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RHETORIC OF HIP HOP: POLICING AND THE VALUE OF LIFE 
STARTING SOMEWHERE 

 
In intermittent fashion, hearts and minds are ephemerally set ablaze each time the insatiable beast 

named Agony is enthroned, causation of the unnecessary, unjust, and inexplicable maltreatment or loss 

of human life.  At the forefront of current thought and awareness is the conatus of survival of black 

human life on one precipice, and blue human life on the other.  In the chasm between, exertion of 

thought and exercise towards proper utility and re-purposing of the razor-sharp, denticulated debris of 

anti-police rhetoric permeating the Hip Hop culture and the carcinogenic virulence of antipathetic 

police behavior.  Within both cultures, a perpetual revival, or better stated, a resurrection of the value 

of all lives is paramount, therefore my principal focus regards the utility of that material essential for 

building bridges and pathways toward the actualization of healing and emendation.    

 

 On to Starting Somewhere 

 

Now that I have that out of my system, from this point I intend to speak more plainly and personally 

because it is essential for being better understood and persuasive.  I believe it is of key importance that 

you understand who I am and where I am coming from and in particular that portion of my journey 

that has brought me to be speaking to you about this subject today.  

 

I would say that I grew up poor, but such a statement is very relative.  Especially since I have lived in 

third-world countries that completely redefined what my understanding of what poverty is.  So, I will 
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just say that I grew up with fewer material things, but I don’t recall ever missing a meal or being 

hungry (even though there were occasions where a mayonnaise sandwich served as at least one meal of 

the day).  My brother and I were raised by my father and early on we were exposed to the diversity of 

peoples and cultures, including my father being white and my mother being Mexican, and growing up 

in a very diverse neighborhood.  My exposure to diversity continued in the United States Army where I 

served at the side of my white, black and brown brothers in arms, living in places like Panama, 

Honduras, and El Salvador, never giving any thought to race or racism.  It’s quite possible to go your 

entire life, at least as a white guy (or in my case a guy who looks white), and never really know what 

the big “to do” is about race -- and believe that racism is only on the extreme fringes of society.  Kind 

of like the churches that have snakes wandering around in their sanctuaries.  

 

Another key point about my background is that I have been a police officer for the last twelve years. 

(Almost 6 more if you want to count my time as a Military Police Officer, but I usually don’t.).  I 

served with the Dallas Police Department for 5 years before moving to a smaller suburban police 

department just outside of Dallas where I have been for the last 7 years, and I have personally 

interrupted close to 700 lives by taking them to jail, with every single one of them being for legitimate 

reasons for arrest with zero racial bias involved.  And while I certainly can’t speak for the 1 million 

other police officers that currently serve across the United States, I truly believe that over 99 percent of 

them are out there with motives to make a positive difference in their communities.  It is very 

problematic to estimate what percentage of police officers might actually be racist, but since they are a 

cross-section of society (yes, still just normal human beings like everyone else), my guess is that it 

would be substantially lower than the national percentage of Americans (another number near 

impossible to quantify) that are racist due to higher exposure to diversity and specialized training in 

diversity.  
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As police officers, we’re routinely thrown into situations where people in society are on their worst 

behavior, at their most volatile and hostile moments, and as the front row audience to people during 

their most traumatic tragedies.  We are expected to have solutions or take action on problems that may 

have been over a decade in the making and are expected to do so as diplomatically and as fairly as 

possible, despite the ridicule and reviling from the ones who need us there and don’t want us there at 

the same time.  Bad behavior by police is not an unpredictable paradigm where a pervasive dosage of 

the underbelly of society is prevalent.  Awareness of this fact is equal in importance to understanding 

the reason why certain people within society behave badly.  The past is important.  The impact of more 

than two centuries of social injustice and disparity of justice within the criminal justice system will 

permeate the American psyche for generations to come, even where such injustices are much more 

perception than they are an empirical reality, but we have to start somewhere.  

 

Where I Started 

“The Healing Power of Hip Hop”, an article written by Alexander Crooke, a Postdoctoral Research 

Fellow in Music Therapy from The University of Melbourne, and Raphael Travis Jr, Associate 

Professor of Social Work at Texas State University, they write: 

 

Hip hop emerged as a reaction to the gang culture and violence of the South Bronx in the 1970s, and 
daily experiences of poverty, racism, exclusion, crime, violence, and neglect. It necessarily embodies 
and values resilience, understanding, community and social justice. 

Yet, the hip hop project is not yet free from these difficult circumstances. Many communities around 
the world still battle the effects of discrimination, segregation, and injustice. Hip hop is often a potent 
voice to these lived experiences. One of its original, primary strengths was that it allowed young, 
creative Black and Latino youth to create art that reflected the reality of their lives, of the 
neighbourhoods around them, and of the wider social circumstances in which they found themselves. 
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As I reflect on my own journey, my awareness of Hip Hop as not just a genre of music, but an entire 

cultural movement started in a college course on Hip Hop Rhetoric at the University of North Texas at 

Dallas.  Exposure to the origins and history of Hip Hop along with the analysis of the lyrics in rap 

music required by the course has proven to be essential ingredients in challenging and informing what 

I had already believed to be an open mind.  The antecedent prime to the pump began about 10 years 

prior when I first started heavily listening to rap which was my wife’s preference in music.  But my 

enjoyment until a few years ago was truly based on the creative lyrics and beats, despite their apparent 

tendency towards profanity, illicit misogyny, violence, and crime.   

 

As I policed communities where rap was the music of life, and where I observed attitudes towards 

police held prevalently negative connotations, I started paying more attention to the anti-police rhetoric 

within some of rap’s lyrics to try and understand better the people I served as well as the nature of their 

animosity and distrust.  And with further analysis and appreciation of the art and expression that I 

found in the lyrics of rap on the backdrop of what seemed like the endless explosive mistakes of police 

officers across the country I have found tension and conflict with the career I had chosen and the 

values that I hold dear.  Without the intentional exercise of exposure of a people’s truth to the open 

mind and closed mind alike, there is no potential grasping of that truth, which gives birth to the 

changing of one’s mind and heart, translating into the very life and death of actual change.  The 

absence of listening and true empathy is at the root of why anti-police rhetoric exists at all within rap 

lyrics.  This truth can be distorted, but it can not be changed, and it must be assessed and regarded 

when contemplating what possible change can be actualized.  
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The same is true in reverse  The disregard of the necessary function and righteous mission of the police 

within society is a nonstarter.   The equally troubling street violence that leads one black man to kill 

another without regard to his humanity and right to life must equally shock the conscience and be a 

catalyst the rising of new leaders within the black community as effective ambassadors towards the 

unified redress of societal inequities, disparities, and socioeconomic injuries.  While the glorification 

of violence towards police and fellow man, woman or child alike, or the misogynistic and exploitative 

treatment of women, or the glorification of criminal activity within rap lyrics may not influence a 

person to behave or act paradoxically to their true character, it believably desensitizes them to the 

same. And a callous ear is rarely a listening one.  In fact, callous ears carry their share of blame in the 

vitality of the divide.  Snitches get stitches on one side and the “blue wall of silence” on the other.  No 

one’s talking and no one’s listening.      

 

Priceless 

 

This leads me to my final rumination.  During one of the class discussions led by the professor of Hip 

Hop Rhetoric, he played a video of an old interview of Ice-T where he is being asked about his song 

Cop Killer.   During this interview, Ice-T relates the story behind the song and states that the song is 

the same as art.  That different people seeing the same art will view and interpret it in different ways 

and from different perspectives, and that doesn’t necessarily represent his intention in creating the art.  

The professor asked his students if this was an apt classification of the song—was it just art, to be 

appreciated or unappreciated.  The answers varied, but the overall consensus was a definite “yes”.  

Then he throws a curveball and asks, “If this art was a painting that depicted a white cop being killed 
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by a black man, would we still see it as art?”  I was floored. It was a shocking and vivid image to 

consider.  But then came the epiphany.  

 

What intrinsically gave higher value to the life of a white cop than that of a black man, even a black 

criminal.  What is the value of a single human life?  Of a single black human life? Of a single latino 

life?  Of a single LGBTQIA+ life?  And what exactly makes one life more valuable than another?  

What sort of crime negates one’s right to life or diminishes its value? Regardless of your background 

or your upbringing, or even your exposure to diverse peoples and diverse cultures, the evanescent 

value of life should be everyone’s concern.  I certainly won’t try to answer these questions because I 

am nowhere near qualified to, no do I believe you have the patience to listen to me drum on about it.  

However, it acutely seems to be a very valid place to start, if we are starting somewhere.  
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