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Abstract 

 

Rap music has long functioned as a vehicle for social commentary within Black American 

communities, yet its potential as a formal tool for advocacy remains underexplored in academic 

discourse. This paper argues that rap music—particularly that produced by African American 

artists—is an effective medium for promoting awareness of systemic racial discrimination and 

inspiring action on critical social issues, including mental health. Drawing on Kendrick Lamar’s 

2015 album To Pimp a Butterfly as its primary text, this analysis examines the album's 

exploration of economic exploitation, racial identity, and psychological resilience through close 

readings of “Wesley’s Theory,” “Alright,” and “The Blacker the Berry.” The paper applies 

W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of “double consciousness” and Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s theory of 

“signifyin(g)” as interpretive frameworks, situating Lamar’s work within both the historical 

tradition of socially conscious rap and contemporary mental health discourse. Additionally, this 

paper considers rap’s cross-cultural influence, examining how the genre fosters empathy and 

dialogue among audiences outside Black communities. By integrating scholarly sources, lyrical 

analysis, and psychological research, this paper demonstrates that socially conscious rap holds 

the power to shape public perceptions, challenge systemic injustice, and serve as an essential 

voice in contemporary advocacy. 

 

Keywords: rap music, mental health advocacy, Kendrick Lamar, To Pimp a Butterfly, double 

consciousness, socially-conscious hip-hop, systemic racism 
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Introduction 

 

Music has long shaped social perspectives, and rap has become a powerful tool for 

addressing injustice, especially within Black communities in the United States. Rooted in urban 

struggle, rap transforms experiences of economic hardship, racial discrimination, and systemic 

inequality into messages that challenge listeners to confront injustice. Unlike mainstream rap that 

often focuses on commercial success, socially conscious rap places greater emphasis on political 

issues, cultural struggles, and the need for community change. This role is reflected in Dr. Faye 

Gary’s advocacy for racial equality and mental health. As an expert in psychiatric nursing, she 

describes how segregation and discrimination taught Black Americans they were “second-class” 

and denied basic dignity, including access to public water and restrooms (Aliprantis, 2023, p. 

14). Her experiences show how racial exclusion threatens identity and well-being, making 

socially conscious rap an important medium for awareness, resistance, and systemic change. This 

article argues that rap music, particularly Kendrick Lamar’s work, is an effective tool for 

promoting social awareness and inspiring action on critical social issues. By examining the 

history and purpose of rap, analyzing Lamar’s album To Pimp a Butterfly, and assessing rap’s 

cross-cultural influence, this paper will demonstrate how rap music can confront systemic 

injustice and advocate for mental health, making it an essential voice in contemporary advocacy. 

The Historical Roots and Social Function of Rap 

Rap originated in the socioeconomic struggles of Black communities not simply as a 

form of entertainment, but as a political record of the injustices that mainstream media often 

failed to acknowledge. From its beginnings in the Bronx during the late 1970s, rap provided an 

outlet for marginalized voices to share their stories. Chuck D of Public Enemy once described 

rap as “CNN for Black people,” highlighting its role in reporting the often-ignored struggles of 
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inner-city communities (Conteh, 2023). This journalistic function allowed artists to expose 

societal injustices such as police brutality, economic inequality, and systemic racism from an 

insider’s point of view, educating and galvanizing listeners simultaneously. 

Rap functions as a powerful instrument of social justice because it brings visibility to 

marginalized experiences that mainstream institutions have historically ignored. A BET article 

further explains rap’s role in social justice by describing it as a medium that gave expression to 

the pain Black communities in inner cities and other areas experienced across the nation (Grove, 

2023). Through raw, unfiltered lyricism, rap gives artists the freedom to address social issues 

that other genres shy away from, celebrating the resilience of Black culture and fostering 

solidarity among listeners. Lakeyta M. Bonnette’s book Pulse of the People reinforces this point, 

arguing that “Rap continues the tradition of using art and culture to critique underrecognized 

problems in American society. Rap literally brought a voice to a segment of the community that 

was often alienated and dismissed” (Bonnette, 2015, p. 48). Bonnette also notes that rap has 

attracted attention from politicians precisely because of its power to promote movements and 

critique established power structures, demonstrating its role as both entertainment and a call for 

social reform. This social function also explains why rap is such an effective space for mental 

health advocacy: by giving voice to pain that has often been ignored or stigmatized, the genre 

connects emotional struggle to the same historical patterns of marginalization, resistance, and 

community survival that shaped its origins. 

Kendrick Lamar and To Pimp a Butterfly 

Kendrick Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly demonstrates the height of socially conscious 

rap’s power by transforming personal experience into a sustained critique of systemic racism and 

mental health stigma in Black America.  Having spent most of his life in Compton, California, 
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Lamar rose to prominence in the 2010s as one of the most influential voices in rap. His 2015 

album To Pimp a Butterfly marked a defining moment in his career, addressing racial identity, 

economic inequality, and mental health. Blending jazz, funk, and spoken word, the album draws 

on Black cultural and musical traditions to create a sound both innovative and historically 

grounded, receiving critical acclaim for its exploration of systemic injustice and its nuanced 

commentary on the Black experience in America. 

Lamar presents himself not only as an artist, but as a community advocate whose 

personal transformation becomes inseparable from his broader call for collective social change. 

In an NPR interview, Lamar explains that the album reflects his journey of self-discovery and his 

observations of systemic injustice, stating, “I can’t change the world until I change myself” 

(NPR, 2015). A VICE documentary further reveals how each track was designed to balance 

personal expression with social commentary. Lamar states that he wants to “Not only represent 

for myself, but represent for these guys out here” (Goldbaum, 2017), emphasizing his role not 

only as an artist but as an advocate for his community. By drawing on the legacy of the Civil 

Rights Movement and the Black Power era, Lamar positions his music as a continuation of past 

struggles for justice, reinforcing the album’s message of resilience and resistance. 

Track Analysis: Systemic Oppression and Racial Identity 

Across three central tracks, Lamar develops a layered critique of systemic oppression, 

moving from economic exploitation, to collective resistance, to the internalized racial conflict 

produced by racism itself. Jacob Sillyman (2017) argues that Lamar’s experiences as a Black 

American are central to the album, deeply shaping the raw energy that defines the work. Three 

tracks—“Wesley’s Theory,” “Alright,” and “The Blacker the Berry”—exemplify this thematic 

depth. 
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“Wesley’s Theory” critiques capitalism as a system that offers Black Americans the 

illusion of freedom while sustaining their exploitation through materialism and false promises of 

success. The song introduces three recurring characters: Kendrick Lamar as the naïve musician 

navigating newfound success; Lucy (Lucifer), representing the darker side of fame and 

materialism; and Uncle Sam, symbolizing a capitalist America that exploits Black individuals. 

The lyrics “Forty acres and a mule, a piano, a guitar? / Anythin’, see, my name is Uncle Sam, 

I’m your dog / Motherfucker, you can live at the mall” expose the empty promises of wealth and 

the systemic barriers preventing Black Americans from achieving true economic security 

(Lamar, “Wesley’s Theory”).  Emma Barsky (2020), writing for Medium, argues that Lamar is 

drawn into a false sense of success and freedom, while Uncle Sam remains in control by using 

material ambition and ego to keep successful Black individuals trapped within an exploitative 

system. 

“Alright” transforms the exhaustion produced by racial oppression into a declaration of 

collective endurance, functioning both as a protest anthem and as a source of defiant hope. Its 

chorus, “We gon’ be alright,” was adopted by the Black Lives Matter movement as a message of 

defiance and unity. Sillyman (2017) describes the song as a “celebratory [homage] to African 

American life and culture” (p. 5), functioning simultaneously as a protest anthem and a source of 

comfort. Yet beneath the optimism lies a portrayal of deep fatigue: the lyrics “My knees gettin’ 

weak and my gun might blow” reveal the emotional toll of racial discrimination, with Barsky 

(2020) noting that “sometimes action is necessary” (“This Song…”). The song is ultimately a 

call to action—urging listeners to maintain hope as the catalyst for lasting change. 

“The Blacker the Berry” confronts the most uncomfortable dimension of systemic 

racism—the internalized self-hatred it produces—forcing listeners to reckon with how 
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oppression turns its victims against themselves. Lyrics such as “You hate me, don’t you? / You 

hate my people, your plan is to terminate my culture” lay bare the frustrations of being 

marginalized (Lamar, “The Blacker the Berry”). Sillyman (2017) characterizes the track as “an 

assertion of Black power . . .a rhetorical war-cry on the battlefield that is racial relations in the 

United States” (p. 7). Crucially, the song is also a moment of self-reflection: Lamar asks, “So 

why did I weep when Trayvon Martin was in the street when gang banging make me kill a nigga 

blacker than me? / Hypocrite!” (Lamar, “The Blacker the Berry”), echoing his belief, stated in 

the NPR interview, that he “can’t change the world until I change myself” (NPR, 2015). By 

pairing direct accusations of anti-Black hatred with his own admission of hypocrisy, Lamar 

shows that systemic racism harms Black identity not only through external oppression, but also 

by creating internal divisions that must be confronted before true collective change can occur. 

Theoretical Frameworks: Signifyin(g) and Double Consciousness 

The frameworks of “signifyin(g)” and “double consciousness” show that Lamar’s critique 

of systemic racism operates through both coded lyrical strategies and the emotional tension of 

Black identity under oppression. Sillyman (2017) applies two critical theoretical frameworks to 

illuminate the album’s depth. According to Sillyman, Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s theory of 

signifyin(g)—a rhetorical strategy for indirect or coded communication—reveals how Lamar 

uses layered lyrics to critique societal issues subtly. In “Wesley’s Theory,” for instance, Lamar 

seemingly celebrates material success before exposing the hollowness of wealth within an 

exploitative capitalist system (Sillyman, 2017). This technique allows Lamar to embed 

subversive messages accessible to those within the community while remaining ambiguous to 

outsiders. 



 

Access*: Interdisciplinary Journal of Student Research and Scholarship, Vol. 10 (2026), Iss. 1, Art. 7 
 

8 

W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of double consciousness—the inner conflict felt by Black 

individuals who see themselves both through their own eyes and through the eyes of a 

marginalizing society—further enhances the album’s exploration of identity. Sillyman (2017) 

connects this framework to “The Blacker the Berry,” where Lamar confronts the pain of 

internalized racism, and to “Alright,” where an upbeat tone masks profound despair, capturing 

the survival strategy of projecting strength amidst hardship. Together, these frameworks reveal 

how To Pimp a Butterfly becomes not only a personal narrative but a profound commentary on 

the psychological toll of systemic oppression. 

Mental Health Advocacy in To Pimp a Butterfly 

By making Lamar’s psychological struggle visible, To Pimp a Butterfly challenges the 

stigma surrounding mental health in Black communities and reframes personal suffering as a 

shared social concern rather than an isolated private burden. An American Psychological 

Association podcast episode emphasizes that communities of color have recently faced racism as 

a “second pandemic” alongside COVID-19, with Dr. Riana Elyse Anderson explaining that 

racism spreads like a virus by harming the physical and mental health of those exposed to it 

(Anderson, 2022). This framing reinforces the urgency with which Lamar addresses mental 

health in his music. 

Through the opposing emotional perspectives of “u” and “i,” Lamar frames mental health 

recovery as a nonlinear process that moves from intense self-condemnation toward the difficult 

but necessary affirmation of self-love. In “u,” Lamar confronts feelings of self-hatred, guilt, and 

despair, with the lyrics “loving you is complicated,” emphasizing deep-seated self-doubt. As 

Barsky (2020) notes, Lamar’s openness in “u” reveals the emotional complexity of mental health 

challenges and demonstrates that even highly successful figures experience mental turmoil. 
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Lamar recognizes that his professional success has not brought the happiness he sought, 

compelling him to search for authentic meaning and purpose. 

In contrast, “i” presents a journey toward self-love and resilience. Its refrain, “I love 

myself,” is a powerful declaration of self-acceptance that stands in stark contrast to the despair of 

“u.” Barsky (2020) suggests this duality reflects Lamar’s belief in the importance of self-love as 

a foundation for healing. By presenting both sides of his mental health journey—anguish and 

affirmation—Lamar highlights the complex, nonlinear path toward well-being. Supporting this, 

Kresovich et al. (2021) found that references to mental health struggles have increased 

significantly in popular rap music, with 50% of analyzed songs addressing some form of 

depression or anxiety, and the majority of lead artists being African American men. Lamar’s 

work is emblematic of this broader trend, demonstrating that socially conscious rap can serve as 

a platform for mental health education, challenging listeners to prioritize self-care and empathy. 

Counterargument: Rap’s Potential Negative Influence 

While socially conscious rap has undeniably played a role in advocating for social 

change, critics argue that the genre may also have negative effects, particularly among younger 

audiences. An NPR (2006) article discussing a study on rap music found that young people who 

frequently listened to rap were more likely to develop permissive attitudes toward alcohol use 

and to view aggression as acceptable. Critics suggest that rap’s emphasis on themes of toughness 

and rebellion can influence listeners in ways that do not align with positive social behavior, 

raising concerns about its role in youth culture. 

These critiques, however, do not diminish the genre’s advocacy potential. Artists like 

Kendrick Lamar demonstrate that rap can be crafted with deliberate intentionality, using the 

genre’s raw energy to confront rather than glorify harmful behaviors. Lamar’s work specifically 
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inverts many of the genre’s perceived negatives by confronting violence, materialism, and 

despair as problems to be overcome rather than celebrated. The key lies in critical engagement: 

when listeners approach rap with cultural awareness and context, the genre’s capacity for 

advocacy function is far more powerful than its potential for misuse.  

Rap’s Cross-Cultural Influence 

Rap’s cross-cultural influence allows it to move beyond community expression and 

become a tool for racial awareness, helping White American audiences engage with experiences 

of systemic racism they may not otherwise understand. Venice Thandi Sulé’s (2015) study at 

Oakland University examined how White Americans engage with rap music and explore 

diversity in a college setting. The study, which interviewed 25 college students interested in rap 

culture from two midwestern universities with largely White student populations, found that 

many participants understood the genre’s cultural significance, demonstrated positive cross-

racial interactions, and showed greater willingness to share and seek new perspectives. Sulé 

(2015) also highlights how these listeners gained awareness of their own White privilege and 

how rap could be used to spearhead campus diversity goals. This study allows us to understand 

that when rap is approached critically, it can foster meaningful cross-racial understanding and 

encourage listeners to confront systems of privilege and inequality in a subconscious/conscious 

manner. 

Bonnette (2015) similarly addresses rap’s cross-cultural reach, noting that institutions and 

community leaders have recognized the genre’s potential to foster dialogue among diverse 

audiences. She cautions, however, that without a critical understanding of the music’s roots, its 

messages may be diluted. This underscores the importance of cultural sensitivity and critical 

engagement, particularly when discussing issues of race and identity. Ultimately, rap’s capacity 
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to reach across communities makes it a uniquely powerful medium for social advocacy—

bridging cultural divides and encouraging dialogue. 

Conclusion 

Kendrick Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly demonstrates how socially conscious rap can 

transform personal experience into a broader critique of racial injustice, economic exploitation, 

and mental health stigma. Throughout the album, Lamar shows that rap is not merely 

entertainment, but a form of advocacy capable of documenting lived experience, challenging 

dominant narratives, and inspiring collective reflection. By connecting the genre’s historical 

roots to Lamar’s use of protest, self-examination, and cultural critique, this essay has shown that 

rap music remains an important vehicle for awareness, empathy, and social change. 

For socially conscious rap to continue fulfilling this role, artists, institutions, and 

audiences must approach the genre with greater intention and respect. The music industry often 

rewards commercial appeal over political depth, which can limit the visibility of artists who use 

rap as a tool for advocacy. Record labels, streaming platforms, award institutions, schools, 

community organizations, and mental health groups could strengthen rap’s social impact by 

supporting artists whose work addresses systemic injustice and by creating spaces where their 

messages are connected to education, dialogue, and real-world resources. 

At the same time, rap’s advocacy potential depends on listeners moving beyond passive 

consumption toward active critical engagement. Songs such as “Alright” and “The Blacker the 

Berry” should be understood not simply as entertainment, but as artistic records of lived 

experience and calls for social awareness. As issues of racial justice, police accountability, and 

mental health equity remain central to American life, socially conscious rap can continue to 

bridge artistic expression and political action. When listeners engage with the genre critically and 



 

Access*: Interdisciplinary Journal of Student Research and Scholarship, Vol. 10 (2026), Iss. 1, Art. 7 
 

12 

compassionately, the act of truly listening becomes part of the larger work of building a more 

empathetic, inclusive, and justice-oriented society. 
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