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Introduction

Colombian Connections: Tracing the Boundaries  
of the Colombian Musical ImagiNation

Colombia conexión Colombia Connection
Bañada por dos mares y el Orinoco Bathed by two oceans and the Orinoco
Café, café, café petroleo Coffee, coffee, coffee petroleum
Ciudades amables Friendly cities
Mujeres lindas Pretty women
Te vas, te vas You’re leaving, you’re leaving
Y no la olvidas And you won’t forget her [Colombia] 
Pobre Colombia detenta Poor Colombia holds on
Desnuda, fría y hambrienta Naked, cold, and hungry
Diario tan descontenta Every day so unhappy
Con la crisis turbulenta With the turbulent crisis
Pero el bien germina ya . . . But the good’s already germinating
Germina ya Already germinating

— Aterciopelados, “Colombia Conexión” (Colombian connection)

¡Oh, gloria inmarcesible! Oh, unfading glory!
¡Oh, júbilo inmortal! Oh, immortal joy!
En surcos de dolores In furrows of pain
El bien germina ya The good already germinates

—Chorus, National Hymn of the Republic of Colombia

Within violence-plagued Colombia, art and politics have drawn 
ever closer in recent years, seemingly in tandem with the nation’s decades-old 
political and economic crises. Shortly after the international success of the 
Colombian singer-songwriter Shakira’s 1998 album Dónde están los ladrones? 
(Where are the thieves?), Colombia’s then-president Andrés Pastrana in fact 
hailed the beloved pop star, among other Colombian artists, as “emblems of 
a new national era” and as living examples of the work ethic and positive 
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attitude necessary for Colombia to overcome its troubles.1 (That a rock en 
español band like Bogotá’s Aterciopelados, a group that has dedicated itself 
to problematizing any facile notion of contemporary colombianidad, would 
adopt a parallel perspective was most likely not what Colombian political 
elites had in mind, however.) The irony is that popular music has in a sense 
become Colombia’s symbolic salvation, an “antidote” to the crisis both within 
the nation’s geopolitical borders and among its U.S-based community.2 In 
one such example, the track “Colombia Conexion” (Colombia connection), 
from its 1995 album, El Dorado, the group Aterciopelados challenges rigid, 
state-sanctioned notions of colombianidad, as evidenced in the song’s struc-
ture and patriotic thematics.3 Whereas the song’s coda contains an unmistak-
able metatextual reference to the chorus of the Colombian national anthem 
(“el bien germina ya / germina ya”), the verses figuratively embody another 
means of “doing being Colombian,”4 as they simultaneously give voice to 
the Colombian (trans)national subject. As it recalls both the illicit drug 
trade and a sense of patria, the pointed double entendre contained within 
the phrase “Colombia[n] connection” also appears in the similarly named 
Conexión Colombia portion of the popular Colombian newsweekly Semana. 
An Internet and print media feature dedicated to “connecting thousands of 
Colombians in the exterior with their country,” “Conexión Colombia” show-
cases an ever-changing selection of Colombian musical genres, past and 
present. Both of these “connections” therefore foreground the centrality of 
popular music as an arbitrator of the “imaginary topographies” of memory, 
identity, and place for colombianos, particularly among those claiming mul-
tiple cultural and state-sanctioned citizenships.5 Under the new Colombian 
legislation passed in 1991, I, like thousands of other U.S.-born offspring of 
Colombian immigrants, became eligible for dual citizenship. Until then, my 
personal claims to colombianidad, or “Colombianness,” were rooted in both 
default and desire: language, music, food, wordless gestures learned from my 
parents, a sense of time and space molded by letters, phone calls, vacation 
visits, and trinkets, and an endless list of “deterritorialized memories.”6 This 
is a widespread experience among Latin(o) Americans residing in the United 
States: a singular duality marked by geographic proximity and a (neo)colo-
nial status both past (under various European powers) and present (under 
the United States). 

Colombians are among the latest mass arrivals in U.S. locales like Miami, 
the current epicenter of the Latin(o) music and entertainment industries, in 
which the impact of international politics on everyday life reflects the future 
direction of contemporary global urban centers.7 As a city that consistently 
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ranks among the nation’s poorest, yet is often paradoxically cast among the 
culturally richest, Miami has been forced to parlay its most valuable “raw 
materials,” specifically its natural beauty and multicultural citizenry, into 
saleable commodities. Indeed, inasmuch as issues of resources and politics 
figure prominently within Miami’s competitive ethnoracial labor market, 
ethnically defined citizenship continues to present ever greater challenges to 
conventional notions of local and global citizenship. In sharp contrast to the 
models of time-space compression that dominate current debates on global-
ization, Florida’s largest metropolis also exemplifies the continued salience of 
local geographies in the face of the supposed wholesale deterritorialization 
of communications media.8 

The cultural labor of the racialized majority has thus assumed consider-
able market import in global centers like Miami, perhaps most visibly con-
centrated in the city’s thriving Latin(o) American music industry. In part 
because of its broad popular appeal and its ambivalent social, cultural, and 
ethnoracial location vis-à-vis the mainstream U.S. music industry, today’s 
Latin(o) music industry and its products remain something of a mystery to 
most academics, including many of those whose own scholarship focuses on 
music produced and consumed by Latin(o) Americans. A thorough cata-
loguing of existing publications in the the field of Latin(o) American popular 
music reveals a pronounced tendency for scholars to focus on genres more 
clearly defined as “ethnic” musical forms that possess unambiguous Latin(o) 
American cultural roots (such as salsa and merengue, among others), not-
withstanding the centrality of rock, pop, and hip-hop in the everyday lives 
of so many U.S. Latinos, regardless of language preference. In this respect, 
despite the celebratory discourse of hybridity endemic to much of current 
Latin(o) popular music scholarship, the need to remember that “American” 
history is intrinsically linked to Latino history, and vice versa, persists.9 This 
is a point of particular concern, given the disproportionate impact that the 
historiographic configuration of more “commercial” Latin(o) music has on 
our collective understanding of all Latino music and cultural expression, 
despite considerable scholarly reluctance to view these forms as legitimate 
objects of critical attention. These attitudes reflect not only a bias against 
the critical analysis of popular music and its overtly commercial nature but 
also a persistent prejudice against an artistic form consumed primarily by 
women. Also pertinent to the study of Latin(o) American popular music is 
a consideration of the complex transcultural shifts between what are often 
framed as purely “folkloric” musical expressions and more identifiably com-
mercial forms. As the example of the vallenato moderno superstar Carlos 
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Vives attests, the representation of folklore as a purely static, as opposed to 
“lived,” space belies the quotidian realities of both producers and consumers 
of such genres.10

Yet, by its very nature, popular culture conceals, rather than accentuates, 
its ideological and political potential. As Joke Hermes succinctly observes, 
“[popular culture’s] very strength is that it is not a manifesto.” Often framed 
as a simplistic question of personal preference and/or mere entertainment, 
popular music—and popular culture in general—embodies an inclusive invi-
tation for self (re)invention, as it “make[s] the presence known of those who 
are not in positions of direct political or economic power . . . [it] provide[s], 
within limits, an alternative sense of community, one not provided by social 
institutions such as political parties, trade unions, sports clubs, or the fam-
ily” (or, I would add, traditional constructs of the nation).11 

Given music’s prominent role in the diasporic experience, as well as the 
reality that approximately one in ten Colombians currently live outside his or 
her homeland,12 popular culture in general and popular music in particular 
emerged as the logical object of inquiry for this study. As perhaps the most 
facile mark of Colombian identity besides language and as a communal site 
for the negotiation of commonsense notions of race, class, gender, sexuality, 
and nation, music provides a collective space for imagining colombianidad 
outside traditional geopolitical borders. Equally significant are the ways in 
which these imagined alternatives exist (if not thrive) in a context largely 
divorced from the scandal and shame of the drug-trafficking trade and civil 
war with which contemporary Colombia is primarily associated. In this way, 
Colombian popular music effectuates a “fantasy of [trans]national unity”13 
among the citizens of a country in which partisan politics and government 
have become virtually synonymous with violence and corruption in recent 
decades. My fascination with popular music is thereby indelibly marked by 
the feelings of urgency and resignation shared by many U.S.-Colombians 
who fear that every trip back may be their last, that permanent immigration 
to the United States is the only option, and that perhaps this nation bound 
by the weakest of states may even cease to exist in the near future. These 
emotions, attitudes, and the “vanishing [sense of] home” that marks them 
distinguish Colombia’s most recent migrants from previous South Ameri-
can migratory waves and lend particular credence and relevancy to present 
research on Colombian popular music and the transnational media “mem-
ory industries” in general.14

An important note regarding terminology: I deliberately employ the 
term “U.S.- Colombian” throughout this monograph. The label “Colombian 
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American” has become increasingly problematic, given that as a geographic 
designator it is redundant (America is a continent, not a country), and all 
Colombians are therefore already Americans, whether or not they live in the 
United States. As one of Suzanne Oboler’s colombiana informants observed: 
“I only know one America. Its geographical position may be North Amer-
ica, Central America, or South America. . . . So, if they [the United States] 
take the name of the entire continent for their country, what is left for ours? 
What is the name of the continent that Colombia is on?” However, in accord 
with Ella Shohat, I do not wish to promote the mistaken notion that such 
dual formulations signal a form of pseudo-egalitarianism, despite their fre-
quent circulation within progressive circles.15 In somewhat analogous fash-
ion, I employ the term “Latin(o) music” throughout, given its ability to fore-
ground the tensions between the designators “Latin” (the label that many of 
the mainstream media use) and “Latino” (a grassroots term utilized by many 
U.S. Latinos themselves), without erasing either. In this regard, it is vital that 
we consider the symbolic gaps between the category of “Latin music” and the 
social groups that presumably produce and consume these forms.16

To borrow a phrase from Lila Abu-Lughod, my role as “halfie” observer/
participant/critic has required that I “travel uneasily between speaking 
‘for’ and speaking ‘from,’”17 thereby destabilizing the standard distinction 
between self and other so integral to the traditional anthropological exer-
cise. Indeed, my subject position as the U.S.-educated daughter of two bar-
ranquillero18 immigrants has often come into play, particularly as this project 
has demanded the constant movement across physical, affective, and discur-
sive space and has repeatedly required that I mindfully negotiate the space 
between two countries: that which I officially inhabit and that which I have 
imagined and occasionally visited since childhood. Paradoxically, my own 
intimate relationship to Colombian popular music and its seemingly trans-
parent character has at times frustrated my attempts at critical analysis and 
demanded that I attempt to render the familiar “strange.”19 This inevitably 
vexed process has in turn provided convincing evidence of music’s singu-
lar tendency to “conceal its processes and communicate nothing/everything 
‘directly.’”20 As a Latina exposed, via mainstream U.S. media and higher edu-
cation, to primarily middle-class, mainstream Anglo feminisms, I have also 
struggled with the “single axis framework” upon which much of U.S. feminist 
theory is based, in which gender and ethnoracial identity are represented as 
mutually exclusive constructs. Long accustomed to, though never comfort-
able with, the artificial choice between allegiance to my gender and fidelity 
to my ethnoracial subject position, I have found Colombian popular music 
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in particular, and my (often contradictory) reactions to its overtly mascu-
linist content, a challenging subject of study given my hybrid socialization. 
As a result, I do not present my readings of Colombian popular music or 
the transnational community from which it emerges as monolithic. Rather, I 
strive to avoid the tendencies toward tropicalization, methodological nation-
alism, and presentism existent in much conventional scholarship on Latin(o) 
popular music and migration.21 

Theoretical and (Inter)Disciplinary Orientations 

My critical approach toward the study of Colombian popular music, eth-
noracial identity, gender, and the transnational U.S.-Colombian community 
is clearly indebted to the eloquent model of U.S. cultural studies put forth 
by José David Saldívar. Approaching culture as a “social force,” Saldívar sub-
verts the “stable, naturalized, and hegemonic status of the national” (read: 
white/Anglo) in his analysis of the habitual conflation of Anglo identity and 
mainstream U.S. culture. Ultimately, he promotes popular cultural produc-
tion as a tool with which to (re)imagine the nation as a site of multiple cogni-
tive maps and in which the traditional nation-state fails to offer any singular 
model of cultural identity.22 Perhaps most notably, however, this empowering 
transnational re-visioning of U.S. Cultural Studies, a perspective that fore-
grounds Chicano and Latino cultural agency, wisely recognizes the pivotal, if 
at times unacknowledged, role that Latino and Chicano Studies have played 
and will undoubtedly continue to play in American and Area Studies’ cur-
rent movement toward the transnational. Indeed, this metacritical awareness 
of Ethnic Studies’ longstanding contributions to American and Area Studies 
informs my readings of ethnoracial identity, gender, and the transnational 
throughout.

Contemporary Media Studies scholarship has likewise played a piv-
otal role in the conceptualization of the central problematics and recurrent 
themes of my research. As Stuart Hall has noted, media texts “offer a way of 
imposing an imaginary coherence on the experience of dispersal and frag-
mentation, which is the history of all enforced disaporas.” It was in this fash-
ion that the dialogic relationship among contemporary Colombian popular 
music, identity, social realities, and the ideological labor of media initially 
became apparent to me, often at junctures in which issues of race and eth-
nicity loomed just beneath the “‘epidermic surface’ of the text.”23 Per Hall, I 
also pursue an analytical framework that departs from traditional hypoder-
mic models of musical and media spectatorship in that I do not assume any 
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transparent relationship between producerly intent and individual or com-
munal interpretation. 

The contemporary globalized media industry is frequently cited and at 
times reviled for its vital role in the process of identity formation. Indeed, 
the deterritorializing effects of media can contribute to the degradation of 
local communities and foster “self-entertaining nomads.”24 Nevertheless, I 
concur with Ella Shohat and Robert Stam’s claim that an increasingly multi-
centered media may just as easily foment the introduction of alternative dis-
courses, representations, and cross-cultural community-building strategies. 
In the context of today’s rapidly expanding transnational media outlets, con-
vergence, and the increasingly dispersed nature of popular musical mean-
ing, I assert that not only does a specifically cross-media stance prove criti-
cal but that this approach is further enhanced by a feminist, transnational 
perspective.25

Aside from an explicitly cross-media orientation, my analysis adheres to 
Teun van Dijk’s sociopolitical model of critical discourse analysis (CDA). 
This approach foregrounds the place of public discourse, which itself is fre-
quently shaped by mass media, in the (re)creation of and challenges to soci-
etal dominance, or a “political critique of those responsible for [discourse’s] 
perversion in the reproduction of dominance and inequality.” According to 
van Dijk’s CDA model, discourse and dominance are linked in two significant 
ways: directly through the invocation of dominance in text and speech and 
indirectly via the influence of discourse on the minds of individuals. Differ-
ential patterns of access to everyday public discourse thus figure prominently 
in this relationship. Critical discourse analysis focuses on “real-world” social 
inequities and abuses, and specifically on the brands of quotidian expression 
systematically naturalized in verbal and written language. In short, CDA 
strives to render everyday language and the power dynamics embedded with 
it more concrete.26 Such a perspective is equally applicable to the realm of 
musical discourse. In this respect, Susan McClary observes that music, much 
like other forms of social discourse, does not merely echo an immutable, 
external reality. Rather, as the examples cited throughout this text attest, 
social reality emerges as the product of music as discursive practice.27

Illuminated through the lenses of cross-media and critical discourse 
analysis, the prevalence of military metaphors in popular press articles on 
Colombian artists is exemplified by the Colombian artist Shakira’s declara-
tion that she “is not the only soldier in this battle” (figure I.1). The meta-
phor emerges as a particularly disturbing motif, especially when juxtaposed 
against the relative media invisibility of the United States’ extensive military, 
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financial, and intelligence involvement in the Colombian conflict. Signifi-
cantly, however, the employment of military metaphors is not a unilateral 
tendency. Not only do those in the mainstream media apply such language to 
Colombians, but Colombians themselves, as the Shakira example illustrates, 
adopt this language in their own self-depictions. To this end, I am reminded 
of a colleague’s reaction during the initial phase of my research: he was puz-
zled, if not openly disturbed, by the usage of the word “war” in my descrip-
tion of contemporary Colombian popular music’s relationship to Colombian 
culture and identity at large. While I certainly appreciated his critique, I left 
the “war” as is, for now more than ever, I find it indicative of the mindset of 
many colombianos, who, both acá (here) and allá (there), negotiate the daily 
social realities of a violence that they struggle to overcome, if at the very least 
in musical or symbolic terms.28

Reflective of the populace that inhabits the contact zone of Miami, Musi-
cal ImagiNation portrays a diasporan community whose narratives of iden-
tity are based primarily on routes as well as roots, and more often confined 
to the realm of the imagination than to lived experience.29 Indeed, the very 
spelling of this book’s title underscores the intimate and ultimately necessary 
relationship between a deliberately constructed sense of national belonging 
(what we individually and collectively imagine as the nation and our place in 
it) and the nation itself. Here, the concept of the “musical imagiNation” bor-
rows from Arjun Appadurai’s seminal work regarding the symbiotic relation-
ship between new media and the imagination in the globalized context. As 
Appadurai argues, present-day transmigrants are intimately familiar with the 
mass-mediated imagery that dictates as much as it reflects their movements 
“homeward” and back. (Take, for example, the appearance of “Colombian” 
telenovelas and television channels locally produced and readily available to 
Miami residents and the success of primetime television series like ABC’s 
Ugly Betty, NBC/Telemundo’s Sin tetas no hay paraíso [Without tits there is 
no paradise], and the FOX network’s reality show Nothing but the Truth—all 
of which are based on Colombian television concepts.) Furthermore, Appa-
durai maintains that the imagination assumes a different function in today’s 
deterritorialized “communities of sentiment”: as an “organized field of social 
practices, a form of work (in the sense of both labor and culturally organized 
practice), and a form of negotiation between sites of agency (individuals) 
and globally defined fields of possibility . . . [t]he imagination is now central 
to all forms of agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key component of the 
new global order.”30 Much like music itself, the Colombian “musical imagi-
Nation” is understood, if not explicitly expressed, as both noun and verb. 



 | 9

Figure I.1. The October 2002 cover of the popular Spanish-language magazine Cristina 
(La Revista) featuring the Colombian artist Shakira. The cover caption describes Shakira 
as having “Colombia behind her back” and quotes her assertion that “I am not the only 
soldier in this battle.” Notably, Shakira is patriotically referred to in the accompanying 
article as “la mujer bandera” (the flag woman), a moniker that explicitly recalls the trope 
of woman as nation.
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A collective activity embedded in a definitive sense of place(lessness), the 
“musical imagiNation” is rooted in the assertion that the Colombian politi-
cal and social crisis of the late 1990s and the early twentieth-first century 
has profoundly shaped, if not outrightly provoked, a veritable popular music 
renaissance. As a result, this reawakening has rendered Colombian popular 
music, as the locus for the “everyday social project” of self-imagination,31 a 
powerful arbitrator of memory and identity among the Colombian diaspora. 
The recent swell of artistic activity has precipitated significant shifts in the 
communal meanings attached to Colombian identity or in the novel possi-
bilities now attached to it within the U.S.-Colombian community. As Hall has 
effectively argued, these acts of “imaginary political re-identification [and] 
re-territorialization”32 have in turn facilitated the emergence of the popular 
artistic counterpolitics examined here.

This is to not suggest, however, that we are presently experiencing a 
strictly postnational moment or that transnational dynamics necessarily 
constitute (un)consciously resistant or celebratory processes, as some schol-
ars have asserted. To the contrary, despite the lesser importance ascribed to 
the traditional nation-state in this formulation, its ongoing role in the lives 
of transmigrants is not to be underestimated, as the numerous critiques with 
regard to this aspect of Appadurai’s work, particularly among social scien-
tists, attest.33 In this respect, I adhere to Luis Eduardo Guarnizo’s position that 
transmigrants do not generally seek alternatives to traditional nation-state 
structures but rather pursue what they consider a more advantageous multi-
ple or dual citizen status within existing governmental structures. This vision 
translates into a theorization of U.S.-Colombian popular culture rooted in 
the persistent tensions between “containment and resistance” and mindful 
of the fact that transmigrant identities forged “from below,” while not intrin-
sically oppositional, are in fact quite distinct from those constructed “from 
above.”34 Per this perspective, contemporary transnational media and music 
serve as particularly rich sites for an analysis of the symbolic as well as the 
material impacts of the global culture industries. 

Gender and the (Trans)National in  
the Study of Latin(o) American Popular Music

Current studies of Colombian popular music forms tend to focus exclu-
sively on the nation’s autochthonous genres (such as vallenato, carrilera, 
cumbia, bambuco, and champeta) or local manifestations of pan-Latino 
genres such as salsa. As the late Lise Waxer aptly noted in her review of Peter 
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Wade’s influential Music, Race and Nation: Música Tropical in Colombia, 
even the most comprehensive contemporary studies of Colombian popular 
music fail to include rock. (Tellingly, until recently the industry label “Latin 
music” failed to encompass rock music produced and consumed by Latin[o] 
Americans, regardless of language.)35 Indeed, aside from fictional works such 
as Andrés Caicedo’s ¡Que viva la música! (originally published in 1977), no 
scholarly monographs on Colombian rock music exist. Exactly why is Colom-
bian rock, unlike the nation’s other popular genres, consistently bypassed as 
a subject of intellectual inquiry? Is this reluctance in some part the result of a 
lingering sense among many Latin Americanists that within the Latin Amer-
ican context, rock serves as little more than an imperialist export from the 
“first world” to the “third”? Or might we attribute this hesitation to the long-
standing stereotype of the “apolitical” popular music performer (and fan)? If 
so, adopting this one-dimensional depiction of rock’s historic role in Latin 
America runs the risk of erasing rock’s contestatory usages (both past and 
present) within the region, thereby perpetuating existing myths that portray 
popular-music fans as passive receptacles, and simultaneously locating rock 
as the sole property of the United States, as opposed to the global cultural 
landscape.36 As such, the rock en español genre, and central Colombian fig-
ures such as Andrea Echeverri and Shakira, figure prominently in this study. 

Another substantial theoretical gap looming in much existing Colom-
bian popular music scholarship is a lack of critical attention to issues of 
gender. Given the irrefutable links between gender and migration, as well 
as the prominence of Colombian artists such as Shakira, Andrea Echeverri, 
Totó la Momposina, the late Soraya, and others, a consideration of music’s 
gendered language and structures emerges as one of the primary empha-
ses of this book. As McClary has observed, “music does not just passively 
reflect society; it also serves as a public forum within which various mod-
els of gender organization (along with many other aspects of social life) are 
asserted, adopted, contested, and negotiated.”37 To this end, my overarching 
interpretation of gender within Colombian popular music hinges on a major 
assumption of feminist popular culture studies: namely that, as its primary 
subjects, consumers, and creators, women experience a different relationship 
to popular culture than men, just as popular music constitutes the terrain 
upon which many of the contradictions and complexities of contemporary 
feminist movements are enacted.38 These theories of gendered difference are 
likewise applicable to a consideration of women’s relationship to the nation, 
as “[n]ationalism becomes . . . radically constitutive of people’s identities, 
through social contests that are frequently violent and always gendered.” 
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The tendency toward framing diasporic narratives in unmarked (i.e., deraci-
nated, ungendered, declassed) fashion continues to pervade the scholarship 
on the subject, in effect naturalizing male diasporic experience. To this end, 
I perceive the Colombian nation and its diaspora as gendered constructs 
fashioned in part out of “masculinized memory,” just as nationalisms (and 
transnationalisms) have historically surfaced on the basis of race, ethnicity, 
sexuality, religion, and culture.39 

Conventional images of women and the nation have often revolved 
around the representation of women as the traditional, backwards “body” of 
the nation, as suggested by terms such as madre patria, or “mother country.” 
These depictions stand in stark contrast to those of men, who are frequently 
represented as the forward-moving agents of national progress. This male/
female, intellect/body dichotomy is of particular relevance to the study of 
Latin(o) American popular music and gender, given the region’s long history 
of feminization through colonization. As bell hooks reminds us, sexuality has 
long served as a source of the gendered metaphors of colonization. Further-
more, sexuality does not merely provide the colonizing metaphor; it also con-
tributes to the colonization process (and the process of national construction) 
itself.40 Thus, in the neocolonial context, women’s subordinate status entails 
their double (or, as in the case of women of color, triple) marginalization. 

A primary goal of this book is to move beyond the existing, highly descrip-
tive Spanish-language studies that promote neat chronologies of a given 
genre and instead strive to achieve a representation of the contemporary rock 
en español and vallenato genres and marketing formats that more accurately 
reflects their transcultural, transnational nature.41 Another frequent theme 
that arose throughout the course of my research, particularly with regard 
to the Colombian Caribbean, is the roundly criticized concept of “salvage 
anthropology,” often referred to in Colombia as “el rescate de lo nuestro,” or 
“the rescue of what’s ours.” In the years since this theoretical stance has fallen 
out of favor, it has been occasionally adopted, and looked kindly upon, by so-
called community insiders, prompting critiques of “the differential de facto 
development in the post-Said era of this idea about the (moral) authority to 
represent.”42 My intention here, however, is not to engage in the anthropol-
ogy of rescue, nor do I wish to lay claim to any authority by virtue of my 
communal affiliations; rather, I promote what Virginia Domínguez has art-
fully described as a “politics of love and rescue.”43 As such, what I ultimately 
aim to realize in this book on Colombian popular music and (trans)national 
identity is a partial “decolonization at the level of the text.”44 I purposefully 
label this a partial endeavor for two reasons: first, because of my inevitable 
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intrusion as the primary interpreter, author, and editor of this study, and sec-
ond, and more significantly, because this scholarship remains partial due to 
the insufficient input of perspectives other than my own regarding Miami’s 
Colombian community. 

Throughout this book I present a cross-media analysis that is emphati-
cally transnational in focus and ever mindful of the subordinate status of 
Ethnic Studies vis-à-vis both Area and American Studies. Given the far-
reaching impacts of globalization on the creation, reception, and consump-
tion of Latin(o) American popular artistic production and media, I assert 
that contemporary studies of current Colombian popular culture demand 
a transnational framework, despite (and, indeed, because of) the “transient 
and transnational” character of Colombian musicians, producers, everyday 
consumers, and fans.45 Furthermore, this book participates in a more gen-
eral dialogue with current scholarship on inter-Latin(o) American cultural 
dynamics,46 while specifically addressing the need for a more nuanced theo-
rization of hegemonic forces that exist both within and outside the Miami-
based Latin(o) music industry. 

(U.S.-) Colombians and the Transnational Miami Music Industry

In Musical ImagiNation, I argue that Colombian popular music provides 
a common space for imagining and enacting Colombian identity outside 
traditional national borders and in ways not overtly shaped by the scandal 
and shame of the drug-trafficking trade and violence with which contem-
porary Colombia is primarily associated. Anchored in a cross-media analy-
sis of popular music and media, I assert that the Colombian political and 
social crisis of the late 1990s and the early twenty-first century foregrounds 
Colombian popular music and the “nationalizing moments”47 that it pre-
cipitates as a powerful arbitrator of memory and transnational identity in 
the United States and Colombia. Under the auspices of the Miami-driven 
Latin(o) music “boom” of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, 
I focus on issues of gender, ethnoracial identity, and transnational migration 
in the work of the Colombian recording artists Shakira, Andrea Echeverri 
(of the group Aterciopelados), and Carlos Vives. As I demonstrate here, the 
music and the transnational public personas of each of these prominent art-
ists highlight a sizable shift in the communal meanings attached to Colom-
bian identity both in the United States and in Latin America.

While prioritizing questions of ethnoracial identity, gender, and migra-
tion, Musical ImagiNation simultaneously engages the current debates in 
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American, Latin American, and U.S. Ethnic Studies regarding the academic 
location and institutional politics of transnational research, a key scholarly 
debate of recent years. In the first scholarly monograph dedicated to the rap-
idly growing U.S.-Colombian community, I also address the more general 
need for interdisciplinary scholarship that addresses the U.S. population’s 
rapidly changing demographics as it focuses on one of the largest “new” 
Latino communities, U.S.-Colombians. Musical ImagiNation addresses 
a noteworthy gap in existing Media Studies scholarship in its focus on the 
distinct complexities of Spanish-language and U.S. Latino-centered transna-
tional media and popular culture. This book therefore proves unique in its 
examination of the Miami-based, transnational Latin(o) music industry at 
the level of both industry production and performance.

Colombia’s singular geographical position as the only South American 
nation to possess both Atlantic and Pacific coastlines and its rugged topogra-
phy have contributed to the intense regionalism within its borders, which in 
turn has fostered its highly diverse musical production. These geographical 
circumstances hampered intranational transportation and communication in 
Colombia until relatively late in the twentieth century, resulting in an absence 
of cultural homogeneity that has ultimately hindered the establishment of 
an “overarching framework of musical values.”48 Colombia in general and its 
Caribbean coast in particular have thus emerged as ideal sites of inquiry into 
a postmodern hybridity further complicated by the diasporic movement of 
bodies, cultural constructs, and expressive forms, from south to north and 
back again. Indeed, as James Clifford has written, “The empowering paradox 
of diaspora is that dwelling here assumes a solidarity and connection there. 
But there is not necessarily a single place or exclusivist nation.”49 The col-
lective labor of reimagining one’s communal ties in the Colombian milieu, 
a process and product that I refer to as the contemporary U.S.-Colombian 
“musical imagiNation,” is similarly rooted in this sense of multiple (and fre-
quently overlapping) temporal, spatial, and social realities. 

While chapters 1 and 2 are intended to ground the reader in a sociohis-
torical context that will help in the interpretation of subsequent chapters, 
this text is by no means restricted to an exclusively linear reading. Chapter 
1 provides a general overview of the ongoing Colombian political crisis and 
the related history of contemporary Colombian immigration to the United 
States.50 Here, I pay particular attention to the current U.S.-Colombian com-
munity living in the South Florida-Miami region and the singular political 
moments51 that have precipitated their physical displacement to the United 
States. Deceptively simple, in reality the phrase “political moment” encom-
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passes the complex web of governmental, economic, and sociocultural events 
that expedited the emergence of an increasingly visible transnational Colom-
bian community by the 1990s. 

Chapter 2 examines contemporary representations of Latin(o) music’s 
presence in the United States. Here I emphasize Miami’s unique position-
ality and Colombian music’s role in the Latin(o) music industry at the 
moment of Miami’s conversion into a “post-Cuban” city, a moment in which 
Latin(o) popular music undergoes a critical shift from “invisibility” to a 
brand of “carefully regulated, segregated visibility.”52 An in-depth examina-
tion of the popular music industry during the apex of the “Latin boom,” 
chapter 2 deconstructs the prevailing and largely superficial depictions of the 
Latin(o) music boom that exist in the popular media. In particular, I fore-
ground the decontexualized, dehistoricized language and subject matter of 
various recordings, television programs, and popular print media produced, 
written, and/or performed by non-Latinos and U.S. Latino performers and 
industry figures alike, with an emphasis on the unique role played by the 
Miami-based entrepreneurs Gloria and Emilio Estefan. Both explicitly and 
implicitly, the final four chapters are united by the notion that recent shifts 
within Colombian popular music itself may ultimately be read as a micro-
cosm of contemporary Colombian society and its ongoing struggles, in both 
metaphoric and concrete terms. These changes have in turn contributed to 
an expanded understanding of present-day transnational Colombian iden-
tity, most specifically regarding notions of ethnicity, race, and gender, both 
during and immediately following the historical juncture popularly known 
as the “Latin music boom.”

Chapter 3 analyzes the figure of the Colombian pop star and recent Miami 
immigrant Shakira. Shakira emerges as a public persona and a “radical 
hybrid”53 who embodies the interstices between U.S. Latino and Latin Ameri-
can identities. Within the complex epistemology of Latinidad, I focus here on 
the particular moments and processes through which Shakira, a Colombian 
native, “becomes” a U.S. Latina and to what ends Latinidad is thrust upon her. 
Moreover, I analyze the underlying dynamics of Latinidad when treated both 
as marketing construction and as identity signifier. Via my readings of media 
discourse and Shakira’s music, I trace Shakira’s somewhat contradictory rep-
resentation as an idealized transnational citizen at a pivotal moment in the 
(re)configuration of colombianidad and, in a broader sense, Latinidad itself.

Chapter 4 centers on Andrea Echeverri, the female lead singer of the 
Bogotá-based rock band Aterciopelados. Focusing on Echeverri’s recordings, 
music videos performances, and popular print media, I examine the various 
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ways in which Echeverri musically engages constructs of gender, as well as 
the processes by which she is in turn framed as a gendered subject within the 
U.S. popular media and music industry. With a focus on contemporary rock 
en español and the recent rise of “alternative” Latin(o) American rock, I trace 
the ways in which music video, a format traditionally understood as a locus 
of oppression for both women and individuals of color, is transformed into 
a site for “new forms of resistance and struggle” in the work of Aterciopela-
dos.54 I posit that Echeverri, as well as the Miami-based industry in which 
she maneuvers, exemplifies the music industry’s current transformations in 
accordance with the dictates of globalization, while simultaneously under-
scoring the gendered/gendering nature of sound itself.55 

Adhering to the premise that folk culture is broadly understood as a 
metonym for the nation, chapter 5 treats current reworkings of Colombia’s 
traditional vallenato genre, once the exclusive terrain of working-class men 
of color, as witnessed in the best-selling recordings of the white, upper-
class performer Carlos Vives.56 As a 2002 national survey conducted by the 
Colombian Ministry of Culture reveals, the vallenato music of the nation’s 
northern Caribbean coast, more than any other cultural manifestation and 
despite its humble beginnings, is what makes Colombians feel most “Colom-
bian.” Indeed, an article published in the Bogotá newspaper El Tiempo that 
very year declared that “La cultura es costeña” ([Colombian] Culture is 
coastal), thus highlighting the manner in which, over time, the cultural prac-
tices of one region have emerged as an allegory for the nation as a whole.57 
Here I engage in a dialogue with the influential scholarship of the anthro-
pologist Peter Wade regarding music, race, and Colombian national 
identity, as he delineates the complex processes via which, in Colombia, 
“[d]iversity does not just break through the official image of homogeneity; 
it is contained within it.”58 Perhaps more significantly, I argue for a transna-
tional and gender-based approach to the study of contemporary Colombian 
identity and cultural production. Again, it is in within this framework that 
the dynamics of Colombian popular music may be viewed as an allegory for 
the (U.S.) Colombian postcolonial condition, or, as Masao Miyoshi describes 
it, a moment of intensified colonialism.59

Chapter 6 revisits the figure of Shakira in order to assess her Fijación 
oral, Volumen I and Oral Fixation, Volume II double-album production and 
performances in terms of the Freudian metaphors that inform our inter-
pretations of her as a pan-Arab, pan-American figure in the post-9/11 era. 
Specifically, I address the implications of this focus on Shakira and her Oral 
Fixation(s) at this particular moment in the political and pedagogical tra-
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jectory of Latin American, American, Ethnic, and Middle Eastern Studies. 
Through a cross-media analysis of Shakira’s recent music video production, 
I illustrate how Shakira epitomizes the emancipatory possibilities embed-
ded in the hybrid subject and the homogenized Latina popular icon. As I 
attest, her status prompts us to question the prevailing frameworks applied 
to the analysis of contemporary Latin(a) Americans in music video as a 
means of elucidating the present and future role of Latino Studies in the 
ongoing transnationalization of U.S. Ethnic and Area Studies. Against the 
historical and socioeconomic backdrop of the “Latin music boom,” I con-
clude that the individual performers and the counterdiscourses that they 
(at times unwillingly) engender have ultimately heralded the introduction 
of new possibilities for imagining Colombianidad, mainstream U.S. identity, 
and the very notion of the nation, both within Latin America and among its 
U.S.-based diaspora.


