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Introduction


Hamada Ben Amor was still living at his parents’ house in the provincial Tunisian port city of Sfax when he finished a new hip-hop track he had been working on and uploaded it with a video clip to the internet.


The video opens with black-and-white archive images of Tunisian president Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali trying to comfort a terrified schoolboy in a classroom. His hair slicked back in vampiric style, the president looms over the cowering child and demands to know what is wrong: “Go on, tell me. Don’t be afraid! Do you want to tell me something?”


It then cuts to the young rapper, wreathed in lugubrious shadow as he launches into a reply like a vengeful prosecutor reading an indictment for the most heinous of crimes: “Mr. President, today I am speaking to you in my name and in the name of all the people who are suffering…Today I speak fearlessly on behalf of the people crushed by the weight of injustice…”


As the 21-year-old rides the rolling groove, he looses off a barrage of lyrical punches, landing slug after slug on the Tunisian dictator. Corruption, poverty, unemployment, police brutality, repression - line by line, verse by verse, he batters away at Ben Ali in what must be one of the most vigorous takedowns in hip-hop history.


Rais Le Bled (Head of State), the song that the young MC recorded in November 2010 under his alias El Général, would go on to have more impact than he could ever have imagined over the weeks that followed, and wider political resonance than most other rap songs ever recorded.


“It was a direct message for the president, a message in the name of the people, for the people,” he explained later. “I wanted it to reach the president, I wanted him to know what’s happening in the country.”


The message got through. As tens of thousands of Tunisians took to the streets a month later, after a street trader set himself on fire in a symbolic act of self-sacrificial protest, Rais Le Bled went viral, becoming an anthem for their uprising, sharpening the rage and disgust of a people that had suffered too much and for too long.


El Général quickly struck again with another blast of insurrectionary lyricism, Tounes Bledna (Tunisia My Country), declaring that the protesters would never back down, never surrender: “Tunisia is our country, the entire people hand in hand!” This time his words so infuriated the authorities that police launched a dawn raid on his parents’ home in Sfax, dragging him off to the National Security Bureau in the capital where he was handcuffed to a chair and interrogated for three days.


“They asked, how can you write such stuff? How dare you pass messages to the president, he has such an important position in our country, you can’t criticise the chief directly! Why did you do it? What do you want? Who’s behind you? Who are the people who told you to write such stuff?” he recalled.


“They asked a lot of questions, and I said: ‘I belong to myself. I write about the things that I see from one day to the next. This is the voice of our everyday lives.’”


And it was already too late to stop him; the songs were out there and the days were counting down to president Ben Ali’s flight from power and into exile. After El Général’s release, he joined the protests too: “On the streets, I saw unity, I saw intelligent young people. I felt like I belonged.”


The Tunisian uprising heralded the start of a remarkable few months in the Middle East and North Africa: what became known as the ‘Arab Spring’, a moment of revolutionary zeal which struck fear into the souls of dictators across the region and beyond. A time when rappers scrawled their lyrics behind the barricades, and when it seemed that the impossible had finally become achievable…for a brief moment, anyway, until some of those dreams turned into savage nightmares…


In Tahrir Square in Cairo, protesters thrilled to the sound of rapper Deeb declaiming a summons to action called Egyptian, Stand Up! over steely funk interlaced with sinewy Arabic motifs: “The revolution is not over yet, it has just begun,” he urged. In the Palestinian territories, in Lebanon and Jordan, even in Syria, hip-hop had become a new medium of dissent for a younger generation of Arab youths.


Songs were lashed together from street slogans, quickly recorded, uploaded, file-shared, replayed back onto the streets on which they originated, creating a feedback loop that fed itself as it nurtured the resistance. “Today in the Arab world, when you want to pass on a message, rap is the best way,” El Général declared. Chuck D of Public Enemy once described rap as the ‘black CNN’; now it was as if Arab MCs were running their own rolling news channel, the hip-hop nation’s Al Jazeera.




“Music is the weapon of the future; music is the weapon of the progressives; music is the weapon of the givers of life.”


Fela Kuti





People have been using music to damn the iniquities of the powerful and narrate the emotions of changing times since the earliest days of recording, and for centuries before that. The story of how an obscure young rapper from a provincial Tunisian city became a revolutionary hero was just another example of how pop, in its widest definition, can still help to inspire and sustain movements for change, and in turn transform the lives of those who channel the energies of social turmoil into sound.


The six pieces of reportage that make up this book are about extraordinary moments like this - fleeting periods in recent history when music became a soundtrack to social transformations, quickening the heartbeat and feeding the soul of cultural movements or alternative communities seeking, with the audacity of youth, to confront injustice, alter the consciousness of a generation, or at least create safe havens where they could freak freely until the police moved in.


The first and final chapters tell the stories of encounters with two unique groups of pop-cultural activists, Public Enemy and Pussy Riot, who came from very different times and places but both started out with the direct intent to set fires and smash icons. Despite being wounded by the energies that they unleashed but ultimately could not control, both succeeded in shining a light into the darkness at the heart of their own worlds.


Here too are tales from outside the traditions of the protest song and the history of politically-conscious pop - stories about intrepid attempts to create alternate realities or ‘temporary autonomous zones’ offering at least the illusion of a momentary escape from the tribulations of a rapacious Babylon.


Amid the chaotic hedonism that erupted after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the techno scene helped to create a new identity for the once-divided city, bringing youth from east and west together in the liberating darkness of subterranean nightclubs and helping them to build some kind of new community in what was once no man’s land - or that’s what some of those who were there at the time believe. Its most spectacular manifestation, the Love Parade, offered an alternative vision of the metropolis as a nexus for creative energies; a vision that managed to retain at least some of its resonance despite the brazen commodification and ultimate traumatic demise of the event itself.


In Britain in the nineties, there were also those who believed that the acid-house fantasy of love, peace and ecstatic bliss could be more than a weekend holiday in an altered state - the anarchistic sound-system techno-hippies who wanted the free party to go on forever, even after a series of laws were passed to make it stop. Some of these sonic extremists chose to leave their homeland behind and took to the roads of mainland Europe to live the rave dream full-time after they saw the illicit hedonist culture that they had loved selling itself for commercial rewards. Moving from country to country in their raggedy convoys, they sought out new spaces to create their own libertine enclaves in a symbolic rejection of capitalist realities.


Musicians have played vital supporting roles in a series of uprisings to oust undemocratic regimes in recent years - during the Arab Spring, and amid the revolutions in eastern European states like Serbia and Ukraine in the first decade of the twenty-first century, to the point when it has sometimes seemed that no popular rebellion is complete without its own theme song. This book documents a few dramatic days in the life of the uprising in Istanbul’s Taksim Square in 2013, when young Turkish musicians braved the tear gas and plastic bullets to help resist what they saw as an assault on their liberty and their culture - an attempt to socially engineer a generation of dutiful Islamic conservatives - marking them as heirs to a little-documented history of rock’n’roll dissidence in Turkey that dates back to the sixties.


But young progressives like these hold no domain over the sonic realm. On the other side of the ideological barricades, music has long been a tool of propagandists trying to promote government ideology (and a means of torture, in the case of the Guantanamo Bay prisoners subjected to incessant rock music at extreme volume by US jailers trying to break their spirits). Another chapter in this book looks at a period when pop propaganda was taken to its most extraordinary extremes in recent history, in the former Soviet republic of Georgia under the rule of idiosyncratic president Mikheil Saakashvili, a man who seemed to have a catchy tune ready for any political situation, from election campaigns to battles against separatist rebels. But as optimism gave way to horror, these patriotic melodies became the soundtrack to his nation’s terrifying descent into armed conflict.


Pop Grenade, then, is a series of personal dispatches from critical moments when music has been used as an agent of change, or as Fela Kuti put it, as a weapon. It is not intended to be a comprehensive history of pop and politics over the past couple of decades; rather, it is just what I managed to see with my own eyes - a series of dispatches from the some of the highest of times, acted out by an extraordinary cast of righteous preachers, libertine conspirators, delirious cultists, rock’n’roll visionaries, techno activists and holy fools, not all of whom are still with us anymore.


That’s because, perhaps inevitably given the stakes that have sometimes been in play, not all of these stories have happy endings. Some of them end in despair, disillusionment and even death; there is failure and regret here as well as celebration. But one thread runs through all these dispatches from various timezones and datelines: the belief that sometimes, at the right time in the right place with the right people, music can still be a genuinely inspirational force.


As a journalist, I’ve been privileged to witness some remarkable happenings on the frontlines of pop culture over the last couple of decades, often finding beauty and wonder in the most bizarre and desperate places. I’ve also met some exceedingly unusual people with very peculiar ideas about what music can do - incite a revolution, stop a war, revitalise a city, help to build a state…


And sometimes, some of them even managed to succeed.










Chapter One


The Prophets of Rage


Air-raid sirens howl out across the darkened hall as a platoon of young men in urban camouflage uniforms and red berets march purposefully onto the stage, paramilitary troopers clasping what look like semi-automatic pistols at shoulder height as they drill back and forth, their faces set hard in concentration. The sirens wail on, louder now, piercing the eardrums as the troopers raise their fists in a Black Power salute and their stern little sergeantmajor yells out his defiant invocation: “Armageddon is now in effect!”


A volley of turntable scratches and jagged-edge samples rips through the wall of screeching noise and a martial drumbeat hammers out of the speakers, clattering closer like a robotic marching band. The paramilitaries with their replica Uzis stand to attention and their commander lifts the microphone and shouts again: “Alright, let’s make some noise! Let’s break this shit up!”


And it’s on, the show is on…Chuck D is leaping, boxing the air and gesticulating frantically to emphasise the beats as they drop hard from the speakers, while his hype man Flavor Flav vamps and pranks his way around him, weaving demented figures-of-eight as he gambols across the floor: “Bass for your face!” he blurts out, as the Security of the First World troopers cock their ersatz weapons from podiums above the stage, their choreographed stop-motion poses halfway between militaristic menace and theatrical camp.


As they launch into Rebel Without a Pause, Chuck D looks set to spontaneously combust right here in front of the crowd, his eyes popping as his energy rush starts to hit escape velocity, as if the speeding rhythm might propel him upwards, out of the hall and away across the city skies. “Yo Chuck, you’ve got them running scared!” warns Flav as he sees his comrade about to catch fire…


It’s hard to remember now, so long afterwards, just how Public Enemy dropped like a sonic cluster-bomb into the collective consciousness of British youth back in 1987 when they first toured the country - an experience that was to be as life-changing for them as it was for us.


The anticipation had been rising steadily since their first British release, Public Enemy No. 1, earlier that year. Most of us had still only read about the band in the music papers: the ‘Black Panthers of rap’, the new militants of the hip-hop age, incandescent with revolutionary zeal, come to blast our brains apart with the kind of electronic assault we didn’t even have the strength of imagination to dream about. I remember getting my copy back from the record shop one evening: the matt-black sleeve, the iconic Def Jam Records logo - the definition of where it’s at, at that time - and putting the needle to the groove for the first time…and then this unimaginable dervish howl, this frantic eruption of squalling frequencies that I would only later discover was sampled from Fred Wesley and the JBs’ Blow Your Head… and indeed, my head was blown; a few short minutes later, nothing could be the same again.


In 1987, the time was right: much of the dominant pop music of the mid-eighties was either glossy and aspirational, as fitted the Reagan-Thatcher years, or had retreated into anomie and introspection. But now here was a crew that was sketching out a new iconography of pop dissent and filing the latest dispatches from the frontlines of racial politics in the US, while making a noise that was as radical as their message. How could we resist?


The hyperactively trend-searching British music press, which at the time still had a crucial influence on public taste and was staffed with highly literate critical partisans yearning for a new sound with the subversive energy of punk rock, instinctively embraced Public Enemy and helped stoke an appetite for their debut album Yo! Bum Rush the Show, which received a largely tepid reaction from the US media but became a cult artefact in the UK.


To a British listener, Public Enemy had that dark thrill of forbidden knowledge as well as the infernal energy of a musical genre that was not yet fully-formed, hurtling into the future unconstrained by custom and practice, while their contradictory vibrations gave them an urgent, nervous buzz. “The British tabloid music press found this package irresistible, and with a strange mixture of fanboy irony, Frankfurt School skepticism and thinly disguised racial fear, they began calling Public Enemy the world’s most dangerous band. Their music was so good it was scary,” suggested US author Jeff Chang in his essential hip-hop history, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop. 1


A glance at some of the adoring articles written about Public Enemy in the British music press in 1987 gives an idea of what Chang meant. One journalist from the NME described the band as “street heavies with a PhD in Political Studies and a blade in their back pockets”.2 In the Melody Maker, another awestruck writer declared: “Nothing has ever looked so malicious or so venomous. So overstrung or so outraged. So excessively executed and so savagely meant.” 3


As well as ideologically-motivated music writers looking for something to dirty up the sterile façades of late-eighties corporate pop, Britain was also a relatively unsegregated country with a huge appetite for contemporary black music and a few crucial radio shows that promoted the most challenging of alternative sounds: from the late-night broadcasts of BBC veteran John Peel to the London pirate stations and regional radio DJs with specialist dance-music shows like Stu Allen in Manchester. The country also had its own racial tensions and right-wing government, making it fertile territory for Public Enemy, both musically and politically. “Public Enemy had much more cultural impact in England than they had in America when they came out,” recalls Bill Adler, the band’s former publicist at Def Jam. “It was remarkable. Public Enemy was hailed like the second coming.”


Their first British tour in 1987, with LL Cool J and Eric B. & Rakim, came just a few months after a rambunctious visit by Def Jam label-mates Run-DMC and the Beastie Boys, who briefly served as pantomime villains in the tabloid press after violent altercations at a gig in Liverpool and a mini crime wave involving fans stealing Mercedes emblems from cars to hang around their necks as pendants in tribute to their bratty rap heroes’ sartorial style.


When Public Enemy arrived however, the moral panic took on a more sinister, racial tone, with hip-hop linked to incidents of mass mugging by gangs of black youths running wild on Tube trains - ‘steaming’, the press called it. When the tour reached London’s Hammersmith Odeon, squads of police officers were deployed along the route between the venue and the nearest Tube station, with busloads of reinforcements parked up in the back streets in case of unrest at what London newspaper the Evening Standard described as a “gangster music concert”. A police spokesman explained to the BBC that hip-hop gigs attracted “thousands of the wrong types”, and the Metropolitan force even appealed to the venue to cancel the gig, issuing an overtly racist statement that declared: “Rap music seems to encourage the worst elements.”4


The disproportionate extremity of the reaction was grounded in fear, says Malu Halasa, a journalist who covered Public Enemy in their early years for the British magazine Hip Hop Connection: “It does seem amazing, but if you have strong black men, dressed in uniforms, in a position of prominence in society, talking articulate politics, I think you would still see that reaction even now,” she suggests.


Although Chuck D dissed the Queen and prime minister Margaret Thatcher from the Hammersmith Odeon stage and there were a few scuffles and a handful of arrests outside the venue, London did not burn that night - but the controversy did bolster Public Enemy’s outlaw image and the tour unexpectedly turned Britain into their overseas stronghold, just as this country offered up its devotion to so many black American musical innovators before and afterwards, from the original Chicago bluesmen to the pioneers of Detroit techno.


Up to this point, the band had been speaking very specifically to their own people, their own community: to young black Americans, whose traumas they had set out to illuminate. Now they realised that they were being heard across the Atlantic Ocean, and by young whites too; something they had possibly never anticipated. “When we went to England and so many people embraced us and readily identified with what we were saying, that’s when we realised that our message had gone through. It was like, wow!” marvels Professor Griff, Public Enemy’s former ‘minister of information’, almost three decades later. For Chuck D, that 1987 tour was the “magical starting point” for much of the success that would follow.


In the audience at those first British gigs were the hardcore B-boys and B-girls, the original rockers who had been breakdancing and bodypopping to electro since the early eighties; there were the youths from the council estates and the teenage Def Jam obsessives who wore their bomber jackets festooned with hip-hop badges and purloined Mercedes emblems as pendants. But there were also disaffected post-punk renegades who had started getting into early rap, house and techno, seeking something with more spirit and purpose as independent rock lost its potency and vision. These were the people whose ideas about the transformative potential of pop had been shaped by punk rock and the more adventurous, politically-conscious bands that came in its wake, like The Slits, The Pop Group, the Au Pairs and the Gang of Four, who deconstructed capitalism and gender relations over serrated punk-funk grooves.


For many of us who rushed to buy the first Public Enemy records, they seemed to represent a fulfillment of the desire for genuinely progressive pop music. “When they came along, they just seemed like the perfect band because they gave you all this hinterland of politics and opened up the history of civil rights, challenged orthodoxies and tantalisingly raised issues like violence. People were just enthralled by this rebellious, noisy spirit,” recalls journalist Stuart Cosgrove, who was one of Public Enemy’s early supporters at the NME. Along with Mantronix, KRS-One, Run-DMC, the Beastie Boys and Eric B. & Rakim, here, it seemed, was music worth believing in again. Even if, in the beginning at least, we well knew that these records were never actually made for us, here was a sound, at last, that made us feel truly alive.




“The black artist’s role in America is to aid in the destruction of America as he knows it. His role is to report and reflect so precisely the nature of the society, and of himself in that society, that other men will be moved by the exactness of his rendering and, if they are black men, grow strong through this moving, having seen their own strength, and weakness; and if they are white men, tremble, curse, and go mad, because they will be drenched with the filth of their evil.”


Amiri Baraka, Home, 1965





Down on the Bowery, a place where all hopes have narrowed down to the next score, the next bagged bottle, the next panhandled quarter. A black man - or at least he looks like he could be, his face ingrained with dirt like a miner emerging from the pit-head, his eyes blank, his age unknowable - huddles in the cardboard bolt-hole he has built for himself in a corner shaded from the sun. He jerks to his feet as I pass, shrieking out high-pitched curses like he was blowing a feral soprano. Next to him, a man with one leg is rifling through plastic bags full of newsprint he has stacked away methodically in a shopping trolley, muttering a rhythmic monologue of staccato tics and clucks as he labours at his task: hobo glossolalia, the beatdown soundtrack of Skid Row, clacking out a nervy counterpart to his comrade’s free-jazz screech.


Across the road, it’s junkietown; the crackheads swaying and raving and sweating and tussling with each other over unknown petty disagreements. Black, white, Hispanic - critical cases of all races and colours, come together in desperation and the desire for oblivion, in the summer of 1988, in a New York City which has long since ceased to exist.


In the years before before mayor Rudy Giuliani came to office with his zero-tolerance mission to wash the scum off New York’s streets, the area around the Bowery was still a raddled landscape of boarded-up storefronts and dilapidated apartment blocks with shattered windows, grimy façades spattered with cryptic graffiti, vacant lots strewn with tatty pieces of abandoned furniture, bits of broken-down cars and cast-off household detritus. When Chuck D told me later that day that “the American Dream is based on bullshit”, I already had some idea what he was talking about.


Just over a year after I brought home that copy of Public Enemy No. 1, I was walking along the Bowery on the way to the nearby Def Jam offices, having quit my job to start writing about music. It was here, from the windows of his label’s HQ on Elizabeth Street, that Chuck D had watched the cadaverous crack fiends and smack whores who inspired him to write Night of the Living Baseheads, his caustic sermon about the terrors that the devils of addiction were casting down upon his people. In the summer of 1988, Public Enemy were at their fearsome, compulsive, controversy-scorched peak, just days before the release of their masterwork, It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back - and so, at this point, probably the most exciting band in the world.


“Challenge information, instead of taking it for what it is, do you know what I’m saying?” Chuck D instructs me, offering a bullet-point lecture in the basics of journalism within a few minutes of our meeting. This was his tactic with reporters at the time: confront, provoke, attack: “When you get information, challenge it, weigh it, use your logic. Try to get as much information as possible. Just don’t believe all that bullshit they’re throwing at you.”


He’s hurling out ideas, measuring up possibilities, scribbling down obscure diagrams on a piece of paper like a clandestine plotter as he talks - a stocky, muscled young man wrapped up in a black-and-tan leather bomber jacket, his eyes looking up momentarily from his arcane calligraphy and locking onto mine to demand acknowledgement. Then seemingly out of nowhere, he announces that he wants to make a film: a black Star Trek with Public Enemy’s personnel in the lead roles. “Check out Star Trek, the only thing that makes an episode is that they’re dealing with superior forces and they’re the underdog. It’s the same story,” he insists.


Chuck, of course, would be the Captain Kirk figure: “Because I give all the orders and I make sure that if we’re going to do this, we do it,” he explains, before going on to outline a role for Professor Griff, the ‘minister of information’ who cries apocalypse as the band take to the stage: “Griff plays a role like Scotty; we can perform a task without Griff, but Griff has to be there to man the ship. He’s the only one outside myself who can hold everything together.”


The film never came to be, but the analogy of Public Enemy as a soul sonic force, boldly going where no band had gone before, was absolutely clear. Chuck as charismatic commander, doubting himself but always doing the right thing in the end; this made sense too. But Griff as his dour but faithful subordinate, moaning occasionally but always holding the conflict-battered ship together - well, this relationship would be tested in the tough times that were to come.


Then Chuck changes track yet again, his chain of thought switching to the possibility of the US electing a black president. That summer, veteran black activist Jesse Jackson was in the middle of a torrid and ultimately doomed bid for the Democratic presidential candidacy. But Chuck argues - to my surprise - that the US is not ready for a black leader. Jesse must lose, for the good of his people, he insists. “It’s good that he runs; it’s good that he puts up a fight. He shouldn’t win, because Reagan has swept so much dirt under the rug that it’s not fair to leave a man that’s good and fair to deal with all that bullshit. Critics would rip him apart, black Americans would start believing in all that bullshit and they would lose every bit of hope and faith they have in the man. Right now it’s a total mess and I’d rather see Bush or somebody else get stuck in the garbage.”


George Herbert Walker Bush, he was referring to here - Bush Senior; Daddy Bush, who eventually won the presidency in that grubby contest to succeed Ronald Reagan in 1988. His son George W. Bush, ‘Dubya’, who would later become the 43rd president of the United States, was working for his father’s campaign at the time, awaiting his own turn in the Oval Office.


“You can’t talk about rebuilding a house when the foundation’s got termites in it, which this whole system has. It has to be torn down and rebuilt,” Chuck continues, before shutting the topic down: “Things are going to get worse before they get better.” Of course, in 1988, we had no way of knowing how much worse they would get, in the bleak and violent years of the second Bush. Or how the hopes invested in a black president would be tested later still.


Just as the individualist materialism of the Margaret Thatcher era in Britain helped to summon up the collective utopian yearnings of the rave scene, Public Enemy were shaped by the tribulations of young black males during Ronald Reagan’s presidency. The right-wing former actor’s eight years in office saw a huge redistribution of wealth; like Robin Hood in reverse, the president and his men took from the poor - especially the black and Hispanic poor - and gave to the rich. New York saw urban neighbourhoods decay to the point of collapse, as hundreds of thousands of whites abandoned the city for the suburbs, leaving those behind to be terrorised by the homicidal demons of crack cocaine.


The civil rights victories of the previous generation now seemed a long way off; in the mid-eighties, the talk was of uniformed brutality and white vengeance: the police’s fatal beating of a graffiti artist in Manhattan and killing of an elderly black woman in The Bronx, the assault on three black men by a white gang at Howard Beach, the shooting of four black youths on the New York subway by a white vigilante called Bernhard Goetz - an atmosphere of trepidation and retribution, raging iniquity and racist gunfire.


“This was 20 years after the civil rights movement; young black Americans were at a crossroads, they should have made gains, and they weren’t making those gains, and I think that frustration came out in hip-hop,” suggests Malu Halasa. This frustration made Public Enemy what they were, gave them the raw need to strike back and the fuel to charge their message.


Chuck D was also older than most of his peers in the hip-hop scene of the late eighties; old enough to remember what had been possible. Born Carlton Ridenhour in 1960, he had grown up amid the sixties struggles for pride and justice. His parents moved the family from Queens to the relatively middle-class but still effectively segregated ‘black belt’ neighbourhood of Roosevelt in Long Island. It might have looked more affluent than the urban projects, but that didn’t mean that the black middle class could take anything for granted, he insisted. “There’s no pattern to follow. If you become an exception to the rule, it’s not a gift to your son and daughter, you know what I’m saying?” he told me. “If I’m middle class, it doesn’t mean that my little sister’s middle class. Whites got it like that. Black people, like this: I could go to school, have a college education. My brother could be in jail, my sister could be on drugs and prostitution, because there is no pattern to follow.”


Chuck’s parents were into politics, and believed that he should know his history. He remembers the civil-rights marches on Washington, the murders of Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, which gave him a perspective that younger rappers could never have. The music that he loved in his youth was moulded by the turbulent currents of the times: hard, committed funk, like his childhood favourite James Brown singing Say It Loud (I’m Black and I’m Proud). In his autobiography, Fight the Power, he gives the impression of being a somewhat introspective youth, thirsting for knowledge that lay beyond the outer limits, fascinated by space travel and the Apollo moon missions, avidly drawing and reading comics, those modern American fables that nurtured so many children’s creative fantasies.


After he turned ten, he started going to African-American summertime study sessions for youngsters at a local college, organised by black activists from the ranks of the Nation of Islam and the Black Panthers, learning about the slave trade and African culture, honing his political worldview. Two other men who would play a crucial role in Public Enemy also attended these formative lectures, Richard Griffin - later to become known as Professor Griff - and Hank Boxley, who went on to become a sound system DJ and then the leader of PE’s quartet of producers, the Bomb Squad, under the alias Hank Shocklee.


After enrolling at Long Island’s Adelphi University to study graphic design and communications, Chuck also met Harry Allen, who would later become a hip-hop journalist and Public Enemy’s self-proclaimed in-house ‘media assassin’. Chuck then started rapping at parties staged by Shocklee’s Spectrum City sound system, calling himself Chuckie D and delivering his rhymes over disco hits like Chic’s Good Times and MFSB’s Philadelphia classic Love is the Message.


In yet another serendipitous coincidence, the Adelphi University college radio station, WBAU, was one of the first in the US to champion hip-hop. Its programme director, Bill Stephney, would also go on to play a crucial role in creating Public Enemy. Clearly something of a musical visionary, Stephney gave Chuck and Hank their own show to play the early rap records, alongside DJ Keith Shocklee, Hank’s brother and another future member of the Bomb Squad. Not long afterwards, Stephney also offered airtime to a hyperactive multi-instrumentalist and irrepressible joker called William Drayton, later to become known as Flavor Flav. A remarkable crew of talented, intelligent and highly ambitious young men had started to coalesce out of the Long Island ‘black belt’, and the dreams that they shared would take them further than they could ever have imagined.


By the time Chuck signed Public Enemy to Def Jam Records in 1986, he, Hank Shocklee and Bill Stephney had already defined the band conceptually as a cabal of politically-committed black outlaws, preaching the righteous truth and wreaking moral revenge on the oppressors. From Long Island, Chuck brought with him Flavor Flav, Spectrum City DJ Norman Rogers (renaming him Terminator X) and the sound system’s bouncers, led by black Muslim martial arts trainer Professor Griff, restyling the heavies as a paramilitary defence force called the Security of the First World. The crew was complete.


It was a moment that Harry Allen describes as a “temporal sweet spot”, a point when the cultural, social, political and technological energies of the age came together at the same place and time - an irrepressible force that seemed destined to prevail, whatever the odds. And through his own dedication and the fortuity of history, Chuck D was right at the centre of it all - as Allen says, “at the right time, at the right confluence of cultural streams…I don’t think that happens often.”




“African-American culture is Afrofuturist at its heart. With trickster élan, it retrofits, refunctions and wilfully misuses the technocommodities and science fictions generated by a dominant culture.”


Mark Dery, Black to the Future, 1995





“We wanted to create something that was unique, a sort of mash-up of The Clash and Run-DMC, and that’s what Public Enemy became,” explains Bill Stephney, the WBAU programmer who shaped the concept of Public Enemy with Chuck D and Hank Shocklee, then went on to work for Def Jam. The Clash had been one of those bands whose lyrics, interviews, image and graphics had served as pointers to other musics and other cultures, to outsider literature and art, disseminating the spores of ideas about race, class and power in Britain. Like David Bowie with his talk of William Burroughs and Neu!, or Joy Division’s references to Werner Herzog and J.G. Ballard, The Clash were what is now known as a ‘portal band’, musicians whose work takes its young acolytes by the hand and leads them through the gateway of the imagination into new realms of experience.


Stephney says that the creation of Public Enemy was influenced by New York’s new wave scene as well as the early hip-hop of Grandmaster Flash, Kool Herc and Afrika Bambaataa in the late seventies and early eighties, a time when the city’s clubs were throwing out new pop forms that would dominate the coming decades. “I once interviewed Malcolm McLaren for college radio, he came up to WBAU right around the time that he released Buffalo Gals, and he talked about the analogues between the punk movement in the UK and the hip-hop movement in New York City, and we saw that too. Public Enemy really reflected that era and all those influences coming together,” Stephney insists, before adding with an ironic laugh: “There were folks who thought that our views were a little exotic, because usually black music tended to be conservative in its approach.”


New York at the time was like a “racial crucible”, he recalls; a city on the edge. “The times dictated that musicians should carry on the legacy of urgent statement art, of agit-pop. We felt that in hip-hop, with the exception of The Message by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, there wasn’t any group that reflected the times. We listened to Sandinista! by The Clash and said, why can’t we do that?”


Like The Clash, Public Enemy tried to bring radical ideas to a mainstream audience, and arguably succeeded much better than black American predecessors like Gil Scott-Heron, the Last Poets or the Watts Prophets. Chuck D’s lyrics were like a packed grenade: detonate it and all kinds of ideological shrapnel would burst outwards in a frantic shower of potential inspirations. His rhymes were densely studded with references to black history and politics, like hypertext links embedded in a web page, Harry Allen suggests: “It’s like the words are a series of nodes that are connected to other ideas…it’s almost like your job is to read and go through it really slowly later on and make a check on anything you don’t understand and look that up.”


While British art-rock bands referenced writers like Burroughs and Ballard, PE directed their listeners to Frantz Fanon and W.E.B. Du Bois. Chuck D once wanted to be a sports reporter, and as he threw down his lyrics like he was commentating on a fast-moving football match, listeners would pore over the obscure conundrums he was scattering like tickertape in a whirlwind.


Because there was no internet back then, virtually each one had to be carefully researched to decode its meaning. Who were these people he was referencing, these obscure names like Chesimard? (Black activist JoAnne Chesimard, better known as Assata Shakur, step-aunt of 2Pac, who escaped from jail after being convicted of shooting a policeman in 1973 and fled into exile in Cuba.) What was the party that “started right in ’66”? (The Black Panthers.) What was a bolo? (A Sugar Ray Leonard punch.) And the “green, black and red”? (The pan-African flag.) Meanwhile the PE song Party for Your Right to Fight not only upended the Beastie Boys’ hedonistic anthem but also sprinkled clues about the FBI’s covert COINTELPRO operations to infiltrate and disrupt civil-rights and black resistance campaigns. “We want poems that kill,” demanded African-American writer Amiri Baraka back in the sixties. “Assassin poems, poems that shoot guns.”5 Now here they were.


Professor Griff said that he later realised that PE had a remarkable and perhaps unprecedented opportunity - the chance to educate part of the white mainstream about black history, to bring the noise to the oppressor in his lair, or at least to his children who were hungry for new beats: “We got racism and white supremacy and we put it right in the face of white people and said, ‘This is what we’ve had to deal with all our lives,’” he said.6


When Public Enemy toured Britain in 1987, they were already into an incredible run of hits that would redefine the possibilities of what both hip-hop and rock music could hope to be. This was sonic futurism - Afro-futurism, to be more precise - in full and total effect. Not just ‘bass for your face’, although there was plenty enough of that too, but something much more ambitious.


Hip-hop had always been intrinsically avant-garde music, from the funky bricolage of Grandmaster Flash’s Adventures on the Wheels of Steel to the chilly Kraftwerk textures and cosmic reveries of Afrika Bambaataa’s Planet Rock, with its utopian narrative of a world without earthly cares, “where nature’s children dance inside a trance”.


Exploring how early sampling technology could twist snippets of sound into unimaginable new forms, Public Enemy’s production team, the Bomb Squad - Hank and Keith Shocklee, Eric ‘Vietnam’ Sadler and Chuck D himself under the alias of ‘Carl Ryder’ - took this idea of irreverent recontextualisation right beyond the frontiers, setting out to be as revolutionary in sonic terms as they were in their lyrics. These were musical alchemists with a taste for the “shrillest, strangest and most dissonant amalgams of sound”, as Luigi Russolo’s Futurist manifesto The Art of Noises put it back in 1913.


“Hank and Chuck didn’t want music. They wanted non-music, aggravation, noise,” recalls Sadler. “They would do things that made absolutely no sense at all musically, but they were funky. Studio engineers kept telling us, ‘you can’t do this, you can’t do that’. But I learned that there are no rules, you can do whatever you want.”


Beats were overdubbed and overdubbed again until they were unrecognisable, loops of tape were stretched around studios to elongate grooves, samples were processed and re-sampled until they degenerated into grungey static, or re-layered over and over, until another, previously unimaginable sound emerged.


“We had to push the equipment to its limits because at the time, when we started, there was so little equipment available, and we had to invent new ways of doing things,” Hank Shocklee explains. “This is where the hip-hop concept of the turntable being an instrument comes from - we used the turntable not as a record player but as a sound-design tool.” Sounds were seized from all over Shocklee’s huge library of discs: from Funkadelic, the Temptations, Isaac Hayes and other soul giants to metalheads Anthrax and even British glam-rockers The Sweet.


The music was intended to sound like an alarm call. “We were trying to make people think, ‘What the fuck is this?’” says Chuck. “There was nothing ‘appealing’ about any of our music - it was jarring. We were trying to beat people over the head, to make them take notice.”


It also had to embody the urgency of the moment: New York City in the dread times of vigilante killers, crack zombies and blood-lusting cops, all loose on the streets of the five rotten boroughs as the two eights clashed. “It was speaking for the underdog, the underclass, the have-nots. So it couldn’t be melodic. It had to be atonal, to provoke a reaction with sound,” Shocklee says.


The Bomb Squad tried to harness the raw power of rock’n’roll, the spirit of Jimi Hendrix as well as James Brown, to give the beats more aggression. “At the time when PE came out, nobody gave a shit about anything. People were lost, they didn’t have any direction,” Shocklee recalls. “PE came in and said: ‘No! We need to be talking about what is going on, we need to wake everybody up, get everybody out of their trance.’ So it had to be abrasive, it had to be loud, and it had to say things that no one would say but needed to be heard out there.”


The Bomb Squad tried to drench Chuck’s stentorian declamations in a roiling torrent of panicked energy. “Chuck’s natural vocal is a baritone, he has a voice almost like a Baptist minister. If you put music around him that’s melodic, the message and the energy will get lost because it will all blend in together,” Shocklee explains.


“So the only way is to create a thunderstorm of sound so that he doesn’t come across like a Baptist minister, but like the voice of God - a voice that resonates with fire and brimstone. The music had to be like lightning bolts coming from heaven, like hail-storms and tornados.”


After the squalling racket of Public Enemy No. 1 and the wrecking-ball beats of their debut album, Yo! Bum Rush the Show, Public Enemy fired off a series of singles that remains unparalleled in hip hop: Rebel Without a Pause, then Bring the Noise and Don’t Believe the Hype, and the following year their best-known song, Fight the Power.


Inspired by the clarion call from the Isley Brothers’ driving seventies funk groove - “you got to fight the powers that be!” - Fight the Power was commissioned by rising black film-maker Spike Lee for the soundtrack of his 1989 film Do the Right Thing, a drama about the tempestuous racial relations between New York’s African-Americans and Italians, set amid a broiling Brooklyn summer. “When this film came out, some people said it was going to cause riots all across America,” Lee said later.7 He had originally wanted to open the movie with a contemporary version of the ‘negro national anthem’, Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing. The cherished old classic spoke of the “harmonies of liberty”, but what Public Enemy gave Lee was a very different interpretation what that could mean.


“1989, the number, another summer,” Fight the Power begins, as Chuck D, who once said that black people “should look at the American flag like a Jewish person looks at the swastika”, used the song to take aim at two of conservative America’s pop culture icons: Elvis Presley, who he accused of stealing the souls of black musical pioneers for his own profit, and John Wayne, the right-wing actor who once said that he believed in white supremacy “until the blacks are educated to a point of responsibility”.8


The song plays again and throughout the film on a beatbox carried by one of the characters, Radio Raheem - and at the climax when an angry Italian pizza-parlour owner takes a baseball bat to the young rap fan’s ghettoblaster in an act of symbolic repression intended to silence the voices of resistance.


But perhaps the most remarkable scene is the opening sequence, when the Puerto Rican actress Rosie Perez jacks her body to the PE track along a lamp-lit Brooklyn street. As her costume switches from a scarlet mini-dress to a skin-tight electric-blue leotard to boxing shorts and a bra, Perez hacks and slashes at the air, grimacing and pouting defiantly as she hustles her voluptuous frame back and forth across the shot, throwing punches at the camera in a display of insouciant sensuality that makes it very clear that she is the one fighting for the power over her own destiny, offering an entirely different interpretation of the song.


Spike Lee also directed the video for Public Enemy’s single release of Fight the Power, a full-on statement of intent that was the counterpoint to Perez’s display of female resistance. In its full, seven-minute version, PE’s version opens with archive newsreel footage of civil-rights activists rallying in Washington in 1963, carrying placards demanding an “end to bias” and singing We Will Overcome as they gather to hear to Martin Luther King speak.


It then cuts to another rally, this time in full colour, with Chuck D addressing a teeming street full of demonstrators who are holding placards of Malcolm X, activist Angela Davis, boxer Muhammad Ali and the PE crew. “Yeah, check this out man, we rolling this way. That march in 1963, that was a bit of nonsense, we ain’t rolling that way anymore!” Chuck declaims.


Flanked by the S1Ws in black fatigues and dark shades alongside various bow-tie-wearing members of the black Muslims’ Fruit of Islam security detail, Chuck, Flav, Griff and Terminator X make their way to the stage through the cheering crowd that was assembled by Lee in Brooklyn to create a tableau that portrayed PE as the political oracles of a new and very different Black Power generation, with the gospel tones of the civil-rights marchers replaced by the insurgent rhythms of hip-hop.


Fight the Power was to become a rebel anthem that far transcended its original political context in eighties New York, in places where few people had even heard of Howard Beach or Bernhard Goetz. In March 1991, more than 4,000 miles away in Belgrade, the capital of the collapsing Yugoslavia, authoritarian leader Slobodan Milošević sent tanks onto the streets to crush protests, and the independent radio station B92 was ordered to stop broadcasting any information that was critical of the regime. The station’s DJs responded with sonic resistance, playing records like Fight the Power over and over again to get their message across, with the policemen who had been stationed in the studio to guard against potential transgressions completely oblivious to Chuck D’s defiant proclamation: “Our freedom of speech is freedom or death - we got to fight the powers that be.”


Public Enemy and other early hip-hop crews would have an influence on the rave scene too, even though Chuck D once said he disliked house music, describing it a yuppie groove expressing nothing but superficial escapism. But in the acid house pleasuredomes of late-eighties Britain, at clubs like Manchester’s Haçienda, hip-hop tracks by Mantronix and Chubb Rock were anthems in the first dayglo months of the Ecstasy era, and even in 1989, during the blissed-out summer of rave, some British DJs continued to segue Rebel Without a Pause into their sets. Later still, Fight the Power would get played at outlaw parties thrown by anarchist sound systems who played cat-and-mouse games with the police as they took their travelling carnivals across the British countryside in the early nineties.


The rave scene was partly energised by breakbeat-driven house grooves turbocharged with hip hop and soul samples, snippets of barely-identifiable yelps, moans and grunts, as if in homage to the Bomb Squad - tracks like Frankie Bones’ Bonesbreaks series; the template for what would become known as ‘hardcore’ and then jungle and drum’n’bass.


Many young British ravers, like Liam Howlett of The Prodigy, came to electronic dance music through hip-hop; “their love of PE’s speed and attack and riotous blare translating into breakbeat hardcore”, as British journalist Simon Reynolds put it. Crucially though, as the social context shifted, so did the meaning. “These B-boys turned E-boys stripped out the politics and turned PE’s state of emergency into the panic rush of rave and jungle,” Reynolds wrote.9


Perhaps the closest thing to Public Enemy that Britain ever produced was Shut Up and Dance, two tough-talking hip-hop heads from Hackney in east London called PJ and Smiley who made “what we thought was British rap”, although it sounded more like English ragamuffin rave. “We’d take old Def Jam tracks, push them from 100 to 130 BPM, and let rip on the mike,” Smiley once said.10


Shut Up and Dance were one of few crews to bring genuine social commentary to the UK scene with their street-corner broadsides against rip-off raves, crack dealers and police injustices. In the US meanwhile, the Detroit techno crew Underground Resistance adopted PE’s black-power iconography and used it as ideological fuel for an even harsher sonic assault, channeling their fury at the Motor City’s brutal decline into machine music that sought to break free of earthly oppression and blast off into the cosmos. In the ‘techno museum’ at the Underground Resistance headquarters in Detroit, one of the display cases honours their inspirations. There, behind the glass, alongside pictures of Geronimo, Bruce Lee, Sun Tzu and black pioneers like baseball legend Jackie Robinson and the Tuskegee Airmen of World War Two, is a photograph of Chuck D and Flavor Flav.




“Brothers and sisters, I don’t know what this world is coming to…”


Jesse Jackson, speaking at the Wattstax festival in 1972, sampled by Public Enemy on Rebel Without a Pause





Public Enemy set out to become notorious - the Black Panthers of rap - but notoriety sometimes exacts its own price, as students of sixties radical history could perhaps have foreseen.


Anyone who had been alert to what PE had been saying would have noted the overt references to the Nation of Islam and its leader Louis Farrakhan in their lyrics; in Bring the Noise, Chuck hymns Farrakhan as a “prophet”. And anyone who had been reading some of PE’s interviews in the British music press in the summer of 1988, when Griff ranted obnoxiously about Jews and gays, would have realised that PE’s ‘minister of information’ had the potential to unleash a controversy that they could not hope to rein in.


Both Chuck and Griff admired Farrakhan for his message of black self-empowerment and self-reliance, which made sense to people who no longer trusted in the utopian integrationist rhetoric of the sixties and were looking for a call to action that suited the times. As Bill Stephney told author Jeff Chang: “He [Farrakhan] was the only Black leader who said, ‘You, Black man, can pick yourself up. You can have strong families. You can build your own businesses. You can do. He was the only affirming leader.”11 Chuck also admired the way that Nation of Islam hardliners roughed up drug dealers and shut down crack houses in black neighbourhoods: this was direct action, a justified use of force.


Farrakhan had also been a musician in his youth - a calypso singer and violinist nicknamed ‘The Charmer’ in the early fifties, who can still be heard, courtesy of the internet, crooning kooky little novelty numbers about a zombie jamboree in a New York cemetery and about post-war transsexual celebrity Christine Jorgensen (“Behind that lipstick, rouge and paint, I got to know: is she is, or is she ain’t?” he sings). He gave up the stage for religion, eventually becoming leader of the Nation of Islam, a black Muslim movement whose founder taught that white people were a race of devils created by an evil scientist around 7,000 years ago. Farrakhan would also go on to exert a crucial influence over some of the best-known rappers of the eighties and nineties.


PE’s admiration for the religious leader who was regularly accused of being anti-Semitic was hardly noticed in the US until Griff gave a provocative interview to the Washington Times newspaper in May 1989, in which he was reported as saying that Jews were responsible for “the majority of wickedness that goes on across the globe”.12 His words set in motion a scandal that gripped the band for months to come, from which they struggled to recover - and in some ways, never really did.


As the story went viral across the US television networks, it sparked demands for bans and boycotts, apologies and retractions. For a while, the heat got so intense that it was unclear whether Public Enemy would ever record again. “My memory of that time was mostly of us trying to figure out what to do, and if the band was going to continue or not,” recalls Harry Allen. “We couldn’t respond in a way that made sense, except to say, ‘This is not what we’re about.’ That became a huge distraction because it was all for a while what anyone wanted to talk about. And we’re still talking about it now, you know?”


Chuck held an emergency press conference in an attempt to limit the damage. “We are not anti-Jewish, we are not antianybody - we are pro-black, pro-black culture, pro-human race. Professor Griff’s responsibility as minister of information for Public Enemy was to faithfully transmit those values - to everybody. In practice he sabotaged these values,” he said.13 But eventually, after taking advice from Farrakhan who told him to law low and try to ride out the controversy, he was forced to suspend his comrade from the band.


Among many of their white fans in Britain, the reaction was profound disappointment and confusion. Disappointment, because we had believed that they were better than this. Confusion, because anti-Semitism seemed so alien and anachronistic, and because what Griff had said seemed to be somehow a betrayal of so many of the people who had bought their records and their stance on black resistance. Of course, the genocidal history of slavery and racist oppression was undeniable, in Britain as it was in the US. If there was an international court that could put slave-traders and their political and military commanders on trial posthumously, it would not want for indictees. When Farrakhan told whites, “you have not been saints in the way you have acted toward the darker peoples of the world and toward even your own people”, it could hardly be denied.14 But for some of those who had invested a lot of belief in Public Enemy, it was hard now to see them as the heroes we had hoped they would be.


“I think it did damage them,” says Stuart Cosgrove, who turned a showdown interview with Chuck and Griff over the politics of the Nation of Islam into a fascinating piece of confrontational journalism for The Face magazine in 1988. “It was shrill, racist and unnecessarily hostile. I felt they didn’t really understand that what they were saying could be very hurtful to some people, and that wasn’t good for them because people wanted to like them. There was a lot of goodwill towards Public Enemy that they lost. People had such passion for what they were doing, but then they started to mouth off and people started to say, ‘What the hell are they really about?’”


The strange thing about the whole scandal was that judging by the company they kept, Public Enemy weren’t racist or antiSemitic at all. Many of Def Jam’s staff were white and Jewish, like Rick Rubin, the man who signed them to the label, and their publicist, Bill Adler, as well as their managers and the photographer who shot their record covers.


Later, in his book Analytixz, Griff strongly denied that he was prejudiced: “I know and understand Jewish pain and Jewish hurt by meeting with Jewish people and going to the Holocaust museums on two continents,” he wrote.15 And more than two decades after that crucial Washington Times interview, he still continued to insist that he had been misquoted: “The media accused us of being anti-white, anti-Jew and anti-American, but they misinterpreted everything we said,” he told me, insisting that he had only been targeted because he spoke the truth about his country’s troubles: “If you hold up a mirror and let America see herself in the mirror, it’s ugly, man; it’s really ugly. And no one can deny that. So why blame it all on Professor Griff?”


For Bill Adler though, the reasons to blame Griff were clear: “Griff was a devotee of Farrakhan, and Farrakhan is an anti-Semite.” Adler resigned as Public Enemy’s publicist, considering himself unable to defend the indefensible, although he says that he thinks he understands why the Nation of Islam leader’s teachings made sense to Griff.


“The benign way to look at it is that Griff is a young black man who has political consciousness and who asks himself a question - why is it that my people, black folks in America, remain second-class citizens? He’s looking for answers, and Farrakhan provides answers. He’s got a cosmology in place. There’s nothing that happens to black folks in America that Farrakhan can’t explain, and that’s very satisfying to someone like Griff,” he suggests.


The scandal also highlighted other contradictions about PE. Although they preached about political progress, they were always in some way socially conservative, with Chuck promoting family values and rejecting homosexuality and feminism as threats to the healthy rehabilitation of the race: “Man is husband and woman is wife. Men should be men and women should be women. And there’s no room in the black race for gays…Lines have to be set,” he told Simon Reynolds.16 Stories of the S1Ws playing tapes of Nation of Islam sermons while doing physical jerks on their tour bus added to the image of rigid masculine asceticism - although Flav clearly didn’t live like a clean-cut Islamic scholar.


Perhaps because of our sheer desire to believe in Public Enemy, we had ignored the more illiberal side of their worldview. Some black American writers, however, had understood what was going on almost right away. “Since PE show sound reasoning when they focus on racism as a tool of the US power structure, they should be intelligent enough to realise that dehumanising gays, women and Jews isn’t going to set black people free,” Greg Tate wrote in New York’s Village Voice in 1988.17


But maybe it was hardly reasonable to hold up a group of young musicians as political sages, as Bill Stephney once pointed out: “Woe be it unto a community that has to rely on rappers for political leadership. Because that doesn’t signify progress, that signifies default. Now that our community leaders cannot take up their responsibility, you’re gonna leave it up to an 18-year-old kid who has mad flow? What is the criteria by which he has risen to his leadership? He can flow? That’s the extent of it? If our leadership is to be determined by an eighteen-year-old without a plan, then we’re in trouble. We’re fucked.” 18


But this was the role that PE had claimed for themselves, and it was by these standards that they would be judged, and it was these contradictions that would help to tear them apart.




“Remember - revolution is not an event, it’s a process.”


Professor Griff’s answering machine message, 2014





In the reportage sequences that make up part of Public Enemy’s 1987 UK tour documentary, London Invasion, they first appear like a crack squad of determined and tightly-drilled young men on a special mission into the unknown, dressed for action in uniform black fatigues and combat caps: a tough little unit; indomitable, indivisible, incorruptible. But as the documentary continues, this picture changes, and it starts to become apparent that there are fissures in the façade of unity.


From the start, Chuck had tried to maintain creative harmony while flanked by two characters with seemingly irreconcilable differences: the stern hardliner Griff and the wayward joker Flav; one a Nation of Islam teetotaller, the other a substance abuser; one into discipline and order, the other a blithe spirit of chaos.


“One of the group’s greatest strengths was also one of its greatest contradictions,” says Bill Adler. “The very idea that you would have Flavor and Griff in the same group - that’s a recipe for dysfunction! But at the same time it’s also very attractive, because they represent two different poles of black manhood. Flavor is the street-corner cat and Griff is the would-be Nation of Islam recruit. Flavor is all about wildness and license and fun, and Griff is all about discipline and sobriety.”


Unlike Griff, Flav never caused Public Enemy any political damage, but his drug use and his arrests for domestic violence chimed harshly with the idea of black self-improvement and empowerment that Chuck was promoting. Although Flav has insisted that he was never a “dysfunctional addict”, he was already smoking crack around the time that the band shot the video for their anti-drugs track Night of the Living Baseheads in 1988. In one documentary film about PE, Griff addressed Flav directly: “We’re trying to save our people, but we have to drag you out of the crack house.”19


Flav’s later reinvention as a television reality-show lothario, starring in the series Strange Love with his actress girlfriend Brigitte Nielson and then hosting his own dating game show, Flavor of Love, disgusted Griff almost as much as his drug consumption. “It’s very hard trying to get the message across when girls are taking off their bras and throwing them onstage at Flavor instead of throwing their fists in the air,” he said.


Chuck, who also didn’t drink alcohol or take drugs, tried to explain Flav’s drug use as an example of the genuine struggles of an ordinary black man in contemporary America: how could one band remain unaffected by this all-consuming narcotic plague? “When Flavor had his problems with drugs and the police, some said: ‘Why are you talking against drugs and you can’t even keep Flavor off of drugs. Public Enemy is a contradiction.’ That’s bullshit. That’s a dumb-ass statement. Public Enemy is real. We’ve never tried to hide that fact,” he wrote in his autobiography.20


There’s no doubt that Chuck had the courage of his convictions, though: when malt-liquor manufacturers St. Ides used his voice without permission for a commercial, he sued them and wrote a furious anti-booze track called One Million Bottlebags - a huge contrast to the shamelessly avaricious rappers of the twenty-first century, who actively promote luxury alcohol brands, cutting endorsement deals or even buying shares in vodka, cognac and champagne firms and then plugging them in their lyrics and videos to boost sales to their gullible admirers.
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