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ABSTRACT 
 
 This research investigates the role of Afrocentric consciousness within African 

Aesthetics as it relates to liberation for African American communities, more specifically 

young black millennials. “Welsh-Asante’s Nzuri Model of Aesthetics” is utilized as a 

theoretical guide to evaluate Hip-Hop artist’s Afrocentric location or lack thereof.  

Kendrick Lamar’s album titled “To Pimp a Butterfly” is closely examined in this thesis 

for its lyricism, aesthetics shown in cover illustration, and music production.  This close 

analysis of “To Pimp a Butterfly” serves as an archetype or manifestation of Welsh-

Asante’s “Nzuri” model in Hip Hop form.  This thesis analyzes “To Pimp a Butterfly” to 

assert the notion of spirituality as the key component to black liberation.  Other Hip-Hop 

artists such as Kanye West, NWA, Tupac Shakur, and DMX are critiqued and measured 

for its Afrocentric location; determining whether the artistic production of these artists 

upholds an Afrocentric consciousness. Ultimately, this thesis argues that in order for 

African art to liberate African (American) communities, the art must have spirituality at 

the center of its artistic production.  Because Afrocentricity is used to place African 

culture, values, and ideologies at the center of its own reality, an Afrocentric 

consciousness can be used as a tool to evoke a conscious transformation that aids in 

decolonizing European thought.  Ultimately, this research adds to the conversation of Hip 

Hop music as an art that can be spiritually healing in its process of awakening one’s 

African consciousness in the wake of cognitive hiatus 
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CHAPTER  1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
“When trapped inside these walls certain ideas take roots, such as going home, and bringing back 

new concepts to this mad city. The result? Wings begin to emerge, breaking the cycle of feeling 

stagnant. Finally free, the butterfly sheds light on situations that the caterpillar never considered, 

ending the internal struggle. Although the butterfly and caterpillar are completely different, they 

are one and the same.” - Kendrick Lamar, To Pimp a Butterfly  

 

 Aside from producing entertainment for spectators, one functional aspect of art is 

to reflect and mirror the state of consciousness of its creator; serving as a reflection of its 

time, state of existence, and position of the subject within said state. However, mimicking 

reality is not the sole purpose of art, at least not from an Afrocentric perspective. I’d like 

to think of the process and creation of African art in an analogy to a caterpillar’s 

transformation to a butterfly.  In its metamorphic transformation, a caterpillar first digests 

itself; turning into a soup with only the core bits of itself surviving. The surviving cells, 

or the imaginal discs take in nutrients and leaves in order to carry out this process of 

growing, plumping up and shedding. One day the eating stops. It no longer needs the 

nutrients from the outside world.  Once the caterpillar ceases to take in elements from its 

surroundings, it begins to form a protective casing. This casing, cocoon or chrysalis, then 

initiates the process of turning a caterpillar into its full functioning potential of a beautiful 
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butterfly1. Similar to the transformation of the caterpillar, African Americans follow this 

journey to becoming a holistic being as one makes their way to Afrocentric 

consciousness.  This thesis, however does not simply focus on African consciousness in 

the context of the African American social identity. Instead, this piece engages in the role 

that Afrocentric consciousness plays within the production of African Art and aesthetics, 

more specifically Hip Hop.   

 My research will argue that in order for African people to be liberated through 

Hip Hop and any other form of African art, a spiritual component coupled with an 

Afrocentric consciousness must be utilized at the core of its production. Let’s take the 

previous analogy of the caterpillar to conceptualize the necessity of spirituality in Art. 

Metamorphosis must occur in order for the caterpillar to be liberated into its full 

potential. The caterpillar represents an African [American] person wondering in a 

European hegemonic society without an understanding of African cosmology, 

epistemology, and ontology.  Within this state of cognitive hiatus,2s/he will be creating 

art that depicts this lack of African orientation. To create African art that has Africa at the 

center, the African artist must then look within themselves to find these core bits 

(imaginal discs) or spirit to activate transformation. This process of creating a cocoon 

(the community) then emerging into a butterfly reveals that without spirit, ones’ 

                                                
1 Jabr, Ferris. "How Does a Caterpillar Turn into a Butterfly?" Scientific American. A Division of 
Nature America, Inc, 10 Aug. 2012. Web. 18 April 2017. 
 
2 Mazama, Ama Coined termed. From a lecture given Feb 5. 2017 “A Radical African Discourse 
on Overcoming Cognitive Hiatus.”  Defined as an African whose consciousness in entrapped by 
the illusion of western supremacy while neglecting one’s own (African) culture and (African) 
understandings of the world.   
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consciousness and thus one’s art will not allow the person to become a holistic being.  

Art is an extension of self. It is a reflective life force that operates out of the need to carry 

out the will or the spiritual consciousness of the creator. This will to liberate the African 

[American] community is a necessary element in the creation of Hip Hop music. Thus, 

spirituality must be a driving force behind the development this art form.   I will use 

Kariamu Welsh’s “Nzuri” as foundational framework to argue that spirituality is always 

at the center black art, even Hip Hop.  To give a representation of how Afrocentric art 

liberates and transcends black Americans from oppression, I will examine Kendrick 

Lamar’s expression of hip hop through his latest album ‘To Pimp a Butterfly”; analyzing 

his lyricism, visual aesthetics, and music production. Through this, I will be showcasing 

how Hip-Hop artist, Kendrick Lamar transforms his own consciousness and thus liberates 

his community by utilizing African spirituality—ultimately utilizing his artistry as an 

archetype for Hip Hop that is Afrocentric.   

 Within Chapter 4, African epistemology, ontology and spirituality will be clearly 

defined in the first section. This section also explores the notion of spirituality being used 

as resistance.  Not only does it illustrate what different forms of resistance looks like, but 

it measures the Afrocentric orientation of resistance; distinguishing the highly politicized 

resistance from that of the conscious or spiritual domain. The second section of this 

chapter includes a critique of Hip Hop artists NWA and Kanye West.  Although these 

three critically acclaimed artists are recognized as producing music that is radical and 

revolutionary, the research on African epistemology, ontology, and spirituality will 

demonstrate that their tools of resistance in Hip Hop does not center African 
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consciousness, thus not truly aiding African people to liberation. The last section of this 

chapter includes a brief examination of Hip Hop artists who holds an Afrocentric location 

in their music. Hip Hop musicians such as DMX, Scarface, and Tupac Shakur will be 

looked upon as predecessors to Kendrick Lamar’s artistic production.  I will show that 

before Lamar, other Hip-Hop artists were engaging in African-centered consciousness 

and spirituality.  Just as movements and ideologies such as Kawaida, Negritude, and 

UNIA were the predecessors to Afrocentricity, DMX and Tupac Shakur laid the 

foundation for producing Afrocentric Hip Hop music that elevated consciousness of 

African people; ultimately leading to their liberation. 

 Chapter 5 is where I engage with Afrocentricity and utilize elements of the Nzuri 

model to measure the orientation and Afrocentric location of Kendrick Lamar’s “To Pimp 

a Butterfly”.  This evaluation ultimately illustrates how these tools can be used as a 

vehicle for liberation. Hip Hop is gritty, creative, and political. It’s a complex art form 

that is often perceived as insolent; often straying away from African consciousness and 

traditional African Aesthetics. It’s often seen as a cause to our detriment rather than a tool 

for liberation. Through Kendrick Lamar’s “To Pimp a Butterfly”, I intend to show how 

an entire body of work in this genre can dispel these myths of cultural inadequacies.  

Ultimately, this work will provide clear understanding of what liberation looks like in 

African American communities and how spirituality must be the vehicle for our journey 

to freedom.  

 The final Chapter concludes my analysis of Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly; 

connecting his journey of Afrocentric conscious transformation to the liberation of the 
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diaspora. Defining freedom and liberation for an entire diasporic community is a 

strenuous task, especially when liberation occurs in multiple forms. The liberation 

described in this text is geared towards a conscious transformation and community 

orientation.  Ultimately, I will reveal that art and aesthetics can be used as a tool to evoke 

a conscious transformation that aids in decolonizing European thought.  Like most 

African art, Hip Hop speaks to the soul. In the end, this research adds to the conversation 

of Hip Hop music as an art that can be spiritually healing in its process of awakening 

one’s African consciousness in the wake of cognitive hiatus.   
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CHAPTER  2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

  

 My research is engaging with African Spirituality and Ontology within the 

context of African art. Kariamu Welsh’s aesthetic conceptualization of “Nzuri” as shown 

in “The African Aesthetic” Keeper of Traditions” delves into the idea of African 

spirituality playing a pivotal role in the creation of an African Aesthetic.  As I will 

include Kendrick Lamar’s “To Pimp a Butterfly” album to illustrate Afrocentric art as a 

means to liberate African people, Welsh’s concept “Nzuri” will be implemented as a 

theoretical lens to my analysis. Welsh notes that Nzuri is a “theory that regards 

perception and values as complimentary entities. It is the belief that good and beauty are 

interchangeable.”3 Within this framework of conceptualizing the Pan-African aesthetic, 

this model is utilized to “transmit, affirm, and respond to the artistic product”.4 This 

concept fully disrupts the Europeanized notion of creating “art for art’s sake”5 as it 

commits to understand African Art through three essential aspects: spirit, rhythm, and 

creativity.  These essential entities provide a foundation for understanding the process of 

creating an aesthetic and the value of the artistic product. Therefore, these essential 

entities will be applied as a tool to examine the creation and value of Lamar’s “To Pimp a 

Butterfly” album.  The Nzuri model (including her seven core aspects and three entities) 

                                                
3 Welsh, Kariamu. “The Aesthetic Conceptualization of Nzuri”. The African Aesthetic: Keeper of 
Traditions ;11  
4 Welsh; 13 
5 Welsh; 5 
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will illustrate the process of an Afrocentric Aesthetic and provide a foundation for my 

argument that African-centered aesthetics must include a spiritual component.   

 Because the analysis of Lamar’s work includes an interrogation of the way artistic 

expression engage with political structures, it is important to understand the relationship 

between radicalized politics and location.  James L. Conyers' book titled “Racial 

Structure and Radical Politics in the African Diaspora” investigates and evaluates the 

African phenomena and black positionality in the United States.  Conyers closely studies 

all political structures and critical theories surrounding race and social structures.  His 

analysis and critique on Gilroy’s location and understanding of the Black Atlantic in 

comparison to his study of Afrocentricity as an African-centered paradigm helped to 

conceptualize the importance of orientation and ideology.  Throughout the text, Conyers 

discuss how African American social structure is shaped by European modernity6. He 

also discusses other theories that include African-centered orientation in the realm of 

politics and spirituality such as Paul Easterling’s cultural helix.7 This text will provide a 

layout of which theories and political structures differentiates African-centered ideology 

from frameworks that are Eurocentric in its orientation.  

 Hip Hop as a political tool is often used to serve as the voice of underrepresented 

African [American] youth in isolated communities to critique and resist systematic and 

institutional forms of oppression through expressions of anger, angst, and rejection of 

Western values/customs.  Julius Bailey’s “Philosophy and Hip-Hop Ruminations on 

                                                
6Conyers, James L. Racial Structure & Radical Politics in the African Diaspora. 3;3.; Vol. New 
Brunswick, N.J: Transaction Publishers, 2009.; 96 
7 Conyers, James L. Racial Strucure & Radical Politics in the African Diaspora; p 161-173 
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Postmodern Cultural Form” examines the connections between Hip Hop and political 

resistance.  This text closely examines the lyrical content of various Hip-Hop artist whom 

he labels as “conscious8” due to their attempts to emancipate themselves and their 

community from economic and social oppression. Bailey analyzes the ways in which Hip 

Hop’s MC’s (the voice behind the music) creates this vehicle for “protest” against such 

oppressive forces; making connections between Hip Hop voices and the Pan-African 

movement of the 60s and 70s.  Throughout the text, Bailey distinguishes the “conscious” 

Hip Hop from the Hip Hop that may be detrimental to the black community.  While he 

asserts that hip hop should liberate itself from (white)9 corporate interests and break ties 

with popular culture and media, he asserts that the only method of liberation from white 

oppression (corporations, capitalism, systemic suppression) is to reject it and create an 

outlet for our own space to discuss these issues.  Ultimately, Bailey argues that Hip Hop 

can be a vehicle for liberation by elevating the “consciousness” of our community. While 

I agree with the notion of liberating the mind will aid in liberation for the community, 

this research will provide a more complex examination of “consciousness” expressed 

through music. This research will reveal that “consciousness” and more specifically 

Afrocentric consciousness involves more than simply rejecting and combating white 

supremacy.   This text coupled with Conyer’s work on radical politics will aid in my 

analysis and critique of “pseudo conscious” Hip Hop to explore distinctions between 

radical methods of liberation, European methods, and Afrocentric methods of liberation.  

                                                
8Bailey, Julius. Philosophy and Hip-hop: Ruminations on Postmodern Cultural Form. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan; 65 
9 Bailey, Julius; 70 
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 The problem stated in my research involves the lack of a spiritual element in 

black art as it pushes for a need to engage in African spirituality for liberation.  While 

debunking and critiquing Eurocentric orientation of art, it is complete necessary to 

include an interrogation of Ani Marimba’s “Yurugu-An African Centered Critique of 

European Cultural Thought and Behavior” given that this text will serve as my theoretical 

framework.  Ani’s text dismantles the myth of white superiority while implementing the 

inner-workings of African spirituality. Marimba Ani introduces the idea that European 

culture imposes itself on others in a dominating manner that “dehumanizes humanity and 

despiritualizes the universe”.10 She also argues that this despiritualization that is encoded 

in European culture causes them to be stagnant on these dimensions (past, present, and 

European concepts of future).11  This is where my research will criticize the 

ineffectiveness of staying within the plane of being oriented in the past and the present.  

Marimba’s ideology of the spiritual dimension being used to “threaten the ordered 

system” 12of oppression constructed by Europeans is ultimately what I will be utilizing as 

a basis to argue that spirituality must be connected to black artistic expression to aid in 

liberation.  Marimba’s study of African spirituality will provide a grounded basis for my 

argument of transcending the European trope of artistic expression that only encompasses 

past trauma and present retaliation to trauma by reorienting black expression to Africa.  

 Similar to Marimba’s text on African spirituality, I will utilize Carlyle Fielding 

Stewart’s book titled “Black Spirituality and Black Consciousness” to explore the 

                                                
10Ani, Marimba. Yurugu: An African-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and 
Behavior. Trenton, N.J: Africa World Press, 1994.; p 557 
11 Ani, Marimba; 556 
12 Ani, Marimba; 558 
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effectiveness of black spirituality being used a tool for liberation. Stewart’s text slightly 

differs from Marimba’s in the way that it constantly connects African Spirituality to 

African-American communities.13 His main goal is to showcase the function of African 

spirituality and the crucial urgency it has in communities that were created by white 

oppressive forces.  This text outlines all of the ways that African-Americans engage with 

the spiritual world. Stewart discusses rituals, the black church, and African traditional 

practices to represent how all expressions of African Spirituality are prevalent in black 

America. Both Stewart and Marimba’s texts of spirituality provides foundational support 

for the claim that Kendrick Lamar’s visual performances, lyrics and poetic speech in his 

album “To Pimp a Butterfly” correctly use art to dismantle Westernity’s oppressive force 

on black humanity.   

 All of these texts provide a foundational support for understanding the true 

meaning African oriented art in a realm of mainstream European centered cultural 

expression.  Paul Gilroy’s Western oriented text “Small Acts: Thoughts on the Politics of 

Black Cultures” coupled with Virgilette Nzingah Gaffin’s essay “The Context of Agency: 

Liberating African Consciousness from Postcolonial Discourse Theory” will clearly and 

effectively reveal the differences between the two perspectives of culture.  These two 

perspectives and orientations can be used to understand that black art must be 

disconnected from European values and practices in order to be elevated from their 

oppression.  

                                                
13Stewart, Carlyle Fielding. Black Spirituality and Black Consciousness: Soul Force, Culture, and 
Freedom in the African- American Experience; p 17-56 
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 Dr. Molefi Asante’s text “Location theory and African Aesthetic” provides an 

Afrocentric construction of location in the examination of African art and culture.  Like 

Gaffin, Asante argues that African art and culture can be separated from outside 

oppressive forces.  He states that “oppression and exploitation may dislocate and 

disorient but they can never destroy the archaic, ancient, deep structure of the myths and 

symbol of aesthetic reality.”14 Asante’s location theory asserts that African American art 

has a center and this central location is best represented in Afrocentric traditions, history, 

and values.  He uses location theory to affirm Welsh’s Nzuri model as an Afrocentric 

conceptualization of aesthetics.  Both Gaffin and Asante will aid in analysis of Lamar’s 

Afrocentric production of art.  Gilroy will be used to critique African American art that is 

heavily influenced by European ideology. These texts will provide tools to determine the 

dislocation and subsequently the despiritualization of African American art. It will also 

allow me to recognize and thereafter examine art that is Afrocentric.    

 Hip Hop is a form of African expression that has strong cultural ties to Africans in 

the Diaspora that were brought to America. While this expressive art form has traditional 

African elements such as MC’s acting as a modern day “Griot” or the expressive and 

poetic lyricism flowing from the MC expressed through “Nommo”, Hip Hop is a very 

modern and cultural specific art-form. Although Hip Hop has various culture retentions 

from traditional African music and customs, this research (in part) explores what it means 

to expressive the struggle of liberation through music in the African American 

community.  Leonard Brown’s book titled “John Coltrane and Black America’s Quest for 

                                                
14 Welsh, 59 



 
 

12 

Freedom” provides an in-depth discussion about the utilization of music as a vehicle for 

freedom.  This text will help to unpack my analysis of Kendrick Lamar’s use of art as it 

liberates the African [American] community.  Brown goes to affirm how Jazz artist, 

Coltrane’s identity of Blackness informs his artist aesthetic nature; revealing how one’s 

positionality plays a role in how freedom is expressed through their music15.  While this 

text is mostly about Jazz and the expression of freedom through this art form, this will 

add to my analysis of Hip Hop due to its deep rooted cultural connections.  Both art-

forms are created by Africans [in America], thus both art forms ultimately share 

similarities in how they use their identity and positionality to engage with liberation. My 

research will engage with this text in the way that it measures one’s consciousness on 

their quest for freedom.  This research adds to the conversation of art and freedom by 

examining one’s artistic production as a means to locate the consciousness and method of 

liberation of the artist. The goal of examining “To Pimp a Butterfly” is not to simply 

showcase the use of African elements in art in way that represents freedom for the artist 

and their audience. The goal is to reveal that because his art has an Afrocentric 

orientation that is grounded in spirituality, he is able to liberate himself and his 

community. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
15Brown, Leonard. John Coltrane and Black America's Quest for Freedom: Spirituality and the 
Music; 42 
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CHAPTER  3 

METHODOLOGY 

 This piece delves into the consciousness of Hip Hop artists and how this 

consciousness is expressed through the lyrical content and overall aesthetic of the music.   

Hip-hop has historically provided a voice for African people.  As this voice outwardly 

expresses oppression, angst, and systemic trauma, my research is invested in the tools 

that artists use in order to produce and reclaim agency for liberation.  From Hip Hop’s 

founding father Grandmaster Flash’s “The Message” to Kurtis Blow’s “The Breaks”, Hip 

Hop has always been used as a political tool to display African’s rejection of white 

supremacy and discontent with the oppressive position of being economically, socially, 

and politically oppressed by the education system, (in)justice system, and the capitalist 

system. As the culture of Hip Hop continued to evolve from its foundation that began in 

the late 1970s, criticisms of its authenticity and functional nature of the art form have 

emerged. Several hip-hop blogs, news outlets, podcasts, radio talks, and think tanks16 

have posed the following question: Is Hip Hop dead? Following the question almost 

always ends in a discussion about which artists are carrying on the legacy of Hip Hop’s 

founding fathers with creating music with socio-political messages. This debate spawns a 

new categorization of Hip Hop artists as either labeling them as conscious or not 

conscious. Meaning the artist either makes social or political commentary on the behalf 

                                                
16 Miller-Rosenberg, Doran. "Critics Are Crying The Decline Of Rap: Is Hip-Hop Really Dead?"  
Elite Daily. N.p., 21 July 2015. 
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of the black community or they don’t.  This research seeks to delve deeper into this 

conversation about conscious vs non-conscious Hip Hop.  I not only analyze the 

consciousness but I examine the African orientation of the consciousness of art 

production.   

 While this research mostly involves an extensive analysis of Kendrick Lamar’s 

album “To Pimp a Butterfly” to illustrate black art that is Afrocentric and liberating, I 

will briefly examine and discuss Hip Hop art that has an Afrocentric Aesthetic as well as 

black art that is Eurocentric in orientation. This examination of black art will be 

evaluated for its Afrocentric consciousness through its expression of African spirituality 

with the following criteria: 

1.   Does this artist incorporate spirituality? If so, Is it African?  

I will be evaluating the African orientation of one’s use of spirituality. With this I will be 

using Afrocentricity and Dr. Welsh’s “Nzuri” model to gauge whether spirituality is at 

the center of the musical production and overall aesthetic.   

2.   Is the lyrical content political? If so, what method(s) and tool(s) do they use to express 

politics? 

This question is essential for understanding who the audience is, who the artist is 

attempting to liberate (if attempting to liberate anyone at all), and if this method creates 

mobility, forges community, and elevates an [African] consciousness amongst the 

intended audience. With this question, I am examining whether spirituality is also used as 

a tool for liberation.  While it is greatly understood that Hip Hop is a political art-form, 
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my research aims to examine artists that are both political and spiritual because an 

elevated African consciousness should be both.   

 As previously mentioned Kendrick Lamar’s “To Pimp a Butterfly” album will be 

analyzed to exhibit the ways in which black art liberates African people through 

spirituality. With the use of Welsh-Asante’s “Nzuri model of aesthetics” to contextualize 

the lyrical content of “All Eyez on Me” and “It’s Dark and Hell is Hot”, I will display art 

of Afrocentric orientation that predates Lamar’s present work.  On the other hand, lyrical 

content of Hip Hop artists Kanye West and N.W.A will be used to show that black art can 

be political and/or spiritual with a Eurocentric orientation. This interrogation of Kanye 

West and N.W.A draws a distinction between Afrocentric art and Hip Hop that has 

Eurocentric elements in order to demonstrate that the latter cannot liberate African 

people.  I chose to study Hip Hop artists Kanye West and N.W.A to reveal two distinct 

patterns in Eurocentric rap music. Critically acclaimed rapper, Kanye West is used to 

reveal that even if art has radical or political elements infused with spirituality, African 

liberation cannot occur if the art itself is not Afrocentric.  Highly Respected and political 

rap group N.W.A (acronym for Niggas With Attitude) will be examined to illustrate the 

missing component in the Hip Hop genre today. Although this rap group has African 

elements of communalism and African consciousness expressed through their political 

content, this group does not offer to completely liberate the community because they lack 

an African Spiritual element in their artistry.  With this critique on Kanye West, and 

N.W.A, “Yurugu”, Afrocentricity, and Mbiti’s work on Spirituality will be utilized to 

contextualize their dislocation.  
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 One of the major limitations of this methodology is found in my criteria for 

distinguishing Afrocentric art between European centered art.  Due to the maafa, 

systemic oppression placed on Africans in America, and identity politics involved with 

the creation of African American art, it is extremely difficult to gauge whether some 

elements of Hip Hop is Eurocentric or not. For instance, the use of terms “bitch” or 

“nigga” and the potential misogynist themes such as using one’s phallus for power while 

female reproductive organs are used as an analogy for greed or exploitation (revealed in 

Lamar’s “To Pimp a Butterfly”)17. This could be viewed as Eurocentric or elements that 

could stifle consciousness or liberation.  This is an ongoing debate amongst scholars and 

critics of Hip Hop art.  Ultimately, this research aims to analyze the overarching elements 

and aesthetic of Hip Hop art on the macro level. By examining one’s lyrical content, 

themes and patterns throughout the work, and musical production, I will be able to 

determine one’s African orientation despite minuscule elements in Hip Hop that may 

exist due to African positionality in America.   

 My ultimate goal of this research is to add to this conversation about conscious 

music by locating the consciousness of the art. African Art is political and just like all 

African Art, Hip Hop was created out of necessity to express these social-political 

interests.  Through the examination of Lamar’s “To Pimp a Butterfly” (Afrocentric 

music) and N.W.A and Kanye West (non-Afrocentric music) I will reveal that the manner 

in which African artists express politics ensures liberation for African communities.   

                                                
17 Interpretations of Lamar’s reference to his phallus and vagina of women can be found on 
rapgenius.com for songs “For Free-Interlude” and “These Walls”.  All under Lamar’s “To Pimp a 
Butterfly album 
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CHAPTER  4 

CRITIQUE ON BLACK CULTURAL EXPRESSION 

 
As previously mentioned, African conceptions of epistemology, ontology, 

cosmology must be clearly defined in order to understand the nature of African aesthetics 

in art.  Because these elements are the very basis of African cultural values and 

knowledge, understanding these components will clearly define what it means to have an 

African consciousness; thus, understanding the key to liberating such consciousness 

through spirituality.  Afrocentric scholar, Norman Harris explores the connection 

between African epistemology and ontology, illustrating how these philosophical 

elements creates an Afrocentric consciousness. In his essay titled, “A Philosophical Basis 

for an Afrocentric Orientation”, Harris defines ontology as “a communal notion of 

existence” while epistemology is defined as knowledge validated “ through a 

combination of historical understanding and intuition”.18 Harris asserts that African 

epistemology and ontology must inform the way Africans conceptualize knowledge of 

the world and consequently, it informs the way African people think about “the 

relationship of history and social change.19”  Given this concrete definition of  African-

centered consciousness, the way an artist understand themselves in the context of their 

social positionality and historical realities will reveal their orientation. 

                                                
18Mazama, Ama. "A Philosophical Basis for an Afrocentric Orientation." The Afrocentric 
Paradigm. By Norman Harris. Trenton: n.p., 2002. 114. Print. 
19 Mazama, Ama. “A Philosophical Basis for an Afrocentric Orientation”.; 117 
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 Cosmology is defined as “a body or system of thought arising out of a people's 

history and culture that addresses issues of reality and creation, truth and value, meaning, 

process, and that people's place within creation20.”  This directly connects to African 

spirituality. Not only does African spirituality explore issues of creation, truth, and value 

but it is the very center of our humanity.  African spirituality can be expressed many 

ways.  One way is shown through our “oneness with nature.21” From this ideology, 

humanity is “reducible to a universal substance that is harmonious with the entire 

cosmos22”  As humans are compatible and connected with nature, it is understood that 

morality and spirituality are intertwined as well.  This shows that spirituality “implies 

order, harmony, interdependence, and perfectibility”23.   

 Another of component of African spirituality is Ancestral Veneration and belief in 

a creator.  African societies (generally) all over the continent and the diaspora share a 

belief in God as the creator of the Universe.  From an Afrocentric view of the world, 

spirits fill the area between God and man; this includes spirits of nature and 

human(ancestral) spirits24.  Afrocentric scholar Na’im Akbar explores the importance of 

ancestors to the African existence in terms of spirituality. He explains that an Afrocentric 

consciousness is made of two components: One is a Pan-African consciousness. The 

                                                
20Akoto, Kwame Agyei. "African Cosmology." SAGE Reference - Encyclopedia of Black 
Studies. N.p., 2007. Web. 
21Mazama, Ama. “Africentric Social Sciences for Human Liberation." The Afrocentric Paradigm. 
By Na’im Akbar; 139 
22 Akbar; 140 
23 Akbar; 140 
24Mbiti, John S. Introduction to African Religion. Oxford: Heinemann Educational, 1991. Print.; 
76 
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other is the consciousness of our Ancestors.25 He then adds that ancestors are the 

“Guardians of the human community as well as the keepers of life26”.  To understand 

African Spirituality is to understand our relationship to the world and universe outside of 

the material and the objective plane of existence. Without nature, God the creator, and the 

ancestral spirits, human life will not only be non-existent, but it would be incomplete and 

off-balance.  Defining the relationship between Africans and the cosmos is essential to 

understanding our creation of art given that art serves as an extension of our 

consciousness.   

 One of most respected and decorated voices in Hip Hop characterizes this art 

form as being an expression that is comprised of two fundamental ingredients; 

Intelligence and Movement. While describing Hip Hop in his song titled “Hip Hop Lives 

(Come Back), artist KRS-One asserts: 

Hip means to know 
It's a form of intelligence 
To be hip is to be up-date and relevant 
Hop is a form of movement 
You can't just observe a hop 
You got to hop up and do it 
Hip and hop is more than music 
Hip is the knowledge, hop is the movement 
Hip and hop is intelligent movement 
Or relevant movement 
We selling the music 
So write this down on your black books and journals: hip-hop culture is eternal 
Run and tell all your friends 
An ancient civilization has been born again, it's a fact27 
  

                                                
25Mazama, Ama. “Africentric Social Sciences for Human Liberation." The Afrocentric Paradigm. 
By Na’im Akbar 
26 Akbar; 140 
27KRS-One. Hip Hop Lives (I Come Back). Marley Marl, 2007. Rapgenius. Web. 
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Here KRS-One illustrates the functional nature of this art-form. He asserts that 

artists, listeners, and participants of the culture must understand two very essential 

elements of Hip Hop music. The first component described is intellect. This directly 

correlates to African understandings of epistemology and ontology.  To have or to show 

your intellect in Hip Hop is to have a consciousness or awareness of society, history, and 

one’s position within it.  Without an African-consciousness or a grasp of African 

epistemology and ontology, an artist omits the Hip within Hip Hop; leaving the art 

incomplete.  

 KRS-One proceeds to describe the second component of Hip Hop as movement.  

Here, he uses movement to represent political resistance.  The main idea behind this 

definition is to reveal the manner of which Hip Hop is supposed to create movement by 

invoking consciousness.  Within Hip Hop an elevated consciousness is the vehicle to 

political resistance. After the description of this art-form, KRS-One then alludes to the 

inherent spiritual nature of Hip Hop.  As he depicts Hip Hop as an eternal entity, he then 

contextualizes this concept by revealing that this art-form is a creation from Ancient 

civilization that has been reborn.  With this, KRS-One displays the inherent spiritual 

nature of Hip Hop. This description of Hip Hop reveals that the conscious resistance of 

this art will be not exist with spirituality. 

Pimping the caterpillar 

 This section title alludes to the caterpillar analogy at the start of the introduction 

of this thesis. It is a play on Lamar’s album title To Pimp a Butterfly. The themes and 

references of Lamar’s album title will be revealed in the proceeding chapters. However, I 
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conceptualize pimping the caterpillar as figurative phrase that alludes to the way an 

unconscious African can be pimped28 or crippled by European ideologies. Because hip 

hop artists serve as a voice for black communities across the diaspora, that voice can 

either reflect trauma, pain, joy, and other emotions resulting from societal conditions or 

assert agency to define and display our place in the world. While the former is an 

effective tool for healing African people, the latter is the only tool that can liberate 

African people.  This section of pimping the caterpillar reveals how some artists misses 

the mark of asserting our African agency through art. Without the lack of agency and 

subsequently a located consciousness, our art and our minds will be pimped.  

 Grammy award winning artist, Kanye West is known for incorporating spirituality 

in his lyrical content in the midst of addressing racial injustices placed on Black 

Americans. One of his most critically acclaimed record titled “Jesus Walks” represents 

one of his most spiritual and radical pieces of art to date. This song ultimately discusses 

the need for Jesus (God) in his as we embark on times of war.  In the introduction West 

states “We at war/We at war with terrorism, racism/But most of all we at war with 

ourselves.” He then proceeds to describe this “war” depicted in the streets of Chicago 

where he describes killing, stealing, and drug dealing as a means for survival.  West 

asserts, that the solution to the problems in his community is to follow the path of Jesus 

Christ. He suggests that walking on a righteous path will aid in liberating the community 

from this social and economic oppression.  Here it is clearly shown that Kanye West 

                                                
28 According to Merriam-Webster dictionary, a pimp is referred to as a criminal who is associated 
with, usually exerts control over, and lives off the earnings of one or more prostitutes. Pimp in 
this analogy refers to European hegemony and the authority it has over the minds of African 
people in America. A pimp can control, exploit, and cause chaos in the life of a prostitute.   
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attempts to liberate the members of his community with European religion.  By doing so, 

he neglects to address the source of oppression within African American communities.  

As previously stated, an Afrocentric consciousness includes an awareness of one’s 

cultural and historical position and reality in the world.  While attempting to mobilize his 

community to worship Jesus, West fails to acknowledge the root of his oppression.  By 

not acknowledging white supremacy but blaming the “Hustlers, Killers, drug dealers, and 

strippers” themselves for their lack of economic and social mobility, West proves that he 

does not have an Afrocentric-consciousness.   

 West’s constant reference to European religious figures also reveals his 

Eurocentric orientation. His method of liberation is to walk in the path of Jesus in order 

to take his “sins” away.  His “sins” are his occupation as being a drug dealer and possible 

murder of other black men in his community.  This shows that although West addresses 

politics and spiritual systems, his dislocation cannot lead his community into liberation.  

A European understanding of God that simply washes one’s sins away cannot be utilized 

to combat systemic oppression.  Also, without the correct knowledge of who the 

oppressor is one cannot effectively liberate themselves from said oppressive forces.  As 

demonstrated in “Jesus Walks”, Kanye West neglects the Intellect and African 

Consciousness (Hip) as well as the correct tools for resistance against oppression (Hop).   

 West follows a similar pattern of de-politicization in his song titled “Ultralight 

Beam” featuring artist Chance the Rapper. Like “Jesus Walks” West draws several 

connections to Christianity and ending a “war” against the evil spirits with his affinity 

towards the “holy” spirit. West asserts that it is indeed his faith in Christian 
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indoctrination that offers him “somewhere to feel safe” in a world of terror.29 He 

describes the terrorist attack in Paris that occurred in 201530 as one of those instances 

where Christianity can be used to fight sources of oppression.  In some instances, he 

recognizes these forces as “the devil”. One can argue that West is indeed political in his 

engagement with terrorism and use of spirituality to combat these societal issues. 

However, as previously mentioned, when discussing the consciousness of these artists it 

is important to understand that to be Afrocentric is to place ones African social, cultural, 

political identities at the center of our own realities.  The European cultural identity 

surrounding Christianity and the European political identification with the Paris attacks 

reveals West’s dislocation.  

 Unlike the other two songs previously mentioned, West follows a 

despritiualized31 approach in one of his most political songs titled, “Diamonds from 

Sierra Leone”. The lyrics describes a world in which people are so consumed with 

material objects, such as diamonds and jewelry, that they have lost substance and sight of 

what makes them a human being. The video as well gives insight into how Americans use 

African nations for their resources, resulting in the death and destruction of millions of 

African bodies.  While this political commentary is extremely necessary, West proceeds 

to discuss the importance of wealth and his legacy as an artist.  Being respected as an MC 

is what he claims to be more important than the material. The song essentially says, 

                                                
29West, Kanye. Ultralight Beam. Kanye West. Rock The World/IDJ/Kanye LP7, 2016. CD. 
30"Paris Attacks: What Happened on the Night." BBC News. BBC, 09 Dec. 2015. Web. 29 May 
2017. 
31 To despiritualize is to forge an illusion that all that exists is material and there is a denial of 
spirit. Taken from Ani, Marimba, 1994 
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“Diamonds may not last forever, but my art is immortal.” However, West’s idea of his art 

being immortal still idolizes the material. In regard to being respected as an artist, he 

states: 

I was sick about awards, couldn't nobody cure me 
Only playa that got robbed but kept all his jewelry 
Alicia Keys tried to talk some sense in him 
Thirty minutes later sein' there's no convincin' him 
What more could you ask for? The international asshole 
Who complain about what he is owed? 
And throw a tantrum like he is three years old 
You gotta love it though: somebody still speaks from his soul 
And wouldn't change by the change or the game or the fame 
When he came in the game, he made his own lane 
Now all I need is y'all to pronounce my name 
It's Kanye, but some of my plaques, they still say Kayne 
 

You can see here, that although West attempts to denounce the importance of material 

wealth, he is still driven by physical accolades to affirm his artistry. West’s obsession 

with physical and material gratification connects to Marimba Ani’s critique on Marx.  

Ani states that “Marx was incapable of critiquing the European world view, or putting 

racism/white supremacy in its proper context. He was just another yurugu with 

despritualized ideas about the acquisitions and distribution of material objects to be 

manipulated.32” He did not critique the way the music business is compromising artistic 

integrity nor did he critique the way physical accolades and music sales has become more 

important than the music itself. By equating respect as an artist with music awards, he is 

simply critiquing the distribution of material objects and not the system itself.  This 

reveals his indoctrination of European ideas of egotism and individualism.  Similar to 

                                                
32 Ani, Marimba; 176 
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“Jesus Walks”, West fails to directly critique white supremacy and assert his own agency 

as an African in America.   

 Rap group N.W.A is known as one of the most radical and political music groups 

of the 20th century.  Their hit record “Fuck the Police” was one of the first of its nature to 

explicitly reject law enforcement as form of musical protest.  This song protests police 

brutality, racial profiling, and corrupt and immoral law officers who abuse their power.  

Just as KRS-One stated, the Hop in Hip Hop is supposed to create mobility and 

movement within the community with the music. “Fuck the Police” does just that! 

N.W.A uses this mobility and makes a call to action to his fellow community members 

when he states, “a young nigga on the war path And when I'm finished, it's gonna be a 

bloodbath” coupled with “A sucka in a uniform waitin' to get shot/by me, or anotha 

nigga.” N.W.A’s call to action and tool for liberation is clear as day.  They aim to liberate 

themselves and the people of their community by fighting back physically.  Although the 

message of killing the oppressor may not be taken into consideration literally, the rap 

group still makes it clear that protest and violence can be used as a tool to combat 

oppressive forces.  N.W.A follows similar tropes of combating the system of white 

supremacy with songs such as “Express Yourself”, “Dopeman”, and “Straight Outta 

Compton”. With these songs, one can see the assertion of agency while also placing black 

experience, knowledge, and ways of life at the center of their own realities.  However, 

N.W.A still neglects to incorporate spiritual consciousness.  

 Unlike Kanye West, N.W.A seems to understand the correct oppressive force. 

However, these songs still prove to be Eurocentric in orientation in its concern with only 
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a physical form of liberation.  An Afrocentric consciousness considers the mind, body, 

and spirit as one entity, thus all entities must be liberated together.  N.W.A ’s focus on 

tangible resistance and physical liberation33neglects spiritual nature that is needed to 

completely free one’s holistic being. 

Metamorphic Consciousness 

“I’m not saying I’m gonna rule the world or change the world. But I guarantee that I will 
spark the brain that will change the world. It’s our job to spark somebody else watching 
us. We might not be the ones. But let’s not be selfish and because we not gone change the 
world not talk about how we should change it. I don’t know how to change it. But I know 
if I keep talking about how dirty it is somebody gon’ clean it up.34” - Tupac Shakur 
 
 Hip Hop as an art that reflects socio-political identities while manifesting spiritual 

consciousness is complex in its ability to convey several messages within a single album 

or track. Critiquing the system, asserting one’s agency while maintaining a connection 

with one’s spiritual self, and doing all in a communal orientation is a challenging task to 

manage as a hip hop artist.  Before the release of “To Pimp a Butterfly”, artists such as 

Tupac Shakur and DMX have been attempting to tackle this complex task of 

incorporating the hip as well as the hop; the spirituality and the conscious movement. As 

their music evoked consciousness, they began to create art that no longer pimps the 

caterpillar. The ideas and values placed within the art represents a sort of metamorphosis 

or transitional period of consciousness for Hip-Hop music.   

 With both DMX and Shakur, one can see the transformation of hip hop art results 

from the inclusion of an African consciousness and understanding of spirituality.  For 

                                                
33Ani, Marimba. Yurugu: An African-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and  
  Behavior. Trenton, N.J: Africa World Press, 1994. Web. 
34 MTV interview shown in Tupac: Resurrection documentary released in 2003. 
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instance, DMX’s most critically acclaimed album titled “It’s Dark and Hell is Hot” and 

Shakur’s “All Eyez on Me” gives insight into what it means for an African to be 

conscious of the mind, body, and spirit. Both albums loosely follow Welsh’s Nzuri model 

of Aesthetics. The Welsh-Asante Nzuri model of Afrocentric aesthetics is described as a 

theory that “regards perception and values as complimentary entities. It is the belief that 

good and beauty are interchangeable.35” This model is comprised of seven essential 

aspects that centers around three entities. The seven aspects are: Meaning (“expression in 

relationship to individual and community”), Ethos (“Quality of Expression that exudes 

spirit, emotion and energy”), Motif (Incorporation and use of symbols in artistic product 

that reflect a specific culture and heritage”), Mode (“manner in which artistic production 

is expressed”), Function (“Operative relationship of artistic product to individual and 

community”), Method/Technique (“practical and physical means of realizing artistic 

product”), and Form(“status of artistic product in terms of structure, shape, and 

composition”)36.  The three entities are: Spirit, Rhythm, and Creativity. All of the 

aspects converge while these aspects and entities draws from three sources; Ashe, Ehe, 

and Oral principles. According to the model, spirt is positioned at the center of all 

aspects; causing the manifestation of African epistemology (ehe principle37) and ontology 

                                                
35 Welsh-Asante; 11 
36 Welsh-Asante, Kariamu. The African Aesthetic: Keeper of the Traditions, vol. no. 153., 
Greenwood Press, Westport, Conn, 1993; 11-12 
37 According to Welsh-Asante’s “The Aesthetic Conceptualization of Nzuri”, The Ehe principle 
“acknowledges the existence of the activity and inherent that acknowledgement is a critical 
response. Essentially, Ehe is discovery and renewal” 
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(ashe principle38).  What makes DMX and Tupac Shakur’s art Afrocentric aesthetically is 

the way they use the oral principle39 to transmit the core sources and entities of this 

model. This analyses on Shakur and DMX will focus on how these core principles and 

entities take three aspects of Welsh-Asante’s Nzuri model (meaning, ethos, mode) to 

activate an Afrocentric consciousness.   

 “All Eyez on Me” and “It’s Dark and Hell is Hot” uses the art of emceeing40 to 

evoke emotion and energy to forge their connection to spirituality.  As displayed in “All 

Eyez on Me”, Shakur utilizes a war-like expression in his lyrics, rhythm and delivery. As 

he raps from the pit of his stomach41, Shakur exudes pain and angst in some instances 

while emoting expressions of combativeness and compassion in other instances.  For 

example, in the track “Only God Can Judge Me”, Shakur raps: 

Somebody help me, tell me where to go from here 
‘Cause even thugs cry, but do the Lord care? 
Try to remember, but it hurts 
I'm walkin' through the cemetery, talkin' to the dirt 
I’d rather die like a man, than live like a coward 
There’s a ghetto up in Heaven and it’s ours 
“Black Power” is what we scream  
As we dream in a paranoid state 
And our fate is a lifetime of hate.   
 

                                                
38 Welsh-Asante notes that The Ashe principle is an “affirmation of one’s tradition through 
reinforcement, reliance, enhancement, and retrieval in the artistic product" 
39 According to Welsh-Asante, the oral principle is defined as “transmission of traditional art 
forms including storytelling, music, dance and literature” 
40 An emcee is described as a “master of ceremonies” or s(he) who performs, speaks or raps over 
a rhythm.   
41 Rapper Shock-G describes Shakur’s rapping style as deriving from “Pit of his stomach” in 
Tupac:Resurrection. 
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This is one of several examples of Shakur utilizing ethos, meaning, and mode within a 

single verse42.  Driven by pain and trauma from systemic oppression, Shakur uses his 

belief in the “super world” of the creator and the “inner-world of ideas, thoughts, and 

emotions” to critique the system that affects himself and his community.  DMX’s 

manifestation of spiritually can also be shown in his track titled “Prayer”. In this poem, 

he says:  

And I almost lost faith when you took my man 
Monty, Paso, and Jay's brother Dan 
And I fear that what I'm saying won't be heard until I'm gone 
But it's all good, 'cause I really didn't expect to live long 
So if it takes for me to suffer, for my brother to see the light 
Give me pain 'til I die, but please, Lord, treat him right 
 
Here, DMX emotes pain and fear to convey a message of righteousness and peace to his 

family or community in poverty stricken areas. While doing this, his spiritual 

consciousness remains at the center of his being; his inner thoughts, perceptions of the 

world, and emotions43.   

 It is evident that both albums share an Afrocentric aesthetic because of their 

incorporation of a “Reward of Recognition” that recognizes the “beholder, the 

participant, and the creator.44” Because of their Afrocentric location, DMX and Shakur’s 

artistic creation serves as a pivotal point for the hip-hop genre. Albums such as “It’s Dark 

and Hell is Hot” and “All Eyez on Me” serves as a prototype for African conscious rap 

albums in its ability to converge elements of African Epistemology, Axiology, and 

                                                
42 Similar patterns of ethos and meaning utilized to manifest spirituality shown in tracks “Two of 
America’s Most Wanted”, I ain’t Mad at Cha”, “Life goes on” 
43 Similar patterns of spirituality guiding DMX’s expressions of meaning and ethos are displayed 
in tracks titled “Let Me Fly”, “For My Dogs”, “The Convo”. 
44 Welsh, 16 
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Ontology to elevate the consciousness of their communities.  Although DMX and Shakur 

themselves were unable to fully liberate themselves and their community from the 

systemic oppression they tirelessly critiqued, they were able to incite located thought into 

Hip-hop audiences.  
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CHAPTER  5 

  THE MOVEMENT: HIP HOP AS A RADICAL AND SPIRITUAL VEHICLE 

 
“The word pimp has so much aggression and for me it means several things. It represents using 

my celebrity for good. Another reason is not being pimped by the industry through my 

celebrity45” –Kendrick Lamar 

Kendrick Lamar has always considered himself to be a “student of the game”, 

meaning he is a hip hop artist who not only creates art for himself and his community, but 

understands the art to be a manifestation of culture and identity. As a student of the game, 

Lamar has studied albums such as “All Eyez on Me” and “It’s Dark and Hell is hot” to 

examine DMX’s and Shakur’s lyricism, rhythm, emotion, creativity, and overall 

aesthetic46. Learning from those who create art with an Afrocentric aesthetic, Lamar was 

able to use this location to create art that is liberatory. While DMX and Tupac Shakur’s 

art reflects an extension of African American culture and identity, Lamar’s “To Pimp a 

butterfly” uses our culture and identity as agency for liberation.  

The Rhythmic, Create(tion) of the Butterfly 

 Lamar’s “To Pimp a Butterfly” album is a story about the music industry 

exploiting black art for sales and monetary gain.  Lamar uses this metaphor of the 

industry to make a larger comment on how white supremacy ultimately leads to the 

                                                
45 "Kendrick Lamar Breaks Down Tracks From 'To Pimp a Butterfly'." MTV News. MTV. 31 
Mar. 2015. Television. 
 
46 Drake, David. "Kendrick Lamar's 25 Favorite Albums." Complex. Complex, 20 Oct. 2016. 
Web. 08 July 2017. 
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destruction of black lives and consciousness. Throughout the album, Lamar discusses, 

greed, anger, psychological trauma, triumph, and victory.  These emotions are not only 

explored through his lyrics, but they are also displayed in his cover illustration and music 

composition.   

Figure 1.1 To Pimp A Butterfly Album Cover 

 

The figure above features the cover art for the album.  As you can see, Lamar (in 

the center) and several men from his neighborhood are posted outside of the white house 

with liquor bottles and stacks of money. All of the black bodies are hovering over the 

body of what seems to be a judge who is now dead. There is a gavel at the end of his 

hand as he lies down with X’s across his eyes. The smaller child to the left has his arms 

raised with a smile on his face as he flips the bird.  Kendrick has an expression of victory 

as he holds a small child in his arms. All of the men pictured are shirtless with expression 

of triumph and content as well. It looks as if these black men took over the White House, 
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killing the judge in the process.  The illustration represents the end of a revolution where 

people from the hood have now taken over the system that once suppressed them. The 

money held in the hands of these men can represent reparations. These reparations from 

money exploited from black bodies who were enslaved, black bodies imprisoned in the 

(in)justice system, culture appropriation, and all other ways Europeans have brought 

detriment to black communities.  Lamar’s cover art creatively captures the 16-track 

album with one photo. Although it’s a photo of victory, the context gives insight into the 

past experiences of black communities as well. Black culture and condition is on display 

here. When describing creativity of Afrocentric aesthetics, Welsh-Asante asserts that 

“creativity is the metatext for creation itself and through man’s and society’s creative 

expressions, clarity and purpose is shed on the Supreme Being’s master plan.47” Lamar’s 

cover art exhibits creativity; one of Welsh-Asante’s source of units at the core of the 

Nzuri model.      

Rhythm as source of Nzuri is explored through the musical composition (beat 

selection, samples, and instrumentation).  “To Pimp a Butterfly” has elements of Jazz, 

Funk, Soul, R&B, and of course Hip-Hop. Each rhythm sonically reflecting the imagery 

and emotions painted in the lyrics.  For instance, tracks “Wesley’s Theory” and “King 

Kunta” both have elements of African-American mythology. While the story is being 

told, a heavy bass is present along with a complimentary high frequency chimes. 

Although both beats are upbeat, the funk instrumentation of the bass and chimes exudes a 

                                                
47 Welsh-Asante; 13 
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vibe of eeriness of caution.  With a rhythm like this, storytelling is very critical for Lamar 

and the steady beat allows for him to flow above it with ease.    

 On the other hand, the instrumentation does not take a back seat in the songs that 

incorporate jazz.  Tracks such as “U”, “Institutionalized”, and “For Free” are heavily jazz 

influenced so by nature they are heavily emotional and reflective in content.  In all three 

of these tracks, Lamar discusses cultural identity and reflects on past experiences.  Every 

jazz influenced track has a theme of memory. Tracks featuring R&B and Soul samples 

and instrumentation tend to reflect the community and whatever message he wants to 

pass on at the moment.  For example, the sample in “I” is very fast-paced, upbeat and 

very colorful; including an entire band as opposed to 2-3 instruments48. The positive 

message reflects the color featured in the beat selection. On the other hand, the slow-

paced soul beat featured in “How Much a Dollar Costs” conveys a different message to 

the community. In this track, he gives advice to his community for progression. The slow 

tempo asks the community members to take a more serious tone and reflect on the lyrics. 

Because rhythm is “the life force that permeates and guides all acts of creations and the 

material results of artistic thought.49”, Lamar is able to utilize instrumentation as a tool to 

compliment and drive each message to the audience.   

A New Chrysalis: Veneration to Maroonage 

 While both the visual component and instrumentation of the album exhibit the 

sources of creativity and rhythm, Lamar’s lyrics display spirit at the core of its creation.  

                                                
48 The track “I” featured on “To Pimp a Butterfly” sample Isley Brother’s “That Lady” from their 
1973 album “3+3” 
49 Welsh-Asante; 12 
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Lamar uses Spirituality as a vehicle to liberate himself and his community. He does this 

in a three-step process.   

Figure 2.1 TPAB Maroonage Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First is his Exhibition phase. In the figure above, this phase is displayed at the base of the 

pyramid because it is the first phase he must encounter before entering full liberation. 

Before liberation is achieved, one must first recognize systems of oppression as being the 

source of problems in the black community.  In this phase, he puts capitalism and 

obsession with materialism on display to show how the effects are detrimental to African 

American social mobility while distorting our consciousness in the process.  Welsh’s 

aspect of motif is revealed in the phase.  As shown in figure 1.1, motif is described as the 

“incorporation and use of symbols in artistic production that reflect a specific culture and 

heritage.” 
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In the track “Wesley’s Theory”, Wesley Snipes is used as an African-American 

mythological character to tell a story about what happens when one’s perception of 

reality is distorted with European ideologies. This idea of fame and obsession with the 

material world will come back to haunt you. In this case “Uncle Sam” or the government 

will be punishing those who spend money excessively without paying taxes. Wesley 

Snipes is an actor who was imprisoned for tax fraud in 2008.  In this track, Lamar 

inherets the persona of “Uncle Sam” talking to a young celebrity who had his first taste of 

wealth. He asks: 

What you want? You a house or a car? 
Forty acres and a mule, a piano, a guitar? 
Anythin', see, my name is Uncle Sam, I'm your dog 
Motherfucker, you can live at the mall 
I know your kind (That's why I'm kind) 
Don't have receipts (Oh, man, that's fine) 
Pay me later, wear those gators 
Cliché, then say, "Fuck your haters" 
I can see the borrow in you, I can see the dollar in you 
Little white lies, but it's no white-collar in you 
But it's whatever though because I'm still followin' you 
 
This tale of the government luring African-American’s into debt ends with the cautionary 

reminder, “I'll Wesley Snipe your ass before thirty-five.”  

The track titled, “King Kunta” incorporates African mythological characters as 

well. The song centers around the fictional enslaved African, Kunta Kinte, featured in 

Alex Haley’s book and miniseries entitled “Roots”.  Kunta Kinte as a mythological figure 

represents resistance and survival of black people in America. In the chorus Lamar raps:  

 
Bitch, where you when I was walkin'? 
Now I run the game, got the whole world talkin' 
King Kunta 
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Everybody wanna cut the legs off him 
(King) Kunta 
Black man taking no losses, oh yeah 
 
This chorus serves as a metaphor to describe the way the system in America (rather it be 

politics, education, or the music industry) takes advantage of African-Americans as we 

maintain a victorious consciousness. This notion of white supremacy attempting to use 

materialism to control the consciousness of African Americans is a pattern shown in 

other tracks such as “For Sale” and “For Free”. Both tracks featuring materialism and 

greed manifested in the form of lust and sex.  In regard to Lamar’s critique on white 

supremacy, scholar Marimba Ani holds similar sentiments stating, “White supremacy 

seeks energy by imposing disorder on the world through racial domination…. it denies 

spirituality and requires world domination.” All of the songs present in this phase affirms 

Ani’s critique on European culture. With each track, you can see how spirituality is 

replaced by material goods and services.  Without spirituality, we are being pimped by 

the system or deceived into believing that the material world is the most important as it is 

the most tangible.  

Lamar’s exhibition phase is one that allows the audience to critique and recognize 

the perils of white supremacy. He utilizes motif and story-telling to spark a spiritual 

awakening. Dr. Molefi Asante addresses the idea of personal narratives guiding one’s 

consciousness to liberation: 

When a writer seeks to write about life…the first thing that should come to mind 
is himself, his people, and their motifs. If he writes about his own people, he is writing 
about a universal experience of people…isolate, define, and promote those values, 
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symbols, and experiences which affirm you. Only through this type of affirmation can we 
really and truly find our renewal.50  
The exhibition phase represents Lamar’s first step to renewal.  

The second phase or process taken to reach liberation is labeled as his Revelation 

phase. In this phase, he discovers his spirituality by acknowledging a supreme being. 

Lamar reaches an epiphany that God/and the creator of the universe holds more 

significance in his life than the material, physical, and tangible “valuables” that the white 

capitalist system has to offer. In his Revelation Phase: you can see Welsh’s aspect of 

ethos being displayed. As you can see in figure 1.1, ethos is described as “Quality of 

expression that exudes spirit emotion and energy. In his track titled “U”, capitalism 

begins to take a toll on his psyche. This is a turning point in the album because he is now 

feeling the systematic effects that he discussed earlier in “Wesley’s Theory”, “For Sale” 

and “For Free”.  In this song, Lamar battles mental illness while coming to terms with his 

spiritual consciousness. This song features a conversation between Lamar and his 

subconscious mind as he indulges in alcohol to ease his pain. In this track, he raps in a 

style similar to a self-reflecting monologue, he exclaims: 

 
Where was your presence? 
Where was your support that you pretend? 
You ain’t no brother, you ain’t no disciple 
You ain’t no friend 
A friend never leave Compton for profit 
Or leave his best friend, little brother 
You promised you’d watch him before they shot him 
Where was your antennas? 
On the road, bottles and bitches 
You FaceTimed him one time, that's unforgiven 
                                                
50 Gaffin, Virgilette Nzingha. "The Context of Agency: Liberating African Consciousness from 
Postcolonial Discourse Theory.”; p 294-295 
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You even FaceTimed instead of a hospital visit 
Guess you thought he would recover well 
Third surgery, they couldn't stop the bleeding for real 
Then he died, God himself will say, "You fuckin' failed" 
You ain't try 
 

Here, he proclaims his frustration and anger with himself for choosing celebrity and fame 

over the well-being of his family and community in Compton, California. The indulgence 

of material products led to alcohol abuse. Within this state of depression, Lamar reveals 

that he has not only failed his family and community, but he has failed the creator.  

Tracks “How Much a Dollar Cost” and “Momma” is where he uses his developed 

spiritual consciousness to release his depression.     

In the track “How much a Dollar Cost” Lamar reaches a spiritual awakening 

where he talks to the creator of the universe.  God, the creator of the Universe, disguised 

as a homeless man asks Lamar for money. When Lamar refuses, he then reveals himself 

as the creator. God shows him that greed and fame is not worth anything in the spiritual 

realm. God shows him that white supremacy not only suppresses us socio-economically 

and politically, but it has a hand in destroying the innate spiritual nature in our culture. 

The track titled “Momma” conveys a similar message where Lamar reaches an 

acceptance of more than wealth. In the second verse, he raps: 

 
I know everything, know myself 
I know morality, spirituality, good and bad health 
I know fatality might haunt you 
I know everything, I know Compton 
I know street shit, I know shit that's conscious 
I know everything, I know lawyers, advertisement and sponsors 
I know wisdom, I know bad religion, I know good karma 
I know everything, I know history 
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I know the universe works mentally 
I know the perks of bullshit isn't meant for me 

 

 This verse relates to Marimba Ani’s ideology of “the spiritual dimension being 

used to ‘threaten the ordered system’ 51of oppression constructed by Europeans.” By 

denouncing the European world view, he now declares an understanding for an Africa 

way of life.  As Lamar begins to reject the world of greed and materialism, his 

understanding of African spirituality and culture guides leads him to the path of 

liberation.  

Lamar’s third and final phase is Community orientation. In this phase, Lamar 

restores his community (Compton) following his Sankofic52 experience of traveling to 

South Africa for the first time.  As he returns to Compton, he creates this maroon53 

community of elevated consciousness and restoration of African traditional values. In his 

last phase, you can see where Welsh’s Nzuri aspect of Function comes into play. Again, 

she describes function as an “operative relationship of artistic product to individual and 

community” Following the process of recognizing the problematic system (Exhibition 

phase) and decolonizing his mind through discovering spirituality (Revelation phase), 

Lamar is now able to take that knowledge and physically resist with his community by 

                                                
51 Ani, Marimba; 558 
52 Defined as “to reach back and get. Also, the “Sankofa symbol has also been adopted as an 
important symbol in an African-American and African Diaspora context to represent the need to 
reflect on the past to build a successful future” 
"Sankofa." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia (English). Web. 
 
53 Maroon communities refers to a group of people who have escaped enslavement and built 
communities outside of plantations.  Although enslavement on plantations are recognized as 
illegal today, maroonage in this context represents communities resisting white supremacy 
separating their communities from European culture and values.  
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his side.  Tracks such as “Blacker the Berry” and “I” reflect his call for physical and 

psychological resistance at the time of war against white supremacy.  In the chorus of “I” 

Lamar sings: 

And (I love myself) 
When you lookin' at me, tell me what do you see? 
(I love myself) 
Ahh, I put a bullet in the back of the back of the head of the police 
(I love myself) 
Illuminated by the hand of God, boy don't seem shy 
(I love myself) 
One day at a time, tryna go shine 
 

Speaking to his community, Kendrick Lamar discuss the possibility of using violence for 

protection against police brutality. In “Blacker the Berry” Lamar describes a riot reacting 

to brutality singing, “Six in the morn', fire in the street Burn, baby, burn, that's all I 

wanna see.”  He then directs his attention to Europeans stating:  

I'm African-American, I'm African 
I'm black as the moon, heritage of a small village 
Pardon my residence 
Came from the bottom of mankind 
My hair is nappy, my dick is big, my nose is round and wide 
You hate me, don't you? 
You hate my people, your plan is to terminate my culture 
You're fuckin' evil I want you to recognize that I'm a proud monkey 
You vandalize my perception but can't take style from me 
 

This verse not only recognizes the oppressor, but it restores agency to African people by 

affirming our identity and culture. He understands that as long as we know ourselves and 

take pride in our culture and values, his community will be liberated.  

At the end of each track on the album, Lamar reads a few lines of his letter titled 

“Mortal Man”. As it is revealed at the end of the album, the letter is written to rapper 
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Tupac Shakur.  In this instance, Shakur takes the role of an ancestral figure for Lamar. 

While Kendrick Lamar engages in this 3-step process, his conversation with the ancestral 

spirit (Tupac Shakur) is the vehicle he uses to navigate from the exhibition phase up into 

his final phase of community orientation. In the final letter, Lamar says: 

I remember you was conflicted 
Misusing your influence 
Sometimes I did the same 
Abusing my power, full of resentment 
Resentment that turned into a deep depression 
Found myself screaming in the hotel room 
I didn’t wanna self-destruct 
The evils of Lucy was all around me 
So I went running for answers 
Until I came home 
But that didn’t stop survivor’s guilt 
Going back and forth trying to convince myself the stripes I earned 
Or maybe how A-1 my foundation was 
But while my loved ones was fighting the continuous war back in the city, I was entering 
a new one 
A war that was based on apartheid and discrimination 
Made me wanna go back to the city and tell the homies what I learned 
The word was respect 
Just because you wore a different gang color than mine's 
Doesn’t mean I can’t respect you as a black man 
Forgetting all the pain and hurt we caused each other in these streets 
If I respect you, we unify and stop the enemy from killing us 
But I don’t know, I’m no mortal man, maybe I’m just another nigga 
 

This letter links all of the themes and messages of the album; revealing that his journey to 

consciousness led to the liberation of his community. Lamar’s conversation with Shakur 

is essential to his elevation of African-consciousness.  Scholar, John Miller Chernoff 

describes one’s relationship to ancestors as “the guardians of morality because they 
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represent the generational continuity of concern and respect.54”  Lamar’s desire to impact 

his community stems from his desire to continue and expand the legacy of his Hip-Hop 

ancestor who is now deceased. Kendrick Lamar, himself stated in an interview that “To 

Pimp a Caterpillar” was the original title for this album, revealing the acronym 2.P.A.C 

of the title alludes to the veneration of ancestral spirit, Tupac Shakur55. Although Lamar 

ultimately decided to replace “Caterpillar” with “Butterfly” to represent cycles and 

transformation of black life, it is important to contextualize the creative process for this 

art production.  For the “To Pimp a Butterfly” album, ancestral veneration is the source 

of his spiritual consciousness, creativity, and rhythm. All of these acting as a tool for 

liberation.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                
54 Chernoff ,John Miller. African Rhythm and African Sensibility. Chicago: U of Chicago, 1979. 
Print; p 165 
55  "Kendrick Lamar Breaks Down Tracks From 'To Pimp A Butterfly'." MTV News. MTV. 31 
Mar. 2015. Television. 
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CHAPTER  6 
CONCLUSION 

 It is important to acknowledge that art produced by African people, especially 

manifested through music does not always have to meet this criteria that encompasses 

both consciousness and liberation. Just as R&B and Neo-Soul music explore the meaning 

of love and heartbreak, while Blues music examines the effects of trauma and pain, all 

African music must at least explore the meaning of life, cultural values, and history from 

an African perspective.  Hip-Hop on the other hand must follow slightly different criteria.  

Due to its political and revolutionary roots as well as its popularity amongst young black 

audiences all over the diaspora, Hip-Hop has the social responsibility to encompass all of 

these things.  Hip-Hop that solely perpetuates violence on other black community 

members or upholds European values such as creating music that is simply “art for art’s 

sake” may sustain problems that are already present in our communities.  Because music 

has such an influence on our lives and culture, it is pertinent that artists create music for 

our culture. The only way to truly represent our cultural aesthetics and values is to be 

Afrocentric in orientation.   

 Having an Afrocentric location is the only way to achieve liberation.  The world 

is governed by white supremacy and its perpetuating nature of violence enacted on black 

bodies. This is a condition that black people cannot surpass without encompassing 

African spirituality as spirituality gives us insight into who we are holistically. When 

black art is used as a tool to engage in social activism, spirituality must always be 

included because the African spiritual world is the only realm that blackness can rest in 

agency, self-determination, and fulfillment.  Just as we see spirituality at the core of 
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Lamar’s album, it should be at the core of every black political movement, art, or any 

other form of resistance.  This aesthetic model and thus “To Pimp a Butterfly” can be 

used as a model for what resistance against white supremacy should look like.  Not just in 

music but in the real world as well. This model that: 1) Critiques the system of capitalism 

and Eurocentric hegemony, 2) Elevate one’s consciousness individually and within 

community, and 3) Creates or plan for maroonage, all while African spirituality and 

values are at the center should be used to liberate our African communities all over the 

diaspora.   
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