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 K’Naan’s music has been called “rap for people who hate rap”, and I’d have to 
concur. In a musical genre which often seems to care about little more than luxe cars and 
scantily dressed hotties, K’Naan is a standout artist, a poet, and a philosopher in his own 
right. As a youngster in Mogadishu, he mimicked Nas and Rakim verses, rapping in 
English before he could speak the language. K’Naan has seen first hand the horrors of life 
amidst poverty, violence and chaos. His family fled war-torn Somalia when he was 14, 
taking the last flight out of the country. They eventually settled in Toronto, where 
K’Naan quickly gained notoriety for his authenticity, his daring lyrics and his undeniable 
rhythm.    
 On his debut,“The Dusty Foot Philosopher” K’Naan revels in his African roots, 
accompanying his songs with handclapping, drums, and chants which could make the 
stiffest upper lip shake. And it’s not just his sound that’s innovative: K’Naan’s music has 
been deemed “politically charged” for its articulation of global issues. His songs vividly 
portray struggles which have plagued Somalia, and all of Africa since colonization. 
Performing at the 50th anniversary of the UN High Commision for Refugees (UNHCR) in 
2001, K’Naan stunned the crowd and won a standing ovation for an a capella poem 
which openly charged the UN for its failures in his home country. K’Naan kicked up 
more praise this summer when he performed at the Live 8 concert in Barrie. His dusty 
feet will grace Halifax streets for the Pop Explosion this weekend. 
 K’Naan gave me a few minutes of his time, and a lot to think about, when I spoke 
with him about hip-hop, the UN and the real meaning of an education.  
 
Gazette: Why have you chosen to express your experiences and your views through 
music? 
 
K’Naan: There are many things in the universe that have conspired to make me make 
music: the struggle itself, the poetic background of my nation, my family heritage 
[K’Naan’s aunt is a famous East African singer] and me having some sort of gift to do it. 
It was a very natural thing, I don’t even know when it began. There was never anything I 
had to try at, it was just something that I needed to do, because I couldn’t hear it 
represented entirely and properly.  
 
Gazette: On your blog, a fan wrote “… when you listen to K’Naan, you better be 
ready…he doesn’t rap about cars and bitches, he raps about the world’s sickness…..” 
Given the values and messages promoted by a lot of popular hip hop, can hip hop music 
still be a venue for empowerment? 
 
K’Naan: It’s interesting when people think that its hip hop that’s like that, when really its 
just everything that’s like that: films, food, the way that we live. Everything feeds 
consumerism now, and hip hop is no different, it is an expression of the community. Hip 
hop was affected in a deeper way because it was created out of struggle and a need for 
justice. So some people realized its potential and thought, ‘wow, imagine what it could 



do to sell products, while also subduing people’s revolutionary impulses.’ So they took it 
over and used it to their advantage because that’s what a conqueror does. I never blamed 
the art form itself.  
 
Gazette: How did it feel to publicly condemn the UN for its behaviour in Somalia, at the 
anniversary of the UNHCR?  
 
K’Naan: There was definitely a challenge of doing it: it was not an easy thing to criticize 
the UN. But my feelings were that I could easily just be an entertainer, do a nice song, 
make everyone feel good and leave. Or I could do the thing that made me start to be an 
artist in the first place. And that’s what I did. The reaction was really interesting: people 
applaud the truth, and also applaud out of fear. 
 
Gazette: Which global issue do you perceive as the most neglected, or most urgently in 
need of international attention? 
 
K’Naan: Africa in general, and Somalia specifically… not because I am Somali: it is the 
only country in the world that hasn’t had a government in 15 years. Multinationals are 
dumping nuclear waste on Somali shores, affecting all of East Africa, Ethiopia, and the 
horn region. The world is ignoring those issues. I don’t really expect people to care, but I 
expect people to be fair. Africa houses half of the world’s resources, and it is the most 
intensely impoverished continent. That is intolerable.  
 
Gazette: You have returned to Africa often since you left, even filming a video amongst 
exiled Somalis in Kenya. What kind of reception have you had? 
 
K’Naan: Like it was more than music. Like it was a proper representation, it was 
something needed, that was filling a void for them, like ‘oh, finally, here is the thing that 
we needed.’ I’m really happy about that & appreciative to that energy.  
 
Gazette: Celebrities have been increasingly involved with social issues, through the Live 
8 Concerts, the Make Poverty History campaign, etc. As a musician, what do you think 
the role of celebrities in the global & political arenas should be? 
 
K’Naan: It is the nature of a musician to be sensitive; you don’t have plumbers 
saying,“we have to change the world!” Artists are emotionally connected people.  An 
artist’s responsibility, once he has established a voice, includes honesty,. I don’t  consider 
myself a “political” artist, I’m just saying ‘this is what’s wrong.”  
 
Gazette: As an individual, you have survived a great deal, and still choose to actively 
effect change. What would you say to those who feel that there’s nothing you can really 
do? 
 
K’Naan: I’d say that is a very educated view. I think there’s really something to be said 
for naïvete, because when you don’t know, you’re able to change things. I say be careful 
with how you educate yourself, and maintain an innocent view about the world. I dropped 



out at grade 10, and learned the world from the world itself. I picked up books I was 
interested in, from Latin history to linguistics. No matter what I read, I always thought of 
how to stay connected to my instinctive need for justice. What changes things is not how 
educated you are, it’s how much you need justice. So I never really let the fire burn out.  
 


