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“Asi Son"':

Salsa Music, Female Narratives,
and Gender (De)Construction

in Puerto Rico

Frances R. Aparicio
Romance Languages and Literatures, Michigan

Asi son, asi son las mujeres
Asi son, asi son cuando se quieren

{Such, such are women
Such are women when you love them)
El Gran Cornbo de Puerto Rico

Quiero que recuerdes para siempre

el momento aquel en que te hice mujer

(I want you to remember always

that moment when I made you woman)
Willie Colén,

Abstract Latin American cultural studies have not dealt systematically with
the impact of popular music—particularly salsa—on gender roles in the His-
panic Caribbean. This essay analyzes the ways in which women are negatively
represented and constructed in popular song lyrics, both in the overall tra-
dition of Caribbean music (the bolero, the merengue, and salsa) and in two
specific musical texts by Willie Colén and by El Gran Combo de Puerto Rico.
Beyond denouncing female stereotypes in music in the process of reading
wamen’s representation in Latin popular music (tistening woman), this essay also
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proposes a critical praxis, listening as e woman, which constitutes an actively de-
constructive stance toward patriarchal salsa songs. This problematizing paosi-
tion is exemplified by Ana Lydia Vega and Carmen Lugo Filippi in their short
story “"Cuatro selecciones por una peseta.” Most Latinas engage in listening
as women in their individual and social interactions with music. The results
of ethnographic interviews with twenty Latinas in the United States suggest
that Hispanic women are not passive listeners, but are constantly engaged
in reading patriarchal song lyrics and even in rewriting them, affirming their
autonomy in heterasexual relationships. While women have nat yet achieved
truly liberatory texts against misogyny in popular music, Latinas do contest
and deconstruct these gender inscriptions through acts of listening and of
writing.

Introduction

For all of us in every culture, but particularly in the Caribbean, music
has been a strong influence in our formative years, and both song
lyrics and the social practice of dancing have had a tremendous im-
pact on the formation of our sexuality. Whispering romantic boleros
while dancing to their slow melodies and moving to the fast rhythms
of salsa and merengues constitute an important part of my memories
of growing up puertorriguena. Indeed, popular music is an important
cultural vehicle for defining gender in the Caribbean. Sexual politics
also come into play, as popular music reproduces the struggles be-
tween men and women in a contemporary urban world where gender
identities and sexual roles are being drastically transformed.

This essay is an exercise at once in listening woman and in lisiening
as a woman. The former entails reading women’s representation in
Latin popular music, “both the ways in which women are figured . . .
and the ways in which such figuring gives representation its force
by repressing female desire” (Caughie 1988: 328). The point of “lis-
tening as 2 woman” is “to challenge masculine appeals to legitimate
(textual) meanings and legitimate (sexual) identities” (ibid.: 326). It
implies a rereading and a deconstructive stance, or “the undoing of
ideas about women and meaning elaborated in male discourse” (ibid.:
327, see also Jacobus 1986: 30). While “listening woman’ may suggest
a unidirectional mode of categorizing stereotypes and other images of
women in masculine discourse, my “listening as a woman” (like Elaine
Showalter's gynocritique) goes beyond such enumerative practices to
question the very processes of representation and reading.

As a critical approach, “listening woman” supersedes the “images
of women” methodology of the 1970s, which has come to seem static
and unidimensional. While twenty years ago this method became the
core approach of one of Anglo-American feminism’s most urgent im-
peratives (that of decoding and denouncing literary figurations of
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women by male authors), many analyses were in practice based on
the simplistic assumption that texts “reflect” reality, leading to merely
psychological or descriptive commentaries on female characters. In
their attempts to uncover women’s treatment as literary objects, many
female critics implicitly reproduced this treatment—a flaw that was
also, unfortunately, quite common in the context of Latin American
scholarship on women (see, e.g., Jaquette 1973). And it stll is. In
her recent analysis of female characters in the Puerto Rican narra-
tive of the 1940s and 1950s, Neyssa Palmer (1988: 27) exemplifies the
dangers of this approach:

Todas estas vidas son tragicas, responden al mundo brutal e injusto que
encuentran a su paso, sin otra alternativa que la resignacion, pero no hay
en ellas degradacidn moral alguna. Por el contrario, el dolor las enaltece. A
través del proceder que develan como personajes, percibimos el profundao
conocimiento que posee Gonzdlez de la conducta y reacciones que observa la
mufer puertorriquena frente a o adversidad.
(All of these [women's] lives are tragic; they respond to the brutal and un-
just wortd around them; they have no ather choice but to resign themselves,
although there is no maral degradation. On the contrary, pain exaits them.
Through their hehavior as characters, we perceive Ganzalez's {the author’s]
profound knowledge of the behavior and reactions of Puerto Rican women in the
midst of aduersity.)
The italicized statements (my emphases) illustrate the ways in which
this hermeneuric praxis elides the text as a literary construct and in-
sists on a direct correspondence between fiction and reality, exercis-
ing what Toril Moi has termed “excessive referenualism™ (Moi 1990
[1985]: 45). Indeed, what Palmer does not take into account is that
female representation—and by and large any representation—results
from the textualization of a constellation of such factors as gender,
race, class, and ideology. She does not problematize the process of
defining a fixed gender identity for women as well as for men; in
fact, she participates in fixing women's identity, notably, by naturaliz-
ing women’s emotions and even ascribing patriarchal values to those
emorions {“pain exalts them”).

Despite some isolated attempts to raise the issue of women’s represen-
tation in Caribbean popular music and in salsa specifically (see, e.g.,
Fernandez Mirallés 1979; Malavet Vega 1987), salsa lyrics have re-
mained virtually uncontested by female musicians, singers, CONSUIMENS,
and critics. However, two contemporary Puerto Rican women, fiction
writers Ana Lydia Vega and Carmen Lugo Filippi (1983: 127-37)
have dismantled salsa constructions of women in a short story entitled
“Cuatro selecciones por una peseta” {Four songs for a quarter). Here,
two female authors, themselves avid readers/listeners of salsa, cre-
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ate four male characters who, while listening to Latin popular music,
utter their own diatribes against women. The underlying irony in the
narrative voice, and the parodic inscription of musical and phallocen-
tric discourses, enables this text to raise questions about patriarchal
models of selfhood and about social constructions of the feminine.
Thus, as authors and narrators, Vega and Filippi deploy a feminist
politics of listening to salsa; they enact “listening woman” and “listen-
ing as a woman,” undoing and rewriting patriarchal salsa lyrics from
a gynocentric perspective.

Before analyzing this short story, however, it is essential to examine
salsa music in terms of popular culture and the hermeneutic chal-
lenges it poses for gender studies. Salsa music is 2 syncretic art form
that originated in the Latino barrios of New York City. A conjunction
of Afro-Cuban music (¢! son) and rhythms, of Puerto Rican bombas
and plenas, and of African American jazz instrumentation and struc-
tures, salsa music has become the quintessential musical marker of
latinidad in the United States and in Latin America. Not to be con-
fused with Latin jazz or tropical music—mambo or cha-cha—salsa
is a musical form developed mainly by a Latino proletariat fardndula
(composers, singers, and instrumeritalists) (Ronddn 1980). As such, it
documents and articulates the needs, desires, and perspectives of the
Latino working class, of the black sector, and of life in the urban bar-
rios of America {from New Yark to Colombia and Peru). Like ather
forms of commodified popular culwre, salsa music is highly contra-
dictory. While it reaffirms a Pan-Latino cultural resistance within the
United States, and in that sense can be deerned paolitically progressive,
it simultaneously participates in the patriarchal system of both Latino
and North American culture.

Salsa is produced within a male-dominated music industry. While 1
agree with Félix Padilla (1990: 87) that salsa “results from the interplay
between hegemonic determinations on the part of owners of the Latin
music recording industry and cultural creative responses by individual
musicians,” its position as a commercial product of a capitalist super-
structure and a male-dominated industry has led to women's exclusion
from its arenas of production and composition. While some female
interpreters have been key figures in the development and popularity
of salsa (e.g., Celia Cruz), and recently in that of the merengue (e.g.,
Sonia Lopez; Milly y los Vecinos; Mayra y Celinés y su grupo Flor
de Cafia; Chantelle; and Las Chicas del Can), these women mostly
perform texts written by men, thus reinforcing the music’s monopo-
lization by patriarchal perspectives and the male as writing subject.

Nevertheless, salsa’s performance by female interpreters entails a
listening practice significantly different from that of songs sung by
males. When women sing sexist lyrics, the object of the sexism is re-
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versed. It is empowering for many women to see female performers
on stage, ot to listen to female voices on the radio, as articulations of
a female subjectivity.

Yet why is it that women's recent incorporaton into the music in-
dustry has not resulted in the divestiture of patriarchal lyrics? While
the Cuban singer Celia Cruz has recorded a number of songs in de-
fense of women, such as “Las divorciadas” (The divorced women,
1985 [see Discography]), her repertoire in general has not had any
impact on Latin women's issues. Indeed, many songs interpreted by
women perpetuate traditional gender roles. Milly y los Vecinos’s “Ese
hombre” {That Man, 1991) and Sonia Lopez y su Combo’s “Castigalo”
(Punish Him, n.d. [see Discog.]) establish gender in dualistic, opposi-
tional terms—male versus female—that clearly denote the traditional
“battle between the sexes.” While Anglo-American feminism may dis-
miss these songs as examples of gender oppression, in my opinion they
must be understood within the cultural, social, and historical contexts
of (hetero)sexual relations in Puerto Rican society. These songs are
valuable insofar as they eloquently articulate the struggles of Puerto
Rican women and Latinas to empower themselves by contesting the
dictates of a strong patriarchal system.

The song “Mentira” (Lies, 1991 [see Discog.]), by Mayra y Celinés,
initially seems to condemn the male subject as a liar and traitor, but its
refrain—"estGpida soy” (I am stupid)—reiterates the woman's naiveré
in trusting him. Instead of truly inverting the stereatype of the treach-
erous woman, the song reinscribes the construct of woman’s lack of
knowledge and power, of her supposed “stupidity.” That the composer
of “Mentira,” Carlo de la Cima, is male partly explains why this song
(if not these singers) does not articulate the needs and desires of “real”
waormen.

Another gender-related contradiction in salsa music is its addressing
such contemporary issues as homosexuality and a1ps while ignoring
the situation of women. Two very progressive salsa composers, Willie
Colén and Rubén Blades, for example, are independent producers as
well as singers and composers whose recordings have addressed homo-
sexuality and arps (e.g., Willie Coldn’s hit “El gran vardn™ [The great
male, 1989 {see Discog.}]), yet have not paid much attention to women’s
issues. Rubén Blades’s “Ligia Elena” (1983 [see Discog.]}, a popular
hit in its time, narrates the story of a white, upper-class young woman
who elopes with a black trumper player, to the dismay of her family.
This song was an initial step in the right direction, yet over a decade
later it still remains an isolated case. Blades’s 1991 album, Caminando
{(Walking), suggests that even the limited interest in women’s issues
shown by this Panamanian composer then is now on the wane. While
most of the cuts here signal a return to his most politically progressive
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and denunciatory modes, including a sensitive defense of repressed
homosexuality (“El” [He]), only one song focuses on women, “Ella se
esconde” {She Hides), which constructs Woman as traitor and as “ban-
dolera” (female bandic), thus uncritically perpetuating the tradition of
‘misogyny in Latin popular music {see Discog.).

The predominance of male composers, singers, and producers is
causally related to the phallocentric tradition of salsa lyrics, yet it does
not constitute an explanacon, in and of itself, for that tradition. The
saciocultural explanation—that is, “machismo” is inherent to Latin
American culture; therefore, popular music reflects that machismo—
is likewise insufficient. The “New Song” movement is also a cultural
product of Latin America, yet its radical ideology, its counterdiscur-
sive stance, and its identification with oppressed groups have allowed
for lyrics that take a stronger position on behalf of women’s rights
(those songs thart continue to subtly belittle women notwithstanding).
Thus a complex marrix of cultural, economic, and ideological factors
comes into play when we examine the patriarchal positioning of salsa
music.

Andreas Huyssen (1986: 62) has claimed that the “gendering of
mass culture as feminine and inferior,” a social, political, and aesthetic
project that originated in the late nineteenth century, became obsolete
with the decline of modernism and with the increasingly “visible and
public presence of wornen artists in high art, as well as the emergence
of new kinds of women performers and producers in mass culture.”
This has not been the case, however, with salsa or with Caribbean
popular music. While such musical forms as salsa and the merengue
obvicusly appeal to both male and female audiences as dance music,
Puerto Rico’s urban musical culture presumes and targets an ideally
male-dominated audience. The schism between the rogueres (white,
upper- and middle-class young males who prefer U.S. and British
rock and roll) and the cocelos (young black and working-class males
who listen to salsa) divides the male youth culture. Indeed, the role
of entertainment as “escape” that is often ascribed to various expres-
sions of popular culture, and the ensuing trivialization to which the
themes and lyrics of popular songs are subjected, facilitates salsa's
patriarchal production and its fast consumption. Due to this expecta-
tion of “escape,” men and women listen to Latin popular music “easily”
or superficially as background music and while dancing or driving.
We enjoy its rthythms and its vocal interpretations, but the lyrics are
often dispensable to us as receptors, that is, one song can easily re-
place another. The “disgust for the facile” expressed toward popular
music in scholarship and by the educational system, on the other hand,
is analogous to societal attitudes toward the social construct of the
“easy woman" (Fiske 1989: 121-22; Bourdieu 1984: 486-88). With
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women and popular song lyrics as signifiers thus trivialized and re-
duced to univalent objects of consumerism, salsa songs are doubly
precluded from assuming a major role as oppositional cultural and
social voices. Condescending attitudes toward popular music and the
concomitant superficial readings of it are signs of the persistent in-
ternalization of the modernist “great divide" between high art and
mass culture {(Huyssen 1986). Moreover, these readings actualize class
prejudices. By identifying all salsa songs with “easy listening” music,
scholars undervalue the cultural and economic realities of the working
class from which they arise.

As for the music's gender-based reception, why have salsa lyrics
remained virtually untransformed by feminist-driven social changes?
Where is the feminist reception? Why do women, including feminists
like Vega, Filippi, and myself, enjoy salsa as much as men do, despite
its patriarchal and misogynist discourse? To answer these questions, it
1s not enough to examine {and decode) the “ways in which primarily
male structures of power are inscribed (or encoded) within our [musi-
cal] inheritance,” o quote Annette Kolodny’s (1985: 162) “Dancing
through the Minefield.” In order to really address the sexual politics of
salsa, the ways in which the “discourses which comprise it [reproduce] '
a struggle equivalent to that experienced socially by its readers” (Fiske
1989: 168), we must consider the dialogic texture of female responses
(whether in songs, narratives, or conversations) and women’s social
practices of listening and dancing to salsa—its reception by female
and feminist audiences. In other words, a profound gender analysis
of salsa must go beyond denouncing the absence of the female subject
and the consequently masculine monologue of the typical salsa song.
As Shelagh Young has pointed outin her probing analysis of Madonna
and feminism:

We still need o look more closely ac the internal contradictions and ten-
sions that affect feminism's relation to popular culture. If feminism is to
remain a radical or subversive political force women cannot afford to simply
emulace either the ald Left's dismissive disdain for mass culture or the new
Left’s apparendy indiscriminate endorsement of anything that appears to
be popular.  (Young 1989: 177-78)

To this we might add the urgency of documenting the voices of
warking-class Puerto Rican women and their atitudes toward salsa, a
music that many of them grew up listening to in the urban ghettos of
San Juan and New York. The views of educated upper- and middle-
class puertorriquenas should be considered as well. That these atti-
tudes and listening practices have gone undocumented is not a reflec-
tion of the presumed passivity with which women listen to patriarchal
lyrics, but rather of the elitist disdain with which working-class and
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female realities are viewed. Theoretically, the postmodern approach
suggested by Young (ibid.: 182) would allow for the recognition of
multiple female subjectivities and would thus be better able to explain
the gaps between feminist receptions of/against salsa (informed by
Anglo norms) and those of the many Latinas who accept and enjoy
this music.

One possible venue for the problematizing of reception is that pro-
posed by John Fiske (1989) in Undersianding Popular Culture. Fiske’s
thesis is that popular culture “is to be found in its practices, not in its
texts or their readers” (ibid.: 45). Contesting the Frankfurt school’s
vision of the mass media as a unilateral vehicle for the ideological
forces of domination, and of the masses as passive receptors, Fiske
approaches popular culture as praxis and as a semiotic exchange be-
tween producers and consumers. Indeed, Fiske defines readers/view-
ers/listeners not as consumers, but as “cultural producers” (ibid.: 151),
insofar as they activate the “circulation of meanings” by which popular
culture is effected. His concept of “productive pleasures” is particu-
larly relevant for the problematics of women and salsa.

For Fiske, productive pleasure is that “pleasure which results from [a]
mix of productivity, relevance, and functionality, which is to say that
the meanings [ make from a text are pleasurable when I feel that they
are my meanings and that they relate to my everyday life in a practical,
direct way” (ibid.: 57). Thus, the receptors of popular culture are em-
powered by assuming this active (L.e., productive) role in the process of
signification. This also implies that popular texts are polysemic, thus
permitting different and even contradictory meanings to be produced
from one text by many different readers/listeners.

While Fiske calls attention to the power of the proletariat in cre-
ating other relevant meanings from popular texts, his definition of
“relevance” proves rather disconcerting when he adds that “however
we might wish to change the social meanings and textual representa-
tions of say, women or nonwhite races, such changes can only be slow
and evolutionary, not radical and revolutionary, if the texts are to re-
main popular” (ibid.: 133). Fiske's interest in explaining the progres-
sive nature of popular culture as lacking revolutionary potential leads
him to assume that the proletariat is ultimately patriarchal. This as-
sumption implies, moreover, that the culture's listeners/readers/view-
ers comprise 2 monolithic group that identifies with the systems of
power. For popular culture to be “popular,” “it can never be radically
free from the power structure of the society within which it is populat”
(ibid.: 134). My contention is that Fiske fails to recognize the potential
of the media, and of the music it disseminates, to reach vast audiences
and to suggest new modes of consciousness—which is precisely what
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the “Nueva Cancion,” Rubén Blades, Willie Coldn, and others have
partially achieved.

These reservations notwithstanding, Fiske's concept of “productive
pleasure” can help us approach the question of female reception. As
a female reader and listener of salsa, I find many of its lyrics relevant
to my own social and personal situation as a Latina. The discursive
repertoire, the persuasive strategies, and the rhetoric of love exhib-
ited in salsa songs are, in many cases, analogous to those used by Latin
males in personal and romantic relationships. What I am suggesting
is that perhaps the “relevance” of salsa music for women resides not
in the lyrics themselves, but in the ways in which repeatedly hearing
them may allow female listeners to reread and reconstruct their own
sexual identities and relationships with males against the misogynistic
grain. This liberatory listening, however, may be a function of time,
age, and perhaps generation: while an older woman reflecting on her
past may be able to engage in this type of rereading, for a young
woman, listening to salsa lyrics engages her as a reader of male sexual
codes and makes her an active participant in a specific musico-cultural
“interpretive community” (see Radway 1991: 468-70). As such, she
will apply what she learns about decoding male signifiers and sexual
puns in the fictive space of music to the decoding of male (sexual/
romantic) language in real life. In this respect, my own role as a cul-
tural and ferinist critic is to foster a palitics of listening to salsa hy
which women, young and old alike, can acquire an awareness of the
discourse of love, desire, and pleasure as a socially constructed prod-
uct of a patriarchal society. Through this politics of listening, and the
ensuing critical dialogue that it can facilitate among male composers,
femunist critics, and female performers and listeners, a reflexive meta-
language may flourish, enabling us to deconstruct these codes within
our own lives.

Let me pause at this point to review some of the comments and obser-
vations gathered from my interviews of Latinas. I interviewed twenty
women—ten Latina students at the University of Michigan and ten
working-class Latinas from Detroit and southeastern Michigan. The
interview format consisted of asking a series of questions about two
salsa songs after playing them for each interviewee (questions to which
I will return later): Willie Colon’s “Cuando fuiste mujer” (When you
became woman, 1989 [see Discog.]) and El Gran Combo’s “Asi son™
(Such are [women], 1979 [see Discog.]). It was obvious that the young
Latina students, who were from upper- and middle-class backgrounds,
overtly rejected salsa on the grounds of its sexism, yet they ascribed
that sexism to the “vulgarity,” machismo, and lack of education of
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warking-class men (i.e., salsa composers and singers). They also drew
a distinction between the values of these working-class men and the
positions and attitudes of the men in their own families and of their
own educational level. Ironically, for many of these Latinas, salsa—as
a marker of national and ethnic identity—had become more culeur-
ally significant during their stay in the United States. In other words,
they valued the cultural role of salsa music in their own experiences
of displacement and ethnification as recent “immigrants.”

The working-class Latinas whom [ interviewed, on the other hand,
uniformly accepted salsa as their own music and demonstrated an
impressive knowledge of its history. They overtly acknowledged its im-
portance as a cultural marker in their own migration and separation
from their country of origin. However, they also exhibited a stronger
praxis of “liberatory listening” than their middle-class counterparts.
Most young, working-class Latinas responded positively to these two
partriarchal songs because they “selected” those aspects of the love-song
lyrics that reaffirmed their own sense of independence from men. At
the same time, the songs allowed them the latitude to discuss the nega-
tive aspects of male behavior, the men’s double standard for male and
female behavior, and other issues that they all related to their own
personal lives. In other words, these Latinas deconstructed—and in-
verted—the sexual roles and masculine constructions of the feminine
that were articulated in these salsa texts. This was a clear example
of Fiske's “productive pleasure,” whereby a female listener created
her own meanings from a popular text and, furthermore, produced a
reading that opposed the ideology of the song.

This is precisely what Vega and Filippi achieve in their short story
“Cuatro selecciones por una peseta” By deploying salsa intertexts in
their story, Vega and Filippi position themselves as writing subjects
who are simultaneously female listeners/readers of salsa. Through
such writing strategies as irony and parody, they author and authorize
a feminist deconstruction {in the sense of a dismantling or undoing)
of the lyrics that have permeated the lives and loves of their four male
characters—and those of all of us cocolos and cocolas who listen to
salsa.

Salsa Music: Construeting Gender

Despite the contending ideologemes that salsa contains—patriarchal
values, love songs, Christian themes, eroticism, politically progressive
texts, nostalgic allusions to emigration, urban life, reaffirmations of
race and ethnicity, a1ps, and so on—this syncretic music has consis-
tently articulated patriarchal, misogynistic attitudes toward women.
Many salsa songs express gender-based violence, as in “Bandolera”
(1978 [see Discog.]}, where Héctor Lavoe sings to a woman: “Te voy a
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dar una pela / pa’ que aprendas a querer / purn pum pum . . .” (I am
going to hit you / so you may learn to love . . . ), or in “Yo la mato”
(1974 [see Discog.]), where Daniel Santos sings: “Yo la mato o pide
perdén” (Either I kill her or she asks forgiveness). In the latter song,
male violence against women is “naturalized” through such statements
as “mira qué cosas tiepe la vida” {that’s the way life is). While the phrase
“Yo la mato” is a literalization of a Spanish colloquialism, its natural-
izing effect exonerates the male subject from any responsibility for his
expressions of violence. It may be surprising to some readers that “Yo
la mato” is a guaracha by Don Pedro Flores, the famous Puerto Rican
composer of such Latin American lyrical favorites as “Amor,” “Linda,”
and “Bajo un palmar.”

The configurations of feminine identity in salsa are composed of
negatively charged images and figures drawn from a topical repertoire
rooted in Hispanic and European waditions. The “bandolera” that
constantly reappears in salsa songs, for instance, is a figure that can
be traced back to medieval European culture. This “bandolera” myth
overlaps with various other textualizations of what could be called the
econamics of love: (1) the gendered relationship (from the male perspec-
tive) between love and money, in which the woman is accused by the
man of stealing his property (e.g., as in the line from Lavoe's “Bando-
lera,” “me buscaste en los bolsillos” [you searched my pockets]), even
his heart (as in Pedro Conga'’s “Ladrona de amor” [Burglar of love, n.d.
[see Discog.]l); (2) the belief that women are never to be trusted, for
their real selves are hidden behind their smiles (as in Rubén Blades’s
“Ella se esconde” [She Hides]). This construct of the deceiving woman,
an expression of the archetypal association of woman with mystery,
is also elaborated in metaphors of witches and witcheraft (listen to El
Gran Combo’s “Brujeria” [Witchcraft, 1979 {see Discog.|]) and sug-
gests that women cannot be accurately “read”: our bodies and our
gestures are false signifiers that will inevitably be misread by the male
interpreter; (3) women’s commadification as merchandise or property
to be acquired (through marriage) or purchased (through prostitu-
tion). '

Other common stereotypes include the dualistic construct of the
promiscuous, sexually superendowed black woman or mulatta, on the
one hand, and the pure, sexually unattainable virgin/mother figure,
an the other. These configurations are not exclusive to salsa, for they
abound in the literature of Hispanic countries as well as in the folklore
and literature of other Western countries (see Herrera-Sobek 1990).
As Sander Gilman has painted out, the building of stereotypes “per-
petuate(s] a needed sense of difference between the *Self’ and the
‘object,” which becomes the ‘Other.’ Because there is no real line be-
tween self and the Other, an imaginary line must be drawn; and so
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that the illusion of an absolute difference between self and Other is
never troubled, this line is as dynamic in its ability to alter itself as
is the self” (Gilman 1985: 17-18). This basic need, argues Gilman,
leads to the construction of what Stephen Pepper has called “root
metaphors”—*"a set of categories which result from our auempt to
understand other areas in terms of one commonsense fact” (ibid.: 22).
By establishing analogical values between real life experiences and
the world of myths, stereotypes establish associations that may entail
either “negative images” or “positive idealizations” (ibid.: 25). It is at
these two poles, indeed, that women are positioned and represented
within the Hispanic culture,

There is, however, another mode of textualizing women that differs
from these stereotypes and configurations. Gender constructions can
be found art three levels: first, in misogynous and violence-laden utter-
ances; second, in stereotypes and images, as we have already noted;
and third, in the power of the male writing subject to concretely articu-
late the *nature™ of womanliness or of the feminine, that is, the male
composer/author's socially and linguistically vested power to “create”
the female. How do men, then, “construct” Woman as song/text?

A discourse analysis of Willie Coldn’s “Cuando fuiste mujer™ illus-
trates this third and most subtle form of gender construction. To be
a “listening woman” with respect to this song is not enough; it re-
quires “listening as a woman” to be decoded. Its lyrical melody and
harmonies, informed by the bolero, and its “romantic” lyrics establish
the song as “marked writing,” what Héléne Cixous (1981: 249) has
defined as phallologocentrism “hidden or adorned with the mystify-
ing charms of fiction” (or lyricism, in this case), which is precisely why
I have chosen this text as an object of deconstruction. Not only does
this Song exemplify gender construction in its lyrics, but it does so in
its musicality as well: the slow tempo and lyrical tone “plugged” its
melody into my head until I found myself humming the song over and
over again, utterly and dangerously “seduced” by it.

Cuando fuiste mujer
Conmigo aprendiste a querer y a saber de la vida
Y a fuerzas de tantas caricias tu cuerpo formé.
Tu rostro de palida seda cambio sus matices
Se tind de rubor cuando fuiste mujer, fuiste mujer.
Sentia tu cuerpo temblar sin la nache estar fria
Sentia tu cuerpo vibrar en la noche que ardia.
Sintiendo el gemir de tu amor que me dio su tibieza
Hice mio tu amor cuando fuiste mujer, fuiste mujer.
Quiero que tu sigas siendo nina
aunque en tu alma seas toda mujer
quiera que tu alma y la mia
se unan por amor formando un nuevo ser.
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Quiero que ti nunca mas te olvides

de tus sentimientos, de tu forma de ser
Quiero que recuerdes para siempre

el momento aquel en que te hice mujer
y fuiste mujer y eres mujer.

Coro:

Solo;

Cora:

Solo:

Coro:

Salo:

Coro:

Solo:

Coro:

Sola:;

Coro:

Solo;

Coro:

Solo:

Coro:

Salo:

Quiero que i nunca mas te olvides

No te olvides del amor que compartimos debajo de la luna
cuando dije entre mi como esa mami no hay una

Quiero que td nunca mas te olvides

Que conmigo aprendiste las cosas de la vida esa noche te
jura nunca se me olvida

Quiero que ti nunca mas te olvides

Quiero que td sigas siendo nifa aunque en tu alma seas
toda una mujer

Quiero . ..

Que tu alma y la mia se unan por amor formando un solo
ser

Quiero que tu nunca mas te olvides

Mi recuerdo te desvela, soy el ansia que te llega nunca
padris alvidar lo que te ensené

Quiero que i nunca mds te olvides

Pregunta por ahi quién es el que te ama siempre he sido yo,
en la vida hay amores que no pueden olvidarse, como
nuestro amaor

Quiero que td nunca mas te olvides

En una noche encendida td me entregaste tu cuerpo yo te
di todo mi ser . ..

Quiero que ti nunca mids te olvides

Cdmo temblamos de alegria, jamas yo me olvidaré.

When You Became Woman

With me you learned ta love and to know about life

And I molded your body with the pawer of my caresses.
Your pale silk face changed its hues

It blushed when you hecame a woman, became a woman.

[ felt your body trembling when the night was not cold

I felt your bady vibrating in cthe ardent nighe.

Feeling your moaning love that offered me warmth

I made your love mine when you became a woman, became a
wOmar.

I want you to remain 2 little girl

even though in your soul you are all woman
I want your soul and mine

to fuse in love and form a new being.

I don't want you to ever forget

your feelings, your way of being

I want you to always remember

that moment when I made you. into a woman
and you were woman and you are woman.
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Chorus: I don't want you to ever forget

Solo:  Don't forget the love we shared in the moonlight when I
told myself there's no ather woman like you

Chorus: I don't want you to ever farget

Solo:  That I taught you about life that night I swear I'll never

forgec
Chorus: I don't want you to ever forget
Solo: 1 want you to remain being a girl, even though you are a

waman in your soul
Chorus: 1 don’t want you to ever forget . ..

Solo: I want your soul and mine to fuse in love and to form a
new being

Chorus: I don't want you to ever forget

Sola: You cannot sleep [for] thinking of me, I am the anxiety

that you feel, you could never forget what I taught you
Chorus: 1don't want you to ever forget

Solo:  Ask others who could love you, [ have always loved you,
in life there are certain unforgettable laves, just like our
love

Chorus: I don’t want you to ever forget

Solo:  In this ardent night you surrendered your body, 1 gave

you my whole being
Chorus: I don’t want you ever to forget
Sola: How we both tremble with joy, I will never forget.

The male singing subject addresses “ti” (you), the implied woman
and lover, from the position of master. She acquires her knowledge
of love and of life, and indeed, her life itself, only through him. The
syntactic position of “conmigo” (with me) as the first word of the song
establishes the foundational position of the male subject as her first
and primary teacher: “Conmigo aprendiste 2 querer y a saber de la
vida™ (With me you learned to love and to know about life). She is
like the blank page upon which his pen(is) inscribes his desire. She is
text, he is author. The reference in the third and fourth lines to her
blushing face, full of desire, underlines this interpretation of woman
as absence. Her desire fills a gap due to lack of knowledge and experi-
ence. Sexual intercourse with the master is the bridge between her
emptiness and her presence, however imperfect this presence may still
be for her (i.e., however tinged with shame: “rubor”). The male singer
further articulates his desire for possession and appropriation when
he confesses that “Hice mio tu amor” (I made your love mine), thus
reinforcing the masculine “Yo" as the agent that possesses.

In the recurring theme of remembrance and the memary of her
first sexual experience (“Quiero que recuerdes para siempre” [I want
you to always remember]), he ascribes eternity to the transitory nature
‘of the encounter. Through the romantic construction of “no me ol-
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vides” (don’t forget me), the male subject appraopriates for himself not
only her love and her selfhood, which are also defined by him (“de tus
sentimientos, de tu forma de ser” [your feelings, your way of beingl),
but their effects on her, his traces that will endure throughout her
whole life.

Sexual intercourse and phallic penetration are equated with his for-
mation of her: both symbaolize her initiation into womanhood and into
being. A causal logic underlies the polysyndeton: “el momento aquel
en que te hice mujer / y fuiste mujer y eres mujer” (that moment when
I made you into a woman / and you were woman and you are woman).
This gender contouring, reminiscent of the myth of Adam’s rib, is
earlier revealed in the second line when he suggests that her body
was shaped by his “caresses.” Yet the contradictions of his love surface
in the opening phrase of that line: “Y a fuerzas de tantas caricias tu
cuerpo formé” (And I molded your body with the power of my ca-
resses). Although clearly meant to be read figuratively, these “fuerzas”
relate to “caricias,” with caricias forzadas (forced caresses) reinscribing
the male's power over the female bady, his authority to shape it and
thus to mold ker. The power relations suggested in these lines reflect
the underlying violence and the suppression of female desire on which
the sexual politics of salsa are based.

Woman's desire in this song is far from being hers. It is a sexuality
imposed from the outside, from the man’s sense of power over her
body, her identity, and her life. While female desire is alluded to once,
through the male’s voice, it is never self-defined, but marked precisely
by the absence of any female voice. Masculine desire, by contrast, is
overdetermined in the anaphoric structure of the verses, notably, the
“Quiero” that continually reiterates itself behind the mask of “eter-
nal love.” The dialectics of oblivion and remembrance also allow male
power to be reiterated. The structure of the refrain (estribillo) re-
flexively articulates the song itself as a memory of the male singer/
composer’s agency and of his powerful role in the woman's female
development precisely.

Yet the master’s desire entails-a central contradiction. While he
expects eternal remembrance as her master and the author of her
womanhood, he does not truly desire her to be a woman. He will
eventually be made redundant as her master if and when she achieves
maturity 2s a woman. Thus, the male singer/subject qualifies female
potential: it is only her “soul” that develops into womanhood, not her
body. He desires her to remain childlike, although he aspires to a spiri-
tual union between souls. The metonymic strategy of body/child soul/
woman is repeated at the end of the song during the maontuno section,
in which the singer improvises upon the previous verses. Because of
the improvisatory freedom of this section, thé montuno may he read
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metaphorically as the sexual unconscious of the male singing subject.
In Coldn’s montuno, he sings, “T0 me entregaste tu cuerpo / Yo te di
todo mi ser” (You surrendered your body / I gave you my whole self),
illustrating the phallic reduction of the woman to the female body (“tu
cuerpo”) in a sexual metonymy that objectifies women as Woman and
that is counterposed by the male subject to his own selfhood as totality
or wholeness (“todo mi ser”). The last line of the song, “jamas yo me
olvidaré” (I will never forget), turns the male subject into an agent
of memory. However, the mutuality between the man and the woman
suggested by this last utterance has already been undermined 2nd ren-
dered untenable throughout the song by the previous assertions and
reiterations of his will.

“Quince anos” (Fifteen Years), a song composed by P. Armas and
released by El Gran Combo de Puerto Rico in 1988 (see Discog.), also
exemplifies the construction of Woman as sign and object of male
patriarchal desire. While the pre-text of the song is an older man's
tribute to a young girl on her fifteenth birthday, her guinceatiera, its
text subtly constructs the young girl through the male gaze.

Quince anos
En el campo del amor
cuando nace alguna Aor hermosa
siempre hay un ruisenor
que la mira con pasidn deseosa . . . (repite)

La fantasia de tus anos comenzd

En una flor hay muchas rasgas inocentes

Dios te bendiga bella hoy, mafana y siempre

Que el sol que encuentres

cuide siempre t esplendor

Quince anos para contar las estrellas

Quince anos para empezar a vivir

y habra muchos caminos esperando

para darte acceso al mundo

que te toca dividir.

Quince anios que se amoldan a tu talle

Quince ainios que curnples para sentirte fnujer

Recibe de mi parte quince besas

abrazados al cariio

que hay en ti deposité.

Linda flor, si es que las fAores

se merecen siempre flores

de los mas bellos colores

para formar su vergel.

Coro: Es una flor en sus quince primaveras

Solo: Apenas sus pétalos comienzan a abrir
Ella significa pureza

Coro: Esuna flor. ..
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Solo:  Sabe Dios lo que le espera en la vida
Seguro que casas malas, cosas buenas
Coro: Esunaflor. ..
Solo:  Es una flor que nace sin espina
que cuando florece se ve muy divina
Coro: Esuna flor . ..
Solo: Que Dios tenga guardadas para ti
cositas bonitas que te hagan feliz
Coro: Esunaflor . ..
Solo: Y quién diria que aquella nifia
una Aor hermosa
pronto serd una mujer?

Fifteen Years
When a beautiful flower is born
in the felds of love
there is always a nightingale
that gazes at her with desire and passion . . . (repeat)

The fantasy of your age just began

A flower has many innocent traits

May God bless you today, tomorrow, and always

May the sun you encounter

always take care of your splendor

Fifteen years to count the stars

Fifteen years ta begin to live

and there will be many paths awaiting

to lead you into the world

that you must divide.

Fifteen years that have curved your waist

Fifteen years that make you feel like a woman

Receive fram me fifteen kisses

embraced with the affection

that I bestow on you today.

Beauriful Hower, if lowers

always deserve flowers

of the most beautiful colors

to complete their garden.

Chorus: She is a flower in her fifteenth spring

Solo:  Her petals are barely opening up
She signifies purity

Chotus: She is a flower . . .

Solo:  Only God knows what awaits her in life
Surely good things, bad things

Chorus: She is a flower . . .

Solo:  She is a flower barn without thorns
and when she blaoms she looks divine

Chorus: She is a flower . . .

Solo:  May God have beautiful things stored for you
that will bring you joy

&75
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Chorus: She is a flower . ..

Solo: Who would believe thac this girl
a beautiful Aower
will saon be a woman?

As in Willie Colén’s “Cuando fuiste mujer,” the male subject of
“Quince anos” addresses the theme of the female’s transition from girl
to woman. “Quince anos,” however, employs the rhetoric of religion
and the patriarchal image of the “flower,” a commonplace of debu-
tante balls and quincearnera celebrations throughout Latin America.
The phrase “Ella significa pureza” (She signifies purity) clearly al-
ludes to the patriarchal value of virginity, or sexual “purity,” that the
young girl is suppased to embody. She is the signifier, purity the sig-
nified. Once again, the male writing subject reads women as Woman,
a univalent rext. :

Singing in harmony with this patriarchal, fatherly voice is the voice
of male desire. While the former celebrates the girl's youth and inno-
cence and would protect her from unhappiness and suffering, the
latter vocalizes the male gaze and articulares his desire. This desire is
conveyed by (1) the cumulative effect of references to the envisioned
girl and to the visualization of her body: “es una for que se ve muy
divina” (she is a flower that loaks divine), according to the male voy-
eur, the “ruisenor / que la mira con pasién deseosa™ (nightingale / that
gazes at her with desire and passion); (2) the explicit reference to the
female form: “quince afios que se amoldan a tu talle” (fifteen years
that have curved your waist); and (3) the sexual implications of the
flower imagery: “apenas sus pétalos comienzan a abrir” (her petals are
barely opening up).

Through the processes of “listening woman” and of “listening as
a woman” with which I approached these two songs, I have begun
to decode the various ways in which the male singer/subject in salsa
music constructs Woman as object and sign. Representations of the
feminine in salsa are inscribed not only through conventional themes
and stereotypical figures, but also through a more subtle discourse of
male desire that underlies lyrics celebrating womanhood.

As interdisciplinary efforts, my readings of these two salsa songs
remain “literary”; refusing completeness or comprehensivity, they do
not addreds the musical elements of the songs ar the heterogeneous
reception practices of their listeners. My readings are informed by
my own listening experiences of these particular songs and of salsa
in general, you, the reader, have to rely on my verbal translation of
that experience. My readings are individual; 2 more comprehensive
study would include a number of responses to these musical texts. De-
spite these material and methodological limitations, [ hope that my
analysis begins to foreground constructions of the feminine in salsa
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and to contextualize popular music within a system of cultural semi-
otics and signifying practices that helps to explain its social relevance
and popularity among women and men. While salsa songs reinforce
the power of males to construct Woman according to their gaze and
desire, perhaps the same songs also allow female listeners to reread
male languages of sexuality and desire, whether present or past, in
order to revise their understanding of their own sexual experiences
as social constructs rather than “natural” behavior. In other words,
perhaps women can use salsa to challenge and denaturalize the gen-
der mores of their own generational times. This would constitute a
sort of collective “productive pleasure” that could consequently foster
a feminist paolitics of listening to salsa.

Women's Narratives and Gender Deconstruction

In popular songs, meanings are constructed not anly through the
lyrics, but in the conjunction of the lyrics with the music. In some
ways, music takes us back to the past; it fosters a nostalgia of sorts
for our youth or adolescence—in particular for those years when we
were in fact hecoming women and men, when we were both listening
and dancing to popular music—and for the associations that those
lyrics and rhythms have with our own lives, and with the experience
of constructing our own sexuality.

It is no coincidence that many Latin Armerican literary texts include
popular music intertexts that raise issues of sexuality and sexual iden-
tity alongside cultural and gender politics: Luis Rafael Sanchez's La
guaracha del Macho Camacho and La importancia de Hamarse Daniel Santos
(Sinchez 1976, 1988); Angeles Mastretta’s (1985) Arrdncame la vida,
Rosario Ferré's (1979) “Cuando las mujeres quieren a los hombres™
and “Amalia”; Ana Lydia Vega's (1983) “Letra para salsa y tres so-
neos por encargo’; and Magali Garcia Ramis’s Felices dias tio Sergio and
“Cuando canten ‘Maestra Vida'” (Garcia Ramis 1986, 1983).

Umberto Valverde's (1981) Reina Rumba (Rhumba Queen) is an
interesting text in this regard. The intertextual presence of the rumba
and the textual reconstruction of Celia Cruz as a character consis-
tently signal the protagonist’s recurring nostalgia or yearning for his
youth, for the period when he was becoming a man. Most of the ex-
periences—personal and historical —recounted in the narrative are
semantically intertwined with Celia Cruz—as figure and presence—
and with her songs. Profoundly phallocentric in its enunciation, Reina
Rumba articulates the nostalgia for youth while growing old, the need
for permanence amidst sweeping urbanization in Colombia, and the
need for sexual pleasure to assuage loneliness. This complex articula-
tion is achieved through musical discourse and through the sexual ob-
Jectification of Celia Cruz and of her music. Similarly, Edgardo Rodri-
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guez Julia's (1989) crénica playera (beach chronicle) “El veranazo en que
mangaron a Junior,” like El Gran Combo's song and Valverde's novel,
textualizes the male gaze and male desire, in this case through the
vehicle of a summertime saisa beach festival in Punta Salinas, Puerto
Rico. What such deployments of musical intertexts in literature illus-
trate are the underlying connections between sexuality and listening
to popular music, relations explored by our authors yet for the most
part unexamined by literary and cultural critics or by musicologists.

In “Cuatro selecciones por una peseta,” Ana Lydia Vega and Car-
men Lugo Filippi (1983) undermine the “productive pleasures” ex-
perienced by male listeners of Latin popular music through irony,
parody, and a subversion of male codes. The story’s epigraph is the
well-known refrain of a salsa song by El Gran Combo de Puerto Rico:
“Asi son, asi son las mujeres” (Such, such are women [“Asi son,” 1979
[see Discog.l). This refrain encapsulates the male perspective that
permeates the song and on which the short story is structured.

The male-centered discourse of “Asi son™ originates from the con-
junction of two musical traditions: the bolero and salsa. Boleros—
lyricai, sentimental, nostalgic songs—usuaily express the sufferings of
a male victim of unrequited love or abandonment, with the absence
of the loved one causing him pain. The male singer of a bolero as-
sumes the persona of a man getting drunk in a bar or club in order
to forget the past and this relationship, “para olvidar” (Malavet Vega
1987: 333-409). Thus, the woman's absence functions as the pre-text
for many boleros and for such salsa songs as “Asi son.”

Tintineo de copas, chocar de hesos,
huma de cigarrillos en el salan,

El Gran Combo que toca sus melodias

y gente que se embriaga con whiski o ron.
Yo que me desvelo por tu carifo,

Tu que me desprecias, ay, sin compasion.
Andas como una loca por las cantinas
Brindando 2 todo el mundo tu corazon.

(Clinking cups and the sounds of kisses,

cigarette smake within the room,

El Gran Combo is playing its songs

and people [are] getting drunk on whisky or rum.
I who am sleepless for your love,

You reject me, mercilessly.

You go around the bars like a madwoman
Offering your love to all.)

The references to drinking, music, and sexuality occur within the male
locus of a bar or nightclub, 2 space in which the male singer/subject
can catharccally enunciate his accusations against “his” woman, who
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has now left him and is acting “loca” (crazy), oftering her love to others,
Thus, the man’s first reference to the woman he toves is a negative one:
she is a traitor to his love, while he is her victim. An analogous situation
1s created by Vega and Filippi in the short story, whose ronic subtitle
identifies the bolero as one of its subtexts: “Bolero a dos voces para
machos en pena, una sentida interpretacidn del duo Scaldada-Cuervo”
(Bolero in two voices for suffering males, a sincere interpretation by
the duo Scatdada-Cuerva). While this statement takes its rhetoric from
the bolero tradition, it alsa subverts that rhetoric by using it to con-
test that tradition. The “two voices” allude to the collective authorship
of Vega and Filippi, as well as to the implicit opposition of male and
femate voices. There are two female writing subjects who speak, and
who speak doubly. While the story is at one level about four males,
Eddie, Angelito, Monchin, and Puruco, who meet at a bar to express
their anger at the women who have either abandoned or betrayed
them, the “sentida interpretacion” (sincere interpretation) of the sub-
title suggests a hidden perspective, a double-talk by which the reader is
alerted to alternative meanings and subversive interpretive strateges.
“Sentida” would be literally translated as “felt” and only derivatively as
“sincere,” “honest,” or “sentimental.” However, it 1s clearly related to
estar sentido (to be hurt or angry), a phrase which at first glance would
seem to apply exclusively to the male protagonists. Yet, in the context
of a piece of writing by two women subjects, this phrase suggests an
angry or spiteful motivation for the writing itself. We could thus read
the story's epigraph as an expression of vindictiveness toward men or
at least as an attempt by these authors to see and define men from a
woman-centered perspective.

The “four selections™ correspond to the diatribes uttered by the
four protagonists against “their” women as well as to the songs they
select on the jukebox. A closer analysis reveals, however, that the men'’s
utterances and the songs’ lyrics continually contaminate each other.
The men do not always speak in their own words, but sometimes in
those of lyrics, such as the tyrics of the famous Latin American bolero
“Usted,” by José Zorrillz and Gabriel Ruiz: “Usted es la culpable de
todas mis angustias, de todos mis quebrantos” (You are to blame for
all of my suffering, for all my pain [Vega and Filippi 1983: 134]), in_
addition to lyrics from salsa, tangos, and rancheras. All of these musicat
genres articulate a patriarchal ideology in which women acquire value
as women only when they love a man or allow themselves to be loved
by a man. As El Gran Combo sings in “Asi son™: “Qué buenas son las
mujeres, qué buenas son cuando quieren” (Women are so good, so
good when they want to/when they love you) and in its corollary:
“Qué buenas son cuando se quieren” (Women are so good when you
love them). The words men use to construct women are the semantic
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and ideological link hetween the popular songs inscribed in the short
story and the guejas (complaints) of the story’s four male protagonists.

 Eddie wanted his wife to be a nurse/slave to his mother; when she left
the house for an hour, he beat her up. Because Monchin allowed his
wife to go out to work, he supposedly “lost” her to unions and politics.
Puruco expected his wife to cook him dinner every night and to wait
on him and his friends since he was sensitive enough not to go out
to bars, but to have his friends over instead. As for Angelito, well, he
never married at all.

The four diatribes of these men are textualized forms of “productive
pleasure.” Their respective quejas are interspersed with snatches of
lyrics from salsa, boleros, tangos, and rancheras: “(Gué buenas son las
mujeres, qué buena [sic] son cuando quieren” (ibid.: 132); “Tauuuuu,
sdlo thuuuuu . . " (ibid.); “Usted es la culpable de todas mis angustias”
(ibid.: 134). References to tangos and rancheras per se complete the
repertoire of patriarchal lyrics: “No hay como un tango pa olvidal”
{There is nothing like a tango to help me forget [ibid.: 133]); and “Los
acordes de una ranchera matahembra sobrepoblaron el aire” {The
chords of a female-killer ranchera overpopulated the air [ibid.: 135]).
These song lyrics and musical references offer the four working-class,
Puerto Rican males a mode of catharsis and a patriarchal paradigm
for reconstructing and giving meaning to their own experiences. The
men actually produce meanings from the songs, but only from those
lyrics that are relevant to their position as men who have been aban-
doned by their wives or lovers. In “Cuatro selecciones por una peseta,”
the four characters represent an interpretive community constituted
by working-class Puerto Rican males who listen to certain popular
songs that reaffirm and naturalize their socially mandated masculine
behavior.

Viewed in this light, Latin popular music serves as a code, or as
a language, for those who lack one. Eddie, Angelito, Monchin, and
Puruco consistently depend on the codes of popular music to define
themselves and to construct womern. As mass-media products, these
lyrics {in this case, disseminated by the wvellonera [jukebox]) provide
the men with a language for catharsis, for expressing and relieving
their emotions. As “emotional type listeners” {Adorno 1941: 42), they
react to sentimental music by attaining a “temporary . . . awareness
that [they] have missed fuifillment.” This music “permits its listeners
the confession of their unhappiness,” yet their catharsis is illusory.
The music is not truly liberating since it actually “reconciles them, by
means of this release, to their social dependence” (ibid.). Ironically,
the emotional type of listener believes that he or she is escaping an
unthappy reality by means of this music, as in the story’s last line: “No
hay como un tango pa olvidal” (There is nothing like a tango to help
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tne forget [ Vega and Filippi 1983: 137}). However, these listeners are
participating in a pattern of social dependence by indiscriminately ac-
cepting this musical discourse as personaily relevant. While they may
pose as authors of their own discourse against women, these four men
are merely the receptors of these ideological cues. (Their position may,
in fact, be read as analogous to the colonial situation of Puerto Rico.)

“Cuatro selecciones por una peseta” dismantles the constructions
of women in Latin popular music, particularly in salsa. Here, the
representation of the feminine that is based on absence (as in Willie
Coidén’s “Cuando fuiste mujer”} becomes superimposed on a repre-
sentation of the Puerto Rican male as one who lacks a language of
his own and the necessary culttural and gender codes toa deal with his
repressed emotions: “Cuando callé Jaramillo el silencio era un bache
de lagrimas machamente contenidas” (When Jaramillo stopped taik-
ing, silence was a puddle of tears restrained in a macho way [ibid.:
129}). The doubte discourse of the title further suggests that the “setec-
cidnes” to be listened to, or consumed, are not only the musical ones,
but also the four men’s diatribes. The cumulative effect of the ironic,
tongue-in-cheek tone of the female narrative voice and the parodic
distortions of male discourse at the level of the signifier indicate that
this text is not about women, but about men. By the end of the story,
the reader has gathered that Eddie, Puruco, Monchin, and Angelito
(1} have been unfaithfui to their wives and/or are still dependent on
their mothers (ibid.: 130); (2) are not politically savvy (ibid.: 134}); and
(3) are quite naive about each other as friends (ibid.: 186). “Asi son,
asi son los hombres cuando no los quieren” (Such, such are men when
they are not loved) summarizes what the story is all about: women
de{con)structing men.

While much work remains to be done regarding the reception of
salsa by both male and female interpretive communities, this inter-
disciplinary auempt to deconstruct salsa’s patriarchal lyrics via the
music’s textual relationships to other Puerto Rican narratives, espe-
cially a female-authored one, may serve as a useful beginning. This
essay, read only as printed matter, as words, necessarily excludes the
music of the songs. The voices of salsa cannot be fuily heard or under-
stood without the music. I urge the reader to become a cocola/o, an
active listener of salsa, and, in the process, to cultivate the habits of
listenang woman and of listening as a woman.

Discography of Salsa Songs
“Asi son.” El Gran Combao de Puerto Rico, Aqui no se sienta nadie. Combo Records
rCsLP 2013 (1979).
“Bandolera.” Héctor Lavoe, Comedia. Fania Records M 00522 (1978).
“Brujeria.” Ei Gran Combo de Puerto Rico, Agui no se sienta nadie. Combo Recards
resep 2013 (1979).
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“Castigalo.” Sonia Lépez y su Combo, Sonia Léper y su combo. poc 8701 (n.4.).

“Cuando fuiste mujer.” Willie Coldn, Legal Alien/Top Secrets. wac Productions
M55 (1989).

“Las divarciadas.” Celia Gruz and Johnny Pacheca, De nusvo. Musica Latina Inter-
nacional, Vaya Records 4xT jmvs- LO6-(1985).

“EL" Rubén Blades, Caminando. Sony Records International nccB80593 (1991).

“El gran varon." Willie Colén, Legal AlieniTop Secrets. wac Productions [M655
(£989).

“Ella se esconde.” Rubén Blades, Caminando. Sony Records International bcc80593
(1991;.

“Ese hombre.” Milly y los Vecinos, 14 Grandes Exitos Griginales. Capitol Records
n4r 42486 (1991).

“Ladrona de amor.” Pedro Conga y su Orguestra Internacional, No te quites la ropa.
Discos Musart {Mexico) cuet8008 (n.d.).

“Ligia Elena.” Rubén Blades, Rubén Blades” Greatest Hits. Musica Latina Interna-
cional se51 (1933).

“Mentira.” Mayra y Celinés y su grupo Flor de Caia, Mayra y Celinds y su grupa Flor
de Cana. Paradise Records 3053 -4-rL (E991).

“Quince antos.” Ei Gran Combo de Puerto Rico, Romdntica y sabrese. Combo Records
resLe 2054 (1979).

“Tanto amor.” Mayra y Celinés y su grupe Flor de Caiia, Mayre y Celinds y sie grupo
Flor de Cana. Paradise Records 3053-4-rL {1991).

“Yo la mato.” Daniel Santos, Daniel Santes con la Sonora Matancera. Panart Interna-
tional £-¢-25084 {1974).
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