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Genre Theory: The Hip-Hop Dance Movie

In 1991, Linda Williams tied three genres of film together that had nothing to do with
each other, those being horror, melodrama, and pornography. These three were categorized
together as “body genres”, films that are defined by their attempt to produce a bodily reaction
from its spectator. In her work, “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre and Excess”, she adds melodrama
to a concept that only featured horror and pornography, built from Carol Clover. In addition to
these three, I propose we add one more: the small, short-lived subgenre of the hip hop dance
movie. 15 years after Williams’s writing was published, a handful of these movies were released,
including You Got Served (Stokes, 2004). You Got Served is an early entry of its era, paving the
way for a trend of hip hop dance films such as the Step Up franchise and Stomp the Yard (White,
2007). Using You Got Served as the prime example, this subgenre of films has formed itself to be
an evolution of Linda Williams’s contemporary body genre, basing itself on the dance spectacle
both inside of the narrative and exceeding it, with a power that depends on its surrounding
culture.

“What is the greatest opening scene in cinematic history, and why is it the first
dance battle in You Got Served?” - Cameron Gidari, Letterboxd Review

Well, that is because the film throws viewers into the middle of a dance battle with no
connection or relation to anything or anyone within; it is simply a battle on screen. We haven’t
met any characters, haven’t heard any dialogue, and are given no information; this is the

introduction to the world of You Got Served. The only sounds we hear are the screams of
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amusement and Timbaland’s “Drop” with Fatman Scoop and Magoo, which leads to the first key
point. Williams notes three sounds that define her three genres, sounds that go beyond any
language, still encoding meaning on the way: sobs of anguish, screams of fear, and cries of
pleasure, for melodrama, horror, and pornography, respectively. To add to that list: the cheers and
chants of excitement in response to moves, as seen immediately in this opening sequence. On top
of that, she also marks three bodily fluids within each genre: tears, blood, and sexual fluids; let’s
go on and add sweat to that list under the hip hop dance film, because there is, in fact, a fair
amount of it in any that someone can think of. Making up 25 minutes of a 90 minute runtime,
dance is the spectacle that people sign up for when they watch the film. Looking at horror, many
fans go into horror films not looking for the narrative. They look for the scales, the kills, the
conventions that make the horror film what it is. The same notions can be applied here. With the
hook of the film being a lengthy battle sequence, it is safe to say that viewers are invited through
that spectacle, just like the classic horror opening with a great kill.

Before reading this sequence as well as the rest of the film, I’d like to introduce Vivian
Sobchack’s “Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture”, a text that promotes
physical viewership within cinema. Sobchack proposes that the body makes meaning before the
mind can interpret any. She also brings in Arthur Danto to verbalize film itself as a body: “with
the movies, we do not just see that they move, we see them moving: and this is because the
pictures themselves move” (Sobchack, 147). You Got Served directly exemplifies this concept;
the camera itself is a character within the spectacle, working in the diegesis. In the opening scene
alone, all we are given is what we hear and see, provoking what we feel. The cuts match every
beat to Timbaland’s song, while the camera shakes with the dancers who jump and land on the

dance floor. The camera moves and reacts with the song, dance, and crowd, and the effect here is
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a response among body genre within the world and outside of it. The camera does not just
showcase dancing on the screen, it dances with it. Ironically, I find the editing and movement
throughout the film to be much messier and choppier when there aren’t over 20 dancers on
screen and hundreds of audience members. What does that say about the dependence on these
sequences?

And what about other bodily responses? What about when we laugh? Williams has a
focus on mimicry; in comedy, while we do laugh, which is a bodily response, rarely are we ever
laughing at a character laughing. Sometimes it’s black comedy, and we’re laughing at a tragedy,
other times we’re laughing at quips, or physical pain. There’s no mimicry there, so in these cases,
comedy will always be somewhat detached. In You Got Served, however, there is a form of
mimicry. It’s kinetic and rhythmic, and like other responses, it’s immeasurable. The simple bop
of the head or facial wince to a hard hit on the screen is mimetic, as you move your body and
react with the crowd to the movement on display. It may not be exact; we may not backflip from
seeing a backflip, but the reaction is still present. To jump in your seat or move your head is all
the same. We don’t measure the number of tears or the loudness of fearful screams, so there is no
need to measure move for move here. In this battle culture, the crowd decides who wins. It’s
judged under a collective bodily response, beyond any articulation, exactly how Williams
classifies films under her rubric. To use the body on display as a hook for spectators and their
own respective bodies is work of the body genre, not relying on any narrative attachment on our
end until it’s over, when we finally meet David (Omarion) and Elgin (Marques Houston). That’s
just it: the film, like others in its era, rely on the “crowd pop”, and they know it. As viewers of
the film, we are no more or less qualified than the members in the audience to be a part of the

voting. All of it is audience-based, and it is whatever we are drawn to the most. The film proves
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this to us. It is self-aware of its performance; take the crucial first battle against Wade
(Christopher Jones). David and Elgin lose, a result of one of Wade’s team members stealing their
moves. It is the way that the performance makes the audience feel, regardless of who is
performing it. Another example: throughout the film, David and Elgin are asking about a
character named Oscar, a presumably strong performer who could help their crew out. Their
teammate replies, “he ain’t into battles no more. He’s into the pureness of the art, he’s all
spiritual, and what not,” showing us that the film is taking its stance on battling as a spectacle,
disconnected from a higher form of performance.

How relevant the body is to the narrative is a piece that deserves a place as what makes a
film body genre, and with that, the relevance in You Got Served comes from its contextual nature.
My initial connection to the film was through the culture first. I was interested in seeing the hip
hop on screen, not how David and Elgin were going to rekindle their friendship. It is a reflection
of expectation towards the genre, not the film. Andrew Tudor explores this idea of genre, using
“art films” as an example to state that genre is a concept that exists in a culture of a specific
group or society (Tudor, 1973). Over time, as more films catered to these groups continue to
release, conventions are created that connect to the expectations of a movie under the genre title,
as seen in mine with You Got Served. The “hip hop dance film”: a socially recognizable genre
within its time, born out of the emergence of a new era in social culture, yet somehow forgotten
in conversations with film eras such as the western, or crime, with their respective genres like the
spaghetti western and the gangster film. They are all bound in their times, but I would argue that
hip hop films are the most reliant on the viewer’s connection with the cultural context. That does

not make it a flaw, but rather makes it a structural piece of the genre both as hip hop and body
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together, giving a reason behind the viewer’s bodily response, evolving on Williams’s argument
for the melodrama inclusion.

To continue onto this evolution, I would like to explore the culture that shapes the genre.
In “Hip Hop on Film: Performance Culture, Urban Space, and Genre Transformation in the
1980s”, writer Kimberley Monteyne argues that “hip hop culture attempts to overcome the
material impoverishment of inner-city life... and also functions to bring 'a dynamic vitality into
the black male's everyday encounters, transforming the mundane into the sublime and making

19

the routine spectacular.”” Mr. Rad (Steve Harvey) usually hosts the battles in his warehouse,
where the audience declares the winner. The climax of the film, what each of these battles leads
up to, is a big-scale finale at a commercial venue, exemplifying Monteyne’s point on turning
everyday life into spectacular performance, a link that is drawn towards working class, racialized

youth. It is explained early on that David’s motivation for battling is to earn money to help his

family, as his little sister was accepted into Princeton University, but cannot attend.
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The lead dancer rotates, the crew rotates, and the camera

follows, in one connected movement.

The big battle, for a prize of $50,000 dollars, is televised, features more crews, and most
importantly: a judge panel, featuring rapper Lil” Kim. It takes itself out of the culture we’ve
grown accustomed to throughout. After an initial tie between David’s crew and Wade's, what
does the film end up doing? The battle pivots to, as Lil” Kim puts it, “straight street-style... no
rules.” The film goes back to its initial genre power: its audience. It returns to the kinetic energy,
letting the crowd vote, and it is an explosive finale. The Oscar character shows up to help
David’s crew, and they pull off the win.

The ending follows patterns seen in previous battles, the camera again moving with the
music and the dancers, shaking when they land on the ground, fully responding as we would in

that building, and as [ am in my seat. It’s a full circle arc that culminates the film’s social context
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and viewer connection, prompting the audience to be one with it. You Got Served as a whole,
strengthened most by this finale, highlights the collective response beyond articulation, woven in
with the influence of culture on display. Monteyne’s analysis of everyday life as spectacular
continues to stand; it is unexplainable and incapable of being judged, but we know it when we

feel it.
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