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For about seven weeks in the sizzling summer of 1992, the most contentious issue in American society was not about who deserved to be elected to the presidency in the upcoming election or what should be done to rebuild the nation's second largest city after it had suffered the worst civil disturbances in the United States in a century and a half. Instead, the most hotly debated concern involved a black, thirtyish rap artist named Tracy Marrow (better known as Ice-T) and the multimedia conglomerate (Time-Warner) that represented him. Specifically, at issue was a song Ice-T recorded for Sire/Warner Bros. Records with his thrash-metal band, Body Count. The sentiments evoked in the lyrics to "Cop Killer," Ice-T's detractors cried, constituted an exhortation to kill police officers. For two months, the recording industry, public officials, police groups, and civil liberties advocates squared off over the right to express and circulate these ideas in public, culminating with Ice-T's "voluntary" withdrawal of the song on July 28. 

The public debate over "Cop Killer" was unique in many respects, but perhaps one of its most striking characteristics was that only a tiny minority of Americans actually heard the song at all. "Cop Killer" was not played on the radio, it was not shown on MTV, and the album on which it appeared (Body Count) sold fewer than 500,000 copies before the song was permanently withdrawn from distribution. For this reason, the key issues for a cultural analysis of the "Cop Killer" controversy involve how the song was put into discourse and circulated in other forms of media. If "Cop Killer" was too "hot" for direct experience, the American press was more than willing to supply its own mediated versions. This is how L.A. County Supervisor Gloria Molina, one of the many elected officials who called on Time-Warner to have "Cop Killer" withdrawn, initially encountered it: "I have not listened to this song, but I am convinced by what I've read in news accounts that this is a totally inappropriate rap (sic) song" (Goldberg 1992, M2). 

The willingness with which interested parties accepted versions of Ice-T's words at least once removed from the context he had intended them to appear in should remind one of Foucault's ideas on the social dimensions of discourse, as modified by John Fiske. In an age marked by a promiscuity of image and sound representations, no person may dictate the ways in which they are represented. "The way that experience, and the events that constitute it, is put into discourse," Fiske (1996, 4) writes, "is never determined by the nature of experience itself, but always by the social power to give it one set of meanings rather than another." Ice-T's experience, his black knowledge (to use another of Foucault's terms) of the policing system in Los Angeles, entered into dramatic contestation with white power. To retain its status of truth, white power had to repress Ice-T's black knowledge by seizing control of it and making it mean in very different ways. To a large extent, it succeeded. 

The explosive racial dimensions of the "Cop Killer" affair also dictate a close examination of the media's part in fanning the flames of controversy. The ways in which candidates Dan Quayle, Bill Clinton, and George Bush employed the press to attack "Cop Killer," Ice-T, and black culture in general have been duly noted and are consonant with the methods by which the presidential and vice presidential candidates used race as a wedge issue in 1992. Furthermore, some critics, including Robin D. G. Kelley (1996, 131), have also noted the media's substantive role in creating and putting into discourse the notion of a black, criminalized "underclass," that shadowy, nebulous body responsible for all of America's social ills. 

While accusations of the white-controlled American media's complicity in the promulgation of '90s-style institutional racism are well founded, it is also true, as Tricia Rose (1994, 101) alludes to in her study of rap and black culture, Black Noise, that the current-day system of mass cultural production--"mass-mediated and mass-distributed"--grants oppressed groups far greater access to popular media than previously possible. "The media" are not a homogeneous blob, devouring all potential discourses that run counter to the ideology of capitalist enterprise. Rather, they are a site of struggle, analogous to Gramsci's notion of "common sense," as explained by Stuart Hall (1980, 20-21). The conservative Right's "family values" battled Ice-T's black consciousness in the media for a place within the common sense of the American public. The fact that Ice-T's black consciousness lost the battle--his words erased from the public record--does not mean that the war is unwinnable. Through a close analysis of the strategies and countertactics used by both sides in the "Cop Killer" dispute, I hope to clarify how Ice-T's case was weakened by the misguided attempts of his defenders to deracialize "Cop Killer." Their disarticulation of lower-class black struggle from the debate mirrored, and thus empowered, the strategies employed by their detractors. In analyzing how this was accomplished, I hope to provide suggestions on how to avoid similar tactical mistakes in the racial and cultural clashes of the future. 

Body Count was released by Sire/Warner Bros. in March 1992. The first album recorded by Ice-T's rock band, it was his first group project for the label after four gold-selling solo albums. The album's tracks, all recorded between September and December 1991, were mostly versions of songs the group had performed on tour with the previous summer's Lollapalooza festival. Body Count closed with "Cop Killer," a staple of the band's live show. In a spoken-word lead-in, Ice-T "dedicated" this final track to "every cop that has ever taken advantage of somebody, beat 'em down or hurt 'em" out of blind prejudice or race hatred (Body Count 1992b). Ice-T's lyrics (the music was written by lead guitarist Ernie C.), printed in full in the accompanying CD booklet, forcefully dramatized the vengeful intent of the song's narrator. Switching between first- and second-person address, the would-be Cop Killer describes the ritual of preparing for an ambush ("I got my black gloves on/I got my ski mask on") before serving notice to his target: "I know your family's grieving, but tonight we get even." The narrator's motivation for settling the score is, at first,' purely personal ("A pig stopped me for nuthin'!"); later, a call-and-response chorus suggests a larger, more broadly social revenge: "Fuck the police, for Rodney King/Fuck the police, for my dead homies" (Body Count 1992a). 

Such sentiments raised few eyebrows prior to the late spring of 1992--the period of L.A.'s black and Latino uprisings in the wake of the acquittals in the Rodney King trial. In early June, however, "Cop Killer" was condemned publicly for the first time: a Dallas police captain, writing in his column for the Dallas Police Association newsletter, urged his readers to "boycott any and all Time Warner products and movies until such time as they have recalled this tape" (Duffy and Orr 1992). This suggestion was immediately taken up and amplified by the Combined Law Enforcement Association of Texas (CLEAT). CLEAT's press conference on June 11 at Six Flags amusement park in Arlington broke the story nationwide. In calling for a boycott of Time-Warner entertainment (including Six Flags), CLEAT director Mark Clark specified who his organization was targeting (and previewed a major discursive strategy of the anti-"Cop Killer" forces): "Our quarrel is not with Ice-T, but with the beautiful people that run Time Warner who like to present themselves as being in the business of family entertainment... the people who made a decision to reap huge dividends by distributing music that advocates the murder of police officers" (Philips 1992a). Within a week, the New York State Sheriff's Association joined ranks with CLEAT, and Alabama Governor Guy Hunt called for a statewide ban on selling the Body Count album. This initial burst of protest culminated with Dan Quayle's attack on Time-Warner for "making money off a record that is suggesting it's O.K. to kill cops" at a luncheon for the National Association of Radio Talk Show Hosts ("Vice President Calls Corporation Wrong" 1992). 

Why "Cop Killer"? Why did this song prove to be such an attractive target for conservative forces? Why did the formation of a strong counterdiscourse in opposition to Ice-T's ideas come to be seen by the nation's power brokers as a top national priority? The motives were many and varied. The justification most often given for opposing the distribution of "Cop Killer"--the fear that it would incite murder and mayhem--was undoubtedly a genuine one for some. But their concern does not explain why this particular work--one of countless mediated representations of violence--was singled out for special criticism. 

Three major contextual factors brought about the targeting of "Cop Killer" at this time. One was the growing white hostility toward certain types of rap music. The increasingly confrontational style of several major rap artists put the genre on a collision course with white authorities by the late 1980s. The outcry over Professor Griff's (of Public Enemy) anti-Semitic remarks in a Washington Times interview, the NWA song "--tha Police" (which Ice-T cites in "Cop Killer"), and the 2 Live Crew album As Nasty as They Wanna Be influenced the increasingly negative coverage of rap in the mainstream press. As public hysteria broke out over the nation's perceived inability to contain its hyperviolent black population, rap music came to be seen as the original sin of the underclass. The equation of black crime with black culture was made explicit by pundits such as George Will (1990), who implied that the sexual violence depicted in 2 Live Crew's lyrics influenced the infamous Central Park "wilding" incident of April 1989. And Timothy White (1991), in a controversial Billboard editorial, condemned Ice Cube's 1991 album Death Certificate for advocating violence against Koreans and Jews. Although Body Count was not a rap group (and "Cop Killer" was not a rap song), it was drawn into this nexus by virtue of employing Ice-T (noted "gangsta" rapper, who had previously been singled out by Parents' Music Resource Center head Tipper Gore for the "vileness of his message") (Donnelly 1992, 66) as its lead singer. 

The L.A. rebellion of late April and early May 1992 further helped to foreground in the minds of white Americans the link between rap artists and black insurrection. In the absence of "rational" (white) explanations for the destruction of South Central L.A., television, radio, and print coverage of the rebellion relied heavily on the contextualizing commentary of rappers, those whose music provided, in Alan Light's (1992a, 15) words, the only "source... available to communicate the attitudes of inner-city America to the white mainstream." Ice-T quickly emerged as one of the "hard-edged rappers" the Washington Post later designated as "[spokespersons] for the black lower class, delegates of America's angry youth" (Mills 1992, B1). Yet, for all the likeminded opinions expressed in the media on the premonitory power of L.A. hard-core, an equal number of dissenters felt that rap had incited, as opposed to predicted, the violence that followed the first Rodney King verdict. Ice Cube's (1991) rap "Black Korea" an attack on South Central's Korean store owners, was frequently cited by columnists for its couplet "Pay respect to the Black fist/Or we'll bum your store right down to a crisp." For some white Americans, residual hostility toward the rioters and "looters" surely fed the hostility toward those black cultural voices who claimed to represent them. 

Finally, Bill Clinton's criticisms of rapper/activist Sister Souljah (Lisa Williamson), occurring just three days prior to Quayle's attack on "Cop Killer," helped to legitimate the vilification of rappers as an election year discursive strategy. Democratic candidate Clinton, following Jesse Jackson at a Rainbow Coalition convention, denounced remarks made by Souljah in a Washington Post interview ("I mean, if black people kill black people every day, why not have a week and kill white people?") (Mills 1992, B1). While it may have been the case (as was widely believed) that Clinton was more concerned about his appeal with conservative voters than about the impact of Souljah's words, the immediate result of his Rainbow Coalition address was to put rap on the political map. In the scramble for swing issues (a la Willie Horton) they could claim as their own, Republicans were only too receptive to the increasingly vocal cries of the upholders of law and order. 

In the wake of Dan Quayle's condemnation on June 19, police organizations across the country pledged to support CLEAT's call for a Time-Warner boycott; in addition, the 23,000-member National Sheriffs Association spearheaded a movement to persuade sympathetic law enforcement organizations with Time-Warner investments to divest ("Quayle, Congressmen" 1992, 83). State officials began calling on Time-Warner to withdraw Body Count from the marketplace. In Los Angeles, councilwoman (and congressional candidate) Joan Milke Flores and the Los Angeles Police Protective League--echoed later by the Los Angeles Police Commission--motioned for just such a ban in a city council meeting (Philips 1992b). A Florida sheriff petitioned the state attorney general to investigate whether Time-Warner's marketing of" Cop Killer" violated sedition laws, an action also advocated by Iran-Contra figure Oliver North ("Count Rises" 1992, 74). Perhaps most significantly (and ominously), sixty congressional representatives (including three Democrats and fifty-seven Republicans) sent a letter to Time-Warner vice president Jeanette Lerman stating that the conglomerate's "decision to disseminate these despicable lyrics advocating the murder of police officers is unconscionable" ("Quayle, Congressmen" 1992, 83). 

As the controversy was reaching fever pitch, Time-Warner held its annual shareholders meeting on July 16 at the Regent Beverly Wilshire Hotel in Beverly Hills. As had been anticipated for weeks, the meeting was infiltrated by angry police group representatives and conservative spokespersons such as 2 Live Crew prosecuting attorney Jack Thompson (who was roundly booed) and Charlton Heston, who recited the lyrics to "Cop Killer" and "KKK Bitch" (a second Body Count song) to the stunned stockholders. Time-Warner president and co-CEO Gerald Levin fielded hostile inquiries indoors, while outside the hotel around thirty protesters (some of whom reportedly chanted "Ice-T should be put to death") (Trent 1992) picketed the corporation (Morris 1992b, 71). 

The result of this highly visible, direct confrontation was perhaps surprising, at least for the protesters: Time-Warner refused to budge. In public, Levin continued to uphold the right of his artist to express himself in accordance with his First Amendment rights. In response, his opposition turned up the heat even further. Following a July 21 appearance by Ice-T on The Arsenio Hall Show, Hall's office received a flood of threatening phone calls from angry viewers (Shaw 1992). On July 23, The Today Show fanned the flames of the controversy by broadcasting excerpts from a home video of Ice-T addressing a crowd of L.A. urban dwellers on the third day of the Los Angeles rebellion; in the video, Ice-T tells the crowd that "police ain't shit to me and never will be.... They're a Gestapo organization in Los Angeles and until you start taking them cops down out here in the street, then y'all still fucking pissing in the wind, you know what I'm sayin?" (Morris 1992c, 83). Most seriously, as reported in Entertainment Weekly, Time-Warner's headquarters had received at least one bomb threat, while "one exec received a phone death threat from an anonymous bigot who called him a `nigger-loving Jew'" (Sandow 1992). 

As he would later recount in his book The Ice Opinion, the various threats made to Time-Warner executives and to his own fifteen-year-old daughter played a pivotal part in Ice-T's decision to voluntarily pull "Cop Killer" from the Body Count album (Ice-T and Siegmund 1994, 176). In his press conference of July 28, Ice-T announced that Time-Warner would cease the distribution of Body Count in its original form. Subsequent editions of the album would not contain the "Cop Killer" track. 

Jon Pareles (1992b, C13), writing in The New York Times the day following Ice-T's press conference, was one of many who appreciated the irony of the "Cop Killer" protest, acknowledging the protesters' "part in building the album's popularity." The notoriety bestowed on the Body Count album clearly boosted its sales; in the month prior to Ice-T's announcement, Body Count had sold about 100,000 copies, despite the fact that at least a half-dozen major music retailers refused to carry it. (Barry Layne [1992], writing one month earlier in The Hollywood Reporter, dryly noted that "the first fruits of [CLEAT's] action... was a tripling of `Body Count' album sales in the Lone Star state.") The demand for the album immediately intensified upon news of its withdrawal; by the beginning of August, Body Count surged from number seventy-three to number twenty-six on Billboard's pop album chart, and runs on the original version were reported in several cities ("A Run on Ice-T's Album" 1992). 

So what did these police organizations and public officials gain from publicizing an album and a song that might otherwise have barely registered on the cultural imaginary? Quite a bit, in fact, and a close reading of the discursive strategies these white-dominated groups employed during the "Cop Killer" controversy throws some of these suppressed motivations into sharp relief. 

"Cop Killer" posed a problem for those who wished to demonize it. It was written and performed by a black group; thus, those who called for its censoring risked appearing overtly racist. The musician who wrote the lyrics was primarily associated with rap music, a form increasingly unpopular with "middle" America; however, the song was not, strictly speaking, a rap song. Furthermore, the sentiments of "Cop Killer" were protected by the First Amendment, and the song had the backing of a gigantic, American-owned conglomerate--a powerful symbol of free market enterprise. 

How, then, could "Cop Killer" be fought? What strategies could be employed, and what sentiments could be exploited? Not surprisingly, the strategies the Right eventually settled on were, for the most part, profoundly deracializing. Even though racial difference had played an undeniable role in the creation, transmission, and reception (an Entertainment Weekly poll found that "nearly 60 percent of nonblacks said they were angry at [Ice-T], as opposed to 34 percent of blacks") (Sandow 1992) of "Cop Killer" its critics had to recode that difference as something "beyond" race. The discursive strategy summed up by the now-familiar tenet "race had nothing to do with it" had been deployed, with some success, just weeks earlier in the official white reaction to the L.A. rebellion. The Source editor James Bernard (1992) noted how the news media's riot coverage had focused almost exclusively on the "mindless" destruction of black-owned businesses as "a particularly tragic example of Black-on-Black violence, that these people wouldn't even give their own hardworking middle class a chance" (p. 41). In doing so, reporters and newscasters implied (and, at times, explicitly stated) that the rebellion was not motivated by anger over racial injustice but by sheer lawlessness, or that it was, as Billboard's Chris Morris (1992a) described it, simply "beyond rational explanation." It is no surprise, then, that this discourse of deracialization was applied in the attacks on Ice-T's black rage. What is surprising is how often the defenses against these attacks were equally deracializing. 

Reaccentualization 

As the U.S. market economy and its institutions have become more integrated over the past several decades, the importance of language as a way to construct one's identity, to create one's own space--in sum, to serve as a tactic of resistance--has exploded. Perhaps the most helpful theoretical explication of the defiant social uses of language is found in Russian philosopher Volosinov's (1973) Marxism and the Philosophy of Language--particularly in his conception of accentuality. He argues that words do not have predetermined, fixed meanings; rather, the "meaning of a word is determined entirely by its context.... It is precisely a word's multiaccentuality that makes it a living thing" (pp. 79, 81). Volosinov's observation that "in the alternating lines of a dialogue, the same word may figure in two mutually clashing contexts" is certainly applicable to the debate over the meaning of the "Cop Killer"s lyrics (p. 80). These words, spoken with a black accent by Ice-T, are spoken with a white accent by Charlton Heston and thus "mean" in vastly different ways. Heston's July 16 reaccenting of "Cop Killer" verifies Volosinov's idea that accent is where the social politics of the speaker enter the linguistic system. Heston's imposition of the voice of white authority so completely changed the original black meaning of the song that, for many of the shareholders in attendance, the song now seemed to contain its own rebuttal. An L.A. resident who heard Heston's recitation over KFI radio certified the objectives of this reaccenting in her letter to the Los Angeles Times: "It was rather startling to listen to such words coming from the magnificent voice of Moses, Andrew Jackson, John the Baptist, but I am grateful to him for expressing this aspect of the album" (Agreda 1992). 

As a counterstrategy, Heston's reaccenting method is much subtler than the explicit race baiting found in a contemporaneous piece for the National Review, in which James Bowman (1992, 37) doubts "that Sister Souljah or Ice T or even the Los Angeles ghetto dwellers for whom both of them have at various times purported to speak are actually oppressed; rather, they have inherited from their ancestors, who were, a form of speech and imagery characterized by a kind of fantastical moral chiaroscuro." In the end, Heston's is clearly the more effective strategy, as it was readily taken up by the mainstream; the attempt to account for racially differentiated modes of reception is relegated to the pages of a marginal right-wing periodical. 

It seems apparent, then, that one way to counter the widespread deracialization of "Cop Killer" would have been to call attention to its black accent and to the ways in which meaning is struggled over by blacks and whites. Thomas Kochman's (1981) account of "fighting words" in his influential book Black and White Styles in Conflict illustrates the cultural framework that governs the codes used in urban black language. Kochman's research on the use of fighting words in both black and white communities demonstrates that 

angry verbal disputes [or woofing], even those involving insults and threats, 

can be maintained by blacks at the verbal level without violence necessarily 

resulting.... On the streets [woofing's] purpose is to gain, without 

actually having to become violent, the respect and fear from others that is 

often won through physical combat. (pp. 48, 49) 

Ice-T himself says as much when he declares that "within my community, rap is verbal combat. We get around a lot of fights and aggression simply by talking" (Ice-T and Siegmund 1994, 103). 

The failure of Ice-T's defenders to use a theoretical framework such as Kochman's to explain the verbal arrows slung throughout Body Count is perhaps attributable to the white community's inability to conceive of fighting words as anything but an invitation to physical aggression; according to Kochman (1981, 48), "whites tend to see the public expression of hostility as a point on a words-action continuum." The furor over "Cop Killer" illustrates the full extent of white ignorance, conscious or not, of what John Fiske (1996, 187) terms "sociocultural conventions that are clear to [their] native speakers." During the controversy, Ice-T repeatedly asserted that language is raced and expressed his frustration with having to explain his lyrics to whites. Before deciding to withdraw the Body Count album, Ice-T told Time that "[white America] Shouldn't sweat us on what words we use with each other. I hate to say rap is a black thing, but sometimes it is" (Donnelly 1992, 66). Unfortunately, white America refused to listen to his admonitions. 

Decontextualization 

The reaccenting of "Cop Killer" by white voices was mirrored by the selective excerpting of the song's lyrics by its opponents. By extracting certain lines (or "sound bites," to borrow a phrase) from the context of the song, the album, and Ice-T's body of work in their entirety, Ice-T's opponents more easily succeeded in making his statements fit their own discursive project, one that explained the song in terms of brutal lawlessness. Bill Clinton put the strategy of decontextualization to use in his attack on Sister Souljah; not only did Clinton ignore the meaning of Souljah's Washington Post comments within the larger context of the L.A. rebellion, but he ignored the whole of the quotation itself: 

I mean, if black people kill black people every day, why not have a week and 

Kill white people? You understand what I'm saying? In other words, white 

people, this government and that mayor were well aware of the fact that black 

people were dying every day in Los Angeles under gang violence. So if you're 

a gang member and you would normally be killing somebody, why not kill a 

white person? Do you think that somebody thinks that white people are better, 

or above dying, when they would kill their own kind? (Mills 1992, B1) 

The Today Show aided Clinton's efforts by broadcasting only one segment of Sister Souljah's music video, a segment in which a white police officer is shot and killed by a black woman (Leo 1992). The context for the character's action--the reimplementation of slavery in the United States--was excised from NBC's "sampling." 

To my knowledge, the lyrics to "Cop Killer" were never reprinted in full in any mainstream or "general-interest" American magazine or newspaper (even though they were readily available to anyone who took a look at the album's sleeve). The Los Angeles Times' initial report on the boycott excerpted what would become perhaps the most reprinted verse of the song, "I got my 12gauge sawed off/I got my headlights turned off/I'm 'bout to bust some shots off/I'm 'bout to dust some cops off' (Philips 1992a). Paul M. Walters (1992) repeated this excerpt in his Times op-ed piece of July 8, adding that "the verse and chorus that follow are far too vulgar to discuss." This sentiment was apparently shared by Mike Royko (1995, 175), who deleted the "obscenities" from the portion of the song he cited in his June 23 syndicated column, and by the National Rifle Association, whose full-page advertisements in the June 26 USA Today and the June 28 Washington Times quoted the chorus to "Cop Killer" as "DIE PIG DIE! (expletive) the Police... don't be a (expletive). Have some (expletive) courage... I'm a (expletive) Cop Killer!" ("While Time Warner Counts Its Money" 1992). 

The forced dislocation of the Cop Killer's murderous intentions from the rest of his narrative served to frame his imagined crimes as groundless. The intent of extracting, for example, only the words "'bout to dust some cops off' and "die, pigs (sic), die" from the song, as was the case in an Associated Press report of June 19, was to justify the application of just such a meaning ("Rapper Ice-T Defends Song" 1992). Thus, Michael Kinsley (1992), writing in both the New Republic ("Momma Dearest" 1992) and Time, can point to the call-and-response chorus and the line "I know your family's grievin'--f--'em" as evidence that "Cop Killer"'s message is that "premeditated acts of revenge against random cops... is a justified response to police brutality" (Kinsley 1992). Few media pundits agreed with Ice-T's claim ("better you than me ... if it's gonna be me, then better you") (Ice-T and Siegmund 1994, 168) that the song's protagonist acts in self-defense; none, to my knowledge, excerpted the spoken-word track that prefaced the song on the Body Count CD. 

Like the Rodney King and the Latasha Harlins videos, with which there are intriguing parallels, "Cop Killer" was almost never publicly "aired" in its entirety; the public knew little, even during the height of the furor, of what preceded the "fuck the police" chorus. Few of Ice-T's defenders, in fact, looked to the larger context of the album (the only way in which "Cop Killer" could be experienced, as it received no radio play and was not commercially available as a single); had they done so, they would have discovered a song titled "The Winner Loses," which puts forth an unequivocally anti-drug statement at odds with white America's conception of the narcoticized young black male. While it should be apparent why the anti-"Cop Killer" contingent felt it necessary to suppress Ice-T's larger critique of racially differentiated policing, it is less understandable why Ice-T's defenders failed to reintroduce this critique into the context of the debate. 

Articulation with Sexism and Racism 

Volosinov's (1973) shifting of the social struggle paradigm from the traditional Marxists' class-versus-class model to a more heterogeneous subordinated model allows for the cultural analyst to admit that a step forward in racial politics may represent a step backward in gender politics. John Fiske's (1996, 66) notion of multiaxiality, informed by the realization that "because power is everywhere, it flows along all the axes of social difference," modifies Volosinov's and Foucault's ideas through observing that the knowledge flowing along a single axis of power often works by repressing other knowledge. Critics such as Robin D. G. Kelley (1996, 143) understand this when they qualify their endorsements of contemporary urban black culture, such as rap, with stinging critiques of the misogyny and homophobia of several leading black artists (including Ice-T). It is clear even to rap's defenders that rap's struggle over race cannot be won by repressing the gender struggle, as many male rappers have discovered. 

Although "Cop Killer" makes no mention of gender issues, critics frequently articulated its message with the misogyny (alleged or otherwise) found elsewhere on Body Count, in Ice-T's rap music, and in mass culture in general. The editors of the Los Angeles Times placed "Cop Killer.... in the dubious tradition of a long line of exploitative commercial work, along with heavy-metal songs that bash gays, women or minorities" ("Outrage and Ice-T" 1992); Sheila James Kuehl (1992) added that "like too much of rap, the cuts before and after `Cop Killer' are an insistent demand, a veritable how-to, of mutilated women." Kuehl, a director at the California Women's Law Center, enriches the debate by bringing the question of women bashing to the table, but her more hyperbolic statements are not far removed from the outright distortions advanced by Charlton Heston (1992), who falsely asserted that "KKK Bitch" advocated the raping of women and the sodomizing of "little girls." 

More problematic than accusations of sexism, however, is the articulation of black rap with racism against whites. David Samuels's (1991, 28) assertion (voiced in a notorious 1991 New Republic cover story on "the black music that isn't either") that rap reduces racism to "fashion" is typical of the rhetoric that asserts that contemporary racism is the product of inflammatory black people, with whites serving as the victims. "Cop Killer" was frequently articulated (and, by implication, equated) with anti-Semitic expression, despite the fact that several Time-Warner executives--those who most consistently defended Ice-T's work--were Jewish. At the July 16 Time-Warner shareholders meeting, Charlton Heston asked Gerald Levin, a Jew, "[if] that line were `Die, die, die, Kike, die'. would Time-Warner defend it then?" while CLEAT president Ron DeLord compared Time-Warner executives to Joseph Goebbels (Morris 1992b, 71). 

Another favorite strategy of critics of Ice-T and Sister Souljah--including Bill Clinton (Philips 1992c, Calendar 6), John Leo (1992), and Barbara Ehrenreich (1992)--was to link their black adversaries with ex-Klansman and defeated Louisiana gubernatorial candidate David Duke. The New Republic even linked "Cop Killer" to George Bush's infamous Willie Horton ad ("Momma Dearest" 1992). These types of strategies served to disarticulate white, illegal policing methods from public discussions of racism. The qualitative difference between the racist effects of, on one hand, lynchings and the Holocaust and, on the other hand, black resistance to racially motivated police brutality in Los Angeles was never explained. 

Corporatization 

Perhaps the most common deracializing strategy used by Ice-T's opponents during the "Cop Killer" controversy was one of corporatization, or the transference of blame for "Cop Killer'"s potential ill effects from its author to the company that distributed it. The idea that the kinds of messages black rap acts choose to advance are dictated by their white employers is one that had gained significant credibility within the white media by the summer of 1992; David Samuels's (1991) New Republic article had perhaps the most success in popularizing this theory. 

A strategy such as this might seem counter to the conservative agenda. However, if one adopts Gramscian notions of "hegemony" and "common sense," it becomes easier to understand how conservative capitalists could recast the issue as a referendum on corporate ethics. Stuart Hall (1980, 16) has remarked on how Gramsci's conceptualization of hegemony "implies that the actual social or political force which becomes decisive in a moment of organic crisis... will have a complex social composition.... Its basis of unity will have to be, not an automatic one, given by its position in the mode of economic production, but rather a `system of alliances.'" Under late capitalism, there may be (and frequently are) splits within social groups lumped together by ideology theorists under the category of "ruling class"; the alliance between corporate America and the political Right forged along the economic axis is susceptible to breakdown along the cultural, moral, or legal axes. 

The "Cop Killer" case is perhaps the clearest manifestation of this principle from this decade. In Foucauldian terms, Ice-T's black knowledge entered into contestation with white knowledge; to retain its status as "troth," white knowledge found it necessary to repress that of Ice-T. However, in order for white power to operate at maximum efficacy within a hegemonic order, it has to exercise its power "invisibly." The problem, then, for these white interests lay in the fact that the censoring of an artwork, especially one created by blacks, is bound to be very visible. By recoding the debate as an issue of ethics, Quayle, Heston, and their compatriots were allowed to talk about race through nonracial discourse. 

From the very beginning, those opposed to "Cop Killer" couched their opposition in terms of corporate responsibility. When Ice-T addressed his audience at the New Music Seminar in New York on June 19 and stated "if the cops got a problem, let them come after me, not Time Warner," Mark Clark of CLEAT responded in The New York Times that the issue "is Time Warner making a corporate decision to make a profit off of a song that advocates the murder of police officers and they are the ones we are going to attempt to hold accountable" (Rule 1992, C16). In his speech of the same day, Dan Quayle implied that the inability of the U.S. government to revoke Ice-T's free speech rights dictates that Ice-T's sponsor be targeted in his stead ("Vice President Calls Corporation Wrong" 1992). As was the case in his Murphy Brown speech one month earlier (a speech primarily comprising his observations on the causes of the L.A. rebellion), Quayle avoided charges of election year race baiting by recoding race problems into the effects of the nation's poverty of values. George Bush echoed Quayle's strategy two weeks later at an appearance at a new Drug Enforcement Administration office in Manhattan. "I stand against those who use films or records or television or video games to glorify killing law enforcement officers," Bush proclaimed. "It is wrong for any company--I don't care how noble the name of the company--it is wrong for any company to issue records that approve of killing law enforcement officers" (Rosenthal 1992). The will with which police organizations avoided assigning responsibility to Ice-T reached its height after the artist decided to pull the song, when a representative of the Los Angeles Police Protective League lauded Ice-T for showing "more intestinal fortitude than Time Warner" (Cusolito 1992). 

Stuart Hall (1986, 53) conceives of articulation as the formation of linkages, "the form of the connection that can make a unity of two different elements, under certain conditions." The fluid status of any one articulation necessitates the articulation of elements that, in that particular combination, expose the artificiality of the dominant articulation. In recoding "Cop Killer" as the product of an unethical corporation, Quayle and his colleagues disarticulated what Ice-T's defenders needed, but barely attempted, to rearticulate: the links between black hostility toward police officers and the racist system of policing in the United States. 

This is not to say that all of those who opposed the distribution of "Cop Killer" employed the strategies of deracialization to denigrate it before the eyes of middle America. Some critics, such as James Bowman (1992) in the National Review, risked accusations of racism by drawing articulations between the (presumed) black audience for Body Count and the white stereotype of the hyperviolent, narcoticized black criminal. Doug Elder, president of a Houston police organization, warned that "Cop Killer," when mixed "with the summer, the violence and a little drugs (sic)... [will] unleash a reign of terror on communities all across this country," while the head of the Fraternal Order of Police opined that "people who ride around all night and use crack cocaine and listen to rap music that talks about killing cops--it's bound to pump them up" (Donnelly 1992, 66; Philips 1992b). These articulations are relatively oblique compared with Rush Limbaugh's: On his syndicated radio show, Limbaugh labeled Ice-T's fans "savages and the people who beat up Reginald Denny" (Pollack 1992). 

A more subtle form of racialization was performed by the countless number of reporters, officials, and spokespersons who referred to "Cop Killer" and Body Count as rap music rather than metal. Rose's (1994, 130) claim that, within white discourse, metal fans are "victims of its influence" whereas rap fans "victimize us" helps to clarify the purpose behind the shift in labeling. Ice-T is thus correct to assert that the word rap was used during the "Cop Killer" debate to "[conjure] up scary images of Black Ghetto" (Ice-T and Siegmund 1994, 170); even the widespread, less misleading use of the designation "rapper Ice-T" served a similar end. 

And yet the tracks on Body Count are rap, in a certain sense; more specifically, Body Count is a "rock album with a rap mentality;' as Ice-T himself has suggested (Light 1992b, 30). Sans sampling, the rap "mentality" manifests itself on Body Count not only in the gritty, urban scenarios carded over from Ice-T's solo projects but in Ice's clipped, decidedly nonmelodic vocal delivery. I wish to suggest that the considerable fuss raised by Ice-T and his comrades over the media's use of the term rap to categorize "Cop Killer" is misdirected and in fact serves to obscure the debate's more significant implications as explained throughout this article. 

The fact that Ice-T's defenders repeatedly, if unknowingly, participated in obscuring these implications is perhaps the most revealing aspect of the media coverage of the controversy. A range of tactics was used to discredit the conservative attacks on "Cop Killer," yet for the most part these avoided assessing the efficacy of Ice-T's message as a strategy of resistance. Instead, many in the pro-Ice-T faction chided their opponents for believing a rock song could inspire its listeners to murder. "Entertainment is about fantasy and escapism," asserted ACLU chair Danny Goldberg (1992) in a Los Angeles Times column: "literalism has nothing to do with entertainment" (p. M2). Goldberg's thesis is founded in the timeworn axiom "it's only a representation," a justification that rings somewhat hollow in an alleged age of Baudrillardian "hyperreality." 

Another common tactic used by Ice-T's supporters was to articulate Body Count with "legitimate" (i.e., white) art. Writers, including David Hershey-Webb (1995) and Jon Pareles (1992b), decontextualized "Cop Killer"'s black American origins and specificity by placing the song within American culture's "long-established anti-authoritarian streak that often casts the police as symbols of oppression" (Pareles 1992b, C13). Likewise, Barbara Ehrenreich (1992) and Chuck Philips (1992c) invoke rock heroes Bob Dylan, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones "and the other '60s icons who stormed the gates of the Establishment" (Philips 1992c, Calendar 6). "Look, white artists wrote anti-Establishment songs, too," these pundits seem to argue, using a kind of logic easily adaptable for those who wished to associate "Cop Killer" with more commonly denigrated white forms of entertainment. Ehrenreich (1992), Andrew Rosenthal (1992), and Ice-T himself (Philips 1992d) duly noted that neither Dan Quayle nor George Bush saw fit to condemn the cop-killing character played by Bush supporter Arnold Schwarzenegger in The Terminator and Terminator 2: Judgment Day, while Pareles (1992a) blasted police associations for failing to call for a boycott of "any of the Warner film studio's so-called `body count' movies." While Pareles's intent may have been to simply bring about a more level playing field, his articulation of "Cop Killer" and Schwarzenegger shoot-em-ups furthers the wrenching of Ice-T's words from their social context. 

The most consistent tactic used to support Ice-T's right to express the sentiments of "Cop Killer" was the invocation of his rights under the First Amendment. Employed so frequently that it served as the discursive counterpart to the opposition's corporate ethics articulation, the freedom-of-speech defense was first established by Time-Warner in its initial "official" response to the CLEAT boycott: "Time Warner is committed to the free expression of ideas for all our authors, journalists, recording artists, screenwriters, actors and directors. We believe this commitment is crucial to a democratic society, where the full range of opinion and thought--whether we agree with it or not--must be able to find an outlet" (Philips 1992a). The mainstream news media immediately took the bait Time-Warner had set: Peter Jennings (1992) defined the "Cop Killer" furor as a "freedom of speech" story on the June 19 telecast of World News Tonight. The recording industry and civil liberties groups rallied around Time-Warner on these grounds. The president of Capitol Records/EMI Music informed the Los Angeles Times that "when you realize that this giant multibillion-dollar corporation is taking a free-speech stand on a record that barely sold a few hundred thousand copies, there can be only one reason why they're holding their ground. It's a matter of principle" (Philips 1992c, 77). The call to ban "Cop Killer" became, to some extent, a free speech issue for Ice-T as well; in the altered version of the album sold by Time-Warner starting in August, the First Amendment appears in place of the printed lyrics to "Cop Killer" in the Body Count cassette inset and CD booklet. 

The freedom-of-speech defense for "Cop Killer" is deficient in many ways, not the least of which is how its use seemed to endorse the defense of the work only on these grounds. Editorials in both Billboard and the Los Angeles Times lamented that ink had to be spilled in defense of a song "repugnant... to most law-abiding citizens," an "artless and mediocre effort" ("Body Count: The Issue Is Censorship" 1992; "Outrage and Ice-T' 1992); the Times reminded Time-Warner that "while Americans highly value their strong First Amendment rights, they weary of the Constitution being trotted out to justify any hate-filled, titillating venom that hits the airwaves or bookstores" ("Outrage and Ice-T' 1992). This kind of rhetoric--used to oppose a ban on "Cop Killer"--perhaps influenced Ice-T's later thoughts on the controversy: 

I didn't need anybody to come and say I had the fight to say it. I needed 

people with credibility to step up and say, "Ice T not only has the fight 

to say it, but also fuck the police!... We're not apologizing to you cops 

for what YOU'VE been doing. It's time for people to get angry along with 

the guy who wrote "Cop Killer." (Ice-T and Siegmund 1994, 171) 

Finally, the defenders of Ice-T must share responsibility with the voices of the Right for the evacuation of considerations of hybridity, or "genre crossing" in regards to Body Count and "Cop Killer." The interface of cultures represented by Ice-T's thrash-metal experiment was "the unmentionable" in the debate, as neither side wished to engage the implications of the mix of frequently segregated "black" and "white" cultures. 

The discourse of gangsta rap is emblematic of our historical period, one in which the power bloc (to borrow Gramsci's term) is relatively insecure and in crisis. American society in the 1990s is characterized by heterogeneity and assimilation, brought about by economic and demographic shifts. Adding to white uncertainty is the effort by subordinated peoples to force the nation to face up to its racial divisions. The racially polarized, discursive fallout from the Rodney King beating, the L.A. rebellion, and the O. J. Simpson trial have encouraged some quarters of white America to locate the problems of American society outside the (figurative and literal) borders of "whiteness." 

The significance of rap within this social climate is enormous. Rap is, in Rose's (1994, 100) paraphrasing of James Scott, "a hidden transcript... [using] cloaked speech and disguised cultural codes to comment on and challenge aspects of current power inequalities." White anxieties over these distinctly black recodings of hostility and resentment are given expression through the deracialized attacks on rap music and artists by pundits such as David Samuels (1991). Samuels's "expose" of rap's young white audience instead exposes the white fear of black cultural infiltration, the targets of which are white children. 

Blacks justifiably fear that white audiences and manufacturers may "steal" black culture through the increasing commodification of rap. Nevertheless, Ice-T's incursion into white rock and roll should be seen as, rather than a concession to white interests, as the tactical theft of white culture. There is a crucial difference: whereas whites have long appropriated black cultural forms (including rhythm and blues, the site of rock and roll's origin) for the sake of profit, Body Count's counterappropriation--though it also makes money--serves to break down the barriers that help segment American culture into white and black contingents. Ice-T was very much aware of the alarms his cultural miscegenation would set off; in his Rolling Stone interview, he noted how Body Count "got inside suburbia a little deeper than a normal rap record would.... I think by being rock it infiltrated the homes of a lot of parents not used to having their kids play records by rappers" (Light 1992b, 30). In the same article, Ice-T estimated that "ninety-nine percent of the Body Count fans are white"--a hyperbolic statement, perhaps, but one that matches in spirit the press accounts of the racial breakdown of Body Count album sales and the nearly all-white audiences at the band's live shows (Light 1992b, 31; Muller 1992; Cusolito 1992). 

Through the use of the thrash-metal format, Ice-T designed the Body Count album to be heard by an audience whose racial composition he understood from his band's experience on the 1991 Lollapalooza tour. This complicates our understanding of the lyrics to "Cop Killer"; Kochman's (1981) work on fighting words does not readily apply to a case in which blacks, in their own accent, speak to whites. This point is absolutely essential for a deeper appreciation of what Ice-T attempted to pull off with his rock band. In disseminating "white" music with a black accent, Body Count--to a greater degree than Ice-T's rap material--teaches the suburban white teenager about social conditions far outside of his or her lived experience: a project of extreme importance in an increasingly multicultural, multidiscursive age. 

In nearly all of the many interviews Ice-T granted in the year of "Cop Killer," the rapper expresses his insistence that white America learn to listen to its ghettoized black counterpart. For Ice, rap's popularity with suburban white teens is not a cause for concern but a cause for hope: "They're saying: `Hold up, these rappers are talking to me, and it's making me understand. Why did John Wayne always win? Weren't we taking that land from the Indians? Haven't we been kind of fucked-up to people?' They're starting to figure it out" (Light 1992a, 17). In The Ice Opinion, Ice-T writes, 

We are entering a renaissance period, an educational revolution, where people 

are questioning the lies.... Our country can't run off lies for much longer. 

The key to keeping the lies alive for the racists was the elimination of 

communication. They kept saying, "Don't let them communicate. Don't let them 

talk to each other. They'll never know how much they have in common." 

(Ice-T and Siegmund 1994, 137) 

The upshot of David Samuels's (1991) argument in the New Republic is that white rap fans use their interaction with "hard" black culture as a substitute for "real," meaningful social interaction with blacks (and, presumably, assistance in the alleviation of black poverty). This conclusion is used as a club by Samuels to discredit all whites who enjoy hard-core black music: that is, white fandom does nothing to address the real problem; it only exempts you from it. Rose (1994, 4) provides a useful corrective to the Samuels position in Black Noise: "To suggest that rap is a black idiom that prioritizes black culture and that articulates the problems of black urban life does not deny the pleasure and participation of others." Whereas Samuels's view, ironically, ridicules white "cultural tourism" without suggesting a constructive alternative, Rose's view illuminates the possibility that the mixing of black and white culture may educate America, teaching us that social struggle in the late twentieth century must be a partnership. It is a lesson embedded in the hybridity of Ice-T's music and one we should not soon forget. 
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