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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
 
A decade ago, the province of Nova Scotia identified what it designated as achievement gaps—a 
significant disparity in scholastic performance for Black and Indigenous students relative to those of 
European descent as a result of longstanding Euro-centrism in educational spaces. This led to a number 
of calls for culturally relevant pedagogical approaches to be adopted as a means of combatting the 
negative trend. In the intervening years, however, educators have struggled to find ways to make this a 
reality. This dissertation makes use of a combined autoethnographic and songwriting-based method to 
detail the author’s efforts to bring his educational practices in line with culturally relevant and 
responsive pedagogies. Through a critical hip hop lens, a praxis-based method for curriculum 
development takes shape, presenting a pathway toward liberatory educational experiences that can be 
adapted to virtually any cultural context to the benefit of both teachers and students. Borrowing from 
the hip hop practice of remixing, the author outlines a method that gives educators an opportunity to 
continually reimagine and realign their curricula in a way that encourages student-centered critical 
education and adaptable curricular planning. While this dissertation outlines the author’s journey in 
coming to develop a hip hop-based pedagogy, it presents a praxis-based method that can be achieved 
through any number of approaches. While this is not presented as the definitive model for culturally 
relevant and responsive education, it offers an autoethnographic look at one way of attaining those 
goals.   
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This dissertation  is comprised of both a recorded album 

and a more traditional, text-based document. The er-

godic nature of the text , described below, can be read 

in any way that the reader chooses. They may wish to 

read everything on each page before moving on, or fol-

lowing threads, sometimes over pages, before going 

back to find/read something in a sidebar. There is no 

correct way of approaching the text.  

 

In terms of order, however, my suggestion would be to 

listen to the album in its entirety before starting the 

text and revisit each song after reading the section that 

describes its production.  

 

It would also work to read the text in its entirety and 

then listen to the album. There are no rules. The materi-

als are before you to consume as you wish.  

 

Occasionally, there is strikethrough text. This is meant 

to act as a sort of revision on display, allowing old ideas 

that were replaced to still be represented within the 

work. They are intended to be read but should be con-

sidered a glimpse at a road not taken—an earlier point 

in the cycle of praxis-as-method—and not part of the 

“official” text.  

 

How to read this Dissertation 

Nomenclature 

There are a number of terms that can be applied to the 

study of hip hop and education. When I began to re-

search the field I learned of the term Hip Hop Based Ed-

ucation and used that in my early doctoral writing to de-

scribe what I was doing. As I learned more, I discovered 

that HHBE was a specific concept, coined by Hill and 

Petchauer (2013) to describe the work that they were 

doing. I later found hip hop pedagogy, a term that is 

widely used to refer to hip hop as an educational lens, 

and use it throughout this dissertation when referring to 

the field I am operating within. That said, however, a 

more appropriate term might be hip hop as pedagogy. I 

use hip hop, its elements and its underlying philosophies, 

to engage with an educational approach rooted in praxis-

as-method. As such, and as I describe in this dissertation, 

while I am using hip hop as pedagogy, another educator 

might use another lens to approach praxis and that is es-

sential to my central thesis. This is how I have ap-

proached this work and others are free to adapt their own 

approaches.  

I make this distinction for the sake of clarifying my 

methods, but will still use hip hop pedagogy, where ap-

plicable, as a term describing the field or the act of teach-

ing through or with hip hop, as it is the most commonly  

used term that academics doing this work have employed 

in their own work.   

Throughout this dissertation there are single line drawings 

that I made to represent the imagery that was originally 

intended to be included in this dissertation. While academ-

ia has clear cut methods for the citation of books, articles, 

films, recordings, and nearly every other form of media in a 

written context, including images of the same books, their 

authors, film posters or stills, recordings artists or album 

covers is a far more complicated process fraught with copy-

right and licensing red tape. Even photos of myself, or tak-

en by myself, can require difficult-to-acquire permissions. 

Rather than dedicating time to that process, I chose to re-

place the intended images with impressionistic line draw-

ings. The process, making images without lifting the pen 

from the page, was done using fine-tip Sharpie markers on 

regular white paper. These were scanned and added to the 

document. In some cases these were laid atop coloured 

blocks meant to loosely reference the original image. 

To listen to  

Remix + Praxis  

 click here  
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A Preliminary Note on Ergodic Literature 

and Albums 

Before getting started, it may help if I take a moment to 

say something about ergodic literature and albums. The 

methods I am using for this research are autoethno-

graphic and arts-based. More specifically I am  

writing about myself, my experiences and  

how the methodology I am ultimately  

describing came to be.  

I am doing this in two ways.  

One is a text-based document  

that allows me to frame and  

contextualize my own experien 

-ces within the research; a tangibly  

grounded document that lays the  

foundation in more or less traditional terms.  

I say more or less because, even though it is a written 

document, I am using an approach borrowed from the 

field of ergodic literature that creates a feeling in the 

reader not unlike a remix, with multiple elements juxta-

posed and overlapping to create a multi-faceted whole.  

I have always remembered an epigraph from a tattered 

copy of Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 that I read in jun-

ior high school: 

 “If they give you ruled paper, write the other way.”  

     -Juan Ramón Jiménez 

I think that quote sparked a bit of rebelliousness in me, 

as I have always found its contrarian defiance to be both 

endearing and mischievously academic. It still demands 

action, you must still write, but in a way that challenges 

norms and conventions. Ergodic literature is something I 

came across through the works of Mark Z. Danielewski. A 

friend recommended House of Leaves (2000), which led 

me to Only Revolutions (2006), and The Fifty Year Sword 

(2012). In each, Danielewski uses fonts, colours, and cre-

ative arrangements of text on the page to produce sto-

ries consisting of multiple perspectives at the same time, 

interwoven narratives, codes, references, and sometimes 

physical processes of reading that make readers engage 

with the text in a way that goes beyond this traditional 

experience of reading. 

This is the most common definition of ergodic literature: 
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concept of text, and the reader’s approach to it, in 

ways that are strongly reminiscent of remixing.  

Some excellent examples of ergodic literature, aside 

from Danielewski’s body of work which is perhaps 

the most representative of the form, include: 

S. by Doug Dorst and J.J. Abrams, which is present-

ed as a library copy of Ship of Theseus by V.M. 

Straka containing an evolving correspondence be-

tween two Straka scholars handwritten in the mar-

gins. The book itself, the dueling voices, and the in-

clusion of maps, notes, and other ephemera create a 

multi-layered and immersive reading experience.  

The Unfortunates by B.S. Johnson is about a report-

er sent to cover a football match in a city that triggers 

a lot of difficult memories. It comes as a box of un-

bound chapters that are meant to be read in any or-

der the reader chooses, straight through or random-

ly.  

Night Film by Marisha Pessl is a murder mystery that 

makes use of screenshots from the internet to create 

a literary experience rooted in the online world. The 

book is augmented by an app which, used in tandem 

with the physical text, provides additional materials 

and resources that are needed to resolve the plot.  

Tree of Codes by Jonathan Safran Foer is more of 

an artwork than a piece of literature, ergodic or oth-

erwise. Here, Foer takes a copy of The Street of 

Crocodiles by Bruno Shultz and physically cuts out 

most of the words, leaving behind something that is 

more poetry than prose. The removal of so much 

paper leaves layers of words like dewdrops on a spi-

der’s web and readers must move delicately though 

the pages to experience the work.  

For my own efforts, the text is intended to be supplemental  

to the recording of an album, which I discuss throughout.  

It is, in a sense, among the most belaboured liner notes in the history of musical recordings. (I have read 

some liner notes for box sets and reissued albums that could be dissertations in their own right.) It is ergodic 

in the sense that there are multiple threads at work in the research, all coming together to create a cohesive 

whole. I used the design and layout of text and images in a way that they can be taken in together or sepa-

rately, using space, colour, and fonts to distinguish between elements. I planned to use images, as well, but 

abandoned that idea for copyright reasons, choosing instead to use my own single-line drawings. The result is 

a document that has multiple threads of text and (often abstract) line drawings that illuminate the recorded work 

from different perspectives in a way that is designed to be engaging and reflect the philosophy of remixing that un-

derscores my praxis-based methodology.  
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The second method I used is autoethnographic songwriting (see: Carless, D (2018); Carless, D. and Douglas, K. (2011); 

Denzin, N. (2014), and Ellis, C. (2003)). For this dissertation, which seeks to illuminate my journey in developing a hip 

hop pedagogy, chronicling my experiences through autoethnography and distilling my research into rap songs that ar-

ticulate the various stages of the process, seems the most appropriate method for the task at hand. Jones, Adams, and 

Ellis say that “autoethnography is the use of personal experience and personal writing to 1), purposefully comment on/

critique cultural practices; 2) make contributions to existing research; 3) embrace vulnerability with purpose; and 4) 

create a reciprocal relationship with audiences in order to compel a response.” (2013, p. 22) It is my hope that I have 

done each of these things, and that my own experiences, both positive and negative, reflect the experiences of others 

attempting to codify hip hop as an educational tool and highlight its value within academic spaces. To Jones, Adams, 

and Ellis’ third point, I believe that I have approached my own experiences with openness and vulnerability as a way of 

exploring the transformative nature of bringing together my artistic and academic identities in pursuit of a hip hop ped-

agogy. While I am central to the work, this is the fundamental purpose of autoethnography, as noted by Chang (2008) 

who situates the individual as a unit of culture within a system of interactions between the self and others, seeing the 

self, therefore, as an extension of community and, while this work may blur the lines between autoethnography and 

more traditional autobiographical writing, Minge and Zimmerman rightly point out that the definition of autoethnogra-

phy is quite broad, “[encompassing] a multitude of terms and writing forms such as Crawford’s personal ethnography, 

Ellis and Bochner’s reflexive ethnography, Ellis’ emotional sociology, Wolcott’s ethnographic autobiography, Ronai-

Rambo’s layered account, Denzin’s experimental texts, and Reed-Danahay’s autobiographical ethnography.” (2013, pp. 

12-13)  If autoethnographic works, as suggested by Neumann, “democratize the representational sphere of culture by 

locating the particular instances of individuals in tension with dominant expressions of discursive power” (1996, p. 189), 

then I would argue that this dissertation has achieved that standard.  

Returning to the idea of songwriting as autoethnographic research, I created a hip hop album, in part, because hip hop 

embodies the autoethnographic process—centering the author/performer’s personal experience and social/cultural 

context—allowing me to use the art of hip hop as an apt way of articulating my research. As part of a mid-dissertation 

review process I was asked why I chose to make a rap album for my dissertation, particularly given the waning signifi-

cance of albums in the streaming age, where singles added to playlists is a more popular practice. I was also asked to 

provide my dissertation committee with three hip hop albums to listen to in order to help them understand what a hip 

hop album is. Both of these requests made me stop and think. For several weeks.  

As far as making an album goes, I think it is first and foremost a matter of practicality. I cannot put a multifaceted and 

thoroughly-researched thesis into a single song with any real depth. Multiple songs allow me to explore and present my 

work in a logical, iterative fashion that, like the chapters of a book or traditional dissertation, breaks the work down 

into digestible sections. It is also a bit of a semantic issue, as we could call the collection of songs that I produced a 

playlist without changing anything about it (except, perhaps, the static nature of a set track order). Beyond this, howev-

er, there is something about an album that feels like a complete thought.  

An album represents a body of work rather than a singular idea (or, a complex singular idea in the case of concept al-

bums) and requires a more sophisticated approach to balance all of the elements. In music, while there have been peri-

ods when singles were more fashionable than albums, albums have been the de facto standard for popular music re-

leases for more than half a century. Popular artists release singles to generate interest in albums. They tour in support 

of albums – with the album being a new body of work added to their repertoire. Even in the singles-driven streaming 

economy, albums continue to be the standard release format for artists.  

This is reflected in the admission criteria for the East of East Atlantic Canadian Hip Hop Archive that I curate. I let it be 

known in the literature surrounding the archive that I consider albums to be tangible contributions to the culture (even 

better if it is released in a physical format). Anyone can dabble and make a song or two in their basement or jump up 

and spit a few rhymes at a party; the album, however, separates the amateur from the artist. It is a higher order  
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achievement that requires hard work and dedication, investment, and planning well beyond the dalliances of those 

with a lesser sense of commitment. (Of course, singles and EPs released by artists who have already established them-

selves are welcome in the archive, as well.) Albums demarcate, in my mind, the line between goofing around and tak-

ing it seriously.  

I chose to present part of this dissertation in the form of an album for a few reasons. First, it allowed me to express a 

complex idea in a format I am familiar with and, given the dissertation’s focus on hip hop, it makes sense to show and 

prove, so to speak. Second, I believe that a hip hop record is inherently produced using the type of remix philosophy or 

praxis-as-method that I discuss throughout the dissertation – blending multiple elements together to create a cohesive 

whole. While I refer to this as remixing, it has also been described as pastiche, bricolage, metissage, rhizomatic, er-

godic, and other terms that refer to mixing of disparate elements and approaches in pursuit of something new. Both 

the ergodic style of the text and the remix based musical production reflect the essence of the praxis-driven methodol-

ogy that I am uncovering through my own experiences with hip hop pedagogy. Finally, I have done it out of respect for 

hip hop culture and hip hop educators, particularly A.D. Carson, who broke new ground for hip hop culture in academ-

ia (and set a helpful precedent) by presenting his doctoral dissertation in the form of his album, Owning My Masters 

(independent, 2017), at Clemson University. 

This brings me to the second question—what three albums to share with my committee to help familiarize them with 

the idea of hip hop records? I think that, given that A.D. Carson broke new ground and made what is, to my 

knowledge, the only PhD Dissertation/Hip Hop album currently in existence, his Owning My Masters should be first on 

the list. (As a side note, Carson’s album was produced by Preme and Truth.) 

The second album I chose to share is the first one that came to my mind when the question was posed. Buck 65’s self-

produced Man Overboard (anticon, 2001) has long been a favourite of mine. It has loomed large in my mythology, as a 

massive influence and point of re-entry into independent hip hop, and I discuss it several times in the course of this 

dissertation, making it a natural choice.  

This brings me to the third—and an earthshattering existential crisis. I have collected music my entire life. I have been 

an avid fan of rap music since I was a child. I saved my lunch money to buy rap tapes. I teach about popular music and I 

run an archive of Atlantic Canadian Hip Hop that boasts nearly 2000 albums in its collection. Telling me that I have to 

think of one—ONE—album feels like a gargantuan task.  

How do I narrow it down? What is the best representation of an album? Should it be new? Old? Should it represent 

mainstream hip hop, or my own style of indie rap? 

Do I choose one of the many classics of the genre? De La Soul’s 3 Feet High And Rising (Tommy Boy, 1989) or the Wu 

Tang Clan’s Enter the Wu Tang: 36 Chambers (Loud Records, 1993)? These are classics, but they would not necessarily 

prime my committee for understanding my own process and approach. Should I pick a record like Rapsody’s Eve 

(Jamla, 2019) or Georgia Ann Muldrow’s brilliant  A Thoughtiverse Unmarred (Mello Music Group, 2015) because two 

thirds of my committee are women and they might resonate more with those records? I may recommend them any-

way, but again, I don’t know if that would illuminate my own work, specifically. What about a hip hop concept album 

like The Goat’s Tricks of the Shade (Ruffhouse/Columbia, 1992) or Del the Funkee Homosapien’s Deltron 3030 (75ark, 

2000)? Those would show how a cohesive album comes together… There are modern classics like Cannibal Ox’ The 

Cold Vein (Def Jux, 2001), Kanye West’s My Beautiful, Dark, Twisted Fantasy (Roc-a-fella, 2010) or Kendrick Lamar’s To 

Pimp A Butterfly (TDE, 2015) or J. Cole’s posse record Revenge of the Dreamers III (Dreamville, 2019)…  

Should I choose something local to represent Halifax hip hop?  

(Something else, as Buck 65 already has it covered.)  
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A long standing tradition within hip hop culture is the use of a pseudonym. An alias. A 

stage name. A nom-de-guerre. A nickname. A brand. Names come from a variety of 

places—some are bestowed by friends and family, some are awarded by reputation, 

some are variations on a person’s government name or some aspect of their identity. 

Many are self-imposed, with artists attempting to define their creative self through a 

pointedly considered moniker.  

A name can define someone’s artistic personality in a number of ways. For graffiti writ-

ers, it becomes the character set that they will write most frequently and a calling card 

that brings them both fame and anonymity. As a result, writers tend not to use names 

that have letters that are not aesthetically pleasing and enjoyable to write in different 

styles. For rappers, it becomes a part of an overall identity. It is used in self-referential 

rhymes, it is emblazoned on cover art and posters, it is how rappers are introduced and 

addressed. There are myriad other considerations, as well. Does it sound cool when you 

spell it out like Snoop’s “It's the capital S, oh, yes, I'm fresh, N, double-O, P/D, O, double

-G, Y, D, O, double-G, you see” (Dr. Dre, 1993)? Will it be easy for other rappers to use 

the name against you in battles or diss tracks? Increasingly, another concern has been 

whether or not the name has already been used and how easy it is for people to find 

you when searching online? (Consider the popular 1990s alternative band Live and im-

agine how you might Google them. Do you search for the word Live? Live band? Live 

music? Live albums? How many of those options would turn up the band on the first 

try? If it is too hard for fans to find you, then they won’t.) 

My own nom-de-rap comes from a few places. When I was young, my mother frequent-

ly accused me of being a hermit because I liked to spend much of my time engaging in 

solitary pursuits. I later used the term to describe myself in a journal, right around the 

time that I joined the Halifamous message board. Prior to that, I’d made a number of 

homemade recordings and always just used my last name—McGuire—for lack of any-

thing better. When I joined Halifamous I needed a username and chose Hermit because 

it was familiar to me, and because it felt like a decent name for an outsider looking in 

on a community I wished to someday be a part of.  Several years later, as I prepared to 

release my debut solo album, I learned that there was an electronic artist in Vancouver 

who went by The Hermit. I didn’t want to compete and I didn’t want to be so bold as to 

apply the definitive article to my name, but I’d been using the name Hermit for a few 

years and didn’t want to change either.  

A camping trip made all the difference. I was far off the beaten path in southern Nova 

Scotia when a friend commented something to the effect of “Wow, we’re really in the 

woods”.* It was said with a hint of terror, a recognition that the forest primeval was 

not a place to be taken lightly. The weight of those words stuck with me. The woods.  

What’s in a name? 

This graffiti handstyle render-

ing of Hermitofthewoods was 

written by Sean Murray aka 

Embos in 2009. 

 

* A photograph that I took on 

that camping trip was used 

for the cover of my  album, 

The Woods are Burning 

(2007). 
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There was a hip hop artist from Halifax who went by the name Stigg of the Dump, taken from a children’s TV show in 

the UK. I liked the aesthetic of that name. It wasn’t old school, it wasn’t particularly “hip hop”, but it worked well. Her-

mit of the woods. It clicked. It felt like a formal title. I could still be Hermit, but for official purposes, I could use the 

grander Hermit of the woods. I soon stylized it as a single word. Hermitofthewoods. This proved to be a bit of an artis-

tic pain in the ass, as promoters and journalists regularly spell it as separate words. (In fact, because Twitter has a 

character limit on usernames, many journalists assume that I go by Hermitofdawoods, as I was forced to shorten the 

name to that on Twitter.) 

I felt comfortable with the name. It suited my personality and the political rants in my lyrics. It also served as a shield. 

When my anxieties got the better of me, I could slink away home. Who expects someone named Hermit to be social? 

The name became a part of my public persona and arguably contributed to the kind of music and poetry that I pro-

duced under it. I started to write from the perspective of Hermitofthewoods, to embody Hermitofthewoods in my 

work. It was a framework in which I operated.  

I have used other names for other projects, but when I am working within hip hop, I am Hermitofthewoods.  

In the course of this dissertation, I will write about a number of artists who I have known, worked with, and admired. 

With a few exceptions made for those who feature prominently, I plan to use the artist’s noms-de-rap and/or stage 

name, as that is who they are within the context I am describing. I wish to grant them some measure of anonymity 

and referring to them by their public personas seems a reasonable compromise, as this is the approach I am using 

with higher-profile artists whose artist names are public knowledge. For artists who use their own names, such as spo-

ken word artists, their names are equally a matter of public record and I will use them accordingly. For artists who 

have used multiple names throughout their career, I will use the name that was in use at the time I am referencing, 

and will make an effort to indicate any previous or subsequent names where applicable. Those who are specifically 

named beyond their artistic handles, including those whose correspondence with the author is included in the disser-

tation, have given explicit consent to be included in this work.  

If anyone reading this wishes to know more about the artists mentioned in this dissertation, there are ample re-

sources available online including, among others, my own Master’s thesis, “How the East Coast Rocks: A History of Hip 

Hop in Halifax, 1985-1998” and the East of East Atlantic Canadian Hip Hop Archive, which I curate.  
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One of the central tenets of Paulo Freire’s work in critical pedagogy is the development of critical consciousness in the 
learner so that they may understand the complexities of their reality. To achieve this, he argues that educators must 
help learners recognize their own intersectionality, and as C. Wright Mills (1959) illustrates, how their personal prob-
lems relate to issues within a larger social system. Helping people to understand who they are within a large and inter-
connected social power structure leads them down a path toward education that is relevant to the individual and to 
society; as people become more self-aware and broadly engaged, identifying and continuously countering obstacles 
and oppression can free us from them.   

Culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy have similar aims. To make education culturally relevant and responsive in 
any true sense educators must recognize the cultural differences that exist among their learners and encourage learn-
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Put Your Fist Up  
Production Journal 

Friday, January 15, 2021 

 

Put Your Fist Up  is meant to introduce the theme of social justice into the dissertation, from its roots in hip hop and 

critical pedagogy to its central position within my own methods and theoretical framework. There is a long history of 

social justice-minded hip hop. An early example I regularly show in my classroom is “The Message” by Grandmaster 

Flash and the Furious Five (Sugar Hill Records, 1982) whose lyrics paint a stark picture of life in the Bronx at the time. 

There was Boogie Down Productions with KRS-One, Public Enemy with Chuck D, and even artists like Ice Cube and Ice-

T, generally classified as gangsta rappers, whose content inarguably grappled with social justice themes. Among my 

personal favourites was a little known group out of Philadelphia called The Goats. Their album Tricks of the Shade 

(Ruffhouse/Columbia, 1992) was a scathing critique of George H.W. Bush’s America that, despite the dated nature of 

the content, still sounds great.  

When I think of social justice and hip hop I think of all of these artists and when I am faced with creating a beat that 

speaks to my own encounters with the topic and its place within my research, I’m inclined to pay homage to a particu-

lar sound. The sound can be heard in a couple of places – Public Enemy’s “By the Time I Get to Arizona” (Def Jam, 

1991) built around a ripping, octave-shifting bassline sampled from Mandrill’s “Two Sisters of Mercy” (Universal, 1973) 

and The Goats’ “Typical American” (Ruffhouse/Columbia, 1992). While some claim that the bassline to that song is 

sampled, and the song does contain several sampled elements, one of the interesting aspects of The Goats is that they 

included a multi-piece band (pre-dating another, better known Philly-based hip hop band, The Roots, by just one year) 

who played the octave shifting bassline that defines the song’s sound. This octave shift in the bassline is what I want to 

recreate for this song.  

For the rest, I will start with some layers of basic drums but will expand upon that as the beat develops. Like the Public 

Enemy and Goats tracks I would like to keep it funky, with some tighter rhythms propelling the track while the bassline 

wraps around the whole thing in a grander sense.  

I also intend to add some more dialog samples, taking the overall feel of the album back to where we were in the first 

track. Here I will try to find two different samples: one that speaks to the hip hop side of social justice and one that 

speaks to the social justice side of critical pedagogy. I will start searching for the later in the recorded bits of Paulo 

Freire that I can find. As someone I consider to be a founding figure of critical pedagogy, including his voice in this pro-

ject is an important step.  
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A freestyle on hip hop and social justice.  
Despite its present popularity, hip hop music and culture remains a widely misunderstood phenomenon. Its formative 

years as a largely African-American cultural expression made it unintelligible to predominantly white mainstream audi-

ences and the more sensational aspects of the music’s apparent lifestyle and coarse lyrical content gave outsiders am-

ple space for criticism. As a result, much of the history and, perhaps more importantly, significance of hip hop culture 

goes unnoticed. Before making any claims about the efficacy of hip hop pedagogy it is necessary to explain the intrinsic 

connection between hip hop culture and social justice.  

The birth of hip hop, itself, was an act of social justice. In the South Bronx, where opportunities were few and the 

temptations of gang life were frequent, young people craved agency. They wanted their voices to be heard and their 

resilience to be acknowledged (see: Chang, 2005; Charnas, 2010; Edwoodzie, 2017). The first element to emerge—

graffiti—was fundamentally about gaining recognition, taking space, and being heard (Chang, 2005, 2008; Gastman & 

Neelon, 2010; Paul 107, 2003). The second—DJing—reimagined music production in a way that subverted the ortho-

doxy of western music theory and created new paths for creative expression (Chang, 2005, 2008; Brewster & Brough-

ton, 2000. 2010) . The third—breaking—focused on personal and crew representation through the competitive aspects 

of the practice (Chang, 2005, 2008; Schloss, 2009). The fourth—MCing—amplifies voices that can equally interrogate 

the self and society (Rose, 1994, 2008; Chang 2005, 2008; Mitchell, 2001; Keyes, 2004). Agency is at the core of all of 

the elements of hip hop.  

Deeper still, there is an essential aspect of hip hop culture that is, and has always been, concerned with social justice. In 

the 1970s, the prevalence of gangs in the South Bronx was a problem that no outside force was likely to remedy.  In-

stead the gangs of the South Bronx took it upon themselves to make peace. Gangs would designate a member to be 

their Peacemaker, someone who could resolve disputes peacefully (Chang, 2005). However, after a peacemaker known 

only to history as Black Benjie was killed while trying to stop a fight, the Hoe Avenue Peace Meeting was held on De-

cember 8, 1971. The purpose of the meeting, which was attended by members of dozens of different gangs, was to es-

tablish a code of conflict resolution between gangs so that open warfare could be avoided. The truce held until the 

1980s, when the arrival of crack cocaine rewrote the rules of the streets (For a detailed studies of Bronx-based gang 

culture in the early days of hip hop, see Chang, 2005; and Edwoozie, 2017). 

One of the first hip hop organizations, the Universal Zulu Nation, preached a message of peace, love, unity, and having 

fun that its founder and leader, DJ Afrika Bambaataa, hoped would continue to keep the peace among Bronx youth. A 

former leader in the fearsome Black Spades, Bambaataa parlayed his organizational acumen into a new venture that 

centred around his eclectic DJing (Chang, 2005; Charnas, 2010; Edwoodzie, 2017). 

While the notion seems almost ridiculous today, when hip hop was beginning to take shape in the Bronx, there were 

innumerable conflicts that were resolved through hip hop battles instead of through violence and bloodshed. Battles 

could take place using any of the elements. Graffiti battles could revolve around who has more ups (completed pieces) 

or whose work garnered the best response from onlookers. DJ battles matched technical skill and creativity on the 

turntables to see who could rock the crowd the hardest. In MC battles, rappers claimed their supremacy (and dispar-

aged their opponent) in a forum that resembled the Dozens, a street game typically involving alternating jokes about 

each other’s mother, meant to teach self-control (Perry, 2001; Kitwana, 200 ). Breaking battles were perhaps the most 

dynamic of them all, with most of the Bronx gangs having their own group of dancers who could represent in battle. 

Pure trial by style. No fighting. If you lose, go home and practice and try again next time. If you win, you are recognized 

for your skills and celebrated as champions until the next battle. The ability to use the elements as a battle-based con-

flict resolution tool has always been an important aspect of the culture—flexing individual agency and pushing the 

bounds of discourse through competition.  
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As the 1970s gave way to the 1980s the landscape of hip hop shifted dramatically. While it had previously existed as a 

situated practice, one that needed to be experienced first hand in a particular time and place, the advent of rap music 

recordings, beginning with the 1979 release of the Fatback Band’s “King Tim III (Personality Jock)” and Sugar Hill Gang’s 

“Rapper’s Delight”, changed the course of the culture forever (Chang, 2005; Charnas, 2010; Edwoodzie, 2017). The fo-

cus of the culture was always the party. The DJ deftly manipulating the turntables so that the breakers had beats to 

dance to was the heart and soul of the scene. When it became a commodity—something that could be taken out of its 

original context and consumed anywhere—that dynamic was upended. The work of the DJ becomes harder to discern 

on a recording, save for the telltale scratches and juggles. In turn, the MC becomes the primary focus. 

The first hip hop MCs were a combination of Jamaican toasting—a practice of encouraging the crowd with rhyming 

couplets in time with the music—party announcements, and call and response with the crowd. Those kinds of rhymes, 

staples of live hip hop performances, were less effective when decontextualized. By the early 1980s, rappers start to 

rap about things outside of the party. Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s “The Message” paints a stark picture: 

“Broken glass everywhere 

People pissing on the stairs  

you know they just don’t care 

I can’t take the smell, can’t take the noise 

Got no money to move out I guess I’ve got no choice 

Rats in the front room, roaches in the back 

Junkies in the alley with a baseball bat 

I tried to get away but I couldn’t get far 

Cause the man with the tow-truck repossessed my car 

Don’t push me cause I’m close to the edge 

I’m trying not to lose my head…”  

(Sugar Hill Records, 1982) 
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This kind of reality rapportage became synonymous with rap music in the 1980s. Media outlets proclaimed it the Voice 

of the Streets and it was, in a sense. Rap music provided a venue for The Message’s social criticism, just as it did for 

other forms of counternarrative drawn from the margins. As the culture entered what is now considered its Golden 

Age in the mid-1980s, themes including Afrocentricity, African American expressions of Islam (The Nation of Islam, the 

Nation of Gods and Earths), miseducation, Black history, and Black nationalism were commonplace in rap music (Rose, 

1994, 2008; Kitwana, 2002; Miller & Pinn, 2015).  

“Rap serves as the communication that they don’t get for themselves to make them feel good about themselves. Rap is 

black America’s TV station. It gives a whole perspective of what exists and what black life is about.”   - Chuck D (in Le-

land, 1988). 

As the culture expanded geographically, so did the demographic base it served, bringing in topics related to  Latino/

Chicano, Indigenous, Asian, and even White identity with a critical lens and a counterhegemonic perspective.  

It is tempting for some to point to gangsta rap as a glorification of multiple negative tropes from gun violence and 

drugs to sexual exploitation and the degradation of women. These things, of course, do not emanate from hip hop cul-

ture or gangsta rap. These topics and their prevalence in popular North American rap music are certainly worthy of 

investigation and have been well-researched by Rose (1994, 2008), Fernando (1996), hooks (1994), Keyes (2004), and 

others. Considering these themes as part of a grander narrative and continuing to frame them in the same terms as 

earlier, less socially-objectionable forms of representation allows them to be understood as modern-day parables.  

Consider West Coast rapper Ice-T’s album O.G. Original Gangster (Sire/Warner Brothers, 1991), for example, where he 

rhymes about the gangster lifestyle, but as a cautionary tale where the characters in his songs often suffer harsh conse-

quences. At the same time, he offers his perspective on law enforcement, the disproportionate incarceration of African

-Americans, predatory drug dealers, child molesters, federal government programs, copyright law, and countless other 

points of political concern. In making a record of the world he inhabits, Ice-T draws attention to the social issues that 

are of utmost concern to him and his community.  

Consider, as well, rap music’s longstanding critique of police brutality in America. From N.W.A.’s “Fuck the Po-

lice” (Ruthless Records, 1988) and Public Enemy’s “Brother’s Gonna Work It Out” to Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright” (TDE/

Aftermath/Interscope, 2015) and the Terrace Martin track “Pigs’ Feet” with Denzell Curry, Kamasi Washington, G Peri-

co, and Daylyt (Sounds of Crenshaw, 2020), there has been a consistent call for a stop to racism and racial profiling in 

law enforcement. While some may focus on the retaliatory fantasies that can play out in these songs, it is important to 

remember that it is the well-documented history of police brutality toward people of colour that is the focus, not the 

rhymes, which are, let us remember, poetry set to music—a creative outlet to express frustration with an ongoing and  

dehumanizing situation.  

Social justice themes in hip hop culture are the focus of much of the scholarship that constitutes hip hop studies. Con-

temporary hip hop, now firmly in the mainstream (itself arguably an act of social justice in light of the historical exploi-

tation of Black labour in the music industry) and the dominant form of popular music in North America has retained 

much of its counternarrative character, even as mainstream pressures provide new scrutiny. It continues to be a site 

for interrogating the intersections of identity and society with a particular focus on Blackness. At the same time, its 

globalization has also produced a world hip hop movement where adherents continue to use the elements of hip hop 

as they were originally conceived and later developed, bringing counterhegemonic narratives to light in places that 

have their own histories, cultures, and struggles. 

Hip hop does not merely engage in social justice, hip hop is social justice.  
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Critical Pedagogy 

C. Wright Mills and Paulo Freire 

Conceptualizing 

“Education is constantly remade in the praxis.  

  In order to be, it must become.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 84) 
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The theoretical heart of my own educational philosophy is critical pedagogy. It informs my approach to hip hop peda-

gogy and is the driving force behind culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy. While there have been a number of 

theorists who have written extensively about critical pedagogy, including Henry Giroux, Joe Kincheloe, and Peter 

McLaren, my own framing of the concept can be illuminated through the work of two specific scholars – Paulo Freire 

and C. Wright Mills. After being introduced to their writing during my doctoral program coursework, I found their theo-

ries to be supportive of one another, and connected to the broader critical theory that I regularly dealt with as a Cultur-

al Studies instructor.  

There are, undoubtedly, a number of valid critiques of critical pedagogy that have emerged over the years. Critics large-

ly point to examples where applied critical pedagogy fails to account for feminist perspectives (Ellsworth, 1989; Lather, 

2002), disability (Gabel, 2002), or ecological concerns (Bowers, 2002), among others. While these are valid critiques 

worthy of deeper consideration in another venue, my own framing of the concept is more closely aligned with the 

Freireian model and is, like hip hop, adaptable to a multiplicity of cultures, identities, and/or considerations.  

Here, I will engage in a bit of an academic remix, taking samples from Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) and 

Mills’ The Sociological Imagination (1959) and mixing them with my own words to articulate what critical pedagogy 

means in the context of this dissertation and the worldview from which it is derived.  

We—human beings—are intrinsically tied to the society in 

which we live. Our personal lives, our moments of triumph 

and our most difficult challenges, unfold upon a stage. We 

are fooled by our subjectivity, our individuality and some-

times struggle to understand the greater forces at play in 

our social context, unable to see the proverbial forest for 

the trees. This inability metastasizes within us, numbing us 

to the reality of our circumstances and leading us to resign 

ourselves to the ebb and flow of our mechanical society. We 

are, for the most part, cogs in a powerful wheel focused 

solely upon our own task, which is to fit in and keep the 

gears of industry moving.   

This view has largely been described through the works of 

the Frankfurt School in the realm of critical theory, a branch 

of thought that seeks to peel back the layers of our social 

world in order to identify and disrupt the power structures 

that lie beneath the surface. It is a view that acknowledges 

the reality of oppression and exploitation in the world and is 

generally concerned with the ways in which culture and po-

litical economy can be tools for understanding these sys-

tems. 

In educational terms, critical pedagogy is a multi-part pro-

cess that begins with a critical awareness.  

Mills says: 

“The individual can understand [their] own experience and gauge [their] own fate only by locating [themselves] within 

[their] period, that [they] can know [their] own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals in 

[their] circumstances.” (Mills, 1959, pg. 5) 
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Mills situates people within a layered system that sees 

individuals operating within their localized milieu—

dealing with personal troubles that impact their lives—

and, beyond that, within a larger social structure where 

broad issues are played out in the course of our collec-

tive lives. The first step, an inarguably difficult one, is to 

recognize these layers in which we exist and the relation-

ships between our personal troubles and larger social 

issues. It is tempting, and entirely plausible for people to 

be limited in their perception, feeling isolated by their 

personal problems as opposed to seeing themselves as 

part of a grander scheme where others are suffering the 

same problems as a result of the overriding social issues.  

“Caught in the limited milieux of their everyday lives, 

ordinary [people] often cannot reason about the great 

structures—rational and irrational—of which their mi-

lieux are subordinate parts. Accordingly, they often carry 

out series of apparently rational actions without any idea 

of the ends they serve…” (Mills, 1959, pg. 168) 

Oblivious to the greater context of their individual trou-

bles and milieu, people are left to merely persist, condi-

tioned to carry on despite the struggles they face, una-

ware of how and where they fit into the social system. 

Overcoming the issues that contribute to their struggles 

is not possible if individuals are hindered in their ability 

to perceive the reality of the social system or to under-

stand that escaping from it is even possible.  

Freire says, 

“In order for the oppressed to be able to wage the strug-

gle for their liberation, they must perceive the reality of 

oppression not as a closed world from which there is no 

exit, but as a limiting situation which they can trans-

form.”  (Freire, 1970, pg. 49) 

In fact, people have been so thoroughly conditioned to 

accept the social system that has been imposed upon 

them, that they will often act in ways that support the 

system—and, in turn, their own oppression—

unconsciously. One of the more insidious aspects of a 

large scale and oppressive social system is that it trains 

those subjected to it to accept it as an immutable truth 

and adamantly defend it as the only acceptable framing 

of reality.  

The Milieu and the 

Social System 

In this figure, the individual stands at the centre, in their 

own milieu, surrounded by personal problems which are 

connected to larger social issues that exist in the social 

system. Along with these social issues are the milieus of 

other individuals, which are equally connected to issues, 

and to each other in complex ways. 

Mills situates the individual within their own personal 

milieu. This can include their family and home life, work 

life, friends, but could also extend to their community, 

groups they belong to, or any other proximal social rela-

tionships. It has also been argued that, in today’s parti-

san media landscape, a person’s media choices frequent-

ly constitute an echo chamber of sorts. By curating the 

kinds of news sources we trust and turn to, the kinds of 

entertainment we consume, and the kinds of company 

we keep via social media, we construct self-contained 

systems that only allow us to experience the world 

through filters that we agree with and approve of. They 

affirm our worldview and legitimize our biases and preju-

dices. I would argue that this, too, is a dimension of the 

milieu, as it is a highly personalized phenomenon 

(despite engendering like-minded community) that ren-

ders people susceptible to the obliviousness that Mills  
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and Freire describe. It could also be argued that the griev-

ance politics that so dominate contemporary political dis-

course reflect an inability to grasp the connections be-

tween personal problems and larger systemic issues. In 

fact, countless citizens, some in elected office, publicly 

deny that systemic issues exist at all, confident in writing 

off the most habitual infractions as isolated incidents and 

ridiculing those who call attention to the very notion of a 

complex and interconnected society.  If this is, in fact, a 

strengthening of the milieu, then the need for critical ped-

agogy is all the more pressing. Both Mills and Freire state 

that the milieu is difficult to escape, but not impossible; 

that the milieu is so designed that it gives the impression 

of totality and obscures the greater world beyond. If re-

cent changes in our society, whether they be technologi-

cal or political, are reinforcing the milieu, then liberatory 

education that exposes this illusion and helps people to 

overcome it becomes a moral imperative. If people are 

not able to be freed from the oppression of this system, 

than resistance to it will eventually be subsumed and peo-

ple will be trapped in their own circumstances, unable to 

relate to others, to empathize, or to understand. Society 

will become more factionalized and partisan, and toler-

ance for ideas from outside of our own milieux will be 

blunted by arrogance and hostility.  

Freire continues,  

"Submerged in reality, the oppressed cannot perceive 

clearly the "order" which serves the interests of the op-

pressors whose image they have internalized. Chafing un-

der the restrictions of this order, they often manifest a 

type of horizontal violence, striking out at their own com-

rades for the pettiest reasons.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 63) 

“This does not necessarily mean that the oppressed are 

unaware that they are downtrodden. But their perception 

of themselves as oppressed is impaired by their submer-

sion in the reality of oppression.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 45) 

Once people are made aware of the social structure, and 

that their individual milieu is one of countless other indi-

vidual milieux operating within it, the next stage involves 

helping them to connect their own individual problems 

with the larger systemic social issues that cause or contrib-

ute to them.  

Mills says,  

“Issues have to do with matters that transcend these local 

environments of the individual and the range of [their] in-

ner life. They have to do with the organization of many 

such milieux into the institutions of an historical society as 

a whole, with the ways in which various milieux overlap 

and interpenetrate to form the larger structure of social 

and historical life.” (Mills, 1959, pg. 8) 

Freire expands upon this idea, 

“Individuals who were submerged in reality, merely feeling their needs, emerge from reality and perceive the causes of 

their needs. In this way they can go beyond the level of real consciousness to that of potential consciousness quite 

rapidly.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 117) 

It is important, however that this be a supportive and collaborative process. No one can be handed their liberation, 

they must know and understand oppression to fully free themselves from it. Referring to a banking model of educa-

tion—where students are seen as empty vessels to be filled by the all-knowing educator—Freire argues that educators 

cannot decide for anyone what is important, what is of value. Instead, they must be facilitators, using their knowledge 

and experience to help students to draw these things from their own lives and experiences, teaching them how, not 

what to think. 

“It is not our role to speak to the people about our own view of the world, nor to attempt to impose that view on 

them, but rather to dialogue with the people about their view and ours. We must realize that their view of the world, 

manifested variously in their action, reflects their situation in the world.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 96) 

Indeed, the core values that educators seek to impart may be of great significance to one person and of virtually none 

to another. In helping students to find directions and connections in their own life and social circumstances we can 

arrive at meaningful education that tangibly impacts students’ own liberatory process.  

...The milieu is difficult to  
escape, but not impossible...  
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Mills adds, 

“Values are involved in the selection of the problems we study; values are also involved in certain of the key concep-

tions we use in our formulation of these problems, and values affect the course of their solution.”  (Mills, pg. 78) 

Freire sums it up succinctly: 

“The pedagogy of the oppressed, a pedagogy which must be forged with, not for, the oppressed (whether individuals 

or peoples) in the incessant struggle to regain their humanity.”  (Freire, pg. 48) 

The centrality of the learner is a key factor in critical pedagogy. Identifying pathways for education that are relevant to 

the culture and identity of the individual is the most effective way of making connections between the individual and 

the social system. Trusting students and respecting the unique ways in which their intersectional identity makes con-

nections and navigates the social system is essential. The paternalistic view that a rigidly devised curriculum is univer-

sally applicable negates the agency of individuals and denies the reality of their social conditions entirely. Instead of 

steamrolling the diversity of students, the critical view celebrates these differences and seeks to create educational 

processes that are effective because they truly matter to students.  

Freire says,  

“No pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain distant from the oppressed by treating them as unfortunates and by 

presenting for their emulation models from among the oppressors. The oppressed must be their own example in the 

struggles for their redemption.” (Freire, pg. 54) 

“Liberating education consists in acts of cognition, not transferrals of information.” (Freire, pg. 79) 

Mills argues that this is essential because education must speak to the learner for its lessons to be fully and truly im-

parted. 

“Any idea, any book can of course be suggested in a sentence or expounded in twenty volumes. It is a question of how 

full a statement is needed to make something clear and of how important that something appears to be: how many 

experiences it makes intelligible, how great a range of problems it enables us to solve or at least to state.” (Mills, pg. 

31) 

Not only does education need to speak to the learner, but educators, too, must be able to connect with students in a 

meaningful way, lest their miscommunication create barriers. 

Freire says,  

“Often educators and politicians speak and are not understood because their language is not attuned to the concrete 

situation of the people they address.” (Freire, pg. 96) 

“Hip hop is the dominant language of youth 

culture, and those of us who work with young 

people need to speak their language”  (De Leon, 2004, p. 1). 
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Helping people to situate themselves within a larger social system and to value their own capacity for making choices 

related to their own education are the first steps in critical pedagogy, but the most important step lies in actions taken 

in response to those choices. There is a constant need in critical pedagogy to revisit and reflect, to deconstruct and de-

vise, to make choices around engagement with those larger social issues that impact our lives. This is praxis: an evolv-

ing process of action that works toward the goal of liberation. 

Freire says,  

“It is only when the oppressed find the oppressor out and become involved in the organizing for their liberation that 

they begin to believe in themselves. This discovery cannot be purely intellectual but must involve action; nor can it be 

limited to mere activism but must include serious reflection: only then will it be a praxis.”  (Freire, pg. 65) 

“For apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human. Knowledge emerges only through 

invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the 

world, with the world, and with each other.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 72) 

Freire has also introduced the concept of problem-posing education as alternative to the flawed banking model. The 

problem-posing model develops critical thinking skills by encouraging students to direct their own investigations based 

on personal relevance and interest. Having students identify problems—taken from their own experiences—and build-

ing a course of action to understand and engage with the related social issues, further places the emphasis on the indi-

vidual learner. 

Freire sees this as the method that makes critical pedagogy a liberatory action,  

“In problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with 

which and in which they find themselves; as they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in pro-

cess, in transformation.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 83) 

As a co-developed process, critical pedagogy is as much about educators regularly revisiting their own perspectives and 

conditions as it is about facilitating this among students.  

Freire adds, 

“The problem-posing constantly re-forms [educators’] reflections in the reflection of the students. The students—no 

longer docile listeners—are now critical co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher. The teacher presents the materi-

al to the students for their consideration and re-considers [their] earlier considerations as the students express their 

own.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 80-81) 

“The teacher-student and the students-teachers reflect simultaneously on themselves and the world without dichoto-

mizing this reflection from action, and thus establish an authentic form of thought and action.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 83) 

As this cycle is repeated, as both students and educators gain deeper understandings of themselves and their social 

conditions, as they find pathways to relevant and resonant education, it is praxis that keeps everything moving for-

ward. Praxis allows us to revisit and reconceive, to redirect and redefine; to come back to the problems we all grapple 

with, in all of the unique and intersectional configurations that humanity can imagine, with new insight, new experienc-

es, and new understandings. 

Freire says, 

“The pedagogy of the oppressed… has two distinct stages. In the first, the oppressed unveil the world of oppression 

and through the praxis commit themselves to its transformation. In the second stage, in which the reality of oppression 

has already been transformed, this pedagogy ceases to belong to the oppressed and becomes a pedagogy of all people 

in the process of permanent liberation.” (Freire, 1970, pg. 54) 
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Corollary 
Culturally Relevant 

“Self-reflection and cultural critical consciousness…involve 

thoroughly analyzing and carefully monitoring both  

personal beliefs and instructional behaviors about  

the value of cultural diversity.”  

 

Dr. Geneva Gay and Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings 

The 

(Gay, 2003, pg. 182) 
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A natural extension of critical pedagogy is found in the evolving fields of Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy. 

Like critical pedagogy, these subjects have been deeply explored by numerous authors, but their central themes can 

be understood through the work of two theorists in particular: Drs. Gloria Ladson-Billings and Geneva Gay. While simi-

lar in nomenclature, there is a distinct difference between culturally relevant and culturally responsive pedagogies 

that is important to clarify. The former—culturally relevant pedagogy—is a student-focused approach that asks educa-

tors to consider the social and cultural reality of their students in educational settings. The latter—culturally responsive 

pedagogy—is an educator-focused approach that asks educators to interrogate their own culture, and any biases or 

prejudices that they may hold, in an attempt to make substantial connections with students who may live in a different 

social and cultural reality. Where Freire and Mills advocated for educators and students to work collaboratively in pur-

suit of liberatory education, these approaches provide us with practical tools that suggest roles for both. 

Ladson-Billings is widely credited with developing the theory of culturally relevant pedagogy and identifies its three 

key aspects: 

“I have defined culturally relevant teaching as a pedagogy of opposition not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically 

committed to collective, not merely individual, empowerment. Culturally relevant pedagogy rests on three criteria or 

propositions: a) Students must experience academic success; b) students must develop and/or maintain cultural com-

petence; and c) students must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the cur-

rent social order.” (Ladson-Billings, 1995 A, pg. 160) 

To the first of these criteria, academic success must not only be fostered and nurtured, but it needs to be understood 

as a baseline belief. Students must believe in their potential for academic success and educators, too, must believe. 

They must trust in the capacity of learners to succeed.  

Ladson-Billings says,  

“Despite the current social inequities and hostile classroom environments, students must develop their academic 

skills. The way those skills are developed may vary, but all students need literacy, numeracy, technological, social, and 

political skills in order to be active participants in a democracy.” (Ladson-Billings, 1995 A, pg. 160) 

Educators must constantly reflect on their student’ experience as learners. What assumptions have been made about 

expectations across cultural groups? How can high expectations be equally encouraged? Are certain ways of knowing 

being prioritized in a way that might put some students at a disadvantage?  

Thinking about these types of questions brings educators into contact with the social and cultural reality of their stu-

dents. This allows for the kind of culturally relevant education that Freire and Mills described, where content is drawn 

from the experiences of learners.  

“Culturally relevant teachers utilize students’ culture as a vehicle for learning.” (Ladson-Billings, 1995 A, pg. 160) 

One way that Ladson-Billings suggests this be achieved is by bringing parents into the classroom for seminars that can 

teach or workshop various culturally specific skills and practices. By extension, bringing elders, community members, 

and other local role models into the classroom can help to build connections between students and their community, 

in ways that are tangibly connected to their own lives and experiences.  
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 characteristics of academic achievement and cultural competence, students must develop a broader sociopolitical 

consciousness that allows them to critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that produce and main-

tain social inequities. If school is about preparing students for active citizenship, what better citizenship tool than the 

ability to critically analyze society?” (Ladson-Billings, 1995 A, pg. 162) 

The other side of this theoretical coin is culturally responsive pedagogy. It is a necessary correlate because education is 

not simply a learner-based process, it is an educator and learner-based process. Further, as Freire and Mills have illus-

trated, it can be difficult for individuals to see beyond their own milieu/circumstances and understand the complexi-

ties of an interconnected social system. This is of particular concern with regard to educators, who may do unwitting 

harm if their own practices are not thoroughly examined and they are, themselves, incapable of recognizing social 

complexity.  

Ladson-Billings adds,  

“Not only must teachers encourage academic success and cultural competence, they must help students to recognize, 

understand, and critique current social inequities. This notion presupposes that teachers themselves recognize social 

inequities and their causes… Many prospective teachers not only lack these understandings but reject information re-

garding social inequity.” (Ladson-Billings, 1995 B) 

Culturally responsive pedagogy requires educators to develop an understanding of cultural differences and continually 

interrogate the personal, institutional, and instructional biases that may negatively impact the educational potential of 

students so that they may facilitate educational experiences that are resonant and rewarding. 

Gay says, 

“Culturally responsive pedagogy validates, facilitates, liberates, and empowers ethnically diverse students by simulta-

neously cultivating their cultural integrity, individual abilities, and academic success. It is anchored on four foundation-

al pillars of practice—teacher attitudes and expectations, cultural communication in the classroom, culturally diverse 

content in the curriculum, and culturally congruent instructional strategies.” (Gay, 2000, pg. 53) 

The first of these pillars is the critical factor. Until an educator can deconstruct their own ethnic and socio-cultural real-

ity and recognize how the power structures that define formal educational approaches create an uneven playing field, 

they cannot facilitate the processes that are the other pillars of culturally responsive pedagogy. Once this process is 

enacted, however, the educator ceases to be a blind operator doling out one-size-fits-all lessons and starts to facilitate 

genuine cultural connections and competencies.  

This places culturally responsive pedagogy firmly in line with praxis-based critical pedagogy. It is through the act of 

engaging with the individual, on terms that are derived from their own cultural experiences, and connecting them to 

the larger world that liberatory education is achieved. 

Gay says,  

“Culturally responsive pedagogy is liberating in that it releases the intellect of students of colour from the constraining 

manacles of mainstream canons of knowledge and ways of knowing. Central to this kind of teaching is making authen-

tic knowledge about different ethnic groups accessible to students. The validation, information, and pride it generates 

are both psychologically and intellectually liberating. This freedom allows students to focus more closely and concen-

trate more thoroughly on academic learning tasks.” (Gay, 2000, pg. 43) 

Making cultural connections and engaging in cultural responsiveness makes students enthusiastic about their own ed-

ucation. Identifying things that will matter to them, and help them to understand themselves, each other, and the 

world around them engages students in profound ways. Like critical pedagogy, praxis remains a central feature. It is  
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through this continual process that both educators and 

students succeed. It is, however, doubly important for 

educators because they must be the facilitators and 

guides who help students and cannot do so unprepared.  

Gay highlights this praxis-based process: 

“Out of these processes of self-awareness and self-

renewal, reflection and introspection, deconstruction 

and reconstruction, should emerge teachers with expec-

tations and interactions, knowledge and skills, values and 

ethics that exhibit the power of caring….They will be 

more inclined toward and effective in implementing cul-

turally responsive teaching because they will know that 

this is an unavoidable moral mandate for educating eth-

nically different students.” (Gay, 2000, pg. 85) 

The twin fields of culturally relevant and responsive ped-

agogy are a perfect compliment to critical theory as they 

provide a like-minded approach to liberatory education 

that pushes beyond theory into the realm of tangible 

practice. Hip hop pedagogy takes this further by offering 

up specific methods that enable broad and diverse cul-

tural expressions within a relatively narrow field of prac-

tice.  

The beat started to come together after I flipped through 

a collection of samples and loops that I’ve saved over the 

years with a plan to use them some day. This is a pretty 

standard practice among producers that I know. People 

may be familiar with the image of producers and DJ dig-

ging through dusty crates, looking for interesting sample 

sources, but the real work comes later when playing 

through what you’ve found and actually pulling samples. 

I’ve yet to use anything particularly Nova Scotian in any 

of the production, but I’m looking for certain feels, and 

even though there are Nova Scotian samples in among 

the To Be Used Someday files, nothing has suited my 

needs just yet.  

I landed on a loop from a Jon Owens record, on a track 

called “He is Calling” (New Born Records, 1980). The 

whole record is filled with fuzzy, funky blues and I picked 

a sample with a repetitive riff that I could build an octave 

shifting bassline around. I was able to get it to loop pretty 

well and chopped a few sections for later use. There is a 

synthesizer sound in there that I’d like to draw out and 

build upon, so I’m adding a few stabs with a harpsichord, 

as it produces a similar enough sound that they will ap-

pear related.  

I want a big sloppy drum sound for this one. I’m going to 

add a few elements from a couple of different drum 

breaks, just to get some other percussive layers happen-

ing. I’m picking two breaks - "I Can't Feel Nothing (Part 

1)" by Captain Beyond and "Ode to Billie Joe" by Lou Don-

aldson. Mostly because they are already close in tempo, 

but also because of the timbre of the drums themselves. 

I’m using a plug-in to create the octave-shifting bassline. I 

know what I want and there’s no sense trying to find a 

sample that will do exactly that, so I’m just going to play 

it.  

With several variations on the main loops assembled, I’ve 

arranged the song into a verse/chorus pattern so that I 

can start writing to the beat.  

 

Production Journal, part 2 

01.31.21 
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I am trying to put together a second verse for this song on the album and, as I was thinking about the themes, I remembered a 
song I had written as part of my dissertation proposal that addressed similar themes. I thought I could adapt it to fit this new song. 
It was originally at a different tempo and was written to a different kind of beat, but I’m hoping that there is something salvageable 
in it.  
Here is the original verse: 
Foundations 
(*Standing upon the shoulders of giants*) 
I came from critical theory, Frankfurt school student 
Adorno and Horkheimer, In it for the music 
In it for the movement, in pursuit of Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy to produce what’s necessary 
Giroux knows the Kincheloe-down, don’t slow down 
Decolonize like Tuhiwai Smith before I throw down 
There is no sound unless the connection’s intersectional 
Culturally responsive and actually effectual 
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
Word to Judith Butler, performativity’s a factor 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 
That’s where knowledge flows forth supporting 
What came before, what was important 
I’ve sorted through as many of the relevant texts 
As I can get my hands on to do what’s next (yes) 
My first thoughts, as far as adapting it, are that there are some elements here that don’t really fit anymore. They had a more spe-
cific purpose in an earlier context, but it would be a waste of valuable bars to keep them in just for the sake of name dropping.  
Giroux knows the Kincheloe-down, don’t slow down 
Decolonize like Tuhiwai Smith before I throw down 
and 
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
Word to Judith Butler, performativity’s a factor 
I actually like that praxis line, though, so I’ll keep it in.  
The last four lines in the verse speak more to a literature review, or an indication that I’d completed the required reading to start 
my dissertation, but they don’t fit here, so, they, too, are out.  
So, what I’m left with looks like this: 
 
I came from critical theory, Frankfurt school student 
Adorno and Horkheimer, In it for the music 
In it for the movement, in pursuit of Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy to produce what’s necessary 
 
 
There is no sound unless the connection’s intersectional 
Culturally responsive and actually effectual 
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 
I don’t know how it will all turn out, but these few bars are a start, at least, and do contain some things I want to keep in play. I 
mentioned critical theory, sort of, in the first verse, so reusing that mention feels like a necessary reinforcement. I like the name 
checks for Horkheimer and Adorno, two theorists whose work I’ve used in my classes since I started teaching, and Freire, who can-
not be name checked enough. I like the bits about intersectionality, culturally responsive, praxis. It may not stay that way, but I like 
the sounds and syllables that I have there. The last lines about the rhizomatic map are a bit esoteric, but refer to A Thousand Plat-
eaus by Deleuze and Guattari (1987) which connects to the critical theoretical notion of unseen interconnectedness of systems. 

Rethinking a verse  
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I came from critical theory, Frankfurt school student 
Adorno and Horkheimer, In it for the music 
In it for the movement, in pursuit of Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy to produce what’s necessary 
There is no sound unless the connection’s intersectional 
Culturally responsive and actually effectual 
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
By pushing the first bits together, even though there aren’t any built in rhymes that connect the lines, sometimes a sharp turn in 
the rhyme scheme is good. It breaks things up and creates new opportunities for pattern making. Here, the “There is no sound…” 
line is pretty declarative, so it works as a sharp turn. This also gives me 7 lines/bars, meaning I just need to add one to round out an 
8-bar section. Since I’ve got praxis teed up in line number 7, I want to round out the section with something that underlines that.  
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
To keep going back after the fact remains a factor 
This adds some definition to the idea of praxis by spelling it out a bit. I also took the hard ‘k’ sound in actually and praxis and used 
that to create a quick combo that repeats that sound: praxis, keep, back, fact,factor.   
Having taken out some theorists, I’m tempted to put some others in. Drs. Gloria Ladson-Billings and Geneva Gay deserve to be 
named here. I’m tempted to go for a throwback reference to give the song hip hop elements (where it is admittedly, otherwise 
kind of bookish) and make a somewhat on-the-nose connection to Audio Two’s “Top Billin’” (First Priority Records, 1988) which 
includes the oft-flipped line “Milk is chillin’. Giz is chillin’. What more can I say? Top billin’!”…  
No more chillin’. System’s illin’. 
What more can say? Ladson- Billings  
This is a bit of fun, but it works, too, because it calls out the need to act against an exploitative system. I don’t want to start the 
next 8-bar section with it, though, as it is traditionally more of a punch line. Considering that the line ending in “factor” was origi-
nally written to be closer to the ‘brass tacks”, I can rearrange them again, now with the Top Billin’ homage in the right spot and the 
first half of the next section fully set up. So, now it looks like this: 
I came from critical theory, Frankfurt school student 
Adorno and Horkheimer, in it for the music 
In it for the movement, in pursuit of Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy to produce what’s necessary 
There is no sound unless the connection’s intersectional 
Culturally responsive and actually effectual 
No more chillin’. System’s illin’. 
What more can say? Ladson- Billings  
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
To keep going back after the fact remains a factor 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 
Now that I’m looking at it, I think I’d like to make another change. I haven’t made many explicit references to the hip hop side of 
social justice yet and could probably put something in.  
In it for the movement, in pursuit of Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy to produce what’s necessary 
This line jumps out at me for a couple of reasons. The ‘in pursuit of’ part is nothing special, but the ‘necessary’ made a connection 
in my mind. KRS-One from Boogie Down Productions, also known as The Teacher for his pedagogical approach to hip hop culture, is 
an important figure. BDP’s second album, borrowing its title from a speech by Malcolm X, was called By All Means Necessary (Jive, 
1988). Perhaps I can work KRS-One into this line to make a more explicit connection between hip hop and critical pedagogy.  
In it for the movement, KRS to Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy by all means necessary 
Linking the movements together and immediately repeating that connection while asserting the dire need for it gives the lines 
some new depth that the earlier line didn’t have. I also like that “KRS” telegraphs some of the rhymes in the following line: 
“connection’s intersectional”.  Back to the verse: 
I came from critical theory, Frankfurt school student 
Adorno and Horkheimer, in it for the music 
In it for the movement, KRS to Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy by all means necessary 
There is no sound unless the connection’s intersectional 
Culturally responsive and actually effectual 
No more chillin’. System’s illin’. 
What more can say? Ladson- Billings  
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Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
To keep going back after the fact remains a factor 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 

 This gives me twelve of sixteen bars for the verse, leaving only a wrap-up bit to bring the verse to an end… HOWEVER, I’m not go-
ing straight into the chorus. In this song, there is a Henry Giroux sample that comes after the verse and before the chorus. So, the 
verse not only needs to have a ‘wrapping up’ quality to it, it also needs to serve as a bridge to that sample.  
The sample is about education as a struggle for the future. It ties in with the samples from The Matrix (1999) and brings education 
specifically to the fore. I think that, given that I only have four lines to get from that last line nodding toward Deleuze and Guittari to 
Giroux talking about fighting for the future, I may need to work backward. If I can come up with a good last line that would lead 
nicely into Giroux, I can reverse-engineer something that fits the rest of the song.  
Giroux stars with: “Ideology. Culture. Power. Authority.” He doesn’t really say them on beat, so that doesn’t help. There are no in-
ternal rhymes to play off of. It is a list of concepts that, he goes on to say, need to be defined. Maybe that is the hook? Definitions? 
Question definitions? Oooh.  
Question definitions 
Question the definitions  
(Thinking of things that rhyme with definitions and there are many. Also looking at the rest of the song… have I used any “-tion” 
rhymes already? I have not. Ok, given that -tion is one of the most commonly used endings in rhymes I think I can wring four lines 
out of a rhyme that ends in something like “…question the definitions”.) 
Apparitions. That’s delicious. Effervescence. Texan mittens. Extradition. Expeditions. Spectr-O-vision. Retro prison. Heck no, listen. 
Jet boat livin’. Clean the kitchen. Lets go fishin’. Politician. Pot to piss in.  Doctor Tom the Obstetrician. Leopard missions. Mess with 
kittens. Threat to wisdom. Meth addiction. Benediction. Best condition. Debtors prison. Death of vision. Sex positions. Class divi-
sion. Activision. Richard Nixon.  
Politicians ask for class division… politicians mask this class division… (I like the latter because masks come off, like a veil that is lift-
ed, fits with existing themes in the song/album) politicians mask this act of class division… still not the right syllable count… politi-
cians mask this dastardly act of class division… oooh. 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 
 
Politicians mask this dastardly act of class division 
 
something something something question the definitions 
Cracks. Ruptures. Openings. Escape. (checks above) Prison? I’ll see if I can use the brass tack map crack scheme to create a connec-
tion. 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 
If we respected cultures for their knowledge and their wisdom 
Politicians couldn’t mask it as an act of class division 
Changed gears and built the rhyme off of the structure rupture scheme. Dastardly is a great word, but it wasn’t meant to be. I’ve 
also set up a new rhyme scheme where the mask act class sheme carries the weight while the final rhyme of each line still builds 
toward the definitions line I have in mind. I’ll use this throughout these four bars for consistency.  
If we respected cultures for their knowledge and their wisdom 
Politicians couldn’t mask it as an act of class division 
I have to ask, exactly, who designed your mental prison? 
I have to ask, exactly, who designed the prison that you live in? 
I have to ask you, who designed the prison that you live in? 
Last line needs to be declarative. It can’t lead into more rhymes that don’t show up, so it has to disrupt the rhyme scheme, while 
still servicing it. What’s the final point here? Where does this naturally lead? 
Question the definitions Reject the definitions? 
Could you change your conditions if you question definitions? 
I don’t like the idea of two questions at the end of the line, especially since Giroux jumps right in and answers, leaving no time for 
the listener to have their own opinions. Maybe it doesn’t matter. I’ll try this out a few times and see how it flows.  
… 
Didn’t like it. The two questions don’t work. It needs to be a definitive statement. I freestyled this: 
The conditions all connect to suspect definitions 
 
And we have a winner. Here are the original and modified verses side by side:�� 
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Original 
I came from critical theory, Frankfurt school student 
Adorno and Horkheimer, In it for the music 
In it for the movement, in pursuit of Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy to produce what’s necessary 
Giroux knows the Kincheloe-down, don’t slow down 
Decolonize like Tuhiwai Smith before I throw down 
There is no sound unless the connection’s intersectional 
Culturally responsive and actually effectual 
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
Word to Judith Butler, performativity’s a factor 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 
That’s where knowledge flows forth supporting 
What came before, what was important 
I’ve sorted through as many of the relevant texts 
As I can get my hands on to do what’s next (yes) 

 
 
A detailed analysis of all of the full lyric is below: 

Modified 

I came from critical theory, Frankfurt school student 
Adorno and Horkheimer, in it for the music 
In it for the movement, KRS to Paulo Freire 
Critical pedagogy by all means necessary 
There is no sound unless the connection’s intersectional 
Culturally responsive and actually effectual 
No more chillin’. System’s illin’. 
What more can say? Ladson- Billings  
Theory is essential, but praxis is what matters 
To keep going back after the fact remains a factor 
That’s the brass tacks of that side of the structure 
A rhizomatic map that shows where cracks turn into ruptures 
If we respected cultures for their knowledge and their wisdom 
Politicians couldn’t mask it as an act of class division 
I have to ask you, who designed the prison that you live in? 
The conditions all connect to suspect definitions 

 

 

 

 

Put your Fist Up 

[Sample – Morpheus, The Matrix, 1999] 

“Let me tell you why you’re here 

You’re here because you know something 

What you know you can’t explain, but you feel it 

You’ve felt it your entire life 

That there’s something wrong with the world 

You don’t know what it is 

But it’s there 

Like a splinter in your mind 

Driving you mad” 

[Chorus] 

Put Your fist up if you’re for liberation 

Put your fist up for a better education 

Put your fist up if you’re pissed about the situation 

Resistance exists, so come alive and take it 

Put your fist up if you’re about that freedom 

Put your fist up for giving people what they need 

Put your fist up if you’ll fight for what you believe  

You’ve gotta see the things that  

they don’t want you to see  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The title is taken from the chorus. Explanation below. 

 

This sample from The Matrix (Warner Brothers,1999) calls back 

to the El-P sample from Situating, where he talks about the 

revelation of a different perspective through hip hop. Critical 

pedagogy is similarly about revelation by instilling a depth of 

contextual understanding in learners, making this sample fit 

firmly within the theme.  

 

 

 

I wanted something short and declarative followed by some 

more rhythmic content. Raised fists are synonymous with 

themes of rebellion and solidarity, and creates opportunities 

for crowd engagement in live settings. 

The song is about liberation. Resisting oppression. Freeing peo-

ple through education. Challenging the standard models. What 

side are you on? Put your fist in the air for critical pedagogy.  
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[Verse 01] 

I can manifest text and kick it mad critical 

Signs of social justice are criminally subliminal 

Analog to digital, problems that are pivotal 

Connect us to a system that limits the individual 

They only see residuals in this epistemology 

And all the greater things that are dreamt in this philosophy 

Exist in mist and fog, you see, a process of the policies 

So we posse up and rock the motherfucker symbiotically 
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[Sample – Henry Giroux] 

Ideology. Culture. Power. Authority. 

How are these things constituted? 

What’s the basis for knowledge? 

Who has the authority to implement it? 

In what way does it speak to a particular kind of future? 

Because all education is an introduction,  

in some way, to the future 

It’s a struggle over  

what kind of future you want for young people 

It’s a struggle over  

the kinds of subjectivities  

that would make that future possible 

It’s a struggle over  

notions of narrative  

that students can relate to  

and in some way understand 

So they can see education as being fundamental to who they are 

and how they relate to the world 

 

 

While the inclusion of the samples from The Matrix 

speak to a populist view of the issue, the inclusion of 

Giroux is a reminder of the centrality of critical peda-

gogy to this dissertation. The hip hop pedagogy I en-

gage in, the praxis-based methodology; all of it is in 

pursuit of an ideal established in the form of critical 

pedagogy and shaped by culturally relevant and respon-

sive theories of education. Here, Giroux reminds us of 

the higher order questions that lead us toward critical 

consciousness and the notion that the future, itself, is 

at stake.  

Just like The Matrix, everything you think you know 

must be called into question, constantly, so that learn-

ing is not an act of imposition and subjugation, but of 

revelation and connection to the things that make us 

who we are.     
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Lyrics  
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