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Notes on Text and Formatting: 

 

This thesis draws upon a large body of internet sources, including journalistic interviews with 

artists, blogs, and social media. For the sake of clarity, I have taken a few liberties with standard 

citational practices. For scholarly works and other formal publications, I have used standard in-

text citations with full publication information in the bibliography. Material from internet 

sources is documented in footnotes as completely as circumstances allow.  

 

In transliterating Arabic text, I employ the system used in the Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern 

Written Arabic, except when quoting previously transliterated sources or in cases where Arabic 

words or names exist in common parlance in English.  

 

Following conventions of hip-hop naming, after mentioning the legal names of artists when first 

introduced in the text, I thereafter refer to them by their adopted stage names, except in cases 

where the artist has also published work under the legal name. In such cases, I have cross-

referenced stage names and given names in the bibliography.   
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When you say 
“Back home” 
That could mean a bunch of 
Different things 
KSA born 
USA raised 
Soory reppin’ 
DC settling 
On the west coast 
Of the west now 
Tupac knows 
I can get around 
Like the West Nile 
Spread fast 
With my head wrapped 
In the illest textiles 
Steadfast 
On the Silk Road 
From Damascus 
Up to Roma 
Live in the middle of 
Little Armenia 
Eat my dolma 
Mini Vietnam 
Sand brothers1 know 
My heart pumps that red 
Lebanese 
Palestinian 
Greater Syrian 
Type thread 
That binds us all 
Together now 
From Baghdad 
To the river Nile 

 
 

Omar Offendum of the Arab Summit 
Quasi-Islamic (The Guide) 

(Arab Summit 2011:7) 
  

                                                
1 Appears as “sand brothers” in the recording, but “sand niggaz” in the artist’s transcription of this song 
(Alsalman 2011: 128). 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 In the lyrical passage quoted above, rapper Omar Ochakaki, AKA Omar Offendum, 

narrates his life in a language of place, invoking and remembering some of the spaces that he 

finds meaningful while ruminating on a more abstract kind of place: home. He begins by 

juxtaposing his roots in the Middle East with his later life in the United States, asserting that he 

is “repping” or representing his Syrian identity (soory or ṣūrī in Arabic) despite being born in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and later settling in the District of Columbia. He then trains a narrower 

focus on the urban landscape of the city of Los Angeles, where he currently lives: Little Armenia 

in East Hollywood, “Mini Vietnam” in the San Gabriel Valley, and the blighted city of Compton 

that early “West Coast” rappers, including Tupac Shakur, so vividly described (1998). As he 

describes it, this landscape consists of interlocking fragments, each of which by its very 

existence makes reference either to a distant place, like Armenia or Vietnam, or to particular 

stories, such as the historical ghettoization and abandonment of urban African Americans in 

cities like Compton. Offendum’s description of this urban atomization mirrors the way he 

describes his own identity: the city consists of many neighborhoods each of which references a 

different history of mobility, just as the mobile individual comes into being through many 

experiences, each of which is deeply connected to a place and a context. Offendum performs 

himself as a person with both an individual story and a group identity situated in time and place--

an identity that involves having one’s “head wrapped” and that his “sand brothers” or “sand 
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niggaz”2 will understand. This identity is constructed in proximity and dialogue with many other 

identities in the city, each characterized by its own type of difference, history of displacement, 

and pattern of mobility. Within this context of diversity, though, his metaphor of the “thread” 

expresses special bonds of blood and kinship limited to a number of national and regional 

identities--Lebanese, Saudi, Syrian, Palestinian, Baghdadi, and Cairene—all of which are linked 

to places within that swath of territory where the Arabic language is spoken.  

This short lyrical passage from Offendum encapsulates the main points I will make in this 

thesis. In the pages that follow, I will examine the words and works of six rappers who use hip-

hop music as a tool to create and represent selves that are informed by both individual experience 

and multiple group identities, selves that are, like Offendum and his city, simultaneously 

fragmented and whole. In doing so, each of these six artists confront a particular category of 

identity, the category of the “Arab” or the “Arab American,” a label with multiple interpretations 

and meanings, including among those who strongly identify as Arab, and that many in the 

American3 context come to know only by means of media representations. I argue that each of 

these artists uses the power of hip-hop as a discursive medium to grapple with the concept of 

Arabness, using words to take control of the patterns of signification associated with this 

category and to reorganize its meanings, both within public discourses and within their own 

understandings of self. Some of these artists, like Offendum, make space for themselves within 

                                                
2 Here, Offendum inverts and appropriates the term “sand nigger,” a racial slur used by others to target 
Muslims as well as those of Arab or Middle Eastern descent. This kind of inversion, in which an 
offensive slur originated by out-group individuals is repurposed as a term of endearment when used in-
group, has a long history in hip-hop music and in Black culture, most famously and controversially 
around the word “nigger.” For an account of the changing usage of this latter term, see (Asim 2007).  
 
3 Throughout this paper, I strive to use the word ‘American’ in something approximating its continental 
sense, referring to the United States and Canada. Certainly there are differences between these two 
national contexts, as there are substantial differences within the United States, but I have deemed neither 
of these significant for the purposes of a paper focused on individual artists.  
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the term, crafting an identity that includes Arabness as one important component of complex 

selves and of the affective bonds they develop with others. Others resist the categorization, 

identifying Arabness as a label ascribed to them by external forces and/or identifying with other 

groups or categories of identity. Whichever strategy a given artist develops, though, I argue that 

all of these strategies serve a common project of constructing or reconstructing the category of 

Arabness as a form of difference that is acceptable and intelligible in the context of North 

American pluralism. As such, through hip-hop performance these artists work to narrate their 

experiences of difference, experiences that relate the category of Arabness in a manner consistent 

with a long history of narration of blackness, whiteness, Hispanic/Latinoness, and other racial 

and ethnic subject positions in hip-hop music. In the words of one of the artists in question, “Iraq 

is the new Black.”4 

In this thesis I will focus on words and discourse, analyzing moments of verbal 

performance in which artists convert thoughts and feelings into expressive statements that are 

definite and strategic. Rapping is the central genre of verbal performance that these artists 

practice, and the bulk of my analysis centers on the lyrical content of their albums, mixtapes,5 

and other recordings although I also draw on some writings, commentary, and interviews. While 

the non-verbal aspects of this music—the beats--are interesting in their own right, I have chosen 

not to focus on them for two reasons. First, for simplicity: the number of works under 

consideration in this comparative study is large, and isolating one aspect of the music (and 

                                                
4 The Narcycist. The Narcycist – P.H.A.T.W.A. Official Music Video. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TtoHCUMpNMY (Accessed 4 June 2013). 
 
5 The term ‘mixtape’ has several meanings. A good working definition, in the context of hip-hop culture, 
is a collection of multiple recorded works that fulfills any of the following three criteria: that contains 
live, improvised, or experimental components; that features remixes of existing songs; or that includes a 
collection of individual tracks that were not necessarily intended to go together. An album, in contrast, is 
a recorded work made over a limited period of time, usually with the intention that it should work 
together aesthetically as a whole.  
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particularly one that doesn’t require extensive technical description and is easily understood 

across disciplines) has facilitated the breadth of the discussion. Second, the beats that these 

artists rap over are often, though not always, created by a second artist or by several artists in 

collaboration, leading to chains of authorship and intent that are much more difficult to 

disentangle as compared to the individual work of one rapper, one lyrical auteur. While the 

conclusions that I have reached are substantiated with verbal evidence, I came to them through a 

comprehensive process of listening that included the rhythms, references, and sounds within the 

beats. I believe that a strictly sonic analysis of the works in question, while it would likely raise a 

different set of questions, would not contradict my conclusions.  

To analyze the work of these artists, I make use of theoretical frameworks developed by 

three post-structuralist theorists. The first of these is Michel Foucault, from whom I borrow the 

idea of “technologies of the self”, those techniques that an individual uses to manage and alter 

various aspects of his or her subjectivity (1982, 1988, 1990:25-31). Rapping, I contend, is one of 

these technologies, a practice that is ethical as well as verbal and enables the artists to imagine 

alternate selves and thereby alter the conditions of their subjectivity, or the ways in which others 

perceive that subjectivity, to some extent. The second is Judith Butler, who asserts that the 

intelligibility of any action depends upon that action referencing a field of prior, similar actions. 

Social norms are constituted only by means of a consistent process of reiteration, and the 

iterative nature of this process suggests that individuals can subvert and revalue such norms, 

even if they cannot escape normative power entirely (1988:526, 1999:xxiv, Allen 1998). All of 

the rappers in this study participate in such processes with regards to Arabness, either 

strategically performing the signifiers of Arab identity loaded with new meanings, or refusing to 

perform these signifiers at all. The third theorist is Pierre Nora, who posits the notion of lieux de 
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memoire, or sites of memory: those people, places, objects, and narratives that point to 

relationships and connections with a past that informs the future (1989). These kinds of 

rememorative practices, I contend, constitute technologies of the self and inform the ways in 

which these artists perceive, create, and perform their identities.  

Beginning with a theoretical and historical introduction, the bulk of this thesis unfolds in 

two chapters, each of which centers on a different group of rappers who know one another and 

perform together. In each chapter, I analyze the tropes of Arab identity that each group chooses 

to perform, as well as the types of rememorative practices that these artists select and enact in 

their music. This embodiment and contestation of Arabness in music will in turn serve as a 

diagnostic in the context of my analysis, illuminating the structures of power and social 

normativity that inhere in multiply constructed ideas of Arabness as a contemporary category of 

identity and interpretation (Abu Lughod 1990). By studying how these artists construct and 

inhabit Arabness, I hope to understand the operations of power that they confront as individuals 

who operate within the normative field that constitutes Arabness, and the technologies of the self 

that they employ as agents and artists to respond to this power.  

The first chapter revolves around four of contemporary hip-hop’s most conspicuous Arab 

American artists, artists who also conspicuously identify themselves as Arab, as is evident in 

their deployment of referential names and places, their activist agendas, and the patterns of 

referentiality in their lyrics. These four are Yassin Alsalman AKA the Narcycist from Montreal, 

Nizar Wattad AKA Ragtop from Los Angeles, Tarik Kazaleh AKA Excentrik from San 

Francisco, and Omar Offendum. In addition to pursuing their respective solo careers, since 2007 

these four have intermittently come together to form a political hip-hop supergroup called the 

Arab Summit. As I will show, these artists actively conceptualize and perform themselves as a 
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sort of Arab American vanguard, a leadership body that shoulders the responsibility of speaking 

about larger issues facing contemporary Arab Americans. In their discursive work, they speak 

from personal experience, but framed in a way that reflects what they perceive to be larger 

patterns of experience among Arab American youth, and particularly in relation to issues of 

identity and memory. Building on longstanding traditions of political and moral didacticism in 

hip-hop, they consistently invoke imagery related to Arabness and their identities as Arabs as a 

means of commenting on both foreign policy regarding the Middle East and domestic racism 

while advocating peaceful, pluralistic coexistence between races and cultures.  

 The second chapter contrasts with the first by focusing on two aspiring rappers from the 

greater Dallas area, Jamal Hamam AKA Krucial, and Abdullah Dahduli, who goes by A.D. In 

discussing identity issues, A.D. and Krucial are much more likely to perform themselves as 

members of the Palestinian diaspora, choosing to affiliate with a particular national identity 

rather than the ethnic category of “Arab,” which they identify as an external category imposed 

upon them. These two artists also place greater emphasis on individuality and actively work to 

avoid being characterized as “political” artists. When they do discuss politics, they tend to 

approach it as it influences them personally, and they emphasize that their speech acts are not 

representative of any movement or identity category. In addition, the uniformly positive and 

affirmative tone characteristic of Arab Summit and many other progressive or political hip-hop 

groups is absent from the music of A.D. and Krucial, and in its place they adopt a less consistent 

and more phenomenological approach prevalent in mainstream hip-hop, one that allows space 

for both positive and negative emotions while acknowledging the multiplicity of thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences that coexist within one individual’s subjectivity.  
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These two groups act as foils to one another, an effect that I deploy deliberately. While 

illustrating the effects of normative power on subject formation, a comparative analysis 

simultaneously recognizes the indeterminacy of Arab American identity, the range of different 

ways of inhabiting a given category that are variably accessible to different subjects, and the 

flexibility of hip-hop as a semiotic practice. Despite the radically different approaches of these 

artists, one theme links them together. This is a theme that ought to be self-evident but that, 

given its constant reiteration within this music and beyond, evidently is not: Arab American is 

another kind of American. In his own way, each of these artists defies, or at least reframes, 

sedimented associations of Arabs and Muslims with war, terrorism, and fear. Each portrays 

Arabness as an acceptable style of difference. These artists perform themselves as individuals 

who live American lives; these are fun-loving guys who listen to Eminem and A Tribe Called 

Quest, who have their own joys and sorrows, ambitions and failures. Through performance, these 

artists perform, embody, and put forth a message that Arabness is not so unintelligible as many 

in America might fear, but rather constitutes another acceptable and interpretable form of 

difference in a multicultural American context.   

On Arabness 
 

Unlike the later European colonization of the New World, the expansion of the Islamic 

empire across West Asia and North Africa that occurred between the time of the death of the 

Prophet Muhammad in AD 632 and the end of the Umayyad Caliphate in AD 750 involved 

neither the liquidation of local populations nor large demographic shifts resulting from the 

resettlement of populations from the center of the empire to its margins (Esposito 

1998[1984]:12-13). Instead, it consisted largely of a gradual expansion of political influence and 

religious practice that was only loosely centralized. While military campaigns for power 
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occurred frequently during this time, most of the territorial expansion proceeded by political 

means, and it often involved the co-optation of existing Greek or Persian administrative offices, 

as well as the officers that operated them (Hourani 1991:25-28). The religious practices of local 

populations were tolerated to a large extent, but the system of incentives that the regime 

instituted for Muslim converts, including lower taxes and access to economic and political 

opportunities, led over time to the conversion of large populations.6  

The formal Arabic language, codified from the various Semitic dialects spoken on the 

Arabian Peninsula and set down in script by Islamic scholars by the beginning of the Umayyad 

era in 661, was the language of God and government, and it spread along the pathways of 

empire, gradually supplanting local languages (Chejne 1969:38-52).7 Later when the power of 

empire passed from the hands of peninsular Arabs to other groups speaking other languages, the 

term ‘Arab’ expanded from its earlier meaning, desert-dwellers claiming descent from Ishmael, 

to encompass most of the denizens of a swath of land stretching from the Tigris River to the 

Atlantic Ocean. Linguistic and cultural groups such as Persians, Turks, Berbers/Amizighen, 

Kurds, and Assyrians formed the new boundaries for the category of ‘Arab,’ which came to be 

associated with diverse groups, divided in speech by dialects of the Arabic language as different 

                                                
6 Attitudes regarding non-Muslim groups varied depending on the reigning scriptural interpretations of 
the era. Early on, some non-Muslim populations were forcibly converted under threat of violence, but by 
and large those minorities within the empire that refused to convert to Islam, and particularly Christians 
and Jews, were granted status as dhimmī, or protected peoples. These groups paid tribute to the Caliph in 
exchange for protection and a degree of autonomy under the auspices of the empire. See (Crone 
2004:371-375) for a more complete account of the status of minorities in the early Caliphate, and 
(Esposito 1998[1984]:336-337) for a general discussion of the place of minorities in Islamic political 
philosophy.   
 
7 Or, in many cases, not supplanting them, as was the case with the Assyrian, Coptic, and Berber 
languages among many others, which have been continuously spoken in the region since the time of the 
Prophet.   
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from one another as some of the romance languages, but united in the writing and recitation of 

formal Arabic (Marín-Guzmán 2004:61-63).  

Thus, “Arab” constitutes a category of identity that runs parallel to “Arabic” as a 

linguistic category but exceeds it, slipping into use as a signifier of ethnicity despite a lack of 

historical filial relationships. Modern Egyptians are, by and large, the descendants of ancient 

Egyptians, and the same pattern holds throughout the Arabophone world. Arabness is an 

umbrella term under which many groups with many histories gather or are gathered by others. Its 

boundaries have, in turn, shifted over time, variously including and excluding individuals and 

groups depending on the exigencies of the political and historical moment. In recent history, after 

World War I, Arab nationalists drew selectively upon linguistic similarities, the history of the 

region’s dynastic and religious empires, and existing third world nationalist movements to 

reframe the category of “Arab” in a distinctively modern way: as a national or super-national 

“imagined community,” to use Benedict Anderson’s term (Anderson 1991[1983], Hourani 

1991:401-402). This new national conception of Arabness encompassed a widely dispersed 

population that collectively interpreted history in such a way as to imagine itself as a collectivity, 

as of a kind. This process, predicated on the printed word and the mobility of a cosmopolitan 

administrative class, reached its apogee in the kind of Pan-Arab nationalism advocated most 

vocally by Gamal Abd al-Nasser, the first president of Egypt after that country’s independence in 

1953. This populist political discourse built upon previous ideas of Arabness to call for a single 

Arab nation-state, encompassing territory from the Atlantic to Mesopotamia (Hourani 1991:407-

410). The proponents of this idea, including Nasser, followed what Anderson describes as the 

basic script of nationalism, in which administrators strive to bring language, culture, and state 

into isometric alignment to exert sovereignty over a delimited territory. In a post-colonial 
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context, Pan-Arabist leaders offered the people of this newly imagined “Arab World” a novel 

kind of connection with the past, “a secular transformation of fatality into continuity, 

contingency into meaning” as Anderson puts it (1991[1983]:12).  

In the arena of expressive culture, Virginia Danielson’s work points to the ways in which 

the music of Umm Kulthūm, the most notable singer from the “golden age” of Egyptian music in 

the 1940s and 1950s, dovetailed with nationalist projects a multiple levels. Beginning her 

broadcast career two decades before independence, Umm Kulthūm skillfully blended folk and 

classical poetry with sophisticated modern sounds in her performances, while also leveraging her 

respectability and dignity as a Muslim woman, to become “the voice and face of Egypt” 

(1997:1). However, Danielson’s work, with its focus on Egyptian national discourse, fails to 

recognize the porousness of pre-independence national borders and national identities. Indeed, at 

the height of her career millions from all over the Middle East tuned in to her monthly 

broadcasts, and her legacy as a fount of authentic culture continues to be felt across the Arabic-

speaking region. The works of Umm Kulthum and other artists—notably Fairuz, ‘Abd al-Halim 

Hafiz, and more recently Mohammed Assaf, the Gaza-born winner of the 2013 round of the 

reality television contest Arab Idol—continue to provide a set of shared cultural references that 

inform a Pan-Arab super-national identity.  

Although Pan-Arabism failed to gain political traction, its political and cultural faces 

infused the idea of Arabness with modern valences of identity, unity, and a solidarity, and these 

valences continue to influence individual and collective acts of imagining in the contemporary 

period (Hourani 1991:426-433). Arabness is, like national identity, a product of collective 

imagining and performances based on such imagining. In this case, acts of imagining and 

remembering are themselves constitutive of realities, determining pathways of affiliation, the 
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analytic categories that make the world intelligible, and the raw materials of individual identity 

(Appadurai 1990:5, Anderson 1991[1983]:83-84). The rappers at the center of this study 

participate in these processes; their acts of imagining, remembering, and identifying inform the 

future selves that they will become and how those selves will perform in relation to various 

normative social practices.   

The preceding section begins to explain some of the historical processes that have led 

individuals to think of themselves as Arabs. Equally important to this study is another set of 

questions that relate to the ways in which others come to perceive the category of Arabness. In 

North America, images of Arabs in conflict have become ubiquitous in recent years, with the 24-

hour news cycle providing up-to-the-minute updates on various popular uprisings united under 

rubric of the ‘Arab Spring’, for instance. This new ‘Spring’ arrives after a decades-long winter 

that also has had a decidedly ‘Arab’ character in American media discourse: a series of 

protracted wars in Iraq, a persistently stalled peace process in Israel/Palestine that has implicated 

a succession of U.S. presidents, 9/11 and its fallout, and the continued prominence of a ‘clash of 

civilizations’ narrative that identifies an inherent cultural conflict between ‘Western Civilization’ 

and that of the ‘Muslim world of the Greater Middle East.’8 And yet, however widely discussed 

the category of ‘Arab’ may be, it defies dominant American social taxonomies that frame social 

life in relation to white/non-white binaries or ethno-national identities, and thus remains a 

category that is inconsistently understood in the modern American context.  

                                                
8 ’Clash of civilizations’ is a term first coined by Bernard Lewis in his article titled “The Roots of Muslim 
Rage” (1990), and later developed by Samuel Huntington in his book The Clash of Civilizations and the 
Remaking of World Order (1996) and other works. Drawing on European discourses of the binarism of 
East and West, the clash of civilizations hypothesis posits that, in the post-Cold War era, global conflicts 
will tend to arise in the field of cultural rather than economic or ideological activity. Although roundly 
critiqued by scholars, and most famously by Edward Said (2004), similar narratives continue to be 
influential in European and American public discourse, and are often articulated in the context of 
discussions of Islam and the ‘War on Terror.’ 
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Indeed, the notion of the “Arab” comes loaded with meanings, has porous boundaries, 

and is subject to multiple interpretations. This issue is particularly salient among diaspora 

populations, whose security and opportunities depend to an extent on the perceptions and 

stereotypes held by their neighbors. Gregory Ian Stoltz (2007), for instance, surveyed usage of 

the term “Arab” in the New York Times and Christian Science Monitor during the latter half of 

2002, and identified 34 separate sense permutations for this term, which is to say that journalists 

used the word “Arab” to refer to 34 different kinds of group identity. A majority of these usages, 

79%, carried a simple meaning--national, regional, linguistic, ethnic, or religious--with 63% 

being regional or ethnic and many of these instances appearing in phrases such as “Arab and 

Muslim World” or “Arab and Muslim Worlds.” Stoltz terms the remaining 21% of instances 

“ambiguous,” meaning that the context implicates two, three, or four of the categories listed 

above. Such categories include “ethnic religious regional,” which discursively limits the category 

of “Arab” to Middle Eastern Muslims (presumably Sunni Muslims) who claim Arab heritage, a 

usage far distant from both of the linguistic and Pan-Arabist definitions described above. Taken 

as a whole, the journalists and the editors of these papers seem to lack a clear notion of what kind 

of category Arabness represents. Stoltz identifies this semiotic slippage as one instance of a 

larger pattern that contributes to a mainstream American media audience that cannot readily 

identify what it means to be Arab, and he asserts that in such an environment the term comes to 

stand for a “nebulous mass consisting of Arab Muslims and any other dark-skinned residents of 

the Middle East who are not obviously Jewish” (117). In turn, this slippage facilitates, in the era 

of the war in Iraq and the War on Terror, ready identification of Arabs as a threatening other 

associated with violence and violent places.  

Methodology for Discursive Analysis 
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As noted above, in analyzing the performance of Arabness in North American hip-hop, I 

draw upon analytical frameworks developed by three poststructuralist theorists: Michel Foucault, 

Judith Butler, and Pierre Nora. In the following sections, I will briefly elaborate upon the ideas 

of each thinker in turn to build a methodological approach for the discursive analysis of these 

Arab American hip-hop, focusing on issues of agency, normativity, and memory that arise as 

these artists craft, articulate, and defend their identities. 

Foucault: Power and the Social Constitution of the Subject.  In his early works, 

including Discipline and Punish (1991 [1975]) and The Will to Knowledge (2008 [1976]), 

Foucault questions the Cartesian assumption of the transcendental subject, an a priori 

subjectivity that constitutes the starting point of analysis. Instead, he goes on to develop a new 

phenomenology that strives to illustrate the ways in which the subject comes into being by 

means of social processes. Foucault approached the constitution of the subject by way of an 

analysis of power. In his formulation, power is not a substance that inheres in certain individuals 

or institutions but instead consists of the actions of one individual that structure the future actions 

of another (1982:786, 788). The human infant is not born a subject but rather learns what it 

means to be a subject through a process that is social and discursive, by negotiating a web of 

previous actions that incentivize or forbid certain other actions on the child’s part. Through this 

process, the individual interiorizes a kind of subjectivity that, far from existing a priori, 

originates within and reflects a web of external power relations (1982:777-778, 2010:5, Butler 

1993).  

Early in his career, Foucault focused on disciplinary institutions external to the subject, 

and the discourses that undergird their existence, that collectively serve to bring the subject into 

being along particular historical lines. In his later work, however, he turned his attention towards 
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the conscious, voluntary actions that the subject takes to understand and manage selfhood in 

relation to the network of discursive power in which he or she exists. Foucault calls this 

management process “subjectivation”9 and describes a number of “technologies of the self” that 

subjects may employ. These technologies of the self include all of the operations that one 

performs, alone or by enlisting the help of others, in an attempt to willfully alter the condition of 

his or her subjectivity and/or the ways in which others perceive that subjectivity (1982, 1988, 

1990:25-31).  

Building on the work of Claire Colebrook, Saba Mahmood relates Foucault’s conception 

of subjectivation to a school of ethical thought that she terms ‘positive ethics,’ which has roots in 

the work of Aristotle (2012 [2005]:27-31). This conception of ethics posits that the virtuous self 

results from the practice of virtue; that correct or virtuous acts amount to positive material 

accreted to the consciousness of an individual that serve to form that consciousness. Actions 

have a sedimentary effect; good actions produce a virtuous individual over time. This notion that 

deeds create the individual resonates with Foucault’s idea of technologies of the self but 

contrasts with the dominant ethics of the post-enlightenment period, which describes virtue as 

arising from an internal mastery of the will rather than external action (Mahmood 2012 

[2005]:19-25).  

In the pages that follow I argue that, for the rappers at the center of this study, the act of 

rapping and other hip-hop practices constitute technologies of the self. Rapping is, as Foucault 

                                                
9 As Samuel Chambers has recently noted, discussion of this concept among English-language Foucault 
scholars has been plagued with issues of translation. In the original French, Foucault employed two terms: 
assujetissement to refer to the initial genesis of the subject, and subjectivation to refer to the voluntary 
process described above. Until recently, these terms were inconsistently translated as “subjection,” 
“subjugation,” “subjectivation,” or “subjectification,” while many scholars, including Judith Butler, 
collapsed the two original meanings into the single English term “subjectivation” (Chambers 2013:99-
101). This work deals exclusively with the voluntary meaning, and thus I will employ the cognate form of 
Foucault’s French term, but it should be noted that this usage differs from that of Butler and other 
scholars.  
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might say, borrowing a page from Plutarch’s playbook, “etho-poetic” in nature: it is a synthetic 

textual practice that produces descriptions, blatant or veiled, of the ideal subject, the virtuous self 

that the artist creates through a process of imagination and performance (Foucault 

1985[1990]:13). The etho-poetic practice, however, doesn’t end with imagination and 

description. Instead, I argue that the relationship between the artist and the text is circular in the 

manner of positive ethics. The act of describing this ideal self serves to crystalize and refine a 

subject’s thoughts and feelings; repeating and enacting these ideas in performance sediments 

them in the consciousness and practice of the individual, which in turn alters the condition of his 

or her subjectivity. This sedimentation then carries through in the manner of positive ethics to 

reinforce and refine subsequent rounds of composition and performance. The effects of this etho-

poetic process are not, however, limited to the individual subject’s interior life and relationship 

with discursive power; rather, the actions of the subject constitute a type of power capable of 

altering existing discursive categories of what is knowable and doable in a given context.  

Butler: Normativity, Agency, and Subversion in Performance.  Butler builds on 

Foucault’s work, but she provides a different take on power and the social constitution of the 

subject that focuses on the power implicit in gender norms and the mechanisms by which these 

norms come to be both perpetuated and subverted over time. As Amy Allen notes, Butler’s early 

work addresses a point of bifurcation in early feminism. This schism occurred between “gender 

determinists”, who portrayed women as helpless victims of unstoppable patriarchal power, and 

those “empowerment” thinkers who assumed that power, not yet conceived as the ripples of 

action, could be appropriated by and distributed to women; between those that believe that 

gender identity is imposed, and those who believe it to be willfully enacted (Allen 1998).  
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Butler’s work went between the horns of the bull, so to speak, in the 

determinist/voluntarist debate by making use of Foucault’s formulation of the social constitution 

of the subject in conjunction with Jacques Derrida’s concept of the iterative structure of social 

norms. Derrida’s formulation begins by positing that a performative act by an individual is never 

autonomous, but is rather always citational in that it references a field of prior, similar acts. The 

sedimented weight of these prior acts constitute norms--modes of behavior and expectation 

shared among members of identity groups that come to seem “natural” or pre-discursive by 

means of a process of repetition, and that provide a shared context that allows individuals to 

understand and recognize one another. In this way, normative behaviors are intelligible 

behaviors, and they lend to individuals the quality of intelligibility that enables intersubjective 

exchange. In addition to referencing prior actions, Butler argues that each performative act also 

references what she refers to as the “constitutive outside” of a given category of identity. By this 

term, she indicates the discursively bounded realm of behaviors that are unspeakable and 

unintelligible, and that lead to social ostracism, abjection, and other types of sanctioning that 

exist to enforce normative behavior (1997b:94). Those who stray into the hinterland of the 

constitutive outside become a given society’s monsters, to use Foucault’s term, ceasing to speak 

the language of normativity that allows them to be understood as subjects (Foucault 2004:56-57).  

Butler’s theoretical advance lies in the idea that performances of gender are neither things 

that can be doffed and donned like so many suits of clothes, nor are they forcibly imposed upon 

the subject from above. The performance of prescribed norms “is not a radical choice or project 

that reflects a merely individual choice, but neither is it imposed or inscribed upon the 

individual” (Butler 1988:526). Rather, these performances are actively constitutive of the subject 

and represent not only the ways in which the subject presents him- or herself to the world, but his 
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or her fundamental understanding of self; the subject is constituted discursively by the power 

inherent in norms.  

 For Butler, the iterative quality of social norms is the key to a theory of agency that defies 

the determinist/voluntarist schism of early feminist theory (Allen 1998). She builds on the notion 

that, in every instance of performance, there exists a gap between the ideal of the norm being 

cited and the actuality of the citation. Sometimes this gap is the result of an act of willful 

subversion of the norm in question, whereas at other times it consists of the imperfect subject’s 

inability to understand or live up to the “regulatory ideal” in question (Butler 1993:1). As 

Derrida notes, “the structure of iteration . . . implies both identity and difference. Iteration in its 

purest form—and it is always impure—contains in itself the discrepancy of a difference that 

constitutes it as iteration” (1988:52, original emphasis). The regulatory ideal of the norm 

conditions not only the actions of an individual subject, but also the entirety of the range of 

actions that become thinkable or intelligible to that subject. Norms do not, however, determine 

an individual’s actions. Butler develops her theory of agency within this space of indeterminacy, 

asserting that an individual is capable of abiding or defying the norm, of performing well or 

poorly according to its standards, and of altering or subverting the meanings that inhere in a 

given normative action. Cooperative or subversive, though, the subject is still constituted within 

and by means of the norm and is never external to its structuring power. As Butler puts it, “the 

iterability of performativity is a theory of agency, one that cannot disavow power as the 

condition of its possibility” (1999:xxiv). 

 Complicating the individual’s performative interactions with social norms is the 

heteroglot and polyphonic nature of the word in language, as described by Mikhail Bakhtin. In 

this conception, language—a primary tool by which individuals manage their relationships with 
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norms—itself exists in a dialogic and intertextual relationship with bodies of prior and future 

language (1992, Bauman 1977). A given utterance doesn’t belong entirely to the speaker, but 

rather consists of fragments of prior words and the echoes of prior voices, the meanings of which 

the speaker strives to control by inflecting the speech with a new discursive weight and purpose. 

Language is iterative; in Bakhtin’s words, it is “not a neutral medium that passes freely and 

easily into the private property of the speaker's intentions; it is populated –overpopulated– with 

the intentions of others” (1992:292). 

 The iterative nature of both language and social norms thus perpetuates them while also 

making them unstable sites of contestation, sites where meanings are multiple and variable 

depending on context. On the coextensive relationship between normative power and 

contestation, Foucault notes that “where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather 

consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority with relation to power” 

(1978:95). Lila Abu Lughod later inverts Foucault’s statement, arguing that “where there is 

resistance, there is power.” While emphasizing the coextensive relationship between power and 

resistance, this inversion also constructs from Foucault’s idea a methodological instrument for 

ethnographic research that I employ throughout this study. Any intelligible performance that the 

subject enacts comes loaded with citations, themselves variably understood, that reference and 

contest various fields of similar prior action, and particularly those fields that constitute the 

normative categories of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and class. The character of that 

citationality can in turn illuminate the presence of power, its operation upon the subject in 

question, and his or her horizon of possible actions. To use Abu Lughod’s language, resistance 

and citation become a “diagnostic of power”, a tool that illuminates the operations of power in a 

given context (Foucault 1982:781, Abu Lughod 1990:47).  



 19 

This study examines the small acts of citation, reiteration, and reevaluation that a few 

hip-hop artists strategically include within their performances. It also attempts to identify the 

ways in which these artists relate to concepts of Arabness, a category of identity that, like all 

such normative categories, carries with it an iterative field of prior signs, behaviors, and 

expectations. The following pages will illustrate the ways in which members of Arab Summit 

work to locate themselves within such an identity and mobilize their performances as 

instruments to restructure and revalue the meanings that inhere in the category, while A.D. and 

Krucial discursively resist identification as Arabs and choosing instead to affiliate with other 

categories of identity. In all of these cases, though, each of these artists articulate strategies to 

manage identities unavoidably marked by ethnic difference, and to position the kind of 

difference that they live as ordinary, intelligible, and acceptable within a North American 

context.  

Nora: Memory and Identity.  Milan Kundera once said that “the struggle of man against 

power is the struggle of memory against forgetting” (1999:4). A hermeneutics of memory and its 

role in the contestation and negotiation of normative power is crucial to this present study. Pierre 

Nora, in his work on the French national consciousness, distinguishes between two distinct 

modes by which modern individuals forge relationships with the past: history and memory. 

These two modes exist bound together in a dynamic tension, each dependent upon the other and 

yet each pursuing a different end. History, he asserts, is purely representational, the kneejerk 

reaction of a society wracked by change seeking to collect and control the past and, most often, 

to imbue it with a nationalist telos. Memory, in contrast, is affective and interpretive, mediating 

an individual subject’s perceptions of the past. In this sense, the meanings of memory expand 

beyond recollection of one’s personal experiences to the realm of collective remembrances, 
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narratives and interpretations shared between individuals and among groups. Memory concerns 

itself with accuracy only in passing. Instead, it privileges the coherence of narratives and “only 

accommodates those facts that suit it; it nourishes recollections that may be out of focus or 

telescopic, global or detached, particular or symbolic” (1989:8). 

Susan Slyomovics contends that “the ways we preserve and reinterpret elements of our 

collective [memory] locate the emotional core of the past” (1998:1).10 This emotional core, I 

contend, consists of a guiding narrative or set of narratives that establishes the basic components 

and limits of an individual’s identity. Memory is the process by which the individual relates to 

his or her past, laying claim of ownership and belonging to certain narratives, places, and 

relationships with others. Crafting relationships with past times and places is an etho-poetic 

practice, and such relationships are factors that condition the subject’s understanding of his or 

her identity within society and also inform the intelligibility of the self according to the 

normative categories that organize sociality and identity. One of the defining features of a 

modern subject is that he or she have a relationship with the past and engage in a process of 

knowing and interpreting that relationship. Memory work can thus be conceived as one of 

Foucault’s technologies of the self; individual and collective rememoration is ethical practice.  

For Nora, the practice of memory in the contemporary era is materialistic, and it involves 

the invocation of what he terms lieux de memoire, or sites of memory.11 These include places, 

                                                
10 Slyomovics uses the term ‘history,’ but references a concept akin to Nora’s definition of memory. The 
two terms are used inconsistently in the literature. For another example of usage, see Henry Glassie’s 
discussion of oral history in Northern Ireland, which also corresponds with Nora’s usage of the term 
‘memory’ (Glassie 1995[1982]). In this study, I preserve Nora’s distinction between history, which is 
institutional and relative, and memory, which is individual and informal (1989).  
 
11 Nora attributes the emergence of lieux de memoire in the modern age to the lack of milieux de memoire, 
or contexts of memory. He describes these milieux as those complete social settings lost to a bygone era, 
characteristic of what he calls, ambiguously, those “so-called primitive or archaic societies” which had 
“long assured the transmission and conservation of collectively remembered values” (1989:8,7). In this 
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objects, or texts that take on a second life in the present within the imagination of the subject, 

and which act as metonyms or metaphors alluding to a larger story that lies just out of reach in a 

past that the subject claims but can only partially access. In this thesis, I focus on the ways in 

which the artists in question performatively construct and describe lieux de memoire in their 

music and other forms of verbal performance. These lieux, I will show, constitute a rich resource 

for the artists in question as they negotiate and discuss identity within the larger performative 

and citational practice described in the preceding section.  

Scholarship on Identity and Hip-Hop Culture 
 

Contemporary debates on issues of identity, both theoretical and practical, are complex 

and contentious. Indeed, even the most basic terms of the debate are multiply understood, with 

scholars from various disciplines and perspectives ascribing a variety of meanings to the word 

“identity” itself, and a significant degree of slippage occurring between scholarly, journalistic, 

and popular usages (Brubaker and Cooper 2000:6-10, Abrahams 2003:198-199). Brubaker and 

Cooper go as far as suggesting that, while ongoing conversations about identity—oft-maligned 

under the rubric of “identity politics”12—have a profound influence on individual self-

understanding and group dynamics, the term itself is too ambiguous to be of use to scholars, and 

                                                                                                                                                       
line of reasoning, Nora himself imagines denizens of a simpler time and attributes to them the thing that 
he feels is lacking from contemporary society and, in so doing, engages in the kind of imaginative 
rememoration that he is busy describing. With this imagery Nora inadvertently sheds light not on the past, 
but rather on a type anxiety over a perceived loss of authenticity and connection with a past that is itself 
modern; he himself fails to describe a past so much as invent one, an object in which he unselfconsciously 
lodges the kind of nostalgia that he is busy describing. A detailed analysis of Nora’s work in this light is 
beyond the scope of this work, however one need not accept the logic of loss underlying his arguments to 
acknowledge the primacy of the trace in the construction of memory. 
 
12 A term applied retroactively, and often derisively, to various types of social solidarity that have 
emerged in the post-civil rights era on the basis of confronting oppression and marginalization. These 
movements, taken collectively, can be seen to privilege the interests and experience of the group over the 
individual self-interest that is assumed in most liberal democratic theory, but in the process have often 
forwarded totalizing or essentializing visions of what it means to belong to a given group. See (Brubaker 
and Cooper 2000) for a more thorough discussion of these issues.    
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they suggest the need to develop a higher-level lexicon capable of describing the affective 

dynamics of processes of identity without reifying the categories in question. They consider the 

categories of identity to be “categories of practice;” a schema in use in popular discourse that is 

emotionally charged and informs quotidian decision making without ever being defined clearly 

and consistently enough for scholarly purposes. Scholars should, they assert, engage strategically 

with this schema of identity as a social phenomenon while recognizing its mutable, indefinite, 

and imaginary qualities (2000:34, 4-5).  

For the purposes of this study, I have decided to continue to make use of the word 

“identity” only because a clearer term to refer to the discursive and affective process by which 

people organize and locate themselves and one another in relation to the normative categories of 

society is not readily available. In addition, I do so because the techniques that these artists use to 

discuss issues of memory and belonging articulate directly with contemporary exchanges in the 

arena of “identity politics,” and the notion of Arabness that lies at the heart of this analysis is 

itself a “category of practice” with which the artists engage. I do, however, proceed with caution 

in discussing such a fraught issue and, for the sake of precision, I posit two complimentary 

working definitions for the term “identity.” The first comes from Roger Abrahams, who 

describes the experience of identity from the subject’s perspective as “the sum of the self-

classifications taken by an individual who recognizes alternatives” (2003:209). This idea 

dovetails with a definition that proceeds from the analytical perspective of post-structuralist 

theory in arguing that identity is a simple name for the unstable nexus and product of the 

multiple, competing discourses and norms that serve to constitute the subject (Brubaker and 

Cooper 2000:8). In short, identity is selfhood--an evanescent order that the subject assembles 

from the shifting discursive material at hand.  
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Issues of identity have played a prominent role in hip-hop music, culture, and practice 

since its inception as a creative form in the late 1970s. This era was marked by experiments by 

several African American identity groups, responding to continued marginalization and racism in 

spite of the successes of the Civil Rights movement and decades of integration policies, to 

construct new forms of imagined communities predicated not upon nations, states, or religions, 

but on racial affinity and shared experiences as a minority. The generation of African-Americans 

that pioneered hip-hop culture came of age in an era in which the Black Power movement, 

continuing discourses of Black Nationalism, and the rise of the Nation of Islam sought 

empowerment and self-determination for the black community in explicitly racialized terms, as 

an autonomous social entity standing apart from, but connected to, the larger American society 

(Chang, 2006:106, 272-273, Decker 1993:53, Forman 2002:183-186, Mitchell 1996:24). At the 

same time, Pan-Africanist thought and Afrocentric practice continued to draw linkages and 

cultivate solidarities between African-Americans and black peoples in other parts of the world 

(Decker 1993:56-58).  

As a verbal art form created in such a context, many prominent works in the history of 

rapping are characterized by a narration of the spaces, practices, and experiences of Blackness, 

often including didactic messages on the operations of racism and modes of resistance 

(Smitherman 1997:3-6). The ubiquity of discourses about blackness in hip-hop has led Imani 

Perry to assert categorically that hip-hop is “Black American music,” a controversial statement 

particularly in light of recent scholarship on influence of Puerto Rican artists and identities on 

early hip-hop (2004:10-11).13 While I remain agnostic as to whether hip-hop is specifically 

                                                
13 Although the culture of Puerto Rico, which is both North American and afro-diasporic, could easily be 
rolled into the category of “Black American,” the category that Perry has in mind seems to be implicitly 
limited to the Anglophone regions of Black America. See (Rivera, 2001) for an in-depth discussion of 
Black/Puerto Rican insider/outsider dynamics in hip-hop music.  
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“Black American” in character, it is clear that the thematic and performative focus on identity 

extant throughout the music’s history is most certainly “Black American,” in that it constitutes a 

particular vocabulary and style of talking about identity with deep roots in Black Nationalism, 

Afrocentrism, and the Nation of Islam. What unifies hip-hop practice and performance around 

the world, I argue, is not any particular racial affiliation, but rather this consistent focus on issues 

of identity.  

The last fifteen years have witnessed a wave of serious scholarship focusing on hip-hop 

as a discrete cultural phenomenon distinguishable from other forms of popular music and culture. 

With a few notable exceptions (such as Rose 1994 and Dimitriadis 1996), much scholarship prior 

to this time suffered either from a romanticized, overly celebratory tone (see Nelson, 1991) or 

did not distinguish hip-hop from rock or pop (see Mitchell 1996 and Auslander 2008 [1999]). 

More recent scholarship frames hip-hop culture as an isolable social configuration--as a limited 

and identifiable system of relationships between individuals that persists and is reproduced over 

time. Much of the scholarship on hip-hop within North America comes from the discipline of 

cultural studies (Perry 2004, Forman 2002, Bynoe 2004, Kahf 2007), aside from Jeff Chang’s 

comprehensive history of the art form’s first two decades (2005). While the bulk of this work is 

focused on textual and mediated aspects of hip-hop culture, several works do include 

components based on extensive ethnographic research (Keyes 2004, Dimitriadis 2001). 

 In contrast, scholarship in the disciplines of anthropology and ethnomusicology has 

focused, as this current study does, on the process by which individuals from communities not 

typically associated with hip-hop have embraced and adapted the form to new and always 

changing performative ends. Issues of identity figure prominently in these studies. Judah Cohen, 

for example, has examined the rise of prominent rappers from among conservative and orthodox 
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Jewish communities in North America. Without using the term, he describes hip-hop practice as 

a technology of the self, and documents the ways in which this new generation of rappers makes 

use of such practice to confront the normative power of a close-knit community, always from a 

perspective that never ceases to be distinctively Jewish. He goes on to argue that the artists 

contest use this expressive form to contest norms and address points of controversy within the 

community, including changing ideas of Jewish masculinity, while etho-poetically articulating  

“what it means to be a ‘new’ Jew” (2009:1).  

Geoffrey Baker has examined issues of power  in hip-hop from a different perspective, 

detailing the process by which the Cuban government has integrated hip-hop practice into 

official state-sanctioned cultural institutions. He argues that this was not a simple top-down 

process of co-optation and appropriation as some have alleged, but rather emerged from a 

dialogue between artists, state officials, and foreign journalists and academics. This process has 

resulted, he claims, in the creation of a semi-official space for rap within Cuban culture, which 

has expanded the audience and the discursive space for artists interested in challenging 

normative categories, confronting racist representations, and addressing other social issues. The 

same process has, however, restricted space for discursively critiquing the power of the socialist 

state, a role that pre-institutional street hip-hop previously played. Ian Condry’s monograph on 

hip-hop scenes in Japan (2006) explores issues of place in identity formation, and specifically the 

ways in which Japanese some youth have developed a powerful devotion to the Black American 

culture and built face-to-face communities of practice from the raw materials of mediated hip-

hop culture, a point that several prominent scholars who focus on the more textual aspects of hip-

hop culture have also made (Mitchell 1996, Dimitriadis 1996, Forman 2002). Condry also 

describes how these young people have changed these practices—contested and reshaped the 
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norms of hip-hop practice itself—to make them reflect the local context as well as a distinctively 

Japanese style of rememoration (2006:51-52).  

Recent years have also seen a dramatic increase in activity by rappers throughout the 

Middle East, as well as an increase in attention paid to these rappers by foreign scholars and 

journalists. Thomas Soloman has documented the development of a large, transnational Turkish-

language hip-hop community (2005a, 2005b, 2006), which has come to prominence in a context 

of high levels of mobility--for people, culture, and ideas alike--between the Turkish homeland 

and diaspora populations in Germany and other countries. Soloman’s work approaches the etho-

poetic nature of hip-hop expression, contending that hip-hop artists in Istanbul make use of the 

form to “tell themselves a story about themselves, producing not just rhymes and beats, but their 

own identities as hip-hoppers and Istanbulites through it" (2005a:17). The epicenter for Arabic-

language hip-hop during this time has been Palestine, where several groups from the West Bank 

and Gaza Strip as well as from Palestinian communities within Israel’s borders have gained large 

audiences and significant attention from abroad. The most prominent and persistent of these is 

the Palestinian-Israeli hip-hop group DAM, the members of which appear in two documentary 

films at different points in their career arc, Anat Halachmi’s Channels of Rage (2003) and Jackie 

Salloum’s Slingshot Hip-Hop (2008). This group has also figured prominently in David 

McDonald’s recent monograph on Palestinian resistance music (2013) and Judah Schept’s work 

on the penal architecture of Israeli occupation (2010). DAM’s latest album, Nudbak ‘al-Qamr or 

Dabke on the Moon (2012), sparked multiple in-depth responses from prominent scholars of the 

Middle East on Georgetown University’s scholarly forum Jadaliyya.14  

                                                
14 See Abu-Lughod, Lila, and Maya Mikdashi. 2013. “Tradition and the Anti-Politics Machine: DAM 
Seduced by the Honor Crime.” Jadaliyya. http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/8578/tradition-and-the-
anti-politics-machine_dam-seduce [accessed 2 February, 2014]. This page also contains links to several 
response articles, including one penned by the members of DAM.  
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In addition to a few high-profile artists such as DAM, small hip-hop and spoken-word 

scenes have developed in the major cities throughout the Middle East and North Africa, but these 

are still poorly documented. Ela Greenberg’s ethnographic work with the group G-Town in the 

Shu’afat refugee camp in East Jerusalem (2009) is one exception. Her limited work suggests the 

kinds of localized, non-professional hip-hop practice that individuals likely pursue in a variety of 

contexts throughout the Middle East, which is analogous to the kind of engagement with music 

and verbal art that A.D., Krucial, and many others pursue in the North American context. These 

artists, Greenberg argues, invoke normative masculine images drawn from hip-hop culture to 

bolster their identities as Palestinian men, an image difficult to maintain under the strictures of 

occupation. Like many Palestinian hip-hop artists, including DAM and several of my 

interlocutors in this study, the members of G-Town draw explicit discursive connections between 

the kinds of racialized marginalization experienced by African Americans in the United States 

and the Palestinian experience of displacement and occupation. Indeed, this phenomenon is so 

common throughout global hip-hop culture that Halifu Osumare has dubbed it hip-hop’s 

“connective marginalities,” in which an individual, operating from a particular subject position, 

builds discursive bonds of similitude between his or her experience and the narrated experience 

of an other, most commonly an African American experience (2001:174). 

  

In the remainder of this thesis, I compare the performative practices of the two groups of 

artists at the heart of this study as they work to craft identities in relation to structures of power 

and discourse and use verbal performance to manage relationships with distant places, past 

times, and collective categories of identity. The following chapter focuses on three pieces of 

work by the members of Arab summit—one textual, one audio/visual, and one lyrical. In 
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analyzing these pieces, I demonstrate how the members of this group perceive themselves to be 

racially marked and singled out as objects of racism in American society, and perceive that 

organized civil rights establishments have failed to protect them from this racism. This failure in 

turn leads them to position themselves as leaders of their own movement, a positioning that 

requires that they use their music instrumentally to articulate a consistent political message 

aimed at a new generation of Pan-Arab American youth. Chapter three contrasts, drawing on 

personal interviews with A.D. and Krucial to illustrate the ways in which these latter artists reject 

identification as political artists, as well as identifications as “Arab.” Instead, they choose to 

articulate their collective identities in a language drawn from the Palestinian national movement 

and emphasize their contingent, multiple identities as individuals. Chapter four concludes, 

expanding the discussion of these themes to indicate the ways in which the politics of 

representation contribute to the framing of populations as potential objects of violence and 

discrimination.  
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Chapter 2: An Arab Summit Convenes in Los Angeles 
 
 We lingered somewhere between the two worlds that made us as the hyphen 

that binds them together; that hyphen is Hip-Hop, a line drawn between the 
lands that soiled our seed and the one that harbored our fruit.   

 - Yassin “The Narcycist” Alsalman (2011:20) 
 

This chapter focuses on the members of the Arab Summit, a hip-hop supergroup whose 

words and actions invoke images of Arabness that are outsized and exaggerated. I examine three 

pieces of published work that members of this group have produced, each of which strategically 

references and reiterates sedimented media representations of Arabs and Arabness. Specifically, 

I discuss patterns of semiotic citation and the ways in which these artists reference stereotypical 

images of Arabs in such a way as to undermine and resignify them, part of a practice of 

discursive resistance that both serves as a diagnostic of the kinds of racism that are latent in those 

images and creates positive associations with the concept of Arabness. This kind of practice, I 

argue, is instrumental in this group’s agenda of Arab-American political leadership; choosing to 

own the concept of Arabness as one component of their complex identities, they then make use 

of the term to try to unite youth from many backgrounds under the rubric of the label “Arab 

American,” in a manner similar to the solidarity efforts of Black Nationalist groups.  

Over the past decade, each of the four artists involved in Arab Summit have built 

successful careers, and they have done so while spinning an extensive web of discourse that 

addresses their experiences as Arab Americans. This discursive web consists of a fusion of music 

and activism, in which they link conversation about foreign policy and revolutions in the Middle 

East with American conversations about identity and its place in social life. I argue that the 
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patterns of articulation and citation extant in this group’s performances constitute and promote a 

consistent ideology of what it means to be Arab in America. By means of their exaggerated 

performances of the signs of Arabness, the group strives to articulate a political and identitarian 

agenda. Through these acts, members of the group appoint themselves to positions of discursive 

authority on the subject of Arabness and position themselves as leaders for a younger generation 

of hip Arab American youth, an attempt which responds to their perception of a lack of 

collective identity and existing, effective leadership among this group.  

Within this chapter, the first section examines the ways in which the members of Arab 

Summit narrate an encounter with the largest Arab American civil rights organization in the U.S, 

the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, their loss of faith in the legitimacy of such 

institutions, and their self-appointment as leaders within an Arab American youth community, a 

label that they embrace as a positive identifier of shared ethnic heritage. The second section 

examines a music video that features a heightened, sarcastic representation of the U.S. airport 

security regime, illustrating one instance in which members of this group reference spaces in 

which phenotypically Middle Eastern individuals come under scrutiny with relation to security 

institutions. This performance demonstrates the ways in which this group uses sarcasm and 

humor as discursive tools to invert discourses of danger and suspicion that abound in the post-

9/11 era. The third section focuses on processes of rememoration in the creation of identity, and 

specifically on Omar Offendum’s deployment of lieux de memoire on his latest album. In this 

context, he reconstructs a past that serves his needs in the present, while also modeling a manner 

of constructing identity that merges local and national affiliations with a kind of solidarity that is 

distinctively Pan-Arab. I begin, however, with a brief dramatis personae and curriculum vitae 
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that introduces the four artists in question and illustrates the style of performative Arabness that 

pervades this group’s public image by means of a semiotic analysis of naming.  

First is Yassin Alsalman, AKA The Narcycist or Narcy, an Iraqi Canadian based out of 

Montreal who was also a founding member of the group Euphrates in the first few years of the 

new millennium. The Arab Summit project began as part of Alsalman’s M.A. thesis in 

communication studies at Concordia University. For his thesis project, Alsalman submitted Arab 

Summit’s first full-length album, Fear of an Arab Planet, as well as a short textual rumination, 

part poetic, part analytical, and part pictorial, on Arab-American youth experience and on the 

process and politics that went into making the album. He later self-published a revised version of 

the textual component under the title The Diatribes of a Dying Tribe (Arab Summit 2007, 

Alsalman 2011), which includes the piece of prose on which I focus in the first section below. 

Alsalman is a man of many names, many of which reflect the humor and sarcasm that he 

injects into his music, his writing, and his public persona. While the moniker ‘The Narcycist’ 

makes no overt references to Arabness, many of his pseudonyms do, such as Illiam 

Sheikhsbeard, Jamal Abdul Narcel, and Jamal Abdeezy.15 In addition to Fear of an Arab Planet, 

Narcy has produced a series of three mixtapes under the title Stuck Between Iraq and a Hard 

Place vols. I-III featuring tracks with titles such as Straight Out of Basra as well as a less 

                                                
15 Each of these chosen names identifies and lampoons a certain stereotype about Arabs. “Illiam 
Sheikhsbeard” combines the image of the bearded sheikh, a term that refers to a man who is aged or 
particularly well-respected within the community but which is commonly associated with political Islam 
in the American media, with getting “ill,” a term popularized by the Beastie Boys in the early 1990s that 
connotes skill and style. The second is Alsalman’s version of a typical, or at least stereotypical, Arab 
American name. “Abdul”, while commonly Anglicized as a middle name, comes from a family of Arabic 
names beginning with ‘Abd al-‘ meaning ‘servant of the’, which would be followed by one of the 99 
names of God (‘Abd al-Rahman, Servant of the Ever Merciful, ‘Abd al-Latīf, Servant of the All-Gentle, 
etc.) This name also includes, presumably, a tip of the hat to Gamal Abd al-Nasser (the ‘J’ sound in 
Egyptian Arabic is pronounced, and often transliterated, as a hard ‘G’.) The third name builds on the 
second, but adds a dated and stereotypical linguistic effect characteristic of hip-hop in the 1990s, and 
Snoop Dogg in particular. Specifically, it references the phrases ‘fo’ shizzle my nizzle’ and ‘fo’ sheezy 
my neezy’, both of which are variants on ‘for sure’ and communicate general assent.  
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political record called Mr. Asthmatic (2010, 2009b, 2006, 2004). These are in addition to his 

most well-known eponymous album, in which he draws analogies between the U.S. war in 

Vietnam and the more recent wars in Iraq by borrowing and commenting upon samples from the 

Broadway musical Hair, which is itself a story of youth and activism in the face of a foreign war 

(2009a).  

Omar Ochakaki AKA Omar Offendum is, as discussed above, a Syrian American born in 

Saudi Arabia, raised in Washington D.C., and currently residing in Los Angeles. A founding 

member of the hip-hop group N.O.M.A.D.S. in the early 2000s, 16 Offendum released his first 

solo album, SyrianamericA, in 2011. Offendum’s chosen name references, in the form of a pun, 

the Ottoman honorific title ‘effendi’ (first person possessive ‘effendim,’ roughly ‘my master’). 

This choice of naming, which constitutes a means of self-definition and a technology of the self, 

also speaks to the intensity of the relationship of rememoration that Offendum constructs with 

Syria and the Levant. Contrasting with the Narcycist’s tone of sharp sarcasm, Offendum has 

developed a performance style that is subdued and serious, and through which he performs his 

deep knowledge of poetic traditions in both Arabic and English. In March of 2012, Offendum 

produced a music video with Sami Matar that responded to the worsening political violence in 

Syria. In the video, he appropriated the slogan “al-sha’ab yurīd isqāt al-nidhām” (“the people 

want to bring down the regime”), iconic of the Egyptian revolution of 2011 and subsequent 

demonstrations in many parts of the Middle East, as the refrain. The rest of the lyrics and images 

in the video portray themes of popular unity within Syria, as well as international solidarity with 

the plight of the Syrian people under the regime of Bashar al-Assad.17   

                                                
16 According to the artist, the acronym stands for “Notoriously Offensive Male Arabs Discussing Shit” 
(Alsalman 2011:71).   
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Nizar Wattad AKA Ragtop is a Palestinian American rapper turned screenwriter and 

filmmaker from Los Angeles and a founding member of the group the Philistines. Like 

Offendum’s use of the term “sand nigga,” the name “Ragtop” represents a reference to and 

reappropriation of an anti-Arab racial slur that denigrates those who wear head coverings, a 

common practice throughout the Middle East and South Asia. At the same time, for hip-hop fans, 

the name recalls a line from the bridge of Outkast’s hit song B.O.B (Bombs Over Baghdad): 

“Bob your head, ragtop” (2000:11) 

Ragtop describes the inception and naming of his first group: 

Then the [second Palestinian] intifada broke out, and I was startled back to 
reality. Palestinians were dying. Worse, their fighting spirit and struggle for 
equality and human rights was being depicted by Western Media outlets as some 
kind of bloodlust, a murderous undertaking committed by savages for no reason–
or rhyme. This is what impelled myself and my younger brother—who came to 
hip-hop entirely on his own—to create a group and independently release an 
original album, in an effort to combat the widespread stereotyping of our people.  

 
We called ourselves the Philistines. I wish I could say we looked it up, 

read ‘enemy of Israel’, read ‘barbaric, indifferent, or hostile to artistic or cultural 
value’. I wish I could say we rejected those definitions, took the name, made it 
our own—but the fact is we were high in Philly and my brother just came up with 
it. Nine months later we had an album, and since I had looked it up by then, we 
called [the record] Self Defined. 

 
Accident or not, the name the two brothers chose was a ready-made index of Arab identity and 

also dovetailed with their most popular project, a 2005 mixtape called Free The P, said ‘P’ being 

Palestine. This work consisted of a collection of tracks from a variety of prominent rappers, DJs, 

and spoken word artists who, with a few exceptions, either live in Arabic-speaking countries or 

claim Arab—but not necessarily Palestinian—descent. The mixtape addressed Palestinian issues 

and included contributions from each of the current members of Arab Summit, and the proceeds 

from this tape and the associated concert series helped to fund the film Slingshot Hip-Hop, the 
                                                                                                                                                       
17 Omar Offendum. “#Syria: (Prd. Sami Matar.) Youtube. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TXjEWrhkb6g [accessed 14 April, 2013]. 
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second of two documentaries featuring the Palestinian-Israeli rap group DAM who also appear 

on Free The P. This project, then, constituted a collaborative and public expression of solidarity 

with Palestine, and with the most prominent group of Palestinian rappers, by a mixed group of 

people associated in one way or another with the region. 

Aptly, Tarik Kazaleh AKA Excentrik is somewhat the odd man of the Arab Summit. A 

Palestinian American residing in San Francisco, Excentrik is a part-time rapper and full-time 

producer and instrumentalist. He is a master of the oud, tabla,18 and guitar who creates beats that 

transcend simple notions of east and west, instead addressing the more subtle binaries of 

abstract/concrete, analog/digital, stark/dense, and political/personal. In 2012 Excentrik released 

his first solo album, Now Here Nowhere. Tellingly, Excentrik is the only member of Arab 

Summit who has yet to refer explicitly to his country of origin in the context of an album title, 

nor does his chosen name refer to an Arab identity. In Excentrik’s progressive, avant-garde, and 

mostly instrumental music, Middle Eastern themes emerge not explicitly but quietly as he melds 

the free improvisation characteristic of later Jazz music with the traditional maqāmat, or modal 

improvisation, found in much Middle Eastern music. Whereas for the other artists of Arab 

Summit the theme of Arabness is stated explicitly, it exists as a subtext within Excentrik’s music, 

as one palette among many from which he draws material for rhythmic, melodic, and lyrical 

ideas, and surfacing in relation to the artists with whom he chooses to, including his participation 

in Arab Summit and his earlier collaboration with one of the pioneers of Arab American hip-hop, 

Will Youmans AKA Iron Sheik, who has since retired from the music scene. 

“How the Arab Summit Up” 
 

                                                
18 The oud is a lute played throughout the Arabophone world; the tabla is a drum common to the Middle 
East and South Asia.  
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In The Diatribes of a Dying Tribe, Alsalman recounts Arab Summit’s fraught appearance 

at the annual conference of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee in 2007, where 

they performed alongside a group of Middle Eastern American standup comedians who at the 

time billed themselves as the Axis of Evil Comedy Tour.19 Entering the hall, he describes being 

greeted by a series of posters reading “THE FBI IS FOR YOU! JOIN US!” (2011:54). The group 

assumed that the posters were part of the comedy show, intended as an ironic critique of the 

often difficult relations between Arab Americans and U.S. security agencies. Getting in the 

spirit, they began coming up with their own FBI jokes--that is, until they came to the realization, 

later in the show, that the posters were in earnest. In Alsalman’s words: “Holy Jihad Batman! I 

had completely misinterpreted the posters and realized that the FBI was in fact sponsoring this 

event, and it was the segment of the conference where they were seeking recruitment. I was 

given a card and told, ‘We need people like you guys’” (2011:54).  

Alsalman goes on to relate the sense of disillusionment felt by the group at the realization 

that the ADC was playing host to representatives of the U.S. security forces, the same kind of 

forces that had only hours earlier detained and searched Alsalman himself at the airport in what 

he described as an act of “racial soul-filing” (2011:55, 51). In his view, agencies such as the FBI 

embody a spirit of suspicion and contribute to a climate of fear. From Alsalman’s perspective, 

the collaboration between the ADC and the FBI amounted to an act of betrayal, and it served to 

turn himself and all of the evening’s performers into Uncle Tom figures or, in Alsalman’s lingo, 

“modern day Sandbos”.20 “They might as well have painted brown faces on the comedians, had 

                                                
19 This group consisted of Ahmed Ahmed, Maz Jobrani, Aron Kader, and Dean Obeidallah, as well as a 
variety of guest artists. See (Axis of Evil Comedy Tour 2007). 
 
20 A play on words that melds contemporary anti-Arab slurs such as “sand nigger” with the antiquated 
racial slur “Sambo.” Similar to the term “Uncle Tom”, Sambo indicated an African American who was 
compliant and behaved in accordance with stereotypes. 
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them strap artificial bombs to their chests, and dance around chanting gibberish wails of khhhhh 

and hollering in the same way that old famous films exiting Hollywood Studios did to our 

representations” (2011:41,56). 

 Alsalman proceeds to move this story from the tragic to the absurd by relating a second 

narrative. He recalls that, on the same visit to Washington, the group took the opportunity to film 

scenes for a music video on the roof of an acquaintance’s apartment building, which overlooked 

the White House and other government buildings. “Little did I think of it,” Alsalman continues, 

“when one of the directors handed us T-shirts, each with the word TERRORIST emblazoned on 

the front. We actually saw this as taking the meaning out of the word, as a terrorist would 

obviously shy away from giving out his political agenda … on a Hanes pre-shrunk T.” 

Nevertheless, security guards at the building quickly asked the group to leave, citing complaints 

from the building residents regarding their “suspicious behavior” (2011:55-57). As Alsalman 

tells the story, it was later that evening during the ADC conference when Omar Offendum 

received a panicked telephone call from the acquaintance, who had in turn just received a call 

from the FBI informing her that the agency was investigating the rooftop activities. The agent 

requested that a member of Arab Summit contact him immediately. A telephone call resolved the 

issue, and Alsalman notes that the FBI assured the group that they weren’t on any lists or in any 

trouble, but then recounts how the incident affected him emotionally and the chain of 

associations that it provoked:  

Fast asleep in our hotel rooms, the doors knock down, handcuffs, passing out, bag 
on the head, the interrogation, the Patriot Act, torture camps, orange jumpsuits, 
my family wondering where I disappeared to, the injustice, the loss of life, the 
wars, the American soldiers, the ‘insurgents’, colonization, pain, planes, 
passports, George Bush, Dick Cheney, Saddam Hussein, my grandmother, God 
Rest Her Soul, the mass graves, Iraq—EVERYTHING. You know those moments 
when they say your life flashes before your eyes? Well, that was one of them 
(2011:57).    
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 In the course of this one visit, then, the members of Arab Summit found themselves to be 

objects of both suspicion and recruitment at the hands of the FBI, an organization which, from 

their perspective, identifies them as racialized objects and instruments, as potential components 

of either a terrorist or a security apparatus, as enemies or as allies but always as individuals 

marked as other. At the same time, this narrative tells of the discovery that the ADC, the 

institution charged with defending their civil rights, is collaborating with the security agencies 

that Alsalman feels arbitrarily mark him as a threat and an object of disciplinary power. He 

relates the contradictory nature of this experience as follows, “we were surrounded by several 

lawyers who worked for the ADC, who at this point, we felt might be working for the FBI, who 

in turn were sharing tables and meals with the same people we were seeking advice from. . . . We 

felt surrounded, paranoid, stuck, confused, Araboozled, scared, and comforted by this fact all at 

the same time” (2011:57).   

Comprising an extended section of Diatribes, the group’s semi-official manifesto, the 

narrative of their encounter with the FBI and ADC encapsulates a tension that appears frequently 

in the group members’ work: the civil society institutions charged with protecting them as 

individuals and as an identity group have failed. Faced with this vacuum of legitimacy and 

leadership, the members of Arab Summit make the etho-poetic decision to step into roles as a 

cultural and intellectual vanguard for a younger generation of similarly disillusioned Arab 

Americans. This vanguardism is most apparent in the group’s name, latent in the dual metaphor 

of the ‘summit.’ This metaphor plays upon both the decades-long multilateral process in which 

leaders of nations have attempted to resolve issues of persistent violence and instability 

throughout the Middle East since the mid-1970s, as well as a series of hip-hop summits that have 

been occurring for almost as long. In an interview with Stefan Christoff of the blog Electronic 
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Intifada, two members of Arab Summit elaborate on the summit metaphor in the group’s name, 

referring to both political and cultural summit meetings, while also expressing disillusionment 

with the existing political process: 

Omar Offendum: The metaphor for the Arab Summit project is two-fold. The first 
one pertains to our role as leaders of the Arab hip-hop movement, and how we 
strive to actually create a productive summit of our own from the ground up, 
where topics we wish could be addressed more sincerely [than] in the “summit 
industry”. . . . The second metaphor relates to the annual hip-hop summits that 
occur globally nowadays. . . . We strived to carry the ideals of such meetings to an 
even higher level, as hip-hop itself has been overrun by similar hacks. 
 
The Narcycist: I feel the same way, honestly. But more importantly, we want to 
show that the next generation needs a new summit. . . . The “peace” summit that 
you speak of no longer holds the same value it did historically.21 
 
Frustrated by the failure of national and international institutions to broker peace in the 

Middle East and to end discrimination in the diaspora, these four artists have convened an 

alternative summit. Offendum references a long history of hip-hop summits dating back to 

Afrika Bambaataa’s role in the historic 1971 Bronx gang truce22 and imagines himself and the 

group to be leaders within this framework, which he sees as more effective politically than an 

insincere international “summit industry.” The group members discursively appoint themselves 

leaders to at least a segment of the Arab American populace—those who participate in the “hip-

hop movement”--and strive together to articulate a narrative and political agenda that, while built 

on personal experience, is intended to resonate with the feelings of Arab American youth. 

Leadership at this “higher level” implies a certain responsibility to an audience or a movement 

                                                
21 Christoff, Stefan. “Interview: Arab Hip-Hop Forces Unite For Justice.” Electronic Intifada. 
http://electronicintifada.net/content/interview-arab-hip-hop-forces-unite-justice/7160 (accessed 15 
August, 2012). 
 
22 Bambaataa was a member of the Black Spades during the Hoe Avenue Peace Meeting brokered by 
Benjamin and Victor Melendez of the Ghetto Brothers, which brought a level of calm to the gang conflict 
that had plagued the South Bronx for years. Inspired and facilitated by this truce, as a DJ Bambaataa later 
went on to play a major role in organizing the area’s youth, efforts that culminated in the birth of the 
Universal Zulu Nation (See Chang 2005:94-107 for a detailed account.) 
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full of participants, a group of youth who are similarly frustrated by previous failures by leaders 

and institutions. It is the demands of this etho-poetically assumed responsibility that leads these 

artists to articulate a consistent body of discourse and to be consistent in the ways they deal with 

issues of politics and identity.  

 In the same interview, Offendum elaborates on these themes and on the larger political 

and social motivations behind his work as an artist: 

The situations in Iraq, Palestine, and Lebanon continue to spiral out of control and 
there are no signs of a light at the end of the tunnel. Recognizing that we have 
certain opportunities (rights) our families back home don’t have, we make it a 
point to address all these issues in our music with a sense of responsibility. 

 
Pointing to both his own privilege and the vacuum of leadership described above, Offendum 

discursively positions himself in a relationship of responsibility and accountability to a larger 

whole while also instrumentalizing his work, transforming an act of individual expression based 

on personal experience into a political agenda. All of these rhetorical techniques—the summit, 

the theme of responsibility, the instrumentalization—constitute components of a larger etho-

poetic practice by which Offendum and the other members of this group stake out positions in 

relation to discourses about security, identity, and Middle Eastern peace/war, and these positions 

in turn etho-poetically influence the kinds of subjects that they will become in the future.  

 Similarly, in his contribution to Diatribes, Excentrik alludes to the collective and 

instrumental nature of the Arab Summit project, describing it as: 

 Truly a ‘summit,’ a sulha: young gifted minds attempting everything in our 
artistic power to make a positive impact for our communities, our countries of 
origin and the countries that we live in today (Alsalman 2011:83). 

 
The word ṣulḥa translates roughly to ‘settlement’ and refers specifically to an informal, 

community-based form of mediated conflict resolution that has its roots in pre-Islamic Palestine 

and continues to be practiced in the contemporary Levant. In using this term, Excentrik echoes 
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themes of responsibility and goes on to position the group as arbiters and moral authorities for 

multiple “communities,” roles that again require the group to be ethically consistent. In assuming 

roles as leaders, the members of this group make themselves etho-poetically accountable (even if 

only to themselves) for the representational work that their words and deeds do, and such 

accountability is in turn a tool in their own practice of virtue, a practice that is oriented along a 

broader leftist-humanist-universalist axis characterized by themes of peace, anti-war, and anti-

imperialism dovetailing with tolerance, equality, solidarity, secularism, and grassroots 

organizing.  

As part of this ethical project, Arab Summit advocates for solidarity and common cause 

on national and global levels, as well as between minority groups in the manner of Osumare’s 

“connective marginalities” (2001:174). Another key area in which they discuss solidarity, 

however, is between the various Arab American populations, all of whom share similar 

experiences of being “Araboozled” and subjected to increasing surveillance and suspicion in 

recent years, regardless of whether they are Lebanese, Egyptian, or Moroccan, Christian, 

Muslim, or secular. In demarcating a common identity from shared experiences of 

marginalization, the group’s activities reflect to an extent the historical progression of Black 

Nationalist movements, which also constitutes a mode of ethnoracial organizing that is, if not 

popular in all circles, at least familiar and intelligible in the American context. Meanwhile, in 

cultivating this kind of solidarity, the group also fulfills the telos of pan-Arabism in a 

backhanded way: when subject to marginalization in diaspora, Arabs from all backgrounds come 

to resemble one another, to be of a kind. The question of whether their particular brand of 

politics and ethics is effective is certainly contested, but the important point is that the members 

of Arab Summit have chosen to imagine themselves occupying certain roles. Such acts of 
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imagination and performance function as technologies of the self, informing the form and 

content of their creative output. Specifically, the project of becoming a political vanguard 

demands a consistency of messaging that contrasts sharply with the kind of unpredictable 

individualism that characterizes other forms of hip-hop expression, as will be addressed in the 

second half of this study.  

P.H.A.T.W.A. 
 

The music video for the Narcycist’s song P.H.A.T.W.A23 is one of his most popular 

pieces, boasting almost 300,000 hits on YouTube at the time of this writing. It is a sophisticated 

piece of political satire, employing spoken dialogue and movement as well as music to speak 

about the surveillance and coercive power that he experiences, or at least fears, because of his 

appearance as a man of Arab descent. The artist identifies the airport security line as a space 

laden with meaning and, through parody, makes use of it to allude to larger issues of surveillance 

that confront Arab Americans. The video opens in the airport lobby; two men look nervous, and 

slowly move up an escalator. The following conversation ensues: 

The Narcycist: “Getting paranoid, B, I get to airports and it just starts, man.” 
Friend: “You gotta use that and flip it. You gotta think huge, B. You know what 
you need?” 
N: “I need a band, man.” 
F: “Not musically. Narcy, you’re a political artist. What you need is poli-cred. 
You need a P.H.A.T.W.A.” 
 

This bit of wordplay references the Islamic tradition of the fatwa, the formal, published opinion 

of an Islamic scholar on a matter of law or proper conduct.24 The rest of the video is a fictional 

                                                
23 The Narcycist. The Narcycist – P.H.A.T.W.A. Official Music Video. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TtoHCUMpNMY [Accessed 4 June 2013]. 
 
24 According to The Narcycist, a P.H.A.T.W.A is “Political Hip-Hop Attracting the World’s Attention. 
Purposeful Hatred Against the Wrong Arabs. A Hip-Hop decree used to spread international infamy 
whilst remaining true to oneself. Kinda hard to do” (Alsalman 2011:120). 
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account of this artist’s detention and interrogation by airport security, featuring a troupe of 

backup dancers in orange jumpsuits with hands tied and burlap bags on their heads, the 

ubiquitous hallmarks of mistreatment in American prisons such as Guantanamo Bay and Abu 

Ghraib. “What do you rap about, Mr. rapper guy? You rap about, like, shorties wearing burkas 

and stuff like that? Like, Pimp My Camel?” an interrogator quips, as he peruses a copy of 

Petrosexual Man magazine.25 A conversation with a second interrogator from the ‘U.S. Dept. of 

Arab Man Security’ proceeds as follows:  

Interrogator: “So, it says here you’ve performed a lot of activist rap. Do you think 
we should get out of Iraq?” 
N: “It depends who you mean by ‘we.’” 
I: “You know you done fucked up. You know that, don’t you?” 
 

Later, Narcy shocks the interrogator by lifting up his shirt to reveal a vest made not of dynamite, 

like the interrogator was presumably expecting, but of P.H.A.T.W.A. CD singles, with a 

gleaming microphone in the center. Over all of this, Narcy raps: 

My motherland smothered and mortared, morbid, at borders 
I’m sorted out from beardless cats that boarded the plane as I was boarding, 
Then detained, I can’t call it 
Mic check when they search my Jordans, it hurts like mourning so… 
([Background vocals:] Pump pain and oil while they murder) 
Somethings I’m unsure of 
Like an Arab man at an airport 
When you wonder what he’s there for, therefore 
I stand up for lands stuck, near war in tandem, 
Passport control, where I’m picked at random, damn son! 
(Everybody) 
Feels safer than we do, your plots are see through 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
25 Narcy attributes the term petro-sexual to Omar Offendum and glosses it as follows: “One of the many 
greasy, tight pants wearing, faux-hawk hair cement styling, oversize sunglasses flossing, fitted shirt 
rocking, diamond studded belt-buckle shining, excessive pungent cologne using, club hopping, sausage 
party attending, non-dancing and wall-hugging men/boys of Arab or Middle Eastern descent” (Alsalman 
2011:120). 
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(I get recorded, somewhere they spy) 
Get the truth EQ’d26 
 
In this video, Narcy plays on the process of reiteration that undergirds relations of power 

in the airport, enacting his own interpretation of the familiar, scripted scene that every airline 

passenger in the U.S. and Canada is compelled to enact before being allowed to board a plane. 

He transposes this set of actions into the register of the grotesque and, in the process, underlines 

the ephemeral and theatrical nature of the power in question. As his friend advises him in the 

intro, Narcy makes use of the security script, along with its associated signs, but he ‘flips it,’ 

inverting the meaning and performatively claiming the role of protagonist while making the 

security apparatus itself into an object of suspicion. He takes control of the process of reiteration 

that is the necessary condition of existence for the normative/normalized suspicion of Arabs and 

Muslims, using sarcasm and absurdity as a hammer and wedge to widen the ontological gap in 

the reproduction of the norm, undermining it by showing it to be something other than natural. 

As Butler described, he makes strategic use of the gap between the ideal of the norm and the 

individual iteration, opening space for a new way of knowing the norm, reframing and reiterating 

the scripted behavior of the airport security dance in a way that highlights the racism and 

arbitrary exercise of power that lie behind it. As Foucault notes, such resignifying work creates 

“a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and also a starting point for an opposing 

strategy” by undermining the pre-discursive appearance of the norms that lie beneath the scripted 

behavior (1978:101). In light of the idea that there is no a priori subject, no independent creator 

capable of producing intelligible norms from nothing, the most an agential subject can hope for 

is to take command of the process of representation in this way. Malleable norms, always 
                                                
26 Here, ‘”EQ’d” means “equalized,” a term from the audio production world that refers to the process of 
changing the intensity of component frequencies within a given sound or piece of music to achieve a 
balanced overall sound. His implication is that, in the context of a security apparatus, the truth is subject 
to change to make it more appealing.  
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emergent, are the Narcycist’s medium, and rapping, writing, producing, speaking, comportment, 

and other activities, are the technologies of the self with which he manipulates them. As he 

hammers norms into his own image, he also flirts with the liminal spaces of identity; he takes 

command of reconstructing the norm and, in the process, reconstructs himself qua subject to 

reflect his latest iteration in a cyclical etho-poetic process. 

While a particular brand of irreverence is Narcy’s semiotic technology of choice, the type 

of iterative resignification I’ve been describing is characteristic of the work of all four artists. 

Even ever-subtle Excentrik, in a banner-sized photograph on the main page of his website, 

chooses to appear on a graffiti-tagged San Francisco street corner prominently wrapped in a 

keffiyeh, the checked head covering that Yassar Arafat made into an icon of the Palestinian 

national movement in the 1990s.27 In this context, he takes control of a powerful sign of 

Arabness—one commonly associated with conflict, violence, and otherness--and re-deploys it, 

situating it as one sign in an American landscape populated by many such signs from different 

cultures. In the photo, Excentrik stands sandwiched between the El Capitán movie theater and a 

mural-size graffiti tag complete with bubble letters, his scarf coming to stand as a symbol for one 

kind of difference among many, each of which he frames in the photo as intelligible, acceptable, 

and part of the diversity that characterizes American cities.  

The kind of active and strategic deployment of the signs of ethnic identity found in the 

work of Arab Summit contrasts with other Arab American artists such as Fredwreck, who got his 

start in the 1990s as a producer for Dr. Dre, and Miami’s multitalented duo of DJ Khaled28 and 

                                                
27 Zatoon Records. “Zatoon – Excentrik.” http://www.zatoonrecords.com/excentrik/  [accessed 5 June 
2013]. Technically speaking, Excentrik is wearing a shmāgh, red in color in contrast to the black of the 
kefiyyeh. The shmāgh is associated with Jordanian identity rather than Palestinian, but a significant 
amount of semiotic slippage exists between the two. Both are variations on a type of head covering 
common throughout the Levant and Arabian Peninsula. See (Massad 2001) for an extended discussion. 
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Waiel ‘Wally’ Yaghnam. These latter artists appear not to take an interest in this process of 

reiteration and revaluation of normative ethnicity, nor in the overt display of ethnic signifiers. 

This stark difference in style has led Youmans, in his work as a scholar since retiring his hip-hop 

persona, the Iron Sheik, to designate artists that don’t foreground identity issues as “Arab 

Americans in hip-hop,” in contrast to “Arab American hip-hop,” by which he means a subgenre 

of music and performance that deliberately and strategically implicates ethnic identity (2007). 

Chapter three will serve to complicate this dichotomy, illustrating yet a different modality by 

which American hip-hop artists creatively inhabit norms of Arabness in combination with other 

norms, suggesting that the possible modes of inhabitation are limitless though partially 

determined and constrained by the various overlapping fields of power within which the artists 

operate.  

SyrianamericanA 
 
 Omar Offendum’s presents his first full-length solo album, SyrianamericanA, as a tour of 

several of the spaces of his identity, his personal lieux des memoire. This tour begins in the city 

of Damascus, where two voices guide the listener. The first is scratchy like old vinyl and laden 

with the outsized formality of a 1940s radio announcer, telling us that “our first impression of 

Damascus is one of surprise as we notice the modern appearance of the Shariah Square in the 

center of the city. But our opinion soon changes as we step a few paces away.” The second voice 

responds quietly by reciting a section of Nizar Qabanni’s Damascene Poem, first in Arabic, and 

then in English: 

This is Damascus  
& this is a glass of spirit (comfort)  
I love - but I’m aware of the fact that  
Certain kinds of love  

                                                                                                                                                       
28 Generally de-Arabicized and pronounced ‘Kaa-lid.’ 



 46 

Can slaughter you in their wrath  
I'm a Damascene being dissect me into halves  
& have not but grapes & apples fall in your path29 
 

With these lines the second narrator, Offendum, explodes the orientalist assumptions latent in the 

words of the first, undermining both the surprise that “we” are supposed to feel that a Middle 

Eastern city can live outside of the romantic past and can embody modernity, as well as “our” 

disappointment when Damascus fails to resemble the model by which “we” judge it, presumably 

a European or American city. Demolishing the city as an exotic object, Offendum invokes the 

words of one of Syria’s greatest modern poets to portray the city instead as the kās, the cup or 

glass, the vessel for a culture, a history, and a way of life, as well as the rāh, a word for spirit or 

soul the root of which also carries meanings associated with comfort, particularly in the sense 

that one feels “at home.” 

Moving from past to future, Offendum highlights his continuing affiliation with Syria and 

the Middle East on the album’s second track, ‘Destiny.’ In this song’s refrain, he invokes 

orientalist divisions of the world, claiming that “it’s hard livin’ in the west when I know the east 

got the best of me,” before going on to critique the ongoing violence in the region and lament the 

failures of Pan-Arabism: 

see 3arab [Arabs]30 shootin at each other  
from iraq to falasteen [Palestine] 
syria to libnan [Lebanon]...algeria to sudan  
pedagogy of the oppressed, tricklin' down...  

                                                
29  “Damascus | Omar Offendum.” http://offendum.bandcamp.com/track/damascus (accessed 5 June 
2013). Nizar Qabbani, who died in 1998, was a Syrian diplomat as well as one of the country’s most 
revered poets. Much of his work is anti-colonial and nationalist in nature, although the content varies 
widely and many of this poems focus on erotic themes. Fittingly, Qabbani’s Damascene Poem (al-qasīda 
al-dimashqiyya) combines these two themes, using corporeal imagery to describe Qabbani’s own 
relationship of rememoration with regards to the city of his birth. Offendum’s verse translation is highly 
interpretive.  
 
30 In this transcription Offendum makes use of a form of transliteration popular on the internet, in which 
the number 3 substitutes for the Arabic letter ‘ayn (عع). In Arabic, the word “‘Arab” is plural.   
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conquerin' through divisions  
& sadly this isn't the first time...  
one land - one love - one chance - one blood  
no fuss, no fight...yeah right young blood  
AK's cheaper than a book  
crooked leaders in a hook  
gettin' fished out  
missles [sic] gettin' dished out... 
bitched out by the west 
press get a big shout 
from the people getting’ rich outta this 
now this is really all about  
land, money, and power 
was the colonizer’s fault 
but now it’s really just ours31 
 

In these lines Offendum portrays himself at the convergence of multiple histories, compelled to 

creativity in managing and refiguring the overlapping spheres of power that constitute the ideas 

of ‘east’ and ‘west,’ a dichotomy that Offendum plays with throughout his work. As in the 

refrain to this song, he often deploys the images of east and west to assert a bifurcation and 

hyphenation in his identity along the same lines, a hyphenation that he uses in this instance to 

speak critically of both the history of colonialism and imperialism in the Middle East as well as 

issues of corruption among Arab elites from the legitimating position of a native. At other times, 

as in the example on page iv, he chooses to break this facile dichotomy, emphasizing the unity of 

his identity, open as it is to influences from a diverse array of different places, times, and people. 

Throughout it all, though, he continues to claim a durable connection to current events in the 

Middle East, identifying himself especially with struggles for peace and self-determination in 

that region.  

Tracks four and five also play on themes of east and west, locating this binary trope in a 

space ubiquitous in hip-hop culture, the street (Forman 2002:83-84). On these tracks, Offendum 

represents his personal landscapes through a discussion of two famous roadways, the George 
                                                
31 “Omar Offendum | Destiny” http://offendum.bandcamp.com/track/destiny (accessed June 5 2013). 
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Washington Parkway and Damascus’s Straight Street. Continuing the metaphors of the tour and 

the tour guide, track four, “D.C. Guide,” takes the listener on a ride through the contemporary 

D.C. metro area. In contrast, on track five Offendum narrates a fictional journey down a version 

of Damascus’s Straight Street,32 which he inflects with a timeless or even orientalized nostalgia. 

Offendum populates this space, at once real and entirely imagined, with three messengers--a 

medicine man, a preacher, and a carpenter--each of whom offers him a piece of advice. 

Offendum’s narrative makes use of these three characters to symbolize the voices of a city and 

its history, which provides the younger generation with the wisdom necessary to negotiate new 

challenges. In this song, he performs Straight Street not as a concrete place but as a personal lieu 

de memoire and recreates it as a wellspring of tradition and the authority of authentic culture.  

At the heart of the album is a project of construction by which Offendum weaves the 

thread of his own narrative with those narratives that transpire on a larger, world-historic scale of 

time. He references objects and spaces to link these narratives together to create from them an 

overarching narrative which is at once personal to him and shared with his collective identity 

groups, at least to the extent that its constituent signs are shared. He performs himself through 

individual acts of rememoration, but the self he performs and the signs he invokes in the 

performance are linked with categories of identity and with his lieux de memoire. This narrative, 

what Slyomovics calls the “emotional core of the past”, determines and is determined by the 

contours of individual identity, and comes to constitute a performative emotional map or a “lay 

geography”, to use Crouch’s term, which takes time as its fourth dimension as it extends into 

past and future, simultaneously taking the form of nostalgia and individualized telos (2005). 

                                                
32 Straight Street (Arabic: al-Shāri’a al-Mustaqīm, Latin: Via Recta) runs through the old city of 
Damascus. The street is famous as the place, in Biblical accounts, where the apostle Paul was converted 
to Christianity.  
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Laurajane Smith describes such acts as “performances of remembering and memory 

making in which the negotiation of identity and sense of place are undertaken by individuals . . .  

not in response to ‘historical realities’ but, rather, to changing cultural, social, economic and 

political needs.” In other words, such acts of rememoration serve to construct the past based on 

the needs of the present (2010:63). Within the performative relationship of rememoration, 

Offendum selects from among the raw materials of narrated histories and images to create a 

sense of continuity and identity, a sense of emplacement in the present tense that links him to the 

cities of Damascus and Washington D.C. as well as other lieux des memoire. Similarly, from the 

materials of possibility he extends his reach forward into a collective future and, as mentioned 

before, claims a personal stake in the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East.  

Track nine turns away from personal and family histories, but continues to address 

themes of identity and to develop Offendum’s lay geography. Titled ‘The Arab Speaks of 

Rivers,’ the entirety of this track consists of a translation of Langston Hughes’ poem ‘The Negro 

Speaks of Rivers’ into beautiful literary Arabic. Here, Offendum performs a reiteration of one of 

the most stark and iconic reflections on African American rememoration in order to assert a 

likeness and a kinship with that history. In translating the poem, he transposes Hughes’ 

sentiments into words that he can lay claim to, and identifies ties of solidarity between the 

African American and Arab American experiences of migration, marginalization, and longing 

for a distant place that is ancient yet remembered. This discursive move is one among many, as I 

have described, that serve to bring Arabness in line with blackness and other archetypes of 

difference within American society, to find similitude and solidarity between identity groups 

inhabiting the same American space, again, in line with the leftist-humanist-universalist ethos 

described above.  
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This chapter has examined a few prominent Arab American artists who have chosen to 

fight fire with normative fire, so to speak, by emphasizing themes of identity, on both national 

and Pan-Arab levels, in their music as a means of responding to the negative associations that 

they perceive to arise when others identify them as Arabs, including fear and suspicion. By 

means of this iterative work, this group begins to remake norms of American Arabness and to 

discursively unify disparate national and religious identities under a singular ethnic rubric, 

somewhere in the middle ground where Pan-Arabist and Black Nationalist movements meet. 

This unification is in turn grounded in the experience of suspicion and surveillance in the 

American context that this diverse group shares. The members of Arab summit respond to the 

vulnerability associated with being identified as part of an unintelligible group by 

overperforming that identity, whether in earnest or in jest, appropriating the signifiers associated 

with this normative category and transposing them into a new discursive register. They practice a 

self-conscious style of iteration and in doing so seek to bring the notion of Arabness in line with 

their conceptions of self. This strategic reiteration of Arabness has a pedagogical function as 

well, making Arabness intelligible to an American audience by associating it with types of 

difference that Americans are more familiar with, blackness being the most prominent. After 

more than a century of civil rights campaigning in North America, such categories remain 

contested and understanding and acceptance are far from universal. But the terms of these racial 

discourses are, at the very least, familiar in a context of American media and politics, and it is 

this intelligibility—a place at the table in American racial and ethnic debates—that the artists in 

the Arab Summit are working towards through their music. The artists’ performances also have a 

leadership function, modeling for a younger generation a particular performative type of 

Arabness that is positive and integrated into the fabric of American society while celebrating 
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tradition, heritage, and a well-developed rememorative connection to past and the concrete 

spaces of identity in the Middle East.  

The next chapter focuses on a pair of artists who employ a different set of technologies of 

the self to manage their identities and to address a different set of goals and priorities. While 

these artists don’t downplay issues of identity in their work, discussions of group identity occur 

less frequently in their work and, when they do appear, the artists most commonly identify 

national rather than ethnic identity as an organizing principle. In general, though, these artists 

emphasize individual rather than collective identities, bringing to their music a kind of 

individualistic inconsistency characteristic of much of the most celebrated mainstream hip-hop, 

notably including Eminem, rather than the kind of focused and consistent political agendas 

characteristic of “positive” or “political” hip-hop artists such as Arab Summit. In their music, 

these two artists strive to ”keep it real”, to use a dated but salient trope, reflecting the complexity 

of individual, emplaced experience in all of its negative and positive dimensions. It is my hope 

that the two acts taken together will, by examining a few small and disparate points on the 

cultural landscape, bring into focus the scope and variety that exists within the normative 

concept of Arabness, as well as the variety of relationships that individuals forge with others.  
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Chapter 3: Lonestar State of Mind 
 

I like to have a balance, you know? 
Some songs they shouldn’t have a purpose, man.  
Some songs should just be, you know, a fun lyrical word play. 
- A.D.  

 
 Building on the analyses presented previously, this section represents a turn inward in 

three senses. The first of these is geographic: a turn inward from the edges of the continent to 

focus on two rappers who reside deep in the heart of Texas, as part of the large Palestinian 

diaspora community in the area around Dallas. The second is methodological: a turn away from 

an examination of crafted public personae and the discursive strategies of already-known media 

personalities that instead makes use of interviews to examine the ways in which these artists 

narrate their sentiments, motivations, and frustrations as they negotiate, recreate, and violate the 

boundaries of identity categories in the process of doing what they love to do. The third is 

artistic: these two artists are not movement builders, but instead express in their music a more 

staid brand of ethics focused on individualism, self-sufficiency, entrepreneurship, and the 

narrative of the self-made man. The music they make addresses politics and identity but forwards 

no consistent agenda, and both artists present themselves as independent cultural critics--as 

intelligent and articulate individuals who express a wish to be seen as such, who actively eschew 

ethnic associations when possible, and who strive to reach a general-interest, mainstream 

American audience. 

 These artists articulate a notion of Arabness that is markedly different from the one 

discussed in the previous section. The following section will explore this conception and its 
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place within the identities that these artists develop and perform. I will argue that these artists 

predicate their identities on nationality rather than ethnicity, and that they see Palestinian-ness as 

the positive ground for memory and identity while identifying Arabness as a category assigned 

from without, an unwilled categorization associated with racism and other negative experiences. 

I also will argue that these artists approach the process of subjectivation by means of a distinct 

style of semiosis characteristic of a different stream of hip-hop practice, one in which an artist 

frames identity and the act of signification as more contingent, multiplex, and malleable. This 

contingency is, in turn, a further reflection of the ideology of individualism that the artists 

explicitly perform. Like the music of Arab Summit, this music is an illustration of the process of 

subjectivation by means of rememoration, and the strategic reiteration of Arab ethnic identities 

as acceptable and intelligible forms of difference in an American context.  

 The first of the rappers in question is Jamal Hamam, an insurance salesman from the 

Dallas suburb of Euless, who goes by Krucial, Jay-Mall, or, less frequently, the Mentalist.33 

Hamam began his music career not in hip-hop but in hardcore punk music, and he lists the 

hardcore ethos as a persistent influence in his own music. In addition, he cites rappers such as 

Dr. Dre, Young Black, Bone Thugs ‘N Harmony, and Alabama rapper Yelawolf as important in 

his development, along with the chopped and screwed style pioneered by DJ Screw and other 

Texas artists. However, he doesn’t mince words: “in my personal opinion the greatest rapper of 

all time is Eminem. Slim Shady.”  

                                                
33 Unlike the elaborate and strategic stage names chosen by the members of Arab Summit, these artists’ 
assumed names don’t contain references, and they seem to be rooted in a kind of word play that’s typical 
of hip-hop culture. The exception to this is “the Mentalist” which Krucial uses when he raps embodying a 
character who can read minds. 
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Krucial collaborates frequently with his friend Mohammed al-Farra, a recent migrant to 

the U.S. and former member of Gaza’s most notable hip-hop group, Palestinian Rapperz or PR.34 

To date, Krucial has released a full-length mixtape with al-Farra titled The Awakening (2011), as 

well as a large number of single tracks, videos, and a body of poetry, which he describes as the 

first genre of verbal art to attract his attention. In our interview, he described his approach to 

music as follows:   

The main thing I’m trying to do is spread a message. One is hope; that’s the main 
thing. That’s really all that I’m trying to spread. Whether it’s about drug 
addiction; whether it’s about alcoholism; whether it’s about freedom; breaking 
away from any kind of shackles you might be in in your life; you know there’s 
always hope and there’s always a way out, and it’s not bad to ask for help in any 
situation you may find yourself in, that you might have a hard time getting out of. 
That’s the kind of thing that I’m trying to relate.  
 
The crowd that I target? More people like myself; people who really don’t give a 
fuck about what’s going on. People who don’t care about society, who don’t want 
to talk about shit, who believe in- just shit like that. ‘Cause, I mean, it’s really 
difficult to get someone to open up to you these days, and when you can sit there 
and kind of match them on the same level and just kind of throw shit out there and 
they’re just like ‘wait a minute, I can agree with that’ or ‘that speaks to me in a 
way.’ You know, just stuff like that. 
 

Here, Krucial identifies the theme of hope as one of the most important and persistent in his 

music, a theme that takes several forms, and he applies it in several contexts in his lyrical oeuvre. 

One of these, which is particularly prominent in his collaborations with al-Farra, relates to his 

relationship with Palestine and his performed resolution to maintain hope in the face of 

dispossession, diaspora, and conflict. As he mentions in the quote above, another prominent 

aspect of his message of hope relates to addiction and the power of hope in the reconstruction of 

lives and communities broken by drug and alcohol issues. Regarding the hopeful narrative in his 

song ‘Hope House,’ Krucial contends that 
                                                
 
34 Incidentally, this group featured prominently, along with DAM, in Salloum’s Slingshot Hip-Hop, the 
film financed in part by the proceeds of the Free The P tour and mixtape (2008). 



 55 

It has to do with Alcoholics Anonymous slash Narcotics Anonymous, shit like 
that. These dudes, they got caught up, and they got caught up too much, and when 
it came down to it they only got help from one place. And that was Narcotics 
Anonymous. Or Alcoholics Anonymous or whatever, maybe. 
 
While he frequently and prominently repeats these messages of hope, they are not 

consistent throughout his work. Many of his songs have no overt moral, theme, or agenda, but 

instead take the form of creative use of language and rhythm or playful, hyperbolic self-

aggrandizement. For instance, the following excerpt from ‘I’m a Star:’ 

They say I'm a star, I go hard 
Watch me ride, watch me fly 
Let me show you how I do know how I go and  
Where I stop nobody knows 
I caught this shit, I'm miracle-flow 
And some water and then you watch me grow 
Betty Crocker, see my dough 
Mmm mmm mmm let me clear my throat 
Let's drink some mo' 
Rhymes so cold I sleep in snow 
Ridin' this beat like the rodeo 
Oh no there he goes, he's mounted up and find it 
What's he climbin'? What's that shinin'? 
Oh it's Krucial and I'm hotter than the motherfucking climate (2011:11) 
 
The second of these Texas rappers is Abdullah Dahduli, a realtor from Dallas who 

performs under the name A.D. He has been active in the Dallas hip-hop scene for 9 years and has 

produced, along with a variety of informally published material, three full-length albums, the 

most recent of which is called Welcome to My World. In addition to the albums, A.D. also puts 

on an annual event that he calls the Surrounding Rhythm Concert which features live 

instrumentalists, guest artists, and comedy while showcasing him as a rapper. In our interview, 

the overarching themes that he identified in his recent music relate to coming of age, assuming 

new responsibilities, and maintaining the integrity of the self and of close relationships. 

Elaborating on the new album’s last track, ‘Free Tonight,’ he notes that: 
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That track really kind of embodies the whole aspect of that album. For me at 
least. The whole mentality of becoming grown, and-- You know what I mean? 
Certain things in life aren’t a joke anymore, you know? That sort of thing. And 
realizing the responsibility that you have. 

 
In general, A.D.’s music is characterized by the serious tone with which he confronts various 

social or emotional issues, using imagery from his individual experience. He has produced a few 

songs dealing directly with his national identity and with rememorating the Middle East as a 

region, although fewer than Krucial. However, he more frequently alludes to racism against 

Arabs, the importance of maintaining cultural identity, and the challenges of doing so in the face 

of peer pressure, as is apparent in the following passage from his song ‘Arab Party’:35 

I be beatin’ a B up, that’s a warning for you 
Yawnin’, but never in the morning 
I guess it never really dawned on me, ha 
Like the new trends, really got me all confused 
Now how’d bein’ fake become the new cool?  
I’m too foreign to relate to you,  
‘Cause if that’s the case, then I’d rather be a dork 
With a snort  
When I hear something funny  
And a drool when I snooze 
You can’t force me to lose  
My culture36 
 

Yet, as I will discuss later in this chapter, in A.D.’s work the focus on the importance of culture 

and identity is situated within a larger ideology of individualism. Again, likening himself to 

Eminem, the artist who came up most frequently in conversations with both of these rappers, 

A.D. describes his hope that his fans and critics will evaluate him based solely on his merit as an 

artist, without making recourse to his politics: 

What I really would like obviously is just-- people just focus on the skill, if I’m 
good or not. Doesn’t matter what I am. I mean a great example is Eminem. And 

                                                
35 Pronounced ‘AY-rab’ in this case. 
 
36 A.D. “Arab Party (Desert Rain Remix).” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MCQVemZONiE 
(Accessed 13 July, 2013).  
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not because he’s white ‘cause, me, I don’t really care. . . . It’s because of how 
good he is, you know what I mean? People-- In the beginning he had an issue-- 
you know, a white rapper, that’s just kind of awkward, but he-- but his skills 
surpassed that. Man, people don’t care if he’s a white rapper now. You know 
what I mean? ‘Cause he’s not; he’s not just a good rapper, he’s among one of the 
best rappers of all time. I think. And I’m sure that’s a fact man, I’m sure 
everybody can agree with me on that. 
 
While these two artists know one another, participate in similar scenes and have 

collaborated on several tracks, each approaches performance and identity in his own way. 

Although I make note of significant differences in the pages that follow, for the purposes of this 

comparative study I have chosen to focus on several points of agreement and convergence that 

came up in my interviews with both rappers and in my analysis of their respective works.  

The remainder of this chapter is divided into three sections. The first addresses the ways 

in which the artists discuss the categories of Palestinian and Arab identities in their lyrics, with 

the former rising to prominence as an actively rememorated identity construct. The second 

relates their lyrical work to a type of dual semiotic contingency expressed throughout certain 

streams of hip-hop discourse, which these artists make use of to craft identities that are thick, 

complex, and reflective of the sometimes contradictory nature of experience. The third addresses 

ideologies of independence and individualism, demonstrating the ways in which these artists use 

rapping to position themselves as independent truth-speakers and how this kind of performance 

serves to mediate and normalize difference, bringing their identities as Arabs in line with prior 

discussions of difference in hip-hop music.  

Arabnesses  
 

The most striking feature of A.D. and Krucial’s music is the relative scarcity of explicit 

discussion of Arabness. For instance, the lyrics of a majority of tracks on A.D.’s Welcome to My 

World album make no reference to ethnic identity, although some do. The same cannot be said 
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for Krucial’s Awakening Mixtape, which addresses both issues of Palestinian nationalism and his 

personal relationships with Palestine, and which features Mohammed al-Farra rapping in Arabic 

on 15 of the 18 tracks. This abundance of Palestinian discourse is somewhat deceptive, however; 

the remaining three tracks (two of which feature A.D.) on The Awakening make no mention of 

Palestine or issues of identity, and these themes also appear only occasionally in the work 

Krucial created before beginning his intensive collaboration with al-Farra. Even when Krucial 

discusses issues of identity on his tracks with al-Farra, he does so in a markedly different register 

than his friend. In the song “Depression” for instance, al-Farra’s verses focuses on his feelings of 

dispossession as an immigrant, while Krucial’s remain much more general, addressing his 

strategies for coping with negative feelings and periods of sadness, and his reliance on Islam 

during such times (2011:6). The two artists address the same topic, depression, but one makes 

use of it to focus on identity issues while the other does not. Outside of al-Farra’s sphere of 

influence, Krucial’s music can be expected to address a variety of issues, with statements about 

his ethnic identity and experience always being an ingredient in the mix but not necessarily the 

focal point. Arab or Palestinian identity, in general, just isn’t a topic that Krucial and A.D. 

choose to dwell upon to the same extent that Arab Summit does. Rather, their work resembles 

much of both mainstream and underground hip-hop in focusing on family background, place, 

and racial discrimination among an unpredictable and highly individuated array of other topics.  

Performances of ethnic identity in the work of A.D. and Krucial differ from those of Arab 

Summit qualitatively as well as quantitatively. Rather than Arabness per se, these two artists are 

much more likely to perform an identity that is distinctively Palestinian--one that is national and 

diasporic in nature rather than Pan-Arab. The cover of Krucial’s Awakening Mixtape, for 

example, sports a waving Palestinian flag, and A.D. devotes an entire song on his latest album to 
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stories from occupied Gaza (2012:11). A.D. also has the following to say about his own 

bifurcated sense of place, which he locates in both Dallas and Palestine: 

So when I see someone else repping for his city, I respect that. Even if it’s not 
my city. So in turn I relate to that. You know what I mean? . . . And that’s why I 
don’t shy away from putting the Palestinian flag all over my music, you know 
what I mean? . . . I respect someone who represents where they’re from, and so I 
know that people will represent-- will respect that fact that I represent where I’m 
from. 
 
These examples do not posit a comprehensive, synthetic notion of Arabness. In another 

example, as part of the Surrounding Rhythm concert in 2011, A.D. dedicated the performance of 

his song ‘Peaceful Countdown’ to the people of Egypt who were, at that time, in the midst of the 

January 25th Revolution. What might, in this case, have amounted to a nod in the direction of 

Pan-Arabist sentiment is undermined by the fact that this song contains references to global one-

ness while speaking to specifically Palestinian issues, but fails to point to the intermediary level 

of Arab unity, as evident in the refrain: 

It goes four, aw, for the people at war 
That dream, but never seen good days before 
Three, three ‘cause we cry for peace 
We fiend for a free Filisteen [Palestine] 
Everybody put your twos in the air right now, 
In honor of the people who can’t be here right now  
Be at one, one stand for all people,  
‘Cause in the end we will all stand equal 
 

The song “We Are the People,” which A.D. describes as one of his most explicitly political 

songs, is similar. He dedicated the 2011 music video to “Libya, Bahrain, Algeria, EGYPT, and 

all other countries going through revolution,” and the song draws on revolutionary imagery from 

Latin America, Egypt, and the civil rights movement in the U.S.37 His rhetoric, though, is 

universal; rather than connecting the various struggles in the Arabophone nations as a single 

                                                
37 Abdullah Dahduli. 2011. “We Are The People By A.D. ft. Abdullah Shawky – A.D.” 
http://www.youtube.com/user/dahduli234 (accessed  22 July, 2013).  
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phenomenon—the widely circulated notion of the ‘Arab Spring’—he chooses to connect them 

with struggles in many parts of the world. He thus performs his revolutionary sentiments at both 

the global and specifically Palestinian levels; the Nasser-esque idea that individuals from all of 

the Arabic speaking countries have shared experiences and constitute a shared identity, even if 

only in the context of diaspora, is absent from the music of A.D. and Krucial.  

When Arabness does arise as a generalized concept within the lyrics of these two artists, 

the discussion usually takes place in the passive voice: Arabness is a quality ascribed to them by 

others and often a quality that makes them objects of a kind of racism that ignores the varied 

identities that exist within the Middle East. One example of this comes from A.D.’s song “One 

Man Army”, in which he discusses the difficulties and challenges that he has experienced and the 

ways in which those have helped him develop as an individual. Racism is among these 

difficulties, as noted in the following excerpt: 

The darkness pushed and shoved me into a corner 
Forced to grow older prematurely 
Pops locked up they started calling us the enemy, 
When it was just an immigration issue 
Add that to being Arab, tears soaking up tissues 
Writing on my letter, tell him to keep your head up, we miss you 
And then he got out, thinkin’ that freedom might greet him 
But found out that all it does is miss you 
Spit you out and dismiss you, just a tease 
So we had to cross over across seas (2012:5) 
 

Krucial expresses similar feelings in the context of a straight-ahead ego rap, summarizing how 

he perceives American institutions to understand the Middle East as a region: 

Aw hell Mr. Legit, that's me, I'm the man  
And I'm droppin' these bombs 
Like uranium on Afghans 
Y'all obey Uncle Sam 
'Cause I know he's got a plan 
To wipe out Arabia 
Fuck that shit (2011:3) 
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In this passage, he identifies the target of American aggression as ‘Arabia,’ an outdated term 

which refers, strictly speaking, neither to a geographical nor political unit in the contemporary 

era. His usage of the term is sarcastic in this context, referencing not a place but to a unit of 

collective imagination within American society. Butler describes how the violence of war is 

dependent upon a prior representational violence, which involves the conscription of a public 

into a state in which they will tolerate the dropping of bombs (2010:xvii). Here, ‘Arabia’ is part 

of this popular fiction: drawn from “Lawrence of Arabia”, the “Arabian Nights”, and other 

orientalist sources, it is one trope in the imaginative structures that allow an American population 

less knowledgeable about Middle Eastern and South and Central Asian issues to assent to an 

aggressive foreign policy in those regions. In this passage, Krucial alludes to the fact that 

Arabness is more than a singular ethnic category or the fodder for positive processes of 

subjectivation, instead often becoming an index for the targets of racialized aggression. This 

construction of Arabness contrasts starkly with the kind of idealistic cosmopolitanism that the 

members of Arab Summit put forward in their music, in which Nasserist ideas converge with 

hip-hop culture’s historical impetus to reclaim the signs and symbols of racism through strategic 

reiteration in an attempt to build new, positive conceptions of ethnic identity on diasporic, Pan-

Arab lines.  

  Despite the lack of a consistent focus on ethnic identity, both artists do make use of their 

music to expound upon their relationships with spaces of identity in the form of odes 

rememorating spaces in Palestine as lieux de memoire. In the following quote, A.D. describes the 

approach he took when creating the most recent of these, Peaceful Countdown, emphasizing the 

deeply personal nature of such expression as well as the way in which he uses music to 
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synthesize the information he has in order to build a picture of, and a relationship with, a place 

he has never visited (2010:3).  

That’s a pretty personal song, you know? A pretty personal-- a pretty personal 
issue. ‘Cause I don’t really talk about-- all I’m talking about is, umm I just give 
stories, and I give little stories in the street of Palestine, how-- like what-- things 
that happen there, you know what I mean? Obviously stories that I’ve taken from 
other people and all that ’cause me personally I’ve never been there. Umm, but 
just from my knowledge and common knowledge. 
 
The content of these odes, despite being deeply personal, also falls into certain patterns 

consistent with Palestinian nationalist expressive culture. The first of these tropes relates to 

names and naming. Slyomovics details the struggles over naming in Israel/Palestine, in which 

displaced Palestinians use various strategies to recuperate the old names for places, villages, and 

landmarks that have been either destroyed or given new Hebrew names, the most obvious of 

these being the name ‘Palestine’ itself. This strategic rememoration involves many different 

activities, such as the production of memory books with names and descriptions of demolished 

villages, the practice of naming children (almost always girls) after demolished villages, and, on 

a more basic level, the stubborn conviction to continue using displaced names as a means of 

insisting that such places still exist (1998:66-70, 202). McDonald provides a vivid example of 

this with his description of an interaction at an Israeli checkpoint, in which a Palestinian man 

persisted in referring to Jerusalem by its Arabic rather than its Hebrew name, even in the face of 

physical violence (2009:76-77).  

The second Palestinian nationalist trope found in the music of A.D. and Krucial involves 

vividly depicting of the architecture of occupation. As Schept argues in relation to Arab hip-hop 

groups in Israel/Palestine, such descriptions serve to create a binary between a coercive and 

mechanical Israeli state and the image of a humanistic and naturalistic, yet absent, Palestine 
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(2010). Both of these tropes can be seen in the following short excerpt from A.D.’s “Peaceful 

Countdown”: 

And god we ain’t ready to go 
Our land is in pieces, hope’s decreasin’ 
Teargassin’ aw breathe up,  
Our kids don’t grow either 
Nobody believes us 
I walk next to a girl named after her country 
Screamin’, tearing up while telling me 
‘This is my city, all covered in blood 
From the shots my heart took but never gave up’ 
 

Here, the place remembered consists of fragmented land, and the fragmentation is enforced by 

technological means such as teargas. The girl, named as so many Palestinian girls are after a 

place, acts as both a metonym for the nation as well as a narrative tool for the kind of humanistic 

remembrance that opposes a mechanistic occupation. Through violence and dispossession, she 

never gives up, displaying ṣumūd or steadfastness, which Julie Peteet describes as characteristic 

of Palestinian nationalist discourse (2005:148-149). Such thematic discourse is also apparent in 

the lyrics of Krucial and al-Farra’s song “Our Flag,” which features the following verse from 

Krucial: 

Same dirt, different shirt 
Watch our homes burn while we try to earn 
Back our homes. Fuck occupation 
Some twisted folk back home 
Can't even feed their children 
Fuck the bullshit 
Is what I'm screamin’ 
Gaza Yaffa Haifa Aqsa  
What the fuck you know about us? 
Red, white, black, and green  
And you know we always coming at ya' 
 
Reppin’ my town and my people and my city 
We gon' keep it going keep it going keep it going don't stop 
And if you want to face us, better think twice 
We gon’ keep it going keep it going keep it going don't stop (2011:4) 
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Here Krucial points out the impossibility of life under the straightened circumstances of 

occupation, and his response--his act of resistance--is to deploy the power of place names,38 

heightening this common practice further by merging it with the hip-hop practice of ‘repping’ or 

singing the praises of one’s city or place. He also describes Palestine as “back home” despite the 

fact that he, like A.D., has never personally been there, and displays ṣumūd by asserting the need 

to “keep it going”--to continue such an identification forever.  

The kind of rememoration that these two artists articulate fits within a framework that not 

only is distinctively Palestinian, but also falls within the bounds of a Palestinian nationalist 

discourse that has been developed, reiterated, and made normative over a period of almost 

seventy years of movement building, and that powerful political institutions have validated. Such 

rememoration reflects their experiences within a diaspora community as well as the practices of 

such a community. In contrast to their willful adoption of Palestinian identities, these artists 

represent Arabness as a label applied to them by others, as a racial/racist categorization into 

which many Americans group them, but which falls short of describing their identities and 

histories and might in itself contribute to the kind of state-sponsored violence against which all 

of the artists in this study position themselves. Rather than attempting to take control of the 

reiterative processes that have created such perceptions, as we saw in Arab Summit’s particular 

brand of Arab vanguardism, these artists combat the racism they perceive as latent in the 

category of Arabness by refusing to acknowledge it as a valid category. They do not recognize 

themselves in the concept of Arabness; rather, they associate this category with negative 

experiences of surveillance and create themselves through a different, distinctly Palestinian 

normative framework. The next section focuses on a different aspect of this normative 
                                                
38 In this case, however, all of these place names that he mentions remain in use, although “Yaffa,” 
(Arabic: Yāfā, Hebrew: Yafo, English: Jaffa, referring to the area around Tel Aviv) is contentious.   
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framework, examining how, in addition to articulating identities that contrasts with those of Arab 

Summit, A.D. and Krucial also make use of a qualitatively different mode of identification and 

subjectivation, which in turn has a long history in hip-hop culture. 

Contingent Meanings and Contingent Identities 
 

This section further examines the ways in which A.D. and Krucial express identity in 

their music and identifies two types of contingency latent in this expression. The first relates to 

the quality of meaning within the songs themselves. Here, a given turn of phrase may be open to 

several different interpretations or different pieces of speech within a particular song or between 

songs may express different sentiments on the same issue. I argue that these seeming 

contradictions themselves accurately represent the constantly changing nature of individual 

subjectivity. The second type of contingency relates specifically to categories of identity and the 

ways in which these artists deploy signs related to Arabness or Palestinian-ness, but in a limited 

way, sometimes identifying strongly with their ethnic backgrounds and sometimes representing 

themselves by other means, which may involve framing themselves as members of another 

normative identity group or making recourse to certain hyper-individualistic strategies that 

distance the artists from group identities altogether.   

I argue that while, a la Bakhtin, any set of lyrics is to an extent polysemic and open to 

multiple interpretations, structural features of this style of hip-hop specifically facilitate multiple 

and indeterminate meanings. As such, an eidetic approach to understanding the work of these 

two artists opens up an avenue for understanding both of these types of contingency and their 

relationships to subjectivity and identity. As Edmund Husserl’s describes it, eidetic reduction is 

the process of subjecting mental objects—whether external objects or consciousness itself as an 

object of analysis—to all possible changes in state and condition in an attempt to determine 
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which of their qualities are basic and essential and which are merely matters of perception (1960 

[1931]). Eidetic understanding, as developed by Steven Friedson in his study of West African 

music, relates to Husserl’s idea in that it constitutes an attempt to understand a given stimulus on 

the subject’s horizon of perception in several ways at the same time, but rather than trying to 

isolate the object’s worldly essence this method illustrates that the continuity of that object 

comes into being by means of a subjective synthetic mental process (1996). For the purposes of 

this study, the concept is perhaps best summarized metaphorically by means of the classic 

figure/ground drawings such as the Rubin Vase or the Necker Cube, in which one of several 

different shapes become apparent depending on which visual elements the viewer identifies as 

the “figure,” the object of interest, and which as the “ground,” or the unimportant background 

(see Appendix A). In the same way, the spontaneous, diverse, and sometimes contradictory acts 

of expression in the music of A.D. and Krucial create a field of potential meaning, and listeners 

may perceive one of several narratives, impressions, or fragments of meaning depending on 

which discursive features they define as important at a given moment, each of these meanings 

being valid in its own way.  

By using such a style, an artist is able to juxtapose seemingly contradictory signifiers and 

sentiments within the same text, creating a state of dynamic tension from which, for the listener, 

multiple interpretations of equal validity might emerge. This representative style in turn 

approaches a thick representation of the phenomenological interiority of the individual, a reality 

that consists of narratives but is never limited to just one, and that changes with time and 

perspective (Husserl 1960 [1931], Friedson 1996:140-142). This approach contrasts with that of 

the Arab Summit crew who, as seen in the previous chapter, attempt—successfully or 
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unsuccessfully--to unify the narratives and the meanings in their music in service of certain 

political agendas.  

The large quantity of spontaneous, descriptive text that artists create while rapping 

provides a rich field of data for studying the ways in which artists organize subjectivity, and the 

ways in which this organization changes over time.39 Krucial and A.D. in turn couple this kind of 

reified textual spontaneity—“off the dome” speech, to use Krucial’s term--with an individualistic 

and anti-authoritarian conviction to say whatever it is that the artist feels or perceives in the 

moment, be it positive or negative, peaceful or violent, whimsical or in dead earnest. The result 

is a dense discursive fabric, a highly referential and playful textual field that cuts across the 

boundaries between the genres of narrative, criticism, and introspection as well as those between 

truth, lies, and exaggeration. This discursive style has its roots in the late 1980s and 1990s when 

mainstream hip-hop acts such as N.W.A., the Wu-Tang Clan (in its various incarnations), and 

later Tupac Shakur, Goodie Mob, and OutKast pioneered new styles of intellectual “gangsta” 

rap. These artists, and others, seamlessly fused vivid and often glorified depictions of drugs, 

violence, and sex with earnest and well-spoken diatribes on racism and urban decay in America 

as well as more intimate themes, the latter culminating in the seemingly-obligatory subgenre of 

sentimental homages to one’s mother.40  

This genre’s power lies in its graphic realism and in its capacity, in the best-cases, to 

capture and represent the whole eidetic range of an individual’s thoughts and emotions, 

capitalizing on spontaneity and contradiction in service of a greater phenomenological realism. 

In this style of music, the criminal is often the critic of urban blight, the line between victimizer 
                                                
39 Harris Berger conducted similar research on the organization of experience in the less discursively 
dense genres heavy metal, rock and roll, and Jazz (2011).  
40 Tupac’s ‘Dear Mama’ is perhaps the most well known (1998:2/10). See also Goodie Mob’s ‘Guess 
Who,’ (1995:7) Snoop Dogg’s ‘I Love My Mama,’ (1999:21) and Ghostface Killa’s ‘All That I Got is 
You’ (1996:15) for more prominent examples from this era.  
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and victim comes into question, and stereotypes are reinforced while being interrogated. Already 

by the late 1980s, Public Enemy’s Chuck D had famously labeled hip-hop music as Black 

America’s equivalent of CNN, indicating that representations of urban life found in hip-hop 

music are more accurate than most of the presumably racist journalistic media sources (Chang 

2005:251). The spontaneous realism of this genre, its capacity to suggest the realities of urban 

life without overdetermining a listener’s conclusions, legitimates this assertion about the power 

of the genre to facilitate truth. Krucial sums up the eidetic character of rap for both the performer 

and listener, and his music in particular, as follows: 

So, umm, you know, it depends on how I’m feeling that day. I can go back and 
listen to that song and go ‘oh, here’s another way I can kind of make this song, 
this is what this song means.’ Or, ‘Oh shit, I just said this in that verse’ or 
whatever. ‘Oh wow, this means this to me today. Okay? Which, that’s not just 
me. You can listen to it one day – you can be in a fucking horrible, terrible 
mood. And you can listen to a track and go, ‘man, you know what that means to 
me today?’ It’s all about individualism, man, everybody has different feelings, 
different emotions and thoughts. You might look at something one day and love 
it, you might look at it the next day and fucking hate it. 
 

 It is, as Krucial says, “all about individualism:” the structured indeterminism of the lyrics 

opens space for the individual to interpret actively. This kind of music allows the changeable self 

to find an individuated meaning within the interaction of signifiers and to designate which parts 

of the text are figure and which recede into unseen ground. This playful act of choosing 

constitutes a technology of the self and a form of ethical practice that exists in the interactive 

space between the performer and the listener, through which the subject comes to identify with 

the images in the textual fabric, images that he or she may put to use as a means of reflecting on 

the best possible subject. Although this technology of the self, like every social practice, is 

constrained within normative limits of the imaginable, latent within its indeterminism is also a 

certain individualistic ethos, one which allows significant space for loose associations and 
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individual creativity in the process of finding or making meaning. In this particular stream of rap, 

individualism is not only built into the content, but also built into the structure of creation and 

reception. The following short passage from A.D.’s song ‘Free Tonight’ is an example of explicit 

commentary on the contingency of meaning in the music-making process, as well as the 

serendipitous nature of this process of identity creation and individuation:  

Reflection of who I be 
As I reflect on everything I see 
Will my accomplishments and my reality 
Ever reach my dreams?  
I can't imagine 
Somebody tryin' to be like me 
When I haven't figured it out yet, see? 
When it comes to the straw 
I'm barely gettin' my feet wet 
But I get my beat set 
Ready to go 
And I know I got god with me 
So I won't do it alone 
Let's go (2012:2) 
 
Within the first semiotic contingency emerges a second contingency of identities, an 

eidetic understanding of which constitutes another means of approaching the deep 

phenomenological realism of this music. An individual’s identification with a group is itself 

always contingent as well as strategic, consisting of patterns of affective group affiliation that 

vary over time. In a given moment, one identity or category may be important to the subject and 

become the figure, while other potential identities recede into the ground. Or, alternately, the 

subject may attempt to hold multiple identities in relief at the same moment. In either case, this 

changing landscape of identity often finds expression through performance, either elevated 

artistic performance, as in this case, or more quotidian performances of self. Krucial, in addition 

to sometimes performing a highly politicized Palestinian identity in his music, and especially on 

the latest album, also identifies strongly with his city and state, and he sees himself as a part and 
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a product of the distinctive styles of hip-hop that have developed in Texas and the American 

south. He begins with a comparison to Yelawolf, a popular Alabama rapper whose acerbic style 

follows in the footsteps of Eminem: 

Yelawolf is raw, and he’s from the south just like I am. I mean dude is legit, so 
south it’s not even funny, he’s from Alabama. The home of methamphetamine 
and crack cocaine. Like dude’s got – he’s from Alabama. And then you got 
Texas. I grew up listening to Swishahouse, Paul Wall, Lil’ Flip, Chamillionaire, 
dudes like that. I mean, man UGK [Underground Kingz], you know chopped and 
screwed, DJ Screw (R.I.P.), Pimp C (R.I.P.), Bun B, shit like that, that’s the kind 
of shit I listened to. So all the rap down here it’s all about makin’ money, 
hustlin’, grindin’, uhh, getting’ down, throwin’, fuckin’, gettin’ head, doing 
this… I’m not really all into that. Some of my songs have that. 
 

His last comment expresses an ambivalence, present in all of his music, that points to the same 

contingency of identity described above. Krucial emphatically constructs himself as delivering a 

positive message of hope, but sometimes contradicts this idea by employing the more aggressive 

grinding rhetoric typical of the artists he lists above, as in this example from his song ‘Money 

Make:’ 

I’m on my grind, yeah, just like a skateboard 
I holler at my homie Stevie and we get throwed 
I’m ‘bout this paper stacking like the Dallas morning news 
I throw up ULC like it’s some rotten food 
We on the hustle stacking benjamins, fee-tyle.  
No court dates or jail terms ‘cause we evade the laws 
Those faggots looking for me sending warrants to my home 
But we know it’s Krucial and I’m fi’i’na [fixing to] kill this flow41 

 
Here Krucial constructs himself in a way that is appropriate within a genre that glamorizes a hard 

lifestyle, illicit wealth, and street knowledge. When asked to talk about this song in our 

interview, however, he gives these lyrics a meaning not evident at first glance, validating the 

importance of money in a happy life and asserting that “when it comes to making money, it’s 

about supporting your family.” In this way, Krucial builds himself as both a hard gangsta and a 
                                                
41 Jamal Hamam [Soundcloud]. ‘J-Mall a.k.a. Krucial.’ https://soundcloud.com/j-mall-a-k-a-krucial 
(accessed 26 July, 2013.) 
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family man. The gangsta image may not represent his primary message, but it still emerges at 

times and is still an important part of the way he constructs his identity. His actual activities are 

unimportant; there is no truth to identity here, just a flow of images, and a constantly shifting 

relationship of discursive figure to ground.  

 A.D.’s rhymes are more introspective and abstract, using more imagery and metaphor 

than word play, focusing on the artist’s emotions, and tending to avoid aggressive themes in 

favor of positive, motivational imagery. The strongest eidetic tension in A.D.’s music exists 

between his expression of rugged individualism and his performative affiliation with identity 

groups, whether ethnic, national, regional, and/or religious. His lyrics refer frequently to the idea 

of the “one man army”, his own variant on the classic Horatio Alger narrative that he deploys to 

discuss the hardships that he has endured alone and how these have contributed to his 

development. He elaborates on these sentiments in the song ‘Wheelo’: 

When the roof caves in quick and the time gets harder to fool 
Then it gets worse, every minute goes by and I feel like I’m about to lose 
Sometimes it’s the life you choose, sometimes it’s not 
This is just life, it’ll get tight, you move left, then you move right 
But take a breath just: [gasp sound] 
It gets deeper the next step 
Get your feet wet in sauce 
You know I feel like I’m forced 
To be a one man army 
With no fortress of course 
So I learn from the mistakes I made, battles I’ve fought 
Either won or lost, but I never lose; I learn from my faults (2010:10)42 
 

This individualism contrasts eidetically with another priority of his, which he referred to several 

times in our interview and which also arises frequently in his music.43 This priority relates to 

                                                
42 See (2012:5, 6) for more examples of the theme of the “One Man Army.”  
 
43 For example, (2012:13). 
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group identity, ethnic and otherwise, and in particular to the importance of preserving cultural 

traditions and practices and transmitting them to future generations.  

I still try to hold onto my culture. And doing it-- by doing that, is learning more 
about my culture and staying around people that are in my culture. Or part of my 
culture. So I can, you know what I’m saying? Keep these traditions and make 
them innate. You know what I mean? For my kids. 
 

Thus we can see that there are at least two aspects to A.D.’s self-conceptions. On the one hand, 

he performs himself as a “one man army”, a self-made man facing challenges alone and defining 

himself through individual work and struggle. On the other, he not only portrays himself as a 

member of at least one identity group that has its own developed set of norms, practices, and 

values, but positions himself as a culture bearer for such a group, a single thread in a normative 

cultural fabric that transcends space, time, and the limits of subjectivity. Again, both of these 

images constitute depictions of his eidetic self; the identity of the subject can accommodate both 

the image of the lonesome bedraggled stranger and that of the cultural standard bearer, multiply 

configured within a variety of normative identity formations. 

 In addition to performing the categories described above, both A.D. and Krucial readily 

identify as Muslims and discuss within their lyrics the important place of Islam in their lives. In 

contrast, religious themes are markedly absent from the work of the Arab Summit crew, with its 

decidedly secular humanist orientation. A careful perusal of the music and writing of Omar 

Offendum’s work, for instance, reveals a wealth of information about his ethnic identity and his 

rememorative relationship with Syria and the Levant but reveals nothing as to whether his 

background is Muslim or Christian, Shi’a, Sunni, Alawi, Druze, or ardently secularist.44 

Throughout the Middle East, religion constitutes an important and public aspect of one’s 
                                                
44 The exception to this proves the rule. The one time a religious figure appears on Syrianamericana is in 
the song ‘Straight Street’ (2011:5), and in this instance Offendum refers to him as a ‘preacher man,’ a 
deliberately vague term that could apply to any of the abovementioned groups. 
 



 73 

identity,45 and the absence of any religious identification further resonates with the ideals of pan-

Arabism that strive to forward an overarching ethno-nationalist identity that makes space for the 

region’s many faiths and ideologies.  

 Subjectivity is always-already eidetic, and this eidetic quality must always emerge in a 

given subject’s performance of identity, on both the quotidian and artistic levels. However, that 

does not mean that all performances of identity are equal or the same, and the degree of eidetic 

interpretation within a given performance hinges on the nature of the performative project in 

question. The Arab Summit project is essentially instrumental and didactic, aimed at forwarding 

a new kind of American Arabness and, as such, the members of that group regulate their 

narrative and semiotic expressions, a strategy that minimizes, but could never eliminate, the 

eidetic quality in their music. In contrast, A.D. and Krucial pursue a different project, in which 

they actively cultivate multiple meanings within their music, and the conceptions of ethnic 

identity that emerge from such a project are much more contingent and multiple. The next 

section looks into their discursive project in more detail, describing how these artists seek to 

position themselves as truth-tellers and the strategies that they employ to bolster their 

trustworthiness in the context of hip-hop music, as well as how such performances bring their 

ethnic identifications in line with other forms of difference commonly discussed in hip-hop 

music.  

 “Homie I Stay Awake”: Staking Out Discursive Independence 
 

This section examines the various discursive techniques that Krucial and A.D. utilize to 

construct themselves as truth-telling subjects, independent and un-coopted by what they identify 

as forces within society that incentivize lies. Maintaining the status of a hip-hop oracle speaking 
                                                
45 In Jordan, for instance, an individual’s religion appears on his or her official identity card, and it 
determines which civil courts he or she will use.  
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unblemished truth requires careful management and studied performance, and it stands in 

contrast to the kind of consistent political messaging found in Arab Summit’s work, as well as 

much of the “conscious” stream of hip-hop. Their performances of discursive independence and 

legitimacy target both potential fans and, more subtly, the artists themselves as they continually 

recreate themselves on the etho-poetic level by means of, and in the image of, the idealized 

selves that they portray in their music. In this section, I describe two complimentary etho-poetic 

techniques that these artists use to position themselves as truth-speakers, and I argue that this 

position of discursive independence, coupled with the eidetic character of the lyrics, facilitates an 

attempt by these artists to de-exoticize themselves and transcend the orientalist-inspired aura of 

unintelligibility that surrounds the concept of Arabness by positioning it as one among many 

forms of intelligible and acceptable difference in an American context. As discussed in the 

introduction, hip-hop music has historically been a forum for discussions of race, racism, and 

difference in the American context, and by bringing to the table a thick, eidetic, and stylistically 

appropriate description of their experiences, these two artists work to bring their experiences 

with Arabness within that field of intelligibility. As also discussed previously, within 

descriptions of their experiences the artists’ Arab and Palestinian identities are juxtaposed in 

eidetic tension with their identities as Texans, men, revolutionaries, hustlers, and fierce 

individualists, among others, each facet constituting a particular figure emerging from the ground 

of the complex phenomenological experience of the individual. Through rap, the artists 

strategically perform their identities as regular American guys, with the concomitant forms of 

difference characteristic of a pluralistic American society.  

The task of establishing discursive legitimacy unfolds on two fronts. First, the business of 

speaking truth to power requires a soapbox; in this case our protagonists don’t stand on these 
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boxes, but rather construct discursive boxes around themselves by using performative techniques 

to mark their bodies and the spaces they inhabit as dedicated to raw and unrestricted expression. 

This kind of practice requires that the artists faithfully render all aspects of life, those they 

perceive as negative as well as positive, and tolerate the eidetic and contradictory nature of truth 

as it pertains to the individual subject. Second, it requires the identification of a looming fount of 

falsehood, an untruthful other embodied for these two rappers by the media in its various forms. 

The discursive presence of such an other brings their efforts into stark relief, its tendency 

towards untruth and calculation lending legitimacy to the project of brash, heedless truth telling 

that these artists pursue. Referencing some of his own lyrics, Krucial summarizes his personal 

approach, in the process both constructing himself as committed to speaking the truth at all costs 

and pointing and the presence of an untrustworthy other: 

 I said it in a song, I said: 
 

‘Fuck these people and their thoughts,  
Fuck the way they were brought up,  
Fuck the government so corrupt,  
Goddamn you disgust me.  
Your greed and your need to deceive;  
These people need your help,  
But you bomb ‘em with your goddamn stealth  
Airplanes and your missiles,  
Come on, dog 
It’s time for me to blow the motherfucking whistle.  
This the anthem for the people who bought their fucking freedom 
Don’t promote a false religion;  
Islam is a choice not a fucking decision’ [From ‘Corrupt’ (2011:5)] 

 
Alright? And what I meant in that song is ‘I’m gonna tell you how I think it is; 
I’m gonna tell you whether you don’t-- like it or not. You’re not gonna make me 
shut up. You want to send the FBI to my door? Wel-fucking-come. Come on and 
I’ll rap for you too. You’re not gonna put me in shackles; I’m not gonna be 
locked up. I’m not gonna sit here and be censored for something that I believe, 
and as an American and as a born American in this country I have the freedom of 
speech and I have the freedom of choice and I have a lot of freedoms from the 
constitution of America. And if you want to take any of my freedoms away from 
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me, then fuck you I’m willing to fight for them and I’m willing to die for them. It 
doesn’t matter what it is. Okay? This is how my brain works; if you don’t want 
to hear what I have to say, then fuck you, don’t listen to it.46 
 

 As noted, A.D.’s approach to rapping is substantially less aggressive than Krucial’s, and 

he tends to position himself as an eloquent but coolheaded critic, in place of the whistleblower 

and martyr figures that Krucial develops. However, A.D makes use of the same two-pronged 

strategy for discursive legitimacy, first portraying the world, and particularly media 

representations of that world, as being full of deception, and then identifying himself as a 

trustworthy source attentive to lies and truth. One example of such rhetoric comes from his song 

‘Awake:’ 

But I assume the elephant in the room  
Is pissed, they shut him up, 
With media coverups, 
Don't be deceived by the lies that's making you more fearful,  
You got's to be more careful; 
Glued to the tube that'll broadcast news 
They filter four times 'fore it gets to you, 
Now you would'a seen it if you didn't shade your eyes 
Recognize the game that your being played by, 
Got a song, still singing along with Marvin 
Starving for the truth 
You can't sell it salesman 
I'm looking for the proof, it may fool most 
But some of us are a little harder to shake 
Homie I stay awake (2012:13) 
 
Occasionally these legitimating efforts take more extreme forms. Later in our interview, 

Krucial again deploys the twin legitimating rhetorical devices described above, but this time in 

more colorful language:   

Obviously modern age hip-hop, that’s on the radio, and the shit that’s getting’ 
radio play. It’s all about money? Money this money that. Okay? It’s fake, okay? 

                                                
46 In an interesting parallel with the Arab Summit narrative recounted in act one, the looming, untruthful 
other that Krucial describes often takes the form of abstract concepts such as ‘the government’ and ‘the 
people’ but emerges concretely in the form of the FBI, confirming a shared anxiety over interactions with 
the American security apparatus. 
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The main difference between the stuff that I write; none of it’s fake. It’s stuff that 
I actually believe in. It’s stuff that I would actually-- you know that saying? Like 
I would die for my beliefs today? That’s the kind of shit that I put down on an 
album, or on a song, or on a beat, whatever. It’s stuff that I actually believe in. 
So if I tell you that you’re a faggot and you have AIDS, I believe you’re faggot 
and you have AIDS, and I’m gonna stick by that. You know what I mean? 
 

In this instance, untruth is embodied in mainstream hip-hop, which Krucial sees as containing 

kinds of expression that are destructive and inauthentic. In contrast, he identifies his music as 

authentic and spontaneous and, to emphasize this point, he makes use of an utterance that is 

designed to shock and which might at first glance be considered an instance of hate speech. A 

moment later he returns to clarify his meaning: 

It’s not like I’m starting a song off with like, ‘this song is about fags, and I hate 
you all and I hope—’ no, it’s not. Everybody is free to choose. I have gay people 
who listen to my music and are some of my closest and dearest friends. And it’s 
cool, man, you know? Umm, but like I said, I want to be different, okay? 
Everything else is so fucking polluted. 
 

As tired as the ‘I have gay/Black/Muslim friends’ argument is in the context of hate speech, 

Krucial asserts that he doesn’t intend his words to be hateful. The word in question is incidental 

and not integral, intended not as an attack but rather as a marker of the kind of spontaneity that 

he values in his work. The word indexes the heedlessness described above, showing that he is 

willing to buck the conventions of political correctness in the name of a fullness of individual 

expression. In discussing this kind of rebellious speech, Krucial again references Eminem, noting 

admiringly that “the king of that is fucking Slim Shady. He’s the most offensive rapper ever.” 

From his perspective, offensiveness is in this case a positive thing, and indicates a type of 

integrity, trustworthiness, and authenticity that he sees as rare in the modern context, which he 

assesses as so frequently “polluted” by deception and untruth.47 

                                                
47 It is interesting to note that while words like “fag” and “faggot” came up a few times in our 
conversation, racial slurs were markedly absent, both from the interview and the music itself. It would 
appear that there are limits to what he feels is appropriate, even in a context that values offensiveness. 
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Within his own brand of cultural criticism, A.D. also performs his willingness to offend 

in the interest of authenticity. While most of his critiques take aim at common targets such as 

rappers he identifies as inept, the media, mainstream hip-hop, racism, and unfaithful friends, his 

music also contains a strident critique of masculinity, a theme he relates to the recurring idea of 

coming of age and taking responsibility. In particular, the image of men in skinny jeans appears 

repeatedly in A.D.’s music, acting as a playful metonym for a kind of failed masculinity that he 

perceives in American culture and takes quite seriously. One example appears on the track ‘Slow 

Down:’  

So I can’t be seen rockin’ with ‘em 
Some dudes got too much female in ‘em 
Hold up! 
You around grown men now, you better act grown 
Or rock it out runnin’ with your skinny jeans on 
Boy please, I need more room for these nuts to breath 
But back to the matter at hand, yo,  
The clothes don’t design the man 
It’s the character inside (2012:8) 
 

When asked about this imagery in the interview, A.D. clarified his feelings as follows: 

“It’s almost, like, cool to be feminine. Does that make sense? It’s like nowadays 
the style is, it’s cool to be feminine. You know what I mean? And I think that’s 
so weird how we got to that point. Like the way people talk, the way people 
dress, the way people act in a certain situation, like it’s-- like that’s okay now.” 
 

These sections represent A.D.’s attempt to discursively enforce certain fairly rigid normative 

conceptions of gender, in defiance of some popular notions of pluralism and tolerance. As we 

saw with Krucial above, this is a performative device that puts A.D.’s heedlessness of “political 

correctness” on display, showing that he is willing to take up a negative, critical stance with 

regards to others’ iterations of gender norms by taking large parts of American masculinity to 

task, in the process further establishing himself as a speaker of unrestricted truth.  
                                                                                                                                                       
This artist apparently considers the word “faggot” to be shocking yet still acceptable; the reasons for this 
are surely complex, and fall outside of the scope of this study.  
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By dropping a slur or policing a norm, these artists emphasize their readiness to alienate a 

certain part of their audience in the name of independence and spontaneity in expression; the 

most effective way to perform one’s willingness to offend is to say something genuinely 

offensive. Omar Offendum advertises a similar heedless outspokenness in his stage name, but 

such a claim loses its potency when we note that, in spite of the name, the lyrical content of his 

music, like that of all of the members of Arab Summit, is unlikely to offend many among their 

target audience in the North American left. Instead, their work toes the fairly stark line of a 

leftist/humanist/universalist political agenda, shying away from attacks and focusing on themes 

of non-violence, anti-racism, secular humanism, and identity group solidarity. Far from rebutting 

the ethos of ‘political correctness’, their expressive work embodies the ideology that was the 

impetus for such an ethos in the first place. In contrast, A.D. and Krucial pursue a similar goal by 

very different means: by claiming their positions as compound eidetic subjects and independent 

truth-tellers, they make themselves resemble a number of hip-hop artists from many ethnicities 

and backgrounds who have occupied similar positions in the past. In this citational strategy, they 

draw on a long history of hip-hop music as a forum for discussions of race, racism, and 

difference to bring the subjective experience of difference that they experience in line with the 

kind of difference that those other artists live and discuss, showing these differences to be of a 

kind. The discursive work found in Arab Summit’s music serves to consolidate the kinds of 

difference they experience, labeling it, making it consistent, and attempting to make it flexible 

enough to fit within both Pan-Arabist and American ethno-racial taxonomies. The work of A.D. 

and Krucial, in contrast, serves to diffuse/defuse such differences, answering racist 

categorization with the sheer fact of the multistability of individual identity and taking advantage 

of the humanizing effects of such representations.  
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A.D. noted the dangers of Arab Summit’s approach to music, pointing out that music that 

focuses too much on Arabness and Arab or Palestinian issues is likely to only ever appeal to a 

respective niche audience; the “preaching to the choir” effect of identity-driven art. Both A.D. 

and Krucial make it clear that they strive for mass appeal, and they identify popularity within a 

strictly delimited group as a sign of failure. A.D. sums this idea up as follows: 

For example… let’s say if Jay-Z right now comes out with an issue about 
Palestine, how many people do you think are going to listen to him? Everybody. 
The whole world’s gonna listen to him. Okay? So let’s say… let’s say… Omar 
Offendum comes out with a song about Palestine, how many people are going to 
listen to him? Only those… only those artists… only those fans that like political 
songs. Not everybody else. So therefore, he doesn’t have a large enough voice. 
 

Krucial describes a similar strategy: first he would like to appeal to a “general” audience in the 

place where he lives, then later return and do a project focused on the Middle East and the issues 

found there, aimed at an Arabic-speaking audience:48    

Living in America, I was really trying to kind of gather more English-speaking 
folks that would listen to my shit and understand it in English. And then I could 
do a full Arabic album that would target people in Gaza and [Palestine] and 
Yaffa, in Jordan and in Amman and in Saudi Arabia; all over the place. I can 
give them something that they can listen to. 
 

These artists craft their music to be accessible to as large an audience as possible, and they 

believe that a similarly large swath of the population can find meaning and enjoyment in the 

narratives and themes that they choose to address in their music. As noted before, the discursive 

density of the music and the shifting terrain of figure to ground facilitate individuated acts of 

interpretation. Even if a listener doesn’t understand the artist’s experience as an Arab or 

Palestinian, he or she may sympathize with another of the performed identities and thus be drawn 

into a greater recognition of the artist’s subjectivity. In this way, eidetic representations such as 

these have a humanizing effect, constituting one pathway by which the artist can cease to be in 

                                                
48 Both artists speak Arabic fluently, but use the language only sparingly in their music.  



 81 

the eyes of the listener merely ‘the Arab,’ an unintelligible or even threatening other, and begin 

to be an individual marked by a certain kind of difference called Arabness, just as a long history 

of hip-hop artists have been marked by and spoken about various forms of difference.   

 

 This chapter has examined a second, very different conception of Arab American 

identity, as well as a different set of performative and rememorative practices that go along with 

it. While both groups of artists identify Arabness as a category imposed upon them by others, the 

members of Arab Summit choose to embrace a kind of Nasser-esque, diasporic American 

Arabness that allows for coalition building. A.D. and Krucial, in contrast, deny the validity of 

such a categorization and instead find the raw materials for their cultural identities in the context 

of an association with Palestine as a remembered place, the Palestinian national movement, and 

Palestinian symbols and practices. For both groups of artists, the Arab or Palestinian identities 

that they construct form only one part of larger, more expansive identities that includes ethnic 

and national aspects as well as a number of other affiliations, including those based on region, 

religion, style, politics, gender, etc. The difference between the two groups lies in their 

respective modes of presentation: Arab Summit performs identity instrumentally and thus strives 

to keep messaging consistent, while A.D. and Krucial open their performances more to eidetic 

expression, allowing each aspect of their identities to emerge in performance at different times 

and in different contexts, and sometimes in contradictory ways. As such, the final product—each 

artist’s canon—represents a description of his subjectivity that is thick and dense, inconsistent 

and unpredictable, but also reflective of the changeable phenomenology of a subject navigating 

constantly changing interior states, expectations, and performances. In the context of a dynamic 

relationship between the discoursing artist and a listener, a number of different figures of identity 
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may snap into relief at different moments. This field of discourse functions etho-poetically, 

creating a playful space for the artist to narrate the memories, values, and ideals which he strives 

to live.  
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Conclusion: Memory’s Truth 
 
 ‘I told you the truth,' I say yet again, ‘Memory's truth, because memory has its 

own special kind. It selects, eliminates, alters, exaggerates, minimizes, 
glorifies, and vilifies also; but in the end it creates its own reality, its 
heterogeneous but usually coherent vision of events; and no sane human being 
ever trusts someone else's vision more than his own.’  
- Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children (2006[1981]:242) 

 
In her book Frames of War, Judith Butler takes up the subject of discursive framing as it 

relates to acts of violence, noting that, before a violent act of war becomes possible, said act must 

be framed or represented in such a way that a public is conscripted into tolerating it; a “righteous 

coldness” and conviction that such an act is justifiable must be actively cultivated (2010:52). 

Before violence can occur, the people and populations in question must be framed, or 

constructed as objects of knowledge, as naught but targets who are already lost and ungrievable. 

With this in mind, she advocates a radical project that involves locating the traces of those 

populations who have been written out of the frames and eliminated from dominant narrated 

realities. In this view, the act of bringing the immediate and intolerable realities of war and 

violence back into the frame is the key to unleashing a flood of anti-war sentiment among a 

previously conscripted public. Just as, for Butler, an anti-war project must focus on the 

discursive forces that conscript a given public and justify war, making it thinkable and 

reasonable, so an anti-racist project must begin with an understanding of the discursive patterns 

and discursive gaps that construct certain groups as objects of racism and conscript other 

populations into tolerating and perpetrating racist acts. As such, anti-racist work with Arab 

American populations requires a critical re-framing of Arabness in the American context; this re-
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framing in turn necessitates that we pay attention to the ways in which Arab Americans interact 

with this field of representations, resignifying extant conceptions, contesting what they consider 

misconceptions, and striving to create rememorative counter-narratives that supply the present 

with a past and a telos for the future. 

In this paper, I have explored the ways in which a few contemporary artists use the 

discursive tools of strategic iteration and creative rememoration to construct coherent selves, to 

manage the implications of an ethnic category that they did not choose, and to take control of the 

processes by which this category is made intelligible in an American context. In the first chapter, 

I described how the members of Arab Summit make use of their music in a struggle to build a 

new kind of cosmopolitan Arab solidarity that draws on the twin historical forces of post-civil 

rights Black Nationalism and Nasserist pan-Arabism. These artists are idealists; they have 

created a movement and appointed themselves as its leaders, inscribing themselves and their 

music with the signs of a new conception of Arabness that is consistent with other ethno-racial 

categories in the American context and advocating unity among all Americans of Arab descent in 

addition to anti-racist solidarity across ethnic lines. A.D. and Krucial, however, choose not to 

locate themselves within this movement and instead articulate their own brand of identity 

performance, through which they construct and represent more complex, changeable, and 

independent identities as part of their larger project of truth telling and cultural criticism, a 

practice that in turn reflects expressive trends within more mainstream hip-hop culture. 

Contrasting with Arab Summit’s attempts to make American Arabness intelligible as an identity 

that includes various diaspora populations, these two artists instead attempt to make themselves 

intelligible as individuals by portraying multistable eidetic selves, in the process bringing their 
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identities as Arab- and Palestinian Americans in line with a history of intelligible discourse on 

identity and difference in mainstream hip-hop culture.  

Whatever their chosen tactics may be, both groups of artists overtly perform ethnic 

identities in their music, recreating Arabness and/or Palestinian-ness through strategic reiteration 

and revaluation of the signs and practices associated with these categories. Following Abu 

Lughod’s suggestion that ‘where there is resistance, there is power,’ we can interpret the 

presence and focus of these performances of ethnic identity as a diagnostic of the external forces 

that frame and mark their bodies as dangerous and different within American society, and that 

facilitate instances of racism such as those that each artist describes in his music. Such 

representations are the precondition of actual acts of violence and discrimination, and the levels 

of vulnerability that these artists experience as subjects pivot upon them. Their performances of 

identity are, of course, not designed as diagnostics, but rather as responses to acts of framing and 

the concomitant acts of racism, and these responses function in two distinct ways. First, they 

constitute expository or pedagogical texts, making each group’s respective notions of Arabness 

known to a listening public, forwarding and validating certain representations of Arabness, and 

which by their very presence in discourse challenge other fields of representation. By means of 

this process, all of the artists in this study seek to establish a likeness between the forms of 

difference that they live and other forms that are already familiar and intelligible in an American 

context. Second, the performances function etho-poetically as a mirror in which the artists see 

ideal selves reflected, and a performative medium through which they strive to live up to these 

ideals.  

Each time a sign of Arabness is iterated in the present, it serves to determine the range of 

possibilities open to subjects in the future as they negotiate new and ever-changing identities. As 
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Foucault and Butler argue, it is impossible for a subject to occupy a position external to 

normative power or demolish the kinds of power by which he or she has been constructed. The 

goal is to instead make use of such iterative processes for productive ends, transmuting vicious 

acts into virtue, fighting conscription into representations that promote violence and racism, and 

ensuring the apprehension of each subject as valuable and precarious in a just and equal way. 

The artists at the heart of this thesis are case studies of the mechanics of this reiterative process. 

Their actions constitute attempts to make Arabness intelligible; in some cases this is because 

they decided to take up an activist role, and in others it is simply because their lives are marked 

by such a category.  

The narratives and strategies described in this study represent only a few of many extant 

experiences and responses to the category of Arabness, in which a few individuals perform their 

emergent identities. There is no right and wrong of identity, no valid and invalid; when viewed 

as a whole, normative categories of identity such as Arabness are themselves eidetic; saturated as 

they are with meanings, memories, and individual iterative acts, there are as many coherent 

interpretations of these categories as there are stories emerging from within them. This point 

does not however, imply that such categories are meaningless or arbitrary. In the famous 

figure/ground illustrations one may perceive any of several shapes, but the number and quality of 

these shapes are limited by the reality of the ink on the paper; the content of the image is 

multistable, but far from infinitely interpretable. The eidetic nature of identity is far more 

complex, but the interpretations open to the subject remain limited by the raw materials of 

circumstance, which unbidden bring a subject into being in a given time and place, and in a 

context of certain representations, expected actions, and modes of policing. Memory is the tool 

that the subject uses to organize this received circumstance and history into an interpretive, 



 87 

affective, and willed narrative while also articulating a personal relationship with past events, 

both of which inform present identity and future choices. In Nora’s words, memory offers us ‘the 

decipherment of what we are in the light of what we are no longer” (1989:18). Far from being 

meaningless or arbitrary constructs, identity and memory frame the subject’s reality and, through 

the act of framing, bring that reality into being as intelligible and interpretable. All of the artists 

featured in this study construct spaces of memory through their music, laying claim to past 

events and past homes (in the Middle East and elsewhere) as founts of identity.  
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Appendix A: Figure/Ground Illustrations 
 

 

Figure 1:  Rubin Vase. With black area as figure, two faces in profile emerge. With white area as figure, a vase or goblet appears. 
Image public domain. 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2: Necker Cube.  Four perceptual possibilities exist for this image. 1:  Cube sloping downward 2: Cube sloping upward, 3:  
as a “peculiarly shaped insect inside a hexagonally shaped hole” (two dimensional), 4: as a cut gemstone viewed from the top, the 

central square being the highest point (Friedson 1996: 140-141). Image public domain. 
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