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Paul Austerlitz 

A car speeds down a Manhattan street, blasting flashy Latino saxo- 

phone riffs and pulsating drums. Merengue, the national music of 
the Dominican Republic, has become an integral part of New York 
City's contemporary soundscape. Surveying the social history of 
merengue, this essay contrasts the music’s modest presence in New 
York in the 1950s with its current high-profile state. ! 

Traditional notions of migration invoke visions of displaced in- 
dividuals .forging new liv?s in alien environments. Lifeways of the 
home society are maintained, but they are out of place in the new 
setting (Basch et al. 1994, 3-4). Reyes-Schramm’s and Qureshi’s ear] 
studies of immigrant music cultures apply this perspec[jvc ty 
ethnomusicology, regarding immigrant eXpressions as “transp] c 
of musical traditions from home societies (ReyeS-SChra Splants 
Qureshi 1972, 38). The transplant model is useful when }Tm 1989; 
host societies are isolated from one another.2 While . o€ and 
tions might have been prevalent in the Past, transnat; such condj- 
ism and the information revolution mandate new ap ?na] Capital- 
mittances, high rates of return migration, and teleph()}:: O]a-ches' Re- ion inextricable networks between host and home soc; € links fagh. 
coalesce into what Rouse calls “single communitfjes] Sties, Which 
a variety of sites,” or “transnational migrant circuit[S$F3ad acrosg 
also see Basch et al. 1994; Glick Schiller et al. 1992; Marfl ?91. 15; 
Merengue in New York began as a transplant anq gus 198¢). 
transnational circuit. €Came , 
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pPominican Merengue 

The terms merengtie (Spa}'lish) and mere 
to related but stylistically distincg dance 

eral (;‘u)ll")bt:an count e lnc.ludmg the Dominican Republic, Haitj Venezuela, and Colombia. Progeny of such Eurone: public, Haiti, 

contradanza, Dominican merengue Cm(‘l‘gcd‘d‘uoPan f(n-m.s aSAlhc 

teenth century as elite, European-derived dml}ng lhc.mld'nm“' 
. . et . ance music became tinged with Afro-Caribbean elements. After 5 period of ame 

in Dominican ballrooms, merengue was rejected b © ‘p"p“l“_”l)’ 
upper-class Dominicans because of its African inflgc;zseT;)::!’]{lan 
gestive dance sly-'!e. T_he rural Dominican masses, howcvér, ado;:legé 
merengue, mfi.l:smg it with even more African elements and per- 
form.mg 1t. on ms.trumenls: local to the various regions of the Re- 

public. This practice gave rise to several stylistically distinct regional 
and rural variants of Dominican merengue. 

Early twentieth-century nierengue tipico cibaesio, or rural meren- 
gue of the Cibao (north-central) region, was performed on the but- 
ton accordion, the tambora drum (played with a stick in the right 
hand and the palm of the left hand), the metallic gziira scraper, and 
sometimes, the alto saxophone. It was dance music played primar- 
ily at recreational dances, cock fights, and brothels. Accordionist/ 
singer/composers Francisco “Nico” Lora and Antonio “Tofio” Abreu 
were the architects of twentieth-century merengue tipico cibaefio, 
which served as the basis for subsequent nationally and interna- 
tionally diffused merengue styles. To counteract United States he- 
gemony during the 1916-24 occupation of the Dominican Repub- 
lic, Cibao composers of European-style concert music such as Juan 

Francisco “Pancho” Garcia and Julio Alberto Herndndez drew upon 

rural merengue as raw material for a nationalist music. In a paral- 

lel move, such salon musicians as Luis Alberti combined merengue 

tipico cibaefio instruments and rhythms with jazz-tinged North 

American big-band music. 
Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo rose to power in 1930. Like 

the European Fascists, Trujillo understood that expressive forms 

can serve as vital symbols for a nation-state. In 1936, he brought 

Luis Alberti’s band, renamed Orquesta Presidente Trujillo, to the 

Republic’s capital city to perform jazz-tinged big-band arrangements 

of merengue cibaefio at high-society balls. Trujillo required all t!’e 

country’s dance bands to perform newly composed merengues prais- 

ing himself, and the mass media became an important channel [O'; 
the diffusion of merengue. A rural, orally-transmitted regiona 

(“folk”) music performed primarily by the lower ,Sfmta,.()f so?efi‘)] 
thus became an urban, mass-mediated commodified (“popular 

ng (Haitian Creole) refer 
musics performed in sey-



raui /-\usmrlilz 

ith the elite but aCCeSSib]e form and a national symbol associated w 1l symbol associated w 7 
al sy rti, the major eXponep; of 

to all social groups. Other than Luis Albe E e hi e g p T . - Orqucsla San José, dlrect(} 
this national merengue style was Super “King of . 
b : R s cito Mateo (the "KIng of Mere, y Papa Molina and featuring Joseito xophone. In addjgj. - 
gue”) on vocals and Tavito Vasquez on allC; sancouraqed the [rlmn 
to championing big-band merengue, Tml,ll-o e':ibaler'loc(wl'lich cans~ 
formation of accordion-based merengue up ltc)ofrom a regional gea e 
to be known as perico ripiao—ripped parro e 
into a national symbol. . . se of national i 

Trujillo espoused a Hispanophilic, racist setise 27 ST e 
tity that rejected overtly African-mfl_uencg ived religious practi . 
can rural musics associated with African-cert "l]oistcnational .dCeS 
were thus poor candidates for symbols of Truji iden- 

" ; rengue cibaefio appropri. 

ity. N -uiillo considered mer¢ ; 

gltlg.al\;zn:;t}ilsrfiiss,y'l;g(fl i frican influences, because 

of its historical acceptance by the Cibao upper class and its lack of 

association with African-derived rituals. 

n spite of its A 

A Transplanted National Music 

Trujillo implemented an isolationist foreign policy; international 

travel and contact with the outside world were closely reg";lated. 

Fearing that Dominican musicians would not return, the dictator 

rarely allowed them to perform outside of the country. Because of 

this isolationism and a lack of recording opportunities in the Re- 

public, Dominican merengue developed differently abroad than it 

did at home. 
The first Dominican musician to leave was bandleader Billo 

Frémeta, who emigrated to Venezuela in 1936 (Alberti 1975, 75) 
and founded a remarkably successful group called Billo’s Caracas 
Boys. Singer Alberto Beltran moved to New York City in the late 
1950s to work with the well-known group La Sonora Matancera. 
Although he was primarily a bolero singer rather than a merengue 
specialist, Beltran popularized such merengues as “El Negrito del 
Batey” and “Compadre Pedro Juan” among New York Latinos. Luis 
Kalaff worked in Puerto Rico in 1956 and moved to New York City 

e B e e R Yor]z(mNeat'etr z(ijthmghtclubs for dancing (Kalaff 1990). 

a group that speéializgferii 5 Py an.d Ra},f el Damine fom?ed 
piano and maracas (Roblenrtan] 9A7mencamlz?d merengue featuring 
Napoleon Zayas formed a s '9' A et Gyl . yas uthentic merengue big bands. Merengue gained popularity among New York City Lati g - 
1950s it had found a ¥ Latinos, and by the late permanent, although small, place in the reper- 
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rorics of New \.V(T‘rk,.i Latin bands (Roberts 1979, 1 

and Arévalo 1939, 33). ) 
piano accordionist Angel Viloria moved 1o N 

and cslablishc_d the sir I 

of the Dominican ‘Repli.xb:‘xch(.l\‘_ 

Conjunto Tipico Clba-;‘l?.f); Viloria 

Ciban-st)le merengue. While its instrun 

phone, and percussion was evoca i 

Conjunto was modeled primarily o 

cound. Like Alberti, Viloria utilized the pian 

the button accordion typical of rural mer, 

dion was not suited to execute the percus 

merengue, but its chromatic capabilities lent th 

jazz—influenced style. Viloria's use of the tenor ra 

phone also set his band apart from mer 

merengue groups in the Republic conformed ei 

set by salon bandleaders like Alberti or rural 

Lora. From a stylistic point of view, \iloria’s 

dissimilar; a transplanted music, merengue was developi 

ently in New York than in its native environment.’ 

The Dominican community in the United States was si 

1950s, and Viloria’s audiences were predominantly Puerto Ric 

As singer Joseito Mateo puts it, “it was the Puerto Ricans whoo 

nally brought merengue to popularity in New York, who gave t 

hand to merengue” (Mateo 1986). Mateo recalls that Puerto Ri 

men often attended dances to meet women, and that mere 

dancing facilitated their quest. Merengue is danced in the ballroom 

position, and while couples may limit their physical contact to the 

arms, they may also press their bodies close together, mc 

rous contact. Mateo feels that this style made merengue appeal 

to Viloria’s Puerto Rican fans in New York: 

€ most successful m 

El merengue es “musica de ventaja,” que da chance poder 

abrazar la mujer sin estar cometiendo nada malo...Para los 

dominicanos, es diferente:...el merengue es de figuraje, para 

la gente figuriar, para la gente estar bailando suelto. Pero los 

puertorriquenos prefieren el merengue lento, para ellos bailar 

pegaditos (Mateo 1986). 

Merengue is a music with which one can take advantage [ofa 

woman]; it gives you a chance to embrace a woman without 

doing anything immoral. For Dominicans, it is different:...they 

dance merengue with figures and turns. But Puerto Ricans 
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o that they can dance very close 
lOgether 

like slow m
erengue, 
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(author's 
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La Ligadura (“The Connectio
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viloria’s merengue 
hit 

simultaneous
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and to the physical connection that men and w xophone rif 

dancing. 

omen make wh‘]S lle 
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larin lhgj ?mtsyi(‘l'e wor!cli lhljough New York” (Ne: 

held an iron g1 ip on all aspects of the Doms N 

ing the music industry, which stressed livin}m.lmn economy, includ- 

than recording. The paucity of rec(‘; l-;;('ho performances rather 

erengueros in the Republic limited (heli INg opportunities for 

music from the island. On the other lmn(?t(;\lna“on.al exposure of 

ings on Ansonia Records were widely dissémi?]gd, Viloria’s record- 

planted music became the best-known manifeq?‘tfl, and his trans- 

outside of the Dominican Republic. station of merengue 

sloria was especially popular i 

ass\lc:cl?ated with F()Zamiv}z,tlr.) ]Phisa\l;cl);uceu}.)j § W}ler? merengue became 
. ' sulted in the develo 

of Eduardo Davidson’s pachanga, anew Cuban genre that Rl 

merengue—style percussion rhythms with dance steps bo?nfzxer(llbfl-ned 

the guaracha (Orovio 1991).* In Haiti, radio broadcasts and OIOm 

sional tours of bands from the Dominican Republic generatedcz;:s: 

diences for Dominican merengue. However, it was Angel Viloria 

who established merengue in Haiti, as a local recording engineer 

remembers: “That thing hit like a bomb. The Haitians lov;d the 

merengue because it had a lively beat for dancing. They were doing 

it in every nightclub...” (H. Widmaier in Averill 1989, 104). Meren- 

gue became SO popular in Haiti that it exerted a formative influ- 

ence on the development of konpa, contemporary Haitian popular 

music (Averill 1989, 104-105). Moreover, Trujillo’s use of merengue 

as propaganda may have inspired Haitian dictator Duvalier to make 

similar use of konpa. The cleavage between merengue in New York 

and at home is underlined by the fact that although Viloria was the 

top merenguero internationally, he was not especially popular in 

his native land. Because he was based in New York City, Viloria 

gained greater international exposure an 

tional influence than did merengueros 

Republic. 

nadich 1990), Trujillo 

d exerted greater interna- 

based in the Dominican 

minican Diaspora 

nican-based bandleader 

ts and a rock 0’ roll-in- 

Merengue and the Do 

After Trujillo was slain in 1961, Domi 

Johnny Ventura incorporated salsa elemen 

fluenced stage presence into a new, faster merengue.® In 1965, the 

United States again invaded the Dominican Republic. The period 

following the occupation was characterized by mixed feelings ab.OUt 

this powerful neighbor to the north: on the one hand, the United 

States represented modernization and democracy; on the other 

hand, it had violated Dominican sovereignty. Ventura’s merenguc 

expressed this ambivalence, fusing rock and salsa with traditional 

merengue, thus providing a native alternative to the encroachment 
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jonal pnpulff“l]t,l\ll:l] The Republic and the United States 

I())ominic';\n President Bz\_lagu.t‘l',s C(’L“““g.Of 
-wlism led to foreign domination of all major 

Dominican economy. For e,\-amp_le, f.rom the 
Gulf and Western Corporation invested 

¢ Republic that some called the country a j"comp‘zmy 

e (Black 1986, 8-10). Beginning around 1965, changes in United 
51‘,“6,~ mmigration law, combined with repressive political poli- 
?-tle&bx:cxnpl;\'n1enl, and high inflation in the Dominican Re.public 
cles, u sive out-migration of Dominicans to New York City and 
caused massi N ewhere. By 1990, close to 900,000 erto Rico, Venezuela, and els . 

g:;trrlllifiil;l\ns were estimated to be living in New Yorlf City (_Moy.a 

Pons 1995, 436). United States dollars earngd by Dc?lnlanan immi- 

grants and sent to the Republic played an {ncreasmgly important 

role in the Dominican economy. Georges estimates that by the mid- 

1980s, remittances accounted for ten percent of the Dominican GDP 

aross domestic product almost equaling the earnings of the country’s 

chief export industry, sugar (Georges 1990, 236). During a reces- 

sion in 1990, a Dominican leftist concluded that the national 

economy was “kept alive thanks to the remittances sent by Domini- 

cans living abroad” (Isa Conde in Féliz 1990, 13). 

Merengue became central to Dominican life in the diaspora, and 
also found fans among non-Dominicans. In the early 1960s Primitivo 
Santos became the first Dominican bandleader to settle in the United 
States in the post-Trujillo era. Santos stayed with a fairly conserva- 
tive style of merengue all through the 1960s and 1970s, neglecting 
currents of change. After living and working in New York for over 
twenty years, Santos moved back to the island in 1985. Interest- 
ingly, it was only immediately before his move that he began to 
utilize contemporary merengue innovations. Although Joseito Mateo 
never made a permanent move to New York, he worked there steadily 
from 1963, when he sang with Luis Kalaff at Club Caborojefio. In 
1967, Mateo, Alberto Beltran, and Primitivo Santos brought me- 
rengue to Madison Square Garden for the first time; Mateo regards 

!hls as a rite of passage symbolizing the arrival of merengue as an 
International phenomenon (Mateo 1986). A New York-born Domini- 
can, Johnny Pacheco, who had led Latin bands in the City since the 
ear'ly 1960s, introduced merengue to many Latin Americans in the 
United Staflles, While he specialized in salsa, Pacheco included the 
g‘[‘}:flni:’:; e:l-‘ots lg)ja’l)litos" on his 1973 LP 7ies de Café v Dos de Azicar. 
hag 1~c;lgf1 \(;)5. lg‘g“m to record merengue, and by 1976 nlxercngue 

was oo k a evel of popularity among New York Latinos that 

as surpassed only by salsa (Rondén 1980, 29). 

of transnat 

In the decades 

forged stronger’ lmks: 

North American capi 

sectors of the 

hrough the 1980s the 

es that 

private 

1960s t 

so heavily in th 
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The grow[h of N'ew York’s meinican community spawned me- 
roups native to the City. The premier merengue band to 

" of New York was Millie, Jocelyn y los Vecinos (Millie, 

Jocelyn, and the Neighbors). Led by siblir}gs Millie and Jocelyn (lead 
singers) and Rafael (lead trumpeter, r.nusu:al director, and arranger) 

Quezada, they stax:ted as amateurs in 1973, playing informally at 
neigthYhOOd parties. Two years later the group turned professional 

and recorded its first LP. Millie Quezada remembers that in those 
carly days, Los Vecinos provided “Dominican Yorks” (as Domini- 

can'NGW Yorkers were known on the island) with a link to their 

mother country: 

The nostalgic effect—that’s the reason that Los Vecinos were 

formed. We really were very nostalgic. We didn't have any of 

the language or anything. And so, we kind of were trying to 

keep our roots, and out of that, the group was born. It was 

really out of a need, not only us, but the people in our neigh- 

borhood, to kind of stay in tune with what was happening 

with our music and with our cultural background in 

general...That's why we called the group Los Vecinos [The 

Neighbors] (Quezada 1990). 

Dominican author Canelo agrees that merengue in New York's 

Dominican community is the single most important “physical-cul- 

tural” link that ties it to the Dominican Republic (1982, 33). Millie, 

Jocelyn y los Vecinos began to gain popularity outside of New York 

City in 1982, with hits in the United States, the Dominican Repub- 

lic, Colombia, and Panama. They continue to be active, and main- 

tain a high level of popularity. 

Aside from Millie, Jocelyn, y los Vecinos, the two most success- 

ful merengue bands to emerge in New York referred to their home- 

town in their names, possibly as a marketing strategy. La Gran 

Manzana (The Big Apple) was notable for its innovative use of syn- 

thesizers and its inclusion of Haitian materials. The other group, 

called New York Band, performed Latin American romantic baladas 

and Trinidadian soca-influenced merengues. It featured four sing- 

ers, each with his/her own solo vocal style. As creative artists, New 

York merengue musicians participated in the development of con- 

temporary Dominican music. However, their styles did not differ 

qualitalively from the styles of groups in the Dominican Republic; 

like the Dominican economy, merengue had become transnational.
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ators in the Republic took g, 

o eng 0s, mere 1 which Johnny Ventura had placeq 
upo 

= ‘;:szfg?tc%or the domesticat_ion of outside ¢]o. 

ic _ccc i populah merengue incorporated discq 

1 dfl:]? machines, and when Latin American romantjc 

. merengue utilized balada-type melodies 

p, Central African soukous, and other 

r musics also influenced merengue. 

hat this vibrant new merengue 

y during a period when salsa’s 

oue innov 

s. Konpa, ra 

i .= lly-diffused popula 
mternauonall} 

diffuse 1 : 

Salsa promoter Nenadich attes_ts t 

sound became popular internationall 

popularity had ebbed: 

What happened was that around 1978, salsa was going through 

a total downfall. Sales came to a stop, and it became boring 

and repetitious. And merengue came in with such flair and 

ts were completely different and 
such excitement. And the artis 

it revived the generation. Plus, it was something new for the 

new generation of Latinos that were listening to tropical [Latin 

f like a light that came into 
Caribbean] music. It was sort O 

the darkness (Nenadich 1990). 

B)’/ the mid-1980s, merengue had usurped salsa’s position as New 

}(l;)eri(iz ;:énlg;r—:qr;i eLna;in damie. The Vi{lage Voice proclaime‘d thaf 

e gue...salsa is going through hard times 

ez 6, 18), and Zime magazine reported that “a new 

merengue craze heats up the dance scene” taking up “a slackening 
interest in salsa” (Cocks 1986). Mer ¢ ity o non 
Dominicans was oft di : elxengues popularity among non- 
o e as, en credited to its easy-to-learn dance style. Af- 

ol “[t]hgis iSV\t'hn on the dance floor, New York’s Mayor Koch said 
born” (in ok e]ogne danc¢ that you can do from the moment you’re 
uted 1o mereni '86). As in the 1950s, the sexual element contrib- 
iers can peese il'les ;l)opularlty—fime .magazine noted that “part- 

Propnenes Ne IPZ.C ose enough to grind grain” (Cocks 1986). 

B mereneiels rcl)a 1lch_asserts that New Yor'k served as a conduit 

g popularity all over Latin America and beyond, point- 
ing out that “ . : : 

at “during that time period, when salsa was falling, it als » o fell across sec 5 ss the sea.'In Spain, it just died. And when merengue cam 
], it came in with the same kind of flair in Europ g e, 

?n [to New York 
in Japan s © 10 

R Of'sl‘:lnsdouth Arr.lerlca * (Nenadich 1990). Merengue’s incor 

the music a rylr_nusxcal styles played an important role in makip(: 

ppealing to new audiences. Balada elements likely ’l;‘; 
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th American audiences, while rap and disco influ- 

acted New York City Latino youth. Bandleader Juan Luis 

laims that: 
caled to Sou 

onces attr 

Guerra pro© 

El merengue esta a punto de convertirse a una musica que se 

da ofren todo el mundo, por primera vez por eso: ahora esta 

mas facilala gentea oirlo, sobre todo a los extranjeros (Guerra 

1986). 

Merengue is in a position to become a music heard through- 

out the world now, because now it is easier for people to lis- 

ten to it, especially for foreigners (author’s translation). 

Merengue’s international popularity grew in spite of, rathher tha.n 

through the efforts of, the established New York City Latin music 

| industry. This industry failed to actively promote merengue, partly 

because it felt that the Dominican Republic is not a lucrative mar- 

ket (Nenadich 1990), but also because the Puerto Ricans, Cuban- 

Americans, and Italian-Americans who dominated the music busi- 

ness did not have a nationalist interest in promoting Dominican 

music. Some have charged that the New York’s Latin music indus- 

try actually worked against Dominican music. For example, Do- 

minican deejay Willie Rodriguez claimed that the powerful New 

York Latin music company Fania “boycotted” merengue, not only 

in New York City and Puerto Rico, but even in the Dominican Re- 

public (Rodriguez 1986, 17). One non-Dominican music promoter 

in New York City (who wished to remain anonymous) said that “we 

don’t manage any merengue artists; tropical [Latin Caribbean] music 

is still divided in this sense.” Perhaps referring to misunderstand- 

ings between New York promoters and merengue musicians, he 

added that “we used to book merengue, but due to mishaps, we 

closed it down.” To some Dominicans, merengue’s international 

success represented vindication of this situation; Rodriguez said 

that merengueros are “guerrillas of the music, who go to Puerto 

Rico and place a bomb in the places that they play” (1986, 21). 

Merengue’s popularity among non-Dominicans resulted in the 

founding of merengue bands by non-Dominicans. I played the 

saxophone with non-Dominican (as well as Dominican) merengue 

bands in the New York metropolitan area for several years. When 

performing with a Central American band in the early 1980s, I was 

struck by the popularity of Dominican music; dancers were sparse 

when we played Honduran and Salvadorian cumbias, but they filled 
the floor as soon as we began a merengue. During the early 1980s, 
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Puerto Rican bands in Connecticut specialized in salsy, The bang 
did not keep pace with recent developments in Dominican mugi: 
and the few merengues in their repertories were often “oldies” (;lzq: 
ing to the 1950s. By the late 1980s, however, most Connecticyy L 
bands specialized in merengue, duplicating the latest innovay 
of Dominican music. 

atin 

iong 

Merengue and Transnational Identities 

A German politician, irritated by the independent style of guest- 
worker communities, once complained that “We called for work- 
ers, and we got people” (Grasmuck and Pessar 1991, 208). As 
Grasmuck and Pessar note, “labor is not comparable to the other 
commodities that are exchanged on a global scale” (1991, 208). 
Migrants are part of the transnational economy, but they negotiate 
circumstances and forge multiple identities according to their own 
agendas. The transnational merengue style that Johnny Ventura and 
Wilfrido Vargas created played a significant role in the develop- 
ment of contemporary “Dominicanness” both in the diaspora and 
on the island. Like the Nigerian musicians that Christopher 
Waterman has written about, merengueros are culture brokers: 
“[PJositioned at important interstices in heterogeneous urban soci- eties, they [culture brokers] forge new styles and communities of taste, negotiating cultural differences through the musical manipu- lation of symbolic associations (Waterman 1990, 9). The domesti- cation of world musics within the rubric of an avowedly Dowmini- can merengue rendered the music’s aesthetic space into what Paredes calls a “border-zone,” or “sensitiz 
come face to face” (Paredes 1978, 68). 

Merengue is a prime malzke_r of ethnic identity for Dominicans in 
New York City. As one Dominican New Yorker explains, “We're very 
proud of our merengue. I was dancing merengue since I was two years old. At the same time that I learned to walk, I was learning to dance merengue” (in Echevarria 1991). T once asked a DOminiZan 
teenager in New York what kind of music she likes, She answered 
that she liked “American” music. I pressed, asking her whether she cared for Latin music: salsa and merengue. She answered that salsa 
was not much to her liking but that “of course I like merengue. I'm 
Dominican.” My impression was that although merengue was not 
her preferred style, she considered it a patriotic duty to speak well 
of the national music. 

Connections between Dominicans in New York and those in the 
Dominican Republic are so pervasive as to have strongly influenceq 
Dominican identity, even on the island. In addition to the economic 

ed area where...cultures 
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dcpendcm‘:y{ \a “I?sychic d?pendenc)’" between Domini . 
two places g‘ne}a.lfi‘d mania for emigratjon (Gr ominicans in the 
1991, 16); Dominicans came to say that i%lanilaZmUCk and Pessar 

para irse,” or “obsessed with the idea of émigr-a[}\’e]'!crs are “loco 

64). Grasmuck and .PBSSBI‘ encountered a pOi"namlg (Bray_1987, 

Dominican transnational identity in a PhOIOg:ap;Sexp{,essmn of 

Dominican woman to her husband in New York, who }?2‘; Y a r‘fra] 

his family through remittance dollars for many vears IrS]up%oned 

express the well-being of the family and its debt to the fatoi:ererl}:o 

woman dressed her sons in borrowed suits and traveled to the I;ea: 

est city to have the photo taken in a studio. The family posed in 

front of a backdrop of the Brooklyn Bridge (Grasmuck and Pessar 

1991, 7). 
Identifying with both the Dominican Republic and the United 

States can be disorienting. Former Dominican President Balaguer 

once called diaspora Dominicans “los dominicanos ausentes” (“ab- 

sent Dominicans”). Millie Quezada claims the physical absence ex- 

tends to a feeling of being lost between two cultures. “Balaguer has 

called us absent Dominicans,” she explains, “we’re kind of in 

nowhereland. I feel that we, as Dominicans living outside, are miore 

Dominican because we kind of miss the homeland” (Quezada 1990). 

Noting what she considers an identity crisis among New York-born 

Puerto Ricans, Quezada sees Dominicans facing similar problems: 

Third and fourth generation of Puerto Ricans have lost, are 

losing, their language, are losing their heritage. They're going 

through some kind of turmoil about who they really are, they 

are Americans or they are Puerto Ricans [sic]. That’s going to 

happen with the Dominicans (Quezada 1990). 

She continues, affirming the role that merengue plays in shap- 

ing cultural identities on the cusp of the transnational circuit: 

We're trying to do something to keep what we have, because 

to lose your identity is kind of, it’s kind of rough. Living in the 

Umted, States is, you don’t belong here, and you're not there, 

so you're kind of in limbo...We make a point of keeping the 

fg\;z!CNanq of tellir!g the people who we are. We can survive 

- Not just survive, but make something of ourselves, and 
at th : 

frome Ista’smebt-lme’ be proud of who we were, where we came 

" 718 & big deal for us (Quezada 1990).
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But Quezada does not consider the music a stayje sit “tradition,” trusting instead that jig use of non-Domjp; & Cleory o will render it relevant to life in the United States, hope to non-Dominjc. Mep, She exygp g, s well as to D 
: 

s 
an Latinos a5 Minicapg, = s 

nt them o kind s. We're i ing to rescye them. To keep the youth ( 

Merengue’s high profile ¢ ability as an enduring natjo among D 

1 the global sta 
nal symbol ip t 

ge has bolstered its vi- 
Ominicans in the diaspora. Ag Que 

he Republic a5 well as 
zada puts it: 

I think that [Domi €Iy proud to know that me- 
rengue has escalated into what it g today because, first of all, 
it makes the country known, because people want to know 
where is our myg; ing from, so it’s a way of advertising 
the country. And also, | tep, 

nicans] are v 

Merengye is part of the fabric of mambo New York. Like the histories of and salsa, the s ry of merengue in New Yordk tilglzsfglsn 
irst” 1 » 85, 

“implosion of the Third World into the first (R\({Z,S:ke:)whose e cited in Rouse 1991, 17). As a Finnish-»bol'n I:Ije\zsean'ching meren- 
has been deeply touched by performing and gue, I can attesy (o the force of this implosion. 

3



from ,fi.“,,gplanl to Transnational Circuit: Merengue in New York 57 

NOTES 

1. 

~ suchisolat 

er draws on materials found in the author’s recently 
1 work, Merengue: Dominican Music and Dominican 

[dentity (Austerlitz 1997). The author gratefully acknowledges 

{he Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research 

which supported field research in the Dominican Republic ir; 

1990-91 and 1995. 

jon is rare. Even European immigrants to the United 

States in the carly and middle twentieth century influenced mu- 

sic in their countries of origin. For example, the Finnish immi- 

grant community in the United States played an important role 

in the development of popular music in Finland. Contrasting 

Boasian “old ethnicity,” which was developed in studies of rela- 

tively isolated, homogeneous societies, with border-zone “new 

ethnicity,” developed in studies of contemporary pluralistic so- 

cieties, Bennett (1973:3-4) argues that their difference may be 

attributable as much to epistemological
 shifts in academia as 

to changes in human behavior. Goldberg notes that border-zone 

immigrant identities were celebrated already in 1916, when 

Atlantic Monthly writer Randolph Bourne called for United 

States citizens to “make something out of this trans-national 

spirit instead of outlawing it” (in Glick Schiller et al 1992:212). 

However, jet-age travel and the information revolution have 

caused fundamental changes, to the extent that the current situ- 

ation is qualitatively different from that faced by earlier mi- 

grants. 

This pap! 
ublished 

However, Viloria’s group was not unique; groups with piano ac- 

cordion and saxophone frontlines also existed in the Domini- 

can Republic. 

The Cuban pachanga was different from the pachanga that de- 

veloped in New York City in the early 1960s. The latter took its 

name from the Cuban pachanga, but was stylistically related to 

the cha-cha-chd and charanga rather than to merengue (see 

Thompson 1961). - 

Arranger Lui . 
. & uis Pérez pla: : q . 

innovations, played an important role in forging these 


