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The Roots 
 

Music in Latin America, like 
Latin America itself, comes from a 
tradition of mestizaje or mixing. As a 
result, there has existed a sort of 
hemisphere-wide identity crisis. Latin 
American nationals have struggled to 
understand their own identities. What is 
it to be Brazilian or Chilean or Cuban? 
In nations where European, indigenous, 
African and North American influences 
exist (not always harmoniously) side by 
side, and where cultural differences are 
institutionalized and exacerbated by 
economic/class differences, self-
identification has been an ongoing 
challenge. 

During the European “Age of 
Exploration,” Europe defined itself as 
occupying a central position in relation 
to westward expansion. That is, Europe 
was the cultural center and the “New 
World” was on the margins, considered 
culturally and intellectually primitive. 
Upon independence, elite groups in 
Latin America found themselves looking 
to construct national identities. Being 
products of European colonization (not 
to mention biological descendants of 
their European colonizers), urban elites 
defined cultural value according to 
European standards, placing rural, poor 
and non-white classes on the periphery. 
While many elite intellectuals looked to 
define national identity in terms of 
mestizaje, the non-European component 
of mestizaje was relegated to a 
secondary position. Elite attitudes 
towards poor, rural and non-white 

sectors can be compared to how one 
would consider a child: while elites 
romanticized their innocence and 
impetuosity, they demeaned their naïveté 
and primitiveness. 

This concept of mestizaje 
extended to the way national forms of 
music were synthesized and consumed. 
By the early 1900s, most Latin 
American nations had identified their 
“national” music traditions; son in Cuba, 
samba and bossa nova in Brazil, tango 
in Argentina, cuenca in Chile, etc. These 
music genres took elements from local 
populari musics and blended them with 
European sensibilities to make them 
digestible to a broader audience. 
Pregones, a specific genre of son in 
Cuba, for example, took elements from 
rural African-descended feast music 
(such as call and response and circular 
rhythmic structures), placed them in an 
urban setting (songs were shortened to 
make them more consumable in fast-
paced city life vs. extended rural 
festivals and lyrics took place in urban 
settings), and added lyrics that were 
acceptable to the upper classes while 
retaining a separate meaning for the 
underclasses (pregones are designed to 
copy marketplace vendor cries but 
disguise sexual innuendo). 

By the mid 20th century, 
however, a wave of scholars and artists 
looked to study and explore Latin 
American identity in terms of the rural 
and indigenous without romanticizing it. 
This folklorist movement extended to 
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music though national song festivals, in 
which various folk musics from different 
regions were performed. It is also 
through these song festivals that nueva 
canción artists found a medium for their 
music and began to obtain popularity. 

La Nueva Canción, or the New 
Song Movement,ii grew out of the 
folklorist movement in that it looked to 
revisit traditional popular music. At the 
same time, it was a reaction to the 
increasing distortion of rural traditions to 
make national music forms increasingly 
consumable. Nueva canción was a 
synergism of undervalued folk music, 
established national music forms and 
Western European and especially North 
American cultural influences that had at 
this time become overbearing and 
inescapable. In Brazil, where the 
movement was termed Tropicalísmo, 
tropicalistas thought of this synergism 
as a kind of cannibalism; instead of 
competing with different music genres 
and cultural movements, all were 
devoured and incorporated into the 
movement. In the words of Caetano 
Veloso, one of the pioneers of tropicalia 
(and he who gave the movement its 
moniker),  

 
“We showed interest in what I call 
British neo-rock ‘n’ roll, what was 
happening in the sixties…We were also 
interested in the kind of Brazilian 
popular music that most people 
considered to be of lesser quality – in 
the Argentine tango, in Cuban music 
and Mexican boleros…we took what 
was kitsch – what was considerd bad 
taste – and we placed it in a more 
sophisticated atmosphere…We let our 
hair grow long, and did the sort of 
things people were doing in the 1960s 
all over the world…we took the hippie 
movement, pop music, the British 
invasion, student movements in the U.S. 
and France – we had all this material to 
discuss and reflect upon.”iii 

 

 Thus, one can say la nueva 
canción was a continuation of the Latin 
American struggle for identity. Nueva 
canción continued defining Latin 
American identity in terms of mestizaje. 
However, whereas previous generations 
confined mestizaje to the interplay 
between European, indigenous and 
African forces that existed in Latin 
American society, nueva canción 
complicated the picture by 
acknowledging the influences of “First 
World”. 
 Nueva canción also departed 
from traditional notions of mestizaje by 
reinventing its value system. Whereas 
traditional notions of mestizaje held 
urban elite cultural values at the center 
with rural, poor and indigenous culture 
quaintly and comfortably on the 
periphery, nueva canción started with 
the rural. While most musicians involved 
were considered “middle class by virture 
of education”, the vast majority came 
from rural backgrounds with links to 
folk or traditional music.iv Mixing rural 
folk music with music already 
acceptable in urban elite society and 
international music was not a way to 
uplift rural music or make rural music 
acceptable to urban elite and 
international audiences. Instead, the 
mixing was something much more 
natural, developed by people who saw 
themselves as belonging to the rural, but 
who simultaneously would not deny the 
influence of or separate themselves from 
the urban/national, and the international. 
Furthermore, they not only recognized 
the influence of urban/national and 
international culture, but assumed 
ownership over it. For the first time, 
rural culture was ascribed just as much 
value as the urban and the international. 
This, for them, became the new 
definition of what it was to truly be Latin 
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American. In the words, again, of 
Caetano Veloso,  
 

“We rejected the role of a Third World 
country living in the shadow of more 
developed countries. Through our art 
we wanted to put forward a vision of 
the world at that time, from our own 
perspective as Brazilians.”v 

 

 In expressing this new 
formulation of what it was to be Latin 
American, artists looked to depict what 
they conceived to be a more authentic 
reality, and not necessarily just a 
romanticization of the local. Songs 
“stood for [rural communities], the 
realities of their way of life and their 
culture, their struggles.” This new 
definition of national identity, as well as 
the desire to communicate even the 
harsh and ironic aspects of reality, led to 
an inevitable clash with dominant 
classes. The refusal to adhere to the 
value system of the existing cultural and 
class designations, as well as the 
ideology of liberty and self-
determination, made artists of the nueva 
canción natural supporters of anti-
dictatorship politics and nueva canción 
the perfect medium through which to 
spread their message. However, literal or 
explicit lyrical criticism varied along a 
wide spectrum. Some songs overtly 
criticized existing socioeconomic 
structures and overbearing governments 
and dictatorial regimes, but many songs 
simply celebrated “the great irony” of 
what it meant to be Latin American.vi 
However, this did not mean that 
musicians necessarily considered some 
of their songs political and some songs 
not. As the Cubans have said, “Toda 
canción, en fin, que sea instrumento 
para un mundo mejor es una canción 
politica.” (All song, in the end, that is an 
instrument for a better world is political 
song.) 

 Nueva canción was a diverse 
movement and any attempt to generalize 
and simplify the movement would go 
against its own basic principle of 
presenting a more complete and 
complicated reality. However, as a 
primer, the following broad remarks can 
be made: 

1. Nueva canción artists were 
ideologically leftist, but with 
varying degrees of overt political 
commitment. They were strong 
believers in the broad struggle 
for human dignity and self-
liberty/determination, and thus 
their involvement in political 
struggle, whether overtly or 
symbolically, was inescapable. 

2. They believed in the highly 
communicative and expressive 
nature of music and saw a 
function for, and believed their 
work was connected to, this 
struggle. 

3. In addition to the function of 
their music for human dignity 
and self-liberty/determination, 
their music was a function of 
these ideas. In lyrical content, 
musical structure, and 
performance methods, nueva 
canción ascribed value to music 
and ideas that had previously 
been considered base or 
unsophisticated and refused to be 
confined to existing musical 
genres and cultural distincitons. 

4. As artists, they intended to 
produce music that was popular 
(meaning belonging to the 
people) both in origin and output. 
That is, the music was to be 
rooted in the people, representing 
their values, way of life, and 
struggles. At the same time, the 
music was not meant to be 
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consumed only by the intellectual 
or artistic community, but was 
also meant for widespread 
acceptance and consumption by 
the people, both nationally and 
internationally.vii 

                                                
i  “Popular” here is used to mean 
belonging to the people, versus the idea of “pop 
music” which conjures ideas of 
commercialization. 
ii  This is the general term for the 
movement in Latin America, but Chile was the 
only country to explicitly name its movement 
nueva canción. In Brazil, for example, the 
movement was called tropicalia and then later 
música popular brasileira (MPB). In Cuba, the 
movement was called nueva trova. 
iii  Veloso, Caetano and Christopher 
Dunn. “The Tropicalista Rebellion.” Transition, 
No. 70. 1996. pp. 116-138. at pp. 121-122. 
iv  Fairley, Jan. “La Nueva Canción 
Latinoamericana.” Bulletin of Latin American 
Research. Vol. 3, No. 2. 1984. pp. 107-115. at p. 
114. 
v  Supra note iii, at 121. 
vi  Veloso, Caetano. Tropical Truth – a 
Story of Music & Revolution in Brazil. 
Cambridge: Da Capo Press. 2003. 
vii  Supra note iv, at 114.  
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