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The neon pink lights of the Cedar Cultural Center in South Minneapolis 
shine against the stark December winter night sky in 2018. The evening’s 
performance, “Water: A Collaboration of Art and Music to Support the 
Movement Against Line 3,” features hip-hop performances by Nataanii 
Means, Tufawon, and Maria Isa with a headlining performance by Peruvian, 
New York hip-hop MC Immortal Technique. The purpose of the evening is 
to raise awareness and funds to fight against Enbridge’s oil pipeline, Line 
3, set to destroy Anishinaabe homelands in northern Minnesota. As the 
venue opens to the public, a multiracial audience between the ages of 
twenty and mid-forties, enters the cultural center. There are avid hip-hop 
heads huddled together bobbing out to their favorite MCs in between 
white environmental justice activists smooshed inside their Patagonia 
puffer jackets, who rub shoulders with Native water protectors, and Black 
artists of all genres who have come to support their peers.   

When Maria Isa enters the stage, her band quickly checks their equip-
ment while seven-year-old Yolotl Epsinoza-Day plays the huehuetl center 
stage in front of the audience who stares and shouts as if awestruck by 
what they are hearing.1 Yolotl, which means “heart” in Nahuatl, holds fiercely 
on the drumsticks, striking the upright tubular drum used in Danza Azteca 
ceremonies. Considered the heart of the music, the drum’s rhythmic deep 
tones are a rallying cry. They are an opening to the ceremony of hip-hop 
medicine. When Yolotl finishes, a visibly pregnant Maria Isa, adorning her 
Atabey beaded necklace, walks to the mic and speaks to the crowd: “My 



22 Jessica Lopez LymanJessica Lopez Lyman

tribe in Borikén didn’t have water for a long time and still doesn’t have a 
lot of clean water right now. So, I say we unify the tribes. The Dakota, the 
Anishinaabe brothers and sisters of mine, they came to Puerto Rico, to 
Borikén, to make sure that the water down there that we are drinking is 
clean. And if it ain’t clean, we lettin’ them know who’s responsible for it 
and we bringing them clean water. So let’s dedicate this to our ancestors 
tonight. Let’s dedicate this to the mothers [long pause] Earth and to the 
future.” Maria Isa turns away from the mic to check in with her band as the 
crowd cheers applause welcoming her to begin. She turns back, adjusts 
the microphone, preparing to sing. Maria Isa says, “Speaking of mothers, 
my mother is here tonight.” The saxophone begins to play, drawing a long 
note before Maria Isa joins in.  

The concert at the Cedar Cultural Center represents a vibrant Min-
nesota activist scene where artists are integral to organizing for change 
across multiple social movements in a state rife with injustice. In the na-
tional imaginary, Minnesota is often seen as the shining star of the nation 
for quality of life. In 1973, Time magazine published a cover story, “The 
Good Life in Minnesota,” arguing that, whereas the rest of the nation was 
in chaos due to the Civil Rights Movement, Minnesota remained steadfast 
as a place for “fairness, honesty, a capacity for innovation, hard work, intel-
lectual adventure and responsibility.”2 In 2015, The Atlantic published an 
article claiming Minneapolis as a “miracle city” due to its tax distribution 
and high quality of life. Minnesota and the Twin Cities usually rank number 
one for best bike trails and park system, hospital system, educational 
system, and the list continues.3 In 2021, U.S. News & World Report ranked 
Minnesota as the second best state in the nation to live.4 Despite these 
accolades, Minnesota also ranks as one of the worst states in the nation 
for Black quality of life. The 2020 murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis 
police shattered the “good life” narrative, placing the Twin Cities on the 
international map for racial reckoning. Samuel Myers calls this the “Min-
nesota paradox,” because the state exists as both the best place to live 
for white people and the worst place to live for people of color.5 Minneso-
tans of color and Indigenous communities have nuanced strategies for 
navigating this paradox. For generations, they have mobilized for justice 
within the state through cross-racial and cross-tribal solidarity networks.6 

In this essay, I analyze Minnesota hip-hop artists who employ aesthetic 
strategies, what scholars have termed “cultural organizing” to build trans-
national modes of solidarity.7 Based on ethnographic research, I discuss 
the 2018 Balance the Nations hip-hop tour, which performed across the 
mainland United States and Puerto Rico. The tour’s purpose was to bring 
awareness to water rights, specifically the impact of oil pipelines and 
water access after climate disasters such as Hurricane Maria. The three 
headlining artists for the tour were Maria Isa, a self-identified “Sotarican” 
(Boricua born in Minnesota) hip-hop artist, composer, and educator; Muja 
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Messiah, a Black Minnesota hip-hop artist; and Nataanii Means (Oglala La-
kota/Omaha/ Navajo), a hip-hop musician, storyteller, and son of prominent 
American Indian Movement leader Russell Means.8

To frame the nuanced strategies for social change exemplified by 
these artists, I trace what I term “interdependent movidas”—small, mutually 
constituted, intentional gestures and actions grounded in intergenerational 
knowledge and forms of solidarity across all beings (including nonhuman) 
in an ecosystem. These interdependent movidas, when multiplied, can 
serve as building blocks for social change, in this case, between hip-hop 
artists organizing across geographic, tribal, and racial lines. I draw from 
transnational Third World scholarship to theorize the concept of inter-
dependence to illustrate the multiple genealogies of thought that weave 
together to understand how we are all mutually constituted in a web of 
relationships. I pair interdependence with the Chicana feminist concept 
“movida” to address small-scale modes of solidarity. Chicana feminists, 
informed and in relationship with Third World and Indigenous scholars of 
color, theorize movidas as subtle tactics enacted to subvert injustice.9 In 
this essay, I first provide an overview of the literature on interdependent 
movidas. Second, I discuss the background for Enbridge’s Line 3 oil 
pipeline and Puerto Rico post Hurricane Maria, which are often not con-
textualized together. Third, drawing from interviews with Maria Isa, Nataanii 
Means, and Muja Messiah, I show how interdependent movidas are one 
strategy for movement building. Large-scale social movements, such as 
those that occurred after Floyd’s murder, do not happen overnight. I argue 
that, by unearthing the small, quotidian moments of solidarity between 
Black, Latina/o/x, and Indigenous activists organizing in the Midwest, we 
can better understand how these interdependent movidas informed by 
intergenerational knowledges shape activists’ worldviews. These world-
views then lead to supporting the connections necessary to mobilize for 
large-scale social change.10 

Interdependent Movidas
In the colloquial sense, movida is a hustle, a set of moves during 

a game, or the actions at night. Movida accounts for movement. In 
Chicana/o/x studies, movida is an important concept to understand cre-
ative moves/movements. Movidas are used to describe a vast number of 
settings from how Latina/o/x students and teachers navigate educational 
systems11 to how migrants adapt while crossing the border,12 to how 
artists employ aesthetic moves to decolonize visual representation13 as 
well as fashion.14 According to Luis Urrieta, “A movida can be conducted 
individually or in collectivity and consists of multiple transactions that are 
planned and premeditated with a specific goal in mind.”15 Buendía and 
Meacham define movidas as “movements” and suggest “movidas allow 
Chicanas and Chicanos to recognize the severity of the unjust practices 
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of the white power structure and to unveil unseen relations and motives of 
power.”16 Aída Hurtado writes, “Movidas are used to subvert the potentially 
devastating effects of inscribing the body through race, class, ethnicity, 
ableness, and sexuality using humor, irony, visual display, political action, 
cleverness, wisdom, and small acts of resistance.”17 As hip-hop artists, 
Maria Isa, Naatanni Means, and Muja Messiah use their lyrics to create 
interdependent movidas that subvert intersectional oppressions. 

In their historiography of Chicana social movements, Espinoza, Cotera, 
and Blackwell (2018) argue that movidas are “a submerged technology of 
struggle” that “illuminates a multimodal engagement with movement poli-
tics that included acts of everyday labor and support as well as strategic 
and sometimes subversive interventions within movement spaces.”18 Their 
scholarship challenges dominant historiography, which often excludes 
the “‘minor’ strategies and tactics embedded within and between larger 
movements.”19 Their invitation for a new type of historical analysis, “allows 
us to chart the small scale, intimate political moves, gestures, and collabo-
rations that reflect the tactics women used to negotiate the internalities 
of power within broader social movements.” Mapping movidas “identifies 
how they tracked and negotiated multiples scales of power within their 
homes, communities, organizations, social movements, and dominant 
society.”20 Taking up their call, this essay analyzes how hip-hop artists 
create modes of solidarity grounded in the intergenerational knowledge 
taught to them by their families who were active in the social movements 
of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Although there are numerous enactments of movida, I build on the 
concept to unearth the relational connection that occurs during a movida 
by theorizing how interdependence, the mutually comprised nature of all 
beings (not just human), generates solidarity networks. Interdependence 
acknowledges the connections and often the reciprocal dependence 
between people, animals, ecosystems, and objects. Interdependence 
is a worldview (how you understand yourself in relation to other humans, 
nonhumans, and objects). It can also become a practice, interdependent 
movidas, when you actively choose to engage in a reciprocal dependency. 

Whereas literature in the sciences and humanities continues to ex-
pand our comprehension of interdependence, Indigenous peoples have 
known, practiced, and furthered the concept. Interdependence is an 
Indigenous principle. Before Western science was able to prove that all 
living organisms—animals, plants, and soil—were connected, Indigenous 
people knew that all living organisms depend on one another.21 Before 
Western feminists called for a turn toward interdependence as a strategy 
for an ethics of care, Indigenous peoples practiced an interdependent life-
style.22 Before community organizers furthered the concept as central to 
change making, Indigenous people kept interdependence alive, carrying it 
into the hearts, minds, and hands of each new generation.23 For example, 
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Nataanii Means shares a lesson he learned from his grandmother, Twinkle 
Star, who told him, “If you took away all the things that crawl, nothing 
could live. If you took away everything green, nothing would live. If you 
took away the four-legged things that flew, nothing would live. If you took 
away water, nothing would survive. But if you took away the human being, 
everything would thrive.”24 Interdependent movidas, the subtle moves 
that link us all together in an inextricable dependent way, are steadfast. 

Interdependent movidas counter dominant U.S. white culture that 
continues to uphold the national imaginary of the rugged individual who 
alone can survive, who alone can pull himself up by his bootstraps and 
succeed.25 Feminist scholars argue that interdependence confronts the 
modern individualistic subject by calling for a worldview that centers rela-
tionality and interdependence.26 Interdependency accounts for the gen-
dered, racialized, and classed relations that necessitate an environment 
in which interdependency supports survival and a critical foundation for 
the ethics of care.27 Audre Lorde argues, “Within the interdependence of 
mutual (non-dominant) differences lies that security which enables us to 
descend into the chaos of knowledges and return with true visions of our 
future, along with the concomitant power to effect those changes which 
can bring that future into being.”28 It is the uplifting of mutual differences 
that allows for solidarities to form and new possibilities for solutions to 
emerge.

Scientific research on interdependence offers insight into the intrica-
cies of life’s organisms within our world’s capacious ecosystems to call 
for a shift in understanding how all living beings are not merely relational 
but “mutually constituted.”29 This shift is critical because, rather than focus 
on the relationship between independent things, it moves us to consider 
the dependent, at times, reciprocal, relationship. It is not the connection 
between on which we should focus when organizing, but how our under-
standing of the self and personal quality of life is dependent, impacted, 
and changed by other people and ecosystems and vice versa.  

Community organizers adopt an ecological lens to explain systems 
of power and organizing strategies.30 Minneapolis-based, Boricua cultural 
organizer Ricardo Levins Morales embraces the ecological framework to 
describe activism, stating, “We carry out our work in a cultural ecosystem.” 
Levins Morales continues, “Cultural practice is a form of leadership, un-
elected and (unless we arrange otherwise) not formally accountable. What 
accountability we do have is that of an organism to its habitat; we have to 
fit in well enough to survive.”31 Community organizers, in this case artists 
as cultural organizers, who incorporate the concept of interdependence 
recognize how they themselves and their artistic productions circulate, 
impact, and depend on other beings in a cultural ecosystem. 

Cultural organizer adrienne maree brown defines interdependence as 
“a mutual dependence between two things…or mutually reliant on each 
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other.”32 Put another way, interdependence means “no one is alone.” She 
states, “Being interdependent is a series of small repetitive motions.”33 
These small repetitive motions, known throughout this article as interde-
pendent movidas, begin to build on one another, forming deeper, stronger 
connections. The web of interdependence combats meritocracy and the 
individualist belief of solo survival. As we grow deeper in our reflection on 
interdependence, we see that it isn’t the “I” that makes for a full, vibrant 
life. It isn’t the “I” that alone solves injustice. Rather it is the collective “we” 
in relation to all beings—human, animal, and even object—that produces 
a landscape ripe with possibilities. 

Shifting to an interdependent worldview highlights how minute con-
nections foster collective action. Social movements are not created swiftly. 
Rather, it is the movidas—a casual conversation about a social issue over 
the kitchen table or a poet at a reading professing a story that you thought 
only you experienced—that slowly build, multiply, and potentially can mo-
bilize into large-scale collective action. Moreover, interdependence calls 
for a decentralizing of ideas. Not one person alone has all the answers. It 
is in the interdependent, reciprocal, collective “we” in which we have the 
resources, knowledge, and power to adapt, heal, imagine, and transform 
our world. 

Cultural organizers, grounded in interdependent movidas, cultivate 
interdependence despite a neoliberal climate that rewards individualist 
notions of success to maintain the status quo. Movements do not start 
off as massive mobilization projects. Movements begin with small deci-
sions, gestures, ideas. Building on Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s (Michi 
Saagiig Nishnaabeg) work, I argue these small actions, interdependent 
movidas, assemble into what she terms “constellations of coresistance.”34 
She calls for intentional relationship building between Black, brown, and 
Indigenous people. Constellations of coresistance decenter whiteness 
and white allies as the primary connection for organizing and bring to-
gether communities of color who are typically siloed from each other. 
Constellations, she argues, are a set of place-based relationships that 
“reveal theory, story, and knowledge representing a mapping of Nishnaa-
beg thought through the night sky and through time.”35 They are critical to 
radical resurgent organizing as both a form of knowledge production and a 
structural model for relationship formation. Constellations of coresistance 
represent one model for combating settler colonialism, racial capital, and 
heteropatriarchy. They can form into artist collectives or transform into 
large-scale protests. The Indigenous-led movement to protect water, 
from Standing Rock to Line 3 to water access in Puerto Rico, depends on 
interdependent movidas to combat oil pipelines and advance sustainable 
energy models.  
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Water Wars: The Line 3 Oil Pipeline and Hurricane Maria
To kick off his set at the Cedar Cultural Center, hip-hop MC Immortal 

Technique holds the microphone close to his mouth. The heaviness 
of his breath cascades against the microphone. Behind him, a large 
screen projects the word “WATER” with the letter “A” designed as a 
modern tepee graphic. Immortal Technique turns to the DJ, then back 
to the audience and says in a deep voice drawn from his gut, “Ladies 
and gentlemen, the water wars have already begun.” The DJ drops the 
beat, and the crowd, as if in a collective holding of their breath, waits in 
silence for him to spit his opening bars. 

Water wars. In the twenty-first century, the struggle for clean, acces-
sible water is one of the greatest challenges. When it comes to water 
access, Maria Isa states, “We’re facing the reality that water is the new 
gold. Whether it is here in Minnesota, in the Dakotas, or in Puerto Rico, 
getting access to water for our people is insane.”36 Working-class In-
digenous, Black, and Latina/o/x communities, whether organizers or not, 
are often in the crosshairs on the front lines of environmental racism.37 
Their neighborhoods serve as dumping grounds for municipalities’ 
undesirable utilities while their bodies endure harsh chemicals from 
ground toxins and air pollutants.38

Under neoliberalism, the accessibility of clean, safe water continues 
to decline.39 Muja Messiah says, “We used to say don’t go drink the tap 
water in Mexico, but now it’s a crisis everywhere. You know, thirty years 
later, you look up, and tap water is a thing of the past. You know, now it’s all 
bottled, and that’s a problem. Whether it’s Flint or the northside of Minne-
apolis, or Mexico, we need to protect our water.”40 Cultural organizers who 
work to protect water across North America combat myriad structural 
issues. Oil pipelines and climate chaos disasters, such as hurricanes, 
will continue to wreak havoc on the most marginalized in our nation 
unless we transfer to a post–fossil fuel economy. 

Eighty percent of the biodiversity remaining on Earth is on Indigenous 
land. Yet the struggle to maintain a healthy ecosystem free of international 
corporations’ fossil fuel projects continues to plague tribes throughout 
Turtle Island. The repair and expansion of oil pipelines such as Keystone 
XL, the Dakota access pipeline (DAPL), and Enbridge’s Line 3 not only 
harms the natural ecosystem, but also destroys cultural ecosystems. 
Indigenous water protectors argue that oil pipeline projects further the 
dispossession of Native sovereignty by violating U.S. signed treaties and 
destroying Indigenous sacred cultural sites.41 Militarized police serve as 
the brute force beholden to corporations rather than everyday citizens 
and the environment. In addition, workers employed to build, repair, and 
expand oil pipeline systems are often transient workers who live in mobile 
“man camps” or “boom towns.” These temporary housing encampments 
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repeatedly have been the site for sexual violence and, at times, sex traf-
ficking of local Native women. The movement for Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and relatives (#MMIW) weaves together with the fight 
to protect water. From an Indigenous perspective, all relatives—women, 
two-spirit people, children, and water—face violence when, often rural, 
economies open their lands to man camps.

In 1991, Minnesota experienced the largest inland oil spill to date.42 
More than thirty years later, the state’s dependency and welcoming of 
corporate oil remains intact. Originally built in the 1960s, Enbridge’s Line 3 
is a thirty-four-inch-wide oil pipeline that extends from Alberta, Canada, 
to Superior, Wisconsin. Now part of Enbridge’s mainline corridor, the 
new line, what Enbridge misleadingly calls a “replacement project,” 
would actually build a new thirty-six-inch pipeline across thirteen miles 
in North Dakota, 337 miles in Minnesota, and fourteen miles in Wisconsin. 
The project in Minnesota would invade one-fifth of the world’s fresh water, 
cutting through more than 200 bodies of water, including the headwaters of 
the Mississippi River and Lake Superior.43

Similar to Standing Rock, Indigenous women lead the movement to stop 
Line 3 in Minnesota. These public-facing acts of mobilization are undergirded 
by interdependent movidas.44 On November 13, 2020, the Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency approved a water-crossing permit, and one month later, on 
December 4, the Public Utilities Commission rejected a petition filed by White 
Earth and Red Lake nations to halt the project. Enbridge, which had already 
been building despite not having authorized permits, now has formal approval 
for construction. There continue to be court challenges to Line 3 by the White 
Earth, Red Lake, and Mille Lacs Native nations; the Minnesota Department 
of Commerce; the Sierra Club; Youth Climate Intervenors; Honor the Earth; 
Friends of the Headwaters; and others. Indigenous lead organizations, such 
as the Giniw Collective, organized a week of action in March 2021 and a coali-
tion of Indigenous youth and organizers went to Washington, D.C., for a day 
of action on April 1, 2021, to urge President Biden to shut down DAPL and 
stop Line 3. Despite multiple forms of direct action, Enbridge completed its 
construction, and Line 3 is now operational. 

The water wars are not limited to oil pipelines. Globally, climate chaos 
disasters are on the rise. Entire communities are forced to evacuate, and some 
are never able to return to their homelands.45 The World Health Organization 
estimates that we are living in an era in which more people are migrating 
due to climate-related factors than ever before. In North America, climate 
disasters include persistent wildfires and prolonged droughts along the 
West Coast, intense storms that cause flooding in the Midwest, and hur-
ricanes along the East Coast and the Caribbean. Deregulated capitalism, 
racialized poverty, and Native dispossession perpetuate injustices as-
sociated with climate disasters, making the crisis most unbearable for 
working-class, Black, Latina/o/x, and Native communities.46 
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In September 2017, Puerto Rico was hit by back-to-back hurricanes, 
Hurricane Irma and then, a few weeks later, Hurricane Maria, which was 
the worst storm in more than eighty years. Hurricane Maria made landfall 
as a category four storm, had winds up to 155 miles per hour, and two 
feet of rain in some places, wreaking havoc on the 3.4 million Puerto 
Rican U.S. citizens living on the island. For more than a year, some places 
on the island did not regain power, and access to clean water remained 
limited due to electrical outages and faulty generators. The collapse of 
water sewage systems, treatment centers, and testing sites for water 
quality enhanced water-associated health risks.47 The hurricane disaster 
was further exasperated due to Puerto Rico’s debt crisis.48 

Although Hurricane Maria intensified water issues on the island, 
water inequities were rampant prior to the storm. The Natural Resources 
Defense Council, an international nonprofit advocacy group, issued a 
report in 2017 stating that Puerto Rico had the worst drinking water 
violations in the entire United States. In 2015, 99.5 percent of the 
population received drinking water with severe violations. A total of 545 
health-based violations occurred in 201 out of 406 of Puerto Rico’s 
water systems. Some of these infractions included lead and copper 
violations, combined disinfectants and by-product additions, and failure 
to protect against groundwater pathogens. These violations can lead to 
cancer; reproductive health risks, including miscarriage; gastrointestinal 
distress; and potentially life-threatening infections.49 Climate chaos 
disasters intensify with failed utility systems, deregulation of corpora-
tions, and poorly run infrastructures. Hurricane Maria illuminated the 
danger of not investing in local municipalities, especially in rural areas.50 

After the storm, activists on the ground mobilized quickly to create 
short-term solutions while calling for long-term systematic change. Due 
to limited cell phone service and electricity outages, communication 
between the mainland and island was difficult. Maria Isa said at a press 
conference held in St. Paul a few days after the hurricane, “Any Puerto 
Rican around the world right now is just in extreme devastation because 
we cannot communicate with our families.”51 When lines were up and 
calls were able to go through, Puerto Ricans feared the supplies being 
sent through the federal government would not reach them, especially 
those in working-class, rural areas. Nonprofits and community organiz-
ers throughout the Puerto Rican diaspora coordinated efforts to bring 
water, food, and other necessary supplies to the island. For example, 
the cop watch nonprofit, El Grito de Sunset Park in Brooklyn, New York, 
worked with the Hennessy corporation to secure a warehouse to col-
lect and store resources.

One of the continued issues for organizers and relief workers was 
the mistrust of the federal government. Finding networks of trusted 
relatives and activists throughout the Puerto Rican diaspora was vital 
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for ensuring money and supplies were sent to specific communities. 
Local groups such as the Coalición de Boricuas en MN and Puerto 
Ricans in Minnesota organized drop-off centers for donations. St. Paul 
Foundation’s El Fondo Boricua, a fund originally established by Maria 
Isa’s mother, Elsa Vega-Pérez, in 2005 to empower the Puerto Rican 
people in Minnesota and on the island, served as a key funding source 
for community organizations working on relief efforts. El Fondo Boricua, 
now run under Maria Isa’s leadership, funded organizations such as Taller 
Salud en Loíza, which provides health services mainly to working-class 
people; Visit Rico, an agricultural farming network; and Los Pleneros de 
la 21, an Afro-Boricua cultural preservation organization. On the main-
land, El Fondo granted funds to the University of Minnesota Puerto Rico 
outreach team, Rock Steady for Life Waves 4 Water relief, and several 
others. El Fondo Boricua also supported resettlement efforts, partnering 
with Comunidades Latinas Unidos en Servicio, a Twin Cities advocacy 
and service organization. Due to the horrible conditions, thousands 
of people left the island. Between 2017 to 2018, the Puerto Rican 
population had a net migration loss of 123,000 people, compared with 
fewer than 6,000 people annually between 2000 and 2009.52 Although 
there is not an exact number of how many climate migrants arrived in 
Minnesota, it is estimated that more than 300 families have migrated 
to the state, joining the 13,000 Puerto Ricans already living in the state. 

The struggle to obtain clean, safe water will be an ongoing fight 
for communities around the globe if sociopolitical conditions do not 
change. Climate disasters will increase as governments partner with in-
ternational corporations to deregulate protections for the environment. 
Community activists, in this case, hip-hop artists, serve as vital cultural 
organizers to educate, gather resources, and intervene in water policies 
and practices that harm Black, Indigenous, and Latina/o/x populations. 
Artists’ small-scale actions, their interdependent movidas, produce 
intentional solidarity models for creating small actions for change. 

Balance the Nations Tour
Cultural organizers employ aesthetic strategies to combat injustice. 

Contemporary hip-hop artists draw from a long legacy of solidarity and 
political action within the genre.53 Based on interviews with the three 
headlining artists, Maria Isa, Nataanii Means, and Muja Messiah, I argue 
that their tour and music are examples of interdependent movidas based 
on intergenerational lessons taught to them by their families and elders 
in their communities. Informed by these lessons, the artists build mu-
tually constituted relationships through their hop-hop performances. 
These performances serve as a bridge for others, who perhaps do 
not have the same interdependent worldview or guidance from elders 
in their community. The messages within the music invite listeners to 
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reflect, learn, and even engage with their own traditions about which 
they might not know. These interdependent movidas that unearth the 
existence of local solidarities allow for larger connections for social 
movements to be possible.

The impetus for the 2018 Balance the Nations Tour came from 
previous years organizing against oil pipelines and mobilizing for Indig-
enous rights. Prior to the tour, Maria Isa, Nataanii Means, Muja Messiah, 
and other artists performed in Colorado for the Denver March Pow-
wow. After that concert, several of the artists and curators traveled to 
Standing Rock to take part in the direct actions. Once the struggle at 
Standing Rock dissipated, the focus shifted toward Line 3 in Minnesota 
and Puerto Rican relief efforts after Hurricane Maria. The eight-city tour 
was entirely self-funded by the artists. Occasionally, the artists would 
use ticket and merchandise sales for gas, lodging, food, and small sti-
pends; however, the majority of the funds went directly to the pipeline 
front lines and relief efforts. The name for the tour came from Nataanii 
Means’ album, Balance the Nations, recently released in 2018. Nataanii 
Means states, “‘Balance the nations’ is not just about human beings 
balancing our self within our other nations, it’s about the balance with 
the water nation, with the four-legged nations, with the ones that can 
swim and crawl.”54  

Mainstream U.S. cultural values do not recognize the multiple na-
tions as indicated by Nataanii Means. Instead, systems of oppression—
settler colonialism, heteropatriarchy, and racial capitalism—foster a 
cultural milieu of rugged individualism that strives to segregate humans 
from each other as well as from nonhuman relatives. Interdependent 
movidas as a worldview and intentional practice subvert the siloes of 
systemic oppression by generating modes of solidarity across differ-
ence. Reflecting on the tour, Maria Isa says the purpose was “being able 
to balance our own miseducation and recognizing the similarities” among 
each other. She continues, “We are placed with all of these borders and 
judgments. Society tries to separate us.” In this context, interdependence 
as a worldview and practice is not readily available or even rewarded. 
Maria Isa challenges this segregation by stating, “They know once [we 
know] those borders are made up, once we recognize that as people, we 
form ourselves [together] through the drum. We are on the same rhythm 
and the same beat. That [rhythm] can eliminate their hate and greed.”55 
Along similar lines, Muja Messiah says, “You know you have a lot of things 
going on between Black people with colorism. You have Black people who 
don’t know about Afro-Latino culture, or you have Latin people who do 
not accept their Africanisms. I think it’s good to show solidarity… We get 
individualized with our cultures, and we tend to separate ourselves, and 
in the end, we are all nonwhite, we are all victims of white supremacy. It’s 
very important to show that solidarity. I just feel like it’s people who have 
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suffered, felt the pain; it’s my duty to be there for them, especially Native 
artists. Since this is Native land, I always have a soft spot for anything 
I can do to provide my efforts and my time to help their situation. I’m 
always down.”56 To have all three artists with different racial and cultural 
backgrounds—Latina, Native, and Black—come together to perform was 
an example of interdependent movidas. Nataanii Means says, “To do the 
tour with Maria and Muja was really huge because it was compiling all 
these different nations [together] instead of just linking North American 
Indigenous tribes saying like me and somebody else like Anton [another 
Indigenous artist]. It made it powerful because Maria is Taíno and Muja 
comes from a very unique background that is still Indigenous in the way 
[that] he thinks. I mean you know how he thinks. It’s very next level, very 
close to the way Indigenous people think. Bringing them to communities 
in North America as well as bringing me to their land where they are really 
well-known, introducing my lyrics and ideologies to Puerto Rico, there 
is a balance that all three different worlds need to have.”57 To practice 
interdependence requires an intervention in our values, way of think-
ing, and acting. The Balance the Nations tour’s headlining artists draw 
from intergenerational lessons taught to them by their families to create 
interdependent movidas, forming relationships across tribal affiliation, 
race, gender, and geographic location. 

Interdependent movidas are grounded in intergenerational knowledge 
passed down through family and kinship networks. Nataanii Means, Maria 
Isa, and Muja Messiah come from long legacies of family activism. They 
grew up in movement work. They were raised to be movement makers. 
Their families set a precedent that activism was an integral part of daily 
life, not a separate entity one occasionally dipped into. Nataanii Means 
states, “My father was Russell Means, and he collaborated a lot with the 
Brown Berets, the Black Panthers, the Indigenous freedom Puerto Rican 
Liberation Movement. He went down to Nicaragua to fight with the Miskito 
Indians, you know in actual war.” He continues, “In order to do solidarity 
work, you have to remove your ego and your victim mentality of ‘I have it 
worse’ or ‘my people have it worse.’ It took a while for even our tribes to 
do this. We have historic beef that goes back for generations. At Standing 
Rock, we had to put aside our differences for a bigger cause, for our water. 
For movement work, for us to move cohesively, we have to remember the 
purpose, remove our ego and remember what this is for; it is for the earth.”58

Similarly, Muja Messiah was taught solidarity from his mother. “My 
mom always enforced into my thinking a kinda Fred Hampton situation. 
I always existed in a rainbow coalition, and I always felt empowered by 
more diversity… It wasn’t powerful to me to have just a Black situation or 
all men. I needed women included. I need different races, other cultures. 
I want to hear what they have to say. It matters, and I was thrilled by other 
food, cultures. I grew up with Liberians, with Laotians. I grew up with Nige-
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rians, Mexican people.” Reflecting on his racial identity development, Muja 
Messiah says, “Well, I went through my racial identity crisis really young 
because I was mixed. I wasn’t Black enough for my Black friends, and my 
white friends called me nigger. I read the Autobiography of Malcolm X 
and became the most militant Black person, and my mom didn’t like it. My 
white dad was a deadbeat dad who I rarely seen, so I resented him, and 
I resented white people. My mom never liked that. She never talked bad 
about my father. She never allowed me to talk bad white people, about 
anybody. Um, except Donald Trump.” Muja Messiah’s mother learned to 
mobilize against systemic oppression from her years as an activist in the 
Civil Rights Movement. “My mom was involved in the Civil Rights Move-
ment, and she had friends down South who got locked up by the FBI, but 
she never let that cross over into a wide variety of hate for white people. 
It was always focused on the system. It was focused on certain individu-
als… I’m 44 now. You know, once I got over my racial identity crisis and my 
daddy issues, her early ways of teaching came back. I understand why 
she implemented those lessons. Your distrust for a system shouldn’t carry 
over for your hate for an individual no matter what.”59 

Maria Isa’s mother, Elsa Vega-Pérez, a longtime activist and philan-
thropist, established with other community leaders several Twin Cities 
institutions, including El Arco Iris Center for the Arts, Casa Esperanza 
center against domestic violence, and Academia Cesar Chavez school. 
She served on national boards, including on the board of directors for the 
National Urban Fellows. Throughout her years organizing, Elsa brought 
Maria Isa along, and these experiences shaped Maria Isa’s outlook. Not 
only did Maria Isa learn practical skills for organizing, such as how to fa-
cilitate a meeting or how to cultivate donor relationships, Elsa taught her 
the connection to Borikén, connection to their culture through music. 
Maria Isa says, “Although I’m not on the land and I’m here [in Minnesota], 
Borikén is in my blood. My connection is through the drum. I am able to 
have that with me every day even if I’m not outside and not on the land 
where I’m from.”60 Hurricane Maria became a turning point for the Per-
ezes. Elsa said it was time for Maria Isa to “carry the torch” and take over 
El Fondo Boricua, the fund she established years prior to support the 
Puerto Rican community. This transition serves as an important tactic 
for interdependent movidas. Rather than hold on to formal leadership 
positions, Elsa’s intentional transition to uplift the next generation, in 
this case her daughter, indicates the importance to think beyond the 
individual self. 

Interdependent movidas are cultivated in intergenerational spaces 
in which elders, younger adults, and children are able to learn from one 
another. One of the most memorable moments on tour when the inter-
generational lessons came full circle was at the end of the tour when 
the artists were in Puerto Rico. After they performed, Maria Isa brought 
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everyone to Loíza, a rural town heavily impacted by the hurricane. The 
artists were doing relief work, passing out musical instruments and 
water filtration supplies. Oscar Lopez Rivera, one of the leaders of 
Fuerzas Armadas de Liberación Nacional Puertorriqueña and a politi-
cal prisoner released after President Obama granted him clemency in 
May 2017, was with the hip-hop artists and other relief workers. Maria 
says, “It was such a sacred moment for us amongst hostility and con-
cern. It was still sacred because we showed the survival of who we are 
internationally as tribal people and the resistance of how our tribes 
are still existing.”61 Nataanii’s father, Russell Means, worked with Lopez 
Rivera in the 1970s. When Lopez Rivera and Nataanii met, Nataanii 
reflects on the experience being a “sacred moment” when he felt the 
lessons from his father continue into the present. Means says, “To be 
able to go to Maria’s home in Puerto Rico, we went to the rain forest, and 
she told us about creation stories and sacred sites. It was beautiful. Man, 
it was really beautiful. It strengthened a new generation of young people 
that are carrying on the torch, carrying on the legacy of what my father 
was a part of and what her people were a part of.” For Maria Isa, the circle 
to carry on the legacy was complete at that moment on tour. She says, 
“That connection between Russell Means’ son and Oscar Lopez Rivera 
and the children of Loíza showed us, even though it was crazy taking 
planes from here [and there], getting trapped in blizzards, and now being 
in beautiful weather…it showed us we can’t stop. Whether it was 500 
years of being on the land where a woman was buried where we were 
standing, to Oscar Lopez Rivera who had been locked up for thirty years, 
or Russell Means who had died fighting for his land and his people. The 
seeds of that are what continues to be watered and rooted and grow-
ing. That was a very big part of closing the Balance the Nations tour for 
us.” These intergenerational lessons cultivated the artists’ worldview of 
interdependent movidas. Intentional small actions of solidarity serve as 
tactics for combating systemic oppression—in this case, around water 
rights—to carry on the legacy of their families and community elders.

Interdependent movidas manifest in aesthetic practices, such as 
hip-hop that has a legacy of cross-racial and transnational solidarities. 
As younger movement makers, the Balance the Nations headlining 
artists employ hip-hop as a contemporary genre for cultural organiz-
ing. Maria Isa says, “You know, hip-hop being our, I mean, I can’t even say 
‘our’ generation cause it’s been around for fifty years, but being that it is 
contemporary, we are able to connect to a lot of the folks who don’t have 
the same ties and grounding and mentorship and influence of their tribes 
that we do. You know Nataanii with the folks he has. My mom who made 
sure that our culture is still evident and alive and being educated even 
if we are thousands of miles away from our land. Our culture of hip-hop 
that we grow up in is able to be a platform and a connection for the next 
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generation who may not have the same connection to their tribe or may 
not be educated upon what they have survived.” Hip-hop functions as a 
platform to bridge the gap widened by systemic violence, which discon-
nects people from their communities’ cultural survival tactics.  

Yet not all of the community elders support this genre. Nataanii Means 
reflects on what he has been told by some members of his community. 
He says, “Our own people, our older people, they tell us you shouldn’t 
be into hip-hop. You should be learning your ways, your songs and ev-
erything. Why are you doing that? It’s a Black thing. They condemn us 
sometimes for doing this type of stuff.” Here, the reference to hip-hop 
as a “Black thing” indicates a white supremacist logic that promotes that 
anti-Blackness can exist among Indigenous communities and people of 
color. To form relationships across racial difference requires an interde-
pendent worldview to combat anti-Blackness to find connections and 
commonalities without reducing historical and sociopolitical experiences.

Nataanii Means understands the hip-hop genre as integrally con-
nected to Indigenous forms of expression. His action to make a link 
between his traditional cultural practices and hip-hop is an example of 
an interdependent movida. Nataanii Means tells of a conversation he 
had with DJ Young Native about the five elements of hip-hop: breaking, 
DJing, graffiti, lyricism, and knowledge. Nataanii Means states, “Like you 
compare it [hip-hop] to our ways. You have break dancing. That is our 
dancing. That is what we have always done. We mimic certain birds, 
certain birds in mating season, or the buffalo, whatever we mimic, the 
spirits or the star people who came to us long ago. That’s one of the 
elements we do. And then you have the DJ, the beat, the person that 
makes the beat. That’s our drumbeat. Then, you have graffiti; that’s 
art. We have cave dwellings, we have pictographs on rocks, they are 
all over. Now, we do rug work, pottery. That’s our graffiti. And now you 
have the MC, the storyteller. The storyteller in Indigenous societies, I 
know in Lakota and in Navajo cause I’m from those two tribes, being an 
orator is looked at as being someone in high society because you are 
able to tell stories, you are a knowledge keeper. In the wintertime, when 
it is appropriate to tell certain stories, you keep them alive for younger 
people to tell. You tell us these stories to remember our ancestors and 
the ways of back then. And the fifth element is to have knowledge. And, 
uh, you know that is wisdom for us. That is what wisdom is. To aspire to 
have wisdom when you are old. To be wise. So, when I think about why 
hip-hop, why art, we have been doing that for centuries.” 

Interdependent movidas allow for individuals to share vulnerabilities 
with others; be affirmed in their experiences; and in this process of 
seeing one another’s affective responses, heal. Nataanii Means says, “I 
think about what happened in New York City with the Black and Puerto 
Ricans when they first started doing hip-hop. It was just their ancestral 
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knowledge coming out of them, you know, after years of suppression. 
That was the way their spirit was telling them to get it out of them. That is 
very sacred. So, I hold hip-hop as sacred because it is something that I 
related to as a kid along with learning my sacred songs and ceremonies. 
I can do all of that and do hip-hop. You know, I can do both. And both 
can be separate. Or they can be brought together. Either way, it is good 
medicine is what we say. It is good medicine for the people.”

Each of the headlining artists view hip-hop as a form of medicine 
for their generation and future generations. Maria Isa states, “We are 
movement makers, right? Or we are at the front lines. I think all of us were 
feeling really choked up [about] Line 3, the hurricane, and the debt crisis 
in Puerto Rico. Our way to be medicine folks is through music and hip-
hop. The Balance the Nations tour became a way to not only perform, but 
give medicine to our people through art. Like our generation shows up 
to our shows outside of the powwow to recognize that you can continue 
the rituals and practices of our people through contemporary art like hip-
hop. And the connection of folks being able to celebrate being survivors 
is what we saw in each location and what connected us all.” Reflecting on 
their performance in Denver, Muja Messiah says, “When we performed in 
Denver, it was cool to perform in front of a room full of Native people who, 
after the show, came up to me and not just for being a good rapper, but 
for the message. It’s not every day you get to perform for a predominant 
95% Native crowd. To see that, they saw that I felt their pain and they felt 
my pain, and we all came together; that was very empowering. And, you 
know, I’m friends with a lot of those people today. I continue to have rela-
tionships with a lot of Native brothers and sisters, more than I have ever 
in my life, in my personal life, because of that tour.” 

For the artists, hip-hop as a form of cultural organizing serves as a 
bridge to connect other young people to traditional practices and knowl-
edge. They each acknowledge that their families and connections to 
community elders allowed them access to understand, learn, and engage 
with their culture’s traditions and rituals. For other people, however, who 
might not have these types of familial kinship networks or access to com-
munity elders, the artists believe hip-hop could encourage members of 
their communities to want to learn more about their cultural heritage and 
traditional practices and, in turn, become more active in their communities’ 
struggles. Maria Isa says, “They can reflect to the beats and the lyricism 
and also to get a desire to want to learn who they are. ‘Oh man this is me? 
I can learn more about me by connecting with these hip-hop artists?’ I [as 
an artist] can open up a gate or maybe shed a light to something that this 
country has tried to rip up from our people.” 

The Balance the Nations tour was a platform to highlight the fight 
against Line 3 and the Puerto Rican relief effort. Despite coming from dif-
ferent races, regions, and cultural upbringings, their shared interdependent 
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worldviews provided a space for them to mobilize together as cultural 
organizers. Counter to mainstream environmental justice movements that 
see humans as saviors to the natural environment, the Balance the Nations 
artists’ consciousness is shaped by the integration of all the natural ele-
ments and the principle that life begins and ends with water. Even though 
they have different cultural stories and spiritual beliefs, at the heart, there 
is the understanding that all life is interdependently connected. Maria Isa 
states, “As a Boricua in the Taíno Borikén culture, water is first. Atabey is 
mother. Atabey is life, and Atabey’s children is what creates a balance 
in this world; thus, one of her children being Huracán, god of chaos 
but also balance because you need a storm to do a limpia [cleansing]. 
When it comes down to water, that is the number one rule. We cannot 
breathe, we cannot live. Being that I’m here on this Dakota land, if my 
brothers and sisters of that tribe are fighting for their right to be able 
to hold onto their land, their ritual, and their riches, which is also their 
water, it doesn’t matter what region we are in, what language we speak, 
what our background is. It comes down to doing the right thing, which 
is holding on to the most sacred thing, sacred ritual, which is water.” 

Nataanii Means states, “When you begin to learn these Indigenous 
words, you learn that these words are not just words. They are concepts. 
They are like a whole teaching in one word. When we say mni wiconi, 
they say water is life, but see it’s not really. When we say mni, it is an 
embodiment of life. So, when you say mni wiconi, you are saying life 
is life. Our concept for the word for water is life because we realized 
how important it is. It’s how we were born. It’s what keeps us alive. If we 
honor it, it honors us. As a lot of people in the Caribbean know and on 
the coasts, water is gentle, but it is also fierce. It can take life as well as 
it gives life. As human beings, we have to understand its balance.” It is 
the conscious embrace of balance that allows these artists to come 
together to use their aesthetic skills as hip-hop MCs to unify, educate, 
and organize across differing social identities and borders. 

And the Drum Beats on: Conclusion
On January 20, 2021, newly elected President Biden signed an 

executive order revoking the March 2019 TransCanada Keystone 
Pipeline permit. A few months later, on March 15, former New Mexico 
Representative Deb Haaland, an enrolled member of the Laguna Pueblo 
nation, was sworn in as the secretary of the interior, making her the first 
Native American to hold the position. Her confirmation represents a 
historic shift for U.S. governance, Indigenous rights, and environmental 
justice. At the same time, one leader, one elected official, cannot solve 
the climate crisis. Although government policy and historic cabinet 
appointments are positive steps toward change, the struggle for water 
access and rights remains. 
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Since the Balance the Nations tour, Nataanii Means, Maria Isa, and 
Muja Messiah continue to create and curate hip-hop music; however, due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, they have each had to pivot. Since statewide 
shutdowns and gathering restrictions, the artists find themselves having 
to produce in makeshift home studios and learn new platforms to perfect 
the virtual concert. The necessity to have to pivot, however, is not new. As 
movement makers, cultural organizers, they employ intentional tactics to 
carry on the lessons they have learned and use their aesthetic abilities to 
build interdependent movidas. 

For example, in 2021, Maria Isa started a coffee business, Cayita’s 
Coffee Cart, importing coffee from the island to Minnesota. She travels 
around the Twin Cities in her camper-style coffee cart selling espresso and 
cafecito with a percentage of the proceeds going to El Fondo Boricua for 
Puerto Rican relief efforts. On an unusually warm spring day, I visit Maria 
Isa at her pop-up event in a parking lot at a south Minneapolis charter 
school that centers Latina/o/x history and culture. Alongside the coffee 
camper, a few venders sell earrings and homemade skin care products. 
The parking lot is overflowing as the school hosts its first community 
vaccine drive. Next to the parking lot, where the camper is parked, Maria 
Isa positions two bomba drums on a small patch of grass. She teaches 
the small multiracial crowd, who occasionally remove their masks to sip 
coffee, a song about the legacy of enslaved Africans resisting colonization 
on the island. The crowd claps and sings in a call and response style as 
vaccine patients pass by. My almost one-year-old daughter hangs onto the 
side of the drum while Maria Isa plays the rhythms that have been passed 
down generation after generation. Maria Isa’s daughter, Loíza, named after 
the one of the small towns on the island, is there along with Maria Isa’s 
mother. It is these everyday moments, small actions, that teach the next 
generation how to enact interdependent movidas. As both a worldview 
and intentional practice, interdependent movidas allow all nations—hu-
man and nonhuman—to live in a reciprocal balance.
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