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Call to Action
Check out this article and this twitter 
account for black-owned businesses 
to invest in. 

Folarin Akinmade

Capitalism as it exists in modern western na-
tions often pits people against one another, 
especially people of colour. Using the work of 
Kanye West, I’m going to explore how. 

I think it’s fair to say that Kanye West is the 
King of Controversy. He usurped the title 
from Eminem some years back. I’d argue that 
Em’ is a far more worrying figure, but the 
people have spoken. ‘Ye is King. He’s also my 
most favourite of problematic faves. This is 
the man who brought us The College Drop-
out, Late Registration (his greatest album to 
date, don’t @ me), and 808s & Heartbreak, 
amongst other classic records. 

This is the man who brought us lyrics like 
these (taken his song “Diamonds From Si-
erra Leone”): 

I thought my Jesus Piece was so harmless
‘Til I seen a picture of a shorty armless
And here’s the conflict
It’s in a black person’s soul to rock that gold
Spend ya whole life tryna get that ice
On a polo rugby it look so nice
How could somethin’ so wrong make me feel 
so right, right?

This is old-skool Kanye at his best, taking a 
serious social issue, and using an inspired 
soul sample as the backdrop to a witty, and 
earnest reflection on his own guilt, as well as 
that of society’s. Here, it’s the issue of Blood 
Diamonds. These are precious rocks, mined in 
countries such as Sierra Leone and the Ivory 
Coast, that deal incredible damage to the na-
tion and people. The methods used are often 
unsustainable, leading to land degradation, 

and the contamination of water supplies. 
Children are regularly forced into labour, and 
the profits from these diamonds often go 
towards supporting warlords, who sweep 
through the nation, leaving devastation in 
their wake.

So the song’s central question is this: How 
can we buy these diamonds, knowing that 
we directly contribute to so much suffering?

Kanye says it’s in a black person’s soul to rock 
that gold. The reason we can be so careless 
about the source of our diamonds is because 
of a deep-rooted desire to shine. It’s a conflict 
you see in a lot of his work, especially in the 
early days. ‘All Falls Down’, a song from his 
debut, is centred on the desire of the black 
individual to demonstrate to the world that 
they’ve made it. And it’s in this song that he 
really gets to the heart of the problem. 

Shine because they hate us, 
Floss ‘cos they degrade us
We tryna buy back our 40 acres

Kanye says that our desire to display wealth 
is a direct consequence of racism. When con-
fronted with the daily realities of a racist sys-
tem, one which seeks to crush your spirit at 
every turn,  seeking any form of power avail-
able to you is the only logical response. This 
desperate grab for power manifests itself in 
many ways in the black community, with hy-
per-masculinity, and misogyny being prime 
examples. These issues are obviously not re-
stricted to the black community. In fact, they 
have been created and upheld by white men 
in the form of the patriarchy. But black men 

can be their most enthusiastic adherents, 
in part because it is a system of power that, 
for once, places them at the top of the pile. 
It provides an opportunity to feel powerful 
in a world that so often reminds us we are 
powerless. 

But Kanye speaks more specifically about 
displays of monetary wealth as a show of 
power which is arguably the most important 
form of power in Western capitalist nations. 
A law, written on a piece of paper, that says 
that you are legally entitled to the same priv-
ileges as those around you ultimately means 
very little in the context of hundreds of years 
of systemic inequality. So, the accumulation 
and display of wealth becomes priority num-
ber one. But often in this pursuit we forget 
about the people who suffer because of it. 
Capitalism works to make the rich richer, and 
on a national and international scale, this is 
most often to the detriment of People of Col-
our and Developing Nations. Whether it’s a 
Non-Governmental Organisation that claims 

There are al-
ways people 
who suffer 
for our shine

to help developing nations, while placing 
them in a subservient role to the west, or a 
Multi-National Corporation that pays its il-
legal-immigrant work-force less than min-
imum wage, before selling them out to the 
Home Office, the result is the same. There are 
always people who suffer for our shine. 

That isn’t to say that I believe we should re-
move ourselves from the economy entirely. 
But we should be mindful of where we put 
our money, for example by investing it in 
communities of colour. This way we can cre-
ate an economy which enables black commu-
nities to flourish, rather than suffer.  

As bad as things are, we can make it better. 
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