
 

 

 

THE AMBIGUITY OF “COMMUNITY” 
AND THE CHILEAN CUECA 
SUE MONK 
University of Queensland 

 

INTRODUCTION 

We have tended to rely on cultural relativism in its 
most simplistic form, and in a way that is heavily 
reliant on liberal humanism. That is, we tend to resort 
to fairly basic relativist arguments about equal worth, 
when the strongest arguments focus on the political 
economies of uneven access to resources and the 
intervention of education (and performance) into 
those economies. At this level, we have fallen far 
behind; discussions around issues of canon formation 
and control have gone on in English departments for 
twenty years, often at a level of critical sophistication 
that music departments only gesture towards (Wong, 
2006, p. 263). 

THE Latin American Colloquium held at The 
University of Queensland has concluded for 
another year.1

                                                                 
1 The 5th Latin American Colloquium was held at The 
University of Queensland on the 8th of September, 2011. 

 The event is one example of how 
the tertiary sector is mapping out its future 
relationship with Latin America. Invited speakers, 
Queensland Treasurer, Andrew Fraser, and 
Former Queensland Premier, Peter Beattie (in his 
current role of Queensland's Trade Commissioner 
to North and South America), outlined the State 
Government’s interest in forging stronger 
economic links with the sub-continent, principally 
in relation to the mining sectors which are robust 
in both Australia and Chile. This year, for the first 
time, the colloquium included a student forum, 
providing an opportunity for students from Latin 
America (mostly) to reflect on their experiences in 
Australia. During the course of the day three 
comments from the floor caught my attention. The 
first was a question aimed at interrogating the 
security of research which was linked closely to 
funding from the mining sector. The second 
comment came from a Chilean student who 

expressed her concern at the apparent focus on 
mining, stating that this neither reflected the 
diversity of development within Chile nor the 
interests of the Chilean students. The third 
comment came from an academic who had 
attended all five colloquiums and expressed 
concern that very little had changed in Australia in 
terms of recognising the diversity across Latin 
America. One week after the colloquium, at 
another university campus, a visiting Chilean 
scholar addressed a public forum about the 
student strikes and occupations of schools and 
university campuses that had been occurring in 
Chile during the year and only a few days before 
this event, gatherings of Chileans and supporters 
were held in the city centre and suburbs to 
express their support for those students in Chile 
who were demonstrating for improved public 
access to education.  

WHAT have these events to do with a 
study of the music and dance of the Chilean 
cueca? My intention for this paper is not so much 
focussed on the descriptions and interpretations 
of the many transitions of the cueca throughout its 
history and across several geographical locations 
but rather how the cueca so eloquently provides 
an ambiguous and difficult space where we can 
begin to assess the distance we have travelled as 
an “imagined community”2

                                                                 
2 The reference to Benedict Anderson’s work is useful here 
for his discussion of nationalism and the ways in which 
nations inspire a sense of community. I would argue that 
support for Australia’s policies of multiculturalism have 
provided one avenue for this inspiration. Further, Anderson 
argues that the arts, as a cultural product of nationalism, are 
also an expression of love in this context.  

 in our understandings 
of cultural diversity and the achievements of 
multiculturalism in our national consciousness. 
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More specifically, as this cultural expression is re-
enacted in different community contexts, Deborah 
Wong’s call to engage more deeply with the 
political and economic contexts in which we 
research challenges us as ethnomusicologists to 
make connections, albeit uncomfortably, with 
sensitive and controversial issues. As I read her 
statement I relive those revelatory moments that 
sometimes occur through the relationships and 
during the process of working with, living with, 
communities of people whose cultural and music 
practices are so clearly woven into the fabric of 
their self-knowledge. It is in these moments when 
the ‘default’ position of our own personal values, 
beliefs and attitudes (no matter how widely held) 
are suddenly exposed. Perhaps in those very 
public discussions, amongst the formalities and 
public declarations of intentions and rationales for 
future collaborations between Latin America and 
Australia, we can sense the courtship in the dance 
of the cueca. 

IN this paper I refer to two Latin American 
events and juxtapose both the ways in which the 
cueca was performed with the intentions of the 
performances in order to highlight some of the 
complexities that emerge in our work as 
ethnomusicologists and music educators when we 
make reference to community cultural practices. 
As Gibson and Dunbar-Hall argue, music 
“provides a sphere in which wider issues of social 
and political change can be understood” (2006, p. 
386). My intention is to demonstrate that, as we 
continue to work across cultures, the changing 
nature of communities sometimes present 
difficulties that may not be reconcilable but 
nevertheless challenge us to deepen our 
knowledge of the political and social contexts in 
which we work. At both events I participated as a 
performer, though not performing a cueca on 
these occasions. Having known some of the 
participants at these events for two and three 
decades, my questions and reflections are guided 
by the knowledge that our relationships have been 
built not only through my long apprenticeship 
learning about cultural and languages differences, 
but also on a foundation of shared political and 
ethical perspectives that have been cemented 
through the many community events in which I 
have participated. I will now consider the two Latin 
American events held in 2008, where cuecas 
were performed, in relation to two interrelated and 
mutually qualifying roles that I think capture some 

of these complexities: the cueca as national 
symbol and cueca as community practice.  

THE CUECA AS NATIONAL SYMBOL 

THE first event was held at a university 
campus, organised by staff members in the 
Spanish programme. Presenting a showcase of 
many different dance and musical styles from 
several countries across Latin America it aimed to 
promote Spanish language and cultures and 
celebrate diversity from an overarching pan-Latin 
American perspective (see Figure 1). The 
prevailing atmosphere was joyful and positive for 
staff, students, participants and onlookers alike. 

During the event the cueca was danced with a 
playful mix of sensuousness and humour by a 
couple whose performance was received 
enthusiastically by the crowd. The liveliness of the 
dance and the ritual of “the chase” were enhanced 
as they moved quickly across the floor. 
Confidence, enjoyment, pride – perhaps these 
words could sum up the feelings they seemed to 
evoke. In this playful exchange between dancers 
and its shared appreciation by the spectators it 
becomes clear that the dancers are not restricted 
by symbolic acts of national representation; 
rather, as Dawe explains, “performers are active 
agents … in shaping culture itself. Performance 
genres [are] liminal areas where one can push at 
normally limiting boundaries, play with rules, and 
where the politics of the everyday can be 
challenged and explored” (1997, p. 206). But if 
performance genres can “push”, “challenge” and 
“explore” their boundaries, participants and 
spectators alike, instead of responding with 

 

  Figure 1. Image from the promotional leaflet 
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exhilaration, can just as easily be overcome by 
other far more disturbing emotions.  

THE CUECA AS COMMUNITY PRACTICE 

THE second event was a commemoration 
for Salvador Allende, the Chilean President who 
had been killed during the military coup in 1973 
under the leadership of General Augusto 
Pinochet. This event was organised by Chileans 
who had migrated to Australia after the coup (see 
Figure 2). It was not a celebration of diversity but 
a focused reflection on the thousands of people 
who had disappeared during the repressive years 
of the military government. On this occasion the 
cueca was a solitary dance, performed by one 
woman, while others clapped to the rhythm in 
collective support. Sensuousness and humour 
were replaced with small steps, head bowed and 
a more subdued approach. This way of dancing 
the cueca has come to be known as the cueca 
sola. It is danced by women individually to 
symbolise the loss of a partner or loved one who 
disappeared during those years. Although it was 
danced alone (not partnered), it was a dance of 
shared memory and grief.  

IN Chile the image of the cueca sola was also 
dispersed through arpilleras (see Figure 3), 
tapestries sewn and embroidered by women not 
only as an expression of their grief, but as an 
avenue for disseminating information and, 
moreover, for receiving a modest income, since 
for many women their household income was also 
affected when their partners and relatives 
disappeared (Agosin, 1987). The well known 
tradition of brightly coloured appliqué and 
embroidered arpilleras took on new purpose and 
meaning during the Pinochet years. Women met 
in groups to make arpilleras which were then sold 

or exhibited in other countries, providing an 
avenue, both locally and internationally, to 
disseminate knowledge of what was occurring in 

Chile. Chilean filmmaker, Marilu Mallet, who left 
for Canada following the coup, captured some of 
these moving stories in her account of the lives of 
several Chilean women, in her film La Cueca Sola 
(2003). Such a powerful expression of resistance 
that is evoked through the cueca sola is not the 
stuff of general public promotion that would 
comfortably be used to champion cultural 
diversity. There are implications for all of us who 
witness such a performance. These implications 
can almost be gleaned from Washabaugh’s 
argument that  

no music springs from, and speaks for, the soul of a 
community in any simple way ... music and dance 
are on the move ... flux is what enables one to hope 
for a way out of the otherwise unresolvable 
contradictions of contemporary social relations. 
Music and dance, after all, are always about 
changing the world (1998, p. 24).  

However, the abstraction of “change” may allow 
us, as Wong suggests, to fall behind, as if change 
is not in response to something, as if it is not 
grounded in the material lives of its performers. It 
is not a sufficient response to what we witness.  

OVER the past two decades music and dance 
have been major catalysts for promoting Latin 
American cultures. Bendrups (2011, p. 192) has 
noted “the signifying power of music as an 
expression of diasporic Latino/a identity” in the 

 

Figure 2. Event promotional leaflet 

 

Figure 3. La cueca sola, Artist unknown.  
Retrieved 9 November, 2011 from http:// 
http://wikis.lib.ncsu.edu/index.php/Arpilleristas. 
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Australian context. His references to the growing 
body of work based on concepts of 
transnationalism and cultural hybridity sit well with 
the gaining popularity of now familiar dance styles 
such as salsa, mambo, merengue, cumbia, 
lambada and tango to mention a few, which have 
broadened the repertoire for celebrations, festivals 
and parties. However, there are other music 
genres and dance styles that are notable for their 
absence on the dance floors and in the Latin 
dance bands to be found across the country. The 
Chilean cueca is one of those that has not been 
absorbed into the category of dances that 
seemingly transcend national borders, despite 
being about “seduction, passion [and] 
spontaneity”.3

Its official approval and subsequent formalism in 
its promotion through schools and official events, 
along with reported examples of cuecas being 
played loudly and regularly over loudspeakers by 

 Apart from the musical differences 
such as the 6/8 rhythm which ties this music and 
dance more closely to folkloric music than dance 
clubs, perhaps it is in part also due to the contest 
of ownership between the victims of brutal State 
repression (expressed through the cueca sola) 
and those who would prefer to promote cueca as 
symbol of national identity and pride, a legacy 
from the Pinochet regime when it was proclaimed 

Chile’s national dance.  

                                                                 
3 As described by reporter Mark Corcoran during an interview 
with Chilean musician Marion Rojas in Santiago, Chile 2007. 

Pinochet supporters during those years, saw the 
cueca strongly associated with the government of 
Pinochet and a sense of officialdom (Knudsen, 
2001). However, there were other factors that 
signalled the cracks in its potential role as national 
symbol that appeared well before Pinochet’s rule. 
In some parts of Chile stylised costumes of the 
poncho, hat and spurs had become a regular part 
of cueca performances. These stylizations 
revealed internal social tensions that could be 
understood by comparing different types of cueca 
performances, as Joan Jara4

Victor became a regular member of Cuncumén, which 
meant that he acquired the short-jacketed suit and 
coloured poncho of the huaso, the bailiff or farm-
overseer who owned a horse and wore traditional 
high-heeled boots with the enormous, cruel-looking 
spurs which played an important part in the zapateo 
of the dances of the central zone of Chile. It wasn’t 
until later...when the group began to perform the 
dances of the poorer peasants, gañan, [that] they 
abandoned their boots and used the ojotas or rough 
sandals of Victor’s childhood. It produced a different 
way of dancing, a more down-to-earth, relaxed style, 
without the pride and posing of the macho cowboy, 
but annoyed people who believed that to depict 
poverty in any way was an offence to national dignity 
(1983, p. 47). 

 describes: 

INTERESTINGLY, in Australia during the 
years following the coup, within the social 
activities at Chilean events, such as those 
organised by Chilean solidarity groups, where 
newly arrived refugees and migrants gathered 
together to celebrate their culture, maintain 
tradition and rebuild their lives, it was the version 
of cueca with ponchos, hats and spurs that was 
often performed.5

                                                                 
4 Joan Jara’s biography is an account of her husband, Victor 
Jara, the Chilean singer-songwriter and actor most widely 
known for his songs of social commentary and recognition of 
Chilean folklore. He was a public supporter of Salvador 
Allende and was tortured and killed in the first few days 
following the 1973 coup.  

 However, this was later subject 
to discussion and change as people continued to 
reflect on and analyse their cultural traditions in 
response to both continuing waves of migration 
from Chile and their interactions with people in 
their new communities (see Figure 4). At the 

5 In a personal recollection I remember some of the early 
community activities which raised funds in order to buy 
ponchos and spurs from Chile for the performers in one of 
the local folkloric dance groups and the excitement when 
dancers were able to perform in them. 

 

 

Figure 4. Blanca and Arturo dance the cueca, 
accompanied by their friend on guitar.  
Photo: Lachlan Hurse  
San Miguel, Santiago, Chile: My partner and I 
stayed with Blanca, the mother of a friend back in 
Australia. During our stay we had music lessons 
with Arturo Urbina, musicologist, academic and 
former member of Cuncumén. 
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same time, the fledgling years of Australia’s new 
policy initiatives on multiculturalism, introduced by 
the Labor Party following the federal election in 
1972, and the creation of Community Arts and 
Development Committee of the Australia Council 
for the Arts which was introduced in 1973, 
reflected changing population demographics and 
ideas which provided fertile ground to begin a 
more profound discussion about “cultural 
relativism” and “relativist arguments about equal 
worth” (Wong 2006, p. 263). In that decade and 
the following we witnessed dedicated and 
organised groups of people who worked towards 
building strong community links which not only 
celebrated cultural diversity but tackled 
essentialist constructs of national identity. In my 
own immediate environment of Brisbane, this 
work culminated in the establishment of several 
community groups, such as the Latin American 
Australian Cultural Centre and, later, the Latin 
American Centre, which existed alongside more 
formal, funded organisations such as the Migrant 
Resource Centre, the Multicultural Fiesta, the 
Community Arts Network and, later, the Brisbane 
Ethnic Music and Arts Centre.  

IN Sydney’s inner city suburb of Newtown, the 
establishment of a Latin American cultural centre 
in the early 1980s, La Peña, provided a space for 
Latin Americans and other interested people to 
organise and promote Latin American cultural 
activities which included not only musical 
performances but also workshops, film screenings 
and forums as well as hosting performances by 
touring musicians from a range of Latin American 
countries. These events resonated with similar 
activities occurring in Brisbane, Wollongong and 
Melbourne and reflected a growing tendency for 
self-education which informed a critical 
understanding of how community cultural 
practices were shaped through the intersection of 
historical, political, economic and social forces. As 
this growing awareness and understanding 
developed, some of these organisations were able 
to take advantage of a conducive political 
environment at that time, with both federal and 
state government arts funding initiatives that 
enabled more established forms of these grass 
roots developments to promote their work on a 
larger scale and to a broader section of the 
population. In recent years, changing political 
perspectives along with economic instability have 
seen fluctuations in financial support for these 

organisations. Options for public venues have 
decreased and, further, changes to legislation in 
relation to insurance for public events have seen 
small community organisations struggle to 
survive. 

HOWEVER, discussions that emanated from 
the organically produced tensions between 
maintaining and contesting cultural 
representations of national signifiers did not 
remain solely within the perimeters of community 
groups or arts organisations. In the late 1980s co-
founder of La Peña and musician, Mario Rojas, 
returned to Chile after several years living in 
Australia. Since his return he dedicated himself to 
the reinvigoration of the cueca. In 2007 reporter, 
Mark Corcoran, from the ABC’s television 
programme Foreign Correspondent, interviewed 
Rojas in Santiago about his work. Rojas 
discusses the tensions between the cueca 
“appropriated as a symbol of the state” and the 
flourishing interest in the dance particularly 
amongst the international Chilean diaspora since 
the creation of his satellite television show. Rojas 
explains, with some sense of curiosity, the 
enthusiasm with which cueca competitions have 
been popularised around the world: “I’m invited to 
many of these contests, in fact I was the president 
of the jury of the first world championship which 
took place in Canada about three years ago 
where the champions, the world champions came 
from Australia. They were from Canberra” (2007). 
Despite the many associations, whether cueca is 
a symbol of national pride, a performance of 
resistance and resilience, or a dance of seduction, 
for Rojas, essentially the cueca remains current 
because “you are there [and] you like the music 
and you like to dance”(2007).  

IN the same interview, Victoria Díaz explains 
her feelings about the cueca. As she reflects on 
the death of her father who was killed during the 
military rule she explains: “Pinochet wanted to 
own everything but he couldn’t. He doesn’t own 
cueca. It doesn’t belong to him, because cueca is 
a dance that lives in people’s soul” (2007). When 
asked if she will continue to dance the cueca sola 
she responds, “Yes, because the problem doesn’t 
begin and end with my father”. In this symbolic 
reclaiming of cueca and the importance given to 
collective memory, memory which is contested 
and fragmented by its citizens according to their 
own experiences, it becomes clear that the 
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implied trans-national identity in the over-arching 
concept of Latin America itself is problematic. I am 
also reminded of Anderson’s discussion of 
patriotism: “It is doubtful whether social change or 
transformed consciousnesses, in themselves, do 
much to explain the attachment that peoples feel 
for the inventions of their imaginations” (1983, p. 
141). However, I do not wish to create the 
impression that memory keeps us firmly fixed in 
the past. It can be too easy to become swept up in 
linear explanations of history and generational 
change as we look at the shifting demographics of 
migration from Latin American countries to 
Australia across the last four decades, particularly 
since the Chilean coup of 1973. While the 
urgencies of migration due to the repression of 
military governments, that plagued most of Latin 
America in the second half of the 20th century, 
have abated and been overtaken by other 
reasons (such as economic opportunities and 
educational study incentives), tensions based on 
social class, equality of opportunity and different 
political perspectives remain very much in the 
present and will no doubt continue to be reflected 
in ongoing relationships between Australia and 
the Americas at all levels of society.  

CONCLUSION 

MEXICAN philosopher, anthropologist and 
academic Néstor García Canclini warns us 
against the “the illusion that each event lacks 
history” and suggests, with reference to Latin 
America, that “perhaps we may be able to imagine 
an aesthetic that finds out how to invent 
performances that will not diminish our future nor 
make our past redundant” (2004, p. 23). To 
conclude by asserting that the sites of research 
for ethnomusicologists are complex and 
contradictory seems to fall well short of the 
challenge that Deborah Wong has laid before us. 
Equally, to simply acknowledge that the essence 
of national symbols lies in their reference to the 
past and collective memory, no matter their 
internal tensions, and that they are inherently at 
odds with acts of renewed self-definition that are 
remade through community cultural practice, is to 
make invisible our own relationship to this 
dynamic. In our work how do we best add our 
voices to the difficult discussions that often lay at 
the heart of what we witness, discussions that 
take into account political, historical and social 
circumstance? As I contemplate future 

possibilities for cross-cultural research I ask 
myself what Blanca or Arturo might hope of my 
work as ethnomusicologist. I hope that in a future 
meeting we might be able to discuss the 
possibility that it could contribute not only to a 
deeper more nuanced understanding of the 
intersections between cultural diversity and 
cultural practice but also to changes that improve 
the basis upon which we can build more 
egalitarian relationships. These achievements 
would be truly something to dance about. 
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