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This study focuses on “Latin Alternative” music in the United States, specifically in 

New York City, from 2000-2016. An indefinable genre, Latin Alternative challenges 

existing parameters of Latin music and Latinidad. Reviewing demographic data, 

performance videos, websites, periodicals, blogs, and notes from concerts and conference 

events, I construct a picture of the unique qualities of this scene. The data show that 

musicians, audiences, and other sociomusical agents1 in the scene are invested in “mixing” 

sounds, as if axiomatically symbolic of their identities. The scene rests on discourses of pan-

Latinidad, alternativism, solidarity with other Latinxs and the active inclusion of 

marginalized groups like Afro-Latinxs and LGBTQ Latinxs. In this context, “Latin music” 

may be punk, hip-hop, electronica, or any combination of sounds. Building on the work of 

scholars in ethnomusicology and Latinx studies, I consider several existing theories and their 

utility. I argue that this scene challenges established ideas about transnational ways of being, 

calling into question the notion of diaspora and relevance of national origins. The agents in 

the scene express allegiance to alternativism, futurism, and utopian possibility, pan-

Latinidad, and work toward a more inclusive imagined community of Latinxs. Thus, Latin 

Alternative music calls for new paradigms and modes of analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
It is a humid summer night in Brooklyn, New York. The sun has recently set in Prospect 

Park and picnic blankets sprinkle the grass. Purposely mismatched patterns adorn the bodies 

filling the concert space as they chat in Spanglish. One audience-member wears a Lucha 

Libre mask and others stop to take photos with (or of) him. On stage, the singer yells: “¡Que 

viva Mexico! ¡Viva Latinoamérica! “The sound of delayed guitars, ambient vocals, lush 

harmonies and the tension between hopelessly idealistic love songs and cool, ironically 

detached vocals fill the air, evoking the ambiance of an indie rock show in CDMX. For a 

weekend in mid-summer, during the Latin Alternative Music Conference (LAMC), Prospect 

Park and Central Park feel more like Chapultepec4  - except for the intermingling of a 

variety of Spanish accents like rioplatense5 to chilango,6 Chilean, cibaeño,7 and the fact that 

the next band on stage might be a Puerto Rican hip-hop duo, a Dominican electro-merengue 

singer, or an Argentine minimalist songwriter.8  

 

This essay is a broad overview of the unique characteristics, processes, challenges, and 

possibilities presented by Latin Alternative music in the US, and the ways in which 

internally and externally imposed Latinidad is challenged. First I outline the cultural context 

in which these scenes exist using demographic data and drawing on studies of Latinx9 

musical practices. Next I explain the context of the LAMC (Latin Alternative Music 

Conference) and outline the parameters of the Latin Alternative genre and scene. The 

subsequent section is the longest. There I discuss the central processes involved in creating 
																																																								
4 A large park in Mexico City comparable to Central Park. 
5 An Argentinian/Uruguayan dialect of Spanish. 
6 An accent from Mexico City  
7 An accent from the Cibao valley region of Dominican Republic 
8 Calle 13 (Puerto Rico), Rita Indiana (Dominican Republic), and Juana Molina (Argentina)have all performed 
at LAMC 
9 This gender-neutral term has recently come into use among scholars, journalists and activists. It replaces 
“Latino” or “Latina/o.” The term resists the gendered Spanish language, in which the masculine form of the 
word is normally used for a mixed-gender group. Instead, it actively includes all genders. See Abarca, “What 
Does Latinx Mean” (2016) and Ramirez, Erika. “Why Is the Term Latinx So Important?” (2016) 
http://www.elle.com/culture/career-politics/a38249/latinx-activists-roundtable/ 
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discourses of the scene, drawing on existing studies and ethnographic data. I build upon the 

work of scholars in ethnomusicology, anthropology, and Latino studies by observing 

processes such as transnationalism, translocality, cosmopolitanism, and hybridity. Lastly, I 

discuss how other festivals are addressing pertinent issues and challenges in Latin 

Alternative music, such as gender and race. In addition to reviewing the work of scholars in 

ethnomusicology and Latino studies, I attended concerts and conferences, and conducted 

interviews with audience members, musicians, and music industry personnel.10 I examined 

periodicals, websites, and blog posts, and performance video clips. I analyzed demographic 

data, and reviewed archived versions of web pages using the Wayback Machine. Through 

this multi-faceted approach, I piece together the unique characteristics of the Latin 

Alternative music scene, considering how it challenges existing paradigms of Latin music as 

traditional, foreign, and/or mainstream Spanish-language pop.  

 

 

CULTURAL CONTEXT  

 

Geography and Demographics 
  
On a national level, 2011 study by the Pew Research center shows that “births have 

surpassed immigration as the main driver of the dynamic growth in the US Hispanic 

population.”11 As a result, we cannot accept that the terms “Hispanic” or “Latino” refer 

primarily to immigrants, nor that the expressive cultures of individuals in this demographic 

will be easily discernible from other American cultural expressions by language or content. 

In New York City, the estimated Latinx population of New York City in 2009 was 

2,369,454. This is just slightly less than the population of Buenos Aires (about 2.9 million) 

and comparable to the population of Medellin, Colombia (2.3 million). Latinxs account for 

28% of the New York City’s 8.4 million residents. Historically, the majority of the Latinx 

																																																								
10 Names are withheld to protect the privacy of participants.  
11 “The Mexican American Boom” Pew Research Center. Hispanic Trends. (2011). 
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/07/14/the-mexican-american-boom-brbirths-overtake-immigration/ 
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population has been of Puerto Rican origin, accounting for 49.1% in 1990, with Dominicans 

trailing behind at 19.9%. However, as the CUNY study finds, Puerto Ricans’ numbers have 

declined proportionately between 1990-2009, while Dominicans and Mexicans’ presence 

has increased. In 1990, people of Mexican heritage accounted for just 3.3% of the 

population. However, as the study shows, the Mexican population is increasing at an 

unprecedented rate. As of 2009, they accounted for 13.5% of the population, while Puerto 

Ricans’ numbers decreased to 32.9%.12  

 

These trends suggest that Latinidad is no longer defined by the locally dominant diaspora 

and that new inter-Latino cultural exchanges may result as different groups inhabit the same 

spaces. Historically, Mexican-American musical practices have differed greatly from those 

of Latinos of Caribbean origin. “Mexican regional” music is the most popular form of 

commercial Latin music in the United States today,13 yet the tubas, tololoches, and 

accordions of banda and norteño remain unfamiliar to audiences in the New York, where the 

term “Latin music” is likely to evoke a 2-3 clave, soneos, and call-and-response.  

 

There are clear divisions between east and west-coast Latinxs even in the case of more 

mainstream popular music genres like rock and hip-hop. Pacini-Hernandez notes that while 

historically, both east- and west-coast Latinxs have engaged with rock music to some degree 

since the 1950s, west-coast Mexicans are generally more open to rock as part of their Latinx 

identities: “Mexican American rockers…received consistent support from within the 

Mexican American community, because rock ‘n’ roll was perceived as their birthright.”14  In 

contrast, she notes that in the 60s and 70s, New York Puerto Ricans engaged less and less 

with rock and gravitated toward developing bugalú and salsa, relying more on “Spanish 

Caribbean-based cultural traditions as a steady and unifying force.”15 Meanwhile in Puerto 

Rico, roqueros were sometimes perceived as “cultural traitors.”16 She attributes these 

																																																								
12  Bergad, L. et al. “The Latino Population of New York City, 2009.” Latino Data Project. CLACL, CUNY. 
(2011).  
13 Dold, Peggy. "Latin Music Entertainment Market" (2013) See also: Party, Daniel. “Twenty-First Century 
Latin American and Latino Popular Music.” (2012) p. 398 
14 Pacini Hernandez. Oye Como Va!  p. 43. 
15 ibid. p. 53. 
16 Pacini-Hernandez, D. “Dominicans in the Mix.” Reggaeton.  p. 139. 
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different trajectories to an intersection between colonial histories, differing urban 

environments, racial identities.17 By the late twentieth century, Nuyoricans increasingly 

identified with African American music. Raquel Z. Rivera notes the strong “interethnic 

alliances” between Black and Puerto Rican New Yorkers in the creation of hip-hop, and 

intersections of blackness and Latinidad. Alliances between Latinx groups are viewed by 

some of hip-hop MC’s as externally imposed fictions that uphold myths of pan ethnicity.18 

Rivera’s study echoes Pacini-Hernandez’s observations. East-coast Latinxs are more likely 

to identify with African-American and Afro-diasporic musical practices, as these 

“interethnic alliances” have been built and sustained over time. Yet, these studies cannot 

account for the technological, cultural, and demographic shifts that have happened in the last 

fifteen years, where more inter-Latino19 exchanges have emerged.  

Scholars in ethnomusicology and Latino Studies must consider how inter-Latino alliances 

and pan-Latino identification will impact musical practices and existing paradigms. Some 

ethnomusicologists like Daniel Party have already noted these changes and their effects on 

twenty-first century music.20 If, increasingly, the term “Latino” comes to refer to American-

born bilingual (or English monolingual) subjects of equal Mexican/Dominican/Puerto-

Rican/Colombian heritage, how does this challenge existing paradigms of who Latinxs are 

and how “Latin music” is studied? Looking to the future, we must consider how 

demographic shifts will affect the utility of existing paradigms in Latin music studies. A 

2004 sociology study found that “US-born Latino Nonwhites are more likely to marry their 

foreign-born counterparts and Latinos of different national origins …” This “slows the 

process of assimilation into mainstream society.”21 As a result, “Latino Nonwhites may be a 

primary force for building Latino pan-ethnicity. ”22 Another study finds that “intermarriage 

between members of different Hispanic subgroups may strengthen pan-ethnicity, or the 

adoption of a ‘Hispanic’ identity instead of an identity as a member of a specific national-
																																																								
17 Idem. Oye Como Va p. 52. 
18 Rivera, Raquel Z. “Hip-Hop, Puerto Ricans, and Ethnoracial Identities in New York.” Mambo Montage. Pp. 
35. 
19 Party. “Twenty-First Century ”  Musics of Latin America  ed. Moore. pp. 397-433. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Qian, Zenchao, and Jose A. Cobas. "Latinos Mate Selection: National Origin, Racial, and Nativity 
Differences." (2004) 
22 ibid. 
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origin group.”23 It is no coincidence that we are seeing the proliferation of discourses of pan-

Latinidad and the growing acceptance of rock as part of Latinx identity in New York.  

 

The LAMC  

 

Most of my research focuses on the Latin Alternative Music Conference (LAMC), a four-

day festival/conference held yearly in New York City since 2000.24 I have attended the 

festival since 2007 and the conference in 2015. It takes place on the weekend after July 4th 

from Wednesday-Saturday. Daytime panels run 10 AM - 4PM, and nighttime showcases 

begin at 6PM. Attendance at conference panels and private showcases requires a badge. The 

conference portion of the event is a place for press and networking. A large, designated press 

area hides behind black curtains. In another corridor, corporate sponsors and media 

companies give out information and freebies. One of the tables is usually occupied by NPR 

Alt.Latino representatives, accepting CD’s of new music for their show. Most of the other 

companies at the tables are media-related.  

 

Panels feature several industry insiders: recording artists, songwriters, A&R, licensing 

representatives, radio hosts, journalists, brand managers, attorneys, talent scouts. Most of the 

panels attract independent artists, easily spotted in the audience diligently taking notes. 

These panels have names like “Gran Turismo: How to Hit the Road and Not Go Broke or 

Break Up.”25 Others are private and sponsored by corporations, such as the 2016 Google-

sponsored panel on “The Role of Technology in Entertainment”26 while yet other themes 

like “How Real-Time Data is Changing the Latin Music Industry” are relevant to both 

industry professionals and indie artists.  

 

																																																								
23 Landale, “Hispanic Families in the United States: Family Structure and Process in an Era of Family 
Change.” (2006) 
24 LAMC (2000) web.  https://web.archive.org/web/20000520102436/http://www.latinalternative.com/.  
25 “LAMC 2016 Schedule of Events” http://latinalternative.com/schedule/LAMC_2016_Schedule.pdf 
26 ibid 
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Wednesday and Thursday evenings feature sequential concerts between 6PM and 1AM. The 

showcases are generally open to the public and focused on new indie acts. There is an 

acoustic showcase held at SOB’s (Sounds of Brazil) in Tribeca - significant because it 

features solo singer-songwriters who would rarely appear in a New York “Latin” festival. 

The late weeknight showcases may feature as many as seven bands, playing over the course 

of six hours. By midnight, it starts to feel like any other show in a Manhattan rock venue full 

of wide-eyed, hopeful twenty-somethings in skinny jeans, eagerly playing their new songs to 

an intoxicated crowd. Yet these bands have traveled as far as 5000 miles to get here and they 

have a lot riding on their performances, as sometimes the majority of the audience consists 

of media and industry representatives. 

 

Friday and Saturday nights are reserved for bigger acts at Summerstage in Central Park and 

Celebrate Brooklyn in Prospect Park. These shows are organized in conjunction with 

Summerstage and BRIC,27 respectively. Outdoors and free to the public, they draw a large 

crowd that is not necessarily aware of the conference. It is in these spaces that a crowd of 

cosmopolitan, hip, alternative New York millennial Latinxs seems to come out of the 

woodwork and unite. The music itself at these shows varies, but the transnational-minded 

crowd is open to the varied sounds. The LAMC was founded in 2000 as a way to “address 

the needs of the burgeoning Latin alternative music genre,”28 What distinguishes the scene 

from the mainstream, Miami-based Latin music industry is the claim of being “alternative” – 

alternative to the mainstream Latinx pop music industry and the mass media that supports it 

- not alternative as in the 90s rock music genre. 

 

	  

																																																								
27 Brooklyn Information & Culture (BRIC) is an organization that presents free and low-cost public programs in visual and 
performing arts.  
28 LAMC (2000) web. Archive. 
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DEFINING THE GENRE 

 
“…it’s a combination of everybody’s roots and everybody’s different countries and 

then that rock thing … to me it’s just a mix of everything and I think it exists because the 
mainstream is very mainstream and it’s not as, I think, tolerant as [the] American 
mainstream…”29 
 

Although lacking its own encyclopedia entry, the phrases “Alternative Latin” and “Latin 

Alternative” appear in the descriptions of Aterciopelados, Bajofondo Tangoclub, Café 

Tacuba, and Cypress Hill. Bajofondo Tangoclub “creates a contemporary style that is 

nevertheless reverent to local indigenous music.”30 Café Tacuba is described as: 

splendidly beyond category…a fiercely original blend of the traditional and 
contemporary, the folkloric and modern, traversing such territories as hip-hop, funk, 
bolero, southern California punk, tropicália, Europop, dadaist noise painting, and 
Mexicanisms such as ranchera, huapango, and polka.”31  
 

Other bands and artists associated with the genre, according to OEPM, include Manu Chao, 

Kinky, and Bacilos. Despite the term’s multiple instances, OEPM has not made “Latin 

Alternative a subject entry” possibly because there are no consistent musical elements that 

might define the genre - which raises the question of whether it is one.  

 

Genres are generally understood as “a class, type or category, sanctioned by 

convention…based on the principle of repetition. They codify past repetitions, and they 

invite future repetitions.” These dual functions are contradictory. Late-twentieth century 

definitions of genre are less concerned with formal musical properties and more with the 

aesthetic experience.32 Genre has a “double existence as a musical category and a social 

construct, inviting a journey through musical intertextuality to the world beyond the 

notes.”33 Some Latin Americanist ethnomusicologists have begun questioning the utility of 

the genre category, instead focusing on the social construct aspect. Madrid and Moore trace 

																																																								
29 Musician. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. Names are withheld to protect 
participants’ privacy, as per university regulations.   
30 “Bajofondo Tango Club” Oxford Encyclopedia of Popular Music.  
31 “Café Tacuba.” OEPM.	
32 “Genre.” Samson, Jim. Grove Music Online. 
33 Ibid. 
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the discourse on genre in Latin America, calling for “more dynamic constructs of genre.”34 

They question the fixity of genres and take a performative approach, noting that “Genres are 

established through acts of repetition and made meaningful through performance and related 

discourse.”35  This focus on social context is more useful for understanding Latin Alternative 

than a focus on musical elements, since they will (and have) changed over time. Although 

“Latin Alternative” as a musical category is vague and malleable, as a social construct and 

aesthetic experience its most salient characteristic has become its indefinability. Latin 

Alternative can still be conceived of as a genre, but it is a queer genre that aspires to 

indefinability.  

 

DISCURSIVE FEATURES OF LATIN ALTERNATIVE MUSIC 

 

Despite its musical ambiguity, there are some consistent discourses in Latin Alternative 

music. These include: (1) Alternativism; (2) Cosmopolitanism; (3) Hybridity; (4) 

Transnationalism/Translocality/Transregionalism; (5) Futurism and Technology; (6) 

Queerness; (7) Mediatization. I discuss these below, contextualizing my fieldwork 

observations with existing studies by scholars in ethnomusicology and Latino Studies. 

Considering these dimensions offers potential theories for explaining the discursive 

processes that sustain the scene, though none is complete. Rather, it is the particular 

combination of these discourses that differentiates Latin Alternative from other US Latinx 

musical genres and discourses.  

 

From Alternative Music to Alternativism  
 
“It’s a whole mixture of sounds– the expression of having an alternative of sounds.” 36 

 

Alternativism is “the practice or pursuit of an approach or lifestyle which is considered 

unorthodox or outside the mainstream.”37 The term is useful because it focuses on desire and 

																																																								
34 Moore, Robin and Alejandro Madrid. Danzon (2013) p. 9. 
35 ibid, p.8. 
36 Musician. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. 
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intent, rather than the formal qualities of the musical genre. “Alternative” in the case of 

Latin Alternative does not refer to the “alternative” music genre (as defined by its formal 

properties) but to artists’ desire to pursue what is beyond the implied parameters of 

Latinidad. This semantic shift should not be taken for granted. In the early years of LAMC, 

“Latin Alternative” was synonymous with “rock en español.” Media coverage of the 

conference by newspapers like The Village Voice and the LA Times tended to assume that 

“Latin alternative” meant rock en español, though conference lineups included artists like 

Manu Chao and Los Amigos Invisibles whose sounds do not fit such a rubric. By 2002, 

journalist Jon Pareles, who has covered the event since its inception, stated that no one 

agrees about “how to categorize Latin alternative music. It’s easier to define it by what it is 

not.”38 Josh Kun – who was listed on the 1999 website as the “host” of the first conference – 

defined it as “entering into a global conversation, with global music that comes from a very 

local place” and a “merger of Latin roots and alternative ambitions.”39 Latin Alternative is 

not merely alternative music made by and for Latin people, but something else entirely; its 

meaning resting on the conditions and parameters of Latinidad and what is oppositional to 

them in any given time and place.   

 

Cosmopolitanism  

 
Cosmopolitanism has been discursively transformed from an undesirable and suspect 

aesthetic of “rootlessness” to a salient characteristic of the elite and sophisticated “jet-set.”40 

Yet, cosmopolitanism does not merely belong to the elite, and is closely related to 

transnationalism and diaspora. Appadurai notes that today’s cosmopolitanism consists of 

“post-national sensibilities, a global ethos, multicultural politics and values and a 

generalized openness to cultural experimentation” as well as “hybrid 

identities…international cultural transfers and exchanges” and “cultural co-existence.”41 In 

																																																																																																																																																																											
37 “alternativism.” Oxford English Dictionary. 
38 New York Times. “Latin Alternative: Bouncing From Rap to Ska but Passionate About Rock”. 
39 Ibid.	
40 Vertovec. “Cosmopolitanism.” Diaspora: Concepts, Intersections, Identities, p. 63 
41 Appadurai, Arjun. "Cosmopolitanism from Below." Johannesburg Workshop in Theory and Criticism.  
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ethnomusicology, Turino suggests that cosmopolitans are a social group. They are “people 

of the world” who find each other, and may share an interest in “folk” or “world” music. 

Combining Vertovec, Appadurai, and Turino’s definitions we can conceive of Latinx 

cosmopolitans as a social group that is both “of the world” and of the Latin American world. 

Considering the vastness and diversity of cultural practices in the Latin American region 

(often including Spain and the United States), a cosmopolitan attitude is necessary to think 

of oneself ‘of Latin America’ or ‘Latinx.’ 

 

Turino also identifies the importance of cosmopolitan “loci or power centers” like Paris or 

Buenos Aires where musical movements are legitimized through performance in bourgeois 

venues.42 Folklore is created and circulated, and eventually feeds back to the place where it 

supposedly originated, informing local discourses. New York City is also a cosmopolitan 

power center, and the decision to hold the LAMC in this space is a legitimizing move. One 

of the LAMC founders I spoke with43 discussed the importance of establishing the 

conference there, rather than in LA, which was already considered a center of Latin 

Alternative music. New York became a platform from which to reach other Latinxs and 

expand the sounds of Latinidad in the city. He noted that in New York, “hip hop is basically 

the soundtrack, at least the loudest sound” and “you’re right in the…cradle of salsa.” Yet,  

the Mexican influx in New York City has changed so many things …The historic 
migration of … Puerto Ricans, then Dominicans, Colombians, and Venezuelans, 
they all tend to like salsa… At the end of the day if you put a Hector Lavoe44 song 
on, they’re gonna get up and dance to it. In other parts of the country as we know, 
it’s not exactly like that.45  
 

The “they” the interviewee is referring to are the majority of New York Latinxs, possibly of 

Puerto Rican, Dominican, Colombian, or Venezuelan heritage, all of which differ greatly 

from Mexican heritage and musical practices. Their musical preferences stand in stark 

contrast to the musical landscape of – as he says - “anywhere west of the Holland Tunnel.”46 

He found that the City of New York has been very supportive of his initiatives:  

																																																								
42 Turino, Thomas. Music in the Andes. (2008), Chapter 5. 
43 Names have been omitted to protect participants’ privacy	
44 Hector Lavoe was a popular Nuyorican salsa dura singer on Fania Records in the 1970s.  
45 Interview by author. New York, NY. Audio Recording. July 2015.  
46 Ibid. 
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When we finished the second year in New York, people from the mayor’s 
office…flew out to LA to convince us to come back…they wanted the [city to be 
associated with] the whole cultural aspect of the LAMC.47 
 

While holding the conference in NYC was a initially conceived of as a legitimizing move for 

LAMC and Nacional Records, it resulted in a symbiotic relationship with the City of New 

York that created a new inter-Latinx cosmopolitan contact zone. The bands that participate 

in these festivals are not playing to a majority Mexican American audience as they would in 

Los Angeles. Eastward expansion invites inter-Latino exchanges between musicians, 

audiences, and local tastemakers.  

 

Latinx sociomusical agents49 sustain a constant dialogue between New York City, Los 

Angeles, Buenos Aires, and Mexico City as cosmopolitan power centers. Yet, many of these 

bands still aspire to reach European centers like Paris, particularly when the music tends 

toward the electronic. For example, Madrid in his ethnography of Nortec Collective 

observes the ways in which musicians position themselves within European discourse, only 

to discover that their European-style electronic music is not accepted by European labels. 

This rejection becomes the catalyst for them to create a “local” sound, as they hope to find a 

niche in the transnational electronic music community.50 The creation of this local sound is 

tied to a “desire for cosmopolitanism and modernity fulfilled through electronic music” in 

which futuristic rhetoric provides cultural capital and transcends limits of local 

community.51 Similar patterns can be observed in groups formed after Nortec Collective. 

ZZK Records’ documentary, A Musical Journey, follows Argentine singer La Yegros on her 

European tour. According to the Brooklyn-based Latinx music blog, Remezcla, the film 

“documents the growing interest in digital cumbia in Europe and marks a turning point in the 

life of ZZK Records, and the digital-roots movement that its artists have been at the 

forefront of for eight years”52 The fact that a European tour is a “turning point” echoes 
																																																								
47 ibid. 
49 Tucker, Gentleman Troubadours (2013). Media workers and music industry personnel and musicians. 
Tucker finds that music industry and media professionals as "mediators" who are "on par with performers as 
"contemporary sociomusical agents" who succeeded through working with (and creating) particular discourses. 
50 Madrid, ¡Nortec-Rifa! 2008. Ch. 1. 
51 ibid p.32. 
52 Bryan, Beverly. “Follow the Rise of Digital Cumbia.” (2016) 
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Madrid’s observations eight years ago with Nortec Collective. For many, acceptance in 

Europe is still a major milestone, following Turino’s and Vertovec’s definitions of 

cosmopolitanism.  

 

Hybridity and Mestizaje 2.0 
 

“…a fusion between Latin American rhythms and some rock, like North American, and some 
cumbia, salsa, all the dances like comparsa…it’s just a mix of everything – for me it’s like 
what we are, like the Latinos. It’s a mix of everything.”53 
 

Nearly everyone I spoke with seemed to express excitement and interest in the “mix” of 

audible “roots” that Latin Alternative seems to offer and the possibilities that come along 

with that.  Ethnomusicologist Daniel Party touches on the importance of hybridity in today’s 

Latin music: “what is noteworthy…is that it embraces hybridity as an aesthetic.”54 He 

identifies “inter-Latino” interaction in the United States as the catalyst for this aesthetic 

movement, noting that for many Latin American and Latinx people, the US becomes the 

first site of contact with other Latin American cultures.55 

 

Latinx writers and scholars often deal with hybridity or hybridized identities – most often as 

bi-cultural estadounidenses. The theme can be found in the work of writers as varied as 

Junot Díaz and Gloria Anzaldúa, and Latinx studies scholars like Lao Montes. Scholars on 

diaspora define hybridity as “mixing and combination in the moment of cultural 

exchange.”56 It “appears as a convenient category at ‘the edge’ or contact point of diaspora, 

describing cultural mixture where the diasporized meets the host in the scene of migration” 

offering “new models of representing the process of cultural interaction”57 Although this 

inter-Latinx hybridity in the United States may be new, discourses of hybridity/mestizaje in 

Latin America are not. They have surrounded Latin American music for over 100 years and 

																																																								
53 Audience Member at Celebrate Brooklyn. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. 
54 Party. “Twenty-First Century” p. 340 
55 ibid.	
56 Vertovec. p. 60 
57  ibid. 
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have been studied by several scholars58. Additionally, there is a history of incorporating 

local culture into dominant musical forms as a mode of musical nationalism in order to 

differentiate specific nations from each other and from Spain.  Scholars in ethnomusicology 

have discussed indigenismo in the Andes (Turino, Tucker), folklor in Colombia (Miñana 

Blasco), and afrocubanismo in Cuba (Moore).  

 

British anthropologist Steven Vertovec raises an important question: “To what degree does 

the assertion of hybridity rely on the positioning of an anterior ‘pure’ that precedes 

mixture?”59 These hybridity discourses presuppose that Latin America’s “triethnic makeup” 

consists of three “pure” “races” – oversimplifying Amerindians’, Africans’ and Europeans’ 

varied histories and excluding other migrants (such as Chinese and Japanese) from the 

narrative. It is reductive to assume that Latin American music is merely a combination of 

“African” and “European” sounds “mixed” together.  Hybridity is, after all, a metaphor 

borrowed from genetics to explain variations in plant and animal reproduction. It is 

inadequate for explaining social processes, and it seems dubious that we should hold onto 

this theory, having surpassed Vasconcelos’ essentialist “cosmic race” rhetoric60 or the 

pseudoscientific failures of Social Darwinism. Hybridity, in this usage, is of limited utility, 

given its illogical assumption of tangible connections to a long-lost ‘pure’ cultural 

expression - a pure myth. As noted by Pieterse, “hybridity as a point of view is meaningless 

without the prior assumption of difference, purity, fixed boundaries.”61  

 

Listeners of Latin Alternative music express a belief in “’Latinity’ as bricolage.”62 One 

audience member at Celebrate Brooklyn told me: “we’re all mixed together, and … it’s 

really fun, especially when you can…track down the roots of everything…hear a band like 

																																																								
58 See Simonett and Marcuzzi, “One Hundred Years of Latin American Music Scholarship.”; Béhague, 
“Reflections on the Ideological History of Latin American Ethnomusicology.”  
59 ibid p. 61 
60 Vasconcelos, Jose. The Cosmic Race. (1925) Stereotypes and essentializes various ethnic groups, claiming 
mestizo racial supremacy and predicting the future combination of all races into one Latin American “cosmic 
race.” Inspired the term “La Raza.”	
61 Pieterse, Nederveen. “Hybridity, So What?” p. 226 
62 ibid. p. 235 
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this and you can hear all of the roots.”63 For these listeners, local or regional melodies 

symbolize the band members’ heritage. Though obviously problematic, the appeal of such 

heritage seems to lie in a nostalgic reclamation of lost cultures, resistance against 

assimilation and erasure. Given the fraught, complex histories of Latinxs in the US, it might 

be appropriate to explain this pro-hybridity stance as strategic essentialism in the Spivakian 

sense – a necessary fiction and “temporary stabilization of meaning.”64 in this case 

employed to complete a fragmented narrative of cultural genealogies.  

 

 

Transnationalism/ Translocality/ Transregionalism 

 

	
TRANSNATIONALISM	

 

“¡Latinoamerica! …los países no existen, todos somos iguales”65 

 

In a 2007 Summerstage show, these words evoked the discourse of pan-Latinidad that this 

scene rests upon, performing pan-Latino rather than Mexican or chilango subjectivity. 

Suggesting an anarchist’s take on the Bolivarian66 dream, Ruben questions the utility of 

borders and nations - a topic explored in depth by scholar Hector Amaya in Latino Studies.68 

In ethnomusicology, Madrid centers his research on border culture and transnationalism, 

considering the border as an epistemological contact zone.69 This refers not merely at the 

actually line between Mexico and the United States but in places like Chicago, or 

potentially, New York.  Other musicians and audience members refer to “everybody’s roots 

																																																								
63 Anonymous audience member. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. 
64 “Strategic essentialism” Barker, Chris. The SAGE Dictionary of Cultural Studies. 2004. 
65 Albarran, Ruben. Café Tacuba. Latin Alternative Music Conference / Central Park Summerstage. Rumsey 
Playfield, Central Park. New York, NY. July 2007. 
66 The 18th century revolutionary leader of Gran Colombia, Simon Bolivar imagined, but failed to build, a 
united Hispanic America. 
68 Amaya, Hector. Citizenship Excess. 2014. New York University Press. New York.		 	
69 Madrid. Nor-tec Rifa! 2008. p. 187 
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and everybody’s different countries”70 or “Latin American rhythms.”71 The ‘everybody’ 

refers implicitly to everybody from Latin America (and Spain).72 What is a ‘Latin American 

rhythm’? It could be anything from a 2-3 son clave or bembé, to a tresillo, a zapateado or a 

3/4 cueca. Those rhythms are dissimilar from each other and come from uncommon 

traditions. Pan-Latinidad invites ‘everyone’ to participate and claim them as their own in a 

borderless hemisphere.  

 

In response to technological developments and a globalizing economy, studies of 

globalization and transnational music became popular in the 1980s and have remained so 

since then. In 1991 Appadurai warned us against assuming that the local is “more 

elementary, more contingent and thus more ‘real,’” calling for scholars to study 

“transnational cultural flows” and recognizing the reality of “partly imagined lives” in a 

“transnational, deterritorialized world” filled with “images, ideas and opportunities that 

come from elsewhere”73 In this world, “the homeland is partly invented, existing only in the 

imagination of deterritorialized groups.”74 Humans now imagine a wider set of possible 

existences in far-away lands, unlike the pre-modern past where “fantasy and imagination 

were residual practices.”75  

 

Discourses of pan-Latinidad present transnational ways of belonging76 for Latinx subjects in 

the United States who may identify with music originating in a corner of Latin America that 

they have no tangible connection to. For example, one Mexican-American musician I spoke 

with stated: I wake up in the morning and I’m like, God, if only I’d been born in… 

																																																								
70 Audience Member. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. 
71 ibid 
72 The 2016 LAMC featured a “Sounds from Spain” showcase. La Mala Rodriguez (Jerez) and Jarabe de Palo 
(Barcelona) have performed at the conference.  
73 Appadurai. “Global Ethnoscapes,” (1991) p.199 
74 ibid. 199, 193. 
75 ibid. 197-198. 
76 Vertovec. “Cosmopolitanism” (2010) p. 41-42.  People who have “few or no actual social ties to people in a 
sending country” and “assert their identification with a particular group…through memory, nostalgia, cultural 
competency or imagination. Differs from Ways of being”: “the actual social relations and practices that 
individuals engage in…If individuals engage in social relations and practices that cross borders as a regular 
feature of everyday life, then they exhibit a transnational way of being.”  
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Argentina or whatever…I wouldn’t have to learn [or] study how to be myself.77 Only 

through the proliferation of discourses of pan-Latinidad – combined with a complex history 

of displacement, cultural and linguistic erasure - would a US Latinx of Mexican heritage 

come to this conclusion. The “partly imagined lives”78 led by US Latinxs, in which they 

often choose transnational ways of belonging, are facilitated through participation in pan-

Latinx spaces like LAMC. This musician expressed frustration because her Latinidad was 

perceived as inauthentic by other Latinxs - perhaps because she lacks Spanish language 

skills. Thus, she has to work to claim Latinidad as a form of belonging that she sees as 

intrinsically hers. For some, this so-called reclamation of roots is less about actual individual 

histories than it is about belonging to the transnational imagined community of Latinxs. 

Thus, a conscious cosmopolitan identification with Argentine cultural practices is considered 

to be as real or authentic as investigating one’s actual Mexican heritage.  

  

My research suggests that the Latin Alternative music scene creates new ways of being from 

ways of belonging. US Latinxs - who may be first-, second-, third-generation, or later – rely 

on expressive cultural practices in order to claim space in a transnational imagined 

community. Some, like the musician I spoke with, may work to improve their Spanish, or 

travel more to Latin America (particularly places like Mexico City or Buenos Aires), play 

shows there, and build “actual social relations and practices,” becoming transnational Latinx 

cosmopolitans in the process. The pan-Latinx alternative scene may help create paths to 

transnational ways of being for indie musicians and media workers: ways of being that are 

less dependent on tangible origins and more on imagination and agency.  

 

	  

																																																								
77 Musician. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. 
78 Appadurai, “Global” 199.	
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TRANSLOCALITY: FROM CALIFORNIA TO THE NEW YORK ISLANDS 

 

“…when I first started the LAMC, 16 years ago, the conventional thinking would’ve been 
“hey do it in LA!” … I said, well if I do it in LA, it would be like doing a country conference 
in Nashville…it’s where you think it should be. But if you did a country conference in New 
York City, or in this case, a Latin Alternative Conference in New York City, and it’s 
successful, alright, something’s happening here.”79  
 

In Mexican American Mojo, Anthony Macias observed the mid-twentieth century westward 

expansion of tropical Latin music as it made its way from New York to Los Angeles. 

Mexican Americans began to identify as “Latin” and perform the ballroom styles associated 

with a cosmopolitan and sophisticated “urbane civility,” expanding the local parameters of 

Latinidad.80 Translocal flows between Los Angeles and New York81 Latinxs are a regular 

feature of popular US Latinx musics. Today the flow is occurring in the opposite direction, 

with Latin Alternative and pan-Latinx identification becoming a particularly useful strategy 

for roqueros.  

 

Pacini-Hernandez notes that in late-twentieth century Puerto Rico, “young roqueros were 

seen as…cultural traitors for embracing the music of the colonizers and compared 

unfavorably to cocolos…who preferred the more ‘authentic’ salsa” – a source of cultural 

nationalist pride.82 Relatedly, Frances Negron-Muntaner notes the use of “blanquito” as an 

“ambivalent slur” used toward those who represent any element of normative whiteness.83 

This essentializing discourse prevailed in the tri-state area. Being a Latinx rocker could be 

dangerous, as New York Latino Punk Fest founder Aldo Hidalgo (Peruvian American) 

experienced in Paterson. 

Shortly after Hidalgo arrived in Jersey, he walked into an inner city high school, 
mohawk up and skateboard tucked under his arm. One day, he says, two kids 
attacked him, pushing him into the lockers. One of them, cocking back for a punch, 
asked him why he dressed like a ‘white boy wannabe.’84  

																																																								
79 Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2016. 
80 Macias, Anthony. Mexican American Mojo. (2008) p. 230  
81 Sometimes these flows will include Miami and other east coast cities.   
82 Pacini-Hernandez. “Dominicans in the Mix.” (2010) p. 139 
83 Negron-Muntaner. Boricua Pop. (2004) p. 147 
84 Kissel. "Behind the Scenes at New York’s Latino Punk Festival." (2015)  
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Being a rocker carried consequences of exclusion from Latinx circles that reward conformity 

to tradition and stereotypes. Bronx native Alynda Segarra of Hurray for the Riff Raff stated 

in an interview with Paste Magazine: “I thought ‘white people are rebellious’ and I don’t 

know anything about Puerto Ricans.” After running away from home and establishing an 

Americana folk-rock band in New Orleans, she is now leading her own festival, 

NosotrosFest in Manhattan.85  

 

Performance studies scholar Jose Muñoz’s work discusses similar identity conflicts in 

Miami, finding possibility in translocal ways of belonging.  

I lived in the LA punk scene via my semi-subcultural existence in suburban 
Miami…Through my deep friendships with other disaffected Cuban queer teens who 
rejected both Cuban exile culture and local mainstream gringo popular culture, and 
through what I’ll call the utopian critique function of punk rock I was able to 
imagine a time and a place that was not yet here.86 
 

Though the LA punk scene was geographically distant, it offered a way out of the present 

and the local limits of Latinidad. As in the case of the Latin Alternative scene, it offers 

possibilities to “disaffected” east-coast Latinxs, whether they participate as audiences, 

sociomusical agents, or musicians.  

 

TRANSREGIONALISM  

 

Transregionalism refers to music with “a very high energy which spills across regional 

boundaries, perhaps even becoming global.”87 Building on Appadurai’s theories, Slobin 

identifies transregional musics as one of only three types of musics in the world - local, 

regional, and transregional. In regional musics, he suggests, “inhabitants of my musical 

regions can be nearby or far way, united as members of an imagined world of taste and 

practice, linked by face-to-face or electronic interaction, moving at a rate of slow or rapid 

																																																								
85 Raygoza. “Hurray for the Riff Raff” (2016) 
86 Muñoz, Jose. Cruising Utopia. p. 1 
87 ibid. p. 9 
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style shifts.”88 However, panelists on “How Real Time Data is Changing the Latin Music 

Industry” discussed how transregional fan-bases are identified through social media data. 

One musician noted that unexpected fanbases in Europe or Asia inform their touring plans.90 

Transregional connections are no longer just a calculated risk made in the name of 

cosmopolitan aspirations, but also a timely response to tangibly expressed interest. Multiple 

cosmopolitan power centers are involved in legitimizing and commenting on the music, and 

even the importance of these conventional power centers diminishes when internet data 

allows bands to make quick strategic choices, such as going to Glasgow rather than London 

because the data shows that’s where the fans are.  

 

Of these theories, translocality is the most compelling and possibly least explored in Latin 

American ethnomusicology, although scholars like Steven Feld have explored ideas of 

place-making in other cultures, claiming that more than bodily sensation “it is through 

expression that [places] reach heightened emotional and aesthetic dimensions of sensual 

inspiration.”91 Within the US, examining how translocal ways of belonging intersect with 

transnationalism offers possibilities for understanding nuances of why a Cuban American 

teen in Miami might identity with Mexican American punk music, or why a Peruvian 

American in New Jersey considers rock part of his Latinx identity, or a Nuyorican folk 

musician finds her musical place in New Orleans. Each of these cities holds a different space 

in the American musical imagination, a specific type of “sensual inspiration” and a different 

Latinx cultural history – as do Latin American cities like Buenos Aires or CDMX. Pan-

Latinx translocality allows for New Yorkers or other urban subjects to transcend local limits 

of Latinidad, choosing to imagine a cultural connection with Angelenos, chilangos or 

porteños through electro-cumbia, Latinx punk rock or emerging musical practices. They 

choose to embody the affect and aesthetics of a place that feels closer than the one they 

physically inhabit. 

																																																								
88 Slobin. “Micromusics of the West.” (1991) p. 8 
90 “How Real -Time Data is Changing the Latin Music Industry.” Latin Alternative Music Conference. New 
York Affinia Hotel. New York, NY. July 10, 2015.		
91 Feld. “Waterfalls of Song: An Acoustemology of Place Resounding in Bosavi, Papua New Guinea.”  Senses 
of Place.  
p. 135 
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Futurism & Technology 
 

 “African drums… electronic manipulation... sounds from the 80’s, the 70’s, and a bunch of 
traditional drum machines like the 808, 707, 909…synthesizers, and stuff like that, to be able 
to create a nice mix of sounds, which is not a pure sound. It’s a whole mutation of different 
influences…there’s no boundaries of different rhythms or sounds.”92  
 

Many bands at LAMC foreground technology in some way. Vocalists sing through loop and 

effects pedals, repeating riffs, extending the reach of the voice in time. Modern and vintage 

synthesizers produce interesting overtones. Samplers capture found sounds and voices, 

mixing them with the live, embodied sounds. Drum machines and triggers produce hyperreal 

percussion mingling with goatskin drums struck by callous fingers. Video artists project 

trippy montages, postmodern pastiches and geometric abstractions.  

 

Technology works hand in hand with cosmopolitanism, de-contextualizing sounds, re-

combining them, like a kind of sonic diaspora of genre, song, instrument, and found sound. 

Tensions between tradition and futurity are audible. Some scholars have already identified 

these elements in the work of earlier bands that influenced the scene. Madrid notes that in 

the case of nortec, futuristic rhetoric provides cultural capital and transcends the limits of 

local community.93 The Nortec Collective is signed to Nacional Records (owned by the 

same company as LAMC) and performed at LAMC in 2010. Nortec’s DJ/producers, Bostich 

& Fussible performed in 2013, along with Mexican Institute of Sound (M.I.S.). Camilo Lara 

(DJ/producer of M.I.S.), who has two new groups: Compass (with Toy Selectah) and 

Mexrissey, who performed in 2016. These collectives are part of a futurist strain of Latin 

Alternative. Since 2008, South American futurism has taken the spotlight. Several of these 

groups have performed at LAMC over the years, including Systema Solar (Colombia), 

Dengue Dengue Dengue (Peru) and acts from ZZK records (Argentina). Systema Solar’s 

website features the group illustrated in a pixelated video-game style, evoking indigenous 

dress/hair/makeup, with outer space as the background. In their live set, they dress in black 
																																																								
92 Musician. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015.  
93 Madrid. Nor-tec. p. 32 
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spacesuits adorned with chaotic white lines. One member stands behind a laptop on a 

podium matching the costumes, controlling the video art; abstract, colorful, geometric 

designs that move across the screen. 

 

The juxtaposition of indigenous-inspired dress and makeup with vintage video game visuals 

and futuristic space symbols has become ubiquitous. The roots of this aesthetic could be 

traced back to Peruvian psychedelic cumbia (or chicha) of the 60s and 70s. Inspired by 

Peruvian surf rock, chicha musicians used effect pedals and synthesizers to create a 

disorienting sound, sometimes wearing indigenous clothes like Juaneco y Su Combo, or 

evoking the future like Sonido 2000.94 Since 2008 the ZZK label in Buenos Aires (started by 

Texan native, Grant Dull) solidified the current aesthetic movement, evolved to new 

technological developments. They have inspired groups like Dengue Dengue Dengue, a duo 

seen only in intricate, colorful masks that evoke impossible mythical monsters from an 

imaginary South American 8-bit video game. Though tame by comparison, Miami’s Mr. 

Pauer is most easily recognized by his pixelated form, standing between cartoon flamingos 

and an alligator on his album cover, and refers to his music as “electrópico.”95 The aesthetic 

of mixture extends through time and space, constructing a pathway to a virtual reality where 

anything is possible.  

Discussions of technology in ethnomusicology usually raise issues of power dynamics. Party 

notes that in nortec, “DJs sample banda music to create electronic music pieces, not the 

other way around.” 96 Electronic music carries cultural capital in a global context. A critique 

could be made that urban, privileged subjects in South American cities use technology to 

incorporate an imagined indigeneity into a global electronic music dialogue that excludes 

actual indigenous people. However, the futurist folklor aesthetic at least attempts to include 

indigenous cultural histories in a utopian vision of the future. Electronic music has 

																																																								
94 “Sonido 2000 – Fiesta en la Selva.” Archive for the Amazon Music Category. Listen Recovery Crew. 
https://listenrecovery.wordpress.com/category/amazon-music/  
95 Orange (2015) http://www.mrpauer.com/orange-2015/ Mr. Pauer has trademarked the term “electropico” 
and has won a Latin Grammy for “alternative” music.  
96 Party. “Twenty-First Century.” In Musics of Latin America. p. 399  
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traditionally tried to erase the body and the specificities of time, place and history in the 

name of futurism, constructing an acousmatic97 sound world. 

Electro-cumbia inspires the listener to think and feel beyond the material conditions of the 

present, but to do so relationally. The infinite possibility of electronic sound congeals with 

myths of indigenous shamanic ritual wisdom; both discursively located elsewhere in a 

shared, mythic future/past. Imagination is at the core of the compositional process, asking 

“what if?” As these sounds reach Latinxs in every corner of the world, they are called to a 

mythical anachronistic homeland, truly embodying Appadurai’s “partly imagined lives.” 

Including instruments like the bombo legüero98 among synthesized sounds acknowledges 

Latin American cultural histories, and the performance becomes a point of convergence, 

where the bombo is equally as important as a Roland SPD or TR-808. It should be noted that 

the bombo is not Amerindian, but rather a modified Spanish instrument. Of course, such 

facts remain irrelevant in a partly imagined, hybridized, borderless, pan-Latinx electro-

utopia - for better or worse.  

 
 
 
Utopian Desire / A Queer Genre 
 

Latin Alternative is a postmodern queer genre. “Queer” is both “an identity category that has 

no interest in consolidating or even stabilizing itself” and a “specifically lesbian and gay re-

working of the post-structuralist figuring of identity.”99  The latter informs the former. There 

are several LGBTQ allies, body-positive feminists, and queer voices in this scene such as 

Rita Indiana, Alynda of Hurray for the Riff Raff, and Princess Nokia. Unlike in traditional 

and mainstream Latino media and music, many of these performers and audiences actively 

challenge patriarchal, heteronormative Latinidad. Performance studies scholar José Muñoz 

offers a connection between utopian possibility and queerness, stating: 

																																																								
97 Emmerson, Simon and Denis Smalley. “Electroacousitc Music” Grove Music Online. In acousmatic music, 
“the listener perceives the music without seeing the sources or causes of the sounds.”  
98 An Argentine folk drum that is popular in Latin Alternative music. I have observed its usage by Gepe, Carla 
Morrison, Mr. Pauer, Gina Chavez, and Frikstailers. Only one of these artists is Argentinian.  
99 Jagose. Queer Theory (1997). Web.   
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Queerness is a structuring and educating mode of desiring that allows us to see and 
feel beyond the quagmire of the present. The here and now is a prison house. We 
must strive, in the face of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to think 
and feel a then and there… Queerness is that thing that lets us feel that this world is 
not enough, that indeed something is missing.100 
 

This mode of desiring is sometimes observable in the Latin Alternative scene. Through the 

discursive choices of musicians, media professionals and music industry professionals, 

intersectional Latino identities become more visible. For example, in 2011, the Dominican 

electro-merenguera and lesbian-identifying Rita Indiana performed “La Hora de Volvé” 

(Time to Return) with two Latino male dancers on either side, pulsating their torsos forward 

while shaking their arms and protruding their backsides. Her music draws on Afro-Diasporic 

ritual traditions like música de palo,101 combined with synthesizers and electronic effects 

that modify tempo and timbre. Juxtaposed with Rita’s embodied masculinity, the 

performance result in a bold inversion of Dominican gender constructions, challenging the 

coupled dancing of merengue in an ironic mode.102 Audience members imitating the 

performers disrupt normative Latinx gender expressions, engaging in transnational 

belonging without hegemonic discourses. 

 

During a 2016 Celebrate Brooklyn show that featured Buscabulla, Hurray for the Riff Raff, 

and Carla Morrison, a massive rainbow flag hung over the stage next to a Puerto Rican flag 

of the same size. It remained on-stage for the entire performance.103 Alynda of Hurray for 

the Riff Raff is the only performer in this group who openly identifies as queer. She and the 

members of Buscabulla are Puerto Rican. Morrison does not identify as either. This staging 

creates a discursive link between Latinidad and queerness– regardless of whether all of the 

performers identify as LGBTQ, there is solidarity between Latinxs of different origins, 

genders, and sexual identities.  

 

																																																								
100 Muñoz. Cruising Utopia. p. 1 
101 An Afro-Dominican folk music used in syncretic religious events. It involves only drums and voice.		
102 “Genre.” Grove Music Online. What may occur when a musical genre is used but the resulting music is not 
of that genre.  
103 Carla Morrison, Hurray for the Riff Raff, and Buscabulla. LAMC/Celebrate Brooklyn. Prospect Park 
Bandshell, Prospect Park. Brooklyn, NY. July 9, 2016.  
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Festivals on the fringes of the Latin Alternative scene explicitly state their acceptance and 

inclusion of LGBTQ Latinxs, while banning displays of intolerance. For example, the 2015 

NYC Latino Punk Festival event page stated: “NO RACISM – NO SEXISM- NO 

HOMOPHOBIA”104 Relatedly, the NosotrosFest event page states that it will feature 

“feminist folk” and “drag performance.”105 At the 2016 Afro-Latino Fest, Princess Nokia 

performed her body-positive song, “Tomboy” while celebrating her Afro-Boricua roots. This 

highly visible participation of feminists and queer subjects in shaping a US Latinx music 

scene is a relatively new phenomenon and has not yet been studied by ethnomusicologists. 

Latin Alternative presents opportunities for queering Latinidad and moving toward post-

masculinist genealogies of Latin music.  

 

Like queerness, Latin Alternative resists stable definitions. In fact, this is its most salient 

feature. LGBTQ musicians in this scene work against hegemonic definitions of gender and 

sexuality in Latinx music and culture. Queerness intersects with transnationalism, hybridity, 

and futurism in dissolving borders and categories. LGBTQ musicians and allies create 

possibilities for destabilizing Latinx identity and refusing externally imposed parameters of 

musical expression.  

 

 

Mediatization  
 

“electronic mediation and mass migration mark the world of the present not as technically 
new forces but as ones that seem to impel (and sometimes compel) the work of the 
imagination…”106  
 

Media is heavily implicated in constructing events, as media agents guide semiotic processes 

before, during, and after concerts, defining pan-Latinx subjectivity. Pan-Latinidad as 

expressed in media specifically catering to the target audience of LAMC, such as the 

																																																								
104 “NYC Latino Punk Fest 2015” Facebook Event Page. 
https://www.facebook.com/events/1539742282981532 
105 “Nosotros Fest New York.” The Bowery Ballroom. Web. http://www.boweryballroom.com/event/1243799-
nosotros-fest-new-york/.		
106 Appadurai. Modernity at Large. (1996) p. 4 
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Remezcla blog, which caters specifically to the emerging target audience of Latin 

Alternative music: biculturual, bilingual (or English monolingual), cosmopolitan US Latinxs 

invested in discourses of pan-Latinidad. The conference organizer I spoke with explained 

how he worked to fill in the gaps in media coverage: 

When I find that there aren’t enough radio shows, I go, heck, we’ll do a radio show. 
If I feel that aren’t enough TV shows I say, heck, we’ll figure it out and we’ll do a 
TV show. And luckily we’re gonna have enough friends and supporters in the 
industry, whether it’s a Sirius XM, or whether it’s an MTV3…they’re both doing 
extremely well.107  
 

We can find parallels to the Latin Alternative scene in Joshua Tucker’s work on Ayacuchano 

Huayno in Peru. In that case study, Dolby JR outlined “initial parameters of Andean middle-

class subject position that had yet to be effectively defined and inhabited.” The “construction 

of genre discourse and the consequent projection of a new target market together create the 

very social categories that are ostensibly served in these processes.”108 Likewise, the team at 

LAMC, Nacional Records, and all of the other festival organizers and media workers are 

engaged in constructing  a “genre discourse” around Latin Alternative music, interpellating 

this new pan-Latinx subject.  

 

Media facilitates this interpellation. Listeners experience music both through the actual 

music and through the images and text that frame it. Listeners’ ideas about Latin Alternative 

music may be formulated a priori based on reviews by influential blogs, visual 

representations, and the opinions of tastemakers. Text and image are as important as sound 

in defining the scene, particularly for an audience of millennial urbanites. Media sustains the 

discourse surrounding Latin Alternative music.109     

 

 

																																																								
107 Conference Organizer. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. 
108 Tucker. Gentleman Troubadours. Chapter 5.		
109 See NY.Remezcla.com/music (blog); NPR Alt-Latino (podcast); New York Times coverage of LAMC by 
Jon Pareles (2000-2016) at NYTimes.com; See also social media for Remezcla: facebook.com/remezcla;  
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CHALLENGES AND ALTERNATIVES 

 
Despite Latin Alternative’s futuristic, alternativist utopian promise, there are some issues. 

Proportionally, the majority of bands are still from Mexico, Argentina, and other countries. 

A conference organizer speculated on reasons why US-based bands are less common: 

“when you’re comparing [the scene in the U.S.] to Bogota or Santiago, Chile or Mexico 

City, where there are radio stations and promoters and venues and bars and clothing stores 

and they’re all supporting this, there’s so many more avenues for those artists to 

develop.”110 Although the Latinx population of the US is estimated at 55 million – about 

equal to the population of Argentina and Chile combined111  – the extensiveness of Latinx 

media, music industry, and related networks are not equal.  

  

However, the lack of peripheral support for Latin Alternative musicians may have less to do 

with disinterest and more to do with other barriers. A US Latinx music journalist at a major 

media blog told me: “I wanna cover more Latin music – specifically for English-speaking 

audiences, that’s kind of my project right now – but at the same time I’m like, I can’t even 

do this thing!”112 The “thing” she is referring to is being a mediator between English-

speaking audiences and Spanish-language artists. Language is possibly the most difficult 

border for non-Spanish-speaking Latinxs to cross. For those with limited Spanish skills, 

supporting their artistry through press and partnerships can be a challenge. Likewise, there 

are bands across the US that might fit into the Latin Alternative scene but are not 

participating. To what extent do they wish to belong to a Latinx musical space and what 

value might that have for them? What barriers are they encountering to participation? How 

do language, class, race, citizenship status, geography, or issues of oppression and 

discrimination factor in to their decisions to affiliate with other Latinxs or not? Future 

studies should continue to delve deeper into issues.  

  

																																																								
110 Conference Organizer. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015.  
111 “Argentina”; “Chile.” The World Bank. http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=AR ; 
“FFF: Hispanic Heritage Month 2015.” United States Census Bureau. http://www.census.gov/newsroom/facts-
for-features/2015/cb15-ff18.html  
112 Journalist. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015. 
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CONCLUSION 

	
Latin Alternative is most valuable for its ability to disrupt existing paradigms and 

discourses, creating possibilities for new ways of belonging, greater inclusion through “an 

alternative of sounds.”114 This occurs through processes of cosmopolitanism, hybridity, 

transnationalism/translocality/transregionalism, futurism, queerness, and mediatization. Not 

all of these processes are equally important, nor do they explain every aspect of the scene. 

Certainly theories of globalization and intellectual property, as well as issues of class and 

race also deserve further attention, as do other processes.  

 

For example, I have not dealt with economic factors or the relationship between indie artists 

and corporate interests. The LAMC relies on corporate sponsorship to present its concerts 

and operates as part of the commercial music industry.  I attended one panel on “Indie Latin 

Music” where a representative from Chrysler’s advertising department dominated the 

conversation. He provided a corporate advertising perspective on synchronization deals. 

These are negotiated licensing agreements between publishers or record labels and 

television/film/commercial producers, which allow the synchronization of a sound recording 

with a moving image. In short, they facilitate song placement in commercials, films, videos, 

and television shows. They are potentially lucrative and highly sought after by indie acts. 

The conference organizers seek to help artists build these connections. Profit may be a main 

impetus for making synchronization licensing agreements, but the cultural impact of having 

alternative Latinx songs reach mainstream American audiences is exponentially more 

valuable than economic gains. As is the case in most case studies of popular music, the 

relationship between commercial interests and creative ones is not one of binary opposition 

but of constant negotiation.  

 

The challenge of understanding the Latin Alternative scene however, is its tendency to 

																																																								
114 Musician. Interview by author. Audio Recording. New York, NY. July 2015.		
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quickly evolve. I began following the scene in New York in 2007, and it has changed in 

various ways over the years. One development that is particularly noteworthy is the 

proliferation of new alternative festivals. Some of the new festivals where sociomusical 

agents work to create spaces for other alternative Latinidades115 are the Afro-Latino Fest, 

NYC Latino Punk Fest, NosotrosFest, and Mi Gente! Latinx Music Festival. This 

demonstrates that alternative Latin music expressions in New York are proliferating. The 

local limits of Latinidad and Latinx music are quickly evolving to be more inclusive and 

inventive, less fixed and hegemonic.  

 

The Afro-Latino Festival, now in its second year, is held in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a 

predominantly black neighborhood in Brooklyn with a large Afro-Caribbean population. 

Recent high-profile efforts by Afro-Latinos to increase visibility, preserve cultural practices, 

and educate others about their history in the Americas are likewise aimed at resisting narrow 

definitions of Latinidad, in this case related to race. There is some overlap between the Afro-

Latino Fest and LAMC. Los Rakas (Colombian hip-hop/reggae duo) performed at ALF in 

2016 – held on the same weekend as LAMC for the second year in a row. This situation 

presents a predicament for audiences who must choose between seemingly parallel 

universes: the community aesthetic of the Afro-Latino festival in Bedford-Stuyvesant with 

local vendors selling Panamanian delicacies, free beer, and henna tattoos, or the LAMC in 

centrally-located spaces like Central Park, with $9 cups of wine and locally-sourced 

vegetables. Audience members at Afro-Latino fest sported tees saying “Las Vidas Negras 

Importan” and Princess Nokia addressed recent issues of police violence.117 Such talk was 

absent from LAMC shows that I attended. The difference between the two points to class 

and race issues beyond the scope of this paper, but suggest productive areas of further 

research. 

 

Latino Punk Fest was held from 2014-2015. It was a DIY music festival that accepted no 

corporate sponsorship. Bands funded their own travel from cities across the US and Mexico. 

																																																								
115 “Latinidades.” Oxford Encyclopedia of Latinos and Latinas in the United States. 
Plural form expresses that there is not one Latinidad, but many Latinidades.  
117 Princess Nokia. Afro-Latino Fest NYC 2016. Bed-Stuy Restoration Plaza. Brooklyn, NY. July 10, 2016. 
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Although this music presents less overlap with LAMC, it is still relevant in that it is a rock-

oriented, pan-Latinx coded space for alternative musical expression that has emerged in the 

past few years. I have given more attention to this scene in other research, focusing on 

dynamics of gender inclusion and gender expression.118  

 

NosotrosFest, a one-day festival spearheaded by Hurray for the Riff Raff, is scheduled in the 

Bowery Ballroom this November. The festival presents itself as 

an opportunity for the weirdo Latinxs of the US to unite and take a stand together. 
From feminist folk to immigrant rock, drag performance to poetry, first generation to 
fifth, we aim to create an environment of pride and power. We will define and 
redefine what it means to be Latinx, outside of the pressures and stereotypes placed 
upon us.119  
 

Of all the festivals, this one most explicitly states the cultural project of challenging 

definitions of Latinidad through individual expression. Interestingly, it is also the only one 

that actively includes other performance practices like poetry or drag, and is the most 

stylistically undefined of all such events. 

 

Mi Gente! Latinx Music Festival in the Bronx is scheduled for August 2016. This may be a 

site for further research on gender/sexuality and “hybridity.” No lineup details are available 

at this time, but the event page states: “The term Latinx is intentionally part of the title to 

acknowledge the contributions of queer, trans, and gender-nonconforming people in the creation 

of our musical heritage.”120 The festival also seeks to reverse centuries-old discourses of 

hybridity that considered African and Indigenous musical contributions as additive elements to a 

Spanish base: “Mi Gente will showcase musicians that represent the diversity of rhythms that 

exist in Latin America: “from the beautiful indigenous sounds honoring Pachamama (Mother 

Earth), to the drums of our African Ancestors, and the adoption of new instruments introduced 

through colonization.”121  

																																																								
118Ramirez, Jeannelle. “Clave/Distorion: Re-Imagining Latino Masculinities.” Conference paper. Southern 
Plains Regional Conference, Society for Ethnomusicology. 2016. University of North Texas.  
119 “Nosotros Fest.” Bowery Ballroom. Website. http://www.boweryballroom.com/event/1243799-nosotros-
fest-new-york/. 
120 Mi Gente! Latinx Music Festival in the Bronx, Facebook Event Page.  
121 Ibid.	
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As much as all of these spaces offer new ways of belonging, one must ask what other 

alternative expressions are absent? Where are they thriving, if anywhere? The Latinx 

grassroots festivals discussed above explicitly address issues of representation and inclusion. 

Yet language still acts as a gatekeeper in many spaces. US Latinx bands that do not (or 

cannot) sing in Spanish and thus do not fit into the mainstream sonic imaginary of Latinidad 

express frustration as they attempt to carve out a space of belonging in the transnational, 

Spanish-dominant Latin Alternative scene.  

 

On the whole, discourses on Latinidad have not caught up to demographic changes. There is 

still a belief that Latinxs are mostly immigrants, relatively monolithic, and Spanish-

dominant or monolingual Spanish speakers. Spanish-language media continues to uphold the 

false narrative of a Spanish-dominant, immigrant working-class majority. Internal 

oppression of free individual expression in Latinx communities reifies cultural nationalist 

discourses that suppress outsider voices; those of the “weirdo Latinxs,” feminists, Afro-

Latinxs, punks, roqueros, queer musicians, and English-dominant writers and activists. 

Latinxs in Latin Alternative scenes cling closely to ideas of pan-Latinidad, transnational and 

translocal ways of being, hybridity and futurism as modes of creating possibilities beyond 

current limitations, fragmented histories, and stifling discourses. Musicians, music industry 

personnel, media workers, and audiences re-write their narratives as cosmopolitans of a 

borderless world working collectively to queer Latinidad, disrupting the fixity of this 

identity category and imagining “an alternative of sounds.” 
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