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Introduction
The discovery of the New World led to the encounter between groups of
people who came from different places and who had nothing in common. The New
World saw the influx of Europeans and the importation of slaves from Africa and,
as a result of miscegenation, groups of people appeared whose backgrounds
combined elements of European and African heritage blended with a distinctly
New World essence, which gave rise to cultures and races heretofore unknown. In
the environment of the New World this diverse mix of people built new countries
with new customs and created new cultures. “At particular moments in time and
at particular places on this globe, special forces of human emotion, geography, and
social conditions combined to produce a musical/dance form that is unique. The
Afro-American, the Afro-Cuban, the Afro-Brazilian and the Afro-Argentine racial
and cultural combinations have produced Jazz, the Rumba, the Samba and the
Tango, respectively.”1
Jazz and Tango are both products of African and European influence, and
they both developed around the turn of the twentieth century in the New World. It
is generally accepted that Jazz and Tango actually came from New Orleans and
Buenos Aires, respectively. Their scope, however, was not limited exclusively to
these places as their influence spread to national and international levels.
However, as these were the places from where these new art forms emanated, it is
logical that they should be focus of our study.
New Orleans and Buenos Aires are both port cities, and were hubs to the
most seething ethnic melting pot with people from Europe, the Caribbean and
Africa all coming together.

Both New Orleans and Buenos Aires were

1

D. Castro, The Argentine Tango As Social History 1880 - 1955 : The Soul of the People (Latin American
Studies, Vol 3) (New York, 1991) 89.
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cosmopolitan cities, and both the population and geographical extent of these
cities grew considerably during the nineteenth century.
In addition, New Orleans and Buenos Aires were both ports of entry for slave
people and both had a large population of free Blacks. However, both maintained
a complex social hierarchy based on class and race.
Both cities served as commercial centres for export of agricultural goods,
and both were prosperous thanks to slave labour. Their position as centres of
commerce made them both affluent cities. New Orleans was a prosperous city
during much of the nineteenth century but started to decline after the Civil War
(1860 - 1864), with a particularly strong rate of decline occurring towards the end
of the nineteenth century. Near the turn of the century, Argentina experienced an
extremely impressive economic boom and was one of the world’s wealthiest
nations by the 1920’s. It remained so until it was hit by the depression in the
1930’s.
These two cities were also considered cultural cities for they had theatres
and opera houses, and both cities presented concert music, opera and drama. As
both America and Argentina were mostly agrarian societies, only a few of their
cities actually offered such a wide choice of cultural activities and institutions of
learning, which helps to explain why these cities provided such rich terrain for the
development of new art forms.
During its early years, Jazz was first of all a music for dancing. In addition,
Jazz is defined by the way it is played as opposed to what is being played, and thus
it can be played on many types of music. Tango was also a music for dancing first,
until it outgrew its roots and became a musical form in its own right.
It is not possible to determine the exact date for the beginning of Jazz and
Tango as distinct, independent music forms since they both developed as a result
5

of influences that mutated over a certain period of time. They were, however, both
born at roughly the same time. In the case of Jazz, some historians claim that it
emerged in 1895 whilst others prefer 1917. As for Tango, historians cannot put a
precise date forward as its earliest forms were not clearly defined. However, as a
working date, we will use the 1890’s since this is the period where Tango acquired
its distinctive features.
The origins of the word Jazz remain obscure. It was initially spelt Jass or
Jasz, until it finally became Jazz. The meaning most often attributed to the word
Jazz is the act of sex. Another theory is that it came from the French word ‘jaser’.
The etymology of the word Tango is equally unclear. One version is that the word
comes from Africa meaning ‘closed space’ or ‘reserved grounds’. Another theory
holds that ‘Tango’ could represent the sound of a drumbeat. It has also been put
forward that the word originated from an African dialect: ‘tang’ meaning ‘to touch’
or ‘to feel’ or ‘get close to’. Later, in Spanish speaking Latin America, the word
Tango came to be applied to Black dances in general.
This work is organised as follows: The first part of this work will explore
the origins and the social and political background that enabled both Jazz and
Tango to be created and to develop into major art forms. Both emanated from the
social context that grew out of the discovery of the New World, the establishment
of slavery, and the creation of a new mix of people. This part will also look at the
effects of religion and its relevance to the creation of Jazz and Tango. Both music
are the result of poverty, racism, and social demarcation, and epitomize the
struggle against these forces.
The second part of this study will investigate the musical background and
the different elements that characterize these music forms in order to understand
how the different influences were combined together.

It is also essential to
6

determine to what extent these influences were instrumental in the formation of
Jazz and Tango so that we can measure the influence of particular groups of people
in the final genesis of these forms of music.
The third part will also examine the “Whitening” policy that the United
States and Argentina put in place. This study will concentrate on the purpose of
this policy and its effects on demographics. This part will analyse what the
consequences of this policy were on the emergence and development of Jazz and
Tango.
Finally, the fourth part will assess the consequences of the creation of these
new art forms and how the different strata of society reacted, with first the
ubiquitous condemnation that is not unexpected from stake-holders that are
threatened by a change in the status quo, followed by their acceptance, their
acceptance abroad, and finally their acceptance at their respective homes. Finally,
we will analyse the impact of Jazz and Tango on society and look at how they
influenced the world in which we live.
This study will be limited to the elements that brought Jazz and Tango
together and will deal only with their early history, up to the approximately the
1920’s. Although both continued to evolve and acquire new characteristics, it was
necessary to restrict this study to a limited period of time so that we could
concentrate on the important factors that allowed the emergence of these art forms
as well as the effects they had on society. While the histories of both New Orleans
and Buenos Aires are separate and distinct, they also share some common points.
As a result, the same can be said of Jazz and Tango. The comparative study that is
given here therefore enables us to highlight certain phenomena and to get a better
understanding of their influence and their particular characteristics. This in turn
helps to measure the impact of a trend. The study of Jazz and Tango lends itself to
7

this approach particularly nicely, since both emanate from different worlds that
had different cultures, yet they share many striking similarities. This study seeks
to draw attention to these similarities in order to bring to light the uniqueness of
Jazz as an American experience and define what made it distinctively American.
The aim of this study will be to highlight the intrinsic nature of Jazz music, as
compared to Tango music, and analyse how Jazz is perceived by the world at large,
and to understand its impact on the evolution of American society, as well as
society at large. This will enable us to answer the following questions: Is early
Jazz a truly American music? If so, in what way? And finally could it have been
created and developed elsewhere?

8

PART 1
_____________________________

What was the Historical and Social
Background that Led to the Creation of
Early Jazz and Tango?

9

The context of the slavery in the New World is the key element in
understanding the historical background that led to the creation of Jazz and
Tango, for the Africans did not come by choice and were captured against their will
and enslaved. Without slavery, the New World would have looked totally different.
Slavery in the New World created a new dynamic with a new mix of people, a
cultural and religious diversity within a new socio-political sphere. It all started in
Africa, but at the turn of the twentieth century, the New World became the cradle
of some great art forms such as Jazz and Tango, that are still contemporary, and
evolving and have outgrown themselves to become worldwide phenomena.

1.1

In what Way did Slavery Serve as a Catalyst for the Creation of
New Music and Dance Forms?
The Northern colonies of the United States essentially made of small

farming communities, were self-reliant. However, the Southern states with their
huge plantations in tropical areas had a considerable need for a large and cheap
labour force. In the United States of America, the beginning of slavery started in
1619 with the Virginia Colony, which was also the first colony to legalise slavery in
1661 (others adopted it soon after). During the eighteenth century, Buenos Aires
had also been a major port of entry for the slave trade.
Africans were tricked and captured and transported aboard slave ships
across the Atlantic in the most dreadful conditions. Figures vary greatly according
the source used. Of the thirty-five to forty million involved in the trade to the
Americas over a period of nearly three centuries, an estimated 15 million survived
the journey.2 During the period of slavery, ten times as many Africans came to
Spanish and Portuguese America (5,7 million) as to the United States (560,000).
2

G. Oakley, The Devil’s Music: A History of the Blues (New York, 1976) 11.
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By the end of the 1900s, Afro-Latin Americans outnumbered Afro-North
Americans by three to one (110 million and 35 million respectively).3
Slave owners were buying slaves according to market availability. This
means that Africans could come from different geographical places and had
initially nothing in common. All they actually shared was their miserable fate. For
white people they belonged to the same race but slaves only discovered their
identity when they arrived in the New World. As a result, their status as inferior
and exploited human property produced links and created the concept of
brotherhood among slaves as they were sharing a common misery.
Slavery was declared illegal in the Northern states at the time of the
American Revolution but the slave trade was only abolished in 1807 in the United
States and 1813 (but effective in 1838) in Argentina respectively. Final abolition
only occurred in 1863 in the United States and 1853 in Argentina.
The white colonists were concerned about the mixing of races. The first
legal distinctions between Blacks and Whites occurred in the 1660’s. In many U.S
states, children would have the same racial status as their mother thus protecting
the whites by making sure that the offspring would not become a member of the
master race. In 1707, the Virginia Slave Code declared that slaves were to be
counted as ‘real estate’, which meant that members of a family could be sold away
and thus separated from their kinship.
During the eighteenth century, Louisiana was first a French possession for
forty-six years and then Spanish for another thirty-six years. It returned to France
for another three years until it was sold to the North American Government in
1803. Population grew enormously at that time as many white settlers came to
Louisiana and established themselves in sugar and cotton plantations. From 1809
3

G. Reid Andrews, Afro-Latin America, 1800 – 2000 (Oxford, 2004) 3.
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to 1810, more than 3,000 African arrived in Louisiana from San Domingo, by way
of Cuba, their masters having fled the Haitian revolution.4 Just prior to
emancipation, the number of slaves residing in the state ballooned to 331,726.5
Slavery in the United States and Argentina played an important role in
building these countries, both physically as well as culturally. While the physical
contribution they made is quite obvious, the cultural contribution is perhaps less
so at first sight. That their cultural contribution was as significant as it was,
despite the enormous efforts made to control and dehumanise them, is an
extraordinary chapter in the history of these two countries.

Although the

particularities of each country was different, the cultural contribution made by the
slaves in each country shares significant common elements that arise from the
nature of the slavery that was imposed on them. This was particularly true in the
musical realm, where they type of music created by the salves and the message that
the music carried depended strongly on the type of slavery under which they
toiled.

1.1.1 What were the Implications of Catholic and Protestant Rule
on the Institution of Slavery?

In New Orleans “French culture and the presence of Catholicism provided a
climate of “cultural laissez-faire” that allowed the perpetuation of overt
Africanisms, killed elsewhere by the harsher Anglo-Protestant ethic.”6 During the
4

T. Lopes Cancado, An Investigation of West African and Haitian Rhythms on the Development of
Syncopation in Cuban Habanera, Brazilian Tango/Choro and American Ragtime, 1791-1900 (Shenandoah U.
241 pp., 1999) 45.
5
E. Walker, No More, No More : Slavery and Cultural Resistance in Havana and New Orleans (Minneapolis,
2004) 5.
6
B. Sidran, Black Talk : How the Music of Black America Created a Radical Alternative to the Values of
Western Literary Tradition (Edinburgh, 1995) 46.
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nineteenth century, New Orleans, and by extension Louisiana were dominated by
the Latin Catholic tradition.

Although, the Catholics were also guilty of

discrimination, this tradition proved to be far more tolerant and accepting that the
English Protestant culture present in other parts of the United States.

For

example, in 1817, the New Orleans City Council allowed for the establishment of an
official site for slave dances to be performed called Congo Square. This would have
been unimaginable in the more Anglo-Protestant states that for example,
completely outlawed the possession of drums and public performances for Blacks.
For the British, slavery was totally absent from their culture whereas the
Greek and Roman concepts of slavery endured. Mediterranean cultures inherited
it and it was still prevailing in Spain until the fifteen century. As a result, the Latin
slave owners thought that slavery only affected the body and not the mind of the
slaves. Their attitude was therefore far more lenient than that of the British who
considered slaves as inferior beings and were thought of as property body and soul.
This means that the slave could not buy his freedom. By contrast, slaves in Latin
America managed to obtain their freedom by working hard and also by negotiating
with their owners.

These improvements happened over the course of three

centuries of slavery. The initial aim of the white elite was to use slaves for the
building of the new empires. However, the slaves were very much aware of their
rights however reduced they might have been. Inspired by the revolutionary spirit
that occurred on both sides of the Atlantic towards the end of the eighteen century,
(the American and the French and Haitian revolutions) they used that momentum
to demand more rights by primarily requiring better living and working
conditions.

These were granted in stages and their conditions got better.

Eventually, through a series of revolts, strikes, tactics, appeals to higher authority

13

and the Spanish wars, many obtained their freedom. This contributed toward the
abolition of slavery.
In addition, although inter-marriage was prohibited in theory, a large
number of Latin Americans of African descents were in fact of European origin,
which facilitated the manumission of slaves. Furthermore, they also worked their
way through discrimination and managed to push their way to the middle class,
sometimes gaining access to areas reserved for the white elite.
On a different level, slave owners were asked by the Catholic Church to give
religious instruction whereas in the initial stages, the Protestant clearly did not
consider it as being appropriate. Furthermore, the Catholic Church maintained
families together as marriage was a sacrament, whereas the Protestants could
separate enslaved couples.
The Catholic Church also forbade the slaves to work on Sundays and on
Saint Days. Thus, the slaves looked forward to these days to get together and
perpetuate their customs by dancing and singing together, whether for spiritual or
recreational needs or for collective expression. This element is of paramount
importance for the preservation of their musical heritage and musical
characteristics. In the Protestant states, this tradition tended to disintegrate and
was only reintroduced by new arrival of slaves directly from Africa or through the
(Catholic) West Indies where their musical heritage had also been preserved. Jazz
historian Marshall W. Stearns described that the survival of those rhythmic
characteristics “depended on whether the slave was sold to a British-Protestant or
a Latin-Catholic colony.”7 Waterman, another Jazz historian, reinforces Stearns’
ideas and states the following: “there is evidence that African drumming and

7

Cancado, 46.
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polymetricity survived most strongly in those countries where authorities
permitted the syncretism of African deities with Catholic Saints.”8
As a result, we can conclude that the type of religion of the colonizers had a
direct consequence over the development of Jazz and Tango both of which came
from more tolerant Latin cultures. Indeed, while North American colonies tended
to develop religious music, Latin American colonies developed syncopated music.
In the 1890s, syncopated rhythms appeared in North American compositions with
the emergence of Ragtime in the Louisiana area. This was to revolutionise music.

1.1.2 How did Urban and Rural Slavery Differ?

There are many accounts of the horrific conditions of slavery, especially on
the plantations, which were synonymous with whipping and hard work. Most
owners of slaves in urban areas were not violent with their slaves. When the slave
owners wanted to punish a slave, they actually preferred to have the slave sent
away to a different location to be beaten. Thus, urban slavery appeared as more
civilised compared to rural slavery. Urban slaves however, were victims of another
form of oppression.
Indeed, life for slaves in New Orleans and in Buenos Aires was completely
different than that of their counterparts in the plantations. The slaves in these
urban environments were in close contact with Europeans, Americans and mixed
blood people. This allowed them to have a direct contact with the white culture
and be exposed to their religion, their language, their way of life, and their music.
In this context, a process of acculturation took place as the Blacks were influenced
with their masters’ culture.
8

Ibid., 46.
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Slaves on the plantations lived together but were isolated from the outside
world. Rural slaves lived in poor derelict houses but enjoyed relative freedom
within their own space.

Conversely, although their fate might seem more

attractive, urban slaves often lived with their masters, that is to say, with their
oppressors. This meant that they could not escape their masters’ presence and
very often did not have the necessary time or space for their own needs, whether to
unwind or prey or simply to express themselves freely. Therefore, the festivals and
Sundays at Congo Square in New Orleans were the only outlet to personal
expression. Urban slaves were able to regroup and met at large public festivals.
There, they were able to re-immerse themselves and retain their original culture.
Urban slaves also looked different for they were dressed in clean clothing
and sometimes had extravagant outfits. They worked primarily as domestics,
cooks, butlers, chauffeurs, nurses and maids and sometimes had more intimate
roles such as giving sexual services to their masters. Slaves also worked in urban
occupations. That was the case for instance in Buenos Aires where slaves could
have a job ranging from the most unskilled to the most highly skilled, including in
manufacturing, as construction workers, in crafts or as street vendors. In addition,
more jobs were available and they were varied. Also, in Latin America for instance,
urban slaves were able to buy their freedom as they got more opportunities to earn
cash wages.
In urban areas, owners held fewer slaves than on plantations, leading to a
gender imbalance.

This worked to the slaves’ disadvantage.

Conversely, on

plantations, the gender imbalance was less severe, and the larger and denser
population made this a more favourable context for creating families.
Therefore, life for the urban slave consisted of a blend of acculturation into
the white culture and retention of original traditions enabling them to create new
16

music forms. Hence, the context of slavery and more specifically urban slavery
that drew from both worlds, were to be the conditions for the emergence of Jazz
and Tango.

1.1.3 What were the Effects of Emancipation?

With the end of the Civil War in 1864 came the abolition of slavery. Before
the war, the Southern white Society prospered thanks to their extensive lands and
free labour. However, they ended the war in ruin and were left humiliated. The
whites were now to be equal to the Blacks that they had always despised. In order
to maintain white supremacy, the Whites established segregation with the
infamous formula “Separate but Equal”. As from 1876, a series of infamous laws
known as the Jim Crow laws were passed. The African Americans had therefore
constant reminders of their inferior status and were relegated at the bottom of the
social and economic ladders.
With emancipation, the ex-slaves were no longer “protected” by their
masters who until then had provided food and shelter. African Americans who had
been accustomed to a paternalistic culture struggled to re-invent a society in which
they could live. With segregation, the Blacks had to rely only on themselves for
economic support and experienced the painful path towards freedom in a hostile
world where they were denied basic civil rights. “In a capitalistic society, economic
wealth is inextricably interwoven with manhood. Closely allied is power – power
to control and direct other men, power to influence the course of one’s own and
other lives.”9

Indeed, the establishment of segregation forced the African

American community to create its own economic system in order to survive.
9

Sidran, 37.
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This impacted the development of Jazz as new economic systems were set
up by the African Americans themselves for the own benefit of the Black
community.

Unlike previous African American professional musicians who

travelled and played in circuses and in minstrels bands, for white audiences, New
Orleans Black artists could play for themselves, for a Black audience that in turn
could support it. Blacks still gathered at Congo Square and were now free to form
clubs and benevolent associations. They could now go to Cabarets and dance halls
at nights after work and were now finding African American musicians playing for
them. Within their own city, African American musicians could thus develop a
particular Black sensibility and largely ignore the White culture.

As Black

musicians could now earn money, they were also able to buy a variety of
instruments to which they had no access before emancipation.
Although slave importation was abolished in 1807, some slavers still
smuggled their ships in New Orleans well into the 1850’s. This allowed the original
African influence to be felt well into the end of the nineteenth century.
The affluent white and Creoles people used to live in the downtown area of
New Orleans, whereas the poor whites and the Blacks lived in uptown New
Orleans, which is a poverty-stricken area. (See illustration in Appendix on page
98).
In Buenos Aires, after emancipation in 1853, “the free Blacks created a
‘plebeian culture’ that was the opposite of slavery. Where slavery had forced
workers to labour under harsh and often brutal discipline, ‘plebeian culture’
rejected the notion of workplace discipline […].

Where slavery had severely

restricted worker leisure, ‘plebeian culture’ valued parties, festivities and collective
celebrations.”10
10

Reid Andrews, 101.
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Blacks could also form association and social clubs and managed to
perpetuate their traditions with the Candombé, a traditional African dance, which
later strongly influenced Tango.

The context of slavery under Catholicism in an urban environment and later
the situation after emancipation, enabled Black people in New Orleans and Buenos
Aires to maintain and develop their musical heritage. However, another defining
element, religion, was also one of the greatest contributors.

1.2

How did Religion Play a Fundamental Part in the Creation of
New Music Forms?
The nature of the religion of the White masters played an essential role in

the treatment of the slaves and in the maintenance of the African cultural heritage.
Religion, which was partly imposed but also readily accepted by the Black people,
also played a major role in the creation of new music.

1.2.1 Religion as a Form of Social Control

The United States has always been a religious nation.

The average

American was industrious as the Protestant ethic praised the virtues of hard work.
As a white man, he owned his slave and sought to destroy whatever reminded the
slave of his blackness, including annihilating the African Gods.

The African

religions were suppressed and replaced by Christianity, especially when their
owners began to feel that the “deeper the piety of the slave, the more valuable he is

19

in every respect.”11

As a result, legislation was passed to prevent the Black

population from cultivating their tribal ceremonies and the culture for the major
part of the United States was very much constricted to the white Protestant mould.
Blacks were completely dependent on their white masters and over time,
they became absorbed, willingly or not into the white culture.

In addition,

religious organisations sought to control and even suppress the African elements
of the Blacks’ music. The Blacks were traditionally very spiritual and religion had
always been present in their life. As all secular outlets for personal expression had
been denied to slaves, religion became the only way to express their emotions and
feelings. However, they only had access their master’s religion. For the whites, it
was a way to exert control over their slaves by making sure that they would behave
according to the white’s ethos. Indeed, the Hymns and Spiritual songs of Dr. Isaac
Watts, published in colonial papers from the beginning of the eighteenth century,
were used to attempt to convert the slaves.
Within the context of religion, Blacks were allowed to use music in order to
express their faith. As we have seen, slavery as it was exercised in the U.S. led to
the development of religious music. As a result, a new type of music was created
that blended African and European music that was then prevalent in the U.S. The
European style was therefore altered and enhanced by African elements. This
process was due to the cultural environment partly imposed on and also partly
willingly adopted by the Blacks. Some features of this music are typically African
such as the improvisations and the collective element.

As Alan Lomax, the

pioneering scholar and preserver of African-American music writes: “Blacks had
Africanised the psalms to such extent that many observers described lining hymns
as a mysterious African music. […] Instead of performing in an individualised sort
11

Oakley, 15.
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of unison or heterophony, however, they blended their voices in great unified
streams of tone. There emerged a remarkable kind of harmony.”12
With religion, a process of acculturation took place allowing the genesis of
new music forms to take place. This was not anticipated by the Whites, who
sought to exert social control over their slaves.

However, this imposition

eventually allowed for the survival of the African culture.

1.2.2 Rise of Christianity in Black Music

Also, instrumental in the revival of American religious music was the Great
Awakening, a religious movement that took place in the United States in 1800. As
the Christian religions played an ever-increasing role in the lives of the African
Americans, they cultivated their own type of Christian religion within the Baptist
Church which was closer in many ways to their original customs through chanting
and the water rituals. (See illustration in Appendix on page 94). There, at mass,
they were singing Rhythm which is why it has survived in this arena. Also, the
Negro-Spiritual, which involved the typically African tradition of call-andresponse, was permeated with African heritage. In addition, as drumming was
prohibited, they used instead foot stomping and hand clapping.
Later, after emancipation, the Gospel song was to emerge. This music
apparently close to the Negro Spiritual, is in fact very different.
similar in nature to the white Protestant hymns.

Indeed, it is

The musical construction is

much more constrained compared to Negro Spirituals.

Lyrics are extracted

directly from the Bible and there is no individual expression.

These songs are

usually pleasant and in fact much more accessible to an unaccustomed ear. The
12
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emergence of Gospel songs is due partly to the fact that when the African
Americans were freed, they hoped to work their way up the social ladder. Despite
the Jim Crow Laws of the late nineteenth century, some slaves, mainly former
urban slaves, managed to join the middle-class. The Gospel appealed to this group
of people and Gospel songs became associated to their social ascension to such an
extent that music writer Jacques Vassal has qualified Gospel song as music for the
black ‘petit-bourgeois’.13

1.2.3 Spirituality and Resistance

Blacks took refuge in religion for it was a symbol of hope and their only
means of expression. Blacks could also find in it mutual strength and reassurance.
Hence, religion was adopted and adapted by the Blacks. It should be noted that
occasionally, lyrics which are at first sight religious were in fact much more down
to earth than spiritual in nature.

They were an expression in disguise, of their

daily life and their sufferings. For example, an ever-present theme is the spiritual
freedom and access to the realm of God that is generally the ultimate goal of every
Christian. ’God would set his people free’; however, for the Blacks, this had a
further dimension, namely freedom and life without slavery.

The apparent

cheerfulness of some Spirituals was interpreted as a symbol of the unshakable
spirit of the Blacks. However, the infinite sadness of the slow chants also revealed
the misery of the slaves.
Another influence was felt in North America as well as Argentina, with the
Haitian Voodoo as the official religion of Haiti in the eighteenth and nineteenth
century. An African ritual “ ‘Spirit possession’ was renovated from its African
13
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form. This use of music to create a fusion of spirit and flesh is perhaps more
important than the fact of the survival of overt Africanisms. […] Black music
became, ultimately, a kind of popular religion in and of itself.”14 This was also
described as “an act of physical, emotional and social commitment.”15
In places like New Orleans and Argentina, where African festivals were
permitted, “masks and body painting are sacred arts that allow for sanctification of
the secular, the animation of the inanimate, and the consecration of the flesh to
allow the visitation of spiritual entities.”16 When performing these dances, men
and women often went into some kind of oblivious state. This is very much
reminiscent of the African rituals that created a setting for the spirits to possess the
participants willingly or not. Slaves thus felt that they were reunited with their
ancestors and had reconnected with their Africanism.

These manifestations

reinforced the spirituality of the Blacks as well as reaffirmed their collective
resistance.
As Howard Zinn states [professor of History, Lawrence] “Levine refers to
slaves resistance as “pre-political”, expressed in countless ways in daily life and
culture. Music, magic, art, religion, were all ways, he says, for slaves to hold on to
their humanity.”17
With emancipation, the church although still important for the African
Americans, was no longer the only place to play music. It nonetheless took many
years for the African Americans people to secularise their music. This happened
with the Blues, or the Devil’s music as it became to be known, which appeared
between 1870 and 1900.
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1.3

What were the Social, Economic and Political
Conditions that Contributed to the Creation of Jazz and
Tango
The emergence of Jazz and Tango is also due to the mixing together of

groups of people who shared the same racial, social, and economic background.
The aura of sin and the stigma attached to this music actually are due to the
humble and supposedly immoral origins of Jazz and Tango.

1.3.1 Poverty, the Underclass and Class-Consciousness

It is ironic that major music forms coming from the United States and
Argentina would in fact come from the Black underclass.
In the United States, African Americans were the underclass under slavery
and were to keep that position even as they gained freedom. After the Civil War,
with not much capital left to boost the economy and with a land that had been
destroyed by the war, the population and especially the Blacks had very little
indeed to live on. The slaves were ill-prepared to re-invent a new life in the
devastated South. A lot of African Americans people left and moved North for
better prospects but many remained in the South where they kept their status as
inferior beings. With the Jim Crow laws, they were in effect disenfranchised. In
this context, the African Americans had to create a world for themselves and in
New Orleans the Black musician was able to find opportunities for developing his
art. (See illustration in Appendix on page 100).
By contrast, during this period, Buenos Aires was a buoyant city with a
dynamic economy. However, there was a big working class community made of
Creoles (native-born argentines) and newly arrived immigrants who lived in the
24

underprivileged southern districts away from the magnificent centre. Here they
lived in crowded tenements and this is where the prehistory of Tango took place.
The immigrant was very often trapped in poverty and had very little prospect to
improve his situation. The black people had also been victims of discrimination
and were considered inferior but worked toward gaining equality. They joined the
ranks of the proletariat and lived in the lower-class districts and thus mixed easily
with other members of that community.

For instance, they frequented the

milongas (places where people danced and performed dances in a close embrace
which was considered scandalous and inappropriate). These places were thus,
avoided by the ‘respectable’ people. White musician immigrants and Black piano
players mingled and played together and were even marrying into their families.
This helped further the hybridisation of Tango. In Argentina, some of the most
important contributors to the Tango, the coachman and the streetcar driver, came
from the working class. Due to the nature of their work, which exposed them to a
large public, they disseminated their music widely. The rise of the Tango was in
part due to the permeation and visibility of the working class culture, which helped
this culture to become in fashion and acceptable.
Early Tangos were played in brothels and bars in the poor districts or in
areas frequented by the criminal class.
At the turn of the century, the export boom meant that Argentina was one of
the richest nations in the world.

However, it failed to provide decent living

conditions both for the Creoles and the immigrants who did not reap the benefits
of that wealth and were living in poverty. This situation led to numerous crises
and massive strikes were held in 1907, 1909 and 1910. In 1907 for instance, “32%
of the total Argentine population was on strike.”18
18
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Many Tango musicians were urban working class people and worked in
working class jobs such as railroad workers, house painters, shoemakers etc…
However, some of them, at times of labour unrest were also political activists in
radical labour movements. One popular Tango writer, Juan de Dios Filiberto
(1885 – 1964) was classified as a dangerous agitator. Politicians and political
factions used the Tango as a means of communicating with the masses. In its path
to power, the Union Civica Radical used Tango in meetings and rallies and with the
electoral reform law of 1912, Tangos became identified with party aspirations.19
The inhabitants of the port city of Buenos Aires were and are still called
Porteños. One of the protagonists of the development of Tango is the ‘compadre’
who is a man working to herd cattle from the Pampa to the slaughterhouse in
Buenos Aires.

The ‘compadrito’ tried to imitate the attitudes of the compadres.

These mostly native-born poor young men were what we could call street toughs
and at worse petty criminals.
Jazz and Tango respectively came from an underclass that had everything
against them including segregation, poverty and criminality.

Despite all the

obstacles, this underclass developed a musical style that helped them forged an
identity and was in many respects a unifying force. However, another component
that contributed to the development of Jazz and Tango was to come yet again from
the underworld but this time, more specifically from the world of gambling and
prostitution.

1.3.2 Prostitution and its Impact on the Development of Jazz and
Tango

19
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Jazz and Tango were often associated with prostitution, and this aura of sin
has given Jazz and Tango a seductive appeal.
New Orleans, known as the pleasure capital of the South, became known
worldwide for its famous red-light district: Storyville, created in 1897 existed for
merely twenty years when it was closed by the U.S. Army in 1917. Storyville is
often given as the birthplace of Jazz but some scholars are now doubtful about the
extent of its role in the actual development of Jazz. According to Donald Marquis,
a leading expert on New Orleans Jazz “who painstakingly researched the life of
Buddy Bolden – commonly credited with being the first Jazz musician – was
forced to conclude that Bolden ‘did not play in the brothels. None of the musicians
who were interviewed remembered playing with a band in a whorehouse’.”20
In fact, New Orleans was a music city and the music in Storyville was merely
an extension of what was happening in every district: music was being played
everywhere from the most humble corner shop to the concert hall.

However, in

his colourful account, Stephen Longstreet wrote: “Dives, saloons, and houses of
assignation grew to see the music as their own, and they liked it because it was
sensual, no shame of furtiveness, no sinful grimace.”21 He later comments that:
“Storyville without Jazz would have existed but it wouldn’t have sounded the
same”.22 In Storyville, musicians could find work at night, and its closure in 1917
limited job prospects. But, as Jazz later moved north to Chicago, it is interesting
to note that again it is in the underworld of gambling, prostitution and criminality
at the time of the prohibition that it took hold and took on a further dimension.
As in New Orleans, Buenos Aires had a worldwide reputation for
prostitution but also for white-slave traffic. In the working class population, many
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demographic studies reveal that the gender imbalance was such that men
outnumbered women by five to one. As it was the case in many places at the time,
prostitution was the fate of many women. As a result, for some men, women were
only ‘accessible’ in the brothels, in some shady cafés and bars, where ‘waitresses’
could also be hired as dancing partners (before other business went on). The
Tango was also attractive to young rich men, who went ‘slumming’ and brought it
in their bachelor flat. The Tango also moved to the more luxurious brothels, closer
to the city centre. However, the Tango was also moving away from its disreputable
origins of prostitution and criminality as it became more popular with other
members of the working-class and was soon embraced by the newly arrived
immigrants.
The connection of Tango with the world of prostitution is certainly true but
as always, this element is often overstated as the Tango was not solely danced in
brothels but also in poor but decent dance halls. The upper and middle classes had
shunned the Tango as if a whole section of a population were somehow indecent
and were living in some kind of huge brothel, for the main fault of the Tango was
in fact its working class origins.
Jazz and Tango were played and could be heard in the brothels. However, it
is an exaggeration to associate them entirely with prostitution since, even without
prostitution, Jazz and Tango certainly would have been created.

1.3.3 Jazz and Tango as Urban Phenomena

In New Orleans, it was only when the African Americans started supporting
the black musicians that black secular music developed and this proved to be
possible only in large urban centres. African Americans in New Orleans did not
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have to move to the urban centre for they were already there. In the city, African
Americans found security for they stuck together. Families had been torn apart
during slavery so there was a real need for the extended family system to be
reconstructed and its foundations relied more on socio-economics than bloodlines.
According to anthropologist Desmond Morris, “Only in the city does sustained
innovation stand a real chance. Only the city is strong enough and secure enough
in its amassed conformity to tolerate the disruptive forces of rebellious originality
and creativity.”23 As a music city, New Orleans had many musicians who yearned
to excel and thus the music scene in this city was very competitive. This stimulated
the musicians, with many trying to emulate others, and allowed musicians to
surpass themselves and to develop their own sound.
Buenos Aires was also a buoyant port city that was rapidly developing. In
1880, Buenos Aires counted 250,000 inhabitants. In 1895, there were 700,000
inhabitants (half of them were foreigners). In 1906, the population culminated at
one and a half million people.24
As a result of freedom and urbanisation, the African dance of Candombé
was being incorporated in new musical forms such as the Tango. This took place
in the suburbs that the Argentines call ‘orillero’ which also characterises the socioeconomic conditions of the area. “It is where the gaucho would begin the process
of becoming urbanized. It is where Creole values would meld with the immigrants
and form a new system […] It conveys a strong sense of marginalization of the
lower classes because they live on the ‘fringe’ (orilla) of society.”25
Urban themes are recurrent in the lyrics and Buenos Aires and some of its
districts have been celebrated in many Tangos. The issues are also mainly urban
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with the hard life in a heartless city for displaced people coming from the rural
areas or from other nations, adapting to a new lifestyle in a fast expanding city.
Some Tango songs included Lunfardo, the typical language of the criminals that
later became the language of the street in Buenos Aires, and was only
understandable to the initiated. This further distanced the inhabitants of Buenos
Aires from the rest of the country. The songs reflected essentially urban themes
and featured urban characters such as the Creole people and the compadrito.
Another element of the Tango is the bandoneon that became the main
instrument and that has urban associations, contrary to the guitar, which is
generally related to the countryside.
Jazz and Tango are therefore considered urban music forms. They were
created and developed for the inhabitants of cities such as New Orleans and
Buenos Aires. These displaced people or people who stayed in these locations had
to reinvent a world in which they could live and with which they could associate
themselves. Jazz and Tango gave people a sense of belonging to a place, to a class
and even to a race.

The nature of slavery, emancipation, religion, poverty and class struggle all
contributed, sometimes indirectly but always significantly, to the emergence of
new art forms in the New World. Jazz and Tango are both products of this
situation and were born out of the building of the new nations with new rules and
with the blending of different cultures in an entirely new context.
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PART 2
_______________________________

What were the Forces that Enabled New
Music Forms to Emerge?
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New music forms were created because of a mix of people who, under the
circumstances described in part one, were able to influence each other. These
influences were felt on all sides, but one group of people managed to put all the
pieces together to become the originators of these new art forms.

2.1

Africanization of Euro-American Music and EuroAmericanisation of African Music
As the New World was inhabited by a great variety of people who came from

different cultures and backgrounds, this created a situation where a multiple of
influences were to leave their mark on the creation of new art forms. New music
was created through a process of cross-pollination between cultures from Europe,
America and Africa. However, this process happened over time and was not the
result of one group of individuals but a multitude of people all of whom played a
part in its development. Jazz and Tango are therefore not a straight fusion of
different types of music. They exist because some elements external to music
occurred that combined with a desire for something new to be created. This
occurred in the context of the New World, with skills from around the world that
combined together to contribute to the genesis of new music forms.

2.1.1 What are the Attributes of African Music and how
Instrumental were they in the Making of these New Music
Forms?
The richness of the rhythmic content in African music is by far the most
powerful element in this mix. For Slaves, any ordinary object ranging from a cow’s
jaw to a piece of iron could be used as an instrument of percussion. Different beats
could be superimposed thus creating numerous rhythms. Rhythm presents two
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contradicting aspects: one liberating and one controlling.

An example of that

dichotomy is the Blues that offered release from suffering and the work song that
typified discipline.
The use of instruments in African music to imitate the human voice is one
characteristic that endured in Jazz.

According to Historian Sylviane Diouf:

“Stringed instruments (which were favored by slaves from Muslim regions of
Africa…) were generally allowed because slave owners considered them akin to
European instruments like the violin”.26 As a result, stringed instruments were
readily adopted by the Blacks and added to the drums that were present in
virtually all parts of Africa.
The spontaneity that led to improvisation is a typically African concept. It
was kept up in early Jazz and became the one key element that came to define
Jazz. Other purely African concepts that permeated Jazz are group improvisations
and the juxtaposition of solo and ensemble music.
The term ‘Blues’ is often used to refer to any sad or mournful song. As such,
it is one of the most frequently misused terms in music. For a contemporary
musician, the term ‘Blues’ refers to a precise twelve-bar form that relies heavily on
tonic, dominant, and subdominant harmonies.27 Blues is also part of Jazz for the
melodic and harmonic characteristics contributed to Jazz.
Ragtime, the direct ancestor of Jazz was by far the most dominant music
source that was to influence Jazz to the extent that at the early stage, they were
difficult to differentiate. As African American musicians got access to the piano, a
quintessential European instrument, they invented a new way of playing. With
two layers of rhythmic activity, they syncopated the melody and completely
26
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changed the beat, to play ‘ragged time’ from which emerged Ragtime. (See
illustration in Appendix on page 97).
Spiritual, Gospel, Work song, Blues, Minstrel show and finally Ragtime
were all directly associated with African music and were born in the New World.
All were influenced by European or American music but had very African
characteristics. They all had their own basis for existence and development but
Jazz was to surpass them all in terms of sophistication, evolution and influence.
According to Gunther Schuller, composer, conductor and musical scholar:
“Very few discussions of the prehistory of Jazz have gone beyond the simplistic
generalizations that Jazz rhythm came from Africa but Jazz melody and harmony
from Europe. In fact, every musical element: rhythm, harmony, timbre, melody
and the basic forms of Jazz- is essentially African in background and derivation.”28
It is reported that in Buenos Aires, around 1870, Black people danced on
drums that were called Tangos. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the
dancing balls for Black people were also called Tango.
Although, this has been debated, it is now generally accepted that the
rhythm of the Tango comes from the African Candombé, a dance that was
performed by the Blacks in Buenos Aires during public festivals. Rhythm is the
most important contribution of the Candombé to the Tango. Nonetheless, some
characteristics of the dance such as some moves and the pauses are also
considered to be of African origins.
Jazz and Tango are not pure African music since they were altered by other
influences. However, from rhythm to harmony and syncopation, all the main
attributes of Jazz and Tango emanate from the African heritage.
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2.1.2 How did the European Musical Traditions Influence Jazz
and Tango?
Without the “Black element”, Jazz and Tango could not have existed.
However, European musical traditions also played a key role in the creation of
these art forms.

In the case of Jazz, the white or European influence was more

indirect for the main characteristics of Jazz are definitely African. The context and
the co-habitation of a mixture of people allowed for some elements to be
‘swallowed’ into Jazz but Jazz is not a straight fusion of Black and white music.
The musical scene in New Orleans during the last decades of the nineteenth
century was central to the creation of Jazz. Parties were organised for almost any
event and many festivals were held including the celebrations of Mardi-Gras and
Easter. This added to the passion for brass bands that possessed an amazingly
wide-ranging repertoire.

The ensembles played not only concert and march

music, but also quadrilles, Polkas, schottisches, Mazurkas, two-steps and other
popular dance styles. American music was essentially made of marches, waltzes,
hymn tunes, jigs and sentimental ballads. The marching band tradition of Italian
and German immigrants blended with the funeral processions of the African
Americans. Anglo American hymns blended with African singing to become the
spiritual and the Blues. The development of minstrel shows that incorporated
various European musical forms including jigs, marches, Polkas, quadrilles etc,
contributed greatly to the genesis of Jazz.
The European instruments are definitely one of the most significant
elements that contributed to the development of Jazz - most notably the piano. It
was under the European influence that Ragtime was to be created despite all its
black elements, as the piano was to play a key role. Furthermore, a number of
traditional music were then “ragged” which gave birth to a new musical concept.
36

In Argentina, during the nineteenth century, European dances in the form
of the Waltz, the Polka, the Mazurka and the Schottische were very popular.
Another addition was the Habanera, a Spanish-Cuban rhythm which derived from
the Contradanza, introduced to Cuba by French settlers who had fled the Haitian
revolution.

The habanera and the Polka were particularly instrumental in the

creation of a local dance called milonga, dubbed the ‘poor man’s habanera’. The
milonga evolved with the creation of new steps that in turn also influenced the
Tango. (See the Tango family tree chart in Appendix on page 105).
White people left their imprint in the genesis of Jazz and Tango. While the
white element in Jazz is present, although indirect, the white influence in Tango is
much more clearly established.

2.1.3 What Allowed the Fusion of these Two Musical Heritages?

As mentioned in part One, all the new black music forms were the legacy of
the particular social condition of the Black people in America. The context of
urban slavery in the New World, Catholicism and other religious elements
contributed greatly to the birth of Jazz. While the white influence permeated Jazz
and played a quintessential role in its creation, the African Americans were the
first to combine all the elements to create Jazz.
In New Orleans, musicians for the most part Blacks but also Whites and
Creoles, experimented with the syncopations of Ragtime and the tonality of Blues
on traditional melodies in an improvised manner. These elaborations eventually
led to the creation of a new music that was to be called Jazz. 29
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The Blacks absorbed white culture and at the same time radically changed
the content.

The adoption of European instruments by African American

musicians is significant that it would seem the syncopated rhythm of Ragtime
came straight from banjo rhythms, an instrument originally played by Blacks. At
the end of the nineteenth century, the Ragtime, a music created by African
Americans, and the dance craze associated with it swept America.
Musicians of different origins were won over and eager to join the group
founded by Buddy Bolden and others. Some achieved international fame such as
Creole Musicians: Sidney Bechet, Jelly Roll Morton, Kid Ory and Frederic
Keppard, as well as white players Papa Jack Laine and Nick LaRocca.

By the

1920s, New Orleans Jazz bands also included musicians of Central European and
Southern European ancestry, as well as Italian Americans.
In Buenos Aires, after the middle of the nineteenth century, young black
men started dancing the Polka and the Mazurka and deserted the Candombé most
probably to integrate white society. At the same time, whites started imitating the
steps of the Black dancers and blackened their faces at the yearly carnival.
However, it was the mixing between Compadritos and Black argentines that
proved to be the catalyst for the eventual emergence of Tango.
The Tango dance emerged as a result of the Compadrito who transformed in
an exaggerated and highly ornamented style the Polkas, Marzurkas and Waltzes
whilst retaining some attributes of the African Camdombé such as the rhythm.
Also mixed in an exaggerated manner was the dance of the Black argentines. This
included improvised semi-athletic contortion added to suggestive pauses and
danced in a close embrace. This new dance appeared as extremely lascivious
which brought about its disapprobation from the upper and middle-class classes.
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, immigrants, particularly Spanish
and Italians immigrants, were playing with Black musicians. There were many
instances of inter-marrying as well, all of which contributed to the further
hybridisation of the Tango.
At this point, traditional dances started to disappear. There was only one
that survived: the Tango.
The adoption of new music attributes that emanated from different cultures
and the mixing together of diverse groups of people had unexpected but
nonetheless tangible effects on first the hybridisation and later the creation of new
music forms.

2.2 Music as a Way for Cultural Resistance and Obtaining
Recognition
Music is a universal form of expression and is a way of expressing emotions
and conveying ideas. Music also creates a special environment for its artists and
followers. Music is part of a cultural baggage that is constantly evolving or is kept
intact in order to maintain a link with the past and to preserve one’s heritage. It is
a vehicle to communicate. Music can help change society and, on a more personal
level, it can be used as a means to release tension. For Blacks, under slavery,
music was the only outlet but it was also very much part of their own cultural
heritage for they used it as an essential and basic tool of communication. For poor
Argentines, it was partly escapist in nature but it also provided an outlet for protest
and later on contributed to their social acceptance. Men and women of humble
origins, either because of their race or because of their social status, created new
forms of music achieved international fame.
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2.2.1 Music as a Way of Life

As slaves came to the Americas, all they could hang on to was their music,
their dance, their voice and stories, for everything else was taken away from them.
It was a way to reconnect themselves with their past, communicate with others and
also heal the pain that ranged from physical exhaustion to psychological aches.
Also, for Africans, there is no division between life and art. “The word ‘art’
does not even exist in African languages. Nor does the African divide art into
separate categories. Folklore, music, dance, sculpture and painting operate as a
total generic unit, serving not only religion but all phases of daily life
encompassing birth, death, work and play.”30 The most striking element of African
music is the amazing richness of the rhythmic content. And when no instruments
were available, they would make their own with whatever they could find from
day-to-day life (for instance an animal jaw or a hollow gourd and some horsehairs)
and would be clapping their hand and tapping their feet.
Blacks value spontaneity and communal bonds. African American music
originally was anonymous or shared many authors, and it belonged to everybody.
Congo Square or Beauregard Square in New Orleans was a place where
some six hundred Blacks would gather to dance every Sunday. It also epitomizes
the Black cultural survival also called, the Congo Square which is an African ritual
also known as the ring shout. (See illustrations on page 93).

Congo Square

continued until 1885, and almost coincided with the birth of Jazz. This tradition is
very much part of the collective memory of the New Orleans Black community. As
Sidney Bechet the famous reed player, wrote in his biography ‘Treat it Gentle’:
“Sundays, when the slaves would meet. [my grandfather] he beat out rhythms on
30
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the drums at the square, Congo Square they called it… He was a musician. No one
had to explain notes or feelings or rhythm to him. It was all there inside him,
something he was always sure of.”31
The hot climate in New Orleans allowed for many open-air activities to take
place so that music could be heard almost everywhere. (See illustration in
Appendix on page 99). The city also featured major music events and is famous for
the celebrations of Mardi Gras and Easter as well as the local brass bands the
sporting events, parades and marches - not to mention the funeral processions and
picnics. (See illustration in Appendix on page 100).
In Buenos Aires, public festivals were held where Blacks would parade in
the streets. They also created a specific dance: the Candombé which is one of the
founding ingredients of the Tango that would develop later.

2.2.2 Music as the Only Outlet for Activism and Resistance

“In failing to develop a literate tradition, by maintaining instead the
subsequent oral tradition, black culture came to rely heavily, if not solely, upon
oral modes of communication.”32 Oral culture is instantaneous. According to
philosopher and scholar Marshall McLuhan: “Oral man is, at all times, emotionally
involved in, as opposed to intellectually detached from his environment though the
acts of communication.

This can be called the basic actionality of the oral

personality.”33 He has also qualified this “lack of intellectual detachment as
contributing to a superior sense of community, a heightened ‘collective
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unconscious’ and ‘collective awareness’ within oral cultures.”34 Huey Newton,
National Minister of Defense of the Black Panther Party recognized that: The
community learns through activity […] therefore it is very significant that the
vanguard group first be activists.”35
Rhythm also creates tension, which is a physical sensation. This physical
sensation is a way of saving information. This is thus different from the act of
writing that is part of a literate culture
Work songs were part of African tradition. They were allowed, and in fact
encouraged by the whites since they helped the slaves work more efficiently.
However, in the context of controlled and forced labour, the work song lost it
previous association with normal work and gained significance as an outlet for a
repressed people. Indeed, the slaves managed to create something that was not
totally controlled by the white. It was also a group activity and thus provided some
kind of cohesion to the group. The use of cries also served as a way to express
individuality within the group structure. The work songs seemed innocent but the
words used had multiple meanings. This means that they were in effect more an
act of resistance rather than an act of resilience.

The hidden and subversive

meaning of some words helped the slaves repress their anger whilst not attracting
attention from their master thereby avoiding problems.
The same applies to Blues that contained many innuendos and double
meanings. This helped the Blacks resist and this can be considered as a way of
racial protest.
Tango lyrics had its own language: Lunfardo, the slang from Buenos Aires
that was commonly associated with the criminals and later with the working class.
This helped disguise the meaning of some words.
34
35

Thus many Tango songs

Ibid., 3.
Ibid., 5.

42

contained elements of protest that covertly and sometimes openly made references
to misery, social injustice and inequality. It helped the working class release their
anger and frustration by denouncing their miserable plight. During the first two
decades of the twentieth century, Tango songs revealed the growing social
discontent and radicalism of the working class.

2.2.3 How did Music Serve as a Basis for Gaining Social and
Racial Acceptability?
By playing together, Blacks strengthened their collective sense and by
keeping together they created a kind of union. Music was produced by the group
as a whole thus, allowing the blending of a great variety of interpretations and
personal contributions. They created their own community and their own music
made by them and for them. With music, Blacks not only established themselves
as entertainers but also as artists. With the creation of a new music, they would
durably change American society and, later on, western culture. This in turn
would culturally influence, if not dominate, a big part of the world. As African
Americans left New Orleans to establish themselves in Northern cities in the
United States, they were already organised as a community, that community
became stronger and stronger. Through their music, they managed to open new
doors and laid the path towards acceptance. As the new music swept America in
the second decade of the twentieth century, African American artists got recording
contracts and were exposed to the public.
recognition.

Some even gained worldwide

If African Americans still suffered from their lower status in

American society, they nonetheless worked together to achieve recognition using
their main asset: music.
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“Western musicians are recognised for their ability to conform to and
master traditional techniques. Black musicians are highly regarded for their ability
to invent personal techniques and to project personal sounds, the personal
techniques being the means whereby the personal sounds are accomplished.”36
African American musicians were now being imitated by the whites. New
Jazz band were created and featured white artists which is the ultimate
acknowledgment that black music was being accepted. Ironically, it was a white
Jazz band that got the first recording contract, the Original Dixieland Jazz Band,
also known as the ODJB.
In Buenos Aires, Tango became associated with the working class composed
of native Argentineans, the Creoles, and later on the immigrants who contributed
to its evolution.
displaced people.

Tango served as a basis for creating a new identity for the
With Tango, they invented an entirely new cultural

environment, a world made for them. The music they had created enabled them to
establish themselves and become more visible.

This also coincided with the

working class taking a more active role in the political arena. Working class
culture became more visible and thus less objectionable.

As a result, many

musicians who so far had been employed in working class jobs became
professional and devoted themselves solely to music. This helped elevate Tango to
a new level of acceptability and sophistication.
Tango was appealing to young upper class men who eager to slum it, went
to the working class areas in search of some fun and excitement. The Tango was
not their dance but it was an adventure into the low life and danger. As they came
in groups for protection, they were seen as weak which gave the working class men
a kind of feeling of superiority despite their inferior social status.
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By the second decade of the twentieth century, as Tango took on a new
dimension by being adopted by the Europeans (chiefly by the French upper class),
the working class had established itself to the extent that it epitomised Argentina.

Since music served as a way of expression and was also very much part of
the social and cultural life of those involved, all the ingredients and the conditions
were favourable for the genesis of new art forms. The forces that helped shape the
new music are multiple, but the dominant factor is that different groups of people
from different backgrounds and cultures were able to mix and influence each
other. All the influences discussed above played a part. In the end however, in the
case of Jazz, it was the Blacks who were the first ones to put all the pieces together.
As for Tango, the Black element had been subdued but still remained. It became
apparent, however, that some influences did not happen by chance, but were a
direct consequence of a deliberate attempt to modify the demographics of the
population. Thus, in the next chapter, we will analyse how the white influence
actually played an important part in the genesis of Jazz and Tango, both of which
occurred as a result of a “whitening” policy that had unforeseen consequences.

45

PART 3
_________________________________________________________________________

To what Extent was the Population Subject
to a Deliberate Policy of “Whitening” and
what were its Effects?
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The rationale for sending Africans to the New World was to use them as
forced labour so that the Whites could prosper and dominate. As it turned out,
their plans were shattered by emancipation that ended three centuries of slavery in
the New World. Nonetheless, the battle for remaining in power and maintaining
the status as the dominant race continued in an instigation or reinforcement of a
series of measures calculated to deter any potential actions that could threaten
their position.
The creation and modification of ethnics groups did not happen by chance.
It occurred because a deliberate policy of “whitening” was in place. This aspect
deserves careful attention as it forever changed the population of the Americas
which had long-lasting effects on a multitude of levels. As slavery had been the
catalyst for the emergence of Americanised African music forms, the “whitening”
policies in turn helped the formation of new music forms which evolved from the
Americanised African heritage.
The policy of “whitening” put Blacks once more as the centre of hideous
manoeuvrings by the Whites whose plans got overturned as the Black influence in
the United States proved impossible to stop. A similar fate awaited the Black and
poor native-born Argentines, for the white elite were resolutely oriented towards
Europe. Again, it is through the people that they sought to subdue that Argentina
gained an identity.

3.1

War on Blackness

The Blacks and the mixed blood people had to endure slavery until
emancipation.

Their freedom was short-lived and their expectations quickly

dashed as their fate was sealed by measures carried out against them. These
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measures were insidious and controlled all aspects of life. As with life under
slavery, the Blacks were chastised and suffered from outward racism, and were
subjected and exploited sexually, economically and politically.

3.1.1 Darwinism and Scientific Racism

The slave societies had severely degraded the image of the Blacks putting
them at the bottom of society.
Many people who viewed the Blacks in a negative manner thought that their
music and culture were barbaric and childish.

Negative stereotypes and

caricatures of Blacks were put forward by race thinkers and apologists for slavery.
All over America, and especially in New Orleans, the blackface minstrelsy
consisting of whites darkening their faces, wearing curly wigs, and speaking
broken English, was a major form of entertainment.

Despite differences in

settings, dialogues and plots, these shows generally portrayed the Blacks in a very
damaging way. What started perhaps as cheerful entertainment turned out later to
be cruel towards the Blacks. The Blacks in the plantations were represented as
ignorant and simpletons who loved their masters. The Blacks were portrayed as
thankful to their masters for providing care and also as grateful to the whites who
would civilise them, ultimately saving them from themselves.

This helped to

reinforce ideas that Blacks were akin to irresponsible children and that they
enjoyed slavery. (See illustration in Appendix on page 94). Also, Black women at
the centre of a love triangle would be depicted as being unfaithful, thus supporting
the belief in the hypersexuality of Black women.
The whole ideology of paternalism during slavery was justified by the deep
belief in the superiority of the White man and the purity of the White women.
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In Argentina, where a cast system had been implemented until
emancipation, the Blacks also had to work hard in order to gain acceptance.
However, at the end of the nineteenth century, as the power shifted from popular
groups to export-based elites, all the advancements that the Blacks had made over
the years in Argentinean society were completely overturned due to the
importation of European and North American racial science. This coincides with
the Jim Crow segregation in the South of the United States and the beginning of
apartheid in South-Africa.
At the same time, the white elite in Argentina who sought to transform their
‘backward’ country into a modern and civilized republic immediately supported
scientific racism to the extent that the transformation could not just be on a
political or economic level but it had to be racial too. “In order to be civilized,
Latin America would have to become white.

As firm believers in racial

determinism, they had no doubts that the historical trajectories of individuals,
nations, and peoples were irrevocably determined by their ‘racial’ ancestry.”37 The
Elite would of course adhere to the conclusion of European science as it reinforced
their entrenched belief that the Blacks were inherently inferior.
To become white, Argentina would have to be transformed and be
populated by Caucasians. Immigration from Europe therefore was encouraged as
employers believed in the racist ideologies of the time. Indeed, European workers
were seen as hard-working, trustworthy and responsible, unlike the Blacks who
were portrayed as lazy and irresponsible.

There were obviously reasons for

supporting such beliefs as it protected the whites and ensured that their position
and class would not be threatened.
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Racism was very entrenched in the American and Argentine societies and its
effects were long-lasting and devastating. Measures were therefore necessary to
control the Blacks and perpetuate white supremacy.

3.1.2 Measures to Dilute the Potential for Rebellion and Sex as a
Means of Exerting Power and Control
The Code Noir, or Black Code, encoded in the Laws of Santo Domingo, was
adopted in Louisiana after the purchase of the territory by the United States.
These laws ensured that the most severe punishments were inflicted in cases of any
action from the slaves that would jeopardize the supremacy of the white race. The
code prohibited among many other things the mingling of races, concubinage with
slaves, and inter-marriage between whites and Blacks (whether free or slave).
Later, the African Americans were constantly reminded that they were
inferior by the series of Jim Crow laws that were passed at the end of the
nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth century.

They

exemplified the Southern whites’ resolve to maintain white supremacy.
Segregation was then imposed in all areas of life, from housing to jobs, education,
school, churches, public transportation, restaurants etc. On virtually every level
the Blacks were harshly disadvantaged.
In New Orleans, the slave regime enacted measures to make the formation
of families more difficult.

This includes the perpetuation of highly

disproportionate male-female ratios.

Indeed, black men were often portrayed

negatively and, above all, the attempts of white men to exert control over black
women added to the disregard related to maternity and child rearing that had
disastrous effects on demographics. The Blacks who attached importance to family
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values were in a position where they could not fulfil their role as parents or
spouses.
As labour needs on the plantations required more males, and the demand in
the cities for servants called for females, the population in New Orleans tended to
be predominantly female. However, that ratio was disproportionately high and
ran against the laws of nature. Indeed, “in 1805, there were only 76.2 men for
every 100 women within the New Orleans slave community. This ratio dropped to
58.3 by 1820 and to 55.9 by 1830.”38 (See tables in Appendix on pages 95 and 96).
If we look at the age groups more closely, these ratios drop even more radically.
“Among slaves under ten years of age, there were 78.49 males for every 100
females. This number drops dramatically among individuals aged 10-23 (51.59)
24-35 (43.66), and 55-99 (62.25).”39 It was illegal to sell children under the age of
ten, although rates would suggest this practise still prevailed, males after the age of
ten were sold to plantations.
The sexual dominance that White men sought to exert can also be seen in
the actions that took place during the slave auctions. Slave women were exhibited
semi-naked and exposed to potential buyers who could physically inspect in every
detail the slave’s body. The sale of fair-skinned women above all was the highlight
of the auction. “At a time when a prime field hand was being sold for about 1,800
dollars, the price for these women could reach 5,000 dollars.”40 (See illustration in
Appendix on page 91). It is therefore easy to imagine the reasons for wanting to
acquire these women. Nor is it surprising that after emancipation, New Orleans
became renowned worldwide for its prostitution.
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Women were under persistent demand for sexual services from the whites.
Whilst some relations were by mutual choice, the majority were forced upon
African American women as “white males brought with them the power of life,
death, manumission, enslavement, and social mobility, to say nothing of the
rewards they could offer their biracial progeny.”41 As women of a marrying age
who wanted to have a family were left with very little choice, they often formed a
relationship with a white man as concubines. This was called ‘placage’ but this did
not guarantee any financial support from the white men.

Whilst these women

fulfilled the needs of their white partner, they also brought up the illegitimate
children that these unions produced.

This had deep consequences on the

demographics as New Orleans became the place known for its Creoles or ‘gens de
couleur’, population who definitely gave the city a distinctive feature.
In Latin America, before emancipation was granted, the white elite was also
fearful that the equality required by the Blacks would endanger the white class and
would lead to its disappearance. They were concerned that the Blacks would seek
revenge and demand that they should rule. However, Argentina fought its own
war on Blackness by “whitening” its population. It had to be bold and radical for
its European-oriented elite desired nothing less than to civilise the country.

3.1.3 Mass immigration and Europeanization

As the “whitening” policy took place in Argentina under the slogan, ‘to
govern is to populate’, Argentina managed to attract many Europeans immigrants
and transformed significantly its racial composition.
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Furthermore, the country had to be whitened not only racially but culturally
as well. As a result, the downtown city area of Buenos Aires was rebuilt in a Paris
style as the old colonial structures were being destroyed. Big boulevards were
being built and modern infrastructure was also installed such as electrical power,
sewage and water systems. However, the immigrants joined the working-classes
and were crammed into derelict buildings and were living in slums that had very
poor sanitary conditions.
“Some districts were associated to some immigrant groups but there were
no real ethnic ghettoes in the city.

Initially, it is true, there was a heavier

concentration of immigrants in the more centrally located districts, where in 1914
immigrants males outnumbered their native-born counterparts three to one.”42
These immigrants came from different places in Europe, such as France,
Scandinavia, Germany, Southern and Eastern Europe, and included a small but
significant number of Jews. However, for the majority of these immigrants were
especially of Spanish and Italian origins. They adapted fairly well to their new
environment for there were no language difficulties for the Spaniards and it was
rather easy for the Italians to learn Spanish.
Argentina benefited from the export-boom at the end of the nineteenth
century as they traded with Western Europe and the United States who were each
going through their second Industrial Revolution. Argentina was the supplier of
raw material, meat and cereals that were ordered by the industrialized countries in
ever-increasing quantities. “By 1912, Argentina was exporting more goods per
capita than the United States.”43 As a result, there was an increase in labour needs
and the Argentinean government exploited this reason to promote immigration.
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The white elite could have easily employed the Black community to fulfil the
growing need for labour but, based on the racial theories developed at that time,
they decided to employ white immigrants instead. This also coincides with a time
when the ex-slaves and their descendants were resolved to refuse work regime and
demanded decent working conditions. As it turned out, the European immigrants
were no more subservient than their Black counterparts and many industrial
actions actually took place in the following decades, most notably around the
1910s.
As the European integration was proving more problematic than imagined
and when depression hit Argentina at the end of the 1920s, tight restrictions on
immigration were imposed.

However, in the meantime, the immigrants had

clearly established themselves in Argentina while some migrated to the United
States (as Argentina never really lived up to its promise), many remained, and
their sheer numbers and the ethnic ties among immigrants gave them real power
to change Argentina in a durable manner.

3.2

What were the Effects of “Whitening” as a Political
Goal?

The effects of “Whitening” proved beneficial for the safeguard of the whites
and for maintaining the supremacy of the dominant white race. As the different
policies were carried out, new ethnic groups in the New World were being
‘created’. This modified the racial organisation as well as the social, political and
economical equilibrium of the United States and of Argentina.
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3.2.1 Creation of a Third Racial Group

In New Orleans, the term ‘Creole’ originally designated people of French or
Spanish descent born in the Americas. However, the term actually, also referred to
the offspring of White settlers and slave women, who were called Creoles of colour
or Black Creoles. The creation of that third group of people did not happen just by
chance. It served a political and social purpose.

This group was important

enough to be clearly visible and distinct from the other ethnic or social groups.
Many Creoles of African ancestry were liberated before emancipation as the
Code Noir permitted white masters to grant manumission to their slaves. As a
result many slave owners actually opted to free their own children, progeny of their
relationships with slave women.
These Creoles did not mix with the Blacks for they felt that the lighter tone
of their skin made their superior to their black counterparts. They tried to be like
the European settlers and even sometimes spoke a French patois, this sometimes
would go as far as feeling like “displaced Frenchmen rather than as persons stolen
from the shores of Africa.”44

In this intermediate social position, they even

enjoyed some privileges for they had access to education and had adapted to the
white value system.
Socially, this third group had a functional role as it clearly separated the
Black and white communities. Indeed, social divisions were also reinforced, as
free people of colour were also distinct from Black slaves. Mathematically, “[i]n
terms of colour, the slave community and the free community were almost direct
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opposites of each other. In 1860, 77 percent of all free Blacks were mulatto or
light-skinned, whereas 74 percent of slaves were black.”45
Economically, they owned properties and were also slave owners for they
were the largest African-descended slave-owning community in the United States
during the nineteenth century.

Many worked in the skilled trades or as

professionals and could afford to send their children abroad to broaden their
education.
Politically, the creation of that third racial group proved to be successful.
When the institution of slavery was in jeopardy, they fought alongside the white
slave owners to protect their own economic interest and “positioned themselves as
the antirevolutionary third caste that could be counted on to do its part to protect
the status quo.”46 Therefore, the Créoles in New Orleans clearly had opted to
defend their class interests rather than to protect their race.
Culturally, the Creoles were definitely the preferred musicians for they were
classically trained. Thus, they were often requested to play at parties organised by
Whites who wanted polite dance music and valued the Creoles’ musical skills and
good manners. As they had been freed long before emancipation took place, they
had created a place for themselves and, in the process, a powerful culture of their
own.
However, by the end of the nineteenth century, legislation passed in the
state of Louisiana actually declared that all people of African ancestry were
‘Negroes’. As a result, this group that so far had remained a distinctive rather
privileged social group was forced to mix with the Black underclass.

3.2.2 Decline of the Black Community
45
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In Argentina, the policy of ‘to Govern is to populate’ meant that by 1900, the
Black community became almost invisible in percentage terms as the “Black and
mulatto population fell below the five percent threshold.”47 (See maps in Appendix
on page 101).

This does not mean that they disappeared entirely but their

influence was undermined as their numbers relative to the overall population
made them a tiny minority. Their numerical decline was due to their lower life
expectancy compared to the whites and, above all, European immigration that had
been at the centre of the Government’s policy of “whitening” (i.e.: civilising) its
population.
In economic terms, the arrival of European immigrants pushed the Black
population aside to the extent that they were almost entirely removed from the
jobs in factories or in the skilled trades that they had thus far occupied.
As the “whitening” policy went on, a war on African based culture was also
launched and supported not only by the Whites but also the Black middle-class. As
African culture was perceived as working-class, the young Black eager to join the
ranks of the middle-class and the established Black middle-class turned their back
on their original culture.
The African culture that the white elite sought to suppress proved difficult
to eradicate for its influence permeated the new dances that emerged in the
working-class districts in Buenos Aires.

The African element in Tango was

considerably reduced to the extent that some historians even denied that
Candombé played a part in the creation of Tango. Some people were uneasy about
the double fault of Tango: its Negroid and working class origins. It has, however,
been proven that the Candombé so distinctively African, played an indirect but
47
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nonetheless vital role in the creation of the Tango. Without it, the Tango would
not have existed at all. By the 1920s, only when Tango had become acceptable did
the African based cultural forms start to become a symbol of national identity.

3.3 What were the Consequences of “Whitening” on the
Development of Jazz and Tango?
The policy of “whitening” was partly responsible for the development of
Jazz and Tango. The consequences were unforeseen and unintentional for it had
the exact opposite effect than initially planned. Instead of keeping the Blacks and
Creoles under control, it strengthened these communities and, through their
music, they found a voice, and, through their voice, they found a place in society.

3.3.1 How Instrumental was the Mixing of Blacks and Creoles in
the Creation of Jazz?
The role of Creoles has often been downplayed or just overlooked in the
history of Jazz. However, this third racial group proved to be the link between the
white and the white culture and the spark for the development of Jazz.
In 1894, in Louisiana, legislation was passed that designated that all people
of African ancestry were Negroes. As a result, the Creoles of colour were obliged to
join the ranks of the Black underclass that they had tried so persistently to keep
away from. This mixing had repercussions on a social level for they had to adapt
to their new position as inferior beings. On an artistic and more positive level, this
close but forced union had an impact on the blending of the different components
of Jazz that had until then existed separately as it stimulated the genesis of Jazz.
The vast majority of Creole musicians were classically trained and better
trained than their black counterparts, who in most cases could not read music. As
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a result, the Creoles felt that they were superior to their Black counterparts and
were now discovering that despite their indisputable technical skills, the Blacks
could do something that themselves could not do and that training could not teach,
for the Blacks had a way of playing music that was unique. Without being able to
read music, the Blacks played from memory, so that memory became a
prerequisite for performing. But the Blacks’ memory was filled with African
heritage so that playing with the Blacks forced the Creoles to rediscover their
African roots, a link that they had so desperately tried to ignore.
Now that their economic position had changed, they had to accept paying
jobs that they would have turned down before. The sophisticated Creole musicians
were then in competition with the rowdier Black bands. The Creoles had to adapt
to that new situation and as inclusion with whites was no longer possible, playing
with Blacks was the only option. As one Creole musician recalls: “us Downtown
people, we didn’t think so much of this rough uptown Jazz until we couldn’t make
a living otherwise… If I wanted to make a living, I had to be rowdy like the other
group. I had to Jazz or rag it or any other damn thing… Bolden caused all that…
can’t tell what’s on the paper, but just play the hell out of it.”48 As this forced union
brought them in closer contact, the Blacks and the Creoles influenced each other
and began experimenting together. And from this emerged Jazz that blended
together the European characteristics that the Creoles brought with them as part
as their musical baggage with the traditional African elements and the spontaneity
that were so distinctively Black. The March music, Quadrilles, Polka blended with
Ragtime, Spirituals and Blues.

The new music was being played virtually

everywhere in New Orleans. They developed the Hot style, which also gave room
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for personal interpretation and was played in a very expressive manner unlike the
straight renditions of the traditional orchestras.
With the Creoles, Jazz tended to become more sophisticated. In addition,
the Black culture was strengthened by the Creole culture and the Creoles with their
more professional attitudes gave the Black more confidence to attract and enter
the mainstream western culture.
The number of Creoles that have been internationally acclaimed for their
skills and contribution to Jazz is astonishing. Sidney Bechet, Jelly Roll Morton,
who claimed to be the inventor of jazz. (See illustration in Appendix on page 99).

3.3.2 Latinization of Tango and Further “Whitening” of Tango
via Europe
The native Argentines considered Tango their own creation so it came to
serve as a barrier to separate them from the immigrants. As it turned out, the
newly arrived immigrants, especially the Italians, adopted the Tango and actually
transformed it. The Italianisation of Tango brought with it new instruments and
the wilder, more suggestive, moves were toned down. This new style came to be
known as the ‘the smooth Tango’.
However, what dramatically changed Tango, was its adoption by the Paris
elite. Soon afterwards, Tango was embraced by most European capital cities and
the major cities of the United States, and it created an unprecedented craze. The
dance lost some of its original intensity but was still seen as being exotic if not
erotic, which is no doubt why it was considered so exciting. This unexpected
success in Paris, caused the Argentinean upper and middle class to reconsider its
position regarding the Tango. The reversal was made easier due to the fact that the
Tango has been considerably altered and so it had lost some of its controversial
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elements. But more importantly, as Tango was passionately received and adopted
in Paris, it was doubly blessed. Indeed, Tango was elevated by the French elite so
it was a social ascension. It was further elevated as Paris as the ultimate example
of refinement was prestigious and was very much the model to follow. Also, by
being danced in the chic Parisian cabaret and dance halls, it acquired a certain
degree of sophistication.

3.3.3 Gaining Social and Racial Acceptability by Moving Away
from its Source
During the second decade of the twentieth century, as the economic and
racial situation in the South was appalling: “between half a million African
American left the South for more tolerant communities in the North, with almost
one million more following in their wake in 1920s.”49 This great exodus became
known as the Great Migration and included all levels of African American society
as well as musicians. (See illustration in Appendix on page 97).
As a result, Jazz had to move from its home as the New Orleans musicians
took over Chicago. This is where the pre-history of Jazz ends as the first recording
of Jazz actually occurred in Chicago in 1917. Indeed, paradoxically, most of the
New Orleans Jazz developed and evolved in the windy city. Example of talented
musicians from New Orleans, talented musicians who moved northwards include
Jelly Roll Morton who left in 1908, Sidney Bechet, who left in 1916 and Louis
Armstrong who left in 1922 and who really “made it” in Chicago. As Chicago and
New York became the new centres of Jazz, the New Orleans pure style eventually
almost disappeared for a new more marketable and accessible sound was
developed in the 1920s to ensure commercial success.
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In Chicago, Jazz also became the place where White Jazz musicians came
for they were attracted to that new style and started imitating the black music.
Interestingly, the first Jazz band ever recorded was the Original Dixieland
Jazz Band, also known as the ODJB, under the leadership of Nick LaRocca, was
white. Some music critics have accused them of merely simplifying the music of
the Blacks. However, they contributed greatly to the development of Jazz for they
offered a new sound that attracted young dancers in search of something new.
It is worth noting that Jazz, which had been linked to the underworld of
Uptown New Orleans, also thrived in Chicago, renowned the world over for its
criminal activities with the likes of Al Capone at the time of the prohibition.
In Chicago, Jazz got a home and the African American musicians were able
to make a living. More importantly, this move and the success of Jazz exposed the
African Americans to the United States in the Entertainment business and later to
Europe and the rest of the world. World War One brought Jazz to Europe. Jazz
moved beyond America as World War One brought Jazz to Europe. Jazz imposed
its techniques and conquered the world.
Through their music, African Americans had a place. This music would
serve later as a way to impose themselves and to be recognised further.
Meanwhile, the first battle for acceptability had been won.
Like Jazz, Tango also moved from its birthplace by going to Paris in 1910
and the main capital of Europe soon followed by the major cities of the United
States in the period between 1913 and 1914.
There exist many theories about the exportation of Tango to Europe. One of
the most likely assumptions is probably thanks to the young Argentine upper class
men who went on their Grand Tour of Europe to further their education, since only
that class could afford to travel at that time and thus have access to the Paris Elite.
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They brought as part as their baggage the Tango that they had learned when
slumming it in the working-class areas of Buenos Aires. The adoption of the Tango
by the French Upper class was going to have the most dramatic effect on its
acceptability in its homeland. “[t]he Tango when dominated by racially mixed
Creoles was rejected by the elite as being ‘barbaric’. It was only accepted as being
civilized when ‘whitened” through re-importation from Europe in the period just
prior to World War One.”50 (See illustrations in Appendix on page 102).
This phenomenon is not exclusive to Argentina, as Tango came to The
United states as well after being tamed in Paris. An example of the effect of the
passage of the Tango through Paris in gaining its acceptance is given by
professional dance teachers, Vernon and Irene Castle, who had to admit that
Tango came from Argentina, thus revealing its Latin origin then considered vulgar.
However, they asserted that their Tango was Parisian, which then gave it instant
respectability. (See illustration in Appendix on page 104).
Paradoxically, both New Orleans and Buenos Aires, although the respective
birthplaces of Jazz and Tango were not the locations, where these musical forms
acquired their phenomenal success. By moving away, these art forms lost some of
their more interesting characteristics that got altered or sometimes even
suppressed. However, this process served as a way to acquire acceptability both
racially and socially.

Despite all the obstacles and the prejudices inflicted on the Blacks, they
nonetheless managed to survive. All the efforts to dilute them visually or to limit
their influence were in vain. The “whitening” policy did not have the effects
intended by the enactors of these measures.
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situation around and did not let themselves to become invisible. With the Creoles
and the immigrants, who were supposed to counteract the Black influence in New
Orleans and Buenos Aires, respectively, the Blacks formed an alliance that instead
strengthened their position. As a result, they created a space for themselves in
society. Furthermore, the art forms they created together actually came to be part
of the dominant western culture that in turn influenced subsequent art forms in
music and dance. The culture that the white had tried to suppress actually proved
to be the one that later would become part of the national identity. In the next
chapter, we will examine the power relation between the white ruling class and this
new cultural alliance, and the reactions from the different strata of society to the
emergence of these new art forms.
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PART 4
_______________________________

How did the Different Strata of Society
React to the Emergence of these New Art
Forms?
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The second decade of the twentieth century saw the onset of World War I
and the questioning of some old values and marked the end of an era. In all areas
of life, whether political, social, economic or artistic, the world was going through a
real transformation and was entering a new age. In this context, Jazz and Tango
emerged on the international scene and had an unexpected success. Whilst some
people adopted these new art forms enthusiastically, other sections of society were
categorically opposed to them as they sought to conserve the old world order and
protect their interests. However, despite all the obstacles and the virulent attacks
against them, Jazz and Tango still broke through and durably contributed to the
establishment of a new world order, with the introduction of new values, new
lifestyles, and new priorities. As such, Jazz and Tango played a significant role in
the shaping of a new society.

4.1

Condemnation

Jazz and Tango did not go unnoticed as their success and impact had deep
consequences on the way society evolved. There was a strong, hostile, reaction
against these new art forms from those who had an interest in maintaining status
quo, either for moral order or to keep their social position as it was during the
nineteenth century.

4.1.1 Condemnation by the Church on Religious and Moral
Grounds
The new dances that came out of Jazz and the Ragtime era as well as the
Tango were severely condemned by the Church. Although, this applied to many
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dances, the Tango was the most severely condemned for it was considered
indecent. The Negroid and sinful origins of the dances as well as the new way of
dancing (for example in close embrace and moving the entire body) made it doubly
so unacceptable.
Although the adoption of the French Upper class gave Tango some kind of
acceptability to some sections of the population, the clergy, and especially the
Roman Catholic Church, proved a virulent detractor. For instance, in France in
1914, the Primate of France, Monseigneur Amette condemned ferociously the
dance and insisted that his congregation “observe the rules of Christian modesty
[for] the dance of foreign origin, [was] by its nature wanton and offensive to
morals.”51

Priests were even asked to give appropriate penance when people

confessed to have danced the Tango.
At that same time, reports from various European newspapers gave details
about the condemnation of the Tango by the Pope. The Pontiff had allegedly asked
two young people of the Roman nobility to dance Tango for him. He was, as one
would expect, very unimpressed and declared: “I understand that you love
dancing, it is carnival time, and you are young… But why adopt these Barbarian
contorsions of Negroes and Indians? Why not choose the pretty Venetian dance, so
elegant and graceful?.”52 (See illustration in Appendix in page 103).
The same fate awaited the Tango in the United States where it was widely
condemned by Christians. In 1920, the evangelist Henry W. Von Bruch in a
virulent attack declared: “You say dancing makes my daughter graceful. Thank
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God some mothers would rather their children waddle like hippopotamus than to
have their girls risk their honour upon a dance floor to learn gracefulness.”53
Many articles denouncing the Tango were published in the New York Times
and were titled as follows: “’Tango Prohibited by the Vatican’ (November 21, 1913
– 1:5), ‘Roman Catholic Church clergy in New York Fight the Tango’ (January 2,
1914 – 9:3), ‘Aristocracy of Rome Accepts Prohibition, Archibishop of Florence
Joins in Condemnation of Tango’ (January 17, 1914 – 2:8).”54
Interestingly, it was especially women who were at the centre of this
condemnation. (See illustration in Appendix on page 103). At the beginning of the
twentieth century, they were still considered the guardians of virtue and of
morality and their role was fundamental for the safekeeping of the home and
society in general. Dance in close embrace and the moving of the entire body were
then considered degrading to women for they would lose their sense of decency.
However, that same society turned a blind eye on men’s actions. Young men were
even encouraged to misbehave, for it was played down and just perceived as a rite
of passage. It did not meet the same strong disapproval from the church, which
was reserved for women.

4.1.2 Disapproval of the Upper Class

The church was not the only detractor of the new modern dances. The
Argentine upper class must have felt very insecure about its position as it had
fiercely rejected the Tango and reconsidered its position only after it had become
acceptable by being adopted by the French Elite. As with the Argentine upper
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class, the new dances were met with impassioned disapproval by some sections
from the upper class of Europe and the United States. Some conservative elements
were extremely opposed to the new dances for the same reasons as the Clergy gave,
but it went beyond a moral issue. It was perceived as a threat to their class.
Indeed, they were concerned that the social order and structures that separated
men from women, Blacks from whites, and upper class culture from lower class
culture were being jeopardized.

The old Victorian value system was being

challenged. Thus, some reactionary elements denounced angrily and publicly the
new dances. For example, a British peeress who was extremely shocked that young
women would be exposed to such indecent situations stated: “I need not describe
the various horrors of American and South-American Negroid origin. I would only
ask hostesses to let one know what houses to avoid by indicating in some way on
their invitation-card whether the ‘Turkey Trot’, the ‘Boston’ and the ‘Tango’ will be
permitted.”55
By 1912, most of the Argentines had accepted the Tango as intrinsically
Argentine, after it had been ‘civilised’ in Europe, however, in the political and
diplomatic spheres, it was still being viewed negatively. The Argentine Diplomat
Don Carlos Ibarguren rejected the Tango by claiming that: “it was not really
Argentinean, but a hybrid of mixed blood, born in the slums.”56 Moreover, that the
Tango came to symbolise Argentina was an added source of embarrassment. After
the success of the celebrations of the Centenary of Independence, Argentina was
becoming an established state that was now mature. But for the diplomats, the
advent of the Tango gave the country a bad image.
Even in France, where the craze first started, President and Madame
Poincaré forbade the dance from the Elysée Palace.
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The elite in the United States, Europe and Argentina were unimpressed by
the new music and dances. They were concerned about low-class origins of Jazz
and Tango that represented a threat to their social position.

4.1.3 Censorship and Morality

In America, Jazz was a success with the general public. However, there
were also detractors in New Orleans itself. The local paper New Orleans TimesPicayune in its 20th June 1918 issue, printed a virulent attack against Jazz: “[…] it
has been widely suggested that this particular form of musical vice had its birth in
this city, that it came, in fact, from doubtful surroundings in our slums. We do not
recognize the honor of parenthood […]. Its musical value is nil, and its possibilities
of harm are great.”57
The lifestyle of the musicians in New Orleans was inevitably linked to their
music. As a result, Jazz was received with hostility by the Victorian conservatives
pro-prohibition White America. Storyville was associated with crime, drugs and
alcohol, sexually transmitted diseases, as well as gambling. Jazz was then the
symbol of cultural decay. However, in 1916, Jazz was on the road to success, it was
fun and exciting and was breaking away from a past that was definitely passé. On
the other hand, it was the time of the temperance movement in the United States
as there were 36 prohibition states by 1919, and prohibition backers were
unsurprisingly hostile to Jazz. However, paradoxically, prohibition helped Jazz
precisely because it was linked to the underworld.

Nonetheless, as Jazz was

supposed to have a regressive effect on people it therefore had to be eliminated. In
1926, Judge J. F. Minturn from the New Jersey Supreme Court condemned a Jazz
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orchestra and stated: “in response to its call there ensues a series of snake-like
gyrations and weird contortions of seemingly agonized bodies and limbs […] called
a dance.”58
The modern dances were also blamed for every ill of society ranging from
divorce to prostitution. Unlike Europe, America was showing a lot of reluctance
with the new dances, in particular the Tango as its suggestive moves made it an
even more scandalous dance.

In Boston for instance, “the [Massachusetts]

Legislature is asked to stop the Tango in this state by making it costs $50 for the
first offence and six months in jail for the second. The bill says: ‘Dancing at public
dances, entertainments or gatherings of the so-called Tango […] or any dance
participation in which is not conducive to propriety shall be prohibited’.”59
As some sections of society were firmly condemning the new dances, the
struggle towards acceptance remained long. It was difficult for some people to
acknowledge that the world and their society were changing and that they were the
ones that were lagged behind. Despite all their efforts, they could not stop progress
and change nor could they stop the success and the spread of Jazz and Tango.

4.2 Acceptance of Jazz and Tango

The beginning of the twentieth century signalled a change that was going to
encompass all areas of life. Politically, many crown heads of state were starting to
fall.

Spiritually, science and technology weakened the position of religion as

secularity was becoming the norm. Economically, it marked the end of privileges
and an increase in awareness about social equality and human rights. Socially, the
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roles of men and of women were starting to change. Artistically, it marked the
departure from the traditional representation and the emergence of radically new
art forms that were in total rupture with the past. The world was thus going
through an unprecedented level of transformation.

The Great War marked a

turning point and from then on, the movement accelerated, as the world entered a
new age.

4.2.1 Break with the Past – Re-Evaluation of the Gender Roles

The new dances, and in particular the Tango, were particularly successful
with Parisians during the first two decades of the twentieth century as it gave the
modern women the liberty that they so desired.
In America, during the pre World War I period, the society was going
through a period of transition, but was still strongly influenced by the Victorian
values. The nineteenth century dances were formal and restrained and danced
only with people from the same class. They were in stark contrast with the new
dances that included Latin and African American steps and rhythms, danced with
close physical contact between men and women.
The success of the new dances can be partially explained by the fact that
American people from the upper classes were seeking new leisure activities. The
fast growth of the upper classes meant that they needed to differentiate themselves
from each other and thus were looking to more unconventional places for their
leisure. As they went to public cabarets for entertainment, they adopted the new
dances with great enthusiasm for it was new and exciting. However, to set them
apart from other lower classes, cabarets were luxurious and women were dressed
in glamorous outfits that “compensated for the fear that sensuality would disturb
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their social status.”60 American society still needed respectability to compensate
for the suggestive and unrestrained aspects of the new dances.

Professional

dancing couple, Vernon and Irene Castle, developed a new style for these dances
that made them elegant and gave them decency. They were highly successful in
America to the extent that “Irene Castle became the symbol of a new American
woman, active and youthful, yet more the innocent pal than seductress.”61
In addition, as more women started to work for wages, mainly in clerical
jobs, they obtained economic independence that led to more social freedom. In
parallel with these changes, men from the upper classes were also starting to feel
that their career alone was not sufficiently fulfilling and started placing more
importance in their leisure. They also began wanting more from their relationship
with women. Thus, the old Victorian view of marriage based on economic and
child-rearing functions was being eroded in favour of a marital relationship that
emphasized sexual attractiveness and personal expressions.
The new dances hence contributed to change durably the role of men and
women in society, and also aided in the emancipation of women. Women’s role
evolved and was no longer limited to the private sphere. Above all, they were now
not only economically and socially liberated but physically liberated as well. Men
also benefited from this situation for their horizon was expanded as they
experienced more intimacy with women.

4.2.2 Blackness and Latinness Associated with the Avant-Garde and
the Age of Futurism
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The new dances did not emerge in isolation and by chance. They were part
of a new situation that encompassed many areas of life: cultural, social and
political.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, a new artistic movement largely
instigated by artists such as Pablo Picasso emerged. Their inspiration came to a
great extent from the so-called primitive arts that were praised for their expressive
value.

Between 1908 and 1909, Picasso went through his ‘African-influenced

period’ with the famous painting ‘Les Demoiselles D’Avignon’ inspired by African
art and which represents an abstraction of the figure, in particular facial and bodily
proportions.

In sculpture, artists discovered new representations thanks to

African sculpture. In other artistic manifestations such as literature, blackness
also became fashionable. It is also a period marked with the celebrations of the
unconscious, as exemplified by the findings of Freud in particular. Intellectuals
paid special attention to the aspect of sexuality as they considered that nonwestern cultures, particularly Black people had a greater appreciation of sexuality
and sensuality compared to White people.
1920 marked the emergence of primitivism, a movement that aimed to
counteract the effects of technological development. Technological progress was
perceived to be alienating as labour division created stratification among
individuals that led to the creation of labour in the form of repetitive tasks, which
was viewed as unnatural.

In a world that was becoming more and more

dehumanised, primitivism sought to restore and pursue ways of life that integrated
the well being of people. Materialism was a constraint to creativity. “Blackness is
the incarnation of artistic modernity elaborated in reaction to technical modernity.
In this context, Jazz constitutes the meeting point between an industrial and
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mechanized civilisation and a more human authenticity.”62 Jazz music and dances
and the Tango benefited from this philosophy since they embodied the physical
liberty and the artistic freedom through unpredictability, sensuality, and strength.
It was a time of self-discovery and hedonism, values that were in opposition
with traditional Victorian values that praised self-denial. “Modern sophistication
has inhibited many native instincts and the mere fact that our conventional dignity
forbids us to sway our bodies or tap our feet has deprived us of unsuspected
pleasures.”63
Jazz and Tango contributed to and benefited from the struggle against the
repressive values of the time.
4.2.3 Jazz and Tango as Symbols of Modernity
By 1920, Jazz and Tango were related with the avant-garde and associated
with a spirit of audacity and rebellion. The modern cabaret and its Art Deco
surroundings also gave the dances a new environment equally related with
futurism and hence with freedom and abstraction. Art Deco was the result of the
mixing from different influences, mainly from Europe before the first World War.
This movement took place as a reaction to the rapid social and technological
progress that occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century. Therefore, it was
a fitting time for Jazz and Tango to develop.
Jazz and Tango are both epitomized by a musical instrument, namely the
saxophone for Jazz and the bandoneon for Tango. Both instruments are products
of the industrial era and were invented during the nineteenth century within a few
years of each other. Both came from Europe, the saxophone came from Belgium
and the bandoneon came from Germany. The two instruments are a product of
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mechanical engineering that typifies the industrial revolution. Both instruments
are very expressive and give depth to the music with which they are associated and
produce a coarse but nonetheless voluptuous timbre. Similar to Jazz, saxophones
were a symbol of decadence and were connected with immorality to the extent that
they were even condemned by the Vatican in the early twentieth century.
Everything about Jazz and Tango was new and represented a clear
departure from the old world order. The aspects that attracted so many people to
Jazz and Tango were their fashionable and yet their risqué elements that put them
on a different level compared to other dances. Despite the long and winding road
to acceptance, they managed to contribute to the emergence of a new society.

4.3 Impact of the Success of Jazz and Tango on Society

The overwhelming success of Jazz and Tango had a strong impact on society
that is still felt today. They opened the door to new art forms and left their imprint
on subsequent music forms. They embodied a new way of life and created a
definite departure from the established order, so that they were seen as liberating.
A new lifestyle meant new places, new fashion and ultimately a new way of
thinking. This in turn created cracks in the prevailing socio-economic barriers,
which eventually began to tumble completely.

4.3.1 New Music and Dance as Symbols of Freedom and Liberation

Spontaneity and improvisation in the new music and dances had a
liberating effect not only for musicians but for audiences as well, who had thus far
been accustomed to more structured music.
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On a sociological and personal level, it was a break with the rigidity of the
Victorian Era when peoples’ bodies had become purely functional, with no
pleasurable aspects possible. However, with the advent of the new dances, people
let themselves be immersed by the rhythm of the music, and started dancing with
their bodies. As a result, they experienced new heights of pleasure. The way the
dancers moved had a big impact on how people viewed their body, in particular for
women. The body movements required by the new dances were opening women to
a New World that had thus far been forbidden to them.

Women were now

liberating themselves from the imposition of restraint and propriety by moving to
the rhythm and dancing with the whole body, as opposed to dancing solely with
their feet. This was in an acceptance of their femininity and an appropriation of
their body.
Socially, the end of World War I signalled another transformation as old,
rigid, values were abandoned in favour of values that favoured more freedom and
liberation. It also indicated a new era in emancipation as dancing became more
informal. Close embraces and frequent changes of partners were now the norm.
Jazz and Tango music fitted the time and new dances gained in popularity, such as
the Fox-trot and the Charleston, the Black Bottom and others. The Tango dance
was spreading rapidly.

4.3.2 Emergence of New Technologies, Creation of a New
Fashion, and Opening of New Places
The emergence of new technologies during the Second decade of the
twentieth century revolutionised the world of entertainment most notably with the
invention of sound recording.

The recording business actually developed
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concurrently with the new music. Sought by the record industry, musicians gained
recognition and earned success on a scale never before attained. The advent of the
phonograph and the subsequent the arrival of radio also gave a boost to the music
industry, which in turn became more sophisticated with the commercial success of
music. Jazz and Tango were further disseminated as radio and cinema also gave
them exposure.
As technological transformations occurred, changes in work practices,
leisure, cultural and moral values (which encompassed the re-evaluation of gender
roles), family life, and politics, became inevitable. These transformations in turn
influenced fashion since new clothes were needed to adapt to these new trends.
For example, the trend set by the dancing instructor Irene Castle in clothing were
copied by other urban women as well as other professional dancers. Mrs. Castle
actually was the first celebrity to bob her hair. Hairstyle so far had been worn long
and hairstyle tended to copy clothes. After World War I, as many women kept
their jobs, they adopted this new hairstyle as it suited better their new, busy,
lifestyle. Suffragettes also bobbed their hair as a way to mark their emancipation.
As hair shortened, dresses also shortened. The long skirts gave way to skirts
shortened to the knee for the Charleston, the new trendy dance.

Under the

influence of the new dances, clothes needed to be more comfortable, and this
signalled the end of the corsets, tight shoes and heavy and stiff clothing. Irene
Castle stated that: “the dance was responsible for the end of clothing that “trussed
them [women] like fowls for the roasting.”64 The Tango also made its contribution
to fashion as hats became smaller as women were dancing in close embrace. Slits
were added at the front of the newly shorter dresses and a more elastic corset
especially for Tango was designed to allow freedom of movement.
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As more people were attracted to the new dances and dedicated more
leisure time to dancing, the entertainment industry adapted to the new trends with
the opening of an ever-increasing number of dance halls and cabarets.
All these transformations from sound recording, radio, cinema, fashion and
dancing venues transformed society by transforming the way entertainment was
brought to the audience. Indeed, entertainment was pushed into a heretofore
protected realm – the private homes of people. Similarly, the clothes evolved in
the same direction, becoming more comfortable and more functional and yet
remaining attractive. Finally, the cabaret and dancing halls that are the ancestors
of modern night-clubs emerged.

4.3.3 Jazz and Tango Breaking Racial and Social Barriers in their
Respective Birthplaces
The success of Jazz and Tango in places other than their birthplaces meant
that it no longer was constricted to their original locations. As a result, Jazz and
Tango evolved and acquired new characteristics.

However, the greatest

achievement of these art forms are the impact they had on their own society.
In the United States, the success of Jazz and the subsequent dance craze
that swept the country meant that Black music was becoming part of American
musical culture and this in itself signalled an acceptance of the African American
community and their art. Through their music, African American people managed
to find a place in the American society. While, it was still a long struggle to move
up the social ladder and segregation was still prevalent in America, it signalled a
change of perception within American society and African American people seized
that opportunity to establish themselves as part of that society.
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In Argentina, the acceptance of Tango, heretofore marginalized, meant that
the Tango was poised to enter its Golden Age. As Tango became a symbol of
Argentine national identity, it became accepted by every level of society, including
the elite. In Paris, men and women who danced the Tango came from the same
social class so that the Tango was an intra-class phenomenon in France.
Conversely, in Argentina the success of the Tango was such that it allowed people
from different social strata to mix.

Many Tango venues appeared and they

multiplied rapidly and spread to the city centre, where the upper classes lived. In
these places, for example, upper-class men started to dance with women from poor
backgrounds, who, thanks to their dancing skills were transformed into alluring
cabaret dancers. Thus, social barriers started to collapse as Tango helped erasing
social differences.
Jazz and Tango contributed to break social and racial barriers and did it in
two respects. First of all, the success of African American artists in the United
States and the acceptance and adoption of the Tango by the upper-class in
Argentina, who until then had shun it, meant that these music forms created a
place for people who so far had been relegated to the lowest level of society.
Secondly, the fact that people from different social backgrounds went to the same
places to play and listened to the same music, and that they imitated each other
and shared the Jazz or Tango experience, indicated a major improvement in social
unity and a rejection of the old value system. It was also a strong signal that racial
prejudices were starting to break down.

The advent of the new dances occurred as the world was going through a
tremendous transformation on many different levels: political, economic, social
and artistic.

As in any transitional times, there was some opposition and
80

resistance on the part of some sections of the populations, most notably the Clergy,
who were concerned about moral values, and the upper class who were keen to
defend their interests as the ruling class. However, evolution proved impossible to
stop, and in this context the time was ripe for Jazz and Tango to blossom and enjoy
tremendous success. The fact that they managed to become major art forms with a
strong following is extraordinary. Indeed, the humble and Negroid origins of Jazz
and Tango could no longer be concealed, but were in fact put forward and regarded
positively as symbols of modernity and freedom. Their acceptance helped break
social and racial barriers that in the past had kept people separated and unable to
move beyond their original social sphere. Jazz and Tango contributed greatly to
the emancipation of women and the recognition of some sections of the population
that so far had been disrespected and mistreated: the African-descended
communities and the working classes.
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Conclusion

Jazz and Tango are New World creations; Jazz was born in New Orleans
and Tango in Buenos Aires. Yet while they were created during the same period
and developed in parallel, they belong to two very distinct socio- political,
historical and cultural worlds. Although the history of Jazz and Tango followed
each its own course, this study has endeavoured to highlight the many striking
similarities they shared in order to analyse their effects on western cultures.
It all started with the discovery of the New World and with the
establishment of African slavery therein. Indeed, the effects of African slavery in
New Orleans and in Buenos Aires and the effects of their subsequent
emancipation, like the influence of religion, the socio- economic role of Blacks,
and the blending of new combinations of people, led, by the end of the
nineteenth century, to an unprecedented situation that saw the emergence of
new cultures, which in turn led to the creation of new art forms.

In the New

World the disadvantaged classes were often a mixture of people with different
heritages who influenced each other in this new social context. Since music and
dance represented the only opportunities for expression for them, much energy
was devoted towards these activities, and, as a result, new musical forms
emerged.
The creation of Jazz and Tango were each created and developed by
specific, although different, ethnic groups. In New Orleans this was the African
Americans with a major contribution from the Creoles of colour. In Buenos
Aires this was the Argentine Creoles (native-born descendants of the Spanish
Conquerors and later Spanish settlers as well as people of mixed black and
European descents) with a major contribution from the former slave population.
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Each of these groups, in their own context, were able to draw on the past and
evoke traditional cultural elements and combine them in a new way so as to
present original forms of musical expression.
However, the road to success was not direct for Jazz and the Tango.
Measures to eliminate them from the cultural scene, or at least to constrain the
influence on the Black population, were put in place in both New Orleans and
Buenos Aires. This was the policy of “whitening”; although applied differently in
each city it was designed to achieve the same results. In New Orleans the policy
of “whitening” consisted of the creation of the Creoles, which became the third
racial group after the Whites and the Blacks. In Buenos Aires it consisted of the
encouragement of a massive influx of white immigrants from different parts of
Europe who, it was hoped, would drown out the influence of the Blacks and the
Argentine Creoles. On the cultural level however, in both New Orleans and
Buenos Aires, the policy of “whitening” had the opposite effect than the one that
was desired: as the new groups of people united culturally and socially with the
historically disadvantaged Blacks, the political influence for all of them was
reinforced and improved.
Another similarity in the development of Jazz and Tango is that both art
forms migrated away from their birthplace to find acceptance and to gain a
springboard from which to spread to the rest of the world. Jazz moved from
New Orleans to Chicago and then New York, and Tango from Buenos Aires to
Paris, before both continuing on to the rest of the world. Their success took the
world by surprise and they imposed themselves as international art forms.
In the second decade of the twentieth century, western society entered a
period of transformation that was spearheaded by the rejection of traditional
values.

Jazz and Tango both benefited from, and contributed to, this
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transformation. What was heretofore a very stratified society with rigid values
started to change, leading to the breakdown of the social and racial barriers that
allowed for the creation of a new social order.
As a Latin city in a nation dominated by Anglo Saxon Protestants,
New Orleans stood very much apart in the United States. It was first French,
then became Spanish, then French again, before becoming permanently
American. Due to its unique history, the Latin influence in this city was felt
more strongly than elsewhere in the United States. In this respect, the prehistory of Jazz, which occurred in New Orleans, is very similar to that of Latin
America.
However, the pre-histories of Jazz and Tango do not read like carbon
copies of each other. At the turn of the twentieth century, which is the time of
the genesis of Jazz, New Orleans had been part of the United States for almost a
century, so the Latin influence was starting to fade away. However, it is quite
possible that without New Orleans and its Latin characteristics, Jazz would have
never existed or at least as we know it. The departure of Jazz towards Chicago,
where it eventually became successful, further reduced the Latin influence. In
Chicago, the African American community supported Jazz before it was spotted
and exploited by the white music industry. As such, Jazz truly became American
by moving away from New Orleans.
In addition, American society allowed for the creation of Jazz because
some of the American elite was in favour of it.

This was not the case in

Argentina where the elite was not in favour of Tango in its initial stages. In fact,
the Argentine elite was insecure about their culture and was not sure what to
select and develop on the artistic scene, whereas the Americans were more
willing to adopt changes. Hence we can conclude that it would have been more
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difficult for Jazz to develop elsewhere than the United States, since its essential
ingredients was the combination of a disadvantaged community with a strong
musical heritage that penetrated the dominant western culture, and a local
cultural elite which was more ready to accept new art forms than their Argentine
counterparts.
A striking similarity in the development of Jazz and Tango is that both
started as a fad yet survived the whims of fashion to become long-lasting and
evolving art forms.

Because their developments followed very similar courses

and shared so many characteristics, it would also seem logical that Jazz and
Tango would share many of the same attributes. However, while this is true in
that both music epitomised emancipation and were symbols of rebellion, they
did so to very different degrees. Indeed, what set them apart in their influence
and the way they became perceived is that Jazz was viewed as a collective
expression whereas Tango was limited in its scope and became a more internal
experience, an expression of power, of dominance and subjugation, but from
within given relationships. Jazz was experienced as a symbol of rebellion and is
a reflection of the harsh attitudes that were pervasive in the USA during the
period when the Jim Crow Laws were applied with iron-fisted consistency. The
harshness of segregation, the entrenched racism in America represented a social
constraint that had to be counterbalanced with equal force. Jazz is a visible
manifestation of that counterforce. However, as it left its birthplace in New
Orleans and was subsequently adopted within a new social context in Chicago
during the second the second decade of the twentieth century, Jazz lost some of
its rebellious characteristics; it was toned down and made more accessible to the
general public. Yet, despite this dilution, it retained much of its rebelliousness.
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In Argentina, Tango was assimilated into the national identity and came to
define Argentina. Nevertheless, it retained its subdued and subtle elements. In
a similar vein, Jazz also became strongly associated with the United States of
America; it became synonymous with a spirit of defiance that the United States
liked to claim as a national characteristic, as “land of the free and home of the
brave”.
These different perceptions of Jazz and Tango are seen, for instance,
during World War II when Tango symbolized the “dance of death” and was
tolerated in Nazi concentration camps, as it did not prompt spirit of rebellion.
Instead, it was perceived as a form of self-abandonment and subjugation.
Conversely, Jazz was despised and forbidden by the Nazis and was considered to
encourage rebellion and to provoke a collective excitation. Its obvious Negroid
origins were also perceived as an affront to the dominance of European culture.
Even the saxophone, the quintessential Jazz instrument, was banned in Nazi
Germany, as it was associated with immorality.
Tango has often been associated with sadness. The Argentine composer,
poet and lyricist Enrique Santos Discepolo once famously said : “El Tango es un
pensamiento triste que se baila” (“Tango is a sad thought which can be danced”).
This phrase is a bit too reducing but is indicative of the feeling associated with
Tango, which lends it a strong negative association. Throughout its history,
Tango has been considered by those who knew it as the voice for oppressed
people, for it always carried elements of nostalgia, lost love, and disillusion.
Tango is a symbol of Argentina, a country that never lived up to its promise as it
went from a very rich nation to a developing country.

It also reflects the

tormented history of Argentina during the twentieth century with its periods of
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repression. The Argentines expressed their discontent but nonetheless accepted
their fate.
By way of contrast, Jazz is associated with the dynamism of life, with
expressions such as “Jazz it up” and “Hot Jazz” which have strong positive
connotations. Jazz is an upbeat music that contains a lot of soul. In fact, Jazz
has always been associated with a spirit of insolence, that was later applied to
Rock n’ Roll. This is partly due to its creators, the African Americans, who had
the lowest status in the United States but who through their music, in the face of
adversity and with an indomitable spirit, became the dominant influence in
popular music throughout the twentieth century.
The histories of these two art forms, both stemming from popular origins
in specific social contexts, serve to remind us of the amazing plasticity of the
human race and of the important role that art plays in helping mankind adapt to
environmental change.
My next work will examine how Jazz and Tango embody the instincts of
life and death. The aim is to analyse the impact of the environment of New
Orleans and Buenos Aires and its relevance to the history of Jazz and Tango.
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Advertisement for the sale of Slaves in New Orleans

Source unknown – taken from: G. Oakley, The Devil’s Music: A History of the
Blues, New York: Harvest / HBJ Book, 1976 p. 13
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“The Dance in Place Congo”

Source : from George Washington Cable from Century magazine 31 :4 (February
1886) : 525
E. Walker, No More, No More : Slavery and Cultural Resistance in Havana and
New Orleans, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004 – p101
The Dance in Place Congo

Source : from George Washington Cable from Century magazine 31 :4 (February
1886) : 525
E. Walker, No More, No More : Slavery and Cultural Resistance in Havana and
New Orleans, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004 – p102
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Revival meetings: “A Negro Camp-Meeting in the South” by Sol Eytinge
Black people listening to preachers exemplifies the rise of religion.

F. Bergerot, A. Merlin, L’Epopée du Jazz - du Blues au Bop, Paris: Gallimard, 1990
P 20

American Caricature about the
liberation of slaves in the West Indies
in June 1793
Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris
The Black man is portrayed as a
simpleton and the White man as the
paternalistic figure

F. Bergerot F, A. Merlin, L’Epopée du Jazz - du Blues au Bop, Paris: Gallimard,
1990 p21
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Census data in New Orleans
New Orleans male/female sex ratios for free people of color, 1820,
1830 and 1840
________________________________________________________
Age
Females
Males
Males per 100 females
___________________________________________________
1820
Under 14 years
14 – 20 years
21 – 45 years
over 45 years
total

1,371
989
943
504
3,807

1,440
435
435
145
2,432

105.
43.
43.
28.
63.

03
98
69
77
88

1830
Under 10 years
10 – 23 years
24 – 35 years
36 – 54 years
55 – 99 years
over 100 years
Total

1,372
1,432
1,020
656
300
13
4,793

1,236
1,101
482
303
109
3
3,234

90.
76.
47.
46.
36.
28.
67.

09
89
25
19
33
08
47

1840
Under 10 years
3,202
2,948
92. 07
10 – 23 years
2,727
2,396
87. 86
24 – 35 years
2,407
1,489
61. 86
36 – 54 years
1,722
1,132
65. 74
55 – 99 years
727
448
61. 62
over 100 years
3
5
166. 67
Total
10,788
8,418
78. 03
________________________________________________________

Source: U.S. Census
From E. Walker, No More, No More : Slavery and Cultural Resistance in Havana
and New Orleans, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004 – p64
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Census data in New Orleans

New Orleans comparison of male/female sex ratios by age and status,
1830
________________________________________________________
Age
Females
Males
Males per 100 females
___________________________________________________
Enslaved
Under 10 years
10 – 23 years
24 – 35 years
36 – 54 years
55 – 99 years
over 100 years
Total

1,339
1,919
1,876
745
204
10
6,093

1,051
992
821
370
127
8
3,369

78. 49
51. 69
43. 76
49. 66
62. 25
80. 00
55. 29

Free people of color
Under 10 years
1,372
1,236
90. 09
10 – 23 years
1,423
1,101
76. 89
24 – 35 years
1,020
482
47. 25
36 – 54 years
656
303
46. 19
55 – 99 years
300
109
36. 33
over 100 years
13
3
23. 08
Total
4,793
3,234
67. 47
________________________________________________________

Source: U.S. Census
From E. Walker, No More, No More : Slavery and Cultural Resistance in Havana
and New Orleans, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004 – p63
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“Black people leaving the South after the Civil War”

Source unknown - From G. Oakley, The Devil’s Music : A History of the Blues, New
York: Harvest / HBJ Book, 1976 - p24

‘Rag Time’, 1899. From the Plantation Sketches by J. Campbell Philips
From: G. Oakley, The Devil’s Music : A History of the Blues, New York: Harvest /
HBJ Book, 1976 – p32
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“Canal Street, New Orleans” : the dividing line between Uptown and
Downtown New Orleans.

J. Godbolt , The World of Jazz, London: studio Editions, 1990 - p8
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“Jelly Roll Morton”
Self-appointed Creator of Jazz
A Creole musician whose real name is
Ferdinand Joseph LaMothe

Source unknown – from J. Godbolt, The World of Jazz, London: studio Editions,
1990 – p31

“A Riverboat with musicians aboard” symbolized New Orleans as a music city and
the fact that the music traveled up North by the river

Source unknown – from J. Godbolt, The World of Jazz, London: studio Editions,
1990 – p18
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“Buddy Bolden’s House” as many Black musicians, Bolden came from a humble
background

Source unknown – From J. Godbolt, The World of Jazz, London: studio Editions,
1990 – p 10
“Marching band in New Orleans” epitomizes the Crescent City

Source unknown - From F. Bergerot, A. Merlin, L’Epopée du Jazz - du Blues au
Bop, Paris: Gallimard, 1990 – p 45
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Afro-Latin America, 1800

Afro-Latin America, 1900

Source: William Nelson – from G. Reid Andrews, Afro-Latin America, 1800 2000, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004

The Black population in Latin America almost disappeared in countries where
their government operated a deliberate “whitening” policy.
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“Negros Milongueando” by Fernando
Guibert (1972)
Source: Fernando Guibert, Los
Argentinos y El Tango – Buenos
Aires: Ediciones Culturales
Argentinas, 1973
From M. Savigliano, Tango and the
Political Economy of Passion,
Boulder: Westview Press, 1995 p 35
The drawing is a caricature of Black
people dancing Tango and portrayed
as having strong primitive instincts

« El Tango » popular print
Source: A sketch depicting the
Tango de Negros Buenos Aires, c.
1880, published November 1882
From S. Collier, A. Cooper, M.S.
Azzi, R. Martin, Tango!, London:
Thames and Hudson Ltd, 1995 –
p44
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Source: Mansell Collection - Punch Magazine 1914
From: S. Collier, A. Cooper, M.S. Azzi, R. Martin, Tango!, London: Thames and
Hudson Ltd, 1995 – 84
Condemnation of the Tango (Upper-Tooting was a prosperous middle-class suburb
of South London)

Source: L’Illustration, 1914
J. L. Charmet
From: S. Collier, A. Cooper, M.S. Azzi,
R. Martin R, Tango!, London: Thames
and Hudson Ltd, 1995 – 90
The Pope as far as the story goes had
asked a young couple to perform the
Tango and was very unimpressed by it.
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High-Class (a), low-class (b), and no-class (c) partnering styles

Source: Edward Scott, Dancing as an
Art and Pastime (London: Bell & Sons,
1892).
From: M. Savigliano, Tango and the
Political Economy of Passion, Boulder:
Westview Press, 1995 - p100-101
Class and style were elements that
clearly defined the dancers

The Tango Family Tree
104

From: S. Collier S, A. Cooper, M.S. Azzi, R. Martin, Tango!, London: Thames and
Hudson Ltd, 1995 – p197
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