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Music as Symbol of Ethnic Culture: New York and Hispanic

SHIGAKI, Yoshiko

In this paper I discuss why Latin peoples' music exploded in the US at the end of the 20th century.

I point out, in addition to the increase in the Hispanic population in US, that a new Hispanic generation whose

identity differs from their parents, is now growing up in American society. This young generation created a new

music wave according to their lifestyle that blends their original Hispanic culture and America's. The Latin Pop

explosion was born connecting Latin rhythm with Ameircan entertainment industries. The rhythm had origi-

nated in Latin culture and has evolved from the original music.

tengo el honor de ser hispano/ llevo el sabor del
borincano/ mi color morenito/ ya casi marrén/ es
orgullo del pueblo/ latino senor
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Sunday in the middle of June, more than 2 million
spectators stood fifteen deep along Fifth Avenue to
watch the forty-second annual Puerto Rican Day
Parade. It was, even as these New York celebrations
go, an extraordinary event: both a dazzling display
of ethnic pride and a joyous, salsa-driven party. The
parade, the biggest ever, kicked off what would be-
come a summer-long national embrace of Latino cul-
ture. A summer when 1t has been nearly impossible
to turn on the radio without hearing Ricky Martin
or Jennifer Lopez. A summer when everyone from
television newscasters to potential presidential can-
didates has acknowledged and paid respect to the
growing Latino influence in America.), ] ' 19994F
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"I had always felt that 'Latin Music' was too broad
a term (for the sound being created by Latino New
Yorkers) and that it needed its own name like Jazz,
Rock & Roll, Disco, R&B, Blues, etc., in order to de-
fine and identify it as an entity unto itself. A new
name and image was needed that people could get ex-
cited about and be able to relate to. Salsa was easy

enough for anyone to pronounce and, remember. I
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thought Salsa was just perfect.
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"My idea was to sell Salsa as new music (which it
was) and as an integral part of the cultural life-
styles of young Latino New Yorkers. --- Salsa is
Latin Soul. Salsa is Flavor and Spice. Salsa es
Ritmo! Rhythm, the basis of Salsa. African slaves
brought their rhythms to the Caribbean, mixed with
the Indian, European melodies, Spanish lyrics and
gave birth to Latin music. The sons and daughters
came here, mixed in the high energy of New York,
the influence of Jazz, added in some brass, and Salsa
was born!" (I always added that Salsa's rhythmic
origins were Cuban, but that it was the young
Puerto Ricans that developed and kept 1t alive in
New York City).""
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"They are all the sound of New York streets, intel-
ligent, dance driven and, above all, cross-cultural.

His music has caught a moment in which salsa has

fh o F

become more inclusive and more representative of
the hybrid lives most of its consumers lead, part in
the Hispanic world, part in the international world
of New York. -+

George himself grew up in East Harlem in the 60's
and 70's, when it was an intense, culturally fluid
neighborhood. His contemporaries were listening to
American pop music; their parents, mostly first-
generation immigrants from Puerto Rico, were lis-
tening to salsa. Local salsa bands, including those of
the Palmieri Brothers and Tito Puente, performed 1n
the street, and the sweet mingling of black American
music and Afro-Caribbean music was everywhere. -

The 80's had been a sterile era for salsa, and New
York's Hispanic adolescents had turned away from
the music, instead embracing reggae or hip-hop or
dance music. George was on a mission to recapture
those who were drifting away. In the early 90's, he
started working with two former English-language
club singells with Puerto Rican roots, La India and

Anthony."”
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" '1 realized that the audience had changed, said
George. 'So I wanted with the first Marc Anthony
record to get a hard American sound. I had to target
youth, like myself originally, that weren't into

"y

salsa.'
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" 'Me and a few other friends were into Latin music,’
he said. 'But it was mostly considered corny.'--

‘My father was a superintendent in the housing
authority, and my mother did factory work as a
seamstress. It was rough, and I saw the effect of the
stress on them that life gives. I wanted to get out of
the neighborhood. "

‘Spanish just wasn't something my generation was

into that much' "
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"I knew there were people like me who loved the
sound of the language and were dealing with being

between cultures™
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"With Hispanics poised to become America's largest
minority group within the next few years, this

music could be the sound of your future."*
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"---riding--Latin pop--we must admit, is also not an
entirely new phenomenon. Salsa, rumba, mambo and
other Latin musical forms have made inroads on
American pop music -, What is new is this: as the
century turns to double zero, a new generation of
Latin artists, nurtured by Spanish radio, schooled in
mainstream pop, are lifting their voices in English---
Because Latin pop draws from different cultures, it
also has the power to bring people together. 'Latino
people have a golden key in their hands, a common
treasure,’ says Colombian-born pop-rocker Shakira,
22, who 1s working with Gloria Estefan to adapt her
acclaimed 1998 Spanish-language CD Donde Estan
los Ladrones? into English. ' That treasure is fusion.
The fusion of rhythms, the fusion of ideas. We
Latinos are a race of fusion, and that is the music we
make. And so at the dawn of a new millennium,
when everything 1s said and done, what could possi-
bly happen besides a fusion?' --- Puerto Rico is
where 1t starts. It 1s an 1sland inhabited by the de-
scendants of black slaves and Spanish conquistadors;
here cultures collided, rhythms intermingled, and
salsa emerged, inspired by Africa and Europe and by
New York City."*
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"Still, some longtime aficionados fear that the new
pop Latin wave could wash away important cultural
connections. Esmerelda Santiago, author of the
memoir When I Was Puerto Rican, says the current
crop of singers being pushed by the major labels
could use some skin-tone diversity. She feels the art-
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