
                             Hip Hop Culture,  
                          Self-Actualization,  
                       Democratic Education:  
                   Their Relationship to  
               Reducing Human Aggression  

    

    Association for Humanist Sociology 
    Midwest Regional Meeting 
    February 8, 2014 
    Indianapolis, IN  USA 
     
 

                                                                               © 2013 Black & Latino Policy Institute                                                                           

 

           

 
 



           Expanding on the ideas of        
        Yaacov Hecht concerning       
    “one-size-fits-all” as the    
source of problems in society 







Summary statement: 
 What does violence do for the individual?  

 What purposes are achieved through aggression 
& violence? (May, 1967) 

 The issues are normalcy & indifference, not 
violence. 

 Understanding the human need for recognition 
is at the heart of understanding human violence.   

 Finding & promoting ways to meet this need will 
reduce aggression & violence.  

 Self-actualization, appreciating hip hop culture,  
&  democratic education are powerful means to 
this end. 
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      Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 



  
Social Needs 
 

 belonging/acceptance 
 love 
 affection  
 companionship 
  
Esteem Needs 
 

  self-respect  
 achievement & confidence  
 social recognition & 

validation  
 status/reputation  
 family 
  

 
 
 
Self-actualization 

characteristics 
 

 vitality  
 creative 
 self-reliant  
 authentic  
 self-confident  
 self-aware  
 concerned with personal 

growth and fulfilling one’s 
potential 

 
  

 
 



Self-actualization 

 the intrinsic growth of what is already in 
the organism, or more accurately, of what 
the organism is  

 

 our desire for self-fulfillment, namely, the 
tendency to become actualized in what we 
are potentially  
 

 the desire to become more and more of 
what one uniquely is 

 



  “The final aim is not to know, but 
to be. There never was a more 
risky motto than: Know thyself. 
You've got to know yourself as far 
as possible. But, not for the sake 
of knowing. You've got to know 
yourself so that you can at least be 
yourself. ‘Be yourself’ is the last 
motto.”      

             -- John Edwards  “What We Steal from Children” quoted from D. H. Lawrence  
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Self-actualization  
and hip-hop culture 

 

         

 

            “Keepin’ it real…” 



Hip hop   
 A worldview of those born after 1965 

-- Authenticity        -- Social Justice 

-- Loyalty                  -- Respect 

 5 Elements 

       -- MC-ing/rap             -- DJ-ing 

-- Dance/B Boys          -- Graffiti/Tagging 

-- Human beat box 

 Spin offs 

-- Political force: Hip-hop Summit,  Hip Hop Congress, 

    “Vote or die” movement of 2004 in US 

-- Clothing/dress/”sagging”     --  Video (6th element?) 

-- Urban genre’ novels               --  Poetry Slams 

-- Magazines                                --  Music styles: Trip-hop, Reggaeton 

 



The clarifying potential of hip-hop culture 

 

   With no tenable link to Africa and the desire to 
distance themselves from their enslavers, 
Blacks have continued to create and recreate 
forms of cultural expression, and thus personal 
identity.       

   Out of this same desire for re-creation was 
born the clarifying potential of hip-hop 
culture.  

                                                      ~D. Miles Brady 2000  

 



     Hip-hop promotes itself as itself,  
     rather than as something else 
 

 It models for youth the authenticity they seek. It 
promotes itself as itself, rather than as 
something else. 

 

 

     Brady, D. ” Keepin’ It Real, Keepin’ It Right: Identity Culture, Hip-hop, and Young, 
Black Men in America’s Schools. Democracy In Education 

 

 

 



    How will my own existence be  clarified?           

   “This is a message to the oppressor, not in 
hope that he will listen, but with the 
expectation that my own existence will be 
clarified. “ 
 

          -- James Cone, Black Theology 6-Black Power, 1969 



      Commercialization turned              
         hip-hop into “hip-pop” 

 Genuine rap is not all about “the cheese” 
or being top player or pimp.  

 Yet, when white media deemed certain 
styles of rap as “gangsta,” soon ignorant 
and “wack” MCs began “fake” attempts to 
live up to this reputation.  

                               -- D. Miles Brady 2000  

 



“Keepin’ it real; Keepin’ it right 

 

 Hip-hop is about  “Keepin’ it real” vs. “busters,”  
“perpetrators,”  “wanna be’s”   

 

  Others who do not fit the true “b-boy” (hip-hop) 
mold, are considered to be inauthentic and 
disrespectful imitators  and “posers” 
 

  Verbal battles between M.C.'s (rappers) began 
when it was perceived that someone wasn't being 
true to themselves, or "true to the game" (Brady, 2000).  



The Promise of Hip-hop Culture 

 The promise of hip-hop is that it will do 
what the 60s generation could not or did 
not do and that is to advance national civil 
rights to global human rights. 

                

                   -- The Black & Latino Policy Institute 
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 Levels of power 

 

  There are 5 levels of power 
present as potentialities in 
every human being's life. 

 
    Rollo May, Power and Innocence: A 

Search for the Source of Violence (1967) 



Levels of Power: Drives we all have 

1. simply the power to be, to exist, to assert 
oneself as a living thing 

2. the power of self-affirmation, to be recognized 
and to become significant  

3. the power of self-assertion, of pushing against 
opposition  

4. aggression, the application of power to 
overcome blocked self-assertion  

5. violence, to which we resort when nonviolent 
aggression is fruitless 

 

     Rollo May, Power and Innocence: A Search for the Source of Violence (1967) 



The 1st level is the power to be. 

 Power is given in the act of a seedling 
busting thru the soil to receive 
sunlight/water and grow 

 Power is given in the newborn crying, 
violently waving arms as signs of 
discomfort, demanding their needs be 
met  

 

 



The Power to be 
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This all concerns power & what to do about it 

 

 Wherever I found the living, 

           there I found the will to power. 
   

                       -- Friedrich Nietzsche  Thus Spake Zarathustra  



   The 2nd level is self-affirmation         

 With the power to be, we have to affirm our existence 
 

 Not just living, but survival with esteem 

a sense of significance and fulfillment that is: 

 appreciated by others  

--attention paid               --validated   

--recognized                     --respected  
 

 The need for recognition becomes the 
central issue in self-affirmation 

 







        graffiti 



     New Civic Center Carmel, Indiana 

 



 



     The 3rd level is self-assertion 

 When seeking validation  no longer works 
 

 When self-affirmation meets resistance we make 
greater effort, we give power to our stance. 

Making clear what we are want, what we believe; 

We state it now against opposition. 
 

 This is drawing a line in the sand. 

    We make it unavoidable others see us   

   "Here I am; I demand that you notice me!"  

   No! I won’t do that  



   You ain’t no punk…are ya? Do you 
let people walk all over you? 





       The 4th level is aggression 

 Exists as a potentiality in every person 
 

 In contrast to self-assertion, this is crossing the 
line  

 
 Aggression: moving into the position of 

power or prestige or the territory of 
another and taking possession of some of 
it for one's self.  



    The aggressive impulse 

 A natural drive/response/tendency/action 
in humans as a potential  

 a survival instinct 

 

 That aggressive part of our nature which 
may be called to meet our needs…both 
  primary --food, shelter 

secondary --recognition, affiliation  

 

 



  Aggression occurs because 

  the opposition to affirmation and 
assertion is so entrenched, and apathy 
and inertia are so strong that  

greater force is necessary for stirring up 
effective action.  

 

 

 



Destructive Aggression 

 

Schoolyard Bullying 

Burglary  

Home invasions 

Intimidating police tactics  

 



Constructive aggression:  
Must have a complaint and goal  

 Abolitionists had a powerful 
grievance--the inhuman character of 
slavery.  They also had powerful aim at 
stake--the possibility of correcting 
injustice.  
 

 While destructive aggression sometimes 
contains only the first, both of these must 
be present in constructive aggression.  



The protester 



Woolworth’s lunch counter 
Greensboro, NC Feb 1960  
 

 

     Mar 21, 2011 ... Pentagon Papers leaker 
Daniel Ellsberg arrested twice as he 
rallied against the Iraq war and supported 
Pvt. Bradley Manning of WikiLeaks fame. 
. 
 



        Positive aggressiveness 



August 20, 2007 

 

“Distressed  family 

members shouted  

and scuffled  with  

guards after 3 days 

without word on 172 

miners trapped…” 





The 5th level is violence 

 When aggression is ineffective, comes the 
ultimate explosion: violence 

 

“When aggressive tendencies are blocked 
over a period of time, they take their toll in 
a zombie-like deadening of  consciousness, 
neurosis, psychosis, or violence.” 

                           --Rollo May, Power & Innocence  

 



Violence: A mix of internal  
and external manifestations  

  
 We often speak of the tendency toward 

violence as  

building up inside the individual,  

 but it’s also a  

 response to outside conditions.  
 

 Violence is a response to a situation which is 
felt to block off all other ways of response. 



Destructive violence 

 Mindless, faceless, numbing, horrible, 
devastating, shocking, gruesome, 
senseless, killing, killing, killing…and 
more killing…this love of suffering and 
death. 

 



 

 

Urges nations to 

“…strongly refuse  

the recourse  

to weapons.”  



July 30, 2006 



       
   Constructive Violence: Anti-colonialism 

       

 
 Frantz Fanon, a black psychiatrist and a 

participant the Algerian Rebellion, in The 
Wretched of the Earth:  

 Some violence is necessary for colonized 
peoples to become alive psychologically 
and spiritually.  

It is the way to integrity, self-esteem, 
and the awareness of their own 
powers.  

 



    “Violence is suppressed rage.”  
-- Rollo May in Power and Innocence quoting Sartre in Fanon’s The Wretched if the 
Earth 

 
 

 If the other phases of behavior are 
blocked, then explosion into 
violence may be the only way 
individuals or groups can get 
release from unbearable tension 
and achieve a sense of significance.  



    The humanity of the rebel 

 The love of violence is, to me, the ancient and        
symbolic gesture of man against the constraints of 
society. 

 

 Vicious men can exploit the impulse, but it is a 
disaster to treat the impulse as vicious. 

 

 For no society is strong that does not acknowledge the 
protesting man; and no man is human who does not 
draw strength from the natural animal. 

 

 Violence is the sphinx by the fireside, and she has a 
human face. 

 

                                   -- Jacob Bronowski from The Face of Violence 
 





    Do we want to get rid of violence? 
        In the Utopian aim of removing all power and 

aggression from human behavior, we run the risk of 
removing self-assertion, self-affirmation, and even 
the power to be. If it were successful it would breed a 
race of docile, passive eunuchs and would lay the 
groundwork for an explosion in violence that would 
dwarf all those that have occurred so far 

 

         We can’t deny the essence of ourselves: the self-
affirmation and self- assertion making us persons 
and without which we have no reason for living.  

    What we have failed to see is that aggression has 
been, on the positive side, in the service of those 
values of life that would if discarded, leave us bereft 
indeed.                                                  --Rollo May , 1967                      



 

 “It is better to be violent, if there is violence in our 
hearts, than to put on the cloak of non-violence to 
cover impotence.”               -- Gandhi 

 

 “Violence isn’t always evil. What’s evil is the 
infatuation with violence.”  

                                             -- Jim Morrison, The Doors 

 

 
 

 



Indifference is the enemy, not violence    

The opposite of art is not ugliness, it’s indifference. 

The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference. 

The opposite of life is not death, it’s indifference. 

                                                      -- Elie Weisel 

Can we add? 

The opposite of non-violence is not violence, it’s 
indifference.  

The opposite of peace is not war, it’s indifference. 

It’s apathy, nothingness, anomie, impotence,   
in-authenticity resulting from our unfulfilled 
potential--these are the opposites of peace. 
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                       Yaacov Hecht’s Assertion      
                          One-Size-Fits-All:                  
Normalcy as the Source of Problems in Society 

 

 

                
  “If such a thing as a psycho-analysis of 

today’s prototypical culture were 
possible, such an investigation would 
show the sickness proper to the time to 
consist precisely in normality.”                                      

                                        -- Theodore Adorno, Minima Moralia 
 

 

 

          Yaacov is founder & Director of the Institute for Democratic 
Education Tel Aviv, Israel See: www.democratic.co.il/en/about-us/  



 
 

   Yaacov Hecht on Democratic Education 

“The goal of democratic education is to self-
actualization.” 

 

“Democratic education is self-managed learning.” 
 

Democratic culture 

“A democratic culture is one that guards the equal 
right of every individual for self-actualization.” 

 

Pluralistic Learning 

A type of learning that acknowledges uniqueness-
each person is different with both weak and 
strong attributes, talents, and abilities. 

 

   
 



Institute for Democratic Education: 
Uniqueness Manifesto & Social Justice 

 Every person has a right to know, develop, and 
express their uniqueness 

 Every person is capable of recognizing the 
uniqueness of every other member of society 

 Every person is capable of understanding that 
difference and/or uniqueness do not pose a 
threat, but are rather an opportunity for the 
individual and the community as a whole. 
 

   The anti-normalcy orientation of democratic 
education is the essence of human equity and 
social justice for all. 

 



All kinds of minds  

 

“We propose a shift from high 
standards for uniformity to high 
standards for  diversity.”                                                                                           

                                                    -- Lynn Stoddard             

 

 “I look forward to the day when our      
schools offer every student the  
opportunity to become an expert on 
a chosen topic.”   

                           -- Mel Levine, American psychologist               

 



 
Pluralistic Learning: Excellence Centers 

  Places outside of school that would represent a 
variety of intelligences and subjects, interests, 
occupations/careers, etc.  
 

 What is your uniqueness?   
 What do you bring?  
 What makes you authentic? 

 

 Here, students can see what they are passionate 
about learning and doing   
 

 They could begin intense personal study and/or meet  
     with adults who have the skills, careers, interests,    
     talents they wish to have   

 This would be the first of many steps to self-
actualization  
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  Hip hop & Democratic Education 

  Democratic education with it’s emphasis on self-

actualization & diversity (the uniqueness of each 
person) and human rights reflects the hip hop 
essence of:  

                     “Keepin’ it real, keepin’ it right” 
 

   Hip hop culture, a democratic culture,   and 

Maslow’s concepts have the same basic 
foundations: 

                              AUTHNETICITY 

           Self-actualization through clarity 

    



 "I failed your class 'cause I ain't with your 
reasoning.   You tryin' to make me you.” 

                                     -- Boogie Down Productions, 1989 

 

“Right on to the real… 

  Death to the fake ones… 

  Peace out.” 
                            -- “Skip”  Martin 
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 Self-actualization, hip hop culture, and democratic 
education share the same theme: authenticity. 
 

 Self-actualized persons are validated and empowered, and 
have less motivation to be violent. 
 

       “Writing saved me from the sin and inconvenience of     
          violence.”                                           -- Alice Walker 
 

 Hip hop culture and democratic education enable self-
actualization.  
 

 We must envision the  non-violence outcomes of education 
which abandons a one-size-fits-all paradigm -- discovering 
and developing the uniqueness of each student. 
 

 Thus, the  issue is normalcy and indifference, not violence.  
 



    “…to salute and be saluted” 
 At the heart of violence, in act or in feeling, 

lies the wish to show ourselves men with a 
will.  (But) the complexity of society makes 
man lose heart.  Nothing he does any longer 
seems to be a skill to be proud of in a world 
where someone else always hits the 
headlines.  

 

This is a plausible picture, in despair of which 
men cheerfully join any private army which 
will offer them the ambivalent identity of a 
uniform: the right to salute and be saluted. 

 

       -- Rollo May in Power and Innocence quoting Jacob Bronowski from The Face of Violence                                            
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