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Calling out Kanye. Reflections on Post-Racial Celebrity and the (Neo) Liberal Media 

This short provocation seeks to problematize the condemnation of American rapper Kanye 

West’s highly publicised support for American President Donald Trump. Through reference 

to a small representative selection of comment pieces that appeared in the British liberal 

newspaper, The Guardian, in the days immediately following West’s pro-Trump ‘rant’ on the 

American satirical sketch show, Saturday Night Live (SNL), broadcast on 29th September 

2018, the article proposes that the liberal othering of West’s political persona is consistent 

with rather than contests the post-racial color blind narratives associated with the emergence 

of a neoliberal racialized subject. Following Paul Gilroy’s (Belcher and Gilroy 2016; Gilroy 

2013) critique of the neo-liberal turn in black radicalism this paper suggests that The 

Guardian’s reportage privileges a form of identity politics that reaffirm neoliberal 

constructions of racial difference.  

West is no stranger to controversy. His pro-Trump speech on SNL one of many ‘off 

script’ politicised performances. In 2005 whilst taking part in the NBC fundraising telethon in 

aid of victims of Hurricane Katrina, West proclaimed ‘George Bush doesn’t care about black 

people’ (cited in Jackson 2014, p142); in 2009 he crashed Taylor Swift’s acceptance speech 

for Best Female Video at the MTV Video Music Awards, claiming he was highlighting the 

racial politics that informed the ways in which the music industry recognised talent (Cullen, 

2016). 

What distinguishes the SNL performance from these others is that where previously 

West had largely been perceived as ‘calling out’ racial injustice, the pro-Trump stance 

according to some, sees West put ‘the slave-master’s interests above his own people’ 

(Mohamed, 2018). As noted by Gilroy (2013) and Spence (2015) black radicalism has 

recently taken a particularly neoliberal, conservative turn – similarly so hip-hop and rap 



activism. However, this turn is often a contradictory one. More so than other artists in the 

genre, West problematises the construction of black spectacle (Curry 2014, Jackson 2014). 

Whilst West’s political machinations might appear erratic, they are broadly consistent 

with the unorthodox position West has assumed within American popular culture. Within rap, 

West cuts a particularly non-conventional figure – his clean cut, self-consciously suburban 

‘middle classness’ contrasts sharply with the hardcore street hustler image that dominates the 

genre (Bailey, 2014, Jackson, 2014). Jackson (2014) suggests West’s ‘off-script’ suburban 

aesthetic is integral to the space he occupies as ‘hip hop activist’. The son of a former Black 

Panther and English professor and ‘educated in and around historically black colleges and 

universities’ (Jackson 2014, p 145-146), West has developed a particular critical reading of 

black history that underpins the unique narrative that inform his art (Jackson 2014, p145-46). 

Not the orthodox black male rapper, West similarly problematizes idealised notions of 

enlightened ‘Blackness’ (Curry 2014). 

 ‘Blackness’, an essentialized and orthodox notion within which black experience is 

robbed of its socio-political specificity, has come to dominate contemporary black radicalism 

(Belcher and Gilroy 2016). Gilroy argues that expressions of black liberation now take their 

cue from the identarian shift in American politics, and bear little relation to the forms of anti-

racism the informed previous articulations of black struggle. Moreover, the emphasis upon 

‘Blackness’ accentuates a  tendency towards seeing difference as a generic experience – often 

predicated upon the ‘moral authority’ of the victim - and ‘a way of thinking about racial 

identity which makes African Americans in this sort of instance absolutely interchangeable 

with one another’ (Belcher and Gilroy 2016). The discourse of ‘Blackness’ echo the colour-

blind logics of neoliberalism. As a result discussions of race and racialized spectacle takes on 

a curious ‘public colourlessness’ (Andrews 2013, p 156). ‘Blackness’ provides a cultural 



script that in effect actually negates the material structures that differentiate African 

American experience rather than exposes them.  

The Guardian’s post-racial liberal narrative replay these themes, codifying West’s 

otherness as personal trauma and emotional pathology. Ripped from its socio-political 

context, The Guardian’s negation of West’s political subjectivity reaffirms the processes of 

racialized subjectification that underpin the contemporary neo-liberal moment.  

The Guardian columnist Barbara Ellen (2018) went so far as to describe West’s 

recent views on welfare, prison reform, and the thirteenth amendment as a form of mental 

illness. His ‘confused diatribe’ - a result of his struggle, Ellen claims with being 

‘misdiagnosed bipolar’ - were ‘more of a symptom than an opinion’. Without any pretence to 

irony Ellen asks, ‘So why is it acceptable to treat West as rent-a-ramble dancing bear, 

someone it’s OK for liberals to laugh at?’. Her concern hardly a cover for her contempt, and 

what better way to dispense with any attempt to engage with a political opinion than to 

patronize it as something that requires pity? The irony of a white middle class journalist 

lecturing a black American rap artist that his pronouncements on race are those of a (literal) 

madman exposes the (de)racialization that characterize the neo-liberal narrative. Less a 

concern for exposing inequality and ‘calling-out’ privilege, Ellen’s critique, underpinned by 

essentialized notions of black behaviour, functions as a form of color blind censure, turning 

Kanye the protagonist into Kanye the victim. 

However, it would be wrong to dismiss this as simple ‘white privilege’. Indeed, the 

Somali-British writer, Nadifa Mohamed (2018), in a piece which appeared in The Guardian a 

day after Ellen’s article, continues the pathological arc. Mohamed argues that West, 

‘desperate for love and care’, appears more like an ‘orphaned child’ (a reference to the death 

of West’s mother, Donda, in 2007) ‘lost in the fantasy land that his Kardashian in-laws live 

within in Los Angeles’. Although Mohamed cannot help but conclude that the rapper’s 



‘manic episodes’ may be a ‘carefully contrived strategy to stay in the headlines, his flirtations 

with Trump possibly as manipulated as his wife Kim’s nude photos’. 

 The Guardian’s construction of West’s off-script blackness – proper black people 

don’t support Donald Trump - serves to negate the rapper as both political subject and black 

spectacle. Dissent has been a central theme in West’s construction of his blackness. However, 

the Trump moment sees the rapper not only speaking off script, but off cultural script too. In 

this sense West’s dissenting blackness conforms with but also problematizes the logics of 

post-race society. As a performance of black spectacle Kanye West confounds the idea of 

‘Blackness’ (Belcher and Gilroy 2016). He is black, but not ‘Blackness’.  
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