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Abstract  
African-American oppression has a history of violence and torment. It is a topic that is still 

prominent in today’s society with pop culture being one of the mediums aiding in spreading 

its awareness. Even though pop culture faces criticism about the portrayal of women, artists 

still use their platform to highlight issues that concern the African-American community. 

Tupac Amaru Shakur was a well-known artist that used his platform to depict African-

American discrimination in society. Through his poetry he raised the issues of black 

oppression, white supremacy, police brutality while maintaining a stereotypical view of 

women. It is why this essay will use a critical race theory with a gender perspective to 

examine three poems by Shakur, “Liberty Needs Glasses”, “Can U See the Pride in The 

Panther”, and “How Can We Be Free”. The essay analyses the way these poems carry 

political currency in the service of African-American culture. 
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1 Introduction  
Hip-Hop music, or rap, is one of the most popular music genres in the entertainment industry. 

For many years’ rappers have shed light on socioeconomic issues such as black oppression 

and poverty amongst African-Americans. It is one of the most profitable and culturally 

oppositional musical expressions in the United States (Perry 2). However, according to Bryan 

J. McCann, when rappers started producing and releasing best-selling records during the 

1980s, a time where Hip-Hop started gaining more popularity, it came with a major backlash 

from critics. The records that were being released were considered too violent and 

misogynistic in content. They were considered a threat to civil society because of the 

glorification of violence that was portrayed through their lyrics (408). On the other hand, 

there were rappers that were more political in content and highlighted social injustice among 

African-Americans through their music. Some artists played both sides of the fence by 

releasing misogynistic records as well as releasing records that criticized white supremacy 

and African-American oppression (McCann 408). Artists such as Tupac, Biggie Smalls, and 

the popular rap group NWA fall into that category.  

 One such artist, Tupac Amaru Shakur, was and still is a well-known artist in the 

entertainment industry. Even though Tupac was murdered in a drive-by shooting at the age of 

twenty-five, the rapper was considered as one of the most gifted lyricists in Hip-Hop and was 

also voted the “greatest rapper of all time” by MTV viewers (Stanford 3). In his lifetime, he 

was famous for challenging white supremacy, discrimination, and injustice among African-

Americans through his music and poetry. However, Shakur’s lyrics were also considered to 

be too misogynistic and celebrated pro-violence by portraying a “thug” lifestyle, but he went 

on to sell more than sixty-seven million albums (eleven of them platinum). He was not only 

an artist and a poet, he went on to become an actor starring in seven critically acclaimed 

films. Even after his death, his artistry lives on through eleven documentaries that 

acknowledge the significance of his life, artistry, and death (Stanford 3-4).  

 Although his life ended at a young age, Shakur’s accomplishments are still 

remembered. Born in Harlem/Bronx, New York in 1971 to Afeni Shakur, he grew up in an 

environment that cultivated his creative genius. At the age of twelve, he was enrolled in a 

drama school called 127th Street Ensemble in Harlem where he learned acting and other 

performative skills. When Shakur was fourteen, his family moved to Baltimore, Maryland in 

order to escape poverty in New York. He continued on his education by enrolling in the 

Baltimore School of the Performing Arts. It was during this time in his life that he started 
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exploring his lyrical gift by writing rap songs. However, Shakur was once again forced to 

move to California due to poverty where he continued exploring his ability as a lyricist. He 

started a rap group called “Strictly Dope”, with Anton Gregory as his producer and Leila 

Steinberg as his manager (Edwards 61-2).  

 Before his rap career took off, he wrote poetry. His poems are now compiled in 

a book called The Rose That Grew from Concrete (1999). There are seventy-two poems in 

that book and most of them are love poems. Nevertheless, there are texts that tackle issues 

such as poverty, oppression, and racism. Walter Edwards describes Shakur’s rap and poetry as 

two separate things. They showcase the complexity of Shakur’s artistry as a poet and a rap 

artist: 

Tupac inhabited and mastered: the world of school and the world of the hood. 

Each body of composition reveals important aspects of Tupac’s art and gives a 

different perspective on his talents (62)  

In other words, Tupac Shakur the poet, is not the same as Tupac Shakur the rap artist. 

Shakur’s poetry showcases his serious and educational side, while Shakur the rapper 

embodies the “thug life” lifestyle depicted by rap lyrics abounding with profanity, violence, 

and misogyny. Even though he showed his artistry in different ways, his political views can 

still be seen through both platforms.  

 Karin L. Stanford (2011) writes that Shakur’s public persona, lyrical expression, 

and political work confirms his support for Black Nationalist ideas (6). It is known that 

Shakur’s mother, Afeni Shakur, was involved in the Black Panther Movement which explains 

Shakur’s stance towards Black Nationalism. He had the same last name as Assata Shakur, a 

former Black Panther member who is a fugitive from America and according to Keeling lives 

in Cuba (59). It is proven that he had strong ties to the movement due to his mother’s 

involvement in it. A way of showcasing his stance was not only through his musical lyrics, 

but also through his poetry. He was very articulate when it came to condemning police 

brutality, racism, and oppression through his poetry (Stanford 6).  

 Even though Hip-Hop lyrics can be regarded as misogynistic and too violent, 

their political imprint is undeniable. As previously mentioned, many rappers used their 

platform to rap about oppression and poverty among African-Americans. Katina R. Stapleton 

writes that what makes Hip-Hop so important is that the music relays important issues in a 

form most youth will enjoy because listeners look for the aesthetic reasons and the deeper 

meaning of the lyrics (220). During the 1980s, rap and Hip-Hop grew to become more than 
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just a music genre. More rap artists started releasing records that highlighted important 

socioeconomic issues for African-Americans.  

 However, music was not the only way for Shakur to express socioeconomic 

issues. He highlighted these issues through his poetry as well. He did so by highlighting 

important issues that African-Americans had to face during his time. The poems give a 

political perspective on the situation endured by many African-Americans. His role in the 

entertainment industry and in politics played a major role in his success although his success 

came with major backlash due to the misogynistic content of his lyrics. The audience would 

still listen when he rapped about a single mother raising a child in poverty, or read a poem 

that highlights racism in the justice system. Therefore, his poetry might be seen as shedding 

new light on the idea of African-American oppression.  

This essay will analyze the politics of African-American culture and the 

treatment of gender through Shakur’s poetry. Departing from a critical race theory 

perspective, the aim is to show that his poems carry political currency in the service of 

African-American culture. More specifically, this work will study how Shakur resists white 

supremacy and black oppression with no form of gender neutrality. This descriptive analysis 

will be completed with analyses of the poems, “Liberty Needs Glasses”, “Can U C the Pride 

of a Panther”, and “How Can We Be Free”. These poems were selected due to their political 

content, the gender and rage aspect. Every text touch on each category and are therefore 

suitable for this analysis. Although this essay possesses an aspect of gender studies, the essays 

main focus is the poem’s treatment of politics and African-American oppression. Thus, this 

essay will analyze if that misogynistic aspect in Shakur’s music is shown in his poetry, but the 

main focus of the essay is the political aspect of the poems.  

2 Previous studies and historical context 
This section of the essay provides an understanding and a review of previous studies 

conducted on Shakur’s work as a poet. It also provides a short historical overview of African-

American oppression starting with the Civil Rights movement, then moving on to the Black 

Panther movement, and finally presenting the recent Black Lives Matter movement. A 

historic overview is vital in order to contextualize African-American oppression, as well as to 

understand Shakur’s political orientation. The Black Lives Matter movement is added to the 

historic overview since Shakur’s poems can still be seen as relevant.  

 Walter Edwards has analyzed Shakur’s embodiment in the world of school and 

the world of “hood” by analyzing his poetic and lyrical work. His study argues that Shakur’s 
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love poetry reveals a soft and vulnerable side to his writing. The examples he uses are “The 

Power of a Smile”, “Things That Make My Heart Break”, and “Wife 4 Life”. Edwards 

describes his love poems as insightful to his poetic vision. These poems convey vulnerability 

and optimism which goes against Shakur’s everyday life. He explains that Shakur’s love 

poems can be seen as an escape from his own reality. He was raised in poverty by a single 

mother with drug addiction. Edwards also takes note of Shakur’s choice of words in these 

poems and how Shakur refrains from using slang expressions and swear words. Instead, the 

poems are written in standard English (62-3). Furthermore, there are also poems that tackle 

politics and socioeconomic issues. In the poem “Just a Breath of Freedom”, Shakur celebrates 

the release of Nelson Mandela from imprisonment. Another poem entitled “For Mrs. 

Hawkins”, he refers to his friend Yusef’s mother, who was killed by a white man. The poet 

gets more political with the poem “Fallen Star”, where he praises Huey P. Newton, a central 

figure in the Black Panther Movement (63-4). This shows his support for Black Nationalist 

ideas (Stanford 6). In “Liberty Needs Glasses”, Edwards acknowledges a clearer 

manifestation of Shakur’s rap aesthetic. The poet criticizes the social injustice, oppression, 

and hopelessness African-Americans have to endure. According to Edwards, whenever 

Shakur addresses important socioeconomic issues in his poetry, he comes close to his rap 

aesthetic, which insists on presenting a society that is failing to provide liberty, justice, and 

economic opportunities for minorities (64).  

 According to Stanford, Shakur’s lyrics, public persona, and political work 

asserts his alliance with Black Nationalist ideas. She uses Maulana Karenga’s definition of 

Black Nationalism: 

The political belief and practice of African Americans as a distinct people with a 

distinct historical personality who politically should develop structures to 

define, defend, and develop the interests of Blacks as a people (6) 

The structure Shakur developed for the interest of the African-American community was his 

artistry. Also, Shakur’s mentor and business manager, Watani Tyehimba, was a leading 

member of the New Afrikan People’s Organization (NAPO). Tyehimba acknowledged 

Shakur’s decision to join NAPO as a reflection of his political orientation during an interview. 

Stanford reads Shakur’s poem “How Can We Be Free” as a representation of his support 

towards Black Nationalism. In that poem Shakur condemns police brutality and racist 

violence. The text also recognizes the subordination of African-Americans, the imprisonment 

of black politicians as well as rejecting patriotic symbols (6). Stanford gives a rich 
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explanation of Shakur’s political stance and how he used his political orientation in both his 

poetry and music.  

 Significantly, African-American oppression has been and still is an issue that 

needs to be acknowledged. One of the first movements that started the acknowledgement was 

the Civil Rights Movement. This movement was created to give African-Americans the same 

rights as any other American. Slavery was over, but segregation, racism, and oppression was 

very much still alive. Many people in the south were against any changes that gave a man of 

color the same right as the whites.  

Also, parallel to the Civil Rights Movement was the Black Panther Movement 

who were also civil rights activists. According to Jill Street they both fought for the same 

purpose but had different approaches. Martin Luther King Jr. had a nonviolent approach when 

it came to the protests, on the other hand, Malcom X, who also was a big figure during the 

Civil Rights Movement, was not opposed to violence and the Black Panther Movement had 

the same approach. They embodied the Black Power sentiment which many considered to 

give a violent image. This relegated the wider purpose of the movement according to Street 

(352). People would either see them as brave activist that were fighting for African-American 

rights or simply as criminals.  

While, people have been protesting African-American oppression for years they 

still face the same adversities. Especially concerning police brutality. In recent years, African-

American teens and adults have been killed frequently by the hands of police officers. Thus, 

creating another movement that support African-American rights – The Black Lives Matter 

movement. The difference with this movement is the internet’s involvement. This movement 

is fighting against African-American oppression, which is in accordance to the previous 

movements. According to Alicia Garza, this movement was sparked after the death of 

seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin who was murdered by George Zimmerman, a police 

officer who was not found accountable for the crime (23). Garza describes the movement as 

an: 

Ideological and political intervention in a world where Black lives are 

systematically and intentionally targeted for demise. It is an affirmation of Black 

folks’ contribution to this society, our humanity, and our resilience in the face of 

deadly oppression (23).  

African-Americans are being targeted and no one is held accountable for their actions. What 

sets this movement apart from the others is that social media had a big impact for its growth. 
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The movement became more than just a social media hashtag (23). The awareness of the issue 

spread with the aid of footages that were uploaded and shared on the internet.  

In connection, Shakur voiced the issue of police brutality and African-American 

oppression on multiple occasions. In an interview from 1994, Shakur uses an analogy to 

depict African-American discrimination: 

"If I know that in this hotel room they have food every day, and I am knocking 

on the door every day to eat, and they open the door, let me see the party, let me 

see them throwing salami all over, I mean, just throwing food around, but they 

are telling me there is no food. Every day, I am standing outside trying to sing 

my way in: "We are hungry, please let us in. We are hungry, please let us in." 

After about a week that song is going change to: "We hungry, we need some 

food.” After two, three weeks, it is like: "Give me the food or I am breaking 

down the door." After a year you are just like: "I am picking the lock, coming 

through the door blasting." It is like, you hungry, you reached your level. We 

asked ten years ago. We was asking with the Panthers. We was asking with 

them, the Civil Rights Movement. We was asking. Those people that asked are 

dead and in jail. So now what do you think we are gonna do?" (“2Pac – 1994 

Interview” 00:01:58-00:02:52)  

Shakur is highlighting an issue that was relevant during his time and continuously has its 

relevancy. He mentions The Black Panther Movement and The Civil Rights Movement, these 

movements were asking for equality and, currently African-Americans are asking for equality 

through The Black Lives Matter movement.  

 Conclusively, the historical overview of African-American oppression helps in 

understanding Shakur’s poetry and political position. Since this topic is still relevant, his 

poetry still has its relevancy in highlighting issues that are embedded in today’s society. The 

studies conducted on Shakur’s poetry both agree that his political orientation is very much 

shown through his work. Both present an understanding of Shakur’s poetry. Edwards 

describes Shakur’s political poems to be closely related to his persona as a rap artist and 

Stanford discusses Shakur’s stance with Black Nationalist ideas.   
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3 Theoretical frameworks – Critical Race Theory, Black Rage, 

Gender 
Critical race theory developed rapidly during the 1970s when many activists, legal scholars 

and lawyers began to see that the advances of the civil rights era during the 1960s started 

being pushed back and ignored. New theories and strategies were needed in order to keep up 

with the work that had been done during the 1960s against racism and oppression. Richard 

Delgado and Jean Stefancic explain that critical race theory builds on the vision of two other 

movements: critical legal studies, and radical feminism. With critical legal studies the idea of 

legal indeterminacy was borrowed, which means that not every legal case should have one 

particular outcome. Instead one can highlight one line of authority after another, or interpret 

one fact differently from the opponent and sometimes both ways can work simultaneously (5).  

 According to Delgado and Stefancic, critical race theory questions the 

foundations of the liberal order in society, including, equality theory, legal reasoning, 

enlightenment rationalism, and the neutral principles of constitutional law. It is considered a 

social theoretical discipline that is based on the analysis of power, oppression, and the relation 

it has to law and ethnicity. It started off a movement in legal studies but has now grown into 

more than that. Theorists use it for educational and political purposes as well as for ethnic and 

American studies. What differentiates critical race theory from other academic disciplines is 

that it has an activist dimension.  

It not only tries to understand our social situation, but to change it; it sets out not 

only to ascertain how society organizes itself along racial lines and hierarchies, 

but to transform it for the better. (3) 

In other words, theorists actually strive to make changes in society, not only to educate and 

understand it (3). 

 Similar to Delgado and Stefancic’s definition of critical race theory, Daniel G. 

Solorzano argues that the central aspect of critical race theory is that race and racism are 

permanent, prevalent, and play central role in the individual’s experience of the law. Even 

though race and racism are the main elements of this theory, other forms of subordinations are 

also taken into account. Gender and class discrimination are two of these other forms of 

subordinations that intersect with the theory’s’ central concern. It also challenges dominant 

ideologies. Here Solorzano, refers to the educational system and how it strives for objectivity, 

meritocracy, color and gender blindness, equal opportunity, race, and gender neutrality. 

Theorists argues that these are put in the system to basically help the privileged and dominant 
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groups more. It has more to do with white supremacy than what they supposedly strive for. 

The minority still loses. Critical race theory has a strong commitment to social injustice and 

the elimination of racism all together (22-23).  

 Significantly, gender neutrality is an important subordinate to consider for this 

essay. Ain’t I a Woman by Bell hooks examines the influence of sexism combined with 

racism towards African-American women. hooks write that African-American women usually 

excludes themselves from feminist movement because they face harsher backlash. They are 

faced with oppression and sexism (3). Modern day oppression of black women traces back to 

the slave era according to hooks. Female slaves were less valued than the male even though 

they could do just as much labor as men. African-American slaves had to endure rape, and 

those who fell victim of that were labelled prostitutes by abolitionists. They could also blame 

the victim of having a savage sexual appetite. African-American women came up with a way 

to “shift the focus of attention away from sexuality”, and that was to emphasize “their 

commitment to motherhood” (70). However, because of that shift, women are now being 

forced to stay within the family sphere and are being discredited for their work. This means 

that African-American women are victims of both racist and sexist oppression from white 

men and women, and also, black men (70).  

 Another factor that contributes to racism and oppression is rage. It is something 

that can come from both directions, from the one experiencing it and from the ones actually 

doing the oppressing. Bryan J. McCann writes about the affective economy of black rage as 

well as black rage in Hip-Hop in “Affect, Black Rage, and False Alternatives in the Hip-Hop 

Nation”. He starts by referring to two psychiatrists William Grier and Price Cobbs’s clinical 

work with black patients (409). Their findings suggest that African-Americans endure 

excessive psycho-social stress. These authors claim that black anger in America ultimately 

derives from their shared historical referent in African-American oppression. McCann also 

mentions bell hooks, who criticized Grier and Price’s study. She argued that they are leaning 

too much on western psychoanalytic models on African-Americans. She also notes that public 

discourses on public expressions of black rage reinforce racial stereotypes about violence 

amongst the African-American community instead of challenging them. Hooks goes on to 

suggest that Grier and Price do not show that there are different types of anger that can be 

expressed. For hooks, black rage is necessary for revolutionary transformation (409).   

 This necessity has been put into the music, in this case, Hip-Hop music. 

McCann refers to Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, who argue that black rage is a necessity 

in rap music because of the expressive function it bears. They describe rap music as 
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informative, in the sense that it showcases the rage of African-Americans with dealing with 

oppression, declining opportunities because of the color of their skin, the streets, and how 

they survive everyday life with racism constantly on their side. Rap is the voice of African-

American suffering in the United States. Although black rage theory is connected to Hip-Hop 

music, it can also be applied to Tupac Shakur’s poetry (409). As previously mentioned, he 

used his platform as an artist and a poet to showcase his support for Black Nationalist ideas. 

Shakur’s way of expressing his anger was through his artistry. The anger comes from the 

constant oppression African-Americans had to endure, as Grier and Cobb have noted.  

4 Analysis  
4.1 ”Liberty Needs Glasses”  

excuse me but Lady Liberty needs glasses 

And so does Mrs. Justice by her side 

Both the broads R blind as bats 

Stumbling thru the system 

Justice bumped into Mutulu and 

Trippin' on Geronimo Pratt 

But stepped right over Oliver 

And his crooked partner Ronnie 

Justice stubbed her Big Toe on Mandela 

And liberty was misquoted by the Indians 

slavery was a learning phase 

Forgotten without a verdict 

while Justice is on a rampage 

4 endangered surviving Black males 

I mean really if anyone really valued life 

and cared about the masses 

They'd take 'em both 2 Pen Optical 

and get 2 pairs of glasses (Shakur 135)  

 

The poem, “Liberty Needs Glasses”, from Shakur’s poetry collection, The Rose That Grew 

from Concrete, raises the issue about African-American oppression and politics. Shakur 

begins with a strong gendering of “Liberty” and “Justice” in the first four lines. He refers to 

Liberty as “Lady Liberty” and Justice as “Mrs. Justice”. He describes them as two “blind 
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broads” that are covering their eyes before the unjust situations endured by African-

American. It is understood that Shakur ridicules them both because they cannot comprehend 

the reality of African-American lack of equality and legal reasoning (Delgado and Stefancic 

3). They are both in need of glasses in order to see the situation more clearly and take action 

against injustice. He is more emphatic about “Lady Liberty”, since she symbolizes the 

American ideal of freedom of oppression. Since “Lady Liberty” is not doing her job, that 

popular symbol loses its meaning. The poet’s anger and dislike for them both is further shown 

with the use of the word “broads”, a slang term that can be considered derogatory and 

misogynistic. Shakur is highlighting black oppression and simultaneously oppressing women 

(hooks 70). Continually, Shakur writes that the “broads R blind as bats stumbling thru the 

system,” which exposes the false promise of social emancipation for African-Americans. 

These lines question power, oppression, and the relation it has to law and ethnicity (Delgado 

and Stefancic 3). The assimilation of these figures to “the system” furthermore suggests a lack 

of remorse on the part of white society that has been going on for years.  

 In the following six lines, Shakur highlights that there is no neutrality when it 

comes to the law. He referrers to individuals and people that have been disregarded by justice 

and liberty.  

Justice bumped into Mutulu and 

Trippin' on Geronimo Pratt 

But stepped right over Oliver 

And his crooked partner Ronnie 

Justice stubbed her Big Toe on Mandela 

And liberty was misquoted by the Indians (135) 

 

Mutulu and Geronimo Pratt are mentioned first. They both were “bumbed” and “tripped” by 

justice. Mutulu Shakur was Shakur’s stepfather, he was an active member of the Black 

Panther party and a convicted felon who is still serving time in prison for racketeering 

(Stanford 8). Geronimo Pratt was a leader of the Black Panther party who also was convicted 

felon and served time in prison (Aptheker 2). Both Mutulu and Pratt were active members of 

the Black Panther party, which confirms Shakur’s political commitment to Black Nationalist 

ideas.  

Shakur continues by mentioning two other individuals who he considers were 

“stepped right over” by justice. Oliver, also known as Oliver North, is an American politician 

who was involved in the Iran-Contra scandal during Ronald Reagan’s time as president. North 
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was involved in selling weapons to Iran in hopes of securing Americans that were being held 

hostage in Lebanon. This action was not approved of by the United States Congress and 

therefore North was arrested. He was later on pardoned by the following president George H 

W Bush (Hymann 147-49). Shakur uses the name “Ronnie” when he refers to the 40th 

president of the United States, Ronald Reagan. Many knew Reagan from his “War on drugs” 

when he was in office, a program which targeted mostly African-American and Latino 

communities. He was also involved in the Iran-Contra scandal. By mentioning North and 

Reagan as two individuals that were “stepped right over” by justice, Shakur implies that they 

should have been held accountable for their crimes. The poet highlights that race and racism 

are permanent, prevalent and play central role in the individual’s experience of the law 

(Solorzano 22-23). Instead, the law looked past their actions and stepped on Mutulu, Pratt and 

Mandela while freeing the white man.  

In the last two lines from the same passage, Shakur mentions Nelson Mandela 

and the Indians. Mandela was a known anti-apartheid revolutionary leader in South Africa 

who was imprisoned for his beliefs. Shakur uses an example of someone trying to do 

something good for their own people but ends up being “stubbed” by justice. Also, the 

Indians are mentioned as a classic example of people who were robbed of their liberty. They 

were chased from their own land and ultimately forgotten. Shakur compares different 

manifestations of white men’s privilege against people of color (Solorzano 122-23).    

 Shakur expressively illustrates that justice disregards the black man. When 

illustrating that there are no neutral principles of constitutional law (Delgado and Stefancic 3), 

Shakur refers to Mutulu, Pratt, Mandela and the Indians, who are all people of color. He also 

illustrates the power of white supremacy and white privilege through Ronald Reagan and 

Oliver North. Powerful white male leaders are not held accountable for their actions, whereas 

Mandela, for instance, who was fighting for the rights of his people, was incarcerated for 

years. Also, Shakur refrains from mentioning any women in those six lines. The only 

“woman” he mentions is “Mrs. Justice”, who is not doing her job properly, thus making her 

seem inadequate for the job, which can be considered a sexist remark (hooks 70). It does not 

go unnoticed that this poem highlights important socio-economic issues, and simultaneously 

reinforces stereotypical views of women.   

 Drastically, in the following four lines, Shakur goes on to focus on the topic of 

slavery: 

slavery was a learning phase 

Forgotten without a verdict 
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while Justice is on a rampage 

4 endangered surviving Black males (135) 

 

He articulates how slavery was forgotten and left behind by the United States with barely any 

social or economic reparations. The slaves were just released in a disoriented and highly 

prejudiced society. Shakur writes that slavery was “Forgotten without a verdict”. There was 

no justice served for all the years Africans were enslaved and how they suffered from brutal 

conditions. Instead, this period of history was to be looked at as a “learning phase”. Again, 

Shakur illustrates the power of white privilege and white supremacy by highlighting how the 

law is blind to dominant groups (Solorzano 22-23). They enslaved Africans, but were not held 

accountable for it. In its place, the focus is on others, in particularly, black males according to 

Shakur. In the last two lines he explains that “Mrs. Justice” is mostly after black men. The 

poet uses the word “endangered” to describe how African-American males are a major target 

in society. It is evident that Shakur sees that racism plays a central role when it comes to a 

black man’s experience with the law (Solorzano). Even if they survive in extremely adverse 

conditions, they still have a higher risk of being “bumped” by justice.  

 Towards the end of the poem, Shakur refers to the public and society as a whole. 

I mean really if anyone really valued life 

and cared about the masses 

They'd take 'em both 2 Pen Optical 

and get 2 pairs of glasses (135) 

 

If the people and society cared about what was going on they would take any necessary action 

to prevent it from happening in the future. Shakur started the poem by writing that “Lady 

Liberty” and “Mrs. Justice” need glasses, and he ends the poem by referring to the people. 

They should gather and get them each a pair of glasses so they can start to see more clearly. 

The last lines of this poem can be considered as a wakeup call for, not only liberty and justice, 

but for the people as a whole.  

 Liberty and justice are two central concepts of this poem. Shakur begins the 

poem by referring to their poor vision and ends it with a solution to that problem. Throughout 

the poem, Shakur illustrates his political orientation and African-American oppression while 

maintaining an oppressive view against women. One gets a glimpse of what is going on from 

an African-American male perspective. It cannot go unnoticed that his focus is mainly on the 

men and not women. Shakur speaks highly of certain African-American males but disregards 
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the females. The poet articulates the issue of oppression, but is oppressing women at the same 

time. “Lady Liberty” and “Mrs. Justice” are being ridiculed for what they stand for and for 

their profession, thus making them inferior to men. That derogatory and misogynistic remark 

reinforces the stereotypical view of women in the workforce. This illustrates hooks point 

about African-American women being discriminated from both white and black men (70). 

Also, Shakur’s style of writing shows a clear interplay between his poetic 

techniques and theme. He uses metaphors and enjambment to problematize the African-

American struggles in society. His rhythmic scheme can be considered as free-verse rhyming 

because the poem has no set meter or particular structure. The usage of grammar showcases 

how he rejects the dominant groups, it has a way of emphasizing the meaning by creating 

further impact through numbers and grammatical breaks. Another technique that can be noted 

is that Shakur uses uppercase and lowercase words within a sentence. The first word in the 

poem begins with the small letter “e”. This technique illustrates Shakur’s discontent with 

“Lady Liberty” and “Mrs. Justice”. In addition to this, the poet uses the word “Blacks” with a 

capital letter when referring to African-American males. Here, he puts the African-American 

male in high regards in a society that considers them to be the biggest target.   

It can be argued that this poem develops an angry poetic diction through 

Shakur’s meter. It is heavily emphasized through his choice of words, poetic technique and 

theme of the poem. It is an anger that is necessary for a revolutionary transformation 

according to hooks (409). In fine, from a critical race theory standpoint, Shakur is questioning 

the foundations of the liberal order in society, which in this case are, legal reasoning and the 

neutral principles of constitutional law (Delgado and Stefancic 3). He also illustrates white 

privilege in the legal system which once again puts minorities at a loss. Shakur shows a 

commitment to social injustice and racism (Solorzano 22-23).  

 

4.2 “Can U See the Pride in The Panther” 

Can u c the pride in the pantha 

as he glows in splendor and grace 

Toppling OBSTACLES placed in the way 

of the progression of his race 

 

Can u c the pride in the Pantha 

as she nurtures her young all alone  

The seed must grow regardless 
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of the fact that it's planted in stone 

 

Can’t u c the Pride in the panthas 

as they unify as one 

The flower blooms with brilliance 

and outshines the ray of the Sun (Shakur 127)  

 

This poem focuses on the African-Americans as united and as individuals. The poem alludes 

to hope, growth and progress in a world filled with oppression. The reader is taken on a 

journey through the good and bad circumstances where Shakur defines the African-American 

individual as strong in a world bent on curtailing their strength. More specifically, the poem 

touches on the subjects of oppression and gender.  

 In the first stanza, Shakur’s focuses on African-American male. He is asking 

readers to see the “pantha”, a reference to the black panther animal which is considered to be 

strong, fast and powerful. Shakur uses the words “splendor” and “grace” to describe how the 

African-American man is going against all obstacles they are faced within a society where 

they are considered to be the biggest target. The words that are used can be considered regal, 

Shakur puts the African-American man in a majestic category. Even when things are not 

beneficial for the African-American male, they still glow in a society that wants to dim their 

shine. Shakur illustrates a society that goes against its liberal views and equality by putting 

the minority at a loss against the system (Solorzano 22-23).  

The second stanza puts the focus on African-American women, especially 

mothers. He also uses the word “pantha” to describe women to signify their strength in 

society. They stay strong and raise children in a society filled with adversity. Shakur defines a 

nurturing woman as strong and powerful. Raising a child regardless of any situation they are 

put in is a sign of courage and strength. Here Shakur has used hooks theory about shifting 

“the focus of attention away from sexuality”, by emphasizing the woman’s “commitment to 

motherhood” (70). This shows that Shakur maintains a stereotypical view of women. The man 

is put on a higher rank whereas the woman is only seen as a mother or a housewife, therefore, 

Shakur shows no gender neutrality. 

In the last stanza, Shakur unifies African-American women and men. He 

showcases the rage of African-Americans with dealing with oppression, declining 

opportunities because of the color of their skin, the streets, and how they survive everyday life 

with racism constantly on their side (McCann 409). They beat the odds and make changes for 
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themselves without any help from others. This change amongst themselves is causing growth 

in their communities which eventually overpowers the negative energy from the outside. Now 

they outshine “the ray of the Sun” and together they will overcome the negativity and 

adversity.  

 Additionally, the word “panther” which references to the animal can also be 

connected to the Black Panther party. The panther is a symbol of black pride. Both his mother 

and stepfather were very much involved in that group, and Shakur shares the same Black 

Nationalist views (Stanford 6). This could imply that Shakur is referring to Black Nationalist 

uniting. This poem confirms Shakur’s Black Nationalist ideas thus showcasing the political 

aspect of his writing. 

 This poem is more structured and has a clear rhyme scheme. It has three stanzas 

each ending with an end rhyme. Shakur uses the same technique that was used in “Liberty 

Needs Glasses” by capitalizing certain words and metaphors but also using contrasts to 

highlight adversity and hope. The poet uses contrasts such as “Toppling OBSTACLES” and 

“all alone” with “progression” and “brilliance”. Note how the word “obstacles” is capitalized 

because he is emphasizing the adversities African-American face in a society that is bent on 

curtailing them as human beings. The poem contains no enjambments and the lines therefore 

spills into the next one like a free flow. However, since the poem contains stanzas, a reader 

does paus in between which can strengthen the use of contrasts. The alliteration conveys a 

sense of hope through Shakur’s use of positive words such as “pride”, “nurtures” and “grace”. 

His poetic technique strengthens the theme of the poem and it shows a softer side of the poet. 

The angry distinction is not shown, instead it is a poem that speaks of the adversities and 

triumphs in African-American culture.  

 “Can U See the Pride in The Panther” focuses on African-American men and 

women in society. Even though they might struggle, Shakur highlights their strength in how 

they always overcome difficult situations. This poem has a tone of empowerment; it gives a 

clear message of not giving up when faced with adversities. However, this poem still 

maintains a stereotypical view of women. The messages these poems are trying to convey can 

be considered contradicting. Shakur highlights important issues and empowers his people to 

come together as one in order to escape adversity, but simultaneously degrades women and 

puts them into one category which, according to hooks, is discriminatory (70). Shakur alludes 

to hope through the frustration African-Americans can carry. Solorzano argued that race and 

racism play a central role in one’s experience with the law (22-23), however, Shakur 

emphasizes that race and racism goes beyond the law because it is integrated into everyday 
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life. In accordance to the first poem, the poet shows a commitment to social injustice and 

racism (Solorzano 22-23). 

 

4.3 “How Can We Be Free” 

Sometimes I wonder about this race 

Because we must be blind as Hell 

2 think we live in equality 

while Nelson Mandela rots in a jail cell 

Where the shores of Howard Beach 

are full of Afrikan corpses 

And those that do live 2 be 18 

Bumrush 2 join the Armed Forces 

This so called "Home of the Brave" 

why isn't anybody Backing us up! 

When they c these crooked ass Redneck cops 

constantly Jacking us up 

Now I bet some punk will say I'm racist 

I can tell by the way you smile at me 

then I remember George Jackson, Huey Newton 

and Geronimo 2 hell with Lady Liberty (Shakur 137)  

 

“How Can We Be Free” touches on the subjects of politics and African-American oppression 

while contextualizing rage. Shakur emphasizes the black rage theory by taking an informative 

approach to showcases the rage of African-Americans with dealing with oppression, declining 

opportunities because of the color of their skin (McCann 409). More specifically, the poem 

touches on the subjects of oppression, rage and politics.  
 Shakur begins with pointing the finger at his own race. Their focus is not in the 

right place; he refers to them as “blind” who cannot see that they do not live in equality. He 

accentuates this further by using Mandela as an emblem and uses the Howard Beach incident 

as another example of adversity. Shakur is referring to a beach in Queens, New York, where 

one African-American was killed and another one was severely beaten by a group of white 

men in a racially charged incident in December 1986. One of the men involved, was not 

charged with any crime and was therefore released without jurisdiction (Hynes, Drury). 



 

 

20 

Shakur questions the liberal order in society by bringing awareness to legal reasoning, 

enlightenment rationalism and the neutral principles of constitutional law (Delgado and 

Stefancic 3). While the racial tension is growing, Shakur implies that his race is turning their 

back on the situation.   

 The poet continues to showcase his frustration with his race and the rest of the 

population since no one comes to their defense. According to Shakur, African-Americans 

joins the military in a rush as soon as they turn eighteen, which can imply that they are 

turning their back on their people for doing so because they are joining a force that is not on 

their side. People are not standing up for equality and liberty in a country that is supposedly 

the “Home of the Brave”. The following line: “When they c these crooked ass Redneck cops / 

constantly Jacking us up”, highlights the important issue of police brutality. Significantly, as 

the Black Lives Matter movement shows, this issue is still relevant (Garza 23). Shakur shows 

signs of frustration and anger as he refers to police officers as “crooked ass Redneck cops”, 

implying that they are southern white men who comply to their job in an unfair and 

dishonorably manner. The poet’s frustration in his writing gives significance to McCann’s 

argument about African-Americans bearing too much in America and therefore act out in 

anger because of all the torments they have to go through (409). The anger is shown through 

Shakur’s writing.  

 Towards the end of the poem, the poet acknowledges that his remarks can be 

considered racist for some readers and this can be seen through a smile according to Shakur. 

This is disregarded when he mentions George Jackson, who was a member of the Black 

Panther party but was shot dead in prison while trying to escape (Cleaver, Katsiaficas 55), 

Huey Newton, the founders and leaders of the Black Panther party, and who shot dead in a 

drug-related crime (Jones 2) and lastly, Geronimo a leader of the Black Panther party who 

was a convicted felon and served time in prison (Aptheker 2). According to Shakur, these 

African-American men were treated unfairly by the system. This illustrates that oppression 

has an effect on law and ethnicity (Delgado and Stefancic 3). These men were members of the 

Black Panther party, thus confirming Shakur’s Black Nationalist ideas.  

 Also, “Lady Liberty” is again degraded by her work. She is not living up to the 

meaning she carries and is therefore, discredited. No form of gender neutrality is upheld, thus 

creating a stereotypical image of women being less valued even though they could do just as 

much labor as men (hooks 70).  

 It can be noted that the use of alliteration conveys a sense of anger which gives 

this poem a dramatic power. The poets use of slang, flawed grammar and numbers echoes his 
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anger towards a discriminatory society. In similarity to the previous poems, Shakur refrains 

from using enjambment which showcases his rap aesthetics. Writing rap can be seen as a free 

flow rhyme, the main concept is the message and the content which is shown in Shakur’s 

poetic techniques. The poet also uses repetition, the word “hell” is used twice and this is a 

way to create a deeper meaning of the possibility that the poet believes that they are living in 

hell since they do not live in equality. The misspelled word “Afrikan” brings up the question 

of who the poet is targeting other than Africans. The “k” can signify white supremacist groups 

that are responsible for many African-American corpses such as the Ku Klux Klan. The poet 

then goes on to capitalize the letter “R” in “Redneck cops” to emphasize who is behind their 

demise. Shakur’s poetic technique contextualizes the theme of rage in this poem.  

 “How Can We Be Free”, questions power, oppression and the relation it has to 

law and ethnicity (Delgado and Stefancic 3). The assimilation of the Black Panther party 

members to “the system” furthermore suggests a lack of remorse on the part of white society 

and the constitution. Shakur presents a society failing to provide unbiased liberty, justice, and 

economic opportunities for minorities. The poet condemns police brutality and how African-

American men are considered to be the main targets in society. Significantly, in recent years, 

The Black Lives Matter movement was sparked through a number of deaths caused by police 

officers (Garza 23), which is an issue Shakur wrote about over twenty years ago. This 

illustrates that there is no progress in regards to the politics of African-American culture.   

5 Conclusion  
The aim of this essay was to showcase that Shakur’s poems’ carry political currency in the 

service of African-American culture. It also focused on the poems’ treatment of gender, in 

addition to black oppression. As this essay has shown, Shakur’s poetry can still be read as a 

political tool because of its relevancy for present issues. The poet questions liberty and 

justice, and tackles the issues of police brutality and white supremacy. However, while 

condemning African-American oppression, Shakur maintains a stereotypical view of women. 

The portrayal of women in the poems “Liberty Needs Glasses” and “How Can We Be Free”, 

shows that they are better in a family sphere than in the work sphere.  

 In the poem “Liberty Needs Glasses”, Shakur questions the liberal order in 

society such as legal reasoning and the neutral principles of constitutional law (Delgado and 

Stefancic 3). It is shown that when it comes to African-Americans, the liberal order is lacking. 

With “Can U See the Pride in The Panther”, the poet illustrates a society that goes against its 

liberal views and equality by putting the minority at a loss against the system. He also 
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demonstrates a strong commitment to social injustice and racism (Solorzano 22-23). Power, 

oppression and the relation it has to law and ethnicity comes to question in “How Can We Be 

Free” (Delgado and Stefancic 3). Shakur presents a society failing to provide unbiased liberty, 

justice, and economic opportunities for minorities. The poet highlights important issues and 

empowers his people to come together as one in order to escape adversity but shown no 

gender neutrality. The women in the poems are stereotypically presented by giving them the 

status of a mother instead of a hardworking woman. The woman’s “work” is being criticized 

by Shakur, thus contributing to oppression against women (hooks 70).  

There are moments of overlap between Shakur’s rap esthetics and poetic 

techniques. The themes of the poems are strengthened through his writing. By his use of 

flawed grammar, alliteration, meter, enjambment, metaphors, and rhyme schemes, his 

political views, anger, and the rejection of dominant groups is illustrated. Through his meter 

he is questioning and exploring the difference between African-American culture and white 

culture. Shakur started writing poetry before he started exploring the world of rap. His poetry 

can be considered a starting point of the rap artist he became to be.  

 By using hooks, it becomes clear that the poems show the misogynistic side of 

Shakur the rapper. Also, by using Solorzano, Delgado Stefanicic and McCann, it has become 

evident that Shakur has an activist dimension. He is not only informative but is actively 

speaking on issues many disregard. The Civil Rights Movement were speaking about it, The 

Black Panther Movement were speaking about it, and now The Black Lives Matter are 

speaking about it.  

 From a critical standpoint, one might wonder why Shakur’s poetry was chosen 

for this analysis instead of his musical lyrics because he was not known for his poetry. Music 

does have a bigger outreach than poetry, but the point of the essay was to highlight Shakur’s 

versatileness by stepping away from his lyrical gift and focusing on the other side of him that 

is usually overlooked. It shows that important socio-economic issues can be highlighted in 

other ways. Thus, it would be of interest to suggest a comparative analysis on the difference 

between his musical lyrics and poetry for further research on this topic. The interest would lie 

in illustrating how the socio-economic issues are highlighted through different platforms. 

More specifically, is the message and language similar in Shakur’s rap songs and poetry or do 

they differ.  
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