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In A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity (2006), Manuel 

DeLanda writes, 

To say that social entities have a reality that is conception-independent is simply to assert 
that the theories, models, and classifications we use to study them may be objectively 
wrong, that is, that they may fail to capture the real history and internal dynamics of those 
entities. (7)  

 
In this text, DeLanda puts forth an organizational theory of assemblages, inherited from the 

works of Giles Deleuze, to address the reliance on essentialism and reification within social 

categorization. Instead of minimizing the internal dynamics and heterogeneity of parts within a 

whole, DeLanda’s assemblage theory recognizes the autonomy and mobility of parts, seeking to 

embrace the complexity of society rather than working toward its containment. DeLanda 

acknowledges that parts within a whole are unique and do not relate to one another or to the 

whole through a shared reified identity, but rather flexibly relate through relations of exteriority. 

With this framework, DeLanda thus works to reveal the hybridity and instability of categories. In 

his avoidance of reification and essentialist moves, DeLanda’s theory of assemblages proves 

useful to an analysis of musical genres, particularly that of Hip Hop and its recent developments 

among Indigenous Canadians.  

In discourse and in practice, the hip hop genre understood as a category of musical 

activity has often been caught in homological associations characterized by race and 

demographics. As Raquel Z. Rivera, scholar of the Puerto Rican involvement in hip hop’s 

emergence maintains,  

Whether mass-mediated or academic, accounts of hip hop’s history tend to explore it 
either as an exclusively African American phenomenon or to mention Puerto Rican 
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and/or Latino participation in passing but still end up focusing their analysis on African 
Americans. (2)  

 
Moreover, Loren Kajikawa explains in Sounding Race in Rap Songs (2015), that the hip hop 

genre’s “symbolic investment in blackness deserves closer scrutiny” since the music “continues 

to cross lines of race, class and nation” (8). Whether it is within hip hop performance spheres 

wherein authenticity is often asserted through a racial paradigm, or within the music industry, 

music journalism, and scholarship wherein the direct homological connection between hip hop 

and blackness is reinforced, hip hop has long been characterized by racial and demographic 

associations more so than by other identity qualifiers. I maintain that this homological 

identification of hip hop amounts to a mode of categorical miscalculation criticized by DeLanda. 

As he stresses in the passage above, a social category that is “conception-independent” (i.e. one 

that is postulated to exist in reality outside of intellectual reasoning) and relies on the reification 

of identity, can obfuscate the dynamic history and internal hybridity of the social category in 

question. If the genre of hip hop is systemically entangled with African American racial identity 

through homology, – where the identity of the genre (the whole) is situated in a racial context 

and this is related to the interiority of each individual hip hop expression (the parts) – then the 

racial diversity of hip hop’s emergence, as well as its continued interracial and international 

developments will be overshadowed. Rivera explains this practice of concealment when he states 

that, “Accounts of cultural practices are infamous for imposing artificial borders, be they ethnic 

or otherwise, on cultural realities that overflow past the limits assigned to them” (x).  

To address the complexity and hybridity of hip hop, I intend to follow DeLanda’s 

prescription by reading the genre as an assemblage in which the parts are not tied to the whole in 

a homological, essentialist bond, but rather are heterogeneous, autonomous, and mobile. In 

framing hip hop as an assemblage, its associative homology is replaced with a more holistic 
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understanding of the genre, where it is characterized not by racial or demographic associations 

but by a collection of ideological principles. I thus hold that the parts of the hip hop assemblage 

relate to one another through ideological relations of exteriority. In this sense, the hip hop 

assemblage is characterized by certain properties that emerge from the relations between the 

parts, and not the immutable identity of the parts to the whole. The ideological relations of 

exteriority I hold to be central to hip hop expression contain several themes which hip hop pieces 

tend to engage with at varying levels through musical and lyrical procedures. These themes 

include regionalism, social cohesion, pride of self, resistance against systemic oppression, and a 

desire to unite with a communal past. By embodying this multi-faceted ideological structure, hip 

hop affords multiple identificatory modes through which various communities can interact with 

the genre. One particular engagement with the hip hop genre will be explored in this study as an 

exemplar of hip hop’s continued diversity and its ideological applicability to various minority 

groups: namely, the Indigenous Canadian Hip Hop/Dance group entitled A Tribe Called Red.  

To arrive at a thorough understanding of the hip hop genre as an assemblage 

characterized by ideological relations of exteriority, the discussion will first begin with an 

elucidation of genre in theory, with a particular focus on the ways in which genre and ideology 

interact. It will then delve into the problematic homology in hip hop discourse, treating it with 

the assemblage approach predicated on the notion of a hip hop ideological formation. Once the 

ideology has been elucidated, the discussion turns to the ways in which A Tribe Called Red 

embody this ideology and employ the genre’s tools of self-articulation. One important 

manifestation of the hip hop ideological framework, which has been revealed by Kajikawa, is the 

ability to sound race or articulate one’s racial identity through musical and lyrical methods. A 

discussion of this procedure of self-articulation is followed by a final elucidation of the benefits 
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of assemblage theory in the context of hip hop, which concludes the analysis. David Brackett 

introduces his Categorizing Sound (2016) by stating that “The term ‘genre,’ in its most basic 

sense, refers to ‘type’ or ‘kind’ (in French the word is synonymous with one of the most basic 

ways of classifying human beings, namely gender)” (3). Musical genres in particular are 

typological signifiers that afford consumers the contextual shorthand needed to render a piece of 

music familiar and accessible. On this, Jason Toynbee in “Genre-Cultures” (2000)1 stresses that,  

In a medium where invisible sound has been sundered from the context of performance, 
the industry needs to make the music knowable, to place that which cannot be seen and 
which has not yet been heard in the realm of the familiar. (unpag.) 

 
Musical genres have often been theorized as a set of stylistic traits forming a tradition in which 

different pieces of music engage at the levels of composition, performance, and recording. 

However, the distillation of generic categories to mere constellations of formal attributes often 

results in instability. As Toynbee maintains, “no text will have all the traits of the genre to which 

it belongs. Particular texts are precisely not identical to the categories in which they are included. 

As a result genre is an elusive term, being neither a textual essence or a comprehensive code” 

(unpag.). Instead of basing genre on distinct formal attributes, the North American music 

industry in particular has assembled generic associations based on categories of people in an 

effort to direct musical products and advertisers to coherent, unified population groups. Indeed, 

“for most of the popular music market,” Toynbee notes, “genre provides a vital form of 

packaging and a means of organizing audience expectation about the sound of music” (unpag.). 

Brackett explains further that, 

The main categories that were to play the largest role in structuring the United States 
popular music industry from the 1920s onward were based on an oscillation between the 
poles of imaginary and homological identification. These categories have assumed a 

																																																								
1 The text entitled Making Popular Music: Musicians, Creativity and Institutions (2000) by Jason Toynbee from 
which “Genre-Cultures” has been cited, is accessed online through an unpaginated web version. See Works Cited 
List for the full citation.  
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variety of names but can be summarized as a category of music associated with African 
Americans (known variously as race, rhythm and blues, and soul), one associated with 
rural Americans (old-time, hillbilly, and country), and one that is nominally unmarked in 
terms of identity, but which implies a white, middle- or upper-class, urban subject (no 
official name, but often referred to as mainstream popular music). (21) 

 
As an effective tool of consumer organization, North American radio and music 

industries have sustained this homological approach, syphoning particular musics to 

corresponding sectors of the population and thus imbuing musics such as those belonging to the 

Race/R&B, Hillbilly/Country, or countless “Foreign/World Music” categories with racialized 

associations. The industry has historically reinforced what Brackett describes as a “one-to-one 

correspondence between the social connotations of the genre and the identity of the audience 

(and often the performers as well)” (19). Notwithstanding the racially hybrid ontology of these 

musics – for example, “Race” musics such as the blues have emerged out of a racially integrated 

context, and the blues genre itself has evolved out of a symbolic association with blackness to a 

more contemporary alignment with white Southern culture – their homological associations play 

a profound role in both performance, marketing, and consumption practices. Comments by 

Jacques Derrida on the capacity of generic labels to curtail creative engagement and reify public 

conceptions of art forms is thus applicable here: he stresses that “as soon as the word ‘genre’ is 

sounded… a limit is drawn” and that “The law of genre is of purity, a law against 

miscegenation” (paraphrased by Frow 26). This discussion of homological associations 

embedded in North American distribution practices of recorded music, particularly as it relates to 

the hip hop genre, will continue into later sections of the analysis.  

 Importantly, it is this practice of generic reification within which various musics are 

rooted in a problematic racial configuration that requires examination. As Brackett maintains, 

“The point is to question the ‘self-evident’ aspects of a genre that bind together different 
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instantiations of it over time, and thus to emphasize the conditions that support the singularity of 

the function, use, and meaning of particular genres” (6). This analysis questions what is held to 

be “self-evident” in regards to the hip hop genre and its institutional “symbolic investment in 

blackness” (Kajikawa 8). This questioning is not an effort to discredit African American 

involvement in the history and continued success of hip hop/rap, but is rather an attempt to allow 

the hip hop generic label to reflect the racially diverse context which sprouted the emergence of 

the hip hop tradition, and for it to embrace the progressive capacity of hip hop to afford multiple 

expressions of racial, ethnic, and national identities. Formative Puerto Rican hip hop artists such 

as Prince Whipper Whip and Disco Wiz, as well as more contemporary multi-ethnic hip hop 

artists such as Iraqi-Canadian Narcy, Sri Lankan-British MIA, Irish/Chinese-Canadian Hua Li 

should have their identity evoked by the generic signifier of “hip hop,” instead of having it 

habitually situated in relation to a hip hop centre. As Anthony Kwame Harrison explains in Hip 

Hop Underground: The Integrity and Ethics of Racial Identification, “the prevailing tendency to 

associate hip hop with black authenticity has come at the expense of a more dynamic picture of 

hip hop’s place within today’s multiracial urban youth spaces” (101).  

Genre is far more than an apolitical artistic identifier, it is a categorical space on which 

musical meaning is negotiated, and thus carries within it a contained argument about the music in 

its grasp. As Kajikawa explains (citing Jeffrey Kallberg),  

A piece of music’s genre identity is not inherent in the music itself, nor is it reducible to a 
set of particular stylistic traits. Genre is better understood, [Jeffrey] Kallberg argues, as a 
relational and hierarchical concept addressing the way that music makers and music 
listeners negotiate shared expectations and cultural values. In other words, genres serve 
as sites where music’s meanings are contested. (43)  

 
The task at hand is therefore to illuminate the inherited meanings and associations currently 

contained within the hip hop generic label, and to actively fashion a more nuanced understanding 
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of the hip hop phenomenon itself – this will encourage a restructuring of the generic label into 

one that embodies, instead of obfuscates, the music’s existential reality. In “Genre Rules” 

(1996), Simon Frith recounts an administrative debate in which, 

The British government (like the Canadian government) sought to define rock 
musicologically, in terms of form (thump, thump, thump); the industry (and Rock FM) 
sought to define it sociologically (by reference to its market) and ideologically (by 
describing its market function) … And where the industry argument was powerful – with 
respect to ideology (Bruce Springsteen fans just know they’re different from Kylie 
Minogue fans) – it made no legislative sense: how could one safely define music in terms 
of attitude?” (83) 

 
Sociological and musicological characterizations of genre dominate the understanding of hip hop 

due to its stark geographical/social associations and highly specified sonic traditions. However, 

in lieu of hip hop’s demographic hybridity (which will become clear), as well as its overall 

openness to change and collaboration, it seems as though the ideological generic qualifier Frith 

references would function here. In a diverse genre like hip hop, perhaps what unites its disparate 

instances are not particular social alignments or strict sets of musical sounds, but rather, a multi-

faceted ideological bottom line – an attitude. 

 In their introduction to Western Music and Its Others (2000) Georgina Born and David 

Hesmondhalgh recount the ways in which the homological model of musical identification has 

been discredited. They state,  

The problem is to trace the links between a musical form or practice and its production or 
consumption by particular social groups. This ‘homology’ model has often been 
discredited for a mechanical, deterministic mapping of the relation between social base 
and cultural superstructure, whether in Marxian or Durkheimian formulations. It is 
accused of reifying and hypostatizing what are more accurately conceived as fluid and 
processual dynamics in the formation and change of social and cultural identities. (Born 
and Hesmondhalgh 30) 

 
David Brackett questions further how “categories of people are associated with categories of 

music … [when] these relationships are constantly changing and never seem to accurately 
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describe all those who participate in a particular type of music” (3). Despite the genre’s 

interracial history and continued interracial developments, the generic label of hip hop has 

persistently been entangled with African American identity, thus relegating non-African 

American hip hop involvement to the periphery. Kajikawa describes this aptly when she states 

that,  

Despite hip hop’s undeniable diversity, one can get very different ideas about race when 
turning toward rap as a genre of popular music. Like rock and roll before it, rap music 
emerged from the margins of U.S. society to redefine its center and amplify many of its 
contradictions. However, unlike rock and roll, rap never became ‘white.’ As one of the 
most influential music genres of the last three decades, rap has cultivated a mainstream 
audience and become a multi-million-dollar industry, by promoting highly visible (and 
often controversial) representations of black masculine identity. (5)  

 
As is discussed further in later sections, hip hop has been marketed as an embodiment of urban, 

working-class African American identity. Without discrediting black success within the field, it 

is important to reveal how this homology has done tangible and conceptual disservices to the hip 

hop environment. Aside from reifying blackness through the filter of hip hop black masculinity, 

this homological framework has also overshadowed the expansive power of hip hop to reach and 

empower countless communities of various ethnic origin. Moreover, it has caused non-African 

American hip hop musicians (be they producers, rappers, DJs, or otherwise) to occupy a 

marginal role wherein their creative pursuits are perpetually situated in a current of diffusion 

from authentic blackness.  

In the discourse surrounding hip hop, and at times within hip hop performance spheres2, 

artistic authenticity is articulated through a connection to urban blackness, where performers 

																																																								
2 Kajikawa maintains that in many hip hop performance spaces throughout the 1980s and 1990s, authenticity was 
indeed asserted through a racial paradigm and “without fail … realness was connected to blackness” (6). However, 
among contemporary hip hop developments, this has been less of an issue. Harrison stresses that within 
contemporary hip hop performance spheres, like the one examined in his text (namely, San Francisco’s underground 
hip hop scene), that the racial framework of authenticity is continuously destabilized and contested. This 
overpowering of racialized authenticity is evidence of the need to reconstruct the hip hop generic model.  
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existing outside of this fixed identity are accused of illegitimacy and/or imitation. Harrison 

discusses the position of Kembrew McLeod (1999) who argues that,  

… during the latter part of the 1990s, what came to be understood as authentic hip hop 
oriented itself around sets of binary oppositions occurring along various semantic 
dimensions. These included “staying true to yourself” versus “following mass trends,” 
being “underground” as opposed to “commercial,” and originating from “the streets” and 
not “the suburbs.” McLeod was equally attentive to the importance of race, where he 
definitely presented “real hip hop” as associated with blackness and “fake hip hop” as 
marked by its connection to whiteness. (83)  

 
McLeod’s position, particularly in regards to racial authenticity, pervades the hip hop discursive 

field. Harrison maintains that throughout the 1980s and 1990s, white hip hop performers (like 

Vanilla Ice, Beastie Boys, and 3rd Bass) were accused of exploitive imitation and inauthenticity 

as there was a “common association between whiteness and hip hop fakeness” (Harrison 84). 

Moreover, regardless of the fact that hip hop has evolved out of an integrated racial context in 

which both African Americans and Puerto Ricans cultivated the earliest hip hop music, even 

contemporary Puerto Rican hip hop performers are relegated to the realm of inauthentic 

diffusion. Rivera stresses that, “hip hop is ahistorically taken to be an exclusively African 

American expressive culture,” and as a consequence, Puerto Ricans “are excluded from the hip 

hop core on the basis of their being Latino… Latinos are grouped together on the hip hop 

margins under the presumed commonalities shared by Latino hip hop artists and enthusiasts” (4).  

The central question thus concerns “whether hip hop, as McLeod’s binary suggests should be 

regarded as a distinctly black music form in which participation by other groups requires some 

qualification, or whether hip hop should be viewed as a more racially inclusive musical domain” 

(Harrison 83).  

To be clear, the exploitation and appropriation of “African American musical forms” by 

non-African Americans has been a serious injustice to black artistic communities, and my point 
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here is not to excuse such exploitation. This discussion simply outlines the ways in which the 

homological identification of the hip hop genre has presented itself, and the effect the notion of a 

racialized authenticity has had on the perception of non-black performers. Born and 

Hesmondhalgh criticize the practice of identifying non-black engagements with black music as 

exploitive. They stress how this form of reasoning may be overly simplistic and that it can 

problematically entangle musical style to a particular demographic. Even further, I hold that this 

reasoning obscures the hybrid worlds out of which certain black musics have evolved. Born and 

Hesmondhalgh write,  

Do the worldwide popularity and significance of musics of black origin represent a 
triumph for African American culture? Or a cultural consolation for political suppression 
and economic inequality? Is the ‘borrowing’ by white musicians of putatively black 
forms, and the vast profits generated by the recording industry on the basis of such traffic 
in sounds, merely another form of racist exploitation? The existing debates often take 
simplistic, polarized forms, reliant on overly bounded notions of the relation of musical 
form or style to social grouping. (22)  

 
What is needed then, is careful re-examination of the hip hop genre’s interracial history and 

development, to come to a more comprehensive understanding of the genre’s inherent hybridity. 

What becomes less helpful is the indiscriminate accusation of exploitive falsity to non-African 

American hip hop engagement, which leads to the reification of hip hop’s racial fluidity.  

It is important to now provide brief historical context in regards to hip hop’s emergence, 

to then explore its associative generic homology in discourse and in practice. In the post-

industrial working class boroughs of the Bronx, New York City (as well as other American urban 

centres) of the 1970s and 1980s, some of the earliest hip hop manifestations emerged. As scholar 

of hip hop culture and rhetoric Marcos Del Hierro writes, “The culture and its major elements 

(rapping, deejaying, graffiti art, and break dancing) developed … as a response to the extreme 

poverty, drug use, violence, and lack of opportunity existing in predominantly Black and 
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Latina/o communities” (227). The nuances of the interracial community which gave birth to this 

grass roots musical phenomenon will be discussed further in later sections. However, to set the 

stage preliminarily, Rivera identifies that alongside African Americans,  

New York Puerto Ricans have been an integral part of hip hop culture since the creative 
movement’s first stirrings in New York City during the early 1970s. They have been key 
players in the evolution of hip hop art forms – among them MCing or rapping, DJing, 
breaking or ‘break-dancing,’ and graffiti – from the beginning of the movement. (1)  

 
Before the advent of rapping, hip hop was centered around the productions of DJs showcased at 

house parties, outdoor events, and clubs. These DJs – such as DJ Kool Herc and Grandmaster 

Flash – established a method to isolate the breakdown (or “break”) section of soul and R&B hit 

songs which featured drums/percussion and bass predominantly. The DJs would then repeat 

these break sections while switching back and forth between a variety of different breaks. Re-

arranged samples or breaks made up the DJ arsenal as these artists manipulated the speed, 

duration, and repetitions of the isolated sections through physically handling vinyl records on the 

turntable. Creating space for working class Puerto Rican and African American youth to gather 

and hear familiar soul and R&B music, – when the devolving disco was financially inaccessible 

(and often undesirable) – underground parties featuring DJ productions surged in popularity. 

Once marginally relegated to “shout-outs” or “toasting,” the rapper or MC became progressively 

more dominant within the New York hip hop scene particularly with the advent of Grandmaster 

Flash and the Furious Five in the early to mid-1980s. Succeeding hip hop projects featuring a 

significant rap presence – such as Public Enemy, A Tribe Called Quest, and Wu Tang Clan – 

further extended the hip hop musical tradition into the commercial sphere. As Murray Forman 

writes in The Hood Comes First: Race, Space, and Place in Hip Hop (2002), “After more than a 

decade of underrepresentation, by the mid-1990s rap was making noticeable inroads on 

commercial radio, constituting a more consistent presence in the broadcast mediascape” (278). 
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Since its expansion, hip hop has emerged from urban centres like New York, Chicago, and Las 

Angeles to witness global formations. On this globalization, Mark Willhardt contributing to The 

Resisting Muse: Popular Music and Social Protest (2006) explains that, 

Hip-hop has enjoyed a second adolescence in this shifting landscape, first by spreading 
around the globe in the manner of earlier American cultural exports and, second, by 
absorbing, as audiences and tastes developed, performers and listeners from an 
increasingly varied and heterogeneous populace. (66)  

 
Hip hop continues to evolve in an interracial and international heterogeneous sphere, and inspires 

a multitude of ethnic communities to engage with the art form and in turn, articulate their unique 

subjectivity. The manner in which hip hop affords these multiple identificatory modes as an 

assemblage will be discussed further. At present, the discussion turns to a thorough elucidation 

of the generic homology entangling hip hop with African American identity as it exists in 

discourse and in practice.  

 The homological association so intrinsic to the generic understanding of hip hop has not 

only been maintained in the marketing and distribution of recordings or in the discourse 

surrounding the music – it has also been articulated on the site of the artistic expression itself. 

Regardless of hip hop’s interracial history and development, among certain performance scenes 

and within the very music and lyrics of certain African American hip hop expressions there are 

profound arguments for a centralized African American authenticity. Indeed, “The bearing of 

ethno-racial identity on emic or ‘insider’ perceptions regarding ‘belonging,’ ‘entitlement’ and 

‘authenticity’ has been a site of contention within hip hop culture since its very beginnings in the 

early 1970s” (Rivera 7). Within many hip hop productions, there are central themes of regional 

pride, pride of self and community, and at times there are expressions of racial nationalism and 

militarism as is the case with Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power.” Here the lyrics read, 

 ‘Cause I’m Black and I’m proud… 
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 Power to the people, no delay 
 To make everybody see  
 In order to fight the powers that be. (Public Enemy 40, 50-52)  
 
Public Enemy voices some of the strongest musical expressions of militant African American 

pride in the earliest years of hip hop’s emergence with songs like “Fight the Power” and “Rebel 

Without a Pause.” As Kajikawa maintains, 

By the time they recorded “Fight the Power,” … As [Public Enemy’s] popularity spread 
through live tours, music videos, and album and merchandise sales, they became symbols 
of a black authenticity rooted in defiance and confrontation. Thus, “Fight the Power” 
represented not only Radio Raheem, but also, as Spike Lee put it, “the theme of young 
black America.” (3)  

 
Further articulations of black subjectivity on the site of music emerge from hip hop’s 

preoccupation with regionalism/pride of place. As Forman writes, “Rap’s lyrical constructions 

commonly display a pronounced emphasis on place and locality … rap is even more specific, 

with explicit references to particular streets, boulevards and neighbourhoods, telephone area 

codes, postal service zip codes, or other sociospatial information” (xvii). Moreover,  

As hip-hop’s varied artists and aficionados themselves frequently suggest, their narrative 
descriptions of urban conditions involve active attempts to express how individuals or 
communities in these locales live, how the microworlds they constitute are experienced, 
or how specifically located social relationships are negotiated. (Forman 8).  
 

Urban African American landscapes are thus voiced and reinforced in hip hop, strengthening the 

genre’s ties to this particular demographic. This emphasis on demographic and geographic 

declamation may account for some of hip hop’s generic homology. Moreover, hip hop’s 

celebrations of interior culture through rap lyrics, quotation, and sampling R&B and soul music 

further filter hip hop expression through the lens of African American subjectivity. Further, 

although Harrison maintains that this phenomenon is progressively deteriorating among hip hop 

performance scenes (Harrison 7), hip hop artists often locate authentic expression in the realm of 
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African Americanness, relegating non-black hip hop artists to the realms of falsity. As Kajikawa 

recounts,  

In the 1990s, platinum-selling West Coast artists such as Dr. Dre, Snoop Doggy Dogg, 
and Tupac Shakur, and East Coast rappers such as the Notorious B.I.G., Nas, and Jay-Z, 
helped establish representations of inner-city black subjectivity as a crucial marker of 
authenticity. (130)  

 
The 1990s presented some of the greatest challenges for non-African American hip hop 

performers seeking to be endowed with respect and publicly-acknowledged authenticity. When 

describing the unexpected success of white hip hop artist Eminem during this period, Kajikawa 

explains that his efforts to gain recognition were fought through a scene “dominated by a ghetto-

centric ethos of ‘keeping it real’” (119). In sum, the homology entangling the hip hop genre with 

African American identity exists within the emic sphere and not only in the field surrounding the 

music. Through profound articulations of pride of self, community, and place, and through a 

rigid system of racialized authenticity – which has existed in the past but continues to devolve as 

more contemporary hip hop scenes emerge – hip hop has been bonded to black urban identity.   

 In the music industry surrounding the production of hip hop music, – be it radio 

broadcastings, record store organization, or record label marketing habits – as well as within the 

discursive field accompanying the music – as in record reviews and other music journalism – the 

generic homology entangling authentic hip hop expression to essentialized black identity is 

heavily prevalent. Aside from obfuscating hip hop’s internal heterogeneity, this generic 

homology works toward the segregation of the airwaves, containing an essentialized image of 

blackness to the realm of hip hop and concealing hip hop’s globalizing power as an assemblage 

able to embody varying modes of racial and national subjectivity. In regards to the music 

industry’s categorization of hip hop, this racial separation has been integral to the North 
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American music distribution project since the early twentieth century. As has previously been 

alluded to,  

Popular music in the era of mechanical reproduction was particularly well suited to the 
production of homologous music-identity relationships – that is, identifications in which 
a category of music corresponds to a pre-existing demographic category of some kind… 
Such formulations based on the idea of homology support the impression that audiences, 
musical genres, and the relations between them are stable and clearly demarcated from 
one another. (Brackett 23) 

 
This practice of distilling heterogeneous groups like the genre of hip hop and its audience into 

essences of racial being effectively obfuscates hybridity in favour of a convenient racial myth. 

As Forman makes clear, “this ‘othering’ of funk3 and rap generally parallels the cultural and 

geographical ghettoization of black communities in American cities and thus can be reimagined 

in terms of a cultural geography of the radio bandwidth and, by extension, of the entire 

contemporary music industry” (xvi). The homological ordering of black musics thus follows a 

larger system of demographic taxonomy within the American social environment. “Rap – like 

disco,” Kajikawa writes, “… was heard in relation to ‘higher’ commercial youth genres, such as 

rock. These genre distinctions helped maintain a musical colour line separating black artists and 

listeners from white ones” (45). Despite its factual inaccuracy and problematic racial 

essentialism, the hip hop generic homology stands in large part as a result of these industry 

practices.  

 In regards to popular music journalism – including reviews, opinion pieces, biographies, 

and historiography – hip hop artists and their recordings are habitually described in racial terms. 

As Rivera explains,  

																																																								
3 In this section, Forman describes the segregation of African American musics in general within the North 
American music industry, which explains his inclusion of the funk genre. Further, throughout this paper both of the 
terms “hip hop” and “rap” are employed. “Hip hop” denotes the entire culture of DJing, MCing, producing, 
remixing, and breakdancing. I use “Rap” to denote the particular art form of MCing or vocalizing over breaks, but 
the term is also used interchangeably with hip hop by some of the scholars quoted here.   
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Hip hop’s multiethnic New York history and its artistic expressions that include music, 
dance and visual art often have been omitted in movies as well as television, radio and 
press coverage that limit hip hop culture to rap music and a commercially appealing slice 
of the African American experience. (14) 

 
As far as back as its first mention on Billboard, hip hop has been labeled as a “black music” 

(Kajikawa 19) and this continues further into more contemporary conceptualizations of the 

genre. New York Times journalists John Rockwell and Robert Palmer described hip hop as “the 

music of ‘urban communities’ and ‘black neighbourhoods,’ once even suggesting that their 

presumably white readership would most likely encounter rap on the subway and in parks as 

‘intrusive noise’” (quoted by Kajikawa 46). Music reviews and articles also present the common 

habit of relegating non-black hip hop to the artistic periphery. Rivera recounts that Jessie 

Ramirez, a columnist for El Diario (a foremost Spanish-language New York City newspaper) 

describes two forms of hip hop/rap: “American” and “Tropical” (Rivera ix). Ramirez,  

… imagines the first category to be populated solely by African Americans and the 
second to include only Latino artists whose rhymes are mostly in Spanish. Thus, Ramirez 
completely neglects the existence of Latino rap artists whose lyrics are written mostly in 
English, like Big Pun … (Ibid.)  

 
This reviewer thus characterizes English-speaking rap as entirely African American and hardly 

discusses the Latino/a engagements with the genre. Q-Unique, a hip hop artist of Puerto Rican 

heritage (who raps in English), criticizes a similar habit in music journalism when he states that,  

Word Up magazine did an article where they mentioned me and it was called ‘The 
Latinos of Hip Hop.’ What’s wack about that is that they have to separate us [Puerto 
Ricans and Blacks]. And I hated that… You never hear an article called ‘The Blacks in 
Hip Hop’” (quoted by Rivera 4).  
 

A particularly visible example of this mode of relegating hip hop centrality to the realm of 

blackness, specifically in regards to historiography, can be found in the Netflix original 

documentary series entitled Hip Hop Evolution (2016) hosted by Canadian MC Shad. The first 

episode of this series entitled “The Foundation” concerns the earliest hip hop gatherings, the 
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invention of turntabilism, and the earliest MCs. The episode features central hip hop figures such 

as Kurtis Blow, Melle Mel, Grandmaster Flash, Gandmixer DST, and Africa Bambaataa. 

However, out of the twenty artists featured in the episode, but one DJ of Puerto Rican descent – 

Disco Wiz – appears. The episode as a result prioritizes African American hip hop involvement 

and neglects to showcase the genre’s intermixed racial history, despite the fact that the 

documentary is centralized in the Bronx, where many Latino/a artists cultivated the early hip hop 

environment alongside African Americans (Rivera 1).  

 In scholarship, the homological characterization of hip hop is more nuanced, yet, the 

reified racial connection still appears. As Harrison writes, “Within hip hop scholarship, debates 

regarding the relationship between race and authenticity have taken several forms. The one 

constant is the centrality of black identity and culture” (88). The position of Kembrew McLeod 

(1999) has been cited above as a primary exemplar of the adherence to black centrality. In this 

tradition, Pamela Perry in Shades of White: White Kids and Racial Identities in High School 

(2004) too makes the “steadfast declaration that ‘hip hop music is black American music’” 

(quoted by Harrison 96). Further, Georgina Born in “Music and the Materialization of Identities” 

(2011) makes reference to scholar Keith Negus who on the one hand claims that, “‘genre 

boundaries associated with commercial markets, radio and media formats and wider cultural 

formations do not coincide in any straightforward way’” and yet on the other hand, still stresses 

how “‘genres operate as social categories; [and] how rap cannot be separated from the politics of 

blackness, nor salsa from Latinness, nor country from whiteness and the enigma of the ‘South’” 

(quoted by Born 29). Negus’ contradictory position immovably entangles hip hop with African 

American identity. While it can be said that a genre evolving out of an interracial network 

featuring a predominant black presence will likely have connections to the “politics of 
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blackness,” it would be more accurate to claim that hip hop has been a tool to voice the political 

reality of African Americans, just as it continues to function as a tool to voice the political and 

existential realities of black, Latino/a, Indigenous, and other minority cultures who happen to 

engage with the genre.  

 The various problems associated with the generic homology so reinforced by the 

discursive and regulatory methods above have previously been referenced. In sum, the 

homological model effectively obfuscates the interracial history and development of hip hop, and 

it relegates many non-African American hip hop artists to the status of inauthentic diffusion. 

Moreover, it has the ability to contain blackness, evoking an often stereotyped image of black 

male identity which is then reified to be an expression of African American essence. If the genre 

of hip hop is irrevocably entangled with urban, African American identity, and if under that 

generic label there are problematic emblems of blackness, then the generic formulation can work 

toward the discrimination of its associated population. As Del Hierro remarks about the 

marketing and production of mainstream hip hop,   

The increased corporatization of the music industry restricts artists from expressing 
opinions about social issues. Instead, record companies overwhelmingly cater to “gansta 
rap” audiences preferring violence, sexism, and misogyny, which plays into right 
wingers’ hands who vilify all hip hop music as a social detriment. (228)  

 
Harrison too maintains that “expressions of ghettocentricity have served as commercial strategies 

aimed at appealing to mainstream market” (98). Therefore, when the homological model distills 

the genre of hip hop into a façade of authentic blackness, that view of blackness can be limiting 

and heavily stereotyped. It is therefore critical to disentangle the hip hop generic homology to 

then view the genre as an assemblage in which the parts are not identical to the whole in terms of 

a racialized conception, but are movable and unique – thereby allowing the conception of 

blackness in this framework to be not static, but dynamic.  
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Most problematically, the homological model fails to recognize the hip hop genre’s 

universalist power to voice the subjectivities of non-African American artists from multi-ethnic 

and multi-national spheres. By upholding a convenient myth of racial essence, this generic 

conceptualization obscures the ideological framework within the hip hop assemblage which 

affords multiple identificatory modes. What comes to be obscured is the globalizing power of hip 

hop which is outlined by Forman when he writes, 

Hip-hop has evolved into one of North America’s most influential youth-oriented forces. 
It provides a sustained articulation of the social partitioning of race and the diverse 
experiences of being young and black or Latino in North America. As the cultural 
influences of hip-hop’s varied forms and expressions have gradually spread through 
global systems of diffusion, these themes can be heard in other languages around the 
world, expressed with a shared emphasis on spatial location and identity formation but 
informed by radically varied contexts and environments. (3) 

 
As will be explored in further, the genre of hip hop has been an effective tool to articulate 

various national and ethnic identities. It successfully voices Indigenous-Canadian subjectivity; 

just as it has been a method to articulate the transnational experience of Iraqi-Canadian hip hop 

artist Narcy; it has expressed the underground Japanese hip hop experience of YDizzy; as well as 

socio-religious identity of early Jewish rap group Steve Gordon and the Kosher Five (Kajikawa 

19), among others. This ability to articulate various forms of ethnic/racial/national identity, – 

particularly those of populations experiencing marginality and oppression – stems from hip hop’s 

ideological framework which centralizes themes of regionalism, social cohesion, pride of self, 

resistance against systemic oppression, and a desire to unite with a communal past. This 

framework will be further elucidated in later sections. At this point, the analysis turns to a brief 

overview of hip hop’s racially-integrated history and development, and then enters into a 

discussion of hip hop’s global formations wherein the work of A Tribe Called Red is examined 

as a case study.  
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 The over-reliance on generic homology within the context of the music industry and the 

journalistic discourse surrounding hip hop is significantly complicated by the genre’s historical 

hybridity. Kajikawa explains that,  

Indeed, from its earliest days in New York, hip hop’s ranks included a number of Latino 
(mainly Puerto Rican) members, and the music and dance styles themselves drew on a 
blend of African American, Jamaican, Puerto Rican, and other cultural influences. Since 
then, hip hop and rap music have grown to include performers and audiences from 
communities across the nation and globe. In the 1990s, for example, Filipino Americans 
hailing from the San Francisco Bay Area came to dominate hip hop DJing (also known as 
turntablism). By the turn of the century, b-boying (also known as breakdancing) 
competitions routinely featured finalists representing France, South Korea, and Japan.  
(5)  

 
Within the racially integrated context of the Bronx wherein working-class families of African 

American, West Indian, Puerto Rican and other Caribbean origins co-inhabited the urban space 

(Rivera 13), hip hop was bound to reflect its hybrid base. In regards to African American/Puerto 

Rican creative coalition, Rivera remarks that,  

By the time hip hop surfaced in the early 1970s, there was already a long-standing 
tradition of Puerto Rican participation in genres most commonly identified as African 
American, such as jazz in the early decades of the twentieth century, doo-wop and 
rhythm-and-blues during the 1950, and boogaloo and Latin soul during the 1960s and 
1970s. (x)  

 
Indeed, the Puerto Rican presence in early hip hop evolution has been particularly significant. 

The Ghetto Brothers – a music group involved in Puerto Rican nationalism – in the 1960s and 

1970s held some of the first block parties at which hip hop musicians of various ethnic origin 

would perform. Further, as previously stated, both Disco Wiz and Prince Whipper Whip have 

been central figures in early New York hip hop history. However, as Rivera maintains, “too often 

the participation and contributions of New York Puerto Ricans to hip hop have been downplayed 

and even completely ignored,” or it may be considered “a defection from Puerto Rican culture 

and identity, into the African American camp” (1). More contemporary Latino involvements in 
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the hip hop genre include Mexican rapper/producer (Kid) Frost and Peruvian-American 

rapper/activist Immortal Technique who have notably attained significant recognition.  

 Harrison’s text concerns the San Francisco Bay Area’s contemporary underground hip 

hop scenes, and his case study provides evidence of the backlash against racial fixity among 

emergent hip hop scenes. He explains that, “The Bay Area’s progressive politics and tremendous 

diversity make it a particularly fruitful location for exploring the contours of interracial accord 

and tension” (Harrison 7). In an interview with Ricky, a Korean American participant in the 

scene, it is said that “here in the Bay, ethnicity does not play a strong factor in determining 

acceptance into the culture” (quoted by Harrison 125). This is not to say that the scene embodies 

a mode of colour-blindness, but rather, that these contemporary hip hop cultures are 

“transforming the way race is lived by encouraging its practitioners to abandon fixed, essentialist 

notions of identity and embrace a more fluid, ‘situational’ model,” as Kajikawa suggests. Hip 

hop continues to evolve in this hybrid fashion throughout American cities and through to the 

global sphere as various individuals from a multitude of ethnic communities engage with the 

genre. As Harrison describes, hip hop has become a “canvas upon which young people the world 

over craft their identities, voice their perspectives, and give shape to their politics” (7-8).  

 Harrison maintains that from this perspective of viewing hip hop as a hybrid organism 

unbounded by a one-to-one demographic correspondence,  

… hip hop music and culture are regarded as powerful vehicles through which to convey 
experiences and create dialogues across social boundaries. That there is no single correct 
way of ‘being hip hop’ – no identifiable hip hop script that trumps all others – does not 
jeopardize the basic principles of communication, voiced perspective, and understanding 
which a secure hip hop community holds most dear. (128)  

 
In this sense, cross-national and multi-ethnic hip hop engagements continue to emerge because 

“where the hip hop accent is distinct, it is not inaccessible; in fact, … it aspires to create 
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multiracial and multiethnic (although perhaps non-white) coalitions” (Harrison 152). The multi-

ethnic engagement with the hip hop genre stems in part from a wider experience of 

marginalization and an overall shared sensibility of retaliation, whereby different minority 

cultures can articulate their own experience through expressive tools shared by other minority 

cultures. This process of intercommunication or “identifying through” different expressive 

cultures through a shared experience of marginality has been labelled “minor-minor 

transnationalism.” It is this possibility for minority coalitions within the greater matrix of hip 

hop’s global formations that turns my analysis to A Tribe Called Red and the hip hop ideological 

formation. A Tribe Called Red (TCR) are a hip hop, dance, powwow-step project hailing from 

Ottawa, Canada. Consisting of Tim “Toolman” Hill (Mohawk, of the Six Nations of the Grand 

River) and Ehren “Bear Witness” Thomas (Cayuga First Nation), TCR is an example of “the 

mainstreaming of hip hop,” which has been able to open up “legitimate avenues and spaces for 

engagement by young Americans [and Canadians] from a variety of racial, ethnic, class and 

geographical backgrounds” (Harrison 100).  

Taking their namesake from the infamous 1990s rap group, A Tribe Called Quest, TCR 

mixes rap, dubstep, samples from traditional First Nations plains song, and features Indigenous 

throat-singing artists, with the driving, constant rhythmic structure of ceremonial drums. In their 

collaborations with various artists including African American rapper Yasiin Bey (formerly 

known as Mos Def), Iraqi-Canadian rapper/producer Narcy, Inuk throat-singer Tanya Tagaq, and 

spoken word artist/activist John Trudell, TCR have established a coalition of artists entitled the 

Halluci Nation. It is this multi-national and multi-ethnic coalition that embodies what the 

globalizing power of hip hop has been able to manifest. In the featuring, sampling, and MCing 

culture of hip hop, TCR have established a scene in which various forms of ethnic identities can 
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be articulated and maintained. Indeed, as will become clear, it can be gathered that TCR 

identifies through the hip hop genre by engaging with its ideological formation, thereby 

functioning as a unique and autonomous part of the hip hop assemblage. The very nature of 

TCR’s generically hybrid musical works enables the band to embody one of the primary features 

of assemblage theory – that a part within an assemblage may exist within more than one 

assemblage at once, be it within the “dub step” assemblage, the “Indigenous traditional music” 

assemblage or otherwise (DeLanda 19).  

 Born and Hesmondhalgh explain the differing modes of identification by which 

individuals and communities interact with musical structures, and this is helpful here to further 

understand the engagement of TCR with the hip hop genre. They write,  

To account for the range of musical representations of identity, we can initially make an 
ideal-typical distinction between musical constructions of identity and difference that are 
primarily experiences of the cultural imaginary, what Born has termed ‘musically-
imagined communities,’ and music that is driven by sociocultural identities that are 
ontologically and sociologically prior, even if their enhancement and enactment in 
musical practice and performance produces effects on those identity formations. (Born 
and Hesmondhalgh 35) 

 
It can therefore be surmised that TCR are of the imaginary identificatory type. Like other ethnic 

communities not central to American urban environments from which the hip hop tradition grew, 

TCR of First Nations origin have actively identified with the hip hop genre with what Born 

describes as the “cultural imaginary,” – and this recalls the principle of “identifying through” 

which forms part of the minor-minor transnationalism phenomenon.  

TCR employ central hip hop sonic tenants such as sampling sonic artefacts from a 

cultural past; manipulating and repeating these sampled “breaks” through the methods of 

turntabilism; remixing; incorporating spoken word artistry (as in their collaborations with John 

Trudell); as well as continuously fostering collaboration through “featuring” culture. With their 
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track “R.E.D.,” they unite sampled traditional plains choral singing with the rapping of Yesiin 

Bey and Narcy, all the while stringing the piece together with the drone of skin-drum 

reverberation. At the opening and at various junctures throughout the track, activist and spoken 

word artist John Trudell, who served for the American Indian Movement, performs poetic 

articulations of Indigenous nationhood. The track reads, “We are the Halluci Nation / Our DNA 

is of Earth and Sky” (TCR 1-2). The ways in which TCR engage with the hip hop genre, and 

how the artists effectively identify through the tradition, demonstrates that the genre of hip hop 

affords varying modes of identification and, therefore, as a genre it must be treated as an 

assemblage rather than a homological musical category.  

It has been argued by Jonathan Xavier Inda and Renato Rosaldo that,  

The peoples of the periphery do not simply or necessarily absorb the ideologies, values, 
and life-style positions putatively embedded in the foreign cultural goods they consume. 
More often than not they actually customize these imported forms, interpreting them 
according to local conditions of reception. (quoted by Ronald Niezen 4) 

 
Therefore, it can be gathered that engagements with the hip hop genre by various ethnic and 

national groups effectively work on the genre itself, instead of passively embracing its traditions. 

For example, TCR negotiate the tradition of hip hop MCing by largely replacing the syncopated 

rhythmic lines of rapping with the sampled iterations of plains singing. In a sense, this creative 

interpretation rearticulates one aspect of the hip hop sonic tradition and calls its limits into 

question. DeLanda maintains that by the processes of territorialization and deterritorialization, 

parts of an assemblage have the ability to render the limits of a whole more confined 

(territorialization), or more open (deterritorialization). In this example, TCR has worked on the 

generic assemblage itself, opening its limits to embrace a new conceptualization of MCing. As 

DeLanda writes, The identity of any assemblage at any level of scale is always the product of a 
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process (territorialisation and, in some cases, coding) and it is always precarious, since other 

processes (deteritorrialization and decoding) can destabilize it. (26)  

It is important to now turn to the ideological formation central to the hip hop generic 

assemblage. Once this has been elucidated, the ways in which TCR articulate this framework 

will be revealed, which is then followed by final remarks on assemblage theory. I have already 

stated that, more so than a demographic or racial connection, the hip hop genre can be 

understood as united by a central set of ideological principles, – or an attitude – to which 

instances of hip hop expression relate on varying levels. These ideological principles are figured 

as the relations of exteriority by which autonomous and unique parts within the hip hop 

assemblage relate and form a whole. The first principle of the ideological framework is 

regionalism or pride of place. Forman’s text is one of the foremost analytical treatises from the 

communication studies field to engage with this trope within hip hop culture. He explains that 

hip hop,  

… takes the city and its multiple spaces as the foundation of its cultural production. In the 
rhythm and lyrics, the city is an audible presence, explicitly cited and sonically sampled 
in the reproduction of the aural textures of the urban environment. (xviii)  

 
Moreover, Forman stresses how the descriptions of urban conditions in hip hop “involve active 

attempts to express how individuals or communities in these locales live, how the microworlds 

they constitute are experienced, or how specifically located social relationships are negotiated” 

(8). Hip hop music has a reputation of making reference to location markers and community 

boundaries through literal citation as in the case with Kendrick Lamar’s “ELEMENT.” wherein 

he raps, “I don’t do it for the ‘Gram, I do it for Compton / I’m willin’ to die for this shit” (Lamar 

18-19) or when Eminem cites the Detroit area code of “313” in his track by the same name.  
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Beyond mere lyrical articulations of regionalism and pride of place, the very sonic environment 

of many hip hop recordings voice the location of their birth. Kajikawa explicates this by 

describing how Public Enemy’s “Rebel Without a Pause” embodies the fast-paced, industrial 

atmosphere of New York City’s urban decay through its siren-esque, abrasive sample style (79).  

 In terms of TCR, the same regionalism is found. In sampling various tracks of plains 

songs and implementing them alongside beats and featured artists, this Indigenous hip hop crew 

signals geographic identity markers in the likeness of an area code citation or the chanting of a 

neighbourhood name. TCR samples Indigenous ceremonial singing which is (usually) non-

lexical, male-dominated, choral singing accompanied by duple metered drum patterns. This form 

of signing originates in North American Indigenous communities and appears during pow wow 

celebrations where community leaders assemble populations from various nations to confer and 

celebrate during holiday periods or other peace times. Importantly, the songs and timbres of this 

method of singing are geographically coded. As Paula Conlon and Paul McKenzie-Jones in “Red 

Power: American Indian Activism Through Pow Wow Music and Dance” (2013) explain,  

Northern style powwow song features of a high male vocal range and hard drumbeats. 
Northern songs (from the central and northern Plains and Great Lakes regions) are 
contrasted with Southern songs, synonymous with Oklahoma and featuring a lower male 
vocal range and less strident drumbeats. (23)  

 
As they sample plains song from various locations, TCR therefore does not simply cite the 

general realm of Indigenous Canadian space, but they also reference specific regions. Moreover, 

by including Inuk throat-singer Tanya Tagaq on tracks such as “ALie Nation,” the music of TCR 

also signals a geographical association with the regions inhabited by the Inuit peoples in the 

Northern areas of Canada (Nunuvut primarily), Greenland, and Alaska. It can therefore be 

gathered that in these procedures, TCR engage with the hip hop ideological formation by 

embodying one of its central themes – regionalism and pride of place.  
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 Another theme of the hip hop ideology is social cohesion (or the desire to reassemble 

fractured communities) and the desire to unite with a communal past. In sampling breaks from 

R&B, funk, and soul records of prior generations, the early innovators of hip hop production who 

were of African American origin effectively connected with an artistic past and reassembled a 

disparate racial community into a unified artistic evolution. As Milosz Miszczynski writes in 

“‘Keep it 360’ (Re)envisioning the Cultural and Racial Roots of Hip Hop through DJ Rhetoric 

and Ethnography” (2017), “the DJ … utilizes the 360 degrees of circular vinyl and constantly 

connects elements of the past, present, and future through music” (283). Notable hip hop 

rapper/producers such as Slum Village and Jazzy Jeff in their track, “I Don’t Know” sample 

several sections of James Brown’s “I’m Black and I’m Proud” and repeat his vocal inflections 

throughout the piece. In this procedure, the artists actively reconvene with prior modes of 

African American expression, treating social disparity within the African American community 

with a sonic emblem of oneness. As Kajikawa explains, despite the conditions of social fracture 

within the black community during the time of hip hop’s emergence, “through rap music, 

generations of young people have been raised with an incredibly vivid, albeit technologically 

mediated, relationship with blackness” (8). In this fashion, by sampling iconic activist figures 

such as John Trudell in tracks like “ALie Nation” and “R.E.D.,” as well as in their citation of 

traditional plains song, and traditional Inuk throat-singing, TCR embodies this drive to enact 

social cohesion on the site of music4.  

In Heartbeat of the People: Music and Dance of the Northern Pow Wow (2004), Tara 

Browner explains that when pow wow songs are sampled or cited “outside of the powwow arena, 

																																																								
4 Here I do not make the claim TCR or other hip hop artists from non-African American origin mimic or imitate a 
uniquely African American procedure of employing sampling technologies to enact social cohesion. I hold that the 
tradition of sampling has evolved out of an interracial context and that it has continued to be a tool for various 
communities to construct social cohesion on the site of music.  
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the songs themselves ‘fill a specific sonic and emotional void … [and] create a kind of portable 

Indian space” (cited by Conlon and McKenzie Jones). In this sense, when TCR sample pow wow 

songs they are able to create a cohesive, Indigenous space on the site of music, as well as in the 

performance venue where the plains songs are uttered. In terms of the performance venue, like 

the hip hop block parties and underground events of 1970s-1990s New York City, TCR has been 

able to sample the sonic traditions of their traditional Indigenous past to assemble a cohesive 

social space within which Indigenous youth can celebrate and unite with their cultural identity. 

On this, Damaris Colhoun for the Guardian writes that in 2008, Bear Witness and Ian Campbeau 

(also known as DeeJay NDN),  

… threw their first electric pow wow in Ottawa. At the time, Campeau was getting 
invited to Korean parties, Jamaican parties and other ‘culturally specific’ DJ nights. He 
found there was nothing equivalent for indigenous kids beyond the ‘local Indian bar, or 
the blues night where Indians go’. So he and Witness, both working DJs, started a party 
of their own, for local indigenous students. They convinced their friends to give them 
some space, set up their turntables and mashed up their own blend of electronic music 
and powwow, whose rawhide drumbeats and full-throated singing is a cultural touchstone 
for hundreds of Native tribes. (unpag.)  

 
Thus, through their sampling procedures and configuring of safe culturally-specific spaces, TCR 

engages with the hip hop genre through its central ideological themes of social cohesion and a 

desire to unite with a communal past.  

 The themes of resistance against systemic oppression and pride of self work in tandem 

within the hip hop ideological framework. Born explains how within the spheres of music 

composition and production, re-conceptualizations of power dynamics and social order are able 

to be articulated. She writes,  

… evidence from both historical and anthropological research suggests that it is the 
autonomy of the socialites of musical performance and practice that renders them 
potential vehicles for social experimentation or for the exercise of a musico-political 
imagination, in the sense that they may enact alternatives to or inversions of, and can be 
in contradiction with, wider forms of hierarchical and stratified social relations. (381)  
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The hip hop artistic field has been particularly fertile for the articulation of resistance against 

systemic (often racial) oppression. Forman maintains that the hip hop genre “has provided an 

important site for the examination and critique of the distribution of power and authority in the 

urban context” (xviii). Emerging out of the economically and socially disenfranchised zones of 

post-Industrial American ghettos, the hip hop genre repeatedly concerns itself with issues of 

racialized oppression. Tracks like Kendrick Lamar’s “ELEMENT.,” Public Enemy’s “Fight the 

Power,” or Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s “The Message” articulate the oppression of 

American blacks often through the filter of aggressive masculinity, which functions as a balm for 

the systemic suppression. Through dissent, hip hop music effectively critiques social order and 

injustices, creating new organizations of power wherein the artist occupies a dominant, self-

determining role.  

Engaging with the ideological themes of resistance and pride of self, characteristics so 

central to the hip hop framework, TCR effectively make a sonic argument of Indigenous 

defiance against continued marginalization. Colhoun writes that,  

By sampling powwow music and dance, Tribe is sampling a piece of indigenous history 
that was outlawed and suppressed, through indirect policies and outright violence, in both 
the US and Canada. These conflicts speak to a longer history of struggle, resistance, and 
music that extends back through the Oka Crisis, the American Indian Movement and the 
massacre at Wounded Knee. (unpag.)  

 
Pow Wow music has occupied a significant place in Indigenous North American resistance 

movements since it functions as a sonic declaration of defiant Indigineity, due to its ability to 

assemble and mobilize Indigenous individuals, and because of its recurrent persecution. As 

Conlon and McKenzie-Jones explain, “for many Native activists, powwow music and dance 

have been the embodiment of their cultural past and formed the bedrock of their identity” (21). 

Moreover, “In 1969 and 1970, the powwow became a powerful symbol of cultural militancy, as 
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much as a vehicle for cultural activism, during the 19-month-long occupation of the former 

federal prison on Alcatraz Island” (Conlon and McKenzie Jones 34). Therefore, in sampling pow 

wow music and situating it in a wider musical framework of politically-driven spoken word and 

conscious MCing, TCR fervently engages with the hip hop ideological tenants of resistance 

against systemic oppression and pride of self. Indeed, in an interview for Thump Magazine, Tim 

Toolman Hill states that,  

As Indigenous people, I think we’re political from the moment that we’re born. The very 
fact that we’re alive and we continue to do the things that we’re doing and fighting for 
makes us political. We’re fighting for our language and culture and reclaiming ourselves 
after the drama of residential schools. (unpag.)  
 

In their track entitled “R.E.D.,” Yesiin Bey argumentatively raps to declare the nationhood of the 

Indigenous voices cascading around him – he stresses not only that there is nationhood, but also 

that these voices are alive and will not be relegated to an overshadowed past. He raps, “Original 

nation, we pon solid with with / True and living you know we are true and living” (TCR 33-34).  

 In this manner, the ideological framework central to the hip hop assemblage is voiced and 

actively summoned by the works of TCR as they creatively engage with the hip hop genre. A last 

method my which TCR articulate the hip hop ideological framework is through what Kajikawa 

describes as the ability to “sound race” or articulate their ethnic identity on the site of music and 

lyrics. Kajikawa maintains that hip hop as a genre has developed the technique of “making race 

audible” (81) through sampling procedures, musical textures, and lyrical messages. Regarding 

Public Enemy’s “Rebel Without a Pause,” the very industrial and intrusive sonic landscape 

envisions the African American urban sphere. In the case of Eminem’s “My Name Is,” its central 

sample extracted from Labi Siffre’s “I Got The…” (1975), – which is rhythmically awkward and 

void of a weighted downbeat – coupled with the track’s lyrical references to whiteness, 

effectively parodies the rapper’s racial identity, making whiteness audible in the form of 
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caricature. TCR in their engagement with this tradition, sound Indigineity by citing traditional 

music, creating a sonic realm centered around the driving force of ceremonial drums, and by 

making audible the declaration of nationhood and aggressive reclamation of physical and 

auditory space. In sum, it is by presenting an adaptable ideological framework which effectively 

articulates the subjectivity of those who seek to employ it, that hip hop affords multiple 

identificatory modes, as has been seen with the case of TCR.  

As an autonomous part of the hip hop assemblage, relating in terms of exteriority to 

various other hip hop expressions that also articulate the genre’s ideological framework, the 

works of TCR are unbounded by racial or demographic association. Their music can be 

understood as laterally connected to other instances of hip hop expression, instead of being 

considered as a musical object in a current of diffusion from some form of racialized hip hop 

authenticity. This analysis has attempted to reconstruct the prevailing homological definition of 

the hip hop genre, to arrive at a more holistic understanding of hip hop as an assemblage. In the 

tradition of DeLanda’s formulations, I hold that hip hop is an assemblage of autonomous, 

unique, and heterogeneous parts – and that it is a whole susceptible to change and rearticulation 

based on the functioning of those parts. If anything, this analysis seeks to divest racialized 

understandings of music and culture of their stronghold in North American popular music. This 

analysis among other revisionist genre studies can work toward the destabilization of essentialist 

categories used to maintain the façade of inherent cultural difference, and reveal the hybridity 

and interconnectedness of cultural expression. In Harrison’s analysis of the San Francisco’s 

underground hip hop scene, he reveals that the racially diverse performance sphere of his study 

“threatens to rupture the connection between racial and hip hop essentialism, and in doing so, at 

times puts forth the progressive postulation that extending the racial scope of hip hop 
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authenticity is tantamount to transcending race itself” (85). In the likeness of the artists creating a 

safe space in which performers of various ethnic backgrounds can articulate their unique 

subjectivity in a lateral sphere void of an authentic racial centre, I present a final question. When 

the music of hip hop itself enacts border-crossing, and when it is involved in multicultral 

hybridity, and global collaboration, why must its generic label not follow in similar fashion? 
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