
RHET/SOC 341: The Rhetoric of Hip-Hop 
Spring 2014                          Whitman College 

Maxey Hall 108   Wednesday 7:30pm-10:00pm 

Instructor:   Heather Ashley Hayes        Office:            Maxey Hall 135 
Email:    hayesha@whitman.edu      Office Hours: Tuesdays 1:00pm-2:00pm 
         Wednesdays 5:30pm-6:30pm 
         Also, by appointment 
Office Phone:  (509) 527-5245         
NOTE: Email is the best way to contact me, but do not count on me checking email after 10pm. Please 
allow up to 24 hours for a response. My office phone will work as well; I check messages almost every 
day. 

 
Course Description 
This course critically explores the impact and influence of hip-hop music and culture on American 
popular culture, political and social activism, and the global marketplace. The course is designed to 
introduce students to the history, analysis, and criticism of the messages disseminated through hip-hop 
culture, its various genres, business models, lyrics, and videos. We will examine the political and artistic 
foundations of hip-hop as rhetorical modes of communication and the issues presented by the cultural 
phenomenon including its relationship to issues of race, violence, and gender. We will look at the 
musical, visual, lyrical, and aesthetic manifestations of hip-hop over the past thirty-five years and their 
impact on socio-political culture, gender, and race. We will also look at specific cultural aesthetics, 
discourses, and practices that have given rise to hip hop's various rhetorical forms. In short, we will ask: 
what are the discursive boundaries, limits, and possibilities of something we can call "hip-hop"? In 
doing so, we hope to gain a better understanding of hip-hop as artistic expression and the discursive 
impact that this phenomenon has had on a generation. Course requirements will include class discussion, 
a final paper with an oral presentation, and weekly blog posts and/or discussion prompts. May be elected 
as Sociology 341. 
 
Course Objectives and Student Learning Goals 
 1. Gain a better understanding of hip-hop as artistic expression, political force, and rhetorical 
genre. 
 2. Critically analyze some current debates within, and outside of, the hip-hop community with an 
eye toward their rhetorical implications for issues such as race, gender, and socio-economic class. 
 3. Evaluate a number of hip-hop texts, cultural moments, and performances as rhetorical 
practice. 
 4. Apply understandings of African American history, critical race theory, and gender studies to 
the community of hip hop in order to evaluate the rhetorical significance of this social text. 
 
Required Texts 
Forman, Murray & Mark Anthony Neal. That’s the Joint! The Hip Hop Studies Reader. New York: 
 Routledge, 2011. 
Rose, Tricia. The Hip Hop Wars: What We Talk About When We Talk About Hip Hop – And Why It 
 Matters. New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2008. 
 
Some other required course readings are available through CLEO (under “Required Readings”). CLEO 
is exclusively for student use. Distribution of documents posted to CLEO violates copyright laws and is 
strictly prohibited. 
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Recommended Texts 
Graff, Gerald & Cathy Birkenstein. They Say, I Say: The Moves that Matter in Academic Writing (2nd 
edition).  

New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2010. 
You should use a writing style guide to assist your writing in this course. I prefer Chicago style and will 
encourage you to write in it, but will consider accepting any of three formats depending on your major. 
These include: 
 American Psychological Association Style Manual 
 Modern Language Association Style Manual 
 The Chicago Manual of Style 
  
Learning Accommodations 
If you are a student with a disability who will need accommodations in this course, please meet with 
Julia Dunn, Director of Academic Resources in Memorial Hall 205, x5213. Her email is 
dunnjl@whitman.edu. She will assist you in developing a plan to address your academic needs. All 
information about disabilities is considered private. If I receive notification from the Director of 
Academic Resources that you are eligible to receive an accommodation, I will provide it in as discrete a 
manner as possible. 
 
Course Policies and Expectations 
Class time will center on the learning and practice of reading material. Students will have many 
opportunities to speak in a non-graded, informal manner. There is a high expectation for discussion and 
group conversation. I expect that you will attend class every week, be on time, do the assigned readings, 
prepare your outlines and speeches, and engage with class discussions and presentations. You are 
expected to think critically about your own communicative practice and that of others.  
 
1.  Syllabus: Use the syllabus as your guide. You will refer to it throughout the course; however, I 

reserve the right to modify it as necessary in rare cases of schedule changes.   
 
2.  Assignments:  If you are sick the day an assignment is due, please have a friend or roommate 

drop the assignment off in class or during my office hours. You will only be excused from 
speech days in the case of unpredictable, documented emergency. I do not accept late work. 
Assignments and speeches are due at the beginning of class on their respective due dates and will 
be counted overdue immediately thereafter. I do my best to return all assignments within one 
week; it is your responsibility to keep them as records of your grade in the case of any confusion. 

 
3. Academic Honesty:  Academic honesty is crucial to the integrity of the program of learning in a 

college. Any form of falsification, misrepresentation of another's work as one's own (such as 
cheating on examinations, reports, or quizzes), or plagiarism from the work of others is academic 
dishonesty and is a serious offense. It is therefore important for you to understand what 
constitutes plagiarism, and how to avoid it. 

 
Plagiarism occurs when you, either intentionally or due to your own negligence, use someone 
else's words, ideas, or data without proper acknowledgement. To avoid plagiarism, whenever 
you use exact wording of another author in your written text, you must enclose the words in 
quotation marks, whether it be a paragraph, a sentence, or merely a well-turned phrase. You must 
then acknowledge the source in a precise and complete footnote. It is not enough to footnote the 
source without indicating by quotation marks that the words are someone else's. It is also not 
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enough to change one or two words in a sentence; that does not make it your own sentence. 
Another common error is to use another person's ideas or data without indicating the source; 
even if you paraphrase the ideas, you must give credit in a footnote to their originators. In oral 
presentations the original source also should be given proper credit in the form of internal source 
references and in bibliographic entries. While all of the above applies primarily to plagiarism 
from texts, scholarly articles, review, handbooks, encyclopedias, etc., it also applies to the use, 
either wholly or in part, of another student's paper. Use of another student's ideas or words on an 
examination or report constitutes plagiarism. Similarly, giving your ideas or words to another 
student to represent as his or her own is considered cheating and is therefore also a violation of 
the Academic Dishonesty policy. 

 
Please refer to the Student Handbook for additional information regarding the policies and 
procedures in place for cases of academic dishonesty or academic negligence. In this course, 
plagiarism violations will lead to an F in the course, and the student who has plagiarized will also 
be referred to the office of the Dean of Students. 
 

4. Attendance Policy: You are expected to attend class on a regular basis, and be prepared for class 
time. Unless you have made specific arrangements with me (or have a documented family or 
medical emergency), I reserve the right to lower your course grade after your second absence. 
When you are absent, it is your responsibility to get the course notes, announcements, and 
information from a peer and/or CLEO.  

 
5. Grading Procedure:  Specific guidelines for the grading of assignments will be outlined below, 

on CLEO, or in additional documents distributed in class or class discussions. If you are 
uncertain about any assignment criteria it is your responsibility to ask either in class or by email 
at least several weeks prior to the due date. I invite feedback about the course or any specific 
assignment. If you are confused about a grade you received, please contact me and I can offer 
clarification and further direction on how to improve in the future.  

 
6.  Graded Written Assignments: Written assignments will be graded primarily for content. 

Everything turned in must be typed and must adhere to these three guidelines. 
1. 8 ½ x 11 in. paper, stapled in upper left-hand corner 
2. Typed, double-spaced, 12-inch font, one-inch margins, Times New Roman 

font 
3. APA, MLA, or Chicago style format for citation 

For specific assistance in citation, refer to the style guides for the style you will use for your 
written work in this class. 
 
Other Points to Consider: 
• Be on time for class. If you are late on the day of a presentation or guest speaker, try not 

to interrupt the presentation. Wait in the hall until the presenter is finished (until you hear 
clapping).  

• Make thoughtful contributions to class discussion by doing the assigned readings and 
 being critical of our assessment of other speakers, it will only make the course richer for 
 you, and all of the community of students with whom you occupy the classroom space 
 this semester. 
• Make sure to check your Whitman email daily for notices from me. 
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Course Assignments and Evaluation 
Each student will complete the following assignments: 
 Assignments (and their respective point value): 

Cypher Circle   100 
DJ Gig     75 
Midterm Freestyle   100 
     AKA “The Examination” 
Drop a Mic   175 
     AKA “The Paper/Project” 
Chop It Up 
     AKA “The Presentation”     50 
TOTAL POINTS   500 

 
Grading: 

Points      Grade 
463-500  A  363-387  C 
450-462  A-  350-362  C- 
438-449  B+  338-349  D+ 
413-437  B  313-337  D 
400-412  B-  300-312  D- 
388-399  C+  Under 300  F 

 
All coursework is graded on a system that adheres to the following guidelines: 
A Achievement outstanding relative to level necessary to meet course requirements 
B Achievement significantly above the level necessary to meet course requirements 
C Achievement meeting the basic course requirements 
D Achievement worthy of credit even though it does not fully meet the basic course  

  requirements in every respect 
F Performance failing to meet the basic course requirements 
 

Required assignments for RHET 341: 
1.  Cypher Circle: In the hip-hop and freestyle rap community, the “cypher” is known as: “an 

informal gathering of rappers, beatboxers, and/or break-dancers in a circle, in order to jam 
musically together. The term has also in recent years come to mean the crowd which forms 
around freestyle battles, consisting of spectators and onlookers. This group serves partly to 
encourage competition and partly to enhance the communal aspect of rap battles. The cipher is 
known for making or breaking reputations in the hip-hop community; if you are able to step into 
the cipher and tell your story, demonstrating your uniqueness, you might be more accepted. 
These groups also serve as a way for messages about hip-hop styles and knowledge to be spread, 
through word-of-mouth and encouraging trends in other battles.” In this course, our weekly 
circle gathering will be known as our own intellectual cypher, and while no one will be expected 
to “jam musically” (though you may if you desire), you will be expected to jam intellectually. 
That is, demonstrate thoughtful contributions to the circle’s conversation and to the community 
of the classroom we have assembled. Your assessment here will be based on your weekly 
contributions, but also on a series of blog post questions offered before class each week. 

 
For these blog posts, each week, every student will be expected to log onto CLEO and post at 
least TWO questions they have from the readings, or the topic area of the readings for that week. 
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Questions must be posted to the CLEO blog by 12:00pm Noon on Monday of the week of 
class where they will be discussed. All members of the cypher are then expected to read each 
other’s questions, and see if themes emerge. The instructor will then compile some of the 
questions in her opening remarks for the week. The expectation is that these questions will help 
guide the discussion of reading in the course. Quoting text from the readings in your questions is 
not mandatory for credit, but is strongly encouraged. If a student wishes to respond or piggyback 
off of another student’s posted questions, they are welcome to do so rather than author their own. 
The main requirement here is to be an active member of the cypher, both in class and on the 
blog, which means posting each week and coming prepared to discuss the questions posed by 
fellow cypher members. (100 points) 

 
2. DJ Gig: Each week, a pair of students (who will choose each other as DJ partners in the first 

week) will open the class (after the instructor’s opening remarks) by DJing for us. In hip-hop 
culture, DJing is the act of using turntables or other musical electronic access to blend together 
sounds and mix, amplify, or accentuate beats together. For this assignment, the DJs will select a 
hip-hop song, spoken word poem, or hip-hop performance, then they will show it to the class or 
give them access to listen/see to it, and DJ their ideas about the text they’ve brought in. This 
should be no more than a fifteen (15) minute presentation. If the DJ pair would prefer the class 
listen to, or view, their text before the class meeting, they will need to post a link where the text 
can be found by 12:00pm Noon on Monday before the class meeting of that week. (75 points) 

 
3. Midterm Freestyle: An opportunity for each student to “come up with, off the top of their head” 

some ideas for major questions of the class through its first half. This will happen during 
designated class meeting of week eight, on Wednesday, March 12. Students may not use notes, 
but will be expected to bring their minds and pens to offer their take on three to five short essay 
responses. (100 points) 

 
4. Drop a Mic: This is the final paper assignment for the course. In this course, this assignment 

may be either a) an academic paper about an issue related to the course material or b) a student 
created performance or hip-hop text that they invent, share, and/or perform for the class. The 
assignment will take place over the following stages throughout the semester (175 points total): 

  a. Proposal: A two page, written proposal of what the student proposes to write about, or 
create. This should offer enough detail for the instructor to understand and be able to provide 
feedback on the arc of the project. Additionally, it should have a thesis or purpose statement that 
reveals the paper or project’s intention/foundation/background. This will be due to the instructor 
by February 19, in class. This proposal will constitute 20 points of the student’s final grade for 
this assignment. 

  b. Meeting with Instructor: After the proposal has been turned in, each student will have a 
mandatory meeting with the instructor to discuss the paper or project’s direction. These meetings 
should occur sometime between Tuesday, February 25 and Friday, February 28. A Google 
document for signing up will be distributed on CLEO closer to the date of these meetings. This 
meeting will constitute 10 points of the student’s final grade for this assignment. 

  c. First Draft: The student will craft a first draft of the paper, or complete first draft of a 
project outline. This should be a complete version of the paper or project, submitted as a first 
draft for enhanced editing by the instructor and peers in the course. This first draft will be due on 
April 2, in class. This first draft will constitute 40 points of the student’s grade on this 
assignment. 

  d. Peer Edited Draft: Each student will offer their first draft or project proposal to another 
student in the class for peer review. Each student will have their paper reviewed by one peer and 
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will review one peer’s paper. These reviews should be completed either outside of class, or in the 
hours between 6:00 and 7:30pm on April 9, in the class meeting room. This review draft will 
constitute 15 points of the student’s final grade for this assignment. 

  c. Final Draft Paper or Project Submission: Each student will turn in their final paper or 
project on or before class time on Wednesday, May 7. This should be turned in in paper form to 
the instructor, or if the project is to be performed, a performance date will be scheduled for either 
May 7 or May 15 in class time. This final draft will constitute 90 points of the student’s final 
grade for this assignment. 

 
5. Chop It Up: Each student, during either week fourteen or fifteen of the course, will offer a short 

presentation of the work they completed in their final paper. These presentations may not exceed 
ten (10 minutes) and will allow for approximately five (5) minutes of question and answer from 
classmates afterward. Students may opt to use PowerPoint or other electronic presentation aids, 
but must be mindful of the time limits of the assignment. (50 points) 

 
Tentative Schedule for RHET 341 (All CLEO readings are saved under the “Required Readings” tab) 
DATE TOPIC 

Assignment due dates are listed in 
bold 

READINGS/ASSIGNMENTS  
TTJ: That’s the Joint 
HHW: Hip Hop Wars 
CLEO: Reading found on CLEO under “Required Readings” 
tab 

WEEK ONE 
Wednesday, 
January 22 

“That’s the Joint” (Funky 
4+1)  
Introduction to The Rhetoric of 
Hip Hop 
 

1. Introduction to HHW 
2. Introduction to TTJ 
3. TTJ: Nelson George, “Hip-Hop’s Founding 
Fathers Speak the Truth” 
4. TTJ: Greg Tate, “Hip-Hop Turns 30: Watcha 
Celebratin’ For?” 

WEEK TWO 
Wednesday, 
January 29 

1. “Who Am I, Where Am I, It’s 
a Mystery/ 
Pens on my Notepad I’m Tryin’ 
to Trace My History” (Toki 
Wright) 
Black Aesthetic History 
 
2. Reading Hip Hop Texts 
 
3. “Your Pedigree Don’t Hold 
Up Next to Mine” (Brother Ali) 
The Complicated Question of 
Hip-Hop Authenticity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Blair L.M. Kelly, “A Brief History of 
Blackface” (CLEO) 
2. TTK: H. Samy Alim, “Bring It to the Cypher” 
3. George Lipsitz, “The Hip Hop Hearings” from 
Footsteps in the Dark: The Hidden Histories of 
Popular Music (CLEO) 
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WEEK THREE 
Wednesday, 
February 5 

“I am the worst thing since 
Elvis Presley/To do Black 
music so selfishly/And use it to 
get myself wealthy” (Eminem) 
The Complicated Question of 
Hip-Hop Authenticity 
(continued) 
 
Skype Talk with Dr. Gilbert B. 
Rodman 
 
DJs:___________________ 

1. HHW: Chapter Six, “Just Keeping It Real”; 
Chapter Two “Hip Hop Reflects Black 
Dysfunctional Ghetto Culture” 
2. TTJ: Gilbert Rodman, “Race…And Other Four 
Letter Words: Eminem and the Cultural Politics of 
Authenticity” 

WEEK FOUR 
Wednesday, 
February 12 

1. “Nuthin’ But a G Thang” 
(Dr. Dre & Snoop Dogg) 
Hip-Hop, Masculinity, and 
Violence 
 
2. Welcome Dr. Bryan J. 
McCann into class 
 
DJs:____________________ 

1. “The Politics of Black Self Love” (CLEO) 
2. New York Times Interview with Kanye West 
(CLEO) 
3. Bryan McCann, “Affect, Black Rage, and False 
Alternatives in the Hip-Hop Nation” (CLEO)  

WEEK FIVE 
Wednesday, 
February 19 

“A nigga with an S on his 
chest” (Ice Cube) 
The Complicated Question of 
Hip Hop Authenticity 
(conclusion) 
 
DJs:___________________ 
 
Paper/Project Proposal DUE 

1. TTJ: Kembrew McLeod, “Authenticity Within 
Hip-Hop and Other Cultures Threatened With 
Assimilation” 
2. TTJ: R.A.T. Judy, “On the Question of Nigga 
Authenticity” 
3. TTJ: Robin D.G. Kelley, “Lookin’ For the 
‘Real’ Nigga: Social Scientists Construct the 
Ghetto 

WEEK SIX 
Wednesday, 
February 26 

“We all came from a 
woman/Got our name from a 
woman/And our game from a 
woman” (Tupak Shakur)  
Hip-Hop, Violence, Gender, 
and Sexuality 
 
DJs:___________________ 
 

1. Tupac Resurrection (classroom screening from 
5:30-7:15pm, February 19 or watch by your own 
means) 
2. HHW: Chapter Five “Hip Hop Demeans 
Women,” Chapter Seven “Hip Hop Is Not 
Responsible for Sexism,” Chapter Eight “There 
Are Bitches and Hoes” 
3. HHW: Chapter One “Hip Hop Causes Violence” 
and Chapter Four “Hip Hop Is Destroying 
America’s Values” 
4. TTJ: Dyson and Hurt, “Cover Your Eyes While 
I Describe a Scene So Violent” 

WEEK SEVEN 
Wednesday, 
March 5 

“The underground just don’t 
stop for hoes/I get around” 
(Tupak Shakur)  
Hip-Hop, Violence, Gender, 
and Sexuality (continued) 
 

1. TTJ: Marc Lamont Hill, “Scared Straight” 
2. TTJ: Cheryl L. Keyes, “Empowering Self, 
Making Choices, Creating Spaces” 
3. TTJ: Joan Morgan, “Hip-Hop Feminist” 
4. Frank Ocean’s Coming Out Letter (CLEO) 
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DJs:____________________ 
WEEK EIGHT 
Wednesday, 
March 12 

Midterm Freestyle (aka The 
Exam) 

 

WEEK NINE 
Wednesday, 
April 2 

Heather’s DJ Week 
“It’s No Kings/No Way” 
(Doomtree)  
Exploring Minneapolis Hip-
Hop  
 
First Draft of Paper/Project 
DUE 

1. “Brother Ali in His Own Words” 
http://www.citypages.com/2012-09-
12/music/brother-ali-in-his-own-words/ 
2. Doomtree Crew Performance (KEXP) – While 
this performance will play in class, it is 
recommended to watch once before class as well 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zYm21IBYRLk 
3. Dessa Deconstructed, Breaking Down “Parts of 
Speech” – Will watch clips in class; the full album 
will be provided before the class meeting and 
should be read in preparation 

WEEK TEN 
Wednesday, 
April 9 

“It’s in a Black person’s soul 
to rock that gold/Spend your 
whole life tryin’ to get that ice” 
(Kanye West) 
Consuming Hip-Hop Music 
 
DJs:____________________ 
 
Peer Editing Week 

1. TTJ: Eric King Watts, “An Exploration of 
Spectacular Consumption” 
2. TTJ: Mark Anthony Neal, “Postindustrial Soul: 
Black Popular Music at the Crossroads” 

Tuesday, April 8 WHITMAN 
UNDERGRADUATE 
CONFERENCE – No classes; 
please considering attending some 
terrific rhetoric panels! 

 

WEEK 
ELEVEN 
Wednesday, 
April 16 

“I’m Not a Businessman, I’m a 
Business, Man” (Jay Z) 
Hip Hop as an Industry 
 
DJs:____________________ 

1. TTJ: Keith Negus, “The Business of Rap” 
2. TTJ: Christopher Holmes Smith, “I Don’t Like 
to Dream About Getting Paid” 
3. TTJ: S. Craig Watkins, “Black Youth and the 
Ironies of Capitalism” 

WEEK 
TWELVE 
Wednesday, 
April 23 

“Rap Won’t Save You” (Mike 
Mictlan) 
The Cultural and Political 
Possibility of Hip-Hop 
 
DJs:____________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. hooks, “Misogyny, Gangsta Rap, and The 
Piano” (CLEO) 
2. Thompson, “Chapter Twenty-One” from Mo’ 
Meta Blues: The World According to Questlove 
(CLEO) 
3. hooks, “Loving Blackness as Political 
Resistence” (CLEO) 
4. HHW: Chapter 10 “Nobody Talks About the 
Positive in Hip-Hop” 
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WEEK 
THIRTEEN 
Wednesday, 
April 30 

“Speech is my hammer/Bang 
the world into shape/Now let it 
fall” (Mos Def) 
The Cultural and Political 
Possibility of Hip-Hop 
(continued) 
 
DJs:____________________ 

1.TTJ: Bakari Kitwana, “The Challenge of Rap 
Music from Cultural Movement to Political 
Power” 
2. TTJ: Boyd and Nuruddin, “Intergenerational 
Culture Wars” 
3. TTJ: Kristine Wright, “Rise Up Hip Hop Nation: 
From Deconstructing Racial Politics to Building 
Positive Solutions” 

WEEK 
FOURTEEN 
Wednesday, 
May 7 

Chop It Up (aka The 
Presentations) 
 
Final Paper/Project DUE 
 
 
 

 

WEEK 
FIFTEEN 
Thursday, May 
15 7:30-
10:00pm 
(Wednesday, 
May 14 is a 
reading day, so 
the final class 
will occur on 
Thursday, May 
15) 

Chop It Up (aka The 
Presentations)  

 

 


