¢ Buena Vista Social Club
* The Racial Politics of Nostalgia

* Tanya Kateri Hernandez

HIS ESSAY WILL examine the popularity and success of the Buena
Social Club documentary and music collection in the United States
rder to evaluate the role of popular culture in shaping political dis-
se. It is my premise that the Buena Vista Social Club is a narrative of
ahistorical nostalgia for a prerevolutionary Cuba that was presum-
ly more appreciative of its Black talent than socialist Cuba, and
by ends up serving as a justification for the unilateral reentry of
dorporate interests into the affairs of Cuba.!

Cultural studies theorists have long observed that popular culture
“legitimate exploitative social hierarchies.” Specifically, popular
lture can perpetuate societal power relations through the vehicle of
ative. Some scholars conceive of culture as a “contested narrative
" containing symbolically charged elements with ideological sig-
cance.® Culture is thus a valuable area of analysis even for legal aca-
ics such as myself who traditionally confine ourselves to the textual
ysis of court opinions and statutes.! What is particularly rewarding
1t the inquiry into Cuban popular music is the manner in which it
psto elucidate issues of discrimination and racial conflict given the
ettepresentation of Afro-Cubans within Cuban music.

THE BUENA VISTA SOCIAL CLUB NARRATIVE

uena Vista Social Club is a 1997 album of newly recorded Afro-
an:son pieces produced by the U.S. conglomerate Warner Music
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Company. The album won a Grammy Award in 1998 and has become -

one of the best-selling world music albums of ail time.® The Buena Vista
Social Club is also the title of the documentary that was produced in
1999, which interviewed the musicians in Cuba and filmed them as they
performed in the United States and Europe.

The popularly depicted narrative of how the Buena Vista Social Club
came to be is as follows:

North American guitarist Ry Cooder decided to seek out talented mu-
sicians in Cuba to revitalize the forgotten music of son that made Cuba
great before the socialist revolution.” If not for the intervention of Ry
Cooder, the talented members of the ensemble he put together would
have perished without national recognition. In fact, lead singer
Tbrahim Ferrer would still be shining shoes for a living had it ot been
for the heroic efforts of Ry Cooder.® Ry Cooder discovered Cuban mu-
sical treasures that the nation jtself had overlooked.?

What is missing from this finely spun tale (“the BV5C narrative”)
is any demonstration of agency on the part of the Afro-Cuban musi-
cians themselves and the respect they gamered within Cuban society
of their own accord. For instance, the narrative completely omits the
role of Afro-Cuban bandleader Juan de Marcos Gonzélez, the individ-
ual who masterminded and facilitated the collaboraticn. (de Marcos
Gonzélez briefly appears as a nonspeaking background figure in the
documentary, leaving the viewer to conclude that he might be a friend
of the musicians who wanted to listen in at the recording session). Yet,
long before the arrival of Cooder, de Marcos Gonzdlez had contacted
many of the veteran musicians who appear on the BVSC album for a
project of the Afro-Cuban All Stars entitled A fodo Cuba le gusta (All of
Cuba likes it).1% In fact, Cooder’s original intention had been to record
an album in Cuba with African and Cuban guitarists. But when the
African guitarists were unable to arrive in Cuba, Cooder’s record label
approached de Marcos Gonzélez for assistance. It was de Maxcos Gon-
zalez who then reconceived the project to focus on the Afro-Cuban
musical tradition of son with the musicians who he already had a
working relationship with.”! In short, Cooder did not discover nor did
he “pluck” the musicians off the streets of Havana as depicted in the
U.S. popular press.

Furthermore, the characterization of lead singer Ibrahim Ferrer as
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E"-"fsb_'tmappreciated and destitute that he was forced to shine shoes over-
looks the fact that his principal source of income was his government
~‘pension. Unlike musicians in the United States, Cuban musicians are
* state employees with the security of a pension and other government
‘. benefits when they choose to retire.”® Ferrer himself explains, “I was ze-
tired. 1 didn’t need to shine shoes for money. I've always been a restless
_.guy. You can ask my wife. Lhave to stay busy.”? Similarly, contrary to
the BVSC namrative of atrophied musicians, pianist Rubén Gonzalez
" had never stopped performing. His reduction in the number of per-
““formances was due to arthritis.”” In addition to portraying the elderly
“ musicians as discarded by Cuban society, the BVSC narrative refers to
~son as the forgotten music of the 1940s. Yet the one female vocalist on
* the album, Omara Portuondo, has explicitly affirmed that “there have
"-.'.'alivays been people performing it, like Rubén, and Cachao, the bass
i, ‘player—all these people who have kept playing.”’¢ Furthermore, the
“Citban government has facilitated the continued performance of son
* music as part of its overarching national commitment to the develop-
**.znent of the arts."

THE RACIAL POLITICS OF NOSTALGIA

-_ 3o why is Ry Cooder glorified in the U.S. popular press and the BVSC
- documentary when the facts themselves contradict Cooder’s self-ag-
 grandized role? The narrative’s focus on Cooder serves to create a colo-
~* nial myth of Cooder as “discoverer/conqueror” of native resources that
““: have gone unappreciated and are more effectively channeled by a

North American figure. Cooder’s own descriptions of his atiraction to

* working with musicians in the Afro-Cuban son tradition position
" Cooder as foreign explorer in opposition to an “unspoiled” indigenous
“ Other. For instance, when interviewed on the television broadcast of
" The Newshour with Jim Lehrer, Cooder stated,

 love the music because it is purely emotional, and then it has a cer-
tain mysterious other side. . .. But when you are around him [Ibrahim
Ferrer] or around these folks, what you begin to see is they have re-
tained some humanity that is very out in front. It is very well-worn,
you know. This guy comes-in this aura of humanity. . . . His music
comes from inside, it's from direct experience. ... He didn'tbuyitina
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mall, so his culiure has not been replaced, as people outside in the rest
of the world have often forfeited and given up their culture, and they
don’t even know it.}¥

Cooder in effect equates the isolation of the U.S. trade embargo with
being sheltered from the political and commodifying aspects of the in-
ternational music industry.”® Yet Cuban artists are quite cognizant of the
commercial influences on their artistry. BVSC creator Juan de Marcos
Gonzilez himself has conceded that he implicitly acquiesced to
Cooder’s propagation of the colonial myth for the purpose of ensuring
the commercial success of the collaboration.”® Other Cuban artists have
also expressedconcern about the commercial pressure to “self-exoti-
cize” in oxder to ensure financial success.”

The documentary furthers the image of the Afro-Cuban musicians
as spiritual and emblematic of a more authentic humanity when singer
Ibrahim Ferrer is interviewed in his home and the camera focuses great
attention on artifacts and tokens symbolic of the Afro-Cuban religion
Santeria (which many Cubang maintain in their homes whether or not
they are firm adherents of Santeria).” Yet when Ferrer himself was
questioned about spiritual issues, he stated, “T don’t understand any-
thing about Santeria.”? Nevertheless, the CD's liner notes go on to de-
scribe him as a “shy and unassuming man with a strong faith.”? The
reference to his presumed faith in Santeria acts as a metonym for his au-
thenticity that in turn facilitates the commodification of African-based
spirituality for the sale of Afro-Cuban music.” Cooder is thus posi-
tioned as the foreign outside observer who can truly appreciate the au-
thenticity of the Afro-Cuban indigenous “Other” constructed in the
documentary. The BV5C narrative constructs the Afro-Cuban son musi-
cians as “Other” precisely because their presumed authenticity stands
in marked contrast to the ennui of the observer from an industrialized
nation.?

It is in this way that the BV5C can be viewed as suffering from the
same ills as ethnographic cinema so vividly depicted by cuitural stud-
ies commentator Fatimah Tobing Rony.” In analyzing the films that
have accompanied the development of anthropology as a discipline,
Rony concludes that the ethnographic depictions of people of color as
embodying and conferring authenticity and spirituality, best itlustrated
by the myth of the Noble Savage, serve as an antidote to the alienafion
engendered by industrialized modernity.?® Central to the ethnographic
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spectacle that Rony describes is the nostalgic reconstruction of a more

- authentic humanity centered in the unspoiled primitive.

Indeed, the very musical form Cooder seeks to excavate like a colo-

‘ndal explorer in his self-described musical “treasure hunt”? is a genwe of
" dance music created at the end of the nineteenth century by Afro-

Cubans who were for the most part illiterate and not formally trained

"as musicians.®® Their lack of formal education facilitates a characteriza-
. tion of son musicians as “feeling” artists who are “unspoiled” and thus
 subject to discovery. In contrast, contemporary Afro-Cuban music is

being developed by musicians who have been formally trained with
conservatory educations provided by the socialist government.”! As a
consequence, younger Cuban musicians have been disturbed by the
level of international attention focused on older son musicians while

" contemporary Afro-Cuban music is ignored.”> Cuban musicians note
 that the foreign interest in Afro-Cuban music “has been propelled by

the Cuban music of a bygone era.”® Furthermore, the BVSC focus on

. prerevolutionary musical styles completely ovexlooks the upbeat and

nationalistic character of most popular songs in contemporary Cuban

- dance music that chronicle the life on the island today and its changes.*

But of course the more politicized content of contemporary Afro-Cuban
music does not lend itself as easily to the colonial fantasy of discover-
ing unspoiled native talents.®

The BVS5C colonial fantasy of discovery and conquest reverberates
within the larger Cuban music industry context in which the United

* States and European countries compete to stake a claim in much the

same way European powers once competed to establish texritorial
claims in the “new world.” One music industry executive describes the
race to claim a share of the Cuban music market as a “feeding frenzy”
because “[ilt’s like discovering a treasure that’s been buried ail these
years."* Despite the U.S. trade embargo, U.S. record companies have
been sending emissaries to Cuba on 2 regular basis and were a strong
presernice at the 1998 Cubadisco annual music industry trade show in
Cuba¥ (Although US. law prohibits US. companies from hiring
Cuban musicians directly, U.S. companies can contract to be the U.S.
distributors of musicians signed to foreign labels. In addition, Cuban
musicians can be signed directly to the foreign subsidiaries of U.S. com-
panies.)®® And just as the colonial expansion of European powers was
accompanied by legitimate concerns with economic exploitation, the
competition for the Cuban music market has raised similar concerns
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with economic exploitation. In fact, there have been instances a?r'eady of
foreign record companies refusing to compensate Cuban musicians, of
fraudulent concert promoters leaving musicians stranded in Europe,
and of payment fees being set as low as twenty-five dollars for a record-
ing session.* Furthermore, the ability of Cuban music companies to ne-
gotiate their own distribution deals has been periodically hampered by
the denial of U.S. State Department travel visas to attend important
music industry conferences.*®

The construction of the colonial myth is furthered by the BVSC’s
idealization of prerevolutionary Cuba as a magic time for music in
which these musicians and the music son were appreciated. The choice
of the album title itself is a fond look at Cuba from before the revolution,
as the Buena Vista Social Club was a music hall from the 1940s, which
has long been closed. Similarly, Cooder’s constant reference to .lclaad
singer Tbrahim Ferrer as “the Cuban Nat King Cole” evokes apoh’aFal
visions of a lost musical elegance.®* The nostalgic picture continues with
the documentary’s soulful shots of the now faded mansions and glam-
orous hotels of yesteryear as the camera searches for the architectural
remnants of what was the Buena Vista Social Club, while omitting any
depictions of the more developed and upscale areas of the island that
do exist. :

What is particularly disturbing about the Buena Visia Social Club
longing for old-world Cuba is its oversight of the social ills that plagued
prerevolutionary Cuba and motivated large numbers of Afro-Cubans to
support Fidel Castro.? Even the use of the name “Buena Vista Social
Club” fails to appreciate how the original Buena Vista Social Club was
one of the few prerevolutionary Havana nightspots that allowed en-
trance to people of African descent* De facto racial segregation was
widely practiced before the revolution in public accommodations like
restaurants, nightchibs, and beaches.* The racial segregation was also
accompanied by extreme racial stratification:

In the main Afro-Cubans occupied the Jower end of the socic-eco-
nomic order. Almost 30 percent of the population of color over twenty
years of age was illiterate. Blacks tended to constitute a majority in the
crowded tenement dwellings of Havana. They suffered greater job in-
security, more unemployment/ underemployment, poorer health care,
and constituted a proportionally larger part of the prison population.
They generally earned lower wages than whites, even in the same in-
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dustries. Afro-Cubans were subjected to systematic discrimination,
barred from hotels, resorts, ¢clubs, and restaurants.*s

Only after the socialist revolution did the Cuban government publicly
denounce these manifestations of racial hierarchy.* Yet the BV5C nar-
rative is completely divorced irom the realifies of the time frame it so
longingly wants t¢ be transported back to. Moreover, the documen-
tary’s own .evidence of prerevolutionary economic disparity is glossed
over as romantic. For instance, Ibrahim Ferrer’s birth in a social dance
club in 1927 is characterized as a testarnent to his inherent ability as a
singer, rather than as an indicator of his family’s destitute economic sta-
tus and lack of the nationalized health care svstem that presently exists
for all Cubans. Similarly, guitarist Eliades Ochoa’s youth spent per-
forming music in brothels and bars is presented as charming rather than
demonstrative of the impoverished educational system that existed be-
fore the sodialist revolution.*® The complexities of racial hierarchy and
desperate poverty do not lend themselves as well to the comumercial
ends of packaging “authentic” and “quaint” Cuba for sale.*

Instead, the Buena Vista Social Club idealizes the past and reinvents
it to support the notion that sodalist Cuba doees not appreciate the tal-
ent of its populace in the way a White North American like Ry Cooder
can.® Missing from the picture are the documented instances of con-
tract exploitation of Cuban songwriters by U.S. music companies before
the revolution, when musicians were paid one dollar for the legal rights
to their songs and Afro-Cuban son musicians were targeted for copy-
right exploitation.® Also missing from the story is the racial discrimi-
nation that son musicians were subject to before the revolution, in which
Afro-Cubans were denied admission to musician unions because they
played the Afro-Cuban music of son or because they had no formal
training or could not read music.”? The erroneous depiction of Afro-
Cuban music as frozen in time, isolated from outside influences, and
populated by unappreciated dark natives re-envisions Cuba as a new
frontier o be discovered and conquered as colonial imperialists did in
the past.

History demonstrates that the construction of narratives is instru-
mental to the subjugation of pecpie and thus should be carefully mon-
itored. For example, when Native Americans began to use the courts to
challenge their dispossession from their own lands, the U.S. Supreme
Court justified the maintenance of their continued exclusion from legal
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title to property with the narrative that the poor character of the Native
Americans as a people warranted their conquest and forceful expul-
sion.® Contemporary analysis of judicial opinions also demonstrates
the continued use of ethnocentric and racially biased narratives in the
application of the law.> Thus, even the racially harmless myth of how a
North American “rediscovered” Afro-Cuban popular culture for the
world can have an adverse effect on the sovereignty of Cuba and its eco-
nomic power by providing ideological justification for contemporary
colonial and economic conquest.® As cultural studies scholar George
Lipsitz has stated about popular culture, “this ain’t no sideshow.”%
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