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ABSTRACT
The critique that rap causes violence (causal claim) goes back as far as the 1980s, but today drill rappers are having their freedoms 
restricted based on instances of a causal claim. Police in the UK regularly remove drill videos from social media and streaming 
platforms, and drillers are being restricted from making music and associating with people via criminal behavior orders based on 
the claim that drill music causes serious violence. If this causal claim is true, it provides potential grounds for such restrictions on 
drillers. This paper argues against censoring drill on the assumption that it causes violence for three reasons. First, even accord-
ing to the most charitable rendition of the causal claim, there is insufficient evidence to support it. Second, there are less speech-
restrictive and more effective approaches to violence reduction than censorship-oriented approaches. Third, critics should not be 
advancing the causal claim due to its racist public meaning.

1   |   Introduction

There has been recent philosophical interest in the way drill rap 
music—a subgenre of hip hop, originating in Chicago during 
the early 2010s—has been treated as incriminating evidence by 
the police and courts.1 Jalloh [2] and Nowak [3], for instance, 
argue that when law enforcement treats rap as autobiographi-
cal, this wrongs rappers as knowers, constituting various epis-
temic injustices. Magnus and Malone [4] argue that when rap 
is treated in this way, rappers suffer art-interpretive injustices, 
harmed in their creative capacities as artists. Whilst these 
claims pay attention to whether rap music evidences violence (or 
what I call the evidencing claim), much less philosophical atten-
tion has been paid to the critique that rap causes violence (the 
causal claim). The critique that rap causes violence goes back as 
far as the 1980s. Today drill rappers (drillers) are having their 
freedoms restricted based on instances of the causal claim. For 
instance, police regularly remove drill videos from social media 
and streaming platforms, and drillers are being restricted from 

making music and associating with people via criminal behav-
ior orders based on the assumption that drill music causes seri-
ous violence [5]. It is an important question whether the causal 
claim is true, and whether it justifies such restrictions.

In this paper, I argue against censoring drill on the assumption 
that it causes violence for three reasons. First, even according 
to the most charitable rendition of the causal claim, there is in-
sufficient evidence to support it. Second, there are less speech-
restrictive and more effective approaches to violence reduction 
than censorship-oriented approaches. Third, critics should be 
worried about the racist public meaning of advancing the causal 
claim and the censorship-oriented approach to drill. The paper 
proceeds as follows: Section 1 motivates the need for an investi-
gation of the causal claim. Section 2 uses a framework found in 
the feminist literature on pornography to characterize a sensible 
articulation of the causal claim [6], and shows that the current 
evidence claiming to support the view that rap causes violence 
is unlike the evidence necessary to support this view. Section 3 
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argues that restricting drillers on the basis of the causal claim is 
unjustified. Section 4 concludes by arguing that critics should not 
be advancing the causal claim due to its racist public meaning.

2   |   Motivating an Investigation of the Causal 
Claim

According to police recorded data and crime survey data, 2018 
saw a significant increase in violent crime (including knife crime) 
in England and Wales [7]. This was followed by a media panic, 
which often blamed drill rap for this rise [8, 9]. This incentivized 
the head of the Metropolitan Police—Cressida Dick—to petition 
online video platform YouTube to remove drill content, with 
around 30 music videos removed and some drill artists blocked 
from uploading [9]. The policy of removing YouTube videos has 
continued to this day, with at least 1636 videos removed by the 
Metropolitan Police (the Met) to date [10]. One of the Met's jus-
tifications for this practice of removal is that it removes content 
containing “information on gang violence and murders” which 
“could lead to further retaliatory violence” [11].2 They are con-
cerned with how drill lyrics and videos, describing stabbings 
and taunting rivals, can “raise the risk of [gang] violence” [12]. 
In response to a freedom of information request asking the Met 
to provide details about flagging drill videos to social media and 
music streaming companies for removal, the Met claimed that 
“The MPS (the Metropolitan Police Service) ask social media 
platforms to take robust and rapid approach to removing con-
tent which is flagged as being harmful that is, likely to provoke/ 
cause real-life violence” ([8], emphasis added). The worry that 
drill music causes violence is also reflected in a response from 
a spokesperson of the Home Office, who responded to concerns 
about the censorship of drill music by claiming, “We are com-
mitted to protecting freedom of expression but are clear causing 
or inciting serious violence and other serious crimes is not ac-
ceptable” [13] (emphasis added).3

Academics have questioned the implications of such policies. 
Klienberg and McFarlane assert, The current policy of remov-
ing drill music videos from social media platforms such as 
YouTube remains controversial because “it risks conflating the 
co-occurrence of drill rap and violence with a causal chain of the 
two” [15]. Lynes et al. argue that to a popular readership, censor-
ing drill lends misplaced credence “to the suggestion that drill 
music was causing violence or at least that certain drill music 
artists used the music genre to incite violent crime” [9], p. 1.

In order to establish whether restrictions based on the claim that 
rap music causes violence are justified, critics have at least two 
tasks. First, they must provide evidence that rap music causes vi-
olence—call this the evidentiary burden. The question whether 
drill has some causal role in instigating violence of some sort 
is a big question. My aim is narrower: to challenge the Met on 
their own grounds by querying whether it can at least be shown 
that it causes retaliatory gang violence. This makes for a more 
charitable reconstruction of their claims, as one might think 
that it would be easier to establish a causal link to gang violence. 
Second, critics must show that restricting rappers' freedoms is 
justified on the basis of this evidence—call this the justificatory 
burden. In the following sections, I argue that neither burden 
has been met.

3   |   The Evidentiary Burden

When investigating the causal claim—that rap music causes 
violence—it may seem all that is needed to decide is empirical 
data, and philosophical enquiry would be useless in our endeav-
ors. However, to avoid imprecision and to ensure charitable in-
terpretations of those advancing the causal claim, we need to be 
precise on the terms in which the critique is framed –“cause” 
and “violence”—if we are to assess whether imposing signifi-
cant restrictions of freedoms on people is justified. This is be-
cause it might be unclear what kind of violence critics of drill 
are talking about. Moreover, we need to make precise the kind 
of causal relationship critics are looking to prove.

Other forms of media have also been accused of causing vio-
lence. A popular media form that is often criticized for its al-
leged connection to violent harm is pornography. Pornography 
has been criticized on many fronts, and the critique that por-
nography causes harm—violent and otherwise—is known as 
the “harm hypothesis.” There is an extensive literature on the 
proposed harms of pornography, and within this literature, we 
find frameworks that make sense of what “cause” and “harm” 
mean. One especially influential framework developed to ad-
dress this issue is offered by Anne Eaton [6]. Eaton critiques the 
conception of “cause” and “harm” typically employed in pornog-
raphy debates. I will set out Eaton's claims and show how we can 
employ an analogous framework to address debates about rap 
causing violence.

Eaton theorizes causation in a non-deterministic way. She draws 
on a probabilistic account of causation used in epidemiology.4 
The process by which pornography may shape attitudes and/or 
may lead to harmful behavior can be specified by drawing an 
analogy with smoking [6]. Smoking does not cause cancer in a 
deterministic sense: many smokers do not develop lung cancer. 
Smoking is neither necessary nor sufficient to develop lung can-
cer. Still, medical experts and the general public accept as true 
the claim that “smoking causes cancer” since it increases the 
likelihood of developing cancer. This is a probabilistic notion of 
causation, but it is still enough to vindicate the claim that smok-
ing causes cancer.5 More specifically, according to this notion of 
causation:

x is a cause of y if and only if (i) x occurs earlier than y 
and (ii) the probability of the occurrence of y is greater, 
given the occurrence of x, than the probability of the 
occurrence of y given not-x [6], p. 696.

If pornography increases the probability of, say, sexualized vio-
lence against women, then we would have vindicated a relation-
ship between pornography and harm to women.

With this notion of causation in mind, Eaton makes the follow-
ing suggestions of what a sensible rendition of the harm hypoth-
esis might involve:

1.	 Because the causal relation between pornography and its 
purported harms is probabilistic, exposure to pornography 
is neither necessary nor sufficient for its putative harms, 
like sexual assault, but raises the chances of sexual assault 
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depending on context (its relationship to other factors, see 
2).

2.	 Proponents of the harm hypothesis should emphasize that 
violence against women is the cumulative effect of several 
factors—such as addiction, poverty, background misogyny 
and adverse childhood experiences—in a complex causal 
mechanism, and inegalitarian pornography is just one of 
these factors.

3.	 Antipornography feminists should specify the type of por-
nography that is the target of their critique, which is ine-
galitarian pornography and no other types of pornography 
which may be liberatory

4.	 Inegalitarian pornography's role in sexism should be con-
sidered as a feedback loop: inegalitarian pornography 
results from gender inequality and also facilitates this 
inequality.

5.	 An improved harm hypothesis should articulate a “careful 
and nuanced delineation of pornographys alleged harms, 
recognizing a wide range of potential injuries that differ in 
terms of character and severity” [6], p. 714.

6.	 A sensible rendition of the harm hypothesis should be cau-
tious and not necessarily in favor of state regulation. This 
rendition is sensitive to the entire range of factors poten-
tially contributing to pornography's alleged harms (like 
sexual assault) when proposing measures of prevention 
and redress.

Before I extend Eaton's framework to the case of drill rap, it is 
important to note some clarifications. With regards to sugges-
tion 3—specifying the exact type of pornography/rap that is the 
target of their critique—those advancing the causal claim and 
basing restrictions on it (the Metropolitan police) are primarily 
worried about drill rap. Drill rap is a subgenre of rap—heavily 
influenced by “gangsta rap”– which often references specific in-
cidents of violence in taunting ways. The police are not worried 
about rap music that depicts violence or music that just has vio-
lent themes, but rather they are worried about how drill rap glo-
rifies violence and antagonizes rivals in ways that might cause 
gang members who are taunted to commit acts of retaliatory vi-
olence. It should not be a critique of rap as a genre since there is 
a lot of non-violent rap, and there is no reason to think that non-
violent rap would cause violent attitudes or behaviors.

Relatedly, regarding suggestion 5, Eaton is worried about por-
nography raising the risk of harmful attitudes or behaviors in 
the general population, whether that is an acceptance of rape 
myths, underestimating women's intellects, or sexual assault. 
Similarly, a sensible rendition of the causal claim about drill 
would be aware of the potential harms that might come about 
from listening to drill music, and see what harm results with 
what probability. For instance, a sensible rendition of the causal 
claim might outline harms that range from increased violent 
attitudes in the general population to increased violent behav-
iors, including retaliatory gang violence. However, given that 
this paper is particularly concerned with whether the policing 
of drill is justified, the primary harm I investigate is the one 
most salient to the police, which is that drill rap causes retalia-
tory gang violence.6 Whilst this is disanalogous to Eaton's fifth 

suggestion, it is a departure that enables us to zoom in on the 
kinds of harm the police claim licenses censorship. In this sense, 
it is a more specific version of a broader rendition of a sensible 
causal claim.

With this notion of causation in mind, I construct an analogous 
sensible rendition of the claim that (R)ap causes violence:

R1.  Because the causal relation between rap and offline retal-
iatory gang violence is probabilistic, exposure to rap is neither 
necessary nor sufficient for offline retaliatory gang violence, but 
raises the chances of offline retaliatory gang violence depending 
on context (its relationship to other factors, see R2).

R2.  Proponents of the causal claim should emphasizeempha-
sise that offline retaliatory gang violence is the cumulative effect 
of several factors—such as, poverty, inequality, lack of opportu-
nity and funding, lack of access to a good education, drug and 
alcohol abuse, adverse childhoodadverse-childhood experiences 
and poor mental health [17]—in a complex causal mechanism, 
and drill rap is just one of these factors.

R3.  The causal claim about rap should be seen as pertaining 
to rap with antagonizingantagonizing messages towards rival 
gangs—drill rap. The police believe drill music constitutes a 
form of “coded communication” between gangs and antago-
nisms raise the probability of retaliatory offline violence.

R4.  Drill rap's role in offline retaliatory gang violence should 
be considered as a feedback loop: drill rap results from retalia-
tory gang violence and also facilitates retaliatory gang violence.

R5.  The causal claim should articulate drill rap's alleged 
harms, whilst recognizing a range of potential harms resulting 
from drill rap. This paper, whilst cognisant of other harms that 
might arise from drill, is primarily concerned with the police's 
worry about how antagonisms in drill rap music are raising 
the probability of offline retaliatory violence in those who are 
taunted, which they think in turn leads to rising knife crime and 
youth violence (see Section 1).

R6.  A sensible rendition of the claim about drill rap causing 
violence is cautious and not necessarily in favor of state inter-
vention, since it is sensitive to the many other purported harms 
when coming up with preventative measures.

3.1   |   What Must Be Done for the Causal Claim to 
Be Upheld?

How might we verify the claims that pornography causes harm, or 
rap causes violence, in the senses specified above (R1-R6)? I think 
there are important recommendations in Eaton's framework, 
which can illuminate how anti-rap critics might verify this sensi-
ble rendition of the causal claim. Eaton suggests antipornography 
feminists would do well to verify the harm hypothesis by employ-
ing epidemiological methods [6]. Epidemiologists use clinical trials 
to establish an association between an action and a disease—that 
is, smoking and cancer. However, the investigation does not stop 
there. An association does not tell us (a) whether the association 
between smoking and cancer is special (more significant than 
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other causes), or (b) the direction of causality—perhaps lung 
cancer creates urges to smoke, nor (c) whether lung cancer and 
smoking are symptoms of a common cause [6], p. 704. To verify 
an association found in clinical trials, epidemiologists “compare 
disease rates among large groups with differing levels of exposure 
to the suspected cause” [6], p. 704. In attempting to prove a con-
nection between smoking and lung cancer, ecological studies are 
employed to investigate the incidence of exposure to smoking and 
prevalence of lung cancer. For instance, studies comparing the 
United States, Japan, Norway, Poland and France found that as 
smoking increases, lung cancer also increases [6], p. 704. This was 
a crucial first step in establishing a positive association between 
smoking and lung cancer.

There have not been ecological studies of this kind investigat-
ing the causal claim about drill rap music. For instance, there 
are no studies, which look to find increased reports in violent 
crime and increased violent rap consumption, specifically stud-
ies which look to find increased reports of retaliatory violence 
in gang members and increased consumption of rap music in-
cluding specific taunts and threats. Even if there were ecologi-
cal studies that demonstrated a correlation between incidence 
of exposure to antagonizing drill rap and prevalence of retalia-
tory gang violence, there would need to be many, large studies to 
demonstrate a positive relationship between antagonizing drill 
rap and offline retaliatory violence. Moreover, even if rap critics 
produce a coherent body of studies demonstrating a positive as-
sociation between drill rap and offline retaliatory gang violence, 
it would only provide data for groups, but importantly does not 
give us exposure data for individuals within populations.7 With 
regards to smoking, for instance, these ecological studies do not 
tell us whether the individuals who developed lung cancer are 
the same individuals that smoked. To establish a positive cor-
relation, we also need exposure and outcome data for individu-
als in a population.

To remedy this missing data, epidemiologists often turn to 
studies of individual characteristics—case–control and cohort 
studies—in search of data about individual populations. Case–
control studies are retrospective; they start with the outcome 
(like a disease) and look back to see if past exposures were dif-
ferent between those who have the disease (cases) and those 
who do not (controls). For instance, regarding smoking and 
cancer, a case–control study compares the smoking histories of 
two groups: one with lung cancer and one without lung cancer. 
Cohort studies are generally prospective. They start with an ex-
posure and follow a group of people to see if they develop a dis-
ease. In the case of smoking and cancer, cohort studies compare 
smokers with nonsmokers, determining the rate of lung cancer 
in each group [6], p. 706.

No studies looking to establish the causal claim about rap have 
employed case–control and cohort studies. For instance, there 
have not been studies that have compared the rap consumption 
histories of violent criminals (including violent gang members) 
with non-violent criminals, or those not known to have com-
mitted any crimes. Nor have there been any studies comparing 
the frequency of violent crimes committed by gang-associated 
offenders who listen to violent antagonizing (particularly antag-
onizing rap music aimed at them) rap music with those who do 
not listen to violent antagonizing rap.

In fact, even if we find through ecological, case–control and 
cohort studies a meaningful correlation between drill and vi-
olence, we still need to do more to establish a causal relation. 
Epidemiologists standardly appeal to six criteria to determine 
whether a correlation is causal (with respect to a disease).

C1.  Temporality: the suspected causal factor must precede 
the onset of the disease, and the interval between expo-
sure to the causal factor and disease must be considered

C2.  Strength/Replication: Firmer causal relationships are 
provided by stronger correlations. Further, findings should 
replicate

C3.  Quantal-dose relationship: increasing duration, total ex-
posure, intensity and level of suspected causal factor leads 
to a progressive increase in the risk of disease.8

C4.  Plausibility: the correlation should fit within our current 
state of knowledge

C5.  Consideration of alternative explanations: have investi-
gators considered alternative explanations?

C6.  Cessation data: “if a factor is a cause of a disease, the risk 
of the disease should decline upon reduction or elimination 
of exposure to the factor” [6], p. 709–710.

What do these six criteria look like regarding rap? First, con-
suming rap must precede the violent effects, as the first condi-
tion of the sensible rendition of the causal claim makes clear. 
This would mean that a video taunting another gang would have 
been released before the alleged offline retaliatory response. 
Second, studies investigating the correlation between rap music 
and violent attitudes or behaviors in gang-associated youth must 
provide strong correlations that replicate. Third, increasing the 
duration, total exposure, intensity and level of violent taunts, 
threats and antagonisms increase the likelihood of violent at-
titudes or behaviors in gang-associated youth. Fourth, should 
a correlation between violent rap music and violent effects be 
found, this should be explainable by our best theories and hy-
potheses. Fifth, investigators must take alternative causes of 
violent effects into account. For instance, have investigators 
looked at causes other than drill rap as explanations for violent 
attitudes or behaviors (such as a location being revealed in music 
videos [18, 19]) Finally, if rap music is a causal factor of violent 
effects, the risk of violent effects should decrease with the de-
crease in the consumption of rap. For instance, if rap music is 
a causal factor of offline retaliatory violence, the risk of offline 
retaliatory violence should decrease with the decrease in gang-
associated youth's consumption of rap. Eaton admits that anti-
pornography feminists are far from providing evidence of the 
harm hypothesis, which meets these criteria [6]. Similarly, as I 
show in the next subsection, the evidence claiming to support 
the causal claim about rap has yet to meet these criteria, and 
therefore has yet to verify the sensible rendition of the causal 
claim (R1-R6).9

3.2   |   Existing Empirical Literature

What is the state of the empirical literature linking drill rap to 
violence? To date, the only empirical study investigating the link 
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between drill rap and violence was conducted by Klienberg and 
McFarlane [15]. They conducted a sentiment trajectory analy-
sis of 549 drill songs—between December 2013 and November 
2018—and violent crime data (such as homicide and violence 
with injury) from the Met within the same time frame. Their 
study came up empty in locating a causal link between drill 
music and violent crime.10 Given this, what other empirical lit-
erature could the police point to in order to show that drill rap 
music causes violent attitudes and behaviors? I think there are 
at least two sets of literature the police might employ for evi-
dence of the causal claim. One set of studies could look at how 
rap produces copy-cat violence by looking at the general effects 
of rap music on general audiences [20]. The second set of studies 
could look at how adherence to the “code of the street” causes 
retaliatory violence in gang-associated youth [18–22]. I look at 
each in turn.

3.2.1   |   General Effects of Rap Music on Violent 
Attitudes and Behaviors

The most rigorous analysis of the literature on rap music's al-
leged violent effects was conducted by Charis E. Kubrin and 
Ronald Weitzer in 2010 [20]. They found that many of the stud-
ies of rap's effects are nonempirical [20]. Many authors theorize 
about rap music's effects on one's identity, political inclinations, 
attitudes and behaviors based on mere anecdotal evidence and 
selective quotations [20]. Few authors, however, base their 
claims about rap on data or observations. Kubrin and Weitzer 
further identify some writings on rap as “quasiempirical”. These 
cases differ from mere anecdote insofar as there is (some) data to 
support the points of the authors, but the methodological short-
comings of studies limit the ability to draw conclusions from 
them [23]. Kubrin and Weitzer identify additional weaknesses 
with the quasiempirical literature, such as small sample sizes 
in surveys and studies; selective use of examples—in the form 
of rap lyrics, videos, writings—to “prove” a point; and even 
when studies have a good sample size and regression analyses 
are involved, they still suffer from methodological weaknesses 
and lack external validity [24, 25].11 Kubrin and Weitzer identify 
some studies that use empirical data to back up their conclusions 
[20]. However, these studies are rare and often conclude that the 
relationship between rap and violent behaviors and attitudes is 
complex, rather than concluding that listening to rap promotes 
violence [20, 26]. Mahiri and Conner's study, for instance, re-
vealed that youths who listen to rap had more progressive values 
than the values represented in the rap discourse to which they 
are exposed [26]. They also found that some youths had cogent 
critiques of negative characterizations of men and women in rap, 
particularly representations of men as “gangstas” and women 
as “hoes.” Their study challenges “the simple connections that 
the dominant public discourse and media so often draw between 
rap music and pervasive negative influences on black youth” 
[26], p. 135, as cited in Reference [20].

There have been experimental and ethnographic studies into 
the effects of rap music, but these also have significant lim-
itations. Christy Barongan and Gordon Hall ([25], as cited in 
Reference [20]), for instance, attempted to measure the behav-
ioral effects of subjects exposed to misogynistic rap. Participants 
were split into two groups; one group listened to misogynistic 

rap music and the other listened to neutral rap. Experimenters 
then showed all subjects neutral, sexually violent (depicting the 
rape of a woman) and assaultive (depicting a man physically as-
saulting a woman) film vignettes. Participants were then asked 
to choose one vignette that they would like to show one of two 
female confederates. They found that subjects exposed to misog-
ynistic rap songs were more likely than those exposed to neutral 
rap to show a female confederate a sexually violent or assaultive 
film vignette (doing so was interpreted by the researchers as an 
aggressive act). However, this study suffers from methodological 
limitations. For instance, findings of attitudinal and behavioral 
change in lab settings might suffer from demand effects—“Sub-
jects believing that the experimenter condones what is pre-
sented”—or findings might be the result of immediate stimuli 
in the context of the lab, and these attitudinal, behavioral effects 
are thus short-lived [20], p. 134. In both cases, the findings lack 
external validity and may be “artefacts of the experiment” [20], 
p. 134. Experimental studies like Barongan and Hall's must be 
satisfied with acts like showing a female confederate a film vi-
gnette depicting an assault or rape of a woman for ethical rea-
sons, but it is dubious whether such artificial conditions reveal 
anything about the kind of real-world conduct rap music is criti-
cized for. Many of the studies seem to be worried about how rap 
might lead to violent attitudes, but this tells us nothing about 
how consuming rap might translate into the types of harms the 
police are worried about. If drill rap music has a tendency to 
make violence attractive to its consumers, this will not necessar-
ily translate into the violence—youth crime, gang murders and 
knife crime—that the police are concerned with. This is because 
the alleged cultivation of violent attitudes might be counterbal-
anced by the consumers' other attitudes. For instance, if taunt-
ing a rival by making fun of their dead friends on a song causes 
a rival to have violent attitudes, whether this manifests in the 
rival stabbing the taunter will involve the balance of other com-
mitments, such as a commitment to his family, career, and social 
and emotional wellbeing. These commitments will be weighed 
against the alleged violent attitudes you get from hearing a song 
with pursuing acts that might lead to your death or land you in 
prison. Therefore, these other considerations might inhibit the 
behaviors the police seem concerned with.

In the real world, there are often multiple influences on a per-
son's behavior and attitudes, but in a laboratory setting, expo-
sure to violent messages is decontextualized and unreflective 
of the numerous influences affecting behavior and/or attitudes. 
We might think that a “natural experiment” would do better by 
considering a subject's real-world experience. However, “even 
natural experiments in the real world –either comparing differ-
ent contexts cross-sectionally or longitudinal changes in, say, 
violent programming –have not demonstrated a link between 
media violence and aggressive behavior of children or adults” 
[27] as cited in Reference [20], p. 135.

Aside from experimental studies, some ethnographic studies 
investigate the real-world effects of rap. These studies include 
those exploring how youths actively decode rap's messages. 
They look to explore the link between rap and listeners' percep-
tions. These types of studies are very scarce in the rap literature 
[20]. One example of this kind of ethnographic study is found in 
Mahiri and Conner's 2003 study (see above), which found that 
youths interpreted rap in various critical ways, such as resisting 
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and critiquing stereotypical images in rap. They also found 
youths understood and critiqued images of crime and violence 
in rap in ways that increased their desire to circumvent and im-
prove violent situations in their lives and communities.

Recent studies have found that exposure to violently-themed 
music does not cause real-world violence through increasing 
violent behaviors and attitudes [28]. Others have found that 
violent themes in music can give fans a range of positive psy-
chological functions [29]. These studies coupled with the in-
adequacy of the studies looking at general effects of rap on 
general audiences show that the causal claim is far from being 
established. Moreover, even if these studies conclusively showed 
that rap causes violent effects, we might question whether they 
are helpful for establishing the sensible rendition of the causal 
claim. As the sensible rendition of the causal claim highlights 
(R5), the types of violence the police are concerned with are of-
fline retaliatory violence, where drill music constitutes a form 
of “coded communication” between gangs and antagonisms 
raise the probability of retaliatory offline violence. They are not 
concerned with how listening to rap music with violent themes 
and messages might precipitate copy-cat crime. That is, these 
studies are too imprecise, focusing on general audiences, in-
stead of the specific producers and listeners that are targeted 
for interventions by the police. The police are concerned with 
whether antagonisms in rap music cause offline retaliatory gang 
violence. We cannot know whether antagonisms in drill raise 
the probability of retaliatory violence in gang-associated youth 
based on studies looking at the general effects of rap. Given this, 
proponents of the causal claim might appeal to a different set of 
evidence. I turn to this next.

3.2.2   |   Adherence to the “Code of the Street” 
and Retaliatory Violence

A proponent of the causal claim might proceed in a different 
way. To substantiate the sensible causal link between drill and 
violence, they could instead argue that drill rap music raises the 
probability of retaliatory gang violence by appealing to the liter-
ature supporting the view that gang-associated youth use social 
media to taunt rivals and trade insults in ways that cause of-
fline gang retaliation [18, 19]. By using the “code of the street” 
as theory, researchers claim that insults occurring in online 
spaces raise the probability of offline retaliatory violence. The 
basic premise of “the code,” as developed by Elijah Anderson, 
is that gang-associated youth adhere to a street code, which re-
volves around the display of a predisposition to violence and a 
capability for retaliatory violence [21]. For instance, if someone 
wrongs you, you must bring them down for what they did to you, 
and also challenge others so that your reputation is bolstered. 
According to Anderson, this code emerged out of extreme struc-
tural disadvantage: poverty, unemployment, racism, and mis-
treatment by and lack of faith in the police and judicial system. 
This structural disadvantage led urban males to rely on violence 
to achieve status in their community. Those who adhere to the 
code are socialized to have a disposition for aggression and vio-
lence to defend one's reputation.

As a result of growing fears over digitally mediated gang vio-
lence, researchers have written exploratory articles about how 

gang-associated youth transfer the code of the street directly 
to social media. Stuart argues that the existing scholarship is 
based in a theory of parallelism, where online activity mirrors 
offline activity since the “same gang violence mechanisms on 
the urban street unfold online” [30], p. 1012 as cited in Reference 
[19], p. 193. Crucially, by framing social media as a reflection 
and analogue for violent conflicts, the parallelism thesis pre-
dicts that social media necessarily increases both the inten-
sity and frequency of offline retaliatory violence. For instance, 
scholars maintain that drill rap music videos posted on social 
media sites such as YouTube can raise the probability of offline 
gang violence, consistent with the code of the street. Keir Irwin-
Rodgers, James Densley and Craig Pinkney, for instance, assert 
that “Intentionally or not, such videos ‘flame wars’ by challeng-
ing the status and reputation of particular gang members, and 
consistent with the ‘code of the street’ subsequently provoking 
some form of retaliation” [31] p. 5. Scott et al. write, “using social 
media through rap music and videos is tied to increased physi-
cal conflicts and violence, as they can intimidate and threaten 
gangs to retaliate against each other” [32], p. 9.

However, these articles based on the parallelism thesis pro-
foundly overestimate the causal relationship between social 
media content and offline retaliatory gang violence. As Stuart 
writes, “Even a cursory review of recent crime statistics reveals 
that violent crime in urban areas has decreased to historic lows 
in the same years that gang-associated youth have increased 
their use of social media” [19] p. 193. Assuming a sort of paral-
lelism, or direct positive or causal relationship between social 
media use and physical retaliation, overlooks important oppor-
tunities for youth to de-escalate or avoid offline gang violence 
[18, 19]. Further, arguing that online interactions mirror offline 
interactions neglects how offline conflicts are transformed by 
social media. While gangs indeed challenge rivals online, these 
challenges are characterized “by distinct rules, conventions, and 
consequences that afford new and different kinds of outcomes 
while constructing previous ones” [19] p. 193. Crucially, insults 
uttered online in drill music videos carry different meanings 
and demand different responses than if they were merely ut-
tered in the street (more on this below).

Moreover, many of the studies upon which researchers claim 
that social media increases the probability of gang violence are 
methodologically limited. As Stuart claims, “Previous studies 
rely primarily on self-report surveys and/or content analyses 
of disembodied social media posts several years after their cre-
ation, often asking people other than gang-associated youth to 
interpret the meanings and motivations of a given piece of so-
cial media content” [19] p. 193. For instance, in a 2017 report, 
Irwin-Rodgers and Pinkney warn that music videos could raise 
the probability of offline violence based on discussion from par-
ticipants, including a focus group of young people and a group 
discussion involving a police officer [33]. When an interviewer 
asked, “So what things happened after this music video was 
uploaded?” participants of the focus group of young people re-
sponded that “shootings and stabbings” occur after rap videos 
taunting and threatening rivals are uploaded [33], p. 20. Another 
responded that “it caused more stabbings for a time” [33], p. 20. 
This report relied primarily on interpretations of non-gang-
associated youth—including the police, who have repeatedly 
shown they lack familiarity with the conventions of drill and are 
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therefore not well epistemically situated to decode what results 
after drill music is uploaded to social media [2, 14, 18, 19, 34]. 
For instance, according to the police there were a number of dif-
ferent stabbings and shootings that occurred as a result of drill 
videos being put up over the course of a week, but they offer no 
real support to show that the drill videos caused the shootings 
and stabbings [33], p. 20.12

In another study, Patton et al. [30] examine communication of a 
gang member on the social media platform X (formerly known 
as Twitter), using inductive textual analysis. They conclude that 
the same gang violence mechanisms occurring on the urban 
street unfold online [30].13 Their findings suggest that because 
gang-involved persons adhere to the code of the street, opportu-
nities for violence are created via online behavior [30]. However, 
this study suffers from the limitations outlined by Stuart. For in-
stance, it draws primarily on non-gang involved parties to inter-
pret the meanings of online content. At most these studies (and 
report) show that, in some cases, a piece of online content may 
have preceded an increase of offline violence (according to some 
witnesses, even if not perhaps fully reliable). To say something 
meaningful about drill, we need more than bare assertions (or 
at best anecdotal evidence) of increase of violence, and a more 
in-depth analysis. A growing number of studies have provided 
this in-depth analysis and evidence contradicting the parallel-
ism thesis [18, 19, 35–36]. These studies demonstrate that gang-
associated youth's use of social media does not independently 
raise the probability of offline gang violence and even provides 
them with new ways of preventing, avoiding and lowering the 
risk of violence. Acknowledging deficiencies in studies sup-
porting the parallelism thesis, Stuart conducted ethnographic 
research, including direct and real-time observations alongside 
producers of gang-related online content and participants in 
gang conflicts. He asserts that “lacking access to such on-the-
ground, real-time data, existing studies are unable to determine 
the relationship between a given piece of social media content 
and the physical violence that may or may not result” [19], p. 193.

Stuart's work as director of an after-school youth violence 
prevention programme allowed him to gain access to gang-
associated youth and their families. He recruited 60 young men, 
29 of them being members of the gang faction CBE—Corner 
Boys Entertainment—and 31 others coming from allied gang 
factions.14 Stuart enlisted participants to review each day's 
social media activity with him. This included reviewing their 
posts and uploads and debrief sessions, which focused attention 
on providing key data, prompts and discussions for materials, 
as well as asking “participants about the origins, aims mean-
ings, and consequences of particular online antagonisms” [19], 
p. 196. This meant Stuart could follow feuds as they developed 
in real time from online to offline spaces. He found that gang-
associated individuals engage in “online antagonisms as part of 
an innovative and intentional effort to build violent reputations 
without the necessity of behaving violently offline” [18, 19], as 
cited in Reference [22], p. 310–311. Stuart calls upon researchers 
to do better by way of providing evidence of the role that on-
line antagonisms play on offline retaliatory behavior. He writes 
that it is “incumbent upon researchers to increase the rigor of 
empirical evidence and claims,” since “there exist no systematic 
data or definitive analyses to determine the precise causal rela-
tionship between social media and offline violence” [22], p. 311. 

Crucially, the most in-depth analysis of taunts in drill music to 
date—Stuart's ethnographic work– provides evidence against 
the parallelism thesis—used to justify the causal claim—specif-
ically because he uses empirical methods to show how online 
threats are in fact different from offline threats.

As we have seen, the existing evidence drill-critics can appeal to 
in order to establish the causal claim is riddled with problems. 
The academic literature that has been used to support the claim 
that rap causes offline retaliatory violence looks nothing like the 
studies needed to show a causal relationship between drill rap 
music and the violence the Met are concerned with. If through 
ecologic, case–control studies and cohort studies, a meaningful 
relationship between rap music and violent retaliatory attitudes 
or behaviors can be found, proponents of the causal claim would 
do well to adopt the six criteria (C1-C6) to show that rap music 
causes these violent retaliatory effects. The evidence reviewed 
in this section, however, is insufficient to provide support for the 
claim that rap music causes violence (R1-R6).

4   |   The Justificatory Burden

I have attempted to provide a charitable reconstruction of the 
causal claim critics of rap music appeal to, and have argued that 
existing evidence is insufficient to establish any such causal con-
nection. Thus, the evidential burden of showing that rap causes 
violence is far from being met. I now turn to consider the jus-
tificatory burden that police must meet to justify their approach 
of censoring drill music and restricting drill artists' movement 
and freedoms. I argue that even if we assume drill is a cause of 
violence, the police intervention of censoring drill is not justified 
since other interventions are less speech-restrictive and better-
suited to prevent violence; in other words, censorship is not nec-
essary for the purposes of preventing serious youth violence.

Freedom of expression is a fundamental human right. It is en-
shrined in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and Article 10 of the Human Rights Act 1998. It is of in-
herent value to the individual as it involves the external commu-
nication of an individual's “forum internum” or inner realm of 
thoughts, beliefs and convictions, and as such, is connected to 
foundational values associated with the forum internum, such as 
personal autonomy and human dignity [37], p. 93. Freedom of ex-
pression also has consequentialist value. It is valuable to liberal 
democracy, political participation and artistic and media free-
dom. Scholars also highlight the epistemic value of free speech 
[37], p. 93. For instance, John Stuart Mill argues that human 
fallibility justifies greater tolerance for freedom of expression 
and that conflicting doctrines often share truth between them 
[38]. Whilst freedom of expression is vital to our ability to con-
vey art, opinions, convictions and beliefs, and to meaningfully 
participate in liberal democracy, there are limits to freedom of 
expression on certain grounds, such as to ensure national secu-
rity, public order, public health and public morals [39].

The epistemic, consequentialist and inherent value of freedom 
of expression suggests that there is a substantial burden of jus-
tification when limiting speech. Given this, human rights law 
provides guidelines on when it is permissible to restrict free 
speech. For instance, the Universal Declaration of Human 
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Rights provides a three-part test for legitimate restrictions to 
freedom of expression. Any restriction on freedom of expression 
must be (1) provided for by law; (2) pursue a legitimate aim; (3) 
be necessary for a legitimate aim [40, 41]. The first condition 
requires that the law restricting speech has a written basis; 
complies with international standards on human rights, and is 
sufficiently precise to allow people to adapt their behaviors to 
the law [40, 41]; it must be “clear, publicly accessible and eas-
ily understood by everyone” [39]. The second condition requires 
that restrictions have valid grounds for restricting speech, which 
tends to include: respect of the rights and reputations of others; 
the protection of public health; the protection of public order; 
and the protection of morals [40, 42]. The third condition re-
quires that restrictions be effective, proportionate and the least 
restrictive possible to achieve the legitimate pursuit [40, 43]. 
The UK primarily protects the right to free speech through the 
Human Rights Act 1998, which includes similar restrictions to 
free speech as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights does 
[44]. For instance, restrictions on free speech in the UK must be 
set out in laws, justified with a legitimate aim, and be necessary 
and proportionate.

Having shown why free speech requires such a high justifica-
tory burden, and when restrictions on free speech are legitimate, 
we are better placed to see why it does not follow that restrict-
ing drill is justified, even if we suppose it causes violence in the 
sense specified in Section 1. For the sake of argument, suppose 
the first two conditions were met: it was clear, publicly accessi-
ble and easily understood by everyone that drill videos causing 
violence are to be censored, and censoring these videos pursues 
the legitimate aim of preventing crime. We might still be worried 
that censoring drill is not necessary for tackling retaliatory gang 
violence (as per condition three above). When asking whether a 
restriction on a human right –such as censorship of speech—is a 
necessary intervention, we must assess whether there are alter-
native measures which would tackle the legitimate aim—such 
as addressing retaliatory gang violence—in ways less intrusive 
to the human right in question and equally effective [43]. To il-
lustrate this, consider Gerards' hypothetical case of a prohibition 
on wearing headscarves during gym classes to protect the safety 
of pupils [45]. This is because some headscarves do not allow 
pupils to move freely, and there is risk that children may trip 
or fall over their headscarves. An alternative measure might be 
the prescription of elastic headscarves that do not hamper their 
movements and are not a danger to their safety. This would be 
an equally effective and preferable measure over a complete pro-
hibition of headscarves from the perspective of the protection of 
freedom of religion [45].

In the case of drill, there are less restrictive and more effective 
alternatives to tackling retaliatory gang violence. Public health 
approaches are shown, by evidence, to be more effective than 
censorship-oriented approaches [17]. For instance, a public 
health approach is more effective than censorship for promot-
ing well-being and fostering positive societal and structural 
change. It therefore offers a long term, preventative solution, 
over censorship, which is often reactive and individualizes the 
problem in a way that marginalizes structural causes [17], p. 
325. Many have advocated for a public health approach to se-
rious violence, including gang violence and knife crime [17], p. 
325. A public health approach “suggests policy makers should 

search for a ‘cure’ by using scientific evidence to identify what 
causes violence” and develop/testing interventions [46]. This ap-
proach is beneficial insofar as it shifts the emphasis away from 
police enforcement-led interventions, which often worsen the 
problem [17]. For instance, in the specific case of censoring and 
restricting drillers, artists are often barred from the various fi-
nancial, emotional and social benefits their music brings them 
[18, 19]. It is thus counterproductive from a crime-reduction 
perspective. A public health approach promises a science-based 
(epidemiological) understanding of violence, whilst establishing 
more evidence-based, progressive and sustainable solutions.15 
It is thus wholly consistent with the sensible rendition of the 
causal model I have outlined in Section 2.

The UK has already claimed great success for such an approach 
to reducing gang violence in Glasgow/Strathclyde, which had 
one of the highest rates of knife crime in the world before a 
public health approach was taken. For instance, Operation 
Reclaim—which focused on reopening sports and recreational 
areas to provide safe and supervised educational, recreational 
and diversionary activities—combined with Operation Phoenix, 
which brought together teenagers to participate in sports and 
recreation activities and foster relationships with the police, has 
been highly successful interventions. Over the course of these 
operations, gang violence was recorded as having diminished 
between 40% and 70% [17], p. 328.

Drillers' testimonies align with a public health approach, show-
ing that they are well aware of the underlying structural causes 
of serious violence. As London-based drill artist Abra Cadabra 
argues.

Targeting musicians is a distraction […] The cuts that affect 
schools, youth clubs, social housing, benefits, are making life 
harder for the average person living on or below the poverty line 
in this city. There are people doing mad tings (committing acts of 
violence) not because they want to, but because the situation has 
forced them to Reference [48]. Whilst there has been great suc-
cess of taking a public health-based approach to gang violence 
and knife crime in Glasgow, in places like London, the public 
health approach is seriously lacking. Williams and Squires out-
line that this is due to disregarding research and evidence-based 
principles that are supposed to underpin a public health ap-
proach. Documents surrounding the approach to serious youth 
violence allude “to a public health based strategy, but it is not yet 
a public health based strategy,” since “the Government's rhet-
oric on public health has not yet been reflected in its actions” 
(Home Affairs Select Committee Deliberations, as cited in 
Reference [17], p. 333). Instead, the World Health Organization 
noted that strategies to reduce violence in places like London 
are not based in research but primarily consist of police-led 
(and non-evidence-based) interventionist approaches [17], p. 
334. This is reflected in censorious interventions targeting drill. 
Crucially, evidence indicates the public-health approach is more 
effective than censorship since it focuses on prevention, empow-
ers communities by emphasizing community-based solutions, 
tackles root causes, and offers a longer-term solution to tackling 
violence. Censorship, at best, offers a short-term solution, and 
risks being counterproductive and shifting attention away from 
structural causes of violence. Moreover, and importantly for jus-
tifying restrictions on free speech, the public health approach 
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is a less speech-restrictive means than censorship of addressing 
serious youth violence. It is therefore more favorable from the 
perspective of protecting freedom of speech.

It should also be clear why we cannot both censor drillers and 
take a public health approach. Given the importance of free ex-
pression, censorship should only ever be a last resort in crime 
control. Insofar as there exists a less restrictive approach that is 
more effective than censorship, critics would have to first show 
why a public health approach fails before proposing censorship, 
even in conjunction with a public health approach. Further, cen-
soring and restricting drillers' freedoms requires considerable 
resources in the form of policing, surveillance and court pro-
ceedings. This takes resources away from community-building 
approaches, which we know to be effective, such as opportuni-
ties for recreation and youth clubs.

In sum, censoring drillers requires a high justificatory burden, 
which I have argued has not been met. Supposing that drill 
causes violence, this is insufficient to show that censorship is 
justified. For censorship to be justified requires more than 
showing it could alleviate a problem: it typically requires show-
ing that the problem cannot otherwise be addressed in a more 
effective and/or less-restrictive way. The public health approach 
is a more effective and less speech-restrictive means of address-
ing the alleged problem: retaliatory gang violence. So censorship 
advocates, such as the police, must show first that such an ap-
proach is unpromising, and if they cannot do so, then policies of 
censorship cannot be justified. It seems highly prejudicial that 
law enforcement would zoom in on music censorship as an in-
tervention, as opposed to, say, tackling poverty, increasing op-
portunities for those in high-risk areas, and dedicating money to 
activities for the youth, such as youth clubs. Moreover, this jus-
tificatory burden becomes even more untenable when we think 
about the racist social meaning of such interventions, as I will 
discuss in my concluding section.

5   |   The Racist Social/Public Meaning of the Causal 
Claim

The claim that rap music causes violence, as we saw, lacks ro-
bust empirical support, yet it is a prevalent critique of rap music. 
Since the causal claim is empirically unsubstantiated, and ro-
bust empirical evidence supporting it is required, we might be 
left questioning why it is made so often. It could be argued that 
these claims are caused by racist attitudes themselves. There are 
some empirical studies that might suggest that anti-rap attitudes 
are indeed caused by anti-black attitudes [49–54]. These schol-
ars suggest that attitudes about rap music, specifically about the 
criminality of rap, provide an important example of anti-black 
attitudes that can be expressed without mentioning race. I am 
not advancing here a claim about what causes anti-rap critiques, 
however. Any such claim would have to meet the rigorous em-
pirical standards I set out in Section 1. However, leaving open 
what might cause such critiques for further investigation, I in-
stead argue that such critiques have a racist public meaning.

Archer and Matheson define public meaning as “the meaning 
that others can justifiably attribute to our acts given the con-
text in which we perform them” [55], p. 6. A key issue with 

prejudicial public meanings is that they send prejudicial mes-
sages or reinforce prejudicial stereotypes. For instance, Archer 
and Matheson give the following example. Say a man was 
to interrupt a woman in an important business meeting. In a 
business culture that is patriarchal, it seems reasonable to un-
derstand this interruption as expressing sexism, denigration of 
women, regardless of whether we think (or can verify that) the 
interrupter has sexist attitudes and intentions. The problem here 
is that his actions reinforce sexism.

There is a rich literature in philosophy highlighting the impor-
tance of social/public meaning in a range of contexts (I use the 
two terms interchangeably here). For example, Charles Mills, 
in assessing arguments in favor of black men's duty to marry 
black women, concludes that even if a black man's marriage to 
a white woman is (a) not motivated by racism, and (b) they are 
aware that it is not motivated by racism, there is always the fact 
that regardless of his motivations, black people will perceive 
him as marrying out of racial self-hatred and reinforcing white 
supremacy [56]. In other words, he writes that such interracial 
unions with white women might send the message that “black 
women just ain't good enough” [56], p. 149. Here, it seems Mills 
acknowledges that despite such a union not being motivated or 
caused by racist beliefs, attitudes or intentions about white wom-
en's beauty, there still might be a racist public meaning that is 
communicated by such a union. Similarly, Robin Zheng argues 
that when we focus on the effects of racial fetish in a racially 
stratified world, rather than whether racial fetish is caused by 
negative racial stereotypes, racial fetishes can be objectionable 
[57]. Zheng asserts that publicly expressing racial fetishes, such 
as “yellow fever”—a preference for Asian women—can have a 
racist public meaning even if not caused by racist attitudes. She 
writes that “racial fetishes in a racially stratified society express 
racially stereotypical social meanings even if not caused by 
them and even if individuals with the preference do not endorse 
them” [57], p. 411.

I argue that, similarly, public proclamations of the causal claim 
can have a racist public meaning, regardless of intentions and 
attitudes. One racist public meaning here is that black music is 
dangerous. Black music subgenres have historically “haunted 
the penal imagination as audible signs of danger, criminality 
and disorder” [58], p. 30. The policing practices that are used 
against drill music is an enduring legacy of the pre-professional 
police-like forces that suppressed cultural expression during 
colonial times. In the US, Caribbean, Africa and Brazil, slave 
patrol legislation was introduced to prevent drumming, danc-
ing and musical performances during times of slavery. This was 
to clamp down on activities that would encourage resistance 
to the violent domination, subjugation and exploitation of the 
enslaved [59], p. 52. This banning of black cultural expression 
did not end with slavery, but continued with police harassment 
and suppression of Afro-diasporic black music genres, such as 
blues, bepop, jazz and hip hop, reggae sound systems, UK ga-
rage, grime and bashment, calypso, West African Àsìkò music, 
Brazillian Samba, Afro-Cuban music and South African Marabi 
music [58], p. 38. As Fatsis asserts, “to put it crudely, the slave 
patrols of yesteryear are the precursors of today's beat patrolling; 
in a historical continuum that resurrects colonial subjugation in 
the form of the grossly disproportionate policing against black 
people today” [58], p. 39.
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Fatsis argues that the police's cultural and political treatment 
of black music entrenches the cultural position of it as noise to 
be eliminated rather than art to be appreciated [58]. Instead of 
being recognized as a valid form of creative expression, black 
music genres become types of incivility. Black music is con-
signed to the margins of refinement, propriety and respect-
ability, and excluded from the pantheon of art. The continued 
critiques and policing of drill as dangerous, therefore, serve to 
reinforce stereotypes about black art's lack of sophistication. 
Black music genres/subgenres like drill predictably become ma-
ligned as sources of political danger and are policed as political 
disturbances that are “threatening to the sensory faculties and 
political institutions of ‘white civil society’” [58], p. 39.

Given this context, the overpolicing of drill is not to be under-
stood as a neutral function of the criminal justice system, but 
“as socio-cultural and political processes that create and con-
vey meaning, influence cultural definitions and shape social 
and political reality as conductors of cultural norms and instru-
ments of social control” [58], p. 40. One public meaning that is 
conveyed is that black music is dangerous noise that is not to 
be appreciated aesthetically. The public context that gives rise 
to such public meanings is the prior hyperscrutiny of black art 
forms. Given the hyperscrutiny of black art forms, even before 
rap, as contributing to perverted behavior and attitudes [60], and 
other racism informing the background context in which these 
critiques are being advanced, such condemnation of rap contrib-
utes to a culture of invalidation against black cultural expression 
by reinforcing the message of its dangerousness.

Another racist public meaning here is that young black men are 
dangerous. This serves to reinforce stereotypes about young 
black male criminality. The public context that gives rise to 
such public meanings is the prior existence of stereotypes about 
black criminality. When rap music is singled out and positioned 
as a cause of urban violence, this positions young black men 
as a threat to society and the “civic mainstream” [9], p. 1202. 
The racist public meaning of the causal claim reinforces the as-
sumption that young black men are more likely to be criminals, 
and thus provides a rationale for the state to sustain radicalized 
forms of policing and legitimize draconian police powers [1].16 
Framing rap music as a cause of violence in places like London 
validates the overpolicing of already marginalized communi-
ties. For instance, as a way of tackling violent youth crime, the 
police use techniques such as “stop and search,” which have 
been shown to be ineffective in crime reduction, but they also 
use these techniques so that young black males are subjected to 
higher rates than others [1]. This disproportionality in the over-
policing of young black males extends to the removal of their 
art from streaming services and gang injunctions that restrict 
them in insidious ways. As we have seen, there is a justificatory 
burden to show that censorship (rather than other interventions) 
is the most effective, and this burden has not yet been met. In 
that context, there is also a social meaning attached to censor-
ship approaches: that it is legitimate to surveil black youth, even 
when there is no evidence to suggest such surveillance is effec-
tive or fair.

One might object that even if the causal claim does have such 
meaning, this is a problem with our culture as, ultimately, we 
need to be free to investigate empirical relationships between 

phenomena. They might add that if one narrowly focuses on 
drill rap, without focusing on the prior hyperscrutiny of black 
art and criminalization of black men, then it is not clear what 
licenses the public to infer that black music is and black men are 
dangerous. However, this would be akin to saying if one focuses 
solely on the man interrupting the woman in the important 
business meeting, without considering the patriarchal business 
culture (and patriarchy more broadly), then it is unclear what 
licenses an observer to infer that this interruption reinforces 
sexism. This response ignores what public meaning is: It is not 
the meaning that others can justifiably attribute to an isolated 
act, but it is the meaning that others can justifiably attribute 
to our acts given the context in which they are performed; in 
other words, context licenses the inferences people make about 
our acts and expressions. As the objection notes, the problem 
is with our racist culture and world that has and continues to 
prejudicially criminalize black cultural expression. Given our 
culture has denied black cultural expression the status of art, 
and both the makers of this art and the art itself are deemed 
dangerous, public proclamations of the causal claim have a rac-
ist public meaning. If the causal claim was not made in such a 
racist cultural and public context, but expressed in a non-racist 
world, then the causal claim would not carry such a racist public 
meaning. However, in our actual world, with its racist history, 
uncritically advancing the causal claim conveys a racist public 
meaning.

Further, it is not my view that a prejudicial public meaning 
should always stop us from taking action, such as investigating 
empirical relationships between phenomena, since it seems that 
whether we should care about public meaning will have to be 
weighed up against other considerations. For instance, in Mills' 
example, the man might acknowledge the unintended pub-
lic meaning of his marriage, but it is hard to imagine that this 
should stop him from marrying someone he genuinely loves. 
However, in the case of the racist public meaning of advancing 
the causal claim, the competing considerations we must weigh 
up public meaning against concern whether there is evidence 
of a causal connection between drill and offline retaliatory vi-
olence, or whether censorship-oriented approaches to drill are 
justified even if we grant a causal relation. I have argued these 
considerations lack force. Crucially, given the arguments of 
Sections 2 and 3, and given the racist public meanings of uncriti-
cally advanced critiques, we should be extremely cautious about 
engaging in such claims and basing restrictions on them.

In conclusion, I have argued that there are various reasons 
against making the claim that rap music causes violence, and 
implementing interventionist policies from it. First, given the 
complicated empirical evidence and the standards required to 
establish a causal connection between rap music and offline re-
taliatory violence, there is insufficient evidence to support the 
causal claim. Second, the censorship-oriented approaches to 
tackling youth crime that law enforcement have taken are un-
justified by the causal claim (even on its most charitable inter-
pretation), and potentially damaging, because they fare poorly in 
comparison to public health approaches and come with a variety 
of financial and personal harm to those censored. Third, both 
the causal claim and the subsequent interventionist/censorship 
approaches are particularly problematic given their damaging 
social meanings. Given what is at stake, we need to do better, 
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both in establishing the causes of violence and in formulating 
responses to address it.
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Endnotes

	 1	Drill music is renowned for lyrics ‘taunting rivals in vividly shocking 
terms, describing the harm that awaits them, and keeping a tally of 
“scoreboards” (members of opposition gangs who have been killed 
or seriously injured) as a sign of collective's transgressive capital’ [1]. 
Here are some popular UK drill songs that have been removed from 
YouTube and other social media at the Met's request:

Chinx (OS): Secrets not Safe (Music Video) REUPLOAD; Zone 2: 
No Censor (Reupload); #410 AM-Attempted 1.0 (Music Video) | 
Re-upload.

	 2	In my discussion, I am interested in drill rap causing offline violence, 
as this is what the police seem to be concerned with—online taunts 
causing offline gang violence.

	 3	The incitement claim is an important one that is worthy of a separate 
investigation from the causal claim, especially given what we use to 
prove a causal relation (empirical evidence) is different from what we 
use to prove an inciting relation (attention to illocutionary acts). In 
this paper I focus on the causal claim. For an investigation of the in-
citement claim see [14].

	 4	The nature of causation constitutes one of the seminal philosophi-
cal debates. For a broad overview of the philosophy of causation 
see Beebee, Hitchcock and Menzies [16]. Probabilistic accounts of 
causation are not without critique [16], but Eaton's framework is par-
ticularly helpful in this context because it provides a way of theoriz-
ing how violent media might cause harm and is consistent with police 
testimony, which expresses concern with how drill raises the risk of 
gang violence.

	 5	This is meant in accordance with the “ordinary use test of the word 
cause,” since we are concerned with legal questions (i.e., the censor-
ship of drill music), as opposed to sophisticated accounts of causation, 
found, for instance, in the metaphysics literature.

	 6	Whilst I focus on the claim that drill causes retaliatory gang violence, 
I acknowledge that this leaves open that, even if there is no such ev-
idence, nevertheless drill might have a causal role in a wider range 
of harms. I suspect that there is no evidence that it does, especially 
when we consider the effects of rap music on general audiences below, 
though it is at least possible that there is.

	 7	You might wonder why we need data about individuals given that this 
paper is concerned with gang and retaliatory violence. Data about indi-
viduals might provide further support for a causal link, particularly if 

we compare the violent histories of or consumption of antagonising rap 
in violent gang members against others (see below).

	 8	It is important to note that the absence of a quantal-dose relationship 
does not rule out a causal relationship, since a threshold may exist 
where no disease/violence develops up to a certain level of exposure 
[6], p. 709.

	 9	An anonymous reviewer has noted we need to acknowledge that 
although these criteria are useful for capturing how to establish a 
causal connection, the disease analogy breaks down at some point 
[6], p. 713. For instance, whilst stopping smoking should reduce your 
risk of developing lung cancer according to C6, it does not apply so 
straightforwardly to the present case of the causal claim about drill. 
For instance, with regard to C6, it seems plausible that having been 
involved in a cultural practice that has strongly shaped your value 
system—like a cult—you might have a hard way ridding yourself of 
ways of thinking and behaviours.

	10	A sentiment trajectory analysis allows researchers to examine 
changes in sentiment—such as the evolving emotional tone of a nar-
rative or conversation—over time.

	11	External validity examines whether findings of a study can be gener-
alized to other contexts. In other words, it asks the question: can the 
findings of a study be applied to life outside of the study?

	12	One might question what the actual evidence for what results from a 
song's being uploaded is supposed to be. Here it is hard to see how the 
police's impressions are relevant, and it seems like only the city statisti-
cian (or some sort of well-researched report over time) could know the 
kinds of things individuals are claiming to know. This takes us back to 
the epidemiology point insofar as we would expect to see a long-term 
pattern of spikes in violence correlating with spikes in drill songs re-
leased. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for making this point.

	13	The key mechanism here is the “code of the street.”

	14	This served as a way to confirm that the practices observed by CBE 
were generalizable to other gang factions.

	15	I do not want to paint a perfect picture of public health approaches. 
Whilst public health approaches are preferable to the hyperpunitive 
police-led approaches, there are critiques of how public health can 
easily slide into public order and how it can be too coercive albeit in 
the name of healthcare [47].

	16	Opponents might point to the overrepresentation of young black men 
in crime statistics as evidence that they are more likely to be crim-
inals. However, this is too simplistic for at least two reasons. First, 
it ignores that differential police presence, patrolling and profiling, 
combined with discrimination in the courts and correctional sys-
tems, leads to more young black men being arrested, convicted and 
incarcerated [61]. It is reasonable to conclude that the overpolicing 
of young black males and recorded offending exaggerates the extent 
to which black males are understood to be involved in crime [62]. 
Second, limitations in methodology and data employed make it dif-
ficult to examine actual levels of black men's involvement in crime as 
opposed to merely recorded offending [62].
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