’t be confused when you see Black people reporting the news the way mainstream America wants to hear it. To see a Black person come across with no point of view is crazy to me.

I plan to penetrate the news. News is the last frontier and is still one of the hardest industries left for Blacks to crack in this country. They want to continue to control the information that gets out. The FCC controls the television and radio, and they’re trying to control the Internet. The FCC is an arm of the government. The government controls the information.

News is an area where a Black perspective is not allowed to come across anywhere close to Primetime. A show featuring a Black perspective on serious issues will come on at 6:05 on Sunday morning. Why? Because they don’t want that point of view expressed. That point of view is considered “racist.” I’ll tell you what’s racist, the belief that every time a Black person opens his or her mouth canned laughter has to come out three seconds after. That’s racist in a subliminal way.

Bryant Gumbel, Ed Bradley, and other Black anchor people that report the five and eleven o’clock news, or cover the weather, they’re Black faces covering American issues. That’s no knock on them, they’re doing their jobs, and they’re some of the best at what they do, but somebody needs to be there for Black people telling them how the ‘American issues’ will affect their Black lives. I’m going to always be in the mix telling people what’s going on and to challenge information and get involved in the process. My involvement with the ‘Rock the Vote’ campaign during the 1996 Presidential campaign and elections gave me a platform to be able to challenge people and to instruct others to challenge themselves. I need to be involved with MTV, BET, the major networks, and the Internet on that level.

My involvement in ‘Rock the Vote’ had nothing to do with telling people to be a Democrat or a Republican. It was about telling people to be aware of the process that’s going on. You can decide to vote or not vote, just be aware of the process. I have to get to first base before I can tell them about stealing third. My agenda is to be a voice in the community and take advantage of media time to get across the message to just think! Don’t be a robot. Make a decision and put pressure on the person you vote for, because if that person ends up winning the election that person has to come up with some answers. Having control of our local environment means a lot more than understanding the national picture. Having control of your local environment means that you’re able to control the decisions that go down every day that affect your community via council members, the Board of Education, and local judges. Right now people get into those positions unchallenged by the Black community and are unwilling to represent the best interests of the community.

America has become a headline-reaching country. People only want to know the headline, fuck the rest of the story. People rarely hear about Michael Jordan when he was in the ninth grade and got cut from the basketball team, and started practicing by himself. We don’t hear about that story as much as you hear about “Jordan scores forty.” People say they’d like to be Michael Jordan. Jordan says, “Being Michael Jordan for a whole lifetime is a different story.”

For the most part, the American news machine has become that of filth and garbage. Some press comes across with integrity, but then there’s what I call the ‘piss press.’ The ‘piss press’ are those that figure they’ll do anything to make a dollar. They make a parody of life — fuck the result. We have to look at the ‘fuck the result’ doctrine and see what that causes.

The commercial success and popularity of tabloid programs like A Current Affair, which started the whole trend, and Hard Copy have caused the local, national and world news programs, which used to have more substance in their reporting, to become more like tabloids to keep up their ratings. Everything should not be about ratings, there has to be an accountability factor as well.

––––––––
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MAKE NO MISTAKE RICKI LAKES 

EATIN MAD STEAKS

OFF YOUR BAD BREAKS 

FUNERALS AND WAKES

SOME OF THAT SHIT IS FAKE YEAH!

— ‘Talk Show Created the Fool’

WHEN I EMBARKED ON my solo album Autobiography of Mista Chuck in 1995, one of my titles was ‘Talk Show Created the Fool.’ Previously, on the It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back album I wrote the jam ‘She Watch Channel Zero,’ which focused on soap operas and how we as a people, especially some sisters, believe what we see on TV and soap operas when there’s nothing there for us. ‘Talk Show Created the Fool’ talks about how the mass production of talk shows takes Black individuals and projects them to a television audience in situations and circumstances that overexpose our downside.

These shows depict Black people in a fucked-up manner the majority of the time, which contributes to how we’re looked at as a people and also contributes to how we look at ourselves. If a person on a farm in the middle of Iowa turns on his TV and watches daytime talk shows, he’d swear the United States is fifty percent Black, which develops in him the attitude that we’re all fools. It’s almost like Stepin Fetchit, Mantan Moreland, Sambo, and Uncle Tom’s Cabin rolled into one all over again. Ricki Lake, Jenny Jones, and the other hosts, producers, and station groups are getting paid well off our mistakes and bad breaks. Everybody has problems — do they have to be magnified?

The media’s biased and unbalanced portrayal of Black images helped create the impression that Black people commit the overwhelming majority of crime in America. I’m not objecting to the truth being told. On the contrary, I’m imploring the media to tell the truth and present all the facts about crime. The ridiculous disparity in sentencing laws for crack offenses versus cocaine offenses is a case in point. Congress rejected the concept of parity in sentencing laws. A person caught with five grams of crack will serve more jail time than a person caught with five hundred grams of powder cocaine. That’s insane. The person with crack is wrong, and the person with the cocaine is one hundred times more wrong, but the reality is the person with the five hundred grams of cocaine is one hundred times more likely to be white — thus the disparity.

A person knows when he’s done something wrong. If a person steals something she knows what she’s doing. If you see a dollar lying on the ground next to someone, you can pick it up and tell yourself that you found it, but you can also tell yourself that it belongs to someone else. It’s not yours. A person selling drugs has to put it in the back of his mind. He’ll say to himself, “I have to survive,” but in the back of his mind he knows he’s doing something wrong. “It’s a jungle out there. It’s about survival of the fittest.” It’s not that at all. A lot of people use the excuse, “I have to eat,” but there are mad ways to get something to eat.

The 1991 Statistical Record of Black America obtained information from the U.S. Department of Justice revealing that whites commit more crimes in the following areas: forcible rape, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, automobile theft, arson, forgery and counterfeiting, fraud, embezzlement, stolen property (buying, receiving, possessing), vandalism, weapons carrying and possession, prostitution, drug-abuse violations, offenses against family and children, driving under the influence, drunkenness, disorderly conduct, vagrancy, and a few others. The three categories in which Blacks were arrested more often than whites were murder, which is, statistically speaking, more than likely an alcohol-influenced person in a spur-of-the-moment rage over money or sex, killing another Black person; robbery, which is also more than likely Blacks robbing other Blacks; and SUSPICION. Even though whites are arrested more frequently in all of the above categories, Blacks are arrested as suspects of committing crimes more than twice as often as whites. Blacks indeed make up a disproportionate amount of the crime statistics for only representing twelve to fifteen percent of the American population, but the cold, hard truth is if a person were to be raped, burglarized, have his car stolen, or if any of the criminal acts listed above were to happen to him, contrary to popular belief, statistics prove that it would be a white perpetrator more often than a Black one. That’s not the perception you’d get living in America.

I’ve written a couple of jams that address the issue of crime and it’s a stereotype and at the same time shoot a question back for people to think about. One song, ‘Hazy Shade of Criminal,’ raises the question of who the real criminal is. On the cover of the single, I used a powerful picture to help get my point across. It was a picture of two Black men hanging from a tree in Marion, Indiana, with a mob of white people standing around smiling. My mother had a book in our house called The Movement, and that picture was on the third page. I was always shocked when I would look through that book as a child. It’s an image that has stuck with me ever since. On the back of the single I wrote, “This photograph is not from the South, it’s from Marion, Indiana, the same state where they hung a good friend of mine, Mike Tyson.” To me Mike Tyson’s rape case was unclear, and there’s an unclear picture of who the real criminals are in America. America was founded on a criminal act but they still want to say we’re the criminals. A brother will get locked up for ‘robbery,’ for taking $250 from a victim, but Michael Milken and other ‘white-collar’ criminals seem to get lenient sentences for much heavier shit.

Another song from the Muse Sick-N-Hour Mess Age album, whose title is a play on words from the Persuaders’ song, ‘It’s a Thin Line Between Love and Hate,’ deals with the fact that the image of rape and crime has been thrust upon Black symbols here in America and throughout the world. America and the Western world have raped entire races of people of their name, God, religion, culture, and language; it has raped continents of their resources and their progeny; and has raped our women, which is the main reason Black people are so many different shades today. The laws of America allowed it, so I titled the song there’s a ‘Thin Line Between Law and Rape.’ The law of the land in America is full of shit. Increasingly people are recognizing the United States of America as being something like an unkempt bathroom.

YO BLACK SPEND 288 MILLION 

SITTIN’ THERE WAITIN’ FOR THE FIZZ

AND DON’T KNOW WHAT THE FUCK IT IS 

BESIDE WHAT’S INSIDE AIN’T ON THE LABEL 

THEY DRINK IT THINKIN’ IT’S GOOD

BUT THEY DON’T SELL THAT SHIT IN THE WHITE NEIGHBORHOOD

OUT THE BOTTLE IN A CUP 

HE CALL IT GETTIN’ FUCKED UP

LIKE WE AIN’T FUCKED UP ALREADY

— ‘1 Million Bottlebags’

I attack drugs, including alcohol, because it’s a scourge that attacks the human family. As an artist I can look at the musicians whose lives and talent were taken away in three years in the late sixties; Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Baby Huey, Jim Morrison, and Brian Jones of The Rolling Stones — those were great losses. The effects on the Black community have been even more deadly and devastating. I won’t even get into how it has fucked up Native Americans. Every Black person in the United States who’s in touch with his or her family has someone who has been affected by the products of genocide that have taken us down as a people — even if he or she is personally free of drugs. That’s why I take such a strong anti-drug stance. That’s why I try to change the environment. Looking at junkies on the corner nodding from heroin use in the early ’70s is what caused me to say, “I’m not doing any drugs. I’m not trying to look like them.” I’ve never used any drugs or even had a drink of alcohol in my life. I’ve always been anti-drugs.

When Flavor had his problems with drugs and the police some said, “Why are you talking against drugs and you can’t even keep Flavor off of drugs. Public Enemy is a contradiction.” That’s bullshit. That’s a dumb-ass statement. Public Enemy is real. We’ve never tried to hide that fact, but what we tried to do is say, “We are anti-drugs and anti-anything that destroys our community, and we try to do the most that we can to change the environment.” We’ve stuck to that.

I’ve never seen Flavor using drugs, and Flavor is such a character that it’s damn near impossible for me to tell if he was high on something or not because the effects are foreign to me. I can only tell if a person has a problem if he admits the problem. At the same time, I do understand that cleaning yourself up, especially with all of the traps that are set, is a lifelong process. We’re all human beings. God did not create any perfect human being. We’re all men and women and we’re in the entertainment business trying to fight against the things that affect people every day and can affect anyone of us. Flavor’s bout with drugs is even more of a reason for us to fight against them. Any news that comes out about humans should not be totally surprising. It would be different if you found out that the Pope was running a prostitution ring — now that would be shocking.

In the 1960s the Cheeba movement led to the cocaine wars and heroin addictions of the early 1970s. In the 1990’s the cycle is repeating itself. There’s a level of acceptance for weed that is setting the youth up for the next level, which may be heroin again, or some other drug because people are looking for the next high. It’s set up like that. Right now on the Hip-Hop scene alcohol consumption and weed smoking have been accepted by many as part of the culture. That shit is not a part of our culture to be proud of — on the contrary it’s part of the reason for our stagnation as an art form.

Sometimes I feel like I’m a rock in the middle of the ocean, and I realize that sometimes people will not swim to the rock, but that doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t be there. A person may be like, “Yo Chuck, I’m not trying to hear that right now. You’ve been consistent, and that’s good looking out. But straight up, if you flipped, I’d be disappointed.” I’m not looking for props, I’m just doing my thing. Somebody has got to be the ‘un-cool’ rock there to keep individuals from drowning. I think people appreciate it even if they’re cast in dire, fucked-up circumstances such as addiction. I’m not saying that I have full direction on all things, but I know that I can hold my ground and give some kind of advice that may help somebody out. I’ve accepted the role of being that ‘un-cool’ motherfucker.’

I’ve heard people say, “I don’t want to sound preachy,” but I’ve never heard anyone say, “I don’t want to sound stupid.” What’s the matter with saying something if you know something? If you know better then say something better. We need to have more people step up and say something of substance. Older people need to get real with young people and tell them, “Your choices are your choices, but I’m letting you know that the choices you’re making will lead to a fucked-up dilemma.”

People are quick to lose at drugs because drugs overtake your frame of reference. You may start with a passion for one thing, and once you mix your passion with drugs, the drugs become your passion. Why? Because drugs will make you feel better than you’ve ever felt in your life. That’s the problem. Drugs don’t make you feel fucked-up. In fact, they make people feel fantastic. The problems with drugs that people can’t deal with are the maintenance and the comedown. It’s a false high. It takes them to a false level of enjoyment, and many want to stay there, but it costs to stay there.

Some people have made millions of dollars from the sale of drugs. Doctors, lawyers, politicians, religious figures have all been trapped by the lure of crime and drugs. The drug game is the oldest in the books. The drug game is older than the music industry. Black people are never going to win at the drug game. We’ve always been losers. We’ve never been players, we’ve all been victims.

In the early part of 1991, I had a title hanging around called ‘1 Million Body Bags,’ which was going to talk about the Gulf War conflict. I changed the title to ‘1 Million Bottlebags’ after doing a lecture at Vanderbilt University and a professor from Vanderbilt gave me some statistics that inspired me to talk about the dangers of malt liquor in the Black community. Black people drink malt liquor like it’s going out of style. Malt liquor has a higher alcohol content than beer, but breweries usually won’t reveal the ingredients on the label. Malt liquor drinkers don’t even know what the hell they’re drinking but buy forty or sixty-four ounces to drink at a time. I also observed that malt liquor was almost entirely marketed and sold in Black, Hispanic, and poor neighborhoods. They don’t sell malt liquor in Beverly Hills. Then the companies recruit Rap stars to promote the stuff, helping lead even more young people to the slaughterhouse.

When I finished recording the song ‘1 Million Bottlebags’ a friend of mine from Philadelphia told me about a commercial he heard with my voice on it. He sent me a tape, and I came to find out it was a St. Ides commercial. I couldn’t believe it. He told me that people in Philly were surprised to hear my voice on a beer commercial since I’ve consistently been anti-drugs and anti-alcohol throughout my career.

That summer I filed a lawsuit against San Francisco-based McKenzie River Brewing Co., the manufacturers of St. Ides Malt Liquor. I sued the company because they should have had better quality control. Although St. Ides claimed they didn’t know my voice had been used, it’s up to the company to make sure that everything is in line. I sued for five million dollars for unauthorized use of my voice in the radio spot. They offered me a settlement of seventy-five thousand dollars and hoped I would shut up. I told my lawyers they were crazy. They had done mad damage to my image. We eventually settled in 1993 after two years.

Some may think I overreacted, but I’m glad I sued those bastards. Some breweries may have picked up on our lax attitude and took matters further and attempted to release ‘M.L.K. malt liquor,’ or ‘St. Malcolm X malt liquor.’ Some of those companies will do anything to make a buck without conscience. In 1995 a brewing company attempted to use as brand labels for their malt liquor the famous Menominee American Indian leader Chief Oshkosh, and the Lakota Sioux leader Crazy Horse, who was an outspoken critic of the use of alcohol by his people and renowned for his bravery. It’s not enough that Europeans, over the last four centuries, distributed alcohol to the Natives as a way to get better terms in land deals and better prices in the old fur trade, and profit to this day from sales of alcohol near reservations throughout America, but their actions attempted to desecrate and degrade heroes of the Native American people. I appreciate the persistence of Russell Smith and Lisa Davis, my attorneys on the case, in being diligent over the two years. I brought legal action against St. Ides to make a statement. I feel that we as a community should initiate more lawsuits, class-action suits, and civil complaints against companies and industries that systematically discriminate and devastate underserved and unprotected communities.

It’s become blatantly clear that the majority of Black and white people see the world from opposed points of view, judging by the aftermath of the L.A. rebellion, the Million Man March, and of course O.J. Simpson’s criminal and civil trials.

I’m not from L.A. and wasn’t out there on April 29, 1992, when the uprisings jumped off, and I don’t know what happened with the O.J. Simpson situation, but I was at the Million Man March, and to hear the reports and commentary on the Million Man March and the negative light that it was presented in makes my blood boil. I get mad anytime I hear someone say something negative about that day, especially if they were not there. Anybody that was there on that day has never forgotten it.

The tripped-out thing about that day is I went to DC to be a correspondent for BET to cover the event. I had just arrived in DC happened to stop in a drugstore and ran into my father and my sister’s boyfriend inside the drugstore. With all of the people that were in Washington, DC, for that day, for us to run into each other was more than a coincidence. It was that kind of day.

As a correspondent for BET, I was interviewing brothers in the middle of the crowd, shaking hands with the people. Brothers were there from everywhere, from all walks of life. Even gay Black men were there as Spike Lee depicted in the film Get on the Bus. Because a Black man who happens to be a homosexual still has to deal with the racist aspects of being a Black man in this society. A Black man is a Black man, not because of his character, but because of his visual characteristics. Homosexuality in the white community is hell, but homosexuality in the Black community is double hell. Young Black men and women should first know they’re Black men or women and be informed about the bullshit that’s going to be thrown at them just on the level of their Blackness.

I know a brother who took his wife and baby to the Million Man March because his wife was carrying their son in her womb, and there were brothers there who were close to a hundred years old. I’ve never witnessed a day like that before. I can’t even describe the feeling of that day. The only feeling that comes close to the feeling of the Million Man March is when I was in Africa. There was a similar feeling of warmth in both places. Every day in Africa is like the Million Man March. In the United States, we get the interpretation of certain aspects of Africa, “They’re fighting each other, they’re killing each other,” but the African principle is like, “Brother what’s up? Your land is my land. We come in peace.” That’s what I experienced in my travels in Ghana and briefly in Nigeria. In the United States if you wave, or smile, or hug another brother it’s considered some sissy shit. We’re so guarded over here. We’re always on the defensive and covering our souls because we feel if we don’t cover and protect ourselves we’ll get raped again as we did before.

The thing about the Million Man March that I didn’t like was all of the side criticism that came to the table. People were saying, “It’s not about Farrakhan.” Minister Farrakhan never said it was about him. However, the fact can’t be overlooked that there must be a catalyst — a straw that stirs the drink. The straw and the drink for that day was the one that Minister Farrakhan brought to the table. He mobilized more than a million disciplined, committed, and dedicated Black men to Washington, DC, to show the world another side of Black men. It was so organized and disciplined brothers didn’t even take a piss next to a tree. It was like, “We’re here and we want to be respected.”

All kinds of organizations got a chance to speak and contribute to that event, but it was only right that the man that made it all possible closed out the day. I didn’t like all of the ‘player-hating’ by envious Black puppets that came out with negative comments after such a beautiful event. When people look back on that day with criticism I don’t see where the criticism comes from, because that day was flawless.

Minister Ishmael Muhammad of Chicago was pushing hard to get some rappers up there to speak. During preliminary meetings, he was like, “The Hip-Hop Nation has to be represented.” But I never did get a chance to present my speech that day because the time ran over. I was waiting up in the Capitol with my father, Isaac Hayes, Ice Cube, Mack 10, and Ice-T. I remember looking around at the pictures on the Capitol walls. I was blown away and speechless just from sitting in the Capitol and seeing the whole environment being controlled by the Nation of Islam’s security. It was a perfect day. I was floating.

One of the best speeches I’ve ever heard or felt is when Minister Farrakhan’s son, Mustafa Farrakhan, introduced his father. You could tell that he had carried a lot of pressure for a long time, and he had had enough of all the naysayers and doubters. Mustafa’s speech rings in my head to this day. I felt him that strong. That was before Minister Farrakhan even came on. Mustafa was like, “On behalf of my family...we have been the brunt of a whole bunch of attacks, and those of you who know the plight of my father know that whenever any Black man is in trouble he always comes to your aid. Never be ashamed to stand up and say that Farrakhan is a friend of the Black man. And I challenge all of the leaders that when you are asked by your enemy, and those who oppressed us — my father is not a bigot, he’s not a racist, he is not an anti-Semite...From the President on down to everybody that’s under him, Farrakhan is in your midst today...Farrakhan is in your midst,” and the cameras caught the Minister walking down the Capitol steps. In street language, Mustafa was saying, “We’re just trying to do the right thing, and we can’t even do the right thing without people fucking with us.” It
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“Chuck D is the towering artist
of Hip-hop culture... His voice
challenges all of usi”

- Cornel West,
author of Race Matters
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