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Introduction: Who Cares about Hip Hop Latino? 

 Our intent here is to briefly consider the relationship between hip-hop, identity and power 

relations and to critique the ways in which ‘Latino’ functions as a colonial identity, as well as, 

how those in (including the study of) hip-hop consider, apply and contradict that imposed identi-

ty. In so doing, we accept identity formation as essential to the determination of behavior and 

place within any given society and that those imposed on Indigenous/African-descended com-

munities are tuned to function as extensions of Western/European empire.  In North America 

“Residential” (Indigenous) and “Industrial” (African) schools were established to assimilate the 

colonized to their new appropriate post-colonial/enslavement identities (Churchill, 2004).  Prior 

to that the same goal was incorporated, after military conquest, via education and religious in-

struction by the French, British, Portuguese, Germans and Spanish states and churches in the es-

tablishment of new “symbolic representations” (Wynter, 1995) meant to re-order a more suitable 

consciousness throughout the continent of Africa and in the so-called West Indies, Caribbean and 

Americas.   

 Today, similarly, media conglomerates represent an increasingly powerful institution for 

the organization and distribution of preferable identities for today’s colonial subjects (those held 

internally as well as externally). The imposed identities for these subjects, people, the targeted, 



define them as material and immaterial commodities to be managed and exploited along more 

traditional colonial principles and dominantly placed conceptions of identity, such as “Latino, 

Black, Indian, etc.” are intended to both impact targets directly, materially in terms of lived expe-

rienced and access to resources, but also indirectly as established norms against which all other 

conceptual forms are judged (Ball, 2011).  For our purposes concepts of Reindigenization and 

ReAfricanization are synonymous in their anti-colonial character and as terms are to be used in-

terchangeably to also support our views on pan-African and Indigenous identities that both pre-

date and transcend Western/imperial geo-political borders/boundaries. 

 Our interests regarding identities are their function in support (or denial) of revolutionary 

change/advance, anti-colonial movements.  There has been an ever-present struggle over the 

identities of those forced into or subsumed within the settler colonial development of the Ameri-

cas.  These are the struggles reflected in the fight against European imperialism led by the pre-

Bolivian Bartolini Sisa and Samba, or the struggle over African identities in North America 

(Alexander, 2012), or, for another example, the Garveyite calls of those such as Carlos Cooks for 

the abandonment of “Negro” in favor of “Black” or “African” (Rivera,  216).  More recently 

there is hip-hop activist Rosa Clemente who has made similar calls for rejecting limitations of 

imposed identities referring to herself as “Black” and an “Afro-Latina,” saying further that, “Be-

ing Puerto Rican is not a racial identity, but rather a cultural and national one. Being black is my 

racial identity…” (2001).  There are references to pre-Colombian identities in the lyrics of the 

self-described “Afro-Antillian/Puerto Rican/Boricua sister” emcee Lah Tere in whose lyrics she 

clarifies further, “Yo soy Taino!” (2010).   Or there are the calls of the #NotYourMascot to have 



Indigenous identities respected and the Mexica Movement whose adherents similarly refuse la-

bels of “Hispanic, Latino, Raza, Mestizo, Illegals, Immigrants, Latin Americans, Indians…” as 

“racist… eurocentric” to be rejected as features of attempts at “artificial border divisions” (Mex-

ica Movement, 2015).  These expressions of pan-Indigeneity and pan-Africanism demonstrate a 

lineage we seek to extend and highlight in hip-hop.  In fact, we are inspired by (and want to fur-

ther inspire in others) pre-colonial, anti-colonial thought that encourages recognition of the con-

cept of “Latin@“ as one in need of revolutionary transcendence.  

 Colonial identities such as “Black,” “Latino”, and “Indian,” are themselves extensions of 

larger processes and mythologies.  Attendant to the construction of these identities are the na-

tional myths to which they are attached.  These identities become ideological mooring that fasten 

the consciousness to the mythology of linear advance from pre-colonial, pre-civilization to post-

colonial, civilized, post-racial.  These state/national myths have simultaneous parallels in hip-

hop.  According to its myth of origin, hip-hop emerged and assisted the post-civil rights genera-

tions to newer heights and levels of inclusion with attendant financial and political success.  

From the plantation and the palenque to the Bronx and the White House hip-hop helped make the 

necessary cultural shifts required for societal change (Nielsen and Gosa, 2015).  Perhaps, hip-hop 

did usher in change, revision, but an improvement that is only relative to the horrific standards 

established in the process of enslavement, colonization, displacement and other forms of vio-

lence.  The realities of food and job shortages, mass incarceration, police violence, immigration 

rights struggles, and calls for increased Afro-Latino rights, freedoms and independence through-



out Latin America all demonstrate the fallacy of the Obama-era “Yes We Can,” itself an ironic 

heist from Caesar Chavez’s “Si Se Puede” (Ball and Johnson, 2013). 

 Thus, we want to explore the possibility of “disturbing” liberal political interpretations of 

hip hop that see it as a way of achieving a non-racist society and to challenge also dominant con-

ceptions of race and identity exemplified by the term “Latin@.”  By examining indigenous-fo-

cused hip-hop practiced by people of Latin American descent (here we use the European geo-

graphic term that for some indigenous people is known as Abya Yala) in the United States we 

argue for an emancipatory indigenous politics of hip-hop and for the exploration of new au-

tonomous understandings of ourselves based on our ancestors’ place-based cultures and which 

reject European-derived definitions of us; essentially, we argue for a re-indigenization of hip hop 

and illustrate what some in “the hip-hop nation” are already doing. 

Reindigenization/Reafricanization 

 As said above our intent is to collapse the meanings of Reindigenization and Reafrican-

ization so as to accept their common anti-colonial and pan-Africanist traits.  In short, we mean 

by these terms attempts at having hip-hop serve as a method of reconstituting self-images outside 

of those established by imperialism, colonization, enslavement and genocide (Ani, 1994, Ball, 

2011).  And while we also recognize the parallel with historical efforts at or references to cultural 

nationalism we prefer this notion of reindigenization for its particular encouragement of a revo-

lutionary nationalist or supra-nationalist framework that differs importantly from other nation-

alisms. 



 We recognize the arguments and shortcomings of a nationalist approach including the 

possibility that, as Huey Newton once challenged concepts of nation and decolonization, there 

are at this point no pre-colonial nations to which to decolonize (Rodriguez, 2006).  But, we insist 

following, for example, native scholars such as Alfred (2009) and Deloria, Jr. and Lytle (1984) 

that indigenous nationhood should not be seen and critiqued based on European notions of the 

State, sovereignty and Nation.  Nor should indigeneity be defined by ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity.’  In 

most previous attempts to redefine people of color and the colonized cultural nationalist dis-

course has failed to decenter Europe and European tradition.  Decolonization using European 

frameworks of sovereignty is inadequate because such efforts begin from a conception of gover-

nance that is incompatible with indigenous understandings and practices of power.  European 

colonial power is power over; individual power to make others do as you wish.  Power for in-

digenous people “is the force needed by all to achieve peace and harmony” (Alfred, 2009: 73).  

Indigenous power results from careful and respectful attention to and interaction with ‘all our 

relations’ including our other-than-human relations.  Indigenous nationhood contrasts sharply 

with the European nation-state since within traditional indigenous social organization ‘there is no 

absolute authority, no coercive enforcement of decisions, no hierarchy, and no separate ruling 

entity” (Alfred, 2009:80). 

 Other nationalisms and critiques of them are based on European settler understandings 

and practices of power and nation.  Indigeneity can assist us in redefining nationalism using tra-

ditional indigenous knowledges.  Moreover, our goal here is a modest one.  We simply mean to 



recognize where hip-hop performs the necessary but insufficient decolonizing task of mercilessly 

critiquing colonially imposed frames of reference and interpretation.  Whereas the colonial 

process very much includes incorporation of dissent we want to draw attention to the points at 

which that mission is incomplete.  Significantly, the colonial endeavor has not been able to ac-

count for the resiliency of indigenous identity as illustrated by many in hip hop who continuous-

ly redefine themselves individually and collectively. 

 Identity is political. Identity as self/collective-concept determines behavior and is essen-

tial for the establishment and maintenance of any level of grouping.  From family to nation and 

to state there can be no proper function without establishing identity and self or collective con-

cept.  If not checked identities can threaten established order rather than play their preferable so-

cietal role of managing behavior.  From the start states are “locating” us in order to prepare each 

for her/his role, to assure that we “replicate the social order and its hierarchizations, usually 

without the necessary imposition of directly brutal state force” (Sandoval, 2000, p. 164).  States 

are themselves social constructs developed specifically around maintaining identities for the pur-

pose of easing governance, exchange, control (Ball, In Defense… 2011).   Identities are assigned 

to explain function and place.  These are the lingering remnants of never solved conditions of 

empire that still require and generate various responses. To counter the theft and reorganization 

of land, people and space, the “spatial entitlement” (Johnson, 2013) or “colonial 

spatializing” (Navarro, 2014) that accompanies imperial expansion, reindigenized Indigenous, 

Latin@ and African American communities still must engage physical and psychic struggles 

over land and (temporal) space which allows for diverse yet collective (cultural) resistance to 



White supremacy and capital (Zibechi, 2012) .   In fact, Jewel Navarro in her work on Native 

Hip-Hop (2014, p.6) speaks perfectly to the very radical and material nature of reindigenizing 

identity.  She argues that Indigenous identity must be understood “spatially” as opposed to mere-

ly “temporally” because it always represents a “radial… ethical” relationship to land.” 

 Reindigenization and Reafricanization begin as attempts from among the colonized to 

remember and reappropriate pre-colonial self-concepts and self-definitions and as processes are 

seen as necessary precursors to protracted political struggle (Alfred, 2005;  Muntaqim, 2010). 

We group them because within the Latin American identity are both Indigenous and African peo-

ple, culture and histories.  Beyond that, hip-hop is itself of pan-African origin emerging amidst 

the African/Latin American diasporas as they responded to an imperial-imposed coalescence in 

New York City (Ball, 2011). For African-descended people to re-Africanize is for them to reindi-

genize.  Each is at minimum a positive reference to memories of lost or stolen histories for the 

purpose of advancing future collective identities that circumvent those used to maintain inequali-

ty.  It is an attempt to create a new consciousness among a particular population which encour-

ages various forms of future behavior (Ani, Wilson, Bynum).  Importantly, we recognize also 

that symbolic forms of decolonization such as renaming and claims to an identity such as indige-

nous without a focus on what this means materially can be a reactionary force that becomes one 

more ‘white mask’ that a privileged few can use to curry favor with colonial elites.  Thus, it is 

necessary as we do to define indigeneity through both a place-based epistemology, ontology, and 

ethic AND decolonial, pro-life activity (Alfred, 2009). 



Reindigenization and the Politics of Gender and Nationalism 

 Numerous important critiques of ‘nationalist’ politics have been leveled from various po-

litical perspectives:  many Marxists, anarchists,  and post-colonial theorists point out the numer-

ous restrictions upon human freedom and well-being under nationalist regimes or see nationalism 

as a step or part of a process of advancing toward some other more laudable goal (Communism 

or some form of a classless society).  Marxists and anarchists see nationalism creating division 

and creating a false consciousness among colonized populations.  Following Fanon post-colonial 

theorists see the limitations, Fanon's “pitfalls," inherent to nationalist struggles that rarely inter-

rogate all forms of oppression especially as Fanon points out economic inequality (1963). 

 Importantly, nationalist movements often lack deep analyses of and action on women and 

gender issues.  Anne McClintock’s classic post-colonial study of race, gender and sexuality, Im-

perial Leather (1995), illustrates how racist settler-colonial nationalism uses heteropatriarchal 

images, ideas and symbols to further colonial desires and reinvent themselves.  In the case of 

South Africa, Afrikaners created the legend of the Great Trek to justify their position in South 

African society.  Female racial purity and chastity represented the purity and rightesousness of 

the settler cause.  Importantly, for our discussion of the reindigenization/reafricanization of hip 

hop the native South African response to Afrikaner nationalism and white supremacy was to cre-

ate a patriarchal mythology and organizational structures of their own.  To combat settler-colo-

nialism organizations such as the male, well-educated petit bourgeois African National Congress 

(ANC)  used gendered nationalism.  ANC documents and its organizational structure reveal that 



they resisted women’s interventions, limited their roles within the nationalist struggle and did not 

take ‘women’s issues’ seriously.  South African women pushed back on this patriarchal response 

by founding their own organizations and presenting South African women as capable, intelligent, 

warriors for South African nationalism.  They reimagined motherhood as revolutionary mother-

hood and insisted on a voice in the creation of a new South Africa. 

 Current indigenous struggles illustrate a similar dynamic as ‘official’ indigenous organi-

zations and male leaders have, in their efforts to gain concessions and incremental sovereignty 

from the State, acquiesced to settler-colonial views of women and gender.  For example, since 

the 1960s in Canada indigenous political activity has been a game of winning legal battles in 

Canadian courts to the exclusion of traditional ways of governing and organizing their 

economies.  Traditional economies and governance delineate gender roles that are equally re-

spected and egalitarian.  Often, indigenous communities are matrilineal with women determining 

how familial and community resources are distributed and consumed.   This elite indigenous 

strategy has seen men rise to the fore of indigenous political engagement with the state.  As hap-

pened in South Africa and in hip hop, native women forced open the masculinist politics of in-

digenous nationalism and infused indigenous struggles with a revolutionary nationalist politics 

sensitive to gender and sexuality (Coulthard, 2014). 

 Our insistence on a reindigenization/reafricanization of hip-hop remains wary of national-

ist cultural expression such as that of the aformentioned Xicano emcees and Eyedeal Bayano that 

paints nationalism in broad masculine strokes and does not pay attention to the subtleties (and 



not so subtleties) and complexities of domination in all its forms.  Often, male emcees socialized 

and masculinized in white supremacist settler culture see gender in colonizer’s terms (McFar-

land, 2013).  However, women emcees continually challenge masculinist interpretations of na-

tionalism and indigeneity and forge an understanding of women as leaders, warriors and mothers.  

They read indigenous history as one of egalitarian gender relations and emphasize the matriar-

chal nature of much indigenous tradition.  A reindigenization/reafricanization process in and 

through hip hop would be critical of patriarchal colonial practices, culture and structures creep-

ing into an almost entirely male mode of expression and organization.  This would include inter-

rogation of ‘tradition’ that might enforce unequal gender relations and a recognition of “the fluid-

ity of our traditions, not the rigidity of colonialism” (Leanne Simpson qtd in Coulthard, 2014: 

156) so that those current practices that allow for domination and/or inequality will be excised 

from our practices including especially our cultural expression. 

“An American Success Story”:  Hip Hop Paves the Way for a Post-Racial ‘America’ 

 Attendant to imposed identities (gender, racial, national, etc) and spatial relations are also 

the accompanying dominant narratives/explanations (justifications) that also demand further in-

tervention.  We also mean to join existing voices seeking to intervene in the prevailing and im-

posed narrative, the antithesis to our own, that hip-hop largely represents the overall success or 

overcoming of oppression by formerly aggrieved communities (Thomas, 2010).  While ours is 

the perspective of those seeking out hip-hop as a vehicle to decolonize, to reindigenize, to re-

afrikanize, there is obviously the prevailing and fully mobilized (weaponized) perspective that 

hip-hop has been progressively assisting the integration into and transformation of an advancing 



society. As evidenced in exchanges with and critiques of leading “hip-hop scholars” Tricia Rose 

(Thomas, 2010), Bakari Kitwana (Ball, 2012) and Jeff Chang (Ball, 2013) there are important 

and still un-resolved interpretations of hip-hop’s role in identity formation and societal transfor-

mation. 

 Today, for example, the dominant narrative tells of hip-hop’s generally positive role in 

advancing the United States into improved levels of inclusiveness and equality.  Whether inten-

tional or unconscious this narrative stands in opposition to those which do not consider shifts in 

empire as advances and who still look to engage hip-hop (and other methods of interpretation 

and expression) in order to more radically critique the absence of change or to promote a variety 

of more radical interpretations of self, community and society.  These include interpretations 

based in indigenous worldviews and practices as opposed to understandings of hip hop using a 

liberal European diversity perspective.  While there has and remains a long tradition of intellec-

tual work that in various ways discusses where hip-hop has encouraged varying forms of decolo-

nization (Spady, Henderson, Ball, 2011; McFarland, 2014) there remains an equally tireless at-

tempt to fight for an assimilationist inclusion into the “national store” (Cruse).  

 For example, there is the most recent and heavily supported mainstream literary and doc-

umentary film promotion of Dan Charnas’ The Big Payback (2011) in which the author claims 

hip-hop to be “an American success story.”  Extending the already powerful national mythology 

Charnas claims the commercial mainstreaming of hip-hop as having a positive impact on further 

integrating the country while advancing the capitalist dreams of a few of its participants.  His is 



the hip-hop microcosm of a national narrative of Black/Brown linear and increasing success 

from plantations, outer colonies and slums to multiracial business success, Brown Supreme 

Court judges and Black presidents.  Charkas offers literary support to the claim (out of disap-

pointment of diminished returns) of Sean “Puffy” Combs’ recent comments that, ““We got Oba-

ma into office for the give back. Where are the things in our community that have gotten drasti-

cally better?” (Kyles, 2015).  Or there is Steve Stoute’s Tanning of America (2012) which simi-

larly argues that hip-hop prepared the country for new colorful leadership.  An even more recent 

update of that argument is Jeff Chang’s (2014) latest Who We Be which also attempts to place 

hip-hop in a context of art that has positively advanced the country.  Each of these represents the 

dominant perspective that puts severe limitations on arguments coming from the very same 

communities that produce all the various elements of hip-hop in ways that critique these national 

mythologies.    

 In other words, our intent is to critique ideas that shifts in the application of power are 

themselves revolutionary rather than merely aesthetic.  In fact, beyond even the more easily iden-

tifiable unchanging material inequalities are the ways in which hip-hop can often continue to 

reify the immaterial yet equally unequal facets of life such as identity or ideology.  To the extent 

that hip-hop has been unable to fully stem the tides of reactionary identification with imposed 

colonial borders, states (American, Mexican, Panamanian, Nigerian) or identities (Nigger, Black, 

Latino) it has not been transcendent.  There remain too many material/immaterial markers that 

signify an absence of change ranging from increased inequality and violent repression of people 

of color in the imperial “homeland” (USA) to Afro-Latino forced removal and attempts among 



the Indigenous to preserve and adapt traditional cultures even as hundreds of languages (for ex-

ample) around the world face extinction annually (Bolivian/Tupac). 

 Against ‘Latino’, For Nican Tlaca and the Afro-Indigenous  1

 ‘Latino’ is the latest iteration of the centuries-long attempt to erase indigenous people, 

histories and worldviews. Since the European invasion of the Americas beginning with Colum-

bus’ failed attempt to find a sea route to Asia indigenous people of Abya Yala have been assault-

ed by European violence and cultural erasure.  Honest students of history recognize that colonial-

ism requires both physical terror and violence through military slaughter and/or the threat there-

of, and ideological dominance (Simpson).  This “poly-dimensional” method includes the imposi-

tion of ‘Latin@’ identity as European/Eurocentric ideological dominance over Nican Tlaca (in-

digenous people of Abya Yala, Anahuac, Turtle Island, the Americas) and people of the African 

diaspora in Abya Yala. 

 The practice of colonizers naming their subjects is as old as the colonial impulse.  To-

day’s person of Mexican descent in the U.S. is often called ‘Latino’.  During the 20th century the 

dominant notion of such persons saw them as mestizos (or mixed indigenous-Spanish) and at-

tempted to eradicate indigeneity except as a source of nostalgia.  This group of people has also 

been called ‘Hispanic’.  Like ‘Latino’ the nomenclature emphasizes European heritage and 

makes indigeneity invisible.  Importantly, the African in the cultural mix has rarely been included 

(Hernandez Cuevas, 2004). 

 This line is adapted from the Zapatista rallying cry, “Against Neoliberalism, For Humanity”.1



 Arguing for Latino as a positive unifying identity, some point out that it solidifies a vot-

ing bloc and thus increases political power for these marginalized groups.  Others suggest that 

Latinos/as constitute a potentially economically powerful consumer group.  Certainly, marketers, 

advertizers, and public relations specialists see how a new unified Latina/o identity can benefit 

the bottom lines of corporations that cater to this manufactured ‘demographic’.  Importantly, Ball 

(2008) calls for a more thorough investigation and critique of the “myth of buying power”; popu-

larized notions that poverty results from the irresponsible spending habits of the poor.   The cre2 -

ation of ‘hurban’ (Hispanic urban) radio reflects how in a capitalist society colonized and former-

ly enslaved people become a market segment (McFarland, 2013).  Consumer power is not the 

same as the power of self-determination or autonomy.  Moreover, the power to consume more 

and become part of the capitalist system is precisely the goal of assimilative efforts on the part of 

colonial states.  ‘Hip hop’ as rendered in the global communications media continues this inte-

gration and assimilation of indigenous Americans and Africans in the diaspora. 

 In addition, ‘Latino’ does not originate with the various peoples of Abya Yala but with the 

colonial masters. The self-determinative nature of adopting pre-colonial or anti-colonial names is 

a tendency that struggles against its opposing force of the colonial.  Tupac Shakur, for example, 

took his name as a pre-colonial honorific to Tupac Amaru and the idea of anti-imperial struggle.  

This stands in opposition to the tradition expressed by 50 Cent as a tribute to the gangster him-

self or Rick Ross as tribute to an equally popular former drug dealer.  Indigenous and African 
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rebels throughout history have renamed themselves as a resistant act and as means of re-indige-

nizing themselves. The Indigenous, people of the African diaspora in Abya Yala, and other politi-

cized members of hip-hop take names that signal their indigeneity and/or Africanness.  Xicano 

(an Indigenous spelling of the more common, “Chicano”) Indigenous emcees include Tolteka, 

Olmeca, and Kiawitl.  Eyedeal Bayano exemplifies a resistant Afro-Latino renaming. 

Bayano and the Maroon Narrative 

 In our interview with Eyedeal Bayano (Ball, 2014) much of what concerns us here is evi-

dent.  Eyedeal, a Panamanian-descended emcee in Maryland, makes conscious attempts to 

reindigenize through his adopted name and by acknowledging the limitations of an imposed 

Western culture in addressing still extant concerns facing the world’s majority people reclassified 

as “minorities” in White societies.  Pointing to many of the obvious material indicators of institu-

tional inequality (poverty, mass incarceration, police violence, etc.) Eyedeal turns inward to the 

cultural histories of his ancestral home. Like tracing his own personal decolonizing process Eye-

deal first returns to Panama and then, as if recognizing the colonial nature of his parents’ country 

moves further, beyond to a pre-colonial (at least pre-“Panamanian”) radicalism.  Bayano, the 

16th century enslaved African whose name was similarly imposed by the Spanish from whom he 

fled and against whom he fought, represents for Eyedeal a still necessary concept of maroonage 

or, as he said in explaining his choice of “Bayano,” “using my music to create new paths and go-

ing back and bringing others with me.”  “Bayano was a king,” he continued, “so I am saying I 



am the ‘ideal’ King” to lead others “fighting this fight.”  And all who do “fight this fight are 

Bayanos.”   

 As has been described hip-hop can be a site for a “transnational network and alliance of 

Indigenous mobilization” which can and does carry decolonial concepts back and forth crossing 

borders of the “nation-state" and “Indigenous nationality” (Hornberger and Swineheart, 2012, 7).  

They also cross the intangible boundaries of time.  The late Tupac Shakur was consciously given 

a name representative of traditions of reindigenizing or anti-colonial struggle exemplified by Tu-

pac Amaru and Tupac Katari and still now carries those concepts back to their place of origin 

through his music, image, and symbol.  Eyedeal Bayano, for his part, is seeking to carry similar 

concepts out of his ancestral homeland into the seat of empire and back again.  Further, Eyedeal 

enacts an anti-colonial critique of popular conceptions of “Latino,” and “Black” performing what 

has for centuries been attempts of the enslaved and colonized to redefine the terms of their expe-

rience, identity and prescriptive solutions.  As he says, 

 Latinos and Africans have more similarities that anyone can imagine, same people,  

 transplanted in different parts of the world, same music, customs and struggle when  

 we get here {U.S.}, look exactly the same.  African customs still found in Latin  

 America, Colon {province in} Panama looking like Accra, Ghana.  Names separate  

 people artificially.  



 This pan-African expression by Eyedeal reflects traditions of “mutually meaningful 

Black-Brown anti-racism struggles and radical creative affiliations” (Johnson) and is indicative 

or representative of efforts toward reindigenization, part of a long tradition of transcending back 

(Sankofa) to identities, groupings, or civilizations that predate the Western imperial period.  It is 

an expression not institutionally supported.   There is no commercial process or industry behind 

the production of this knowledge.  This “cultural memory” (Diop) of sorts, is not necessarily 

“taught” but passed on through varying sub-narratives including oral traditions such as hip-hop.  

Tupac Amaru spoke to Tupac Shakur who now speaks back to the descendants here and there of 

both communities expressing similar ideas even across linguistic and geographic barriers/bound-

aries (Hornberger and Swineheart, 2012).  

 We think this is what Eyedeal means in his nebulous reference to the continuing African/

Black/Latino “fight we’re still fighting.”  That struggle is itself ambiguous, time and place shift-

ing, renaming and constant.  And yet it is known, felt, engaged and reacted to, even if “only” in a 

name. 

 

Post-Industrial Maiz Narratives: Creation and Resistance 

 Okichike ka centeotzintli (made from sacred maiz) is a dicho (saying) that sums up the 

attitudes toward nature, especially corn, held by the indigenous corn-based civilization that spans 

much of Abya Yala or the Western Hemisphere.  It marks maiz as the origins of Nican Tlaca.  

Various indigenous peoples throughout Abya Yala have creation stories that point to the centrali-



ty of teosinte (maiz or corn).  People of the Mesoamerican Diaspora/Mexican Americans/Xi-

can@s can trace maiz narratives from ancient stories like “Quetzalcoatl and the Ants” to codices 

to murals of the Great Mexican mural movement to art, music and dance in the Chicano Move-

ment to the Zapatista revolution to today’s revolt against genetically-modified corn in Mexico 

(Rodriguez, 2014).  

  

 Maiz narratives have served as stories of origin and resistance stemming from an ecolog-

ical land-based ethic exemplified by the principles of in lak ech and Panche Be.  Rodriguez 

(2014:176) explains that in his courses in lak ech (you are my other me) “teaches students to see 

themselves in each other.  Thus, it would be difficult to truly hate others because to do so would 

be to hate oneself.”  In lak ech results from Nican Tlaca’s thousands of years of studying what 

we call nature.  Nican Tlacan philosophy and science are informed by naturally occurring biotic 

communities.  Peña (2005) points out how the value of in lak ech extends to our non-human rela-

tives.  Our indigenous ancestors observed that the various species in these biotic communities 

depended upon each other for survival.  They recognized our interdependence.  Harm to one re-

sulted in harm to all in the community. Mayan social organization, political structures and agri-

cultural-based subsistence economies develop from the fact of inter-species interdependence.  

Similarly, Panche Be (to seek the root of the truth) contributes to a Nican Tlaca ethical path and 

scientific methodology.  The methodology of knowledge seeking in Mesoamerica results from 

the deep study of nature (the root of the truth) in “pursuit of peace, dignity, and justice” (176). 



 The perspective and lyrics of Xicano emcees and groups such as Kinto Sol, Los Nativos, 

Rain Flowa (pka Kiawitl, pka Lady Binx), Tolteca, Aztlan Underground, Olmeca and El Vuh are 

part of the Nican Tlaca maiz narrative tradition.  Xicano rap is the latest iteration of the ancient 

tradition of in xochitl, in cuicatl (flor y canto, poetry).  Like the centuries of maiz narratives ex-

amined by Rodriguez (9), Xicano hip hop “decenter(s) colonization by restoring the centrality of 

maiz and of Indigenous history, language, culture, and cosmovision to this continent, including 

voice.”  Through Xicano hip hop narratives colonized urban youth radically redefine themselves 

as people of Nican Tlacan descent.  Against a European colonial narrative of “war and conquest” 

Xicano hip hop storytellers define ourselves “by our living maiz culture, which includes stories, 

memory, and daily sustenance” (Rodriguez, 178).  

 Xicana emcee, Cihuatl Ce, exemplifies hip hop’s postindustrial maiz narrative.  Her song, 

“Infinite,” describes Nican Tlaca as a people of nature.  Like centuries of maiz narratives Cihuatl 

Ce states that we come from Mother Earth.  In a typical line from the song she states that Nican 

Tlaca come from “the smoke made signals/fire clouds of embers from out of our Earth Mother’s 

breath/I float from the brown curves of her breasts.”  Throughout her songs she defends and re-

defines Xican@s as place-based people stripped of indigenous knowledge and identity. 

 Reclaiming ourselves as Nican Tlaca is that part of the decolonial impulse focused on 

more than 500 years of ideological attack on things indigenous including and especially corn 

(Pilcher,1998).  European colonial narratives defined Nican Tlaca as savage, ignorant and devil-

ish.  Indigenous dignity suffered many blows from colonial ideological domination.  This ex-



plains the Mayan Zapatista focus on building ‘dignity’ as a revolutionary strategy.  In addition, 

many other Xicano hip hop narratives respond to the physically violent side of the colonial dy-

namic.  Cihautl Ce describes women, especially mothers, as warriors in her songs “We Run 

This” and “Da People Speak.”  Xicana emcee and danzante, Rainflowa, takes a similar stand 

with her lyrics.  In her verse on the El Vuh song, “Triumph,” Lady Binx (Rainflowa’s previous 

name) calls for revolutionary violence rapping that “revolution comes in stones and forms of vio-

lence/on these oppressors.” 

 Xicano hip hop reveals indigenous identity and resistance to colonialism not only in song 

lyrics but also in rhythms, style, instrumentation and dance (b-boying and danza Azteca).  In a 

phone interview Zero explained that indigenous drumming formed the foundation of the music 

he produces for the Xicano hip hop group, El Vuh (The Book).  Zero’s choice of name illustrates 

the continuity of the maiz-based Nican Tlaca civilization.  Rodriguez (2014, 4) explains that 

maiz seed “allowed them to discover the concept of zero.”  Further, Nican Tlaca did not conceive 

of ‘zero’ as absence.  Zero was the seed that germinates into “a radically new culture on this con-

tinent…It is why the Maya mark the beginning of their calendar with a zero that is represented 

by a seed.”  Mesoamerican origin stories show that maiz was the ‘civilizational impulse” and that 

we are “okichike ka centeotzintli” (made from sacred maiz). The ancient ideas that we are sons 

and daughters of Mother Earth, Tonantzin, continue to be expressed in hip hop through senti-

ments like Kinto Sol’s ‘somos hijos de maiz” (we are sons of corn).  Along with indigenous 

drumming and the use of indigenous naming to reconnect us to our indigeneity (re-indigenize 



ourselves), Xicano hip hop uses ancient and new instruments to create un sonido indigena (an 

indigenous sound) .   3

Emancipatory Indigenous Hip Hop Politics 

 The planet is facing climate chaos, hunger, violence, repression, miseducation and public 

health crises.  In addition, people of color, the indigenous, and the colonized suffer racism, cul-

tural attack, disrespect, and dishonor.  How can hip hop help solve these problems?  Can it be the 

cultural wing of a revolutionary movement?  Can hip hop lead youth to a revolutionary indige-

nous/African consciousness and to traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) and African heritage 

knowledge (AHK) with a contemporary urban twist? 

 Indigenous politics are necessary for the survival of the planet as argues David Wildcat.  

These politics reject forms of governance and social organization based in European cultural val-

ues (Alfred, 2009, 26).  Instead of the enforced colonial system of governance in the form of 

tribal councils and chairmen, for example, indigenous social organization begins with the values 

of ‘harmony, autonomy and respect.’  Alfred (29) explains that “Pre-contact indigenous societies 

developed regimes of conscience and justice that promoted the harmonious co-existence of hu-

 See the chapter, “Sonido Indigena” in McFarland (2013) for a detailed description of indigenous sounds, imagery, 3

style and narrative in Xicano hip hop especially the group, Los Nativos.



mans and nature for centuries.”  This would include the coexistence of different human groups 

and respect for difference exemplified in the Lakota saying ‘mitakuye oyasin’ (all my relations). 

 From this philosophical foundation come a number of principles of indigenous politics.  

Alfred (2009, 51) describes six principles of indigenous governance:  Lack of coercive authority 

and collective decision-making; active participation of all; balance of many layers of power; de-

centralization; situational and place-based; respect for diversity.  These principles lead to a ‘pro-

foundly egalitarian’ society with little distance between ‘leaders’ and others.  In fact, in one ver-

sion of a new autonomous indigenous political organization, the Zapatistas use a Mayan tradition 

of ‘mandar obediciendo’ (lead by obeying) to describe leadership.  Leaders obey their communi-

ties and fulfill their wishes.   

 Additionally, indigenous politics is organized around land and space.  This is what it 

means to be place-based.  Indigenous knowledge including TEK and AHK is rooted in relation-

ships and a recognition of interdependence between humans and their immediate ecology.  Eu-

ropean colonialism forcefully took the indigenous lands of Abya Yala from Nican Tlaca.  Indige-

nous social organization, culture, spirituality and identity stem from our interdependence with 

the land that we no longer control.  In addition, Nican Tlaca suffered forced assimilation through 

Catholicism and other religions and ‘Americanization’-type programs.  These things can, of 

course, be said of indigenous African society and the African diaspora in Abya Yala.  The result 

is an ongoing but not fully successful genocide.  Indigenous people find it hard to remain indige-



nous under these conditions.  This de-indigenization results for many of us including many in hip 

hop in a cultural politics of re-indigenization. 

 Since land and space are key to indigenous identity an urban indigenous politics requires 

a decolonial reterritorialization of urban spaces .  This approach to emancipatory political action 4

is ongoing in social movements in Latin America.  The principles of the reterritorialization strat-

egy of many rural and increasingly urban marginalized communities mirror those described by 

Alfred as characteristic of indigenous politics discussed above.  Zibechi (2012, 14-18) summa-

rizes these principles as ‘territorial rootedness’ (essentially, place-centered), autonomy, cultural 

revalorization, development of organic intellectuals, revalorization and recognition of women’s 

roles, attention to human-nature relations especially as concerns work and production, and self-

affirming forms of action. 

 A re-indigenized, emancipatory hip hop politics necessarily redefines and reterritorializes 

urban space.  Some of this is seen in the use of city walls as common, collective property for art 

in the form of ‘grafitti’ as well as practices such as cruisin’ and stuntin’ on streets and sidewalks.  

While these symbols of reterritorialization and redefinition of our urban spaces and subjectivities 

are necessary aspects of a revolutionary indigeneity that will solve our planet’s most pressing 

problems, they are not sufficient for bringing about the required societal re-organization.   

 For a detailed discussion of reterritorialization in hip hop see Murray Forman’s work (2004). Forman uses the con4 -
cept of ‘alternative geographies’ to discuss what we are describing as ‘reterritorialization.’



 A revolutionary indigenous hip hop is more than style and symbol; more than claims to a 

radical subjectivity.  Revolutionary indigenous hip hop can be traced to its African roots.  Etymo-

logically ‘hip’ has origins in the West African Wolof language.  Xippi was an important concept 

in Wolof epistemology.  Roughly translated as ‘to see with one’s eyes open’ it emphasizes that to 

know requires being open to and aware of one’s environment and one’s place in it (Walker, 

2001).  KRS-One adds to our spatial understanding of hip hop and its relation to an African indi-

geneity defining hip hop in his song “Hip Hop Lives” (2007): 

Hip means to know.  It’s a form of intelligence. 

To be hip is to be update and relevant. 

Hop is a form of movement. 

You can’t just observe a hop you got to hop up and do it. 

Hip and hop is more than music. 

Hip is the knowledge.  Hop is the movement. 

Hip and hop is intelligent movement or relevant movement. 

 Emancipatory indigenous hip hop politics requires action or ‘intelligent bread labor.’  

Ghandhi emphasized this strategy of decolonial emancipation as productive labor done con-

sciously with the aim of empowerment and self-determination for colonized Indians.   Hip hop as 

a continuation of indigenous African culture in diaspora is by definition conscious labor focused 

on the betterment of people of the African diaspora.  The colonization of hip hop and the hijack-

ing of the genre by the entertainment industry attempts to hide this revolutionary fact of hip hop 



by promoting music that they call hip hop filled with the genocidal imagery of murders and 

physical harm done to Black men, drug use, including and especially alcohol, and other commu-

nity health problems.  Fraternal violence (auto-genocide, but not really caused by us) becomes 

normalized along with consumerism as Black male culture.  Moreover, the enormous talent and 

intelligence in Black communities is diverted by the colonial process played out via the music 

industry from a potentially culturally revolutionary art to that of being a largely imperial func-

tionary.  Thus, like in all colonial situations, the resources of the colonized confront them as 

weapons of their destruction; resources, wealth and cultural expression produced by the colony 

becomes, as Fanon also said, the “inertia” which “testifies against” the colonized (Fanon, 1964). 

 This proposal for an indigenous emancipatory hip hop politics follows the “indigenous 

pathways of action and freedom” examined by Alfred (2005).  The development of warriors who 

protect indigenous lifeways is among the principles that Alfred (2005:45) proposes for Nican 

Tlaca (or Onkwehonwe in Alfred’s Kanienkeha or Mohawk language) de colonial political ac-

tion.  Warrior action requires a reindigenizing process recognizing that the loss of knowledge and 

assimilation have weakened native peoples.  Onkwehonwe warriors model indigeneity through 

‘liv[ing] life as an act of indigeneity, mov[ing] across life’s landscapes in an indigenous way…”  

Being Nican Tlaca or Onkwehonwe requires acting indigenous.  Non-indigenous (settler) defini-

tions of indigeneity are based on biological or racial markers, i.e., blood quantum levels, that re-

duce indigeneity to the amount of “Indian blood” one has.  Nican Tlaca/Onkwehonwe define in-

digeneity as living by indigenous principles in an indigenous manner as summarized earlier in 

this essay. Indigeneity “must go beyond reflective practices to an actual political and social en-



gagement with the world based on consensus arrived at through broad conversation among peo-

ple who are part of that culture” (Alfred, 2005: 140).  Thus, emancipatory indigenous hip hop 

politics as proposed here and informed by indigenous resurgence such as that of the Indigenous 

Nationhood Movement, Idle No More and the Zapatistas is an inclusive politics that invites into 

our nation any who follow an indigenous pathway exemplified by reciprocity, coexistence with 

‘all our relations’ (human and other-than-human beings), a striving for balance/harmony, and 

deep connection to land and indigenous land-based traditions. 
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