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ABSTRACT

As a form of popular entertainment, salsa dancing is an active social and 
commercial recreation in many places around the world. It has become, in Anglo- 
European parts of the world, a highly-structured partner dance, involving several 
months of training to become skilled. It is a gendered partner dance, ie, the 
standard model is men performing the leading role, and women following.

Central to this investigation is a social experiment into reversing the roles, 
involving a group of dancers who take a course in which women lead the dance and 
men are the followers. By examining the reactions of this group within a context of 
global experience, my research challenges the norms for learning salsa, and 
uncovers contemporary opinions about motivation, gender performance, identity, 
authority, and obedience. Using feminist theories of dominance, theories of 
practice, theories of constructed identity, theories of learning, theories of agency, 
and theories of emotion I explore the interwoven social forces at work in this 
popular form of recreation.
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INTRODUCTION

As well as being a student of anthropology, I am a salsa dance teacher. Salsa is 
a structured dance in which the partners dance together but do not do identical 
footwork. To teach the footwork, I need to divide the class in two. In the first lesson 
of the beginner’s course that I teach, I ask the followers to put themselves in rows 
on one side of the room, and the leaders to form rows on the other side of the 
room. With very rare exceptions, all of the men go to the leaders’ side, and all of 
the women go to the followers’ side of the room.

Why does that happen? Is this what Durkheim calls a ‘social current’ - a 
circumstance ‘imbued with a compelling and coercive power ... that asserts itself 
as soon as I try to resist’ (Durkheim 1895/1982; 51)? What are the social forces at 
work in this context? What are the physical forces at work? Do the dancers need 
to move differently in the performing of the roles we call ‘leading’ and ‘following’? 
Do they need to think differently? If they changed roles, would they feel different, 
emotionally and physically in the other role? In these pages, I will attempt to 
describe what it is like to be part of a salsa community of practice, the similarities 
and the differences in practices around the world, and then go deeper into the 
mechanisms and expressions involved in leading and following — the essence of 
successful salsa dance practice.

My research concentrated on a group of my dance students from the Oxford 
University Dancesport Club, learning how to dance salsa in Oxford. I examined 
how they perceived themselves through the roles of the dance. Using theories 
of identity, agency, and social construction, I have compared their thoughts and 
behaviours with recent literature on dance, embodiment, emotion, sex, and gender, 
and I will describe my findings in this thesis. By interviewing the dancers, by 
dancing with them, and by training a group of volunteers to learn both dance roles, 
I studied what motivational factors caused them to learn to dance salsa, whether 
gender identification was considered intrinsic to the performance of a role, and if 
the dancers enjoyed the salsa experience once the roles were reversed.

This research also links in with and contributes to the study and understanding 
of masculinity and femininity, and raises questions as to the effect this has on 
the dancers’ perceptions of role performance, power, dominance, and their own 
multiple identities as scholars and social individuals.

ABBREVIATIONS
Appx B, Q31, W6 = Appendix B (women), Question 31, Woman 6 
Appx C, Q31, M6 = Appendix C (men), Question 31, Man 6
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THE QUESTION, THE LOCATION, AND THE METHODS

1.1 The Question: "Do girls just want to get led?"

There is a methodological question which cannot be 
avoided: aspects of dance and musical communication 
cannot be translated into other modes without distortion of 
meaning. Discourse about dance, as about any nonverbal 
communication, really belongs to metaphysics, because it is, 
strictly speaking, an unknowable truth. [... D]ance is about 
subjective action and conscious human intentions, [...] not only 
about observed behaviour.

John Blacking, 1985: 65

This research is concerned with the roles of leading and following in 

dancing salsa, and why dancers, teachers, and the general public accept 

the role divisions of leading and following as intrinsically gendered. From 

their first exposure to learning the dance, salsa dancers segregate 

themselves into male and female, leaders and followers. No one questions 

the role division. No one questions the assumptions, the skills, and the 

messages being transmitted. Women assume to follow and men assume to 

lead, and that’s what they have come for. Why? The steps and the 

structure of the roles could be learned by either sex. Yet from 

unstructured conversations with strangers at bus stops to attitudes in 

dance lessons, one encounters very strong feelings against women leading 

and men following in partner dancing. It would appear that women want 

to be led and that men want to do the leading, despite knowing that in 

the rest of their lives off the dance floor, a woman’s right to assert 

superiority is only challenged at great risk of ridicule. The skill of 

leadership is not gender-specific. It is a continuum upon which some men 

and some women are better than others; and when it comes to following 

instructions, some men and some women do it with maximum efficiency, 

some ignore instruction altogether, while others more or less muddle 

through, regardless of their sex. Yet in heteronormative partner dancing, 

we subscribe to a strict heteronormative role-play of stereotypically 

divided and enhanced gendered behaviour (Pietrobruno 2006: 145-162).

2012. Department of I listin ': and Antbropolpgy, Queen’s l University Belfast I



Studying dance brings with it inherent verbal communication 

problems, making it difficult for participants to describe meaning and 

feeling. Despite the embodied, non-verbal nature of dance and the 

difficulties of talking about it with informants (Blacking, in Spencer 

1985: 66; Jackson 1983: 311), dance frequently appears to have a 

message, suggesting that dance can reflect the values of its society.

If this is the case, studying salsa partner dancing raises questions 

about underlying attitudes towards gender and role expectations in 

contemporary Westernised cultures. Writing about classical Indian 

dance in the 1980s, Hanna (1993: 119) states, ‘Whether ritual, social 

or theatre art, dance has important yet little recognised potential 

as a medium of socialisation within a culture’s means of conveying 

information.’ She cites Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory 

(Bandura 1972), in which Bandura asserts that behaviour is learned 

through example and observation, and thus transmitted through dance. 

William Washabaugh (1998: 5), establishing androcentrism in Flamenco 

and Tango performance, writes about ‘musical experiences as cultural 

texts’, and describes performances as ‘cultural lightening rods that have 

the power to reveal in condensed form the forces that elsewhere diffuse.’
John Blacking (1973/74: xi-xxi), recalling his time spent studying 

ritual dance among the Venda in South Africa’s Northern Transvaal in 

the mid 1950s, reflects on the power that music and dance can have on 

influencing behaviours and personal development. ‘When I lived with the 

Venda, I began to understand how music can become an intricate part 

of the development of mind, body, and harmonious social relationships.’ 

In a later chapter (ibid: 73), he writes, ‘If we want to find the basic 

organising principles that affect the shapes and patterns of music 

[and is this not also true of dance?], we must look beyond the cultural 

conventions of any society to the social situations in which they are 

applied and to which they refer.’ ‘Perhaps,’ he writes with reflection in 

Paul Spencer’s (ed) Society and the Dance, ‘they [dance and music] can 

be regarded as primary modelling systems for the organisation of social 

life’ (ibid: 65), ‘a primary modelling system for thought and action.’ 

(ibid: 90.)

This begs the question: What part of the organisation of social life
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does dancing salsa train for, and how do the dancers in my study regard 

that? This question forms the basis of my research into role division. But 

uncovering the individual experience and describing it will not be easy, 

not only because, as Blacking (1985: 65) asserts, it is an ‘unknowable 

truth’, but also because processes of socialisation operate by stealth — 

we frequently deny their existence let alone recognise their influence. ‘1 

do not feel the prssure they exert upn me. But it is revealed as soon as I 

try to resist them,’ writes Durkheim (1895/1938: 4-5), explaining what he 

calls social currents. ‘Hence we are the victims of an illusion which leads 

us to believe we have ourselves produced what has been imposed upon us 

externally’ (ibid). Continuing that theme of invisibility, Bourdieu claims 

that individuals take for granted the non-verbal internalisation of doxa 

and the embodiment of values in habitus as central forces in reinforcing 

a social order, assumed as ‘natural’ (Jenkins 1992/2002:70; Bourdieu 

1990: 20). Blacking observed the same when analysing his own musical 

training — in the West, it is assumed without question that only a few 

can be musical, ie are born with talent, but the Venda assume that ‘all 

normal human beings are capable of musical performance’ (Blacking 

1974: 34).
Therefore, what is sometimes taken for granted as “natural” or 

“normal” is quite possibly learned. In writing about the historical 

transmission of social facts, it is ‘immediately evident’ to Durkheim, 

‘that all education consists of a continual effort to impose upon the 

child ways of seeing, thinking, and acting which he himself would not 

have arrived at spontaneously’ (Durkheim 1895/1938: 5).

It is certainly the case that a considerable amount of educating 

goes on when training to dance salsa, not only the physical aspects of 

body movement, but also learning a particular set of social values and 

communication codes (Gieser: 2008; Downey 2005: 203-211). ‘Dancing 

is intentional, deliberate, and it takes work’ (Marion 2008: 27). Is it 

“natural” that the dance is structured so that men lead and women 

follow as they learn the steps and figures, or is that, too, learned, and 

as Durkheim asserts (Durkheim 1895/1938: 6), imposed? To explore 

contemporary perceptions of salsa dancing, the separation of the 

roles into gendered performances, and perceptions of interpersonal
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communication that reflect or accentuate those gender performances,

I used my position as a salsa teacher with the Oxford University 

Dancesport Club to encourage dancers to participate in a salsa dancing 

study where women lead and men follow. If gendered performance skills 

such as leading and following are learned, the roles should reverse. The 

issues to be observed (and in my own case, as a practice-led participant 

observer, experienced) were: what does it feel like to swap roles, what 

are the differences between leading and following, and how do these 

dancers, surrounded by ideals of knowledge, success, and their own 

futures as self-actualiscd men and empowered, liberated women, view 

the behavioural codes learned through dancing salsa? These are not 

issues commonly raised; values are taken for granted, assumed, and 

accepted unconditionally, as this interviewee suggests:

Me: What does a woman get out of dancing salsa?

Appx C, Q29, Mil: She looks good? 1 don’t know... . They must
find something about it satisfying or they wouldn’t do it.

As in ballroom partner dancing (once a popular social activity but now 

institutionalised) and club-based forms of dancing like swing, lindy, and 

tango, the salsa dance roles are commonly sexed and gendered: men 

perform a leading role with elements of masculine behaviour implied; 

women are expected to follow, conforming to an ideal of femininity, 

beauty, and sexuality. Speaking about the masculine role in tango, 

William Washabaugh writes (1998: 20), ‘...tango, like flamenco, is a site 

of significant gender performance’, and (ibid: 19) ‘more disturbingly 

a woman serves to enhance the status of her partner by the way she 

submits to his possession of, and control over her on the dance floor.’ 

From the same volume, dancer and anthropologist Marta Savigliano 

(1998: 106), writing about her tango experience in the clubs in Buenos 

Aires, asserts, with considerable vehemence ‘you’ve entered the Milonga 

food-chain’. To succeed on the tango dance floor, the ‘wallflower’ must 

become a ‘femme fatale’ (ibid: 109). As salsa dancing is another form 

of Latino social dancing invested with a pride in performance, we may 

expect to find similar attitudes towards identity development in salsa, to 

greater or lesser extent.

In ballroom dancing, Juliet McMains (2006) and Jonathan Marion
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(2008) have observed similar conformities to expectations of gendered 

role performance. ‘The man not only has the right to lead, he is obliged 

to do so. If the man does not lead,’ writes Marion (2008: 141), ‘the 

woman cannot follow, and if the woman does not follow the man cannot 

lead.’ For McMains, the expectation goes beyond the mechanics of role 

performance into a pantomime of female appearance, ie, assuming a 

particular appearance to symbolise the role as well as perform it. To 

succeed at dancesport, McMains realised early on in her career that 

a certain feminising physical transformation was necessary, a vehicle 

she calls ‘Glamour’, always spelled with a capital G in her book, which 

renders the female at once publicly visible and perhaps physically 

attainable — through some sort of exchange of capital, either monetary 

or social status (McMains 2006: 2-6).

Although most ballroom dancers attempt to maintain the 
position that a comparison of their jobs to those of prostitutes 
is ungrounded, the [...] interpretation continues to haunt them.
[...] Some students may be genuinely confused by the casualness 
with which touch occurs during lessons and assume that the 
privilege of touching others extends to social situations as well.’
(Ibid: 50-51.)

Through this research - questioning the dancer’s perception of power, 

use of agency, and the relationship this has to gender in the dance and 

outside the dance - it may be possible to explore contemporary attitudes 

towards gender differences, equality of opportunity, and sex-role 

stereotyping.

This research thus addresses two core issues:

• How are gender roles constructed in this partner dance?

• To what extent does one associate those roles, leading and following, 

with being (or performing) male or being (or performing) female?

Once those issues are raised, the topic rapidly becomes a web of other 

related issues. For example, gender implies images of feminine and 

masculine, and requires constructions of related behaviours. Leading 
and following suggests an image of power and control, and expectations 

of dominance and obedience. A dancing partnership implies some form 

of communication and cooperation. It is unlikely that these images and
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constructions will be the same for all who dance, but they will influence 

attitudes and behaviours towards a role-play commonly believed to be 

normative. There are a number of theoretical avenues that will help to 

analyse these issues and complete the whole picture. These are:

• Communication, learning and embodiment. How is the dance taught, 

and what social skills do dancers perceive they are learning through 

leading and following? To what extent do opinions about male-female 

relationships affect perception and performance of the dance? What 

happens when the roles reverse, and what can we understand about 

embodiment and expectations from the results?

• Constructed arenas and the social politics of power. What and 

where are the social arenas for dancing salsa, and how do they shape 

and reinforce perceptions of role performance and identity? What 

happens when the power balance reverses, and what can we learn 

about agency in male-female relationships by examining the results 

with a variety of social theories?

• Sex, identity, and constructions of gender. What are the historical 

and personal interpretations about masculinity and femininity that 

inform and affect the dancer’s performance? What happens to the 

behaviour of gendered roles when the roles reverse?

These are the issues that will be explored, expanded and examined in 

this dissertation. In this chapter, in order that the reader may better 

understand the background of my research and dancing salsa, a 

description of the Oxford research location and how dance communities 

in other locations compare will be helpful. Also in this chapter, I will 

introduce the reader to the Role Reversal study and how that was set up. 

Analysis of the findings will then be more relevant when they appear 

in subsequent chapters. Following that introduction, I will explain the 

use of the Attributes Chart, a discussion tool to help dancers describe 

the necessary skills of leading and following. It, and an analysis of the 

findings, appears in Appendix D, and will be useful for the discussion of 

performance skills as it develops in throughout the chapters.

In the second chapter, we will look at how one acquires the skill of 

dancing salsa, with a short description of the steps, the vocabulary,
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and the cultural variations that come to bear on the relationship 

between the leader and the follower. We will then progress to theatres 

of operation, where the skills, once acquired, take us to salsa clubs and 

parties. Examining the expectations that arise in these settings, using the 

ethnographies of other scholars and my own experience ,will position 

Oxford dancers in the larger global salsa climate, and acquaint the 

reader with an atmosphere of embedded role performance.

In chapter 3, we will begin to apply certain social theories to the 

construction of dancing salsa and the performance of gender in the roles 

of leading and following. It is here that the Role Reversal study will be 

examined in depth, and subsequent situations located in its context. It is 

here, with theories of identity, dissonance, social capital, and emotion, 

that the roles begin to unravel and reveal a fundamental need for the 

examination of the mechanical structure of the dance.

The exploration and description of the mechanics of dancing salsa 

are detailed in chapter 4, with a theory of agency foregrounded. This 

explanation of the structural form of the dance will allow us to better 

understand the social and political function of the dance.

In chapter 5, armed with the insights of the previous chapters, we 

will explore the darker side of the constructions we have uncovered, and 

we will see how social theory and historical perspectives, combined with 

the classical mechanics of dancing salsa, produces some uncomfortable 

and deeply embedded behaviours. It is here the Attributes Chart 

comes into its own, as we examine dancers’ own opinions with other 

ethnographies and theories of masculine and feminine characteristics.

In chapter 6, we will return to the light, and explore the positive 

reasons, benefits, and social capital gains that dancers ascribe to dancing 

salsa and enacting role performances.

In the final chapter — chapter 7 — I will propose a practice theory 

of negotiation for salsa that brings together the problems of reversing 

the roles, recent feminist theories, and the distribution of agency in the 

minds of the dancers.

2012, Department of / listory and Antbropolpgy, Queen's l hiiversity Belfast 7



1.2 The location

I chose Oxford as the field in which to study salsa for two main reasons: 

the abundance of salsa opportunities, and my part-time job as a salsa 

teacher at the Oxford University Dancesport Club (OUDC). A third 

serendipitous factor is that among University students, graduates, and 

staff members in Oxford one finds a large number of independent, 

motivated, articulate, analytical, and observant thinkers — a selected 

intellectual elite. The age range of OUDC dance students is on average 

under twenty-six years of age, at the beginning of their adult lives, and 

bursting with ideas and opinions.

For the relatively small size of the town (Oxford City Council 

Website, www.oxford.gov.uk, lists a total population at 153,700 

including 30,000 full-time students) the salsa community boasts three 

styles of salsa (Onl, On2, and Cuban — see chapter 2 for a description 

of styles), with four major independent and two University providers 

of instruction. Compare this with Gothenburg, Sweden, population 

510,000 in 2006, which at that time had three major independent 

suppliers and one University supplier of salsa teaching, and only two 

styles.

In addition to variety, dancing salsa has been popular in Oxford for at 

least 15 years, putting the appearance of Salsa in Oxford before the first 

world-wide Salsa Congress in Puerto Rico in 1997. Regular classes and 

the first Oxford ‘salsa club’ (a dance-hall style of gathering in a public 

venue, also sometimes called a ‘salsa party’) were established by Wendy 

Hampton circa 1995. Although no longer running classes in Oxford, at 

the writing of this paper Ms Hampton maintains active classes and club 

nights in Witney, approximately 30 miles west of Oxford.

At the time of this study, there were four major independent providers 

offering regular classes and clubs in Oxford: SalsaOxford, OnSalsa, 

CubanismoOxford, and Salsa Picante; plus two University student 

clubs: the Oxford University Salsa Society, and the Oxford University 

Dancesport Club.

SalsaOxford, the longest running series of classes in Oxford, was 

begun in 1996 and is still taught by Lisa Anscomb Smith, an Oxford 

graduate. She began running classes before she graduated, with such
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success that she has continued teaching and providing club nights in 

Oxford as her primary source of income, now teaching in partnership 

with her husband, a former student in her classes. The demographic 

of her students has changed from student-based to an older clientele 

of non-students or ex-students, ranging in age from late twenties to 

fifties. More women than men attend these classes, sometimes more 

than double the number of men. Most who attend are white/Western/ 

Asian/Oriental. Classes are structured with a long warm-up of all levels, 

lasting about half an hour, then the students are divided into beginners 

and improvers for 45 minutes, followed by another warm-up, and 

another advanced level of instruction. Classes are held twice weekly in 

Oxford (they teach in outlying villages as well), and approximately 40 to 

100 students attend these classes. Numbers vary weekly and seasonally, 

but there is a steady clientele.

OnSalsa, run since 2000 by Giles and Rosa Eadle, is another husband 

and wife team. They are not full time salsa teachers, both maintaining 

full time careers outside of dance. They run classes of several levels 
one night a week, and coach an amateur performance group of Oxford 

students, as well as have their own semi-pro dance company. Their client 

demographic is predominantly white/Western/Asian, young working 

class, with some university students as well. The structure is as above: 

group warm-up, followed by splitting the group into two levels, another 

warm-up, and another level of classes. As above, more women than men 

regularly attend all levels. Numbers range from 10 to 40 per class.

Cubanismo, originally named CubanThursdays, began in 2005 as 

the salsa partner-dance offshoot of RuedaTuesdays. RuedaTuesdays and 

its performance group M40, were started by myself in 2002 and are no 

longer running. (Rueda is a form of salsa danced in a circle, constantly 

changing partners within one track.) The “unique selling point” of 

Cubanismo is that teachers are brought in from Cuba. The structure of 

the classes follows the form described above: a group warm-up, followed 

by splitting the group into two levels, another warm-up, and another 

level of classes. The clientele is a predominantly older middle-class and 

working class demographic, with a mixture of white and non-white 

learners, and with more women than men attending. Numbers range
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approximately from 10 to 40 students per class.

The fourth group running at the time of the study, SalsaPicante, was 

run by George Martini, a relative newcomer to Oxford. Classes were on 

Tuesdays, with a demographic of largely middle-class learners, ranging 

in age from approximately 25 to fifty. Classes were hourly, with warm

ups integral to each level. Women out-numbered the men. No longer 

running salsa classes, George is an avid promoter of salsa, and now 

teaches Zumba and Salsa in Oxfordshire schools. Numbers in his classes 

ranged from approximately 10 to 30 per class.

Two student organisations, both recognised by the Oxford Student 

Union as two of the many faculty-supervised non-academic student-led 

activities, offer salsa: The Oxford University Salsa Society (OUSS), and 

the Oxford University Dancesport Club (OUDC). The former began in 

1998 (coincidentally, one year after the first Salsa Congress in Puerto 

Rico), and caters primarily for students. Classes of three levels are run 

on one night a week, numbering from approximately 10 to 60 per class 

with larger numbers in the beginners levels. A performance display 

team is selected from these students. The performance team receives 

additional instruction from Giles and Rosa Eadle, and performs at least 

once a year at the OUSS Salsa Ball.

The Oxford University Dancesport Club began in 1968 for 

the purposes of learning and enjoying the ten standard ballroom 

competition dances. The remit of the club has become one of intense 

competitive rivalry among all the universities on the competition circuit. 

Salsa was added in 2007, as were other non-competition dances, like 

hip-hop, Swing, and now Zumba. The non-competition dances have no 

sport function, but rather a purely social raison d’etre, created for the 

purposes of simply enjoying dance in a non-competitve setting. OUDC 

runs eight salsa classes in Michaelmas term, and six in Hilary and 

Trinity terms, all taught by myself.

1.3 My involvement in teaching salsa in Oxford

My role in the salsa community in Oxford began in 2002, when l began 

organising classes in salsa, hiring a teacher from London to teach a
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form of salsa called ‘rueda’, ie salsa danced by two or more couples, 

all dancing the same figures together, changing partners several times 

in one track, coordinated by one participant-caller. I left Oxford in 

2003 to study salsa dancing and how to teach it, and to observe the 

salsa community in Gothenburg, Sweden. I returned to Oxford in 2007, 

where I began teaching salsa for the Oxford University Dancesport Club. 

My title is Salsa Coach, but my remit is not to teach salsa for sporting 

competition, but purely for recreational social dancing. This good 

fortune has allowed me to observe closely both the learning experience 

of my students, and the development of my own teaching process. As a 

dance teacher I must be able to dance, explain, and instruct both roles to 

a high standard. This reflexive process causes me to observe the changes 

in technique that I employ in order to switch, how I behave, and how my 

identity changes when I change roles.

During this research, my classes contained anywhere from ten to fifty 

students per class, over six to eight classes per week, for three terms of 

eight weeks each in an academic year. Numbers can vary considerably 

from week to week, depending on other commitments, and the weather. 

The size of every class fluctuates, but in general larger numbers attend 

the beginners’ classes. I carry on teaching four levels (from Salsa Basics 
through to Salsa Level 3 and Rueda for advanced dancers) during the 

school vacations.

My students are members of the Oxford University Dancesport 

Club. Membership in the club is not limited to University students, 

but approximately half of each year’s salsa intake are freshmen, the 

remainder being second, third and fourth year students, graduate 

students and University employees. The Club accepts anyone who can 

attend the classes, regardless of University status, but the classes are 

not advertised outside the University avenues of the OUDC website 

and college pigeon holes. Anyone can put themselves on the OUDC 

mailing list via the website; anyone can buy a membership card; anyone 

can attend classes. What one cannot do is compete for Oxford unless 

one meets University criteria for participation. This, however, does not 

prevent someone from attending salsa classes, since salsa is not one of 

the ten competition team dances. The result is that a significant number
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of University employees, who are more likely to hear about University 

activities than townspeople, attend OUDC salsa classes. In addition, 

the emergence of the ‘salsa club’ in Oxford (dance-hall type gatherings 

in public venues such as local pub or community centres), initially 

attracting non-University people as well as students, draws attention 

to both the Oxford University salsa groups, who make up a significant 

number of dancers in these local ‘clubs’. Therefore, by word of mouth, 

a few, but not many, non-University people find their way into OUDC 

salsa.

An average social demographic profile of learners in the OUDC salsa 

classes at the time of this study were: Oxford University undergraduate 

students approximately 50%; Oxford University post-graduate students 

30%; followed by University employees 10%, and non-University related 

persons approximately 10%. The largest recruiting drive happens at the 

start of the academic year, during Freshers’ Week, at an event run by the 

Student Union, called Freshers’ Fair, where all University student clubs 

gather to present themselves to the new arrivals, and enlist members.

The cultural backgrounds of the salsa class participants vary 

considerably. At the time of this study, Germans constituted the largest 

number, with China and the Indochina countries contributing the next 

largest block, followed by Scandinavian countries, the former Soviet 

countries, India, Eastern European countries, Italy, France, Spain, USA, 

and Africa contributing the rest. Students from the UK were present, but 

not in large numbers. A random sampling of three salsa classes at the 

beginning of 2010 contained the following distribution:

Beginners: 6 Germany, 1 Austria, 2 Poland, 1 Finland, 1 Sweden, 1 

Denmark, 1 The Netherlands, 3 India, 3 USA, 3 China, 4 Italy, 3 France,

3 Serbo-Croatia, 1 Ukraine, 1 England, 1 Ghana, 2 Mexico, 2 Spain

Intermediate: 9 Germany, 5 Russia, 2 Poland, 2 Greece, 2 African 

(Uganda, South Africa), 5 China, 1 Singapore, 2 Australia, 1 Japanese,

3 USA (of Oriental, black, and Polynesian background), 4 England, 2 

Wales, 3 India, 1 France

Advanced: 7 Germany, 3 Poland, 1 Portugal, 2 Italian, 3 USA, 1 

Botswana, 3 Russia, 1 France, 1 Israeli, 1 Slovakia, 6 England, 2 

Australia, 2 China, 1 Taiwan, 2 Japan, 1 Malaysia, 1 New Zealand
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For the duration of this research, the gender distribution in my classes 

tended to have more men than women, a situation not commonly 

experienced in salsa classes elsewhere.

Economically, the majority of the salsa dancers are from middle to 

upper income backgrounds, but not from the UK or European privileged 

upper classes. As in Wieschiolek’s classes in Hamburg, where she 

observes that ‘the majority of the dancers belonged to the middle class 

and were well educated’, (2003: 124), these dancers are not members 

of a marginalised underclass: these are children of the professional 

classes possessed of a wealth of social (ie influence and connections) and 

cultural (intellectual or acquired) capital.

Academically, the spread is dominated by the sciences, specifically 

mathematics, physics, IT, medicine and biology, the social sciences and 

the professions (business, law), with the humanities (music, visual art, 

philosophy, languages, literature) not absent, but under-represented.

This is the group from which the members of the Role Reversal study 

were drawn. Not all students participated in reversing the roles, and 

those who did not served as an unofficial control group, ie, a group to 

teach as I normally would, and to observe responses in a ‘standard’ 

arena.

1.4 Methods

This ethnography of salsa dancers in Oxford was done in several ways 

common to the participant observational method, where I, as a fellow 

dancer, immersed myself in the community and, through interview, film 

and diary, documented what I saw and heard through observations (my 

own and reported observations of others), conversations, questions, and 

discussions, in recordings, notes and journals (Barz and Cooley 1997).

Interviews were, on all but two occasions conducted one-to-one, ie, 

me and the person being interviewed, usually in a cafe in Oxford, but 

sometimes in rooms, either mine or theirs, which I found to be better 

for recording, as ambient noise was frequently over-powering in public 

spaces. I conducted over sixty interviews. Due to the conversational

2(112, Department of History and Antbropolpgy, Queen '> (Inim rsity Belfast 13



nature of the interviews, it was not always necessary to ask every 

question, since the topic had been covered as a digression to another 

question, and sometimes time constraints meant that to get to the 

end, I needed to skip something. 1 used a list of questions, which I 

then transcribed into a form common to all the interviews, so I could 

see at a glance all answers to one question across the board. The 

interview questions are set out in Appendix A; compiled answers are 

in Appendices B and C, and are extracts from twenty-six interviews — 

thirteen men and thirteen women — where I had both a recording and 

hand notes to refer to.

To provide the arena for the experience of dancing and analysing 

somatic responses, and as an attempt at participant-led observation, I 

taught a course on reversing the roles in salsa, teaching the women to 

lead and the men to follow. As another means of generating discussion, 

as well as a constructed arena for observing behaviour and comparing 

my impressions to discussions of behaviour, it gave dancers the chance 

to compare within themselves the experience of leading and following. 

This group of volunteers became the Role Reversal Study.

For the Role Reversal students I added another tool in addition 

to salsa instruction. Dance is an intimate, personal and non-verbal 

expression (Skinner 2009a, 2009b; Langer 1953), and talking about it 

requires imaginative and emotive vocabulary that can be misunderstood 

(especially if, for a large percentage of the University group, English 

is not their first language). For interviewing and discussing among the 

Role Reversal students, I used a hand-out of vocabulary to stimulate 

discussion. It took the form of a chart listing what adverbs and 

adjectives might be useful in describing the skills of partner dancing 

(Appendix D). The aim was to introduce vocabulary that has been 

used in other studies of sex-role behaviour, and to decide if these could 

be applied to salsa, and if not, why not. This never failed to generate 

useful observations, verified again and again as I repeated the exercise. 

(See Appendix D.) At the end of every term, 1 conducted a focus group 

discussion, at which the Attributes Chart and the perception of skills 

needed were discussed publicly, and the forms filled out in private 

afterwards. The Role Reversal Class and the Attributes findings are
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discussed in further detail in sections 1.6 and 1.7 below. A full analysis 

of the results can be found in Appendix D.

As I was a very visible participant in the community, an informative 

methodological tool was my own interactive presence — my own 

‘being-in-the-world’ (Heidegger, 1993), especially when that world was 

figuratively turned upside-down, with women leading men. I realised 

there is much more to deal with than just avoiding gendered pronouns. 

Since dancing is, as Blacking (1985: 66) asserts, ‘about subjective 

action and conscious human intentions, and not only about observed 

behaviour,’ a qualitative ethnography needs to involve the ethnographer 

in a personal way. Wieschiolek writes that ‘the description of the 

visible features of dance and movement does not provide a sufficient 

basis for an anthropology of dance (Wieschiolek 2003: 118). Dilley 

(1999: 36) takes this argument a step further: ‘[Ajccess to unverbalised 

bodily knowledge can only be gained through bodily participationf.]

We as anthropologists are left with the only remedy of reflecting upon 

our own bodily experience’ in order to fully understand the dance 

and its position in the culture. Reflexive ethnography is a particularly 

informative way of exploring music and dance, not only for observing, 

but also for describing the experiential effects of the dance from a 

personal perspective, adding analytical quality to interpretations, 

opinions, and reactions, both observed and experienced (Thomas, 2003: 

64-88). Practice Theory, (Ortner 1984; Bourdieu 1977) formed the basis 

for using myself as part of the subject-object to be observed, comparing 

my learning experience of committing the role of follower and then the 

role of leader to muscle memory, to those in the Role Reversal Study.

Additionally, listening carefully to my informants, and watching their 

progress, I was made aware of myself in the picture, and the role I was 

now playing as instructor, research organiser, and academic scholar, 

and noted the circumstances and the reflections in my journal. Jonathan 

Skinner calls this type of literary, reflexive narrative ‘impressionistic 

autoethnography’ (Skinner, 2003: 513), which has its antecedents in the 

Writing Culture school (Clifford and Marcus 1986), and its advocates in 

postmodern deconstructive methodology (Law 2004). The site of this 

research being the body, I was very much aware of Stoller’s position on

2012, Department of History and Antbropolpgy, Queen's University Belfast 15



the ‘fusion of the intelligible and the sensible’: ‘In anthropology, [...], 

it is especially important to incorporate into ethnographic works the 

sensuous body - its smells, tastes, textures [and in my case] sensations’ 

(Stoller 1997: xv).

1.5 The Interviews

As mentioned above, the salsa community in Oxford is large and 

diverse. My sampling of subjects (or colleagues as I prefer to call them) 

are primarily students ranging from undergraduate first-years to post

docs and fellows. But for the formal interviews and Role Reversal, I 

sought out a mixture of ages and occupations. Although possibly not 

relevant to the rest of the world outside Oxford, it is interesting that the 

Humanities are under-represented in the sampling. (See Appendices B 

and C, question 4.) The majority of the sample are in the sciences. The 

effect this will have on my research is that metaphors used for describing 

the effects and experiences of dancing present a more scientific 

vocabulary and process of analysis.
In fieldwork, one is always gathering information in casual 

conversation as well as formal interviews. Appendices B and C 

(Interviews Summary Female Respondents and Interviews Summary 

Male Respondents) are the result of a questionnaire (Appendix A) that 

I used as a guideline for standard, formal interviews from the outset 

and continuing through my research. The replies in the Summaries are 

from two groups - those who learned to dance both roles and those who 

come from other teachers’ classes - and are abbreviated to display in as 

little space as possible the flavour and rhetoric of the responses. Many 

of the interviewees were constantly giving feedback after their interview, 

having ample opportunity in classes and in social situations to revive 

the topics discussed. Key words are used verbatim, and some responses 

are compiled with later feedback to include additional comments and 

second thoughts given after the interview.

Throughout this thesis, I have quoted extensively from these 

interviews. As I have issued and collected consent forms in which I 

promised to protect the identity of the interviewees, I have chosen to
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identify the speakers not by names, but by numbers. To apply false 

names can give an immediate impression of a personality by virtue of 

associations to that name. Ascribing a new name to someone I know 

as ‘Mike’ changes, for me, not only his name, but his being. Therefore 

I chose complete anonymity over false impressions. In citing my 

informants, the abbreviations are as follows: Appx B means Interviews 

Summary Female Respondents; Q16 means Question 16; and W4 means 

Woman 4.

1.6 Terminology: Investing in personal capital in the salsa 
marketplace

Throughout this thesis, some standard anthropological terms will recur. 

They need careful defining and connecting to salsa dancing before we go 

into the depths of this research.
The first set of terms I would like to position in this research is the 

family of terms concerning capital. The terms social capital, cultural 
capital, and symbolic capital are very useful when describing the 

motivations and values as expressed by my informants. But these terms 

are widely and variously used, so it would be desirable here to define 

their usefulness in this context.

One’s identity encompasses economic, social, cultural, and symbolic 

credentials. These credentials, ie, an accumulation of one’s “credits”, 

make up one’s “capital”— credits one can draw upon to underpin, 

enhance, and sustain popularity in the society where these credentials 

are considered valuable or worthy of esteem and respect.

Economic capital is monetary wealth. Those who have monetary 

wealth tend to elicit respect if not admiration.

Social capital as described by Richard Jenkins in his book on 

Bourdieu is defined as ‘various kinds of valued relations with significant 

others’ (Jenkins 1992: 85. Ror example, if one is from an upperclass 

family, or is famous for some personal achievement, or is good looking, 

or funny, others are likely to be impressed, and one’s popularity vis a vis 
a network of acquaintances, or social capital, is increased. One is well- 

connected, and admired for “who you know”.

2012. Department of History and Anthropolpgy, Queens l hiivi rsity Belfast 17



Jenkins describes cultural capital as ‘primarily legitimate knowledge 

of one kind or another’ (ibid), ie knowledge and skills which bring 

you admiration for something you can do well, or for a knowledge 

inaccessible to others, or for something others associate with social 

or economic capital. In studying the cultural backgrounds of my 

informants and the subject of salsa dancing, I will be using cultural 

capital to mean the kudos that comes from the training, ideas, and 

aesthetic values of acquired behaviours, sometimes valued because they 

are ‘exotic’ and different, or because they are perceived as superior. An 

example of cultural capital that effects an Englishman’s social capital in 

the USA is his accent — either it is associated with tabloid Royalty, or 

it is seen as refined (‘cultured’) and educated. Furthermore, the accent 

is ‘symbolic’ of cultural capital, and hence a fourth category, symbolic 
capital fibidj, is whatever symbolises your cultural or social status and 

therefore enhances your attraction. Other symbols of cultural capital 

are dress and possessions. Being an American tourist in Europe is easily 

identifiable by clothing and gadgetry. Being identified as an American 

can signal a negative cultural capital in the eyes of Europeans on the one 

hand, but positive economic capital on the other, which contributes to a 
reluctant acceptance and acknowledgment of power, if not popularity.

If cultural capital, as used by Bourdieu and Jenkins constitutes the 

acquisition of training and the social refinements considered valuable by 

one’s culture, then another facet of cultural capital is that which comes 

from an ethnic authenticity. For example, a teacher of the Japanese 

language who is a native Japanese speaker can have a higher esteem and 

more market value in Western societies than learning Japanese from and 

Englishman for whom Japanese is a second language, regardless of who 

is a better teacher. In salsa dancing, a teacher with a Spanish surname 

can have more cultural capital than someone with a Swedish surname 

regardless of who is the better teacher.

For our Oxford salsa dancers, economic capital holds very little 

power in the salsa community. Salsa is by and large a leveller, or as one 

of my informants put it, a meritocracy. The solicitor, the lecturer, the 

first-year student, the car mechanic, the computer programmer, the shop 

assistant, the physicist, the au pair, the care worker, the housewife —

2012. Department of Ilistory and Anthropolpgy, Queen s l hiiversity Belfast 18



none of this is relevant to one’s ability to dance. (Wieschiolek notes that 

her examination of the salsa scene in Hamburg reveals that the lower 

status occupations and the unemployed are not represented, 2003: 124.) 

In Oxford, the “Townies”, (ie the local residents not associated with 

higher education) who come to clubs represent the lower-waged, lesser 

educated population, such as office workers, tradesmen, domestics or 

carers, usually Eastern Europeans and Latinos. Although concerned 

primarily with Latinos in London, Roman-Velazquez (1999: 63-113) 

writes that London salsa dancers are very eclectic, comprising all 

economic walks of life, some London clubs being more middle-class 

than others. However, if you can afford to travel to and attend expensive 

5-day events of dancing and workshops like salsa congresses, it identifies 

you with an economic class self sufficient enough to do so.

But being the possessor of economic capital is not essential in 

dancing salsa. Demonstrating how social and cultural capital can 

translate into economic capital, those dancers who have accumulated 

social and cultural capital through training (they have become salsa 

performers or teachers by virtue of their skill and talent) frequently 

need not pay to get into salsa congresses — money is of no consequence 

— as their social and/or cultural capital is sufficient for others to want 

to associate with them. Congress organisers will admit these people 

free of charge and supply accommodation on the presumption that 

their presence at a congress will either attract others or ensure that 

paying clients leave the event having had good dancers to dance with 

and a positive experience to talk about. These experienced salsa 

dancers are trading on their social capital, and if they also happen to 

be from a Spanish speaking country or have a Spanish surname, they 

posses added ‘authentic’ value in implied cultural capital.

Cultural capital is not just about ethnicity and training; cultural 

capital can be experience or personal knowledge of any kind. Another 

avenue of added cultural value in salsa is one’s sex. Lrequently, male 

dancers who have distinguished themselves on the dance floor will be 

invited to attend congresses as taxi dancers, for reduced rates, or no 

fee, depending on other factors that might add to their over-all capital 

index, like having won local competitions. I have attended salsa classes
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where promoters came specifically to recruit men to balance numbers 

with offers of free accommodation or free entry as incentives. One’s 

sex is more valuable than one’s gender — a woman wishing to register 

to dance as a leader will be considered of less capital value than a man.

On the other hand, social capital derived from cultural ethnicity is 

not a high value currency among Oxford salsa dancers. They want to 

learn the dance, not absorb the ethnic origins. Identifying with latin 

culture is not an incentive for learning to dance. (Wieschiolek found the 

same to be true in Hamburg. 2003: 126.) For the women, the symbolic 

capital gain of buying shoes and wearing short skirts and glitter is 

part of the “dancer” identity, not Latina identity. Insomuch as clothing 

identifies one as possessing a particular skill, women value the symbolic 

capital of costume as a cultural credit which is admired by the men for 

enhancing femininity.

Consider these opinions on costume and appearance, gathered from 

three men in my interviews. Certain symbolic appearances elicit higher 

praise, hence increased cultural capital.

Me: What do people wear to dance salsa?

Appx C, Q19, M8: Something skirty for women, and glamorous 
like in the movies. [...] Women look better in heels, hut a lot 
dance in flat shoes, even dance trainers. Which have no sex 
appeal, but are probably great for dancing.

Appx C, Q19, M9: I like skirts on women. They move with the 
dance which adds something to it. Legs — bare legs or tights.
[...] Tight clothing reveals the movement of the body, which is 
what the art of dancing is, so it’s nice to see it clearly. Salsa is a 
sexy dance, and what is best for the dance must look sexy. First 
priority is what looks good dancing.

Appx C, Q19, M10: Whatever makes her attractive.

For social groups like salsa dancers, there can be an overlap of social 

and cultural capital. In order to be a member of this group of exclusive 

and skilled people who look amazing on the dance floor and draw the 

attention and admiration of non-dancers, you must acquire the skill. 

There is no social capital without cultural capital, but once one has 

acquired the skill, one is permitted to possess the associated social 

capital that makes you worthy of the admiration of outsiders. And once
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in the group, you can enhance your social capital by who you dance 

with; in spite of other non-salsa cultural credits like appearance, age, 

and sex, you can increase your social capital (who you dance with) 

by increasing your cultural capital dancing skill (what you know). 

Although age and beauty may influence the choice of dance partners, 

skill is a major factor, allowing “younger” and “older”, “ordinary” and 

“handsome”, to dance together.

Appx C, Q29, M8: You don’t have to work out or look like Jude 
Law, and you KNOW you are going to get good dances. Where 
else are you going to get odds like that? Certainly not in a pub or 
at a party.

The second term that will feature extensively in this research is agency. 
Agency as I have used it is another term from the social sciences, useful 

to aid discussions of individual power and control within a larger 

sociological framework of restraint. As a term of reference, it has a 

long and distinguished history that informs its use in anthropology 

and in this research.

The term agency describes an individual’s position of autonomy 

within his or her immediate circumstances. In every society of people, 

rules develop that allow people to operate in harmony with each 

other, and in Western cultures, the need for a formalised structure 

of legislation to regulate these rules dates back to the early Greek 

ph.l osophers, and has antecedents in the Judeo-Christian concept 

of the biblical ‘covenant’ (Novak, 2005). Describing this as a ‘social 

contract’ is attributed to such thinkers as Thomas Hobbes, John 

Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the Enlightenment during 

discourses on democracy (Boucher and Kelly 1994). Social contract 

theory centres upon the trading of self-serving behaviours (freedoms) 

in exchange for certain protections and benefits provided by the group. 

We agree to give up certain personal freedoms and choices (agency) 

to a higher authority, and in return we are afforded cooperation, 

generosity, peaceful interaction with others, and protection from harm. 

This agreement can be imposed by consent (civil contract), or imposed 

by a political authority (constitutional contract), or self-imposed 

(moral contract) (Boucher and Kelly 1994; Rousseau 1762, translated 

Cole 1950; Hobbes 1651.) How much free choice and control we
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have over our lives on an everyday basis within the framework of 

the rules is a measure of how much agency we have. In salsa, and in 

other forms of social partnered dancing, the structure of the dance 

provides the rules of agreement, and the location of and perception of 

dominance - ie, which partner has how much control over the dance 

— is the distribution of agency. The contract is the tacit agreement 

(ie, unspoken and assumed as part of the nature of social dancing) 

between the two partners that one relinquishes a certain amount of 

personal agency and the other provides an agency of decision-making, 

forward-planning, and control over both dancers, structured so both 

can benefit from the agreed cooperative performance. Here are some 

quotes that reveal the acknowledgement among dancers of agency 

within a power structure of salsa dancing.

‘You make her turn, you make her dance.’ (Pietrobruno 2006:
175).

Appx C, Q26, M7: If I am doing my job right, I make her dance.

Appx C, Q26, M3: By accepting your invitation to dance, she 
agrees to follow. [...] As a leader I feel I want to give the follower 
a nice dance. As a follower I feel I should entertain the leader.

Appx C, Q29, M10: Although he is in control of the dance, I 
don’t think he is out there thinking “I am going to make every 
woman in this room do what I want her to do”. I think he just 
hopes that both of them will have a good time doing what he 
leads — using the structure he provides.

Chapter 4 of this thesis is devoted to the development of the idea 

of agency in salsa, and how it features in both the structure and the 

function of the dance, as well as in the minds of the dancers. Once a 

paradigm of agency is established, reversing the roles of the dancers 

exposes some of the assumptions that the notion of agency has to 

gendered role performance.

1.7 The Role Reversal Study

To investigate the embodiment, ie, the ‘physical channels] that support 

and agree with the spoken ones’ (Mary Douglas as quoted in Jackson
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1983; 328), of leading and following in dancing salsa, I conducted a 

course in which the men were followers and the women were leaders. 

This was done with their knowledge and consent, and with the 

agreement that videos would be viewed in an academic context only, and 

not published on YouTube. Accompanying this thesis is a disk entitled 

PrentissPhD Latin Oxford containing two videos. One video contains a 

clip from a class in the final year of the study, showing a track in which 

partners change frequently. In this, one can see the women leading 

different men, and compare techniques. The other video on the CD is 

the Role Reversal Recital, at the end of the study. In this, the couples 

dance one track each, and swap roles at some point in the track. This 

allows some analysis of the different use of the body when an individual 

changes roles.

In this group I interviewed each participant using a standard 

questionnaire. (A compilation of questions and answers can be found 

in Appendices A, B and C.) To determine the informants’ cultural 

influences, I asked, ‘What is your family’s ethnic background and where 

did you spend your teenage years?’ I also asked for socio-economic 

background by asking what level of education was obtained by parents 

and grandparents, and what jobs they held. In this way, it was apparent 

that all of my subjects came from upper middle class or aspiring middle 

class backgrounds. No one was from the highest privileged classes. The 

range of age among the Role Reversal dancers was 20 to 46.

There was a range of morphologies. The ranges of height among 

the women were from 5ft to 5ftl0 in, and the weight ranged from a slim 

body mass index of 18 to overweight 30. Among the men, the height 

ranged from 5ft2in to 6ft3in, the body mass index ranged from slim 18 

to upper-average 23. This spread of height and weight proved important 

for ensuing group discussions about leading being more suitable for the 

larger person in the pair.

I advertised for participants in my regular classes, and by handing 

out flyers at Freshers’ Fair. The final group were dancers who came 

primarily from my classes, or had heard about it from someone in the 

classes. I chose dancers who already knew how to dance salsa, for two 

reasons: (1) they could describe by examining their own kinesthetic
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and emotional reactions the differences they experienced between 

leading and following, and (2) training dancers who already knew 

something about salsa would be the fastest way to achieve a significant 

level of skill. Achieving a high level of physical coordination and dance 

experience is needed in order to eliminate the variable of competence 

from discussions of performance embodiment.

In total, I ran three reversal studies: a Pilot Study for one term in 

2009, a Beta Study for the academic year of 2009-10, and the final 

Research Study in the academic year 2010-11. I kept attendance records 

for all three studies, in case comments could be linked to number of 

hours logged in training.

Figure 1: Participation in the Role Reversal Study

Study Term/
Date

Level Total
starting

M W Total
finished

M W

Pilot Trinity
Apr-Jul 2009 beginners 20 9 11 17 8 9

Beta Michaelmas beginners 13 4 9 12 4 8
Oct-Dec 2009 improvers 18 7 11 15 7 8

Hilary beginners 18 10 8 13 8 7
Jan-Mar 2010 improvers 19 10 9 16 8 8

Trinity beginners 17 8 9 10 4 6
Apr-Jun 2010

improvers 20 13 7 12 8 4

Final Michaelmas beginners 25 15 10 15 8 7
Oct-Dec 2010 improvers 25 12 13 16 7 9

Hilary beginners 23 11 13 13 10 3
Jan-Mar 2011 improvers 19 9 10 17 9 8

Trinity (no beginners) X X X X X X

May-Jun 2011 improvers 16 7 9 13 5 8

Difficulties with recording the number of participants, however, are 

as follows: several participants did both levels simultaneously; several 

participants forgot to sign in; several started the term but did not finish; 

several joined the class late in the term; a few, but very few, did every 

class in the term; even fewer did more than two terms successively; 

several dropped in and out over the course of both the Beta and Final 

studies. So, while taking the opinions and comments and progress of 

the entire list of participants into qualitative consideration, those who 

participated in the last term (Trinity 2011) will be those who were the 

most enthusiastic and/or the most highly trained. I gave extra lessons
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privately to several dancers in Trinity term of the Final study, to give 

them more experience.

In the beginning of the final term of the final year of the experiment, 

the level of skill was not as high as I expected it to be. Sporadic 

attendance and new members were bringing the level down. To provoke 

an Oxford sense of challenge and goal orientation, I planned a Role 

Reversal Recital, in which volunteers danced before a public audience, 

followed by comments, observations and discussion with the audience, 

which motivated a higher level of achievement than what would have 

existed without external incentive [ie, the motivation to excel did not 

come from within themselves; it had to be the external pressure of 

performing for an audience that caused a desire to do well). This is 

significant when assessing the powerful preference of role choice in 

each individual: If (a) they are performing at a mediocre level when the 

roles are reversed, and (b) they perform better only when pressure is 

applied, then (c) it can be inferred that their normative dance role exerts 

a very strong incentive to perform below par when reversed. In simple 

vernacular, they wanted to take part in the experiment just for the 

novelty, but they preferred to excel in their original roles. Excellence in 

reversed roles was possible, but only when they knew they were going to 

be externally observed and assessed by an audience.

Seventy-three different individuals participated in total over all three 

studies, some attending one class only, others sporadically over two 

years, and some for just the intensive last term. Despite everything, a 

sufficient standard of dancing was achieved to sustain quality analysis. 

Two people — one woman, one man — attended all three studies, but only 

one of those, the man, attended all terms, and performed in the Study 

Recital at the end of the last term.

1.8 The Attributes Chart and analysis of the results (Appendix D)

To generate thought and discussion, and as an aid to thinking about 

description, I had the role-reversal dancers fill out a form that asked for 

numerical value judgements that could be attributed to certain skills and
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qualities that might he needed for leading and following. This form was 

distributed at the focus session at the end of the pilot study, and again at 

the end of the beta study. For the final study, the forms were distributed 

at the start of term, discussed openly and at random in classes and 

outside classes, filled out at home on computer, and collected at the end 

of term.

Participants were asked to rate the skills on a scale of 0-5, with 0 

being ‘none’, 1 being ‘a small amount’, and 5 being ‘a lot’. The blank 

form is reproduced in Appendix D.

Addressing the question of whether these attributes, associated 

with leading and following, have gender connotations, it is edifying to 

compare the results with a table Judith Lynn Hanna reproduces in Dance 
Sex, and Gender (1998: 11). Hanna, like me, like Juliet McMains (2006: 

137), like Leslie Gotfrit (1988: 122), and like Marta Savigliano (1998: 

104-110), finds the dance world rife with sexism. ‘Notwithstanding 

the new knowledge and the changes that have occurred in the United 

States, sexism persists, and the sex role stereotyping oppresses both 

sexes’ (Hanna 1998: 10). Hanna’s Table 1.1 summarizes ‘stereotypical 

sex-contingent characteristics - notions of masculinity and femininity 

growing out of the realities of sex and gender’ (ibid: 10). The table is 

entitled ‘Sex-related traits in America’. In the column under the heading 

Female, the traits ‘reactive, cooperative, self-abnegating’, and ‘responds 

to others’ appear in the list. Opposite each of these, under Male, the 

list contains ‘problem-solving, instrumental, independent, active, 

supporter [ie ‘support’ as in the primary role of ‘provisioning’, not the 

secondary role of assisting and enabling], strong, dominates others’, and 

‘pragmatic’. These terms and synonyms for these terms can be seen in 

the Attributes Chart (Appendix D), and in the interviews in Appendices 

B and C. A comparison and analysis of this table, my Attributes findings, 

and other similar perceptions of gender role performance is in sections 

5.2 and 5.3 of this document.

I would urge the reader to examine the Attributes Chart at this point, and 

read the analysis (Appx D). Although the evidence is there to support a 

system of agency, most of us, as my informants reveal in interviews, do 

not perceive the associations as negative.
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1.9 Experimenter bias and confounding variables

In the part of this research that deals directly with reversing the 

common agency structure of salsa dancing by putting the woman in the 

role of leader and the man as follower, the question of Experimenter 

Bias should be addressed: might not the students feedback to me what 

I want to hear? And might they want to please me to the extent that 

they find the results they think I am looking for — might they claim 

enthusiastically that the roles will swap easily and dancing the other role 

is just as much fun because they want my admiration? They might. But 

it would be a lot harder to disguise their dancing performance in classes 

and in clubs. “Fun” is one of the major reasons given for dancing salsa 

(See Appendices B and C, Questions 28, 29 and 34), and it is only in 

their public performances of dancing where the “proof of the pudding” 

is to be found, ie, if each man and woman in the study feels — truly 

feels in themselves - comfortable with reversing the roles and will do it 

voluntarily up to 50% of the time outside of classes, then and only then 

is there a visible testament to being comfortable with the altered flow of 

agency, and having fun. That is something much harder to fake, and is 

completely independent of my encouragement.

I did, however, influence their knowledge of dancing by introducing 

technical terminology like “agency”. This enabled them to challenge 

me and each other into expanded debates on kenesthesia and 

proprioception, helping to clarify the location and distribution of 

agency. Discussions were lively, opinionated, carefully considered, 

and honest. If anything, my enthusiasm and encouragement for the 

study became another testing variable, in that despite my presence 

and enthusiasm, the training provided has served only to heighten 

awareness of the prejudices against women trying to lead in salsa 

classes and against men who might want to follow but are too pressured 

by expectations to do so. I had very little effect on actually changing 

desires, opinions, social practice, or the culture. The only effect was an 

intellectual awareness of praxis fuelled by discussion, but as time has 

passed, and new dancers arrive in classes, that effect is fading.

I accept the criticism that by training people who had already learned 

salsa, re-learning might be more difficult than learning for the first
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time. I did not find that to be true in my particular case, and it seemed 

as though women found it easier to transfer the knowledge of how 

the dance works from following to leading rather than the other way 

around. Men apparently did find it more difficult to re-learn. Here is one 

report from a man in the Role Reversal study:

Appx C, Q26, M13 : The leader has to put a little more frame 
into it, or maybe structure is the word, which sometimes means 
strength. Even after two and half years of reversing, there is still 
an issue of giving up this habit when [Em] following.

The agency that comes with leadership is what this dancer is having 

difficultly giving up. Thorstcn Gicser’s ideas on embodiment, mimesis, 

and emotion in apprenticeship (Gieser 2008) shed some light on a 

possible explanation for this phenomenon, and are discussed at length in 

section 3.1 of this document.

1.10 The Question in context

Can the roles reverse? Is there a wider social basis for the gendered role 

performances found in salsa? Is there a value to researching that which 

Durkheim calls social currents and social facts (Durkheim 1895/1982)?

‘Thus,’ Hanna writes (1998: xvii), ‘dance parodies and appeases the 

powerful and the powerless in different realms of life[.]’ As humans, 

we use comparison and contrast to make sense of our world, and 

to question it. It takes an anthropologist to explore and document 

it (Ortner 2006: 12). The next chapter begins the exploration with 

background information of a descriptive and comparative nature that 

will help to position the reader in what may be an unfamiliar world 

of partner dancing, in order to better understand both the social and 

cultural environment in which this display of well-defined role-play 

takes place, and will give a better insight into why reversing might be 

problematic.
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2 THE SALSA EXPERIENCE: STYLES, HISTORY, AND 
CULTURE

This chapter is intended to give a background for the non-dancer of how 

salsa is learned, what the basic pattern structure is, and what the “club” 

scene is like, in order to position the reader in the discussion of agency, 

identity and role-play to follow.

2.1 Salsa instruction

In understanding how salsa is danced, one would do well to look at how 

salsa is taught.

Salsa dancing is a broad category (Skinner 2007: 485-506). It exists in 

Latino countries as a social past-time learned from family and friends, 

but it also exists as a highly structured, complex partner dance taught 

methodically in dance academies and in private classes. In Northern- 

Western cultures (including Russia in this category), it is taught 

primarily in group classes, and taught with rules and conformities not 
identified or ritualised in informal learning opportunities in Latino 

cultures. It is the Northern-Western/Anglo-Euro type of discourse that 

I am concerned with in this research. Salsa as it is taught and learned 

in classes in Anglo-Euro cultures brings with it a stricter interpretation 

of how to do the dance. As Mayra Santos Febres (1997: 177) puts it, 

‘Salsa [...] inhabits the world of multinational communications’, and 

translocation pushes boundaries. One of my salsa teachers in Cuba, 

Alexis Gonzales, was of the opinion that the trained salsa dancers from 

Europe and the USA who come for dance holidays in Cuba are now of 

a standard possibly higher than the teachers in Cuba. ‘We have had to 

work hard to keep up. We now learn from you, and go away and try to 

make things that will challenge you. Northerners have taken salsa and 

made a new level of it.’ My research explores the expression of the roles 

of leading and following in salsa as it is found in Oxford, conforming 

to a typical Northern hemisphere commodification of skill acquisition: 

the salsa class, in which the need to explain an unfamiliar music form
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and an unfamiliar use of the body to Westernized clients has resulted 

in an over-analysis of how the dance is done, and an explanation that 

de-structures and reassembles the parts of the dance into terminology 

and dance conventions more understandable to non-Latinos (Skinner: 

2007: 495; Wieschiolek 2003: 127.) The result of this process is what 

has produced the effect that Alexis has observed: a sophisticated and 

technical dance that lies half-way between just being social and being 

semi-professional.

2.2 Quick quick slow: a basic technical description of the structure

A brief technical analysis of the dance will outline the structure and the 

need for repetitive, dedicated training, until complex performative figures 

beyond the scope of this literary introductory lesson become what dancers 

call muscle memory. As in learning to dance ballroom (Marion 2008: 150), 

such investment in time and dedication to rules embeds values deeply.

At the basic level of description, salsa is a contact partner dance. The 

overwhelmingly common combination is a man and a woman, upright in 

a close hold similar to a ballroom embrace, or an open hold (just one or 

both hands touching). In the basic ballroom embrace, the dancers move 

together, their feet moving to a particular patterned rhythm.

It is performed to popular music, indeed taking its name from 

the type of latin music it is danced to, which is based on a repetitive 

percussive pattern of two sticks, called claves. The dancers, however, 

dance to a different syncopated pattern. Using musical notation in 

Figure 2 to indicate temporal values, on an 8-beat phrase of the music, 

the rhythm of the steps is quick quick slow, quick quick slow (step, step, 

step-pause, step, step, step-pause), repeating this rhythm throughout the 

dance, regardless of arm movements or complexity of the figure:

Figure 2: The dance rhythm, quick quick slow

Leaders' footwork Followers' footwork

J J J J J J J J J J J J
LRL RLR RLR LRL

The pattern above starts on 1 with a step either forward or back,

Repeated pattern

J J J J J J
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
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depending on the figure. In a basic “mambo” step, the leaders’s first 

step would be forward, and the second step with the other foot back.

The third and fourth step (the fourth step is on the 5th beat) carry on 

stepping back. On the 4th step, however, one will “break” the backwards 

direction and step forward on 5. This is known as the backbreak 

(because one breaks the backward trajectory and goes forward).

Salsa has migrated around the world and taken on local influences, 

and styles that shift the backbreak in the pattern to beat 2 do exist, 

although the quick quick slow pattern remains exactly the same. As 

salsa is a social dance and not exclusively taught by professionals in 

dance academies, many social dancers are comfortable starting the 

pattern on any beat of the phrase, as long as the pattern remains quick 
quick slow. (Pietrobruno 3006: 111-141.)

Due to the division of roles, the leaders and followers start on a 

different footing. Using the above pattern starting on 1, leaders would 

start a figure with their left foot, and followers with their right foot 

(although it is not unusual to find an experienced leader starting a 

pattern at the second half of the dance phrase, ie, on the right foot, 

with the follower on the left. The point to remember is, the footwork is 

oppositional — the follower is always on the opposite foot to the leader.) 

The body’s weight is transferred to the other foot with every step, so that 

feet alternate like walking. One does not step twice with the same foot.

Salsa teachers and dancers refer to “turns”, “moves” and “figures”. 

These terms mean essentially the same thing and are used interchangeably, 

although a “move” or a “turn” can be a short part of a “figure”, and 

“figure” is also used to describe a longer chain of moves or turns. 

Although all teachers talk about moves and figures, not all styles share 

the same specific vocabulary for similar figures. For example, in casino 

style (danced in Cuba), a common way of changing places with your 

partner (so you are on the other side of your partner) is called a “Dile 
que no” (Tell her no), and in line style, this figure becomes a “cross-body 

lead.” Line style salsa (danced in Los Angeles and New York, Pietrobruno 

2006: 66-67) is sometimes referred to by calling it “cross body style”.
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2.3 Diversity: the different styles of salsa dancing, origins and 
cousins

Dancing salsa crosses many geographical borders, and gathers recruits 

wherever it appears. To understand its global appeal and to put Oxford 

and my research into a larger social picture, this section will briefly 

outline the regional varieties and community environments of salsa.

Salsa is not a fossilised form of social dancing; its social existence, its 

“lived context” has allowed it to adapt many other dance forms into the 

salsa rhythm. ‘When a dance flourishes in a lived context, developments 

and changes in the dance cannot be codified and imposed on the 

movements’ (Pietrobruno 2006: 127). ‘Individuals,’ writes Blacking,

‘are constantly interpreting, invoking, and reinventing the notions 

and institutions that we call culture, in the context of different social 

situations’ (Blacking 1985: 69). And as salsa migrated and flourished in 

each of the new locations it found itself in, it absorbed local flavours 

and took on new identities. It became LA Style, or New York Style, or 

Miami Style, or Cuban Style, or Puerto Rican Style or Colombian Style 

(Pietrobruno 2006: 64), all with particular elements that distinguished 

each style from the other, and yet all are danced to salsa music and are 

recognisably the same genre (Pietrobruno: 2006: 64-70). In the course 

of my research, I have danced many other types of dances, in order to 

explore the fertilisation from such forms as New England contradance, 

waltz, fox-trot, quickstep, ballroom rumba, Afro-Cuban rumba, cha-cha 

(both American and European), West Coast swing, East Coast swing, 

rock and roll, balboa, and hustle. It is possible to see cross-fertilisation 

in all these styles, including salsa.

All salsa dancing can be divided into two main categories based 

on performance technique: line style, and casino (or rotational) style 

(Pietrobruno 2006: 61). Both categories use the pattern of quick quick 
slow illustrated above. In the casino styles (Cuban, Miami, Colombian- 

Cumbia), the centre of the partnership is equi-distantly located between 

the two partners, and the two dancers revolve around it as they dance. 

This rotational centrality is very similar to Afro-Cuban rumba and waltz 

(Hanna 1988: 163; Pietrobruno: 64-70; King-Dorset 2008: 65-67; Franks
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1963: 130; Sachs 1937/1963: 429). In the line styles, (LA, NY, Puerto 

Rico) the centre of the partnership is the leader, who stays relatively 

close to his initial position, leading the woman to step forwards and 

backwards on a line. He moves out of position so she can pass by as she 

maintains a linear trajectory, and he comes back onto the line once she 

has passed. This pattern of technique is very similar to jive, West Coast 

swing and lindy hop, where the follower moves along a line or a ‘slot’, 

and the leader returns to his central position (Pietrobruno 2006: 66).

Within these subdivisions, there are other variations, for example, 

the basic handhold. Some Cuban-style leaders use an upright handhold, 

the fingers of the left hand pointing upward, and the thumb of the hand 

in the palm of the followers upright hand. This is not considered as a 

standard basic hold in any of the linear styles. The line style handhold is 

sometimes taught using the metaphor of a pretend gun: ‘Make a toy gun 

with the fingers of the left hand, like you are playing cowboys and point 

it towards your partner’. The follower places her fingers over the top of 

the curled middle, ring and little finger of the “gun” hand. See Figure 3.

Some informants in the Northern hemisphere, learning salsa for the 

first time, find the Cuban style grip almost rudely aggressive, similar to 

the grip an adversary would use to hold the hand in order to prevent 

a slap or a strike, thereby establishing a projection of control and 

dominance before the dance begins. Bourdieu asserts that in any social 

‘class’, the degree of dominance of the male over the female is embodied 

in the gestures of the habitus of that class (Bourdieu 1990: 72). Whereas 

1 no longer find this handhold in any way more than a dance habitus, 

an informant in Havana, Alexis Gonzales, a salsa teacher for over 20

Figure 3:
Cuban handhold Line style handhold
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years for tour companies with holidays to Cuba, reported that he has 

abandoned the Cuban handhold to suit the tastes of his European 

clients, who require what Alexis terms a “European” handhold, or 

lower, “gun” style handhold, perceived as more “invitational” and less 

dictatorial than the Cuban style. Febres (1997: 177) reports a similar 

pressure on providers to offer what the client wants: ‘it has to generate 

profits’. However, Alexis returned to using the Cuban hold once he knew 

I didn’t mind.

In Oxford, the Cuban handhold, along with other moves that could 

be taken as aggressive, does not remain an issue for long with exposure 

and training. Pietrobruno (2006: 79) reports a similar disarming of 

figures that had at first been perceived as transgressive. She states that 

‘[...] a change in attitude stems from experiencing the dance from the 

inside, the site of the dancer, and less from the outside, the position of 

the spectator. [...EJlements [...] initially perceived as sexual in nature 

are eventually viewed as essential to performing the dance.’ There 

are, however, figures I would not teach to Anglo-Euro dancers due to 

the overt sexuality displayed. (YouTube: Kueda de casino with Jorge 
Camaguey. Salsa Weekend in Kharkov 2011.) Sexuality and what is 

thought as acceptable display is not the same in all societies.

Other regional variations include tapping on beats 4 and 8

before stepping on beats 5 and 1 (seen in Miami and in some Cuban

variations), as well as leading the follower to step forward on beat one

instead of back. For some dance tourists, coping with different regional

styles causes difficulties so great that dancing becomes impossible,

even though it is still salsa. In Travels on the Dance Floor, novelist

Grevel Lindop reports his frustrating experience when, from Cuba via

Columbia, he arrives in Venezuela and encounters yet another style.

I watch the dancers. Their style is definitely not Colombian - 
none of those neat little drop-back steps. They’re not circling 
around like Cubans, either. Many of the moves look familiar 
- but there’s something different, too. [...] The men are pretty 
much dancing on the spot, sending the girls across in front of 
them in an almost linear style. [...] I locate a group of cheerful 
middle-aged ladies chatting and watching the dance, and ask 
one if she’d like to dance. There seem to be arms and elbows 
everywhere. [...] I try to take her into a setenta [turn], but it
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simply doesn’t work. I manage to turn her and get her back into 
partner hold, but it’s a struggle. After a third dance with similar 
effects I decide enough is enough. (Lindop 2008: 140-151)

Salsa has evolved into several local styles as musicians and their families 

migrated north and south to find employment. At the time of writing 

this, the passion for social dancing in the Northern/Western regions is 

commercially based in clubs and classes, whereas in Central America, 

it may be that the market for dancing salsa is in tourism. Others who 

have recently travelled around Central and South America reported to 

me that local clubs are not frequented by the local people. On my trips 

to Cuba and Puerto Rico, I was finding it difficult to find salsa clubs, or 

even salsa music outside of tourist venues. In Havana, bars that catered 

for tourists had salsa bands and dancing, but the music on the streets 

was Reggaeton. Dancing to Reggaeton involves no partner contact and 

no formal training in how to cooperate with a partner, not dissimilar 

to disco dancing in the Anglo/European part of the world. It is a self- 

expressive dance, and can be enjoyed by one or many dancing/moving 

together, using the reggaeton beat to inspire their movements.

In San Juan the situation was similar: I found salsa music as 

background music in supermarkets, restaurants, shopping malls, and 

hotel lobbies, but dancing salsa was found only in tourist venues on 

the beaches or near the cruise ships. Skinner (2007: 345-347) takes a 

theme from Coffman ((1967) invoking tourist destinations as places 

to be something you are not, to experiment with alter-egos and 

false, experimental identities. Caribbean tourist destinations may 

be keeping salsa alive for the tourists who have come to experience 

a romantic Latino fantasy, and one that may not reflect the lives of 

most Latinos. Pietrobruno states that ‘the theme of auto-exoticism’ 

and commodification arose many times in interviews with Montreal 

dance teachers of Latino descent, who revealed they feel pressured into 

an unrepresentative pantomime of Latino behaviour in order to sell 

salsa (Pietrobruno 2006: 85-94). Sex — and romance - sells. The tourist 

expectations of an imagined Latino experience has cultural and social 

capital; the tourist has economic capital to exchange for the opportunity 

to live a temporary fantasy. The clubs in tourist destinations oblige. It
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is not so surprising that the “everyday” Latino has retreated from this 
scene. But where have they gone? Is salsa dying out as a popular club 
form with young Caribbean Latinos?

Only the last week of my six-week stay in San Juan, while sitting in 
Denny’s (a fast-food restaurant chain from the US) at breakfast, did 
I strike up a salsa conversation with a retired couple at the table next 
to mine. She had been “dancing in her seat” to a track of background 
music. I could recognise the signs of true salsa dancing even though she 
was sitting, so I asked her if she could tell me anything about salsa in 
Puerto Rico.

Journal entry: 7 January 2010. Dancing in Denny’s
Had a very interesting chat with older woman over breakfast 
about oldies dancing in PR. She says the Salsa Congresses 
(PR was the first to hold a annual salsa-dedicated international 
convention for dancing) have ruined things. The new, studio- 
trained flashy dancers make the Oldies feel intimidated. She sees 
the new dancing as ‘choreographed’, and if you don’t have the 
training, you can’t dance them. To her, the new style of dancing 
does not appear to be led. And the young dancers take up too 
much room on the floor — they are too greedy with the space!
So the oldies have formed private clubs that meet once a month, 
have dinner, chill out, and dance without pressure.

She asked me if I had been to La Princessa on Sunday afternoons.
The social experience was still apparent there in San Juan on Sunday 
afternoons, on La Princessa, a pedestrianised street in the tourist area.
In front of the restaurant, a band sets up, and a dancing crowd of mostly 
older people, aged 30 to 80, gathers every Sunday, bringing folding 
chairs to sit and watch in between sets of dancing.

In Havana, with the aid of the tour operator, we were invited to a 
house party at one of the teachers’ houses, where musicians gathered 
and played for dancing, and food was prepared outdoors. We were 
told this is how house parties are in Cuba — family, food, and dancing 
salsa. The younger Cubans, in their late teens, several of whom spoke 
reasonable English, confessed to me that they would rather be at a party 
with their friends, dancing to Reggaeton, but they humour their parents 
and do attend these family events.

Salsa, the music, is generally thought to be a rock and roll inspired
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Figure 4: Dancing salsa on La Princessa, San Juan PR, January 2010.

development of Son and Mambo, two forms of popular music that 

arose between the 1920s and 1950s simultaneously in Cuba, San Juan, 

and New York (Sublette 2044, Aparicio 1998, Pietrobruno 2006). It may 

have been a radio DJ in Venezuela that coined the word ‘salsa’ in the 

mid 1960s to describe the spicier sound of the music, but others claim it 

was a marketing ploy in the mid 1960s by Fania Records’ promoter Izzy 

Sanabria to sell the record label’s new sound (Roberts 1979: 187; Waxer 

2002: 4).

Recalling her childhood, Mayra Santos Febres writes that salsa 

became popular in her neighbourhood in Puerto Rico between 1971 

and 1975, and with it, as the instruments became electrified and the 

pace faster and the music grittier, dancing evolved to match the new 

sound and a new generation of sexual adventure. In her school, salsa 

was forbidden. It was ‘demonic, sinful; it could turn any decent girl into 

a worthless hip-swinging tramp’ (Febres 1997: 175). At the time that 

parents in the USA were condemning Rock and Roll for its corrupting 

image of sex and drugs, Latino parents were similarly reacting to salsa 

(ibid). But by the 1990s, salsa was big business. Pietrobruno (2006: 55, 

110) and Divila (2001: 411-422) identify the rise in earning power of 

the North American Latinos in the booming US economy of the 1980s 

and 1990s as the fuel that fed the growth of salsa in the 1990s. The first
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‘salsa congress’ (a long week-end of dancing, live bands, performances, 

and workshops, located in resort hotels to attract anyone from around 

the world who could afford to travel to it), was held in San Juan, Puerto 

Rico, in 1997, and the first one in the USA in Los Angeles in 1999, run 

by Albert Torres.

Pietrobruno writes (2006: 60) that around 1985, with the relaxing of 

US restrictions imposed by the Trading with the Enemy Act after the 

Cuban revolution, the tourist trade began to revive. At the turn of the 

millennium, holiday tour companies such as DanceHolidays.com (now 

Clubdanceholidays.co.uk; see website page) and Key2Cuba.com (see 

website page) began organising week-long or two-week-long themed 

holidays of salsa classes, workshops, sightseeing, and night clubs in 

places like Spain, Cuba and Columbia. By the turn of the 21st century, 

commodified instruction in salsa in the form of academy-style classes 

appeared in major cities around the world (Pietrobruno 2006: 57;

Skinner 2007). Congresses attract salsa dancers from Russia, Croatia, 

Japan, South Africa, and Australia, as well as Europe, the Caribbean, 

North America and South America. One of my student’s from India 

found a salsa class in her home town of Hyderabad when she returned 

to visit her parents (2010). Another student from China sent me a text 

on a visit home in 2009, saying he had found a salsa class in Beijing, in a 

building next to the Cuban Embassy.

To detail the geographic connections between the hot-spots of salsa 

is not the purpose of this thesis, but it should be noted that latin music 

followed an entertainment industry route, with Cuban and Puerto 

Rican musicians travelling to New York, Hollywood, and Las Vegas 

to work in theatres, movies, and night clubs); a proximity route for 

refugees, to Miami for the closest point of entry into the USA, and to 

Columbia for the nearest Spanish speaking country; and a military route 

(Pietrobruno 2006: 44), the US having taken control of both Cuba and 

Puerto Rico after the Spanish American War of 1898-9. Cuba remained 

under US military control for only 4 years, but kept a strong economic 

interest in Cuba right up to the Cuban Revolution in 1959. Puerto Rico 

remains a US territory to this day, allowing freedom of travel under US 

commonwealth rules. (Sublette 2004: 287-295; 330). Sublette states (ibid)
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that although never the size and influence of Cuba in the Caribbean, 

Puerto Rico was culturally very close to Cuba, and now had unrestricted 

access to the US, giving it a prominence above its weight. Puerto Ricans 

emigrated in large numbers to New York from the 1930s onwards. Cuba 

still enjoyed tourist trade and economic trade with the US, but without 

political stability, US investment was erratic and unreliable (Sublette 

2004: 292, 403-415, 514). The tourist industry flourished, during the era 

of Prohibition in the US, closed during WWII, and opened again after 

the repeal of Prohibition with the investment of the Mafia in gambling 

casinos (ibid: 427-430), which were illegal in the US. The Cuban 

entertainment industry was back in “swing”, moving freely between 

Puerto Rico, new York, and Miami (a popular tourist destination 

for Cubans [ibid: 514]) until the Revolution. Once the US passed the 

Trading with the Enemy Act and the subsequent embargo on all trade 

and travel with Cuba, the way out of Cuba for those wishing to escape 

the Revolution, was through Central America, or Europe. Those who 

could buy their way to Europe did so. Those who stayed built a culture 

out of the past. In the early 1960s, at the time of the Folk Revival in 

the US, Castro’s new government was keen to solidify and unify Cuban 

identity and heritage, and to that end set up several government agencies 

to promote Cuban culture (Daniel 1995: 13-17). One of those, Conjunto 

Folklorico Nacional de Cuba, was and still is dedicated to researching, 

preserving, and performing Cuba’s African heritage (Daniel 1995: 13; 

http://www.folkcuba.cult.cu), including Afro-Cuban rumba and the 

predecessors of salsa, son and mambo.

Between the second world war and the Cuban Revolution, with 

economic and political migration available to some Cubans, enforced 

isolation and renewed pride in their heritage for others, and attractive 

economic alteratives for Puerto Ricans, it is not surprising that salsa 

music and dancing would appear in the expanding economic climates 

of New York (for work in the entertainment industry) (Roberts 1979), 

Los Angeles and San Diego - for entertainment, education, employment 

and military service (Sublette 2004), Miami - for sheer proximity as well 

as work in the entertainment industry and tourism industry (Sublette 

2004) and, Colombia — for work in the sugar industry after the Cuban
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revolution (Waxer 2002: 222). Pietrobruno reports that Los Angeles has 

the largest population of people who identify themselves as Latino in the 

US, New York is second, and Miami is third (2006: 110).

Despite the USA trade and travel embargo on Cuba after the Bay 

of Pigs, television images and memories of rock and roll dancing in 

the pre-revolution legalised gambling casinos were fresh in Havana. 

When I asked Alexis Gonzales how he learned to dance salsa, he 

acknowledged the influence of radio and television and the out of work 

dance performers from the pre-revolution US-operated night clubs as the 

source of inspiration. Talking about how dancing salsa was a reaction to 

the new sounds in the music, he said,

We [he and his friends] needed to make mambo and son more 
exciting, because the music was telling us to get some energy 
into it. So we put in some of the moves from rock and roll. We 
found we could make them work. We became [...] local [...] 
celebrities because of our new dancing. But we weren’t the only 
ones. It was happening everywhere. Everywhere the music was, 
the dancing was changing.

Alexis and his friends were not without precedent. Sheenagh 

Pietrobruno (2006: 45) reports, ‘Vestiges of rock are visible in Cuban 

dances, particularly the casino [style of salsa]. In the early developments 

of the casino [style], [...] dancers performed specific [...] turns and 

moves that came from rock and roll.’ Aside from incorporating more 

complex and daring figures, rock and roll also affected the salsa 

embrace: tango, son and mambo were (and still are) primarily danced in 

close-hold embraces. But rock and roll is an open-hold partner dance, 

usually only one-handed. And so salsa dancing, mimicking other rock 

related dances like swing and lindy, broke away from the constant close 

hold, adopting an open hold for the basic position, which allows a much 

greater freedom and diversity of movement. A female informant in Cuba 

joked with me that the open hold brought with it a certain new era of 

comfort for the women: ‘We do not want to be pressed up against a 

sweaty man’s body for an entire track.’ Pietrobruno (2006: 47) writes 

that the appeal of mambo over son was the option of an open hold, 

allowing each dancer a higher degree of autonomy and improvisation.

Using the close hold embrace as our starting position, the
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overwhelming expectation is that the man leads and the woman follows. 

Reversing these roles provokes a reaction ranging from startled and 

quizzical, to hostile, to concerned: teachers in Cuba were so concerned 

for my sexuality, despite my careful choice of language, dress, and 

reassurances that I was heterosexual, that I was on one occasion advised 

to wear make-up so that perhaps I would feel more feminine. And when 

mascara, eyeshadow, and lip gloss did not change my desire to lead, it 

was suggested that wearing heels would help. Washabaugh (1998; 32) 

writes, ‘Spanish misogyny is as old as Spain itself.’

But such is the historical and social role division of the dance that 

the expectation of gendered role performance cuts across cultures 

(Roman-Velazquez 1999: 121; Cook 1998: Washabaugh 1998: 20). As the 

popularity of the dance increases, and it is taught world-wide (Skinner 

2007), the expression of the roles goes with it. Pietrobruno spends 

several pages on describing how feminine identity is shaped through 

salsa dance training in classes in Montreal. ‘[FJemale dancers are taught 

to be sexy and feminine. Male dancers emulate a macho, masculine, and 

butch demeanour’ (Pietrobruno 2006: 171). She finds that the prevailing 

attitude is that following should come “naturally” to every woman — ‘... 

the following of the female is taken as a “natural;” given: it needs to be 

neither taught nor learned’ (ibid: 170). She quotes Butler (1988: 273), 

‘Gender therefore is neither a fixed identity nor a source of agency 

creating specific acts but an identity that is historically constituted.’

The male teachers in Pietrobruno’s Montreal club (2006: 170) argued 

that only ‘men should teach salsa’ so as not to be in any way ‘led’ by 

the woman who is in charge of the class. Roman-Velazquez (1999: 121) 

learned in her London classes that ‘the boy should lead you - [...] in 

dancing salsa, men should have the control.’

This mirrors my own experience. Outside of the Caribbean - in 

LA, in Miami, in Santa Barbara, in Bristol, in Bath, in Sheffield, in 

Gothenburg, in Stockholm, in Stavanger, in Bishop Stortford, in London 

— I am told by teachers, ‘You do not have to lead. We rotate partners 

so you can learn to follow.’ Or, when numbers in the class already have 

more men than women, 1 am told, ‘There’s a man over here for you.’ 

Sometimes I am physically escorted without discussion to the spare man
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by the teacher.

Pietrobruno (2006: 146) lays the “blame” for this display of dominance 

squarely on the embrace itself. ‘Salsa’s joining of male and female into a 

couple creates masculine dominance, for the male always leads the dance.

So we are therefore looking at a coupled, interdependent dance, 

involving physical contact in embrace or holding hands, with a strong 

tradition of being a heteronormative combination of men leading 

and women following, coming from a long, developmental history of 

Latino influence, that has spread, through Latino communities in South 

American and through ex-pat locations throughout the world.

2.4 Safe salsa? Communities of practice

Practice, and lots of it, is what the dedicated salsa dancer will do after 

learning the basics of a role. This type of re-inforcement training 

necessarily creates communities of practitioners. These communities 

are not closed communities, but will be frequented by the same people, 

taking on new recruits as they become good enough, and losing others 

who, for one reason or another, have increasingly less time for dancing. 

These communities provide an ‘arena’ for practice and display.

The building of such a community involves social skills as well as 

dance skills. Adriana Mendes, proprietor and principal instructor of 

the Adriana Mendes Dansskola in Gothenburg, Sweden, encourages her 

students to attend salsa clubs and socials and dance with others not at 

their level, thus reinforcing the community through practice. She told 

my salsa class that they are ‘building a community’ (‘befolkningsgrupp’) 

in which new dancers, not yet experienced, should not be ignored in 

clubs, but should be invited to dance. ‘Or else’, she says, ‘one day, when 

they have become very very good and you want to dance with them, they 

may remember you snubbed them, and they will not dance with you 

because you were not nice to them when they were new.’ (This is also 

good marketing, because if her advanced students ask less-experienced 

students from other teachers’ classes, they are acting like ambassadors 

for her classes and encouraging students to switch camps.)

Communities of practice are theatres for role playing many
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indentities. Shakespeare pre-dated Erving Goffman, Jean Lave, and 

Etienne Wenger by some 600 years, but Shakespeare’s ‘stage’ (As You 
Like It, 1623), Lave and Wenger’s ‘arena’ (Situated Learning), and 

Coffman’s ‘theatre’ (The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life) are 

all one in the same: one person in her/his lifetime participates many 

situations and presents a version of Self within them (Goffman, 1969 

[1959]). These “stages/arenas/theatres” are ‘communities of practice’ 

(Lave and Wenger 1991), where the common goal of the group motivates 

the desire to find a role, practice a role and play a part in a larger group 

existence. Salsa is an exemplary study of such ‘situated learning’, where 

a special social context is provided by the group (via dedicated clubs 

and classes). Interaction, at first structured rigidly in lessons and later 

relaxed and less structured in social dancing, provides the model for 

learning one’s role. The key element of this theory is that, in addition 

to observation and discourse, learning is through practice, in processes 

not confined to, and possibly even without, formal instruction. Learning 

takes place through all the channels that constitute “practice”: through 
repetition, through interaction, through imagination (Skinner 2009a), 

and through experience, from the first exposure to the dance to the 

moment of feeling competent and confident, and beyond, to a position 

of master and teacher. It is only the necessity of wanting to learn 

quickly through the most efficient way of acquiring the practice, that 

formal salsa instruction needs to exist. In its ‘lived state’ (Pietrobruno 

2006), salsa is organic and not regulated.

This instructional, regulated ‘necessity’ demanded by non-Latino 

learners deserves some analysis in the context of leading and following 

and gendered role-play in the salsa “theatre”. What is taught has been 

described by some salsa teachers as a “way of life”, not just a dance.

In a larger context than salsa, some scholars believe that in our own 

as in pre-industrial societes, dance ‘performs a significant function in 

the process of gender construction and identification’ (Thomas 1993:

71) and expectations for transactional gender behaviour, ie how men 

should relate to and treat women, and what women want from men, 

are encoded within. In his analysis of the dance scenes in Hollywood 

musicals, Richard Dyer concludes that the ultimate lesson is that the
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woman will find happiness in the presence of ‘male support’ (Dyer 

1993: 59, 62). We will examine below the role of the community and 

the social context in constructing these images and the opportunities 

for transgression in the community. If we accept that incidences of 

transgression are an indicator of power assumptions, and if we accept 

that power structures contain and display agency or lack thereof, then 

describing a variety of circumstances in which transgression occurs 

in salsa dancing will give a frame of reference in which to better 

understand the problems outlined in the Oxford role reversal study in 

the chapters that follow.

A primary frame of reference to examine is ‘romance’ as a metaphor 

that informs the popular image of dancing salsa. An elderly American 

relative visiting me in Puerto Rico had never seen salsa. Watching the 

older dancers on La Princessa, she remarked quietly, ‘That gentleman 

dressed in all black — I can imagine he’s good in bed’, thus imagining a 

script for this theatre of practice.

Salsa is perceived by those who observe and those who dance it as a 

‘pantomime’ of a courtship ritual, ie, ‘pantomime’ in the broader sense 

of the term, meaning not to be taken as real, but to be taken as symbolic 

or representational. ‘For Annabel, the salsa is safe sex, whereas for 

Debbie the salsa could be a prelude to sex’, writes Skinner (2008: 73).

For Annabel and Debbie, their descriptions are not descriptions of what 

actually happens, but are instead illusions, imaginings, and metaphors.

In Salsa, as in other dance styles, metaphor and imagination are 

popular tools for teaching and reinforcing the community learning 

(Skinner (2009a). While Lave and Wenger (1991: 105-110) are cautionary 

about the use of verbal language in teaching motor skills - asserting 

that, while useful, it is only an enhancement to best practice, and not 

the primary source of gathering embodied knowledge — romantic scripts 

are used extensively in salsa classes. Jorge Camaguey, a free-lance salsa 

teacher for DanceHolidays.com in Barcelona, told my beginners’ salsa 

class that salsa is a metaphor for all romantic life — right from the 

basic casino step, separating and coming back together again is like any 

relationship. ‘On 1 you ask her to step back so you can admire her, on 2 

you pull her towards you, on 3 you take her other hand in yours to draw
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her nearer, on 5 she resists your advances, on 6 and 7 you retreat and 

regroup, and on 8 you prepare to start all over again.’ Lazaro Betancourt, 

one of the instructors working for SalsaNor in Cuba 2009, tells his 

Cuban students that salsa is ‘a way of life which teaches men to be 

gentlemen and women to be ladies’, which for him includes being clean 

shaven for men, and always looking your best for women, thus building a 

community of practice that extends outside the salsa community.

Accentuating romance creates in the minds of observers and 

practitioners an increased association between salsa and sensuality, 

possibly stemming from an assumed sexual freedom enjoyed by 

Latino males (Mirande 1997; Aparicio 1998: 96; Pietrobruno 2006), 

or possibly the result of learners imitating the role practice of their 

teachers. Pietrobruno reports that the teachers in Montreal trade on the 

illusion of sex to attract custom (Pietrobruno 2006: 91): ‘It is indeed 

true that since the 1980s, the growing commercialisation of salsa 

has [...] encouraged the proliferation of sexist/racist stereotyping of 

Latin Culture’ (ibid: 93-94). Although a strong masculine hegemony is 

associated with Latino cultures (Mirande 1997; Daniel 1995: 120-124), 

my informants voice little or no identification with Latino culture nor 

assumptions about engendered expectations in Latino cultures. When 

asked if they felt any closer to Latino culture, or identified with it in 

any way, the majority answered ‘No’ without hesitation. (See answers to 

question number 32 in the Interview Summaries, Appendices B and C.)

Therefore the dance as it is taught and performed in Oxford is 

sufficiently distanced from a veneer of Latino values that identification 

with Latino culture is not at all necessary in order to dance it. 

Pietrobruno observes a similar phenomenon, and correlates it to 

the findings of Frances Aparicio (Aparicio 1998: 99): ‘Latinos find 

political and cultural implications in salsa, but [...] it has no wider 

significance for the Anglo dancer than the pleasure of dancing to 

the rhythm’ (Pietrobruno 2006: 80). That would suggest that Latino 

attitudes towards romance, sex, and gender relations, real or perceived, 

have little influence on Oxford practitioners. This raises a question: 

if, as Blacking (1973/74: 64, 90) asserts, and Donnan and Magowan 

(2010: 59) reinforce, dance reveals a reality about the culture, and, as
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Pietrobruno (2006:31) asserts, the dance is embedded with years of 
cultural history ‘imprinted in their [the dancers’] gestures’, what is the 
antecedent in Oxford? Are we looking at a phenomenon in which the 
appeal of playing out the roles in a salsa “theatre” is precisely the desire 
to participate in a distant ideal of an old-fashioned Western script of 
romance, in which men have a prescribed role, and women “know their 
place”? A ‘Performance Museum’, to borrow a term from Helen Thomas 
(2003: 142)? My informants seemed ambivalent about the role of men 
and women in salsa, and the role of women in their other theatres of 
experience. I tried engaging the subject with enquiries of a general 
nature, broader than salsa, to see if ideals valued outside of salsa were in 
conflict with the romantic image of salsa role play, or were supportive.

Me: What is your view - do women have social, political, and 
economic equality with men?

Appx C, Q27, M 7: Obviously not generally, but there are sub
groups where it is true, like with close friends. Economically, in 
my strata, yes but that is not in every career. But the guy should 
always pay on a date.

Appx B, Q25, W9: I have a theory that a strong-willed women 
does not mind being told what to do by a man she trusts not to 
take advantage of that privilege. The problem comes when you 
have misplaced your trust, so on one level, salsa allows her to 
test whether she can trust this guy in a physical situation for 5 
minutes.

Me: Is a man sexier because he dances salsa?

Appx C, Q16, M12: Yes, because it is what women have always 
wanted in a man — sensitivity and control and complete 
devotion to them. It’s what psychologists call a successful 
demonstration of superior value.

In Yvonne Daniel’s work on the partnered dance form known as Afro- 
Cuban rumba, Daniel describes machismo in Cuban culture in similar 
terms thus:

[N]otions of accommodation and subservience to men [...] 
reside deep in Cuban culture and are maintained in the rumba 
dance [despite the contemporary rise of feminism in Cuba].
[...] ‘It could be argued that because of these advancements, 
rumba offers one place where the display of machismo is socially 
tolerated. (Daniel 1995: 212)

2012, Department of History and Anthropolpgy, Queen's University Belfast 46



Pietrobruno (2006:175) comes to a similar conclusion based on 
observing her Canadian salsa classes, asserting, that the dance provides 
an environment in which women can enact a feminine fantasy without 
fear of threat, and men can enact a protector/defender/executor fantasy 
without fear of criticism. ‘Many students may enjoy salsa because it 
allows them to re-enact more traditional relationships between men 
and women in a controlled space that does not necessarily reflect the 
legal status of men and women [.]’ (Pietrobruno 2006;197.) My own 
informants, while acknowledging the possibility of sexual frissance 
in the dance, feel they are able to rely on the community as a place to 
express a sexuality that would be inappropriate off the dance floor.

Me: Is there a romanitc, sexual element to dancing salsa?

Appx B, Q13, W9: Partner dancing is a lot like sex, with all 
of the advantages and none of the disadvantages. There are 
many opportunities for flirting. It’s safe flirting, but with strict 
boundaries. And I think people who enjoy dancing enjoy sex in 
a slightly different way, with a special element of interaction.
But — you can dance with anyone no matter what your initial 
attraction, play the part, and know that it is just a fantastic 
moment of communication, with absolutely no other agenda.
Appx B, Q13, W10: Yes. But you are not interested in a romance 
with everyone you dance with. You dance because it is like going 
out with a group of friends — you do it with people you like, 
but you are not being romantic.
Appx B, Q13, W12: Yes, a strong sexual dynamic. It’s very 
healthy to have a publicly acceptable way of showing sexuality.
But it is very possible to have a great dance without it.

Skinner also finds his informants appear to enjoy salsa as a place 
for ‘stepping out’ (2008: 68), acting out, or acting up - performing 
a dancing resistance to the restrictive, inhibiting mores of daytime, 
under the cover of darkness in a club (ibid: 68-73). Although the dance 
contains for many women a potentially uncomfortable level of sexual 
energy (ibid), most get around this by not dancing with strangers (see 
Appendix B, question 18; Skinner 2008: 69, 73). This creates smaller 
communities of practice within larger communities of practice. In 
larger clubs, where strangers and new students from other classes are 
in attendance, it is possible to see “clans” of dancers not dancing with 
members outside their clan. In Puerto Rico, I was invited by a Puerto
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Rican friend to go with her and members of her family and friends to 

one of the clubs in the tourist area of central San Juan. I became aware 

that the men in our group were watching carefully when any women 

in their group were asked to dance by someone unknown to the group, 

preferring to stand casually nearby chatting to another man rather than 

dance, until the woman was returned to the group. For Latinos, this 

provided an element of safety for the women in the group that went 

beyond protecting her from injury while leading her on the dance floor. 

Pietrobruno’s observations of similar situations led her to conclude that 

this level of ‘masculine expression with the male dancer’s responsibility 

for the success of the dance [being linked with] his protection of the 

female dancer [on the dance floor], is the way things were in Quebec 

before the Civil Code was modified to give greater equality and 

autonomy to women’ (Pietrobruno 2006: 197).

Although many women admitted that finding a romantic partner 

among the strangers would be exciting, and notwithstanding that many 

romances do begin on the dance floor, that is not the primary reason to 

dance salsa (see Appendix B, question 17). One dances it as part of a 

night out with friends (Skinner 2008). Many also feel as I do, and go to 

clubs just to dance for the sheer joy of dancing (Appx B, Q13, Wl).

Men among my Oxford informants also found it more comfortable 

to dance with members of their “clan” not just for safety, but also for 

familiarity — simply put, those who have trained together know the 

same vocabulary of figures and are easier to lead — a community forged 

through common practice, (see Appendix C, question 18: ‘Who do you 

choose to dance with?’). Female informants from Oxford told me they 

would probably not go to a strange club on their own. Men, however, 

are not afraid to be single or unchaperoned. Most male informants 

expressed no concern or hesitation when questioned about exploring 

new clubs in unfamiliar territory.

2.5 Sex and the single salsera: transgression and assumptions of 
gendered performance

The metaphor of romance in salsa can lead to many misunderstandings.
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My experience in the clubs in Oxford and the clubs of San Juan bore out 

some of the problems of being a woman on my own.

The narrative below is an auto-ethnographic impression, bringing 

into sharp focus the experience of transgression in salsa. In a Goffman 

analytical paradigm, {Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life, 1959), 

this ‘theatre’ is not everyday life, but everynight ordinary salsa, where a 

common enough presentation of a salsera “self” gives not the intended 

impression.

We were not strangers, he and I, and we were both veterans of the 

Oxford salsa community of practice. Unlike similar encounters of other 

female anthropologists in their fields (Kristiansen 2008), I thought this 

field, my home territory, was a community of unassailable safety.

Journal entry

23 May 2007: ‘When an Englishman does it, it's an insult.'

Wednesdays in Oxford means salsa at a club near the train station. I 
am known here — I am a familiar face, and I was asked to dance by 
another familiar face, a well-respected older Englishman married to 
a non-salsa dancer. I first met him 5 years ago. I’ve danced with him 
many times, but I will avoid him in the future. How could he do this?

He started the dance with a simple open hold basic step, and 
said, ‘You are looking lovely tonight.’ The music is loud, so I needed 
to move closer to hear him. He smiled, took me into close hold, and 
repeated the statement into my ear as we kept the feet moving to the 

beat.
I smile politely. (I am in jeans and a v-necked cotton jumper. I have 

been drenched by the unsympathetic Thames Valley weather. By what 
standards of appearance would I be looking ‘lovely’?) ‘Thank you,’ I 

say unemotively.

We dance a few measures without talking. His lead is gentle and 

simple, so it is easy to put some elegance into my dancing. ‘You are 

the quintessentially sexy salsa dancer,’ he says into my ear as we 
do another close-hold basic step. I’m a little worried. I’m not doing 

anything out of the salsa ordinary. I’m just following well.

He adds, close into my ear, ‘I feel you could take it further.’ A 

pause. ‘If you wanted to.’

“!!!” I think.

Clearly, in Goffman’s terms, I have failed ‘impression management’
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(Goffman 1967: 201-230) while presenting my salsa-self. I thought I was 

in a script where I could “safely-safely” employ the vocabulary of Cuban 

Motion, projecting the correct amount of “knowing innocence” and 

“chaste, protected reputation”. The correct impression is playful but 

never teasing. ‘Be casual’, Geldys, my only female instructor in Cuba 

said. ‘Be natural, it’s not a burlesque, it’s just a guy chatting you up with 

salsa. Remember always you have a reputation to protect — be alluring 

but not revealing.’ And I remembered a line that Henrietta Moore 

wrote (1988: 17): ‘Women are not highly valued as initiators in Western 

Society, and this is especially true with regard to sexual relations’.

But salsa clubs are an ambiguous zone, ‘a place where sexual desire 

and passion can only be partially regulated [...], although dancers have 

a belief in how the conditions of dancing mediate the safety of sexual 

boundaries’ (Donnan and Magowan 2010: 65). I have clearly misjudged 

my audience, and there is now a need for some additional mediation. I 

have become a misunderstood ‘product of the scene’, at first a willing 

role-player, but now a victim of the w/s-r^p resen ration of self, without 

intentionally causing it (Goffman 1959: 205-207). How do I salvage this 

act, “save” this “face”? Of all the options Goffman provides, I choose 

not ‘making a scene’ (Goffman 1959: 205).

Journal continued

What do I say? Anything? ‘It’s just role-play,’ I remind him, having to 

move close to him to speak into his ear as we dance because the music 
is so loud and he pretends to not hear me.

‘Yes, I know. But you do it so well,’ he says. I don’t reply. I’m not 
smiling anymore.

We dance a bit more, and I am doing everything right — relating 

to him and focussing on him in the proper Cuban way, and the dance 
is superb. But I am thinking, “Stay in the centre of the room, please.”

He leans again into my ear. ‘Do you remember us dancing in that 

basement place years ago in London?’ (I am thinking I must train some 

of my female students to rescue each other with some sort of signal.)

Then he continues. ‘The teacher said how nice it was to dance with 

someone you sleep with later.’

A certain coldness chills my forehead like a bucket of ice dumped 
into my brain. That would be my limbic system kicking in: fight or 

flight — stay dancing or leave the floor now? Jesus, Mary and Joseph,
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who said that? I think hard.
It took me a second to place that comment. It was a workshop 

with Edie The Salsa Freak. And she put it this way: Dancing with your 

lover takes salsa to a level you cannot experience with others. If you 
want to remain best friends with your lover, never ever criticise each 

other when practicing. Instead of saying, ‘You didn’t do that right!’ 
say, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t get that — can we do it again?’

A bit different to how he remembered it.

He says something again that I can’t hear. He moves closer, and 

repeats, sadly, ‘But I can’t convince my wife to dance.’

Do I laugh or groan? I am not playing this game, yet he keeps 
trying. I continue to dance, knowing that somehow I need to make it 

clear this is not a message of compliance, this is instead a good dance 

that I don’t want to ruin. I push a little distance into the moves. Not 
enough to make them go wrong but enough to prevent them from 

being intimate.
He’s not having it. He decides to do close hold. Damn! Why don’t 

I walk away now? Why do I go along with it? Because I am supposed 

to. It’s ‘community rules’. But I am worried. He is dangerously close 
to a line I will not cross. Will I have to insult him by walking away 
before the end of the dance? Oxford is a small town, and scenes are 
remembered. Keep dancing. Keep dancing. But I feel so creepy! Keep 
dancing — the end of the track cannot be far away.

I couldn’t stay after that dance. I felt confused, annoyed, and 

weakened — I felt slightly nauseous. I went home, carefully watching 
every man I encountered at the bus stop.

Behaviour within the community of practice, and the presentation of 

the self therein, can be problematic when a presentation of the self is 

perceived as transferring to another arena, ie, a more public, or more 

private, or inappropriate “theatre” (Donnan and Magowan, 2010:

65). McMains describes graphically the lateral-crossover effect of 

transference from role performance on the dance floor to off. ‘Behaviour 

that would be labelled sexual harassment in other workplaces is 

standard at most American ballroom dance schools. You are expected to 

use the sexually charged environment [would that be our community of 
practice?] to sell dance lessons (McMains 2006: xv).

When a woman ventures from her ‘local’ community of practice
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to find salsa in any of the major cities the world over, the foreign 

salsa community may he of a similar practice, ie salsa, but may have 

additional expectations of female behaviour if the location caters for 

tourism. Writing about women vacationers in Jamaica, Debora Pruitt 

and Susan Lafont (1995: 426) observe that, ‘If she is without a male 

companion, the commonly held belief is that she wants or needs a local 

man to increase her pleasure. [...] This has resulted in what one local 

writer has called “the sexualization of routine encounters between a 

female tourist and a local Jamaican male’” (ibid).

On my second week in San Juan, I investigated a popular salsa club in 

the hotel next to my condominium in La Isla.

Journal entry

12 Dec. 2010: ‘Don't you wish your girlfriend could dance like me’

1 went alone to the Marriott Courtyard. That’s my next-door neighbour 
hotel. I bought a beer at the bar in the middle of the floor, and sat at the 

back for two tracks. It was 10.30 PM. A live 4-piece band was playing, and 
there weren’t very many dancers, but I could not see them very well with 
the mid-floor bar in the way, so I moved up to the front, to a table right next 
to the small area of dance floor in front of the band. It was an older crowd 
of a dozen couples, looking to be in their 50s or older. The dancing was 
disciplined and of a high standard — timed, and precise, yet delicate and 
gentle, indicating dedicated dancers who’d had some training, or took their 
practicing seriously. A younger looking black couple, who had been on the 

floor dancing a fine merengue, returned to the table next to mine. I struck up 
a conversation, and discovered he was from New York, staying at the hotel, 

visiting her and her relatives for Christmas.

He was a very smiling guy, as charming as he was friendly, and he began 

talking about how great it is to dance at the Courtyard. They’d come in from 
the beach when they heard the band start up, she said, because he loves to 

dance. “I love it too,” I said, hoping to make conversation. “That’s why I am 
in Puerto Rico.”

The band began to play a salsa track, but the young couple did not get 

up to dance. He looked eager — he was dancing sitting down. She was a bit, 
well, still. So, following a careful protocol I discovered in Chicano clubs in 

California to acknowledge her ‘ownership’ of him, I asked her, ‘May I dance 

with him? ‘Sure,’ she shrugged. ‘I don’t do salsa.’ This was interesting in 
itself. She was Puerto Rican and did not dance salsa, and he was from New 

York and did. I asked him what style he danced. “All of them. Show me what
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you want to do.” He put out his hand for me to lead him to the dance floor. 

“Teach me.”

I laughed and said, “Would you like me to lead you?”, so I put him in a 
ballroom hold and we danced a simple mambo for a measure or two, then 1 

let him take over. He was beaming. He danced on 234-678. He was easy to 

follow, his repertoire was familiar and comfortable, and he seemed VERY 

pleased with my following. As we danced, he said, “You are very good. My 
girlfriend is going to be so jealous of you....” I replied reassuringly, “I am 

old enough to be your mother.” He scoffed and said he was 47. I nodded 

and told him I was 62. He gave me an ‘old-fashioned’ look and led me in a 

properly-executed vacilala [‘check her out’ — a complete turn in front of the 

guy while he watches]. Back in close hold he added, “I’d better stop because 
I sooo want to fuck you senseless. I will be dreaming of making love to you 

tonight. And my girlfriend is gonna kill you.” The rest of the dance was, 
as was the beginning, just normal salsa, mostly open hold, disciplined, and 

following normal practices of leading and following typical figures, but at 

the end of the track when we sat down, the atmosphere around the girlfriend 
could have chilled glasses at 50 paces behind the bar. Hoping a compliment 
might convince her that I was just there for the dance, I said to her, “You 
are so lucky! He is a very good dancer!” She snarled back, “And he’s good 

in bed too!” I’m not entirely sure how that comment is calculated to protect
her investment......but she was definitely not happy. Discretion being the
better part of valour, I expressed a sincere pleasure at having made their 
acquaintance, wished them a happy Christmas, and left.

I think I’ll invest in a fake wedding ring.

This example of transgression highlights another case of the ability of 

salsa to facilitate sexual fantasy, but this case has a much less sinister 

aspect: never once does he hold me too close, and never twice is the 

fantasy mentioned. Whereas the experience in Oxford felt like an insult, 

this stopped before being coercive, and could be taken by some as a 

compliment.

Would the fake wedding ring help, symbolically, to clarify my 

position in the salsa ‘theatre’ as just a dancer, someone for whom the 

only purpose in dancing is enjoyment of the dance? Like informants in 

Pietrobruno’s Montreal (2006: 79), Skinner’s Sacramento (2009b: 115), 

and my Oxford (Appx C; Q14, M13), the expectations of romance are 

displaced by sheer enthusiasm for the medium. The pleasure of dancing
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becomes the end that justifies the means. Skinner’s narrative (2009a: 215) 

of the platonic (but not naive) enjoyment of the connection between two 

partners is another example of how the community of accepted practice 

allows a sensuous, sexual experience that at its pinnacle, is frequently 

described as ‘better than the real thing’ (Skinner 2009b: 118). Although 

all salsa theatres of action contain ‘the pleasure of unknown possibilities’ 

(Gotfrit,1988: 126), different communities will be structured for different 

results, as in the tourist clubs of Puerto Rico and Havana. These present 

another scene for transgression, with a different script and a different 

sub-text, with no protection from a wedding ring.

17 Dec: Evening at the Marriott Condado: Won’t you change partners, 
and dance with....someone else?

Tonight I found it slightly annoying dancing with the locals who go to 

the Marriott Condado, another Marriott hotel in a fashionable district 
closer to the centre of San Juan. I’d heard there was going to be a salsa 

class there.
There were more dancers here — a much larger crowd than at the 

[Marriott] Courtyard [in Isla Verde]. For the most part, social dancers 

tonight were untrained, and as such, they slip all over the beat. They 
love moving with the music, but they don’t ‘anchor’ their lead — if 
the signal comes in the same place in the pattern of the figure, and is 
given with confidence and clarity, the follower can figure it out. But the 

average social dancer here is just out there enjoying the music, with 
varying amounts of talent, just like some of us are better at small talk 

than others are. One of my contacts in San Juan said that her brother, 
who does salsa professionally now, decided to learn it ‘properly’ 

because dancing ‘the social way’ was not enough for him.

In contrast to the older couples at the Marriott Courtyard in Isla 

Verde last week, tonight — dancing with a local crowd that looked to 
be aged between 35-55 - the dancing was muddy. It seemed more about 

body movement and less about structure.
The class, offered by a tall young man who spoke perfect English, 

started an hour after I arrived. ... Partners did not change during the 

lesson, so I was stuck for the entire lesson with an older Latino guy, 

whom I shall call Territorial Guy, who promptly fell in love with me 

and plagued me the whole evening, EVEN though I was wearing my 

fake wedding ring. (<aside> This does not happen to men, I think.
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Girls don’t follow them around asking them to dance before anyone 
else can. Times like this I can appreciate the heightened radar of J-C, 

watching out for his wife who’d been asked to dance by a stranger.)
...[F]or as long as he could, Territorial Guy marked me as his territory, 

and danced every dance with me.

When another guy looking like a tough Latino-Asian wrestler in 

a Bond movie, asked me to dance, I was overjoyed! At last, a chance 

to see how another local interprets Puerto Rican Style salsa. But the 

next track was a merengue, and whereas these dances can be fun, the 
uber-simplicity of it allows for a lot of, well, personal expression. Of 

a generally unwanted sort. For every merengue the band played, he 
was either in front of or behind Territorial Guy, queuing to ask me for 

another dance. Territorial Guy was doing his best to monopolise me 

by escorting me back to my chair after every dance and pulling another 

chair up close to sit next to me.
This unwanted attention is not because I am such a great dancer 

(they can hardly lead anything that allows me to show-off), and it is not 
because Puerto Ricans see it as their civic duty to welcome all tourists. 
Rather, I suspect that a female of a certain age touring on her own is 
seen as being on a sex holiday.

As is revealed in Pruitt and Lafont’s work in Jamaica (Pruitt and Lafont 

1995: 426), there appears to he an identifiable Durkheimian social 

‘current’ at work in San Juan tourist salsa clubs, ie, a phenomenon not 

quite as ‘crystallised’ as a social fact, but just as capable of ‘possessing] 

the same ascendency over the individual’ (Durkheim 1895/1982; 52-53). 

Durkheim recognises a social current or a social fact by its stubbornness 

(ibid). Challenging it meets with resistance. Therefore to obtain evidence 

that what happened on 17 December is a social current, I replicated the 

experiment.

18 Dec. Marriott Condado again.

I went back to the Condado again tonight. Why? Because I am here 

doing research, and an impression of one night in a venue is not 
enough. Different nights attract a different clientele, so I was going to 

see if tonight would be different.
The fake wedding ring is an attempt to ward off predatory Puerto 

Rican men and make the women less worried about their boyfriends.

It’s having limited success. The lines were, “Is your husband here?
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He won’t know, will he. Have you ever had sex with anyone not your 

husband?” The reply I have had the most success with is, “I am a good 

wife to my husband; I hope you find a good wife someday.” ... 1 should 
have asked Santa for a Body Guard. Maybe this is why most dancers 

come in male-female couples, so the women can dance without fear of 

molestation.

So I fled the Condado Marriott, and went back to the Courtyard.

Would you believe it! Territorial Guy was there, and zeroed in on 

me as though I were a neon target. He introduced me to all the band 

members, chased away a black guy and his girlfriend so we could have 

the table next to the band, and let no one else come near me. Rather 
than be obviously rude, I talked about my ‘husband’ and in due course 

invented a reason to leave.

Does anything like this predatory behaviour happen to men in salsa 

clubs? According to interviews and casual conversations with my 

dancers in Oxford, it does happen, but not as frequently as women 

experience it. Yet in the women’s formal interviews (Appendix B), 

experiences of transgressive behaviour did not come out in answers 

to Question 25 (What makes a had dance?). The responses were 

more concerned with performance excellence than with transgressive 

behaviour. But in examining the mens’ answers to question 25 in 

Appendix C, there is a surprising difference: two mention transgression 

in detail. One man mentions a specific transgressive experience 

where he was kissed on the dance floor ‘and that was for me a gross 

misunderstanding’; the other uses the word “when”, not “if”, saying, 

‘When an unwanted advance happens, the man is physically superior 

and in charge of the dance, so he has the means to do something about 

it right away without stopping the dance. But the woman does not 

have that advantage, which can make it very awkward for her.’ For 

man number 9, it would appear that it was not a common occurrence, 

and unusual enough to have made an impression. For man number 

5, it would appear to be something he has thought about enough to 

generalise a formulaic response. It is interesting, however, that he first 

refers to the direction of transgression as male to female (‘Dancing 

with someone who does not respond or is uncomfortable — it’s like 

the first step in sexual assault’), and ends with acknowledging that the
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situation is trickier for women. However, ultimately, only two of the 

26 summaries mentions transgression as what makes a bad dance for 

them. Their answers were far more concerned with backleading and 

un responsiveness.

Casual conversation provided another perspective. Back in Oxford, 

relaxing at a fellow dancer’s student flat after a successful salsa 

performance, I asked the assembled group of 5 women and 6 men, over a 

glass of wine, to tell me their stories of salsa transgression. Every female 

had experienced unwanted, persistent, or uncomfortable attention from 

another, male, dancer. The men however, could not come up with a single 

story among them. This could be because it would be embarrassing 

for a man to admit such in front of others, or because it would appear 

boastful, or indeed it never happened to this small group of men.

Thus, whether in Europe or the West Indies, salsa embodies perceptions 

of male/female performance and behaviour, and, through a public 

knowledge of technique and a constructed community identity, provides 

rules and a framework for enactment. Salsa can be transgressively 

sexualised, but, as Pietrobruno states in her Canadian ethnography 

(2006:196), under the surface, there is a complex power dynamic 

between the two dancers that is not visible. ‘The salsa dance scene [...] 

yields much more complex relationships between the sexes and the 

people of diverse cultures than can be initially ascertained by several 

jaunts into a club or a school.’ And so we will now begin to pick apart 

the complexities in order to better understand the physical and political 

dynamics of the dance.
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0 CONSTRUCTING A SALSA IDENTITY

3.1 Habitus and Cuban Motion

When a Latino does it, it's a compliment. When an Englishman 
does it, it's an insult.

Jorge Camaguey, free-lance dance teacher for Dance Holidays,
Barcelona 2001

[H]abitus is simultaneously collective and individual, and 
definitively embodied.

Jenkins 2004:21

‘When an Englishman does it, it’s an insult!’ Jorge was showing his 

frustration at trying to teach a simple move called Yogurt. It is simple in 

that it lasts only one 8-beat phrase, but it is difficult in that it employs 

an oppositional body roll in close hold. The dancers in his workshop, 

on holiday in Barcelona from the UK, had no cultural frame of reference 

for performing such a manoeuvre, unless it was an imitation of a 

hooligan performing a rather boorish jump into the partner’s crotch 

with legs apart and shouting ‘FWAAAA!!!’. Pietrobruno recounts a 

similar perception of Anglo rudeness from a Latino teacher in Montreal: 

‘When I am dancing with you, I am motivating you [...] instigating you 

to reach a higher feeling [...] that is the tropical culture. [...] but here [in 

Montreal], the man is a mere king pimp[.]’ (2006: 183).

Bourdieu’s very useful coinage of the word habitus explains why a 

significant number of members of a culture seem to embody a similar 

set of ‘internalised dispositions’ (Ortner 2006: 109), resulting not only 

in shared values and outlooks, but also in shared techniques of the 

body, ie, the way they hold their posture, move their bodies, and gesture 

in ways that identify them with their group. This is an enormously 

helpful descriptive tool when looking at dance technique. In the case 

of the migration of salsa dancing around the world outside Latino 

communities, the inhabitants of each location, although they can learn 

the steps, find that the technique of movement called Cuban Motion, 

a smooth way of moving your body rhythmically without affectation 

(Skinner 2008: 74), does not come easily. Wieschiolek asserts that not
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only is the salsa rhythm difficult for non-Latinos, hut ‘[e]ven more 

challenging are the salsa movements themselves, because they do not 

comply with most ‘traditional’ European standards of movement.’ 

(Wieschiolek 2003: 123.)

Yet despite the ‘habital’ difficulties, the popularity of learning salsa is 

ubiquitous (Skinner 2007; Wieschiolek 2003; Pietrobruno 2006: 73-108; 

Roman-Velazquez 199: 113-149). Many of my informants claim that 

learning to dance salsa has changed their lives, shaped their identities, 

allowed them entrance into an exclusive group, given them increased 

confidence and a sense of empowerment, but no sympathy or empathy 

or personal identification with Latino culture came with the hours spent 

learning the movement. (See Appendices B and C, Questions 32). These 

dancers do not want to learn to be Latinos; they want to learn to dance. 

The motivational factors for dancing salsa come from other sources, 

such as exercise, socialising with friends and meeting people, acquiring 

social and cultural capital through learning a popular skill, and simply 

for ‘fun’ (see Appendices B and C, question 34). During an Oxford 

salsa club night, one unamused student informant, possibly tired of 

my repetitive ‘checking’ method of questioning, snapped, ‘Why would 

I want to identify with a disenfranchised group of toothless paupers? I 

love this dance. It’s only the dance that matters. There is no other reason 

why I do it.’ I was surprised at the rhetoric — the only knowledge of 

Cubans he had was the film Buena Vista Social Club — but the comment 

does give some insight into how little most of the University salsa 

dancers want to identify with ‘Latino’.

Nevertheless, through the hours invested in learning and practising 

an activity outside their sphere of cultural experience, Oxford salseros 

do see themselves as a bonded community of practice, and dancing 

is now incorporated as a significant part of their identities. It would 

be useful herewith to examine the construction of identity, embodied 

through theories of learning, and the developing manifestation of a 

Northern ‘salsa’ identity. Because there is a strong case for claiming that 

individual identity cannot be separated from group identity (‘individual 

and collective identification only comes into being within interaction’

— Jenkins 2004:16), discourses on gendered role performance will
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necessarily arise. Whereas gender is considered by some to be a primary 

identity linked to the biological sex of the individual, present in early 

childhood and not easily deniable (Jenkins 2004: 41; Fausto-Sterling 

1997: 244-248; Baron-Cohen 2003, 2005; Hanna 1998: 7; Marion 2008: 

141), being a leader or being a follower is a secondary, transferable 

identity, and yet male-leader and female-follower roles seem to be 

strongly performance-linked identities in dancing salsa. ‘The bare 

biological facts of sexuality do not speak for themselves; they must be 

expressed socially’ (Ross and Rapp 1997: 153).

Embodiment is a useful paradigm to describe learning processes of 

this kind. Although not limited to being a learning tool, embodiment 

is both a means and a product of learning to dance. Dancers talk about 

‘muscle memory’, when the act of thinking is no longer a requirement to 

producing the movement. It becomes similar to instinct. Muscle memory, 

a sub-cortical reflex action, is an ingredient of embodiment. For the 

dancer, embodiment is related to Bourdieu’s habitus, Mauss’s techniques 
of the body (perfecting a particular way of doing a voluntary movement 

or set of movements) and Gieser’s mimesis (establishing an empathy 

bond with the instructor to facilitate learning the technique, Gieser 

2008). Embodiment combines the acts of conscious and subconscious 

awareness with the acts of the body to absorb and internalise both a 

pattern and a memory of an experience, so that the knowledge of that 

experience becomes somatic as well as cognitive. It combines and blends 

both into a single entity (Csordas 1990). ‘The body is not simply a house 

for the mind,’ writes Helen Thomas (2003: 29), ‘rather it is through our 

lived experience of our bodies that we perceive of, are informed by, and 

interact with the world.’

The term embodiment since Csordas has become a vehicle for 

describing the non-verbal learning experience of knowing the world 

through your body, a visceral awareness, the ‘physical site [...] that 

shapes understanding’ (Downey 2005: 30). ‘You do not truly see,’ says 

Loic Wacquant’s boxing coach, ‘[...] until you have already understood 

[...] with your body’ (Wacquant 2004: 118). When I am asked what 

I like about dancing salsa, my standard reply is, ‘When I dance, I’m 

not just moving feet, hips and arms: it feels as though every molecule
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in my body dances,’ which illustrates how the cognitive (intellectual 

requirement of learning), combines with sensation, to produce a 

knowledge (embodiment) of “skill and thrill”. The sum of the parts 

(cognitive and somatic) produces a non-verbal knowledge greater, and 

on a deeper level, than the constituent parts. For the dancer, the part 

played by cognition seems to fade into a distant, supportive feature as 

body knowledge ascends, and ‘muscle memory’ takes over.

Although located somewhere and everywhere in the body, the effect 

of embodiment may or may not be visible to an outside observer, which 

is where it differs significantly from habitus (which is observable) and 

technique (likewise observable). Embodiment is very private. You 

will not be able to see the metaphorical molecular involvement that 

I describe, or the sub-cortical muscular knowledge that guides my 

movemens. What you can see is a dancer who has learned to execute 

a particular figure with no effort or hesitation, employing a certain 

observable technique and habitus.

Embodiment combines with social expectations (as does habitus), 

and becomes a way of projecting an image of oneself (Coffman’s 

‘idealisation’, 1969 [1959]: 44). In Anglo-European regions, the 

communal practice of salsa systematically produces and reproduces 

itself through the embodiment of learned roles in a salsa class. In most 

classes and workshops that I have attended, classes start with a “warm

up”, with individuals all facing the same direction, and imitating what 

the teacher does. Mimesis, ie learning via the practice of imitating 

another, necessarily has a gendered component: the teacher is either 

male or female. Even though it is common to also have the teacher’s 

demonstrator (the partner s/he will be using to teach the figure when 

the class begins the partnered interaction) also in front of the class, the 

novice’s inclination is to watch the person speaking and calling out the 

combinations. So strong is the inclination to mimic the body techniques 

of the teacher that my informants tell me they can identify who in 

Oxford has studied with whom by physical techniques such as “the way 

they hold their elbows”. (See also Gieser 2008.)

After the warm-up, the learners are invited to find partners, and the 

role instruction begins. The individual is free to choose whatever role
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s/he would like to do, but only the occasional person chooses to ‘trans’ 

— ie, dance the role other than gender would suggest - and they will 

most likely switch back if this is their first salsa experience. Why don’t 

more men choose to follow and more women choose to lead? It is 

possible that when learning a performative skill in which embodiment 

plays a large factor, we as individuals seek out someone of a similar 

morphology to learn from, unconsciously trying to give ourselves a 

‘head-start’, as it were.

If the learner and the teacher are of the same sex, they will already 

have some aspects of embodiment in common, ie physique, and 

therefore, it would seem that the rest will be more easily acquired.

Using embodiment, Thorsten Gieser’s theory of empathy (Gieser 

2008: 307), and Marcel Mauss’s ‘techniques of the body’ (Mauss 1973) 

as theoretical guides, we may be able to learn something about the 

individual’s motivation behind choosing dance roles. Gieser writes that 

his approach to learning builds on Tim Ingold’s ideas (2000, cited in 

Gieser 2008: 300) of learning skills by imitation and repetition and Kay 

Milton’s ideas (2002, cited in Gieser 2008: 305) on learning through 

empathetic indentification, and combines them both, suggesting that 

learning through mimesis incorporates not only a repetition of motor 

skills, but also an emotional connection with the teacher. ‘There is 

something that goes beyond the body, that is, something that connects 

the movement of the two people’ (Gieser 2008: 300).

In Gieser’s theory of learning, the invisible force is a kind of 

empathy, an ability that allows one person to assume a virtual emotional 

identity with the instructor. Marcel Mauss (1973: 76) identifies a 

certain way of embodying a movement that he calls ‘techniques of 

the body’, and furthermore, he divides techniques into classifications 

that include sex, age, and task. For Mauss, there is a clear distinction 

between the way a woman moves her body, and the way a man moves 

his, due to a combination of biological and psychological reasons as 

well as socialization factors (ibid: 76). I would suggest that in the area 

of partner dancing, these ideas can be combined and applied thus: if 

practical learning, or rather practiced learning as I prefer to describe 

it, is done through mimesis, which needs empathy with the body of the
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observed ‘teacher’, and women develop a technique of movement specific 

to their sex, then perhaps women choose following over leading (despite 

an inclination to lead) because other women do that role, and an 

empathy with the shape of the body nearest to one’s own is the quickest 

route to learning how to dance. In addition, watching the dance does 

not expose the follower to the full understanding of the lack of agency, 

and so an awareness of the full experience of domination in the dance 

would be lacking, hence the experience insufficiently thorough enough 

to be able to make a choice at the first class. Many women come to the 

first class expecting to memorise a part and perform it under their own 

power while dancing with a partner, when instead, the learning is less 

of an initiative nature and more of responsive one. This deeper training 

takes time to undo the desire to control one’s own body, and if later in 

the individual’s progress, she feels she would rather be the one choosing 

the figures, it would mean starting over again, and patterning one’s 

practice on a male role model, which may, for heterosexual individuals, 

not he acceptable. A third factor is the heterosexual social function of 

the dance. If as a heteronormative woman you feel you would be better 

at choosing the figures than following them, you would be consigned to 

dancing with other women, as very few men know the complete skill of 

following, and most men have no desire to do it.

And a similar situation applies for the men. The gendered dance role 

is not just a matter of social pressure, or “things have always been done 

that way”, but it also looks like the most efficient way of learning this 

skill — if one chooses the role model most like oneself in shape and 

appearance, then the imitation is likely to be more successful, physically 

and most certainly socially.

Therefore, women will seek to imitate women and men will imitate 

men, regardless of any preference for leading or following. Since 

historically and cross-culturally, men have learned to lead and women 

have learned to follow, the system will reproduce itself. It just so happens 

that men learned to lead this dance historically, and women to follow. 

What appears to be the most efficient learning path perpetuates the 

practice history.

This would help to explain a phenomenon observed by Juliet
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McMains. McMains found that among ballroom dancers, the gay 

ballroom leader takes great pride in passing for heteronormative on the 

dance floor. Carlos, one of the dancers described by McMains (2006: 28), 

strives to carefully separate masculine from “unmasculine” movement, 

knowing that he can move with the grace and skill normally attributed 

to women while still being a man. In this way, by the act of dancing 

an expression of heteronormative behaviour, he has chosen to shape 

an identity, ie, a projection of himself in this role through a “bodily 

discourse” — a credible facsimile in appearance and behaviour that acts 

and reacts to stimuli with expected heteronormative bodily vocabulary.

For the non-gay ballroom dancer, writes Jonathan Marion, hyper- 

heteronormative behaviour is prevalent on and off the dance floor.

‘[Djancers care deeply about their dancing, want to be good at 
it and...as such, the gender roles practised as part and parcel of 
their dancing are not merely performed as if by actors, but are 
enacted daily [and] internalized within the context of day to day 
practices and strivings: they are roles that dancers [...] want to 
fulfil’ (Marion 2008:148-9).

Thus, Marion concludes, citing the similar examples of Downey on 

Capoeira (2005a) and Wacquant on boxing (2004), that those physical 

activities with a high investment in time and emotion are ‘far more than 

just physical practices’ (Marion 2008: 151). They can embody identity. 

They have the potential to define who you are.

The Oxford salsa dancers interviewed for this research were dedicated 

learners, spending anywhere from 3 to 14 hours a week learning or 

practising salsa. Such a high investment in time and money is motivated, 

by and large, by a little explored social experience identified as “fun”, 

with no other aspirations attached. But as interviews and casual 

discussions unfolded, a substantial component of fun is the performance 

of the role. The role seems to provide a comfortable script, one in which 

acting out an expected ‘front’ (Coffman 1969) provides a comfort zone 

of possibilities, ie, exercise, communication, socialising, and fantasy 

enactments of romance.
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3.2 Puttin' on the glitz: do shoes make the woman?

One can learn to take on the physical practices and gestures that 

symbolize dancing as a male or female in salsa, but there is something 

else one can put on. Clothing is an obvious signifier of gender identity. 

Women tend to alter their wardrobe for dancing salsa much more than 

men do. As in ballroom dancing, there is a bit of ‘Glamour’ involved in 

being a Salsera. In ballroom dancing, McMains (2006: xv) ‘had to learn 

to reconstruct [her] body for sale in the economy of Glamour’. Ballroom 

latin costumes for women are short, glittery, and designed to emulate 

imagined dress codes in hot latin climates (Marion 2008: 123-137). Bruce 

Richardson, the Head Coach of the Oxford University Dancesport Club, 

remarked that a woman’s latin dress frequently costs more than a long 

ballroom gown, but has a lot less fabric in it. Female salsa dancers in 

large urban environments such as London or Los Angeles, who show 

a similar passion, devotion, and achievement to their art as ballroom 

dancers do, also begin to assume the trappings of the role they are trying 

to perfect. Women salsa dancers treat going to a salsa club as not much 

different than going out to any party, except the clothing should be close 

fitting so as to not interfere with fast interactions, be easy to move in, 

be eye-catching, and allow the body to cool down easily. (See Figure 5, 

p 67.) Men may or may not dress up, and occasionally this betrays their 

cultural heritage; the Latinos tend to wear collared shirts, trousers, and 

smart shoes. Men from the Anglo-speaking cultures are more likely to 

wear t-shirts and jeans, with trainers or leather shoes.

All the women I interviewed, in Oxford and in my excursions to 

other theatres of action, gave careful consideration about what to wear 

to a club, and all invest in shoes, usually heels, specifically for dancing. 

One dancer, who logged over four hours a week at the beginning of her 

salsa training, and now dances and practices ten or more hours a week, 

confessed to feeling more feminine now than before learning salsa (also 

my own experience). Salsa, she felt, had taught her something about 

being more feminine, on and off the dance floor. She went from never 

wearing clothing that would reveal her legs to buying short ‘skater’ 

skirts (similar to those worn by professional ice skaters, ie not form 

fitting but short, flared, and soft, to emphasize movement) and high
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heels, which she will wear to lectures and the library and for any social 

occasion now. She feels that she projects femininity now, and with it 

an increased self-assurance, confident in being a woman and being 

glamorous on and off the dance floor.

Th is transference of an identity signifier, whether worn on the body 

or in the body, is supported in Jackson’s findings while studying girls’ 

initiation rites in Sierra Leone in 1970. Writing about the behaviours 

learned in training for the ceremony, he writes, ‘these patterns of body 

use’ are ‘transposable from one domain to another’ (Jackson 1983: 344). 

And so it can be with salsa. Contained in the package of learning salsa is 

an identikit for enhancing femininity. In her chapter on selling the salsa 

dream in the common market of Montreal, Pietrobruno writes (2006:

173), ‘Not all schools seem to create an atmosphere where women dress 

in an alluring manner,’ but most women learn to ‘participate in the 

metamorphosis of their bodies into objects of spectacle’ in clothes that 

‘draw attention to their legs, breasts, and navels’. In Roman-Velazquez’s 

classes in London, ‘codes of sexuality were also encouraged [not just 

through movement but] through the adoption of dressing styles. Xiomara 

[the female demonstrator] would wear black mini-skirts’ and ‘clothes 

which emphasized the build of the body’ (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 125).

At one end of the spectrum, salsa has changed how certain women 

dress off the dance floor. At the other end, there are women like me, 

for whom the motivation is practical — dancing becomes a restrictive 

criteria for choosing what to buy. “Can I dance in this?” becomes a 

selective factor in making a purchase. Whichever the motivation, the 

desire to have the right clothes for the part (Marion 2008: 128) means 

that clothing becomes a ‘salsa’ issue, signifying one’s participation in 

the practice of dancing, and identifying one as a worthy member of the 

salsa company (thereby symbolically enhancing one’s cultural capital, to 

exchange for dances).

With experience, practicality becomes an over-riding factor in 

choosing what to wear when dancing. The women I interviewed said 

they will “dress up” for a salsa club, to a greater or lesser degree 

depending on the “culture” of the club, ie, Oxford clubs are student 

based, and a casual student “uniform” of cotton and denim is quite
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Figure 5: Symbolic clothing

Photo of an Oxford Club. The woman is English, 
the man is Latino. Notice the collard shirt for 
him, and the absence of glitter for her.

Photo of typical London club attire: casual men's 
attire, and dressing up for women. Both partners 
are English. Notice the T-shirt for the man.

acceptable, both for males and females. But a London club, or an LA 

club, or a club in Havana, requires more thought and effort. Many make 

a distinction between what they wear for classes, but in reality, many of 

them do wear short skirts and practical sleeveless tops in classes as they 

would in clubs, for ease of movement and staying cool.

Simply asking my female informants what they wear produced vague 

responses, so to focus the answer, I suggest a hypothetical situation: you 

are about to take a friend to a salsa club for her fist time. What do you 

advise her to wear?

Were they to advise a salsa novice, or visiting friend going to a club or 

class for the first time, the recommendation would be, “wear whatever 

you want — something that stays in place when you move around.” 

Rather than emphasize an ideal of femininity or sexuality, “make sure 

the straps will stay up,” and “wear nothing baggy or loose”. Once the 

issue of accidentally revealing too much of yourself on the dance floor 

has been taken care of, the next advice is, “wear comfortable shoes; in 

fact bring a second pair.” The majority of women have shoes they wear 

only for dancing and change into once they arrive at a hall. They wear
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ballroom dance shoes, character shoes, or glittery salsa shoes bought 
from vendors at congresses or purchased on-line, or any comfortable 
shoes with two or three inch heels and smooth soles. Less popular 
among the Oxford crowd are dance trainers, with hardened rubber soles 
made to turn easily.

Only a few of the men I questioned had any strong opinions about 
what the women should wear, stating clearly that over-riding any 
inclinations for glamour, the best costume was one she was comfortable 
in — although there were a few strong opinions about what they shouldn’t 
wear. Loose, low-cut drapey tops seemed to be universally problematic, 
as it was easy to get a hand caught in the folds of the fabric. Two 
informants remarked that women were sexier in heels, and one said heels 
were essential because wearing heels gave the follower a proper latin body 
stance. Another felt skirts were preferable to women wearing trousers or 
jeans. And most agreed that women should look their best.

Appx C, Q19, M9: 1 like skirts on women. They move with the 
dance which adds something to it. Legs - bare legs or tights. Not 
keen on baggy blouses for the same reason women aren’t keen 
on shirts open to the waist on men - you get your hands stuck in 
them too easily. Tight clothing reveals the movement of the body, 
which is what the art of dancing is, so it’s nice to see it clearly.
Salsa is a sexy dance, and what is best for the dance must look 
sexy. First priority is what looks good dancing.

Appx C, Q19, Ml2: Guys should be clean, but they can wear 
anything from jeans to shirt and tie. She should look as good 
as possible. She should be able to show herself off to her best 
advantage.

When quizzed about what men should wear, answers from both sexes 
tended to range from “a clean T-shirt, jeans and trainers”, to “a collared 
shirt” and “looking a bit smart.” Most women recommended that men 
should bring a spare shirt to club nights, as dancing with a partner 
whose shirt was wet from excessive perspiration was offensive.

But aside from a nearly universal desire on the part of the women in 
Oxford to buy salsa or ballroom shoes, there is not much information 
in the interviews to support the kind of glamour one sees in a London 
salsa club. Oxford, like other smaller salsa communities, appears to 
not conform to the dress codes of large urban clubs. A salsa club is
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an underlie environment in which to be seen, and women are usually 

in the majority, competing for leaders to dance with. Therefore those 

who are eye-catching would stand a better chance of attracting a 

request to dance, and indeed, the evidence in larger, London and Los 

Angeles clubs, where there is more competition for dances and a greater 

likelihood of not knowing who will be there, supports this.

There is a critical mass of bodies below which there is a lesser need 

to attract attention. In smaller, localised clubs, like Ruby’s in Santa 

Barbara on a Thursday night, where the clientele is more or less stable 

and known, women wear clothing appropriate for dancing, but not 

extremely flashy. There is less need to stand out: the group is smaller, 

and most people already know each other. In an apparent reaction 

formation to the heightened show of sparkle and glitz associated with 

salsa, some of the women I came to know in Gothenburg believed that 

dressing down, ie wearing just jeans, a plain jersey camisole, and a pair 

of satin heels, signified that you were so good you did not need glitter 

to get asked to dance. One can rely on embodied feminised habitus 

instead of a surface signifier. But they were aware they were deviating 

from standard practice, and they still wore their high heeled salsa shoes 

with their (trendy) torn and faded jeans. And likewise, although my 

informants in Oxford stressed that practicality and performance were 

primary considerations, they wear dedicated, signifying heels. In Oxford 

it is unusual to see tight, shiny dresses, satin lycra trousers, bare midriffs, 

cleavage, sparkles and sequins, as one does in London clubs.

Both University salsa societies do put on a yearly ball, and clothing 

for attending this is no different to any other college ball, except that 

the women confide they hope they have chosen something that will 

withstand the rigours of salsa dancing. Women will be in short satin, 

silk or velvet dresses easier to dance salsa in than long formal gowns, 

and men wear dinner jackets or suits. This is glamorous formal attire, 

but it is not what would be seen in a regular weekly salsa club.

When playing out their standard roles as women followers and men 

leaders, the most common model is that women dress to attract, and 

men admire that. When the players are asked to reverse the roles and 

take the reversal seriously, we might expect to see the women struggle
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with issues of practicality and performance. And the men? Will they 

need to reconsider their choices?

3.3 Reversing the roles: who wears the trousers now?

Costume in the Role Reversal class did take on some significance for the 

women.

Journal entry 28 May 2010:

We were waiting for more followers (guys) to come. We started 
talking about clothing. 1 mentioned that at Anuba last night, 
there was only one woman besides me [...] not in heels. I asked if 
heels, either because they were a strong symbol of femininity, or 
because they were less stable, were not appropriate for leading.
[Woman A] commented that she dresses in trousers and flat 
shoes to do role reversal because she feels it is neither necessary 
nor appropriate to dress in skirts and heels for leading. And the 
other women dressed in trousers and flats agreed. In addition, 
tonight, 1 was dressed in the men’s new costume for performance 
to test-drive it on the dance floor, so in camouflage trousers, 
combat boots, and an olive t-shirt, 1 looked right macho...aside 
from the long hair and diminutive shoulder span.

From my own experience, 1 choose (1 did and still do) carefully what to 

wear as a teacher: on the nights when I am teaching as a leader, 1 always 

wear jeans and street shoes, and on the nights when I am working with a 

male demonstrator who is doing the lead, I will wear a skirt if the weather 

is warm enough to cycle in leggings, and heels. An exception was in the 

Role Reversal class, where I deliberately alternated between wearing a 

skirt and dance heels, and wearing trousers and trainers, to see if these 

obvious symbols of feminisation affected either my performance or that 

of my partner’s. In all honesty, I could not tell. However, I observed that 

the women in the Role Reversal class did not as a rule wear heels, and for 

the most part (with exceptions) wore jeans or trousers every week.

Journal entry: 16 Oct 2011

[W3], first time in this class, came dressed in tight cut-offs, 
stripey socks, and a jumper, and announced she had put on 
her ‘Man clothes’, joking that she was now ready to lead. 1 
made her say that again into the microphone, and in typical 
interviewee fashion, she did, but when I put the mic back on the 
shelf, she added: it makes me feel more assertive.
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The footwear seemed significant: when questioned, the women replied 

that they felt more stable in flat shoes, and therefore able to lead more 

accurately. The issue of stability for them was not so essential when 

following. Curiously, however, two men in the formal interviews had 

noticed an uncomfortable amount of instability on the part of some 

followers when dancing their standard roles in high heels.

Appx C, Q19, M4: Heels too high can be dangerous and they 
give a non-dancing message.

Appx C, Q19, M7: If she is wearing high heels, it changes 
something— I am more careful about de-stabilising them if they 
are wearing high heels.

This suggests to me that a certain amount of form takes precedence over 

function in the female costume.

Men don’t usually buy special dance shoes — salsa at a social level 

does not require the same conformity of costume that ballroom or 

classical dance does. During the second lesson of the Pilot Study, when 

the men were learning how to do a single right turn, a man in the back 

of the warm-up said, ‘I can’t turn easily in these shoes. My foot sticks 

to the floor.’ He was wearing trainers, the same shoes he wears for 

outdoors and dancing salsa. A female voice from the other side of the 

room spoke up, ‘That’s why all of us women go out and buy dance shoes 

after the second class.’

Although included in discourses on costume, the importance of 

precisely the right shoes has not received as much investigation as 

I propose it deserves. The many websites dedicated to the sales of 

dance shoes suggest that shoes represent a substantial percentage of 

the commodification of social dancing. All of the international salsa 

congresses I have attended over the 12 years of my involvement with 

salsa have had costume and shoe vendors’ stalls in venue lobbies and 

corridors. Acquiring a new pair of dance shoes is a more exciting source 

of conversation than the latest dress or favourite music. For women, 

therefore, shoes may be the main signifier of request for permission to be 

admitted into the salsa arena. Whether wearing cotton tops and jeans or 

sparkly dresses, the shoes appear to signify the knowledge of the Insider 

for women, more so than wearing special shoes does for men.
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3.4 I speak salsa: non-verbal conversation through 'muscle memory'

Another frame of reference through which to examine the dynamics 

of dancing salsa, in addition to metaphor, memesis, and symbolism, 

is a linguistic one. Dancing salsa, like other dances, has language-like 

characteristics (Hanna 1988: 13). As in Edmund Leach’s (1976: 11) 

analysis of verbal and non-verbal communication, there is a sender 

of information, and a receiver. In the specific case of salsa, the leader 

sends a physical message using arms, hands, and body position to the 

follower, who receives the message, decodes it, processes the meaning, 

and responds physically. There is a vocabulary that must be learned: 

particular patterns of steps become familiar and repeatable. There is 

a grammar: combinations of patterns form longer chains of structure 

in a commonly understood order. It is non-verbal, however, and in 

the case of salsa, this language appears to be one-directional, z>, 

initiating and choosing the topic appears to be with the leader, and 

the follower appears to reply in a particular, prescribed manner, using 

a set of responses that are appropriate to the command. The leader 

plans and communicates what to do; the follower “reads” it, decodes 

it, and does it. The direction never flows the other way. In the London 

salsa classes described by Roman-Velazquez, ‘males are encouraged to 

“teach” females what to do; women are encouraged to follow men’s 

instructions and be led’ (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 122). “Lollow the 

lead” (Wieschiolek: 2003) is frequently used as a dance instruction.

To not follow the lead engenders failure of the couple to successfully 

communicate. One of the most repeated dislikes of my male and female- 

leader informants was dancing with a follower who “backleads”, one 

who not only does not follow a lead, but takes control in the middle 

of the figure and completes something unintended. A backleader, like 

a backseat driver, is not appreciated. (See Question 24 in Appendix C: 

What makes a bad experience?)

To complete the linguistic analogy, the communication carries a 

message (Leach 1976: 11). Lor some dancers, this goes beyond a simple 

instruction of what body parts to move and what dance pattern to 

perform — for some dancers, there is a story to tell, an embodied 

narrative of pantomime romance, with a script and a formula at once
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enacted but not a real romance. The images of social partner dances 

in histories of Western civilisation and in the modern media (Dyer 

1993: 49-65; Cook 1998: 133-150) depict a man and a woman together, 

relating in movement if not actually in an embracing hold. Dancing, 

being an expressive and impassioned medium, has been considered 

for many performers and observers a metaphor for romance, if not 

a vehicle for seduction. What could be more like sex than two bodies 

moving rhythmically together in embrace? In describing competition 

ballroom dance, McMains writes (2006: 8), ‘Because ballroom dancing 

is ostensibly a form of courtship, the confusion of sexual desire with 

other kinds of desire...is one of its most powerful tools.’ In describing 

tango, William Washabaugh (1998: 19) notes that ‘tango is all about 

men suffering from love’, adding that the ‘dominant theme [is] of love 

expressed in dance.’ The Waltz, too, when it made its first appearance 

in Vienna in the early 1800s, was considered scandalous (King- 

Dorset 2008: 65; Hanna 1998: 163-164) and denounced as immoral 

(Pietrobruno 2006: 153). In 2001, leaders of the Irish Protestant Church 

agreed that the ‘possibility’ of arousal through touch rendered Line 

dancing sinful (Donnan and Magowan 2010: 59). Cook, in her chapter 

in Washabaugh’s Passion of Music and Dance (1998: 134) notes that 

‘For women, dance, with its connection to courtship and its physical 

intimacy, carried an implicit threat of unleashing female sexual desire 

[.]’ And in salsa, Jonathan Skinner, writing about the cosmopolitan 

nature of salsa classes, describes the romance of partner dancing 

through the poetry of another dancer in a salsa class (Skinner 2007: 

485-6, esp. 494). Heike Wieschiolek supports the view that ‘[t]he most 

common interpretation of dance in a Western context is the notion of 

dance as providing a meeting-place for potential marriage partners’ 

(Wieschiolek 2003: 117-118) — musical speed dating, in other words.

To signal your desired mate in the salsa jungle, then, this non-verbal 

language must be learned, like all languages. Roman-Velazquez calls 

this learning process a form of ‘communicating through corporeal 

codes’ (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 122). Learning how to converse in 

the non-verbal language of salsa develops “muscle-memory”, a form 

of embodiment that enables a neuro-muscular response without full
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cerebral involvement, thus reducing the response time and freeing the 

cortex for other cerebral functions. Touch typing, for example, is a skill 

based on reflex motor skills, or muscle memory. As in Greg Downey’s 

(2006a and 2006b) description of learning capoeira, a form of Brazilian 

martial arts dancing, and in Loic Waquant’s (20040 narrative of learning 

prizefighting, acquiring the enhanced motor-neural pathways involving 

control of the whole body requires exhausting repetition and rehearsal. 

Embodying salsa dancing requires many hours of structured training 

— for some nearly a year of regular weekly instruction before feeling 

comfortable and confident in clubs. Most dancers who undertake to 

learn salsa in Oxford have not done much social partner dancing before, 

and hence training the muscles to act without conscious effort requires a 

substantial motivational investment in practice.

Achieving salsa praxis — ie knowing at a sub-cortical, somatic 

level the non-verbal conversational grammar structure of salsa, and 

understanding it so that any complexity built using the grammar can be 

clearly sent and clearly understood corporeally by the follower in less 

than a second of timing, regardless of how long the salsa sentence, and 

being able to dance in public spaces with embodied confidence — is 

much more complicated than writing that sentence was. Leaders who 

have become highly skilled in salsa, as in other forms of partnered social 

dancing such as swing and tango, create the chains of combinations, 

ie the sentences, on the spot, and use directional skills to convey to the 

follower what the correct “reply” is. Compared to speech, this simplifies 

the communication, as there is only one intended reply. The follower 

rates her skill on how accurately she returned the message, and she rates 

the leader’s skill on how clearly he delivered the message. The leader 

rates his skill on how accurately the follower returns his message, and 

how pleased she appears to be. (See Appendices B and C, Question 20).

But the flow of the conversation is always in the same direction 

(Roman-Velazquez 1999: 122), suggesting a somewhat Marxian view of 

a linguistic salsa theory: one party controls the means of production. 

The leader states, the follower replies with the appropriate formulaic 

response. The follower never initiates or takes control of the dance, 

unless it is a transgression (see “What makes a bad experience,”
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Question 24, Appendix C, and chapter 5 on Agency in this document.) 

This gives the leader, usually a man, a certain performative superiority 

over the follower (McMains 2006: 138). In Marxian terms, there is an 

asymmetrical relationship in the means of [a salsa dance] production. 

Whether this asymmetry signifies a situation of dominance or merely an 

asymmetry of cooperative agency remains to be explored in more detail 

later in this dissertation. Unlike Marxian capitalist interaction, there is 

no oppressive conflict of interest, but there is a need to locate the control 

of the conversation in only one person of a pair, and to limit the replies 

to a repertoire of acceptable responses.

3.5 Praxis and pantomime: performing gender roles

Conveying gender through the role appears to be a by-product of 

praxis (practice that has become embodied) as well as a construction 

of identity. Dancing the role allows a display of heightened gender 

performance, displays not commonly allowed in other public arenas.

For example, salsa praxis allows for arm flourishes, body rolls, and 

hair combs for women that one would not do at a cocktail party or 

a formal dinner at college. For men, salsa allows such gestures as air- 

punching power salutes, alardes (taking the arm overhead and back only 

for decoration — to “show off”), hook-and-spiral manoeuvres (also for 

showing off), or “freezing” for men (taking a “police” stance feet-apart 

while spinning the woman several times), “colonising” or “gazing” 

(Savigliano 1995: 73) - leading her to perform solo “shines” in which she 

ad-libs her footwork before him until he is ready to start dancing again 

- not to mention displays of dominance in the hand hold (see above), 

turn patterns that put the follower into positions similar to a wrestling 

arm lock, and dips. Thinking back to the cultural means of creating 

differentiation between infant girls and boys (Hanna 1988; 7-10), we 

can understand that ‘power is at work in the distinct creation of gender 

identities’ (Pietrobruno 2006: 167), and reinforced ‘by the fact that male 

and female movements are learned through the repeated practice of 

contrived dance moves’ (ibid).

Those who participated in the Role Reversal class were asked to
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talk about how they performed the differences in the roles. Here are 

views from two of the men, showing a distinct awareness of gender- 

differentiated movement:

Appendix C, Q 25, M 12: When I dance as a follower, I try to 
dance with all the female attitudes, not male attitudes, because 
I would have to make them up on the spot — the dance has not 
been designed for the men to follow, so there are no personal 
expressions for masculinity in that role. If I dance as a woman, 
those expressions have been worked out for me already. Dancing 
as a guy follower completely negates what guys should be, so I 
dance it like a woman, otherwise it does not work right.

Appendix C, Q 26, M 5: When I follow, I exaggerate the feminine 
movements, because that’s what a woman can do with the role, 
if she’s not leading.

These comments express a deeply felt embodied (physical)

representation of gender identity, as well as cultural (learned) symbols

of identity. There were differing opinions from other men, but clear

expectations in role expression are still in evidence:

Appendix C, Q 25, M 2: Partner dancing enhances role-model 
stereotypes, so the men become more masculine, and the women 
more feminine. He becomes the provider, she becomes the 
decoration.

Appendix C, Q 25, M10: I’ve had the women leaders in the Role 
Reversal class take the mick out of me for NOT doing a flourish 
in the places a woman would. I feel they want to apply a little 
humiliation to the experience by seeing me be feminine. They 
think it’s a joke, seeing me be submissive. It is because you are 
swapping a gender role. I don’t have any issues with dancing as a 
follower, but I don’t want to HAVE to feminise it. I don’t think it 
needs to be feminised to be done successfully.

Among the women describing leading, a difference in performance 

praxis was ‘visible’ by its absence — the women did none of the usual 

female flourishing, eg sweeping arm gestures over one’s head, taking an 

arm out to the side or straight up, with fingers shaped like holding an 

egg. Women who tried flourishing while leading claimed it interfered 

with needing to concentrate on the follower and what he needed to help 

him through the figure and prepare for the next. Women reported a need 

to be more “grounded” and less “fluid”, but found performing hook and 

spiral moves, salutes, and other “choreographed” male manoeuvres (ie 
it is taught as part of the figure, not a moment of personal expression)
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easy to perform. Most felt they had to appear to be somehow stronger, 
in order to promote clarity and be ‘authoritative’ and worthy of 
obedience.

Appx B, Q 25, W 6: I feel you have to be stronger at leading if 
you are a woman than if you are a man, simply because that role 
is not expected of you and you need to be better than a guy so 
your follower believes your authority.

Appx B, Q 26, W 4: When I lead I try to be more assertive, be 
more focussed, very clear so my follower can understand it.
Sometimes the gestures are bigger to be clear.

Appx B, Q 26, W 13: I can dance either role comfortably It felt 
odd at first, but now it feels natural. I just take charge and do 
what you need to do to lead someone. You have to be firm yet 
gentle, clear without using force, know where things are going, 
be ready for anything if the follower does something you did not 
expect so you stay in charge, arrange the dance for your partner, 
and make it flow. Leading involves mental activity I prefer 
following because I don’t have to think. A follower should not 
have to work at it. All she needs is flexibility to change direction 
as led. Women are easier to lead than men, because they have 
more experience at being flexible [as dancers]. They respond 
easily, they move lightly

As the study progressed, and the dancers became more comfortable 
in the roles, men did less camping it up. The videos of the beginners’ 
lessons reveal a “determination” to dance the role, which many women 
felt interfered with the lead, because it reflected an attitude of too much 
autonomy. Even those beginner men who did not flourish still tried 
putting too much “into” their movements, anticipating a lead rather 
than waiting for it — ie, backleading and employing too much agency. 
Later videos show that the men have developed a smoothness, almost a 
“gathering in” of energy. Some men appear to “shrink”, ie, their body 
language becomes more contained and less expansive. They are learning 
that the skill of following employs a very different strategy to the skill of 
leading. The longest participating member in the study put it this way:

Appx C, Q 26, M 4: When I started following, I pretended to 
be a girl following, so I’d camp it up. But once it clicked, the 
more masculine my moves have become. The reactive nature 
of following does make you move differently — certain aspects 
may seem feminine, but I am seeing it as less and less gendered,
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and more about dancing. I’m kind of enjoying being a bloke 
in her hands, and all rhe sexual tension that can contain. Body 
structure has something to do with it, and when the roles 
reverse, you can feel that the figure is different because of the 
inversed body mass. So the new skill needs to take that and work 
with it, not against it.

In the practice of dancing salsa, praxis has more than a personal 

dimension: there is a partner and a partnership. Salsa (and other 

forms of patterned improvisational partner dancing like swing , lindy 

and tango), is not designed to be performed solo. Salsa is a site of co

operative praxis, and as such offers anthropologists an opportunity 

to examine the structure and the function of the partnership (see 

Chapter 5 on Agency), and allows the practitioners an opportunity to 

focus on and report about the interaction and the feeling. The whole 

praxis is greater than the sum of its gendered performance parts. When 

challenged by people like me to explain why a modern woman would 

choose to perform a supportive role rather than a dynamic role, both 

men and women give responses like, “He may be in charge, but he can’t 

do it without her. He needs her and that proves her value and is its own 

reward,” not unlike the argument Marion (2009) uses for querying the 

need for a discourse on power distribution in the first place. ‘Is the male 

always the partner with more power ? [...] Neither male nor female can 

excel at dancesport save in relation to their counterpart’ (Marion 2008: 

148-149). Notice in this quote that Marion makes no distinction between 

‘male’ and ‘leader’, assuming that they are one and the same. Note also 

that he is talking about a perception of power, and does not consider the 

role that agency might play. The interaction, and thus the contributions 

of the roles and the identities those contributions might reinforce, seems 

much more complicated to me.

Reversing roles allowed the participants to examine and analyse 

their own body practices and their value judgements about the roles, 

the interaction, the functioning of the unit, and perceptions of gender 

identity. Both sexes in the role reversal class agreed that following 

required a radically different bodily process to that of leading, and if 

thinking were involved (for many, “thinking” while dancing was not 

possible to identify), it was a leader’s activity and not a follower’s.
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The consensus was that following is made up of a complex skill-set 

of physical alertness and mental concentration in the beginning of 

learning, and a somatic surrender to muscle response once a certain 

standard of experience has been reached. Although certain “personality 

traits” like empathy, cooperation, supportive behaviour, loyalty, and 

accepting direction were considered essential to the role of following 

(see the Attributes Chart, Appx D, and section 5.3 below), it was not 

universally accepted among my informants that these were ubiquitous 

women’s traits, although when questioned about what characteristics 

were assumed to be “feminine” models of behaviour, these were popular 

descriptors. Similar qualities are found in Hanna’s (1998: 11) research on 

perceptions of femaleness: ‘reactive, cooperative, responds to others.’

Women described their pleasure in following (as opposed to leading) 

as “being able to switch off and just go with the flow”. The men found 

it harder to achieve this ‘danced’ state. Only the three longest serving 

men in the studies talked about the therapeutic benefit of following in 

these terms, or indeed asked to be led, in order to take advantage of it. 

‘I’ve had a hard day,’ one of the men said to one of women on arriving 

to a standard salsa class before the lesson began. ‘The music is on. Lead 

me, so I can just relax and dance before I have to think about what I’m 

doing.’

In the first term of the final study, certain of the beginner men, now 

4 weeks into learning to follow, were becoming easier to lead than 
to follow, ie, the women preferred leading these men over following 
them. As leaders in club situations, they seemed to struggle to find the 

beat and frequently failed to put the lead in just the right place in the 

musical/dance phrase. But as followers, these difficulties were not an 

impediment to their dancing. They were able to ‘take’ the beat from the 

leader if they couldn’t find it in the music, and they seemed very calm 

about responding when directed, where others still seemed rigid and 

unresponsive. These 5 men did less backleading and less ‘hi-jacking’ of 

moves, and were relaxing comfortably into it. But these 5 men did not 

stick it out to be in the Role Reversal Recital. They participated in doing 

the Attributes Chart, but they did not participate in the last term.
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Journal entry 3 Nov 2010

[A]fter class, a few women gathered around to help me pack 
up, and the conversation turned to the guys. One [woman] said,
‘[man 14] is becoming easier to lead than to follow.’ I’d had that 
exact same thought going around the circle [and dancing with 
all the men]. Consensus was that quite a few of the men were 
better followers than leaders. We named 5 that we agreed on.
This may say something about the quality of their leading (all of 
them had been dancing as leaders for about a year — not overly 
long and still improving, but long enough to be ‘club-worthy’)
...but - think about it - it also says something about the whole 
nature of role performance. There may be some guys who would 
actually be better (and happier) in the Other role, but are forced 
into the Leadership role by peer pressure and the desire to dance 
heteronormatively [that is, they could always learn to follow in a 
standard heteronormative class, but they’d be led by men].

In his interview, one of these 5 men (whose most frequent dance partner, 

Woman 13, also participated in the role reversal study and became a 

competent leader despite her diminutive frame) freely admitted he liked 

to follow, especially her lead, but thought he’d not choose to do it once 

the study was over. It ‘isn’t natural.’ And true to his word. I’ve not seen 

him follow in clubs the year following the study.

For those who stuck with it, trained during the last term of the final 

study, and agreed to participate in the Recital (video on disk PrentissPhD 

Latin Oxford), a shift in analysis of the co-operative praxis was 

beginning to emerge: not only was the audience at the Recital unable 

to tell who was leading and who was following, the dancers themselves 

began to report that performing the roles was becoming more similar.

Appx C, Q 26, M 10: The only difference is who is in control.
It’s not a small issue, though. Control makes the leader move 
differently - with confident precision — and the need to respond 
instantly makes the follower move differently — with confident 
precision.

Appx C, Q 26, M 2: The leader directs the action. The follower 
aspires to be one with the action, so the unit is not two people 
dancing together, but one body in unison.

Women in class commented: ‘I am softening my lead’, T keep forgetting 

whether I am leading or following’, and men said: T am putting more 

of myself into my following,’ and, ‘The level of energy, and therefore
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the body performance, is becoming equal’. But the skills-set remains 

distinctly different. Over time, participants of both sexes reported a 

feeling of relaxation and absorption as followers, and guidance and 

projection as leaders. To the non-dancers in the audience at the Recital, 

the body looked the same whether leading or following, and the 

performers reported that they felt like their bodies looked the same in 

either role. Women were beginning to relax as they led, without losing 

skill or authority — employing confidence and forward planning without 

using force or strength. Larger gestures were still in evidence, but 

skill and subtlety had replaced the awkwardness. The men, no longer 

projecting dominance and control nor pantomiming feminintity, were 

not compromising on masculine identity — they appeared to be dancing 

with dignity and integrity, and enjoying their skill. That is to say, in 

its most revealing descriptive terms, men were beginning to react and 

respond to being led by holding their bodies in the exact same posture 

as natural as walking, and women were looking up, not down at the 

floor. The only difference now was in the directional flow of command. 

Women were beginning, by virtue of the greater responsiveness of the 

men, to comport themselves less in terms of strength, and more in 

terms of clarity. This mirrors exactly my experience of the stages of 

learning salsa in its standard roles, both when I was learning, and what I 

observe as a teacher: leaders need to be taught how to take charge of the 

partnership, and followers need to be taught how NOT to take charge, 

and over time, these skills become more subtle, less obvious. However, 

the refined acquisition of skills performed in the standard roles serves 

to accentuate gender difference in the mind of the dancers, not blur 

them. In standard roles, the confidence of the men begins to show in 

an ascendence of authority, visible in the body technique. In women 

dancing in their standard role, the observed technique begins to include 

more flourishing, more “attitude”, playing out ideals of being “prettier” 

and “sexier”. But when the roles reversed, performance blurred so that 

the dancers became more like each other. When describing themselves 

in their normal role, dancers talked about experiencing heightened 

heteronormativity, as Marion describes (2008: 150), without using such 

vocabulary. But in reversed roles, the combination of being a woman
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in the man’s role and a man in the woman’s role began to draw the 

embodiment of performance closer to similarity.

With most of the men, however, body technique was hard to transfer, 

and when roles swapped back to normal in classes, one could see a 

burst of energy and confidence in the men that looked like relief. This 

exhibition of initiative was incredibly hard to overcome and subdue 

back into following. During the intellectual analyses and discussions 

that took place in classes, in focus groups, in social situations, and in 

interviews, it was agreed that in standard roles, men dance differently to 

women. The role appeared to be linked to a gendered pantomime of its 

performance, a playing out of an ideal of masculinity. Opinions were a 

balanced mixture between men and women, emphasizing physical skill 

as well as psychological motives for leading or following.

Me: Is there a difference/What is the difference between the way 
a man dances and the way a woman dances?

Appx B, Q25, Wl: Men are ego-driven — women dance to 
impress.

Appx C, Q25, Ml: Guys are leaders because guys have egos, and 
they tend to be stronger and taller. So the dance has developed a 
gender bias, discouraging girls from leading.

Appx B, Q25, W4: Women dance to look more feminine. It 
enhances femininity. A man is dancing for affirmation, appearing 
strong.

Appx C, Q25, M2: Partner dancing enhances role-model 
stereotypes, so the men become more masculine, and the women 
more feminine. He becomes the provider, she becomes the 
decoration.

Appx B, Q25, W3: Men are in charge and use their bodies for 
controlling the follower. Women have to comply and therefore 
have to use their bodies to receive. Women have to ‘puh in’; men 
have to project out.

Appx C, Q 5, Ml: Leading has a lot of autonomy, so a man 
dances with more authority — you know what’s going to 
happen before it happens. A woman uses her body — flourishes — 
to fill the gaps between leads — she’s more expressive.

Appx B, Q25, W7: The man should be masculine. Some guys 
are not masculine leaders, and it lessens their ability to appear 
confident. I don’t mean rough or strong— masculinity is not
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about that. Maybe it’s about the potential to be rough or strong 
but holding it in and releasing only enough to make the dynamic 
work.

Appx C, Q25, M6: Women are not stigmatized by allowing the 
body to express feeling. Men need to be more controlled with 
feelings and emotions, and that comes through in the way they 
move while dancing.

The reflections were not easy to describe without reference to “standard” 

gender-based role performance. The differences were always described as 

inseparably linked to the standard structure of the role — the leader, “he”; 

the follower, “she”. Two respondents had astute observations about why 

this might be.

Appx B, Q25, W4: It is unsettling for men to follow because 
they are not genetically designed for it. Men would tend to want 
to take control of a situation. Men are OK with women taking 
charge or handing charge back and forth until a ‘situation’ 
arises, then if action and direction is needed, they want to do it.

Appx C, Q25, M8: A man uses his size and strength. A woman 
uses more skill and flexibility. This comes from before you get 
dance training. I think, therefore, that it comes more naturally 
for men to be in the leadership role, and women to be in the 
follower’s role. Both can learn both parts, but years of bloke
training and girl-training makes it hard to do the roles in the 
way they have been designed unless you are a guy leading and a 
girl following.

Years of early cultural training might also be a factor. Although 

intellectually, most participants felt that the roles could easily reverse 

mechanically, something was still missing. As one woman put it, ‘The 

“chemistry” does not work this way around.’

Appx B, Q25, Wll: A woman, because she does the follower’s 
role, has more opportunity for expression. I’ve heard many 
people say that when a girl dances she looks her best and sexiest.
So she uses it. Guys would too if the dance had developed the 
other way around — they would have found a masculine way of 
using that non-thinking time.

The clear implications are that women dancing as followers have 

developed the expressional opportunity that following a lead affords 

them, ie to flirt appreciatively, to demonstrate that being in the hands of 

a good provider is mutually satisfying. The further implication is that
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this does not work when the woman is preoccupied with the task of 

initiating, directing, and guiding.

Men also expressed dissatisfaction with the reversed connection.

Appx C, Q26, M8: Leading is masculine; following feels more 
feminine to me. Possibly followers have more fun, because they 
are not doing the planning and the guiding, they are just getting 
a dance for free, so to speak. [...] The leader has command of 
the dance, and exerts a kind of sexual aggression-not creepy!!-a 
non-creepy way to be kind of ‘peacock’ assertive. I don’t see 
that working effectively when a woman leads, though — hut I 
am still enjoying getting the dance for free. Although I do enjoy 
following, I would still prefer to lead.

Appx C, Q26, M13: Leading is to think and following is 
to understand. Both sexes are raised to do thinking and 
understanding, so the roles should reverse. But they don’t. I 
don’t know why, but I still prefer to lead, and my favourite 
dance partner still prefers to follow, even though we can both 
switch. [Me: I saw you in the club. You were following and she 
was leading. If you prefer it the other way around, why did you 
switch it there?] Yeah, OK, yes. We did. Sometimes it’s fun — it 
makes a change.

Despite an apparent enjoyment in the class (see video Salsa Role 

Reversal Class.MOV on disk PrentissPhD Latin Oxford), the conclusion 

at the end of the study, was that each participant preferred, to a greater 

or lesser degree, to happily return to their “standard” role, where they 

felt more comfortable. And indeed as the music was playing while we 

were clearing up after the Role Reversal Recital, every couple started 

their dance in the traditional role positions, even if some reversing 

occurred during the dance.

Journal entry 1 June (week 5 of final RR term)
I have noticed when I casually and conversationally interview 
the RR people — when 1 ask them if they enjoy doing the other 
role, for the most part, the response ranges from yes to yes very 
much. Then a bit later in the interview, I ask them to describe 
their perfect dance, and they all, every one, describe themselves 
in their gendered role. [...] On the way home, [M 12] said that he 
felt he was not improving because he knows that he is not going 
to do this once the class ends, and he thinks it is the same for the 
others. They will all go back to dancing their own roles, with 
great relief.
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They have all expressed enjoyment, and the videos suggest that 
there were no physical obstacles to reversing the roles. Stature, 
although sex-related, is not confined to physiology. A short 
leader can adapt the repertoire to suit the follower. It can’t be 
that the body is the reason. What are the forces behind this, that 
would compel normal men and women to perform dynamic 
roles as men, and supportive roles as women? Socialisation 
combined with biophysics, it seems. This is very limiting. If 
socialisation is that strong, and our own biologies universally 
reinforce the restrictions, opportunities for developing full 
potential will forever be confined to the boundaries of gendered 
social contract, and not individual will and skill. This non- 
reversible gender role performance in dancing that looks like 
a Durkheimian ‘social current’ might be an immutable, and 
transferable, ‘social fact’.

Socialisation — the combination of history, mimesis, identity 
construction and practice — is a major factor in establishing and 
maintaining gender differences and hence why the roles of salsa function 
as they do. But the body is an organism made up of much more than 
its physiology — the body contains emotional components that are not 
governed by morphology but are potentially more powerful and much 
harder to overcome, as we will see in the next section.

3.6 Emotion: from symbolic constructions to embodied expression

Clothing is a removable visual symbol. But other forms of feminisation 
or masculinisation are embodied in gesture and posture. Like the hyper- 
feminising role of following in ballroom dancing (McMains 2006: 17,
29, 42-43; Marion 2008: 138-150), women learning salsa are not only 
rewarded with admiration for wearing eye-catching clothing and sparkly 
high-heeled shoes, but they are also encouraged to perform autonomous 
feminised dance moves like flourishes (for example, a “hair comb”, 
a sweeping gesture a woman can do around her head) and body rolls 
(Roman-Valasquez 1999: 127). For McMains, this training ‘doubles the 
layers of construction’ (McMains 2006: 17).

Pietrobruno (2006: 175) reports that the attitude in her Montreal 
salsa classes is similar. Although she cautions that an ‘in depth’ look at 
the salsa scene reveals subtle complexities, ‘the tendency is to promote
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and sell salsa as a dance with heightened gender differences.’ She 

suggests that ‘salsa’s appeal might be located in the gendered power 

play — that is, people might be drawn to salsa because is allows for male 

dominance and female submission.’ This is borne out in the opinions of 

my informants.

Appx B, Q25, W9: I have a theory that a strong-willed woman 
does not mind being told what to do by a man she trusts not to 
take advantage of that privilege. The problem comes when you 
have misplaced your trust, so on one level, salsa allows her to 
test whether she can trust this guy in a physical situation for 5 
minutes.

Me: Is a man sexier because be dances salsa?

Appx C Q16, M12: Yes, because it is what women have always 
wanted in a man — sensitivity and control and complete 
devotion to them. It’s what psychologists call a successful 
demonstration of superior value.

Emphasizing difference is one way to establish an identity: accentuate 

the borders in order to clearly demarcate the group. (Jenkins 2004; 

Moore 1994.) Women’s styling workshops are held to ‘show you how to 
look and feel more feminine in your dancing’ (Pietrobruno 2006: 199), 

and for men to ‘develop the power of your frame and learn masculine 

body movement’ (Pietrobruno 2006: 199). Not only are salsa dancers 

defining a salsa identity, but within that, each partner is confirming 

a gendered identity based on embodied expectations within the 

partnership. Reversing the roles in salsa might therefore uncomfortably 

blur the boundaries, despite the physical ability for women to lead 

figures and men to follow them. This I found to be so in the Role 

Reversal class. What follows is an example of how teaching and learning 

techniques reinforce the differences.

In the Role Reversal class, I encouraged open discussion and 

debate about whether the participants felt any change in habitus, ie 

any pattern in the way they felt they needed to use their bodies when 

leading and when following, and if there were any differences in their 

body movements when changing roles. I was looking for comments on 

physical embodiment, without using technical terminology: ‘Do you feel 

any different when you are leading to when you are following?’ At the 

beginning of the course, women said they needed to be “forceful” and

2012, Department of History and Anthropolpgy, Queen '< l htii’ersity Belfast 86



“strong”, but did not actually identify any changes in their kinesthesia. 

The videos, however, revealed they are either using huge steps and 

gestures to lead, or are doing almost nothing at all — just “marking” the 

moves and hesitantly taking small steps. When questioned about their 

observable strategies for leading, the women said the men were causing 

this because they were not responding to being led.

So the situation at the start of this research was that leading the men, 

for myself as well as the other women, was difficult. In our new role 

as women-leaders, our experience was that the men were inert, unable 

to recognise and respond to the direction they were receiving (more on 

this in Chapter 5 under Agency), and their body language on videos 

reflects this — they are moving very little and waiting for “pushing” 

and “shoving” rather than responding to cues. I attributed this to a 

lack of experience rather than anything significantly gendered, such 

as size, weight, or centre of gravity, as this also happens in beginners’ 

classes where the roles are male-leader and female-follower. I was about 

to pursue a discussion about the physical with further questions about 

“body language” and use of the body appropriate to the task, when 

another comment was made. This was from one of the men, and it drew 

nods of agreement: he was feeling marginalised. He said I was talking 

to the women, not to the men. Aside from the instruction over what 

steps the followers should take, he felt the men were being ‘ignored’ and 

‘manipulated’ (his words). The others agreed, comparing themselves 

to ‘props’. This is a different, but valid form of physically expressible 

embodiment, involving emotion.

Emotions can shape reactions and form opinions non-verbally 

(Milton 2005: 29). Although much of the current ‘meaning and feeling’ 

discourse on emotions allows for a conscious cognitive element and 

a physiological one (ibid: 26), I would assert that a physiological 

response to a stimulus that provokes an emotion need not be in any 

way a “conscious” thought. Fear, as in phobia, need not be rational, for 

example. Indeed, “I don’t know why I feel this way, I just do” is not an 

uncommon response to an interviewer’s question. So the common mode 

of communication, ie verbal, is of no help to the anthropologist. We 

must turn to the observable effect of physical appearance or a reaction
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to an action to understand what’s being communicated.

In the case of our salseros, the context of the social dimension 

of their emotional response is important, since it encompasses their 

perception of their exalted status in the theatre of “standard” role 

training. In reversed roles, this perception of status affects their learning 

experience, visible in the physiological response of less than cooperative 

action. Using the communication factor of emotional reactions (Milton 

2005: 29), they are expressing their muddled emotions viscerally. Their 

discomfort is being expressed through their performance. This is very 

similar to the resentment effects observed by Lisette Josephides in regard 

to research among the Kewa. ‘The cumulative effect of such perceived 

slights is the feeling that respect had been withheld and one’s opinions 

have been ignored’ (Josephides 2005: 86), and as ‘resentment is more 

likely to be experienced by those in a politically weak position’ (ibid: 86), 

it is more keenly felt by the men, once dominant but now subaltern.

Is this feeling of marginalisation experienced by the women when 

learning in the standard role? I thought back to my experiences 

when first learning salsa, and felt a glimmer of distant recognition.

I remember being respectfully silent in classes. Was this because the 

teachers were not addressing me in the role of follower, but instead they 

were addressing the men, so that I became an outsider in this theatre of 

action? I remember wondering silently, “What do / do next? We know 

what be does, but what about me, what am I expected to do? Don’t I get 

to do anything? I need to know what my part is!” And I remember that 

I felt I was being moved around and “adjusted” rather than “led”. Every 

now and then some brave woman would ask what she was supposed to 

do, and the answer was, “oh...the women just do what’s being led, “ or 

“just keep the stepping going and he will lead you.” (See Wieschiolek, 

2003: “‘Ladies, Just Follow His Lead!”’.)

My thoughts returning to the practice room and the students before 

me, I resumed the role of anthropologist and, taking the research 

approach, I turned to the women in the Role Reversal class and asked if 

they felt similarly when participating in other salsa classes as followers. 

There was a very long, thoughtful silence. Eyes shifted in blank faces. 

None of them could recall experiencing such a reaction. One of them
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promised to he aware of it in subsequent classes and report hack. And 

others agreed to do the same.

The following week, 1 asked what their report was. They didn’t 

notice or feel any marginalisation. Minutes into every class, they 

were concentrating on doing their role to complete the partnership. 

Essentially, they forgot to notice.

I, however, became acutely aware of subtly marginalising the follower 

in all the subsequent classes I taught, and began to analyse my teaching 

strategy. The power is in the control of the leader (McMains 2006:

30), who needs coaching not only on what the steps are, but how to 

communicate to the partner what to do. And I found that I talk to the 

person in power. My focus is on getting the complex structure of the 

lead right rather than alerting the followers to what the message is 

and what to do with it once you have received it. To learn to initiate 

an action, plan a subsequent action, and coordinate another person to 

perform it with you, requires a skill different to receiving an instruction 

and carrying it out. My emphasis on the leader was borne out even 

in the classes where I taught from the follower’s position with a male 

demonstrator leading. The rhetoric I heard myself using was concerned 

with describing how the leader should prepare to lead the move, when 

to deliver the lead, how to be precisely clear to the follower what the 

lead means “she” should do (no matter how hard I tired to de-sex the 

roles, gendered pronouns were there to sabotage my good intentions), 

and how to complete the lead in order to leave the leader both time 

and opportunity to deliver the next lead. Given that the leaders in the 

‘normal’ classes were men, I heard myself reinforcing male dominance.

When the roles reversed, the associations that linked gender with 

autonomy became uncomfortable. Men were used to being the focus, 

and they had gone from associating the (male) leader’s role with the 

focus of instruction, to “men” are the focus of attention. In other words, 

in classical Pavlovian behaviour modification, the salsa structure of 

male-leader-dominant had shortened to male-dominant, eclipsing the 

middle vehicle.

Should I be surprised at the emotional confusion, the ‘resentment’ 

(Josephides 2005: 86) in the Role Reversal classes? Within the practice
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arena of salsa dancing, each dancer forges her/his own expectations 

and creates an identity that fits into the partnership, and conforms 

to the community’s values. Diprose (1994: 38), in her interpretation 

of Hegel’s ‘restricted economy of difference’, or as I would call it, 

‘reflexive affirmation of identity’, provides an enlightening view of 

Hegel’s concept of Self and Other in establishing identity. To be sure of 

one’s identity, ‘a double action is required such that both can "recognise 
themselves as mutually recognising one another’ (Diprose 1994: 47, 

italics sic). Diprose continues, ‘The other must become what I value 

in myself, and I must become what the other desires. But each appears 

to the other as a body which signifies difference from the other’, while 

recognising a ‘dependence’ on the other for affirmation (ibid: 47). In 

other words, we recognise ourselves by assessing the reaction of others 

to us, and we use that recognition to ‘check’ an evaluation of likenesses, 

similar to Coffman’s ‘impression management’ (Coffman 1969: 203- 

230). And then we calculate the differences in order to complete an 

evaluation of our own uniqueness, which may go something like this: 

“We are alike because we can both dance Cuban Salsa, and therefore 

I see a likeness of myself in you and I recognise something of yourself 

in me, and so we can really get on well together by reinforcing this 

likeness — but we are different because I have a knowledge of the dance 

through the body of a woman, and you are a man, and therefore I can’t 

completely understand you and be like you.”

The impediment to total unity, and to reversing gendered role 

performances, is the body in question, that of the Self, which provides 

an obstacle for completed symbiotic empathy, and must, in Diprose’s 

(1994: 47) words, ‘be negated because it [the body] hinders the 

establishment of equivalencies’. In the case of our salseros and salseras, 

the differences we can see between ourselves as men and women inhibit 

the ability to be completely symbiotic, while simultaneously confirming 

a difference in gender identity. If this sounds extremely reflexive, circular, 

and complicated, imagine what might be happening in the identities of 

the men and women in the role reversal class, as they look at each other, 

expect to find that double-action recognition, and yet find that the body, 

and therefore the reflection of affirmation in the role, is all wrong. In
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the process of reversing the roles, the physical image (of male body) and

the role image (of no autonomy) did not match. There was a cognitive

(mental) awareness disturbed by a somatic (embodied) awareness that

was working at a subliminal level. This anomaly was harder to overlook

for the men than for the women, but by the accounts of the men, the

women experienced some of this cognitive-somatic dissonance as well.

Here is an entry from my Journal 22 May 2010:

Mike [my demonstrator for the Role Reversal classes] taught 
the class while I was in Belfast. He danced as a leader [that’s his 
‘normal’ role, remember] because they were short of women 
[leaders]. Mike reported that one of the guys said:

“[being led by Mike]...there is a certainty you still don’t get with 
the others [ie, the women].”

1 think that ‘certainty’ is about more than ‘muscle memory’- 
that confidence, that ‘certainty’ comes with practice....practice 
theory. We shape the role through practice, each to suit one’s 
own purposes. That purpose is confused in this community 
of practice because the leader’s role is entangled with images 
of masculinity, yet the performer is in a community where 
femininity is rewarded.

Interestingly, women reported that they found other women easier to 

lead.

Field notes Apr 29 2010. Interesting observation: in rotating 
around the beginner’s RR class (I had to be a guy/follower)
[Woman S] remarked that it was different to lead me — I would 
let her lead me. The guys before me, she said, were forcing the 
hand at a particular height, and therefore not allowing her to 
‘give direction’. [Woman 26] is German, very tall, very strong, 
in fact, very assertive. Another woman [Woman 13], very tiny, 
said she agreed. [Woman 4] said she thought the guys could give 
more tension. So something with the resistance/responsiveness 
of the follower is causing concern.

On the surface, one can ascribe these observations - men appear to 

find male leaders easier to follow, and women appear to find female 

followers easier to lead — to how much more experienced each are in 

doing their standard roles, their standard role being a role they had 

already mastered. The problem of this Hegelian cognitive-somatic 

dissonance paradigm — this uncomfortable difference between what one 

desires and what is relfected in the body - could also help to explain this
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phenomenon from both an identity and praxis point of view. Women are 

more comfortable leading women because the gender confusion element 

is removed in at least one of the performers in the partnership, reducing 

dissonance by half. The situation was ostensibly similar for the men 

in the class, who were there for research purposes, which can remove 

any homophobia and allows a clinical analysis of movement on purely 

kinaesthetic grounds. Again, one half of the partnership is in his ‘native’ 

role, and the other accepts the frame-work of ‘male leader’ in a clinical 

setting, reducing dissonance and providing each man an escape from any 

uncomfortable feelings of homophobia.

Gieser (2008) has another valid perspective, one that highlights the 

co-operative praxis of interpersonal communication: something — some 

unidentifiable essence — lies in the connection that becomes established 

between the dancers in training. ‘We are entangled in a field of 

relationships’, writes Gieser (2008: 301). ‘Our being is therefore neither 

located in ourselves as subjects nor in the objects we are dealing with, 

but in-between, in our relationships with the world’ (ibid: 303). Partner 

dancing can be viewed as a field of relationships based on negotiating 

and internalising a gendered position in a non-verbal power balance, 

not just in the physical amount of power and control needed to move 

one’s body in the expected way, but also in the emotional interaction 

between the dancers. This emotional interaction affects the expression 

of embodiment and, therefore, the performance. The expectation of 

a gender-influenced behaviour informs the connection between the 

dancers and is the site for stability in the relationship.

Jackson finds something similar in his research group:

‘Collective representations...of gender...are always correlated 
with patterns of body use generated within the habitus...[and] 
stereotypical ideas and bodily habits tend to reinforce each other 
in ways which remain ‘set’ so long as the environment in which 
these attitudes are grounded itself remains stable’ (Jackson 1983:
336).

Furthermore Jackson goes on to suggest that this stability once 

disrupted is likely to produce a new awareness, which may help to 

explain what was happening to the men in the Role Reversal Class.
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‘[T]he habitual or ‘set’ relations between ideas, experiences and 
body practices may be broken....altered patterns of body use 
may induce new experiences and provoke new ideas. ...
[Disruption triggers changes in bodily and mental disposition’
(Jackson 1983: 334).

Something in the balance - the stability of the experience of dancing 
salsa — has been ‘broken’ for our role reversalists. These now ‘disrupted’ 
and ‘altered patterns of body use’ have provoked changes in ‘mental 
disposition’. Looking at the embodied power balance in salsa and its 
connection to the stability of the gendered performance of dancing salsa 
is the next part of the puzzle.
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4 MARX, AGENCY AND THE NECESSARY DOMINANCE OF 
THE MEANS OF PRODUCTION IN SALSA

Human agency, as I will use it here, is the capacity for human beings 

to make choices and to impose those choices in specific circumstances.

It involves varying degrees of autonomy, very useful to understanding 

the problem of learning how to lead and how to follow. Learning to 

dance salsa is about much more than learning steps and body technique, 

and many people struggle to understand the cooperative dynamic of 

dancing in a partnership. This chapter demonstrates how the leader’s 

role initiates and controls performance in order to construct and direct 

a successful partnership, and conversely, why the follower, in order to 

complement the leader’s unified objective, must refrain from employing 

autonomy and choice.

4.1 The importance of being the leader: agency and the chain of 
motivation in dancing salsa

In the structure of dancing salsa the way it is danced by the serious salsa 
club dancers (as opposed to social settings not primarily dedicated to 

salsa), there can be only one leader in the partnership. McMains finds 

the experience of ballroom dancing similar: ‘The man or the leader 

makes all the decisions’ (McMains 2006: 30). In Salsa, Roman-Velazquez 

writes, ‘dancing salsa is not only about one dominating the other, but 

about interacting and communicating through corporeal codes’ (Roman- 

Velazquez 1999: 122). Informants in my study identify a strong need for 

having leadership in dancing salsa — one and only one source of that 

leadership (see Appendices B and C, questions 18, 20, 21, 23, 24, and 25). 

A significant indicator for the importance of proper observance of this 

chain of authority is that dancers list ‘backleading’ (when the follower 

takes control of the dance and tries to lead it as s/he thinks it should be 

done), to be a very unsatisfactory situation. The resulting struggle for 

control in the dance produces a less than mutually positive experience.

It seems clear, therefore, that successful social dancing in the salsa 

clubs of Oxford requires a highly conditioned attitude towards only
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one of the two dancers directing the action. Dancers rate the quality 

of their own and their partner’s performance by how well the follower 

interpreted the lead. (See above and Appendices B and C, questions 20 

and 23, and 24.) Clearly, quality of connection is very important to the 

serious salsa dancers in Oxford, and considering that their teachers 

have been taught by teachers from outside Oxford (in my case, teachers 

from London, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Bolivia, Brazil, Miami, Los Angeles, 

Barcelona, and Gothenburg), we can infer that this that importance on 

connection is pervasive throughout the commodity-based structure of 

Northern/Western salsa communities of practice.

Examine the Attributes Chart from the Role Reversal Study, and we 

see that both men and women in experiencing the role from the other 

perspective, assigned a very high value (over 4 — sometimes 5) to such 

attributes as ‘directing the action/being in charge’, ‘forward planning’, 

‘authority’, ‘giving guidance’ to leading, but a very low value (less than 

2) to the same attributes for following (Figure 3: items 1, 22, 25, 38). 

Skills ranking high for followers (a value over 4) but not so important for 

leaders (less than a value of 2) are ‘being obedient/taking and following 

direction’, ‘biddable’, and ‘yielding’. These findings are corroborated in 

interviews and conversations (See Appendices B and C).

Me: What makes a good dance partner?

Appx C, Q23, M8: If she does what I’m doing - matches me not 
just in following my lead but in the way I move - my feeling for 
the music. A little bit of dynamic on her part adds to the fun as 
well — if she takes my lead and dances it with personality and 
yet does not interfere with the lead.

Me: What makes a bad experience?

Appx C, Q24, M7: Backleading. It screws everything up.

If (a) directing, forward planning, authority, and guidance are signifiers 

of agency, and (b) obedience, biddable, and yielding are signifiers of 

absence of agency, and (c) dancers rate the presence of the former 

and the lack of latter characteristics as important for the cooperative 

functioning of the dance, then we may conclude that there is little 

agency (opportunities for making choices and imposing choices) in 

following, and considerably more agency in leading.
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Further supporting this conclusion are some of the less extreme 

values on the Attributes chart (Appendix D), ie those valued at above or 

below 2.5, but polarised. For example, if a signifier of agency is initiative 

(being able to begin any choice of figure and influence compliance) we 

would expect to find that in the eyes of dancers, followers have less 

initiative and leaders have more. In the early studies (see section 1.7 

above), when there was a lack of experience, the values were slightly 

more significant: a value of 4.93 for initiative in leading, and 1.71 for 

initiative in following. But by the final study, the women perceived a 

higher value for initiative — still high for leading at 4.92, but rising to 

2.17 for following. As their experience grew - combining the experience 

of following men and leading male followers - the women began to 

think there was a bit more initiative in the role of following than they 

had originally thought. Interestingly, the men valued the combination 

of their own initiative as followers and the experience of leading 

women followers at a similar increased value of 2.23. There may be no 

significant difference between 1.71 and 2.23, given that we are ascribing 

arbitrary values to subjective definitions and challenging descriptions 

of feelings, but this may signify that with an increase in practice and 

confidence, there is room for some sort of perception of freedom in the 

role of following. Further controlled studies would be necessary to see 

if these results can be replicated and investigated further. However, the 

qualitative interviews and casual comments of the participants back 

this up. The feelings voiced in the Role Reversal Recital and subsequent 

debriefings indicate that a blurring of the roles of leading and following 

does occur with experience, which would tend to support the perception 
that the role of follower increases in agency with experience.

Another possibility for the slight increased rating of ‘initiative’ - the 

main ingredient of agency in salsa - is that followers still employ almost 

no initiative but at some point in the somatic depths of partner dancing 

over several months/years, it becomes difficult to distinguish between 

initiative, influence, and ability for expression.
It is also possible that in order to maintain a sense of ego integrity, 

it is human nature to deny a lack of agency. Cognitive Dissonance 

Theory (Festinger 1957) in behavioural psychology proposes that
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one rationalises one’s moral values to match one’s opinions, because 

to maintain psychological homeostasis, it is not healthy to hold two 

contradictory beliefs at the same time (ibid: 1-3). For example, two 

cognitions (thoughts) are considered consonant (in harmony) if one 

follows on or supports the other (1 voted for John Smith. I believe he is 

the best man for the job), and dissonant (unharmonious, possibly even 

negating) if the cognitions oppose each other (John Smith is a dishonest 

man. I voted for him). (Examples taken from Wicklund and Brehm 

1976: 2). If two cognitions are contradictory, the individual will seek 

to rationalise one or the other until an acceptable level of consonance 

is achieved (Festinger 1957: 1-3). Rationalisation can take many forms, 

for example, refusing to recognise supporting data or information 

and emphasizing any element that supports one’s actions (known as 

‘selective exposure’ [Wicklund and Brehm 1976: 170] eg 1 believe John 

Smith was falsely accused of rape, fraud, and extortion, even though a 

civil court found him guilty).

The women in my Oxford salsa group would agree with this woman 

in Roman-Velazquez’s London class: ‘ [T]he very nature of being led, 

actually it is a huge contradiction with the way I lead the rest of my life.

I mean, Fve often pondered why I enjoy being led so much on the dance 

floor’ (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 124). Beliefs about one’s identity are 

considered ego-intrinsic, and capable of causing significant dissonance if 

not rationalised (Wicklund and Brehm 1976: 2). ‘Dissonance is greatest 

and clearest when it involves not just any two cognitions, but, rather, a 

cognition about the self and a piece of behaviour that violates that self 

concept’ (Aronson 1992: 305). Therefore, a lot may be invested by our 

salseras in justifying a feeling of agency when there isn’t one. Using the 

paradigm above, the cognition about the self is: “I believe I am a free- 

agent and an independent woman in the world, and I think for myself. 

The behaviour is: I dance salsa, which for a follower is a dominated and 

non-directive role. In order to avoid hypocrisy (Wicklund and Brehm 

1976: 103), I will refuse to recognise - I will displace - the amount of 

dominance in the leader’s role, and I will look for any evidence, no 

matter how unsubstantiated, to support my ego and my identity as 

an independent woman. I will believe that I have initiative and agency
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in this dance by identifying influence, voluntary cooperation, and 
negotiating skills as initiative and therefore agency, even though I still 
do not have the power of primary control. Or perhaps I will believe that 
it doesn’t matter in dancing— that it is only a pantomime script that 
does not affect any part of my life off the dance floor. Or I can make the 
situation irrelevant by removing the second statement: if I stop dancing 
salsa, I have removed the dissonant behaviour, and the first statement 
stands unchallenged.” These are all ways of reducing the emotional 
discomfort of dissonance.

Another way to remove the dissonance altogether would be to alter 
the first statement, “I am an independent woman”, to “I accept that 1 am 
not an independent woman”, but the initial statement may be “resistant” 
to change (Wicklund and Brehm 1976: 3), due to its involvement in the 
construction of the identity of the individual.

We cannot yet conclude from the above, however, that there is an 
absolute lack of agency in following. We must look to qualitative 
interviews outside the role reversal context, ie in standard roles, to see 
if evidence lies there. When asked what is enjoyable about following, 
or what it feels like to follow, or what do you think about when you are 
dancing, or what does a woman get out of dancing salsa, the followers’ 
most frequent answers were phrases like, “I switch off”, “I like not 
having to make the decisions”, and, “I’m just letting it happen. I don’t 
have to think; I just respond”, indicating a relinquishing of primary 
agency. See Appendices B and C, Questions 21-26, and 28. Here are 
samples from the women:

I try to let go of thinking. When following I don’t have any 
responsibilities for the dance. I dance better with no thinking.

Salsa concentrates more on leading and following than 
ballroom. It is such a pleasure to not to be able to back lead, and 
just be dependent on the lead. Really really, really passive. And 
peaceful.

It is liberating. I think and make decisions all day long. It’s 
been a difficult year. So salsa is where I feel alive and normal, a 
woman again.

She [the follower] dances her role, which is to complement him 
without taking over.

2012. Department «/ History and Anthropolpgy, Queen’s University Belfast 98



For me it is an intellectual exercise, to be able to follow every 
lead. It is my role, to follow, and I enjoy the role of following. 1 
have a lot of expression I can put into it. And I can influence the 
dance by what 1 do, but 1 have to follow the rules. It’s playing 
a game, responding in my own way to the information I am 
getting. If I get it right, I am rewarded by happiness.

Focus on what’s going on is a nice way to relax.

Fun. It doesn’t conflict with other areas of independence.
Learning dependence here [to follow a lead] is a good lesson for 
when you might need to use that skill. You learn that you don’t 
lose your integrity at the same time[.]

These comments seem to suggest acknowledgement of a secondary 

position — secondary and submitting to the one leading, implying a sort 

of Hobbesian social contract for salsa: the inference is that in exchange 

for voluntarily sacrificing free-will and self-determination, I will reap the 

benefits of therapeutic dancing.

The question must be asked: why haven’t men recognised this 

enormous personal benefit and seized the opportunity for such 

therapeutic exercise? The answer to that may lie in the social 

conditioning and construction of masculinity, and the tenacious 

connection salsa dancing has to the gendered performance of leading.

A possible explanation for why men find following less appealing than 

women do comes from Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo. In 'Woman Culture 
and Society: a theoretical overview (1974: 19), she observes that in 

cultures she has studied, ‘male, as opposed to female, activities are 

always recognised as predominately important, and cultural systems give 

authority and value to the roles and activities of men.’ She goes on to 

quote Margaret Mead (1935: 302), ‘the prestige values always attach to 

the activities of men’. Therefore, if (a) that is a universal condition, and 

if (b) men lead in dancing, and if (c) things that men do are believed to 

have a ‘prestige’ factor, then (d) the desire to give that up in exchange 

for some “switched off therapy” is not an attractive bargain. It is more 

appealing to keep ahold of leadership and the power contained in 

controlling the means of production.

We have established, through negative comments about backleading 

and through analysis of opinions in the Attributes Chart (Appendix 

D) that the dancers agree having one partner at a time leading the
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partnership produces the best possible outcome. This implies a social 

contract for salsa, with evidence of the follower’s role being a secondary 

role, however perceived and justified (cognitive dissonance selective 

exposure displacement). Further evidence of the secondary nature 

of the follower’s role is the male’s reluctance to give up the role of 

leading (prestige values). And we have established a complex cocktail 

of qualities that constitute agency, ie the attributes that make up the 

capacity to make choices and impose those choices as perceived by our 

dancers. Let us now locate the source and the progression of the agency 

that powers the salsa partnership.

4.2 Situating agency: Ortner, DeNora, and Cell

Three writings have proved useful for considering the structure of 

dancing salsa in terms of agency, rather than negotiation, initiative, 

dominance and deference. The first is Sherry Ortner’s book Making 
Gender. In my experience of training followers to “do as you are told” 

and “follow the lead”, I struggled to find a description that would 

explain to the followers what to do — exactly how to “wait” for a lead, 

how to “behave” in the salsa context. “Don’t anticipate the lead; don’t 

backlead; don’t launch yourself into the dance; don’t participate in the 

choreography.” Nothing was getting the message across. But a point of 

view that called to mind my own memory of learning to follow came 

from Ortner’s account of researching the role of the female in Grimms’ 

Fairy Tales: in Ortner’s words agency is ‘formulating and enacting a 

project’ (Ortner 2006: 140), and in girls, agency needs to be ‘unmade’ 

(Ortner 1996: 9). Girls are born with initiative, but to be successful 

women, it has to be removed. Ortner uncovered in the Tales a disturbing 

pattern of behaviour modification: females who showed initiative, 

brains, and the nouse to make things happen, whether heroines or 

villains, were always punished, either by being denied passage into 

Adulthood and Marriage for the young heroines, or life itself for the 

witches and wicked step-mothers.

What I had not quite expected to see was a recognition in the
tal es that female characters had to be made passive, weak, and
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timorous, that is, a recognition that agency in girls had to be 
unmade ... For all of the female protagonists, ... [the rite of] 
passage involves the renunciation of agency. (Ortner 1996: 9; 
author’s italics)

So this is what the follower must do in order to succeed and be 

rewarded: to become an admired and worthy partner, she must unmake 

her own dance agency. If agency is initiating her own decisions and 

exercising free will in the dance, eg ‘formulating and enacting a [salsa] 

project’, then acting with agency results in punishment: she will be 

ostracised from dancing unless she “does as she is told”. The key is to 

renounce agency and embrace responsiveness; give up the control of 

my own idea of kinetic participation in this dance to the person who 

is planning the choreography. If she were a solo dancer in a stage show, 

she would be learning a choreography not of her own making, but she 

would be performing it by controlling, planning, and monitoring her 

own movements. In salsa, she must not perform as in a routine in which 

she uses her own energy to project her own movements into the next 

measure. Before she can participate, she must learn how to be led.
The skill of following a lead is very different to other forms of 

dancing. There is, in classical dance for example, the possibility of a 

feeling of intrinsic power that flows from each move and gesture to the 

next that leaves the dancer feeling ‘liberated’ (Wulff 2006: 137-138).

In an improvisational stage piece, a dancer would have considerably 

more choice and control over movements than in a choreographed 

performance, and hence be much more engaged with his/her own agency. 

Not so in salsa. Roman-Velazquez recalls her first learning experience of 

salsa as an exercise in ‘reading messages’ (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 122). 

She found herself to be ‘slightly confused’ as her partner prepared her 

hands for her. ‘I did not know what he meant. [...] I realised there were 

certain hints that I was not aware of’ (ibid: 122). And yet by paradoxical 

nature, salsa partner dancing is improvisational, in that nothing is 

rehearsed and planned before the dance begins. The improvisation is 

instant and immediate and in control of the leader, who knows the 

vocabulary and the grammar he will employ. Therefore, in order to make 

the dance work, the follower must not assume to know where this is
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going, as he or she would in a choreographed couple dance. Followers 

must not contribute any of their own interpretation of the music. 

Followers must learn (Wieschiolek 2003: 128) to hang back and wait 

to take the energy as it comes from the leader, accept it into the body, 

and then and only then move skilfully and obediently, looking all the 

while for the next cue. Within this discipline, followers must do as the 

leaders expect, so as not to spoil what has been planned ahead for the 

next figure. If the figure is spoiled, there will be disappointment even 

if there is consoling laughter. But if followers do as expected, they will 

be rewarded with admiration, maybe even praise, and better still an 

invitation to dance another dance.

A second source to shed some light on the subject of agency was Tia 

DeNora’s Music in Everyday Life. Although not in the title, the word 

‘agency’ appears on an average once in every three pages (76 times in 

181 pages). Music, although it cannot have the cognitive elements of 

planning and initiating a project, has a unique motivational property: 

according to DeNora, we don’t just use music as entertainment, but 

rather we are ‘caught up in it, find ourselves in the middle of it, are 

awakened by it’ (DeNora 2000: 159). Something in it stimulates us into 

action, an action we would not otherwise perform. Music, an aural 

phenomenon, is capable of making us ‘act’. It can trigger memories; it 

causes us to feel emotion; it can cause spine-tingling somatic responses 

such as calmness, anxiety or pride; it intellectually informs us of how 

film characters are feeling; it causes some of us to want to dance, and 

express the music through our bodies. It is a powerful cultural agent, 

that channels power and thought into and through our bodies.

There is definitely a case to be made for a potential agency that moves 

without words but has a visible kinetic effect, a non-physical stimulus 

that has an involuntary effect on the organism receiving it. To apply 

this to partner dancing requires little imagination: one could claim that 

the music is the primary agent, the leader is both actor and agent who 

chooses the expression and channels the agency for performing to the 

follower, who acts according to the leader’s expressive expectations.

It should be noted here, however, that the expression chosen by the 

leader is limited to what figures - how much salsa vocabulary — has
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been learned, and may have litde or nothing to do with expressing any 

specific characteristics of the music. Depending on the leader’s (and also 

the follower’s) skills set, the music might be just a cue to start dancing, 

and the rest of the dance is less about the agency of the music and more 

about the agency of the leader’s ability. But regardless of the origin 

of the agency, it is an interesting point of view that something outside 

us can have agency over us and make us act. Agency is not limited to 

autologous motivation — it does not have to originate in the body that 

acts. It could come from an outside source, or it could flow from one 

actor to another.

The third key source is Alfred Cell’s book Art and Agency. In

Cell’s anthropology of art, the term “art” cannot restrict itself to

any institutionally assigned cultural value. The “market value” of the

“art” is irrelevant: the agency, the effect and the chain of motivations

that came before and after are what his theory exposes. Although he

is concerned with “objects”, dancing salsa can fit into his model. To

separate “art object” from any preconceived notion we may have about

what is art, he prefers to use the term ‘index’ (Cell 1998: 12-13), ie an

‘index’ or indication that something, regardless of its perceived value

judgment, has been created. He describes the agency process thus:

I propose that ‘art-like situations’ can be discriminated as those 
in which the material ‘index’ (the visible, physical, ‘thing’) 
permits a particular cognitive operation which I identify as the 
abduction of agency. (Ibid: 13, single quote marks and italics 
Cell’s.)

Put in terms of our salseros, the performing art-like situation of dancing 

(a visible index) supplies a chain of motivations that can be described 

as agency, and recognises a conscious cognitive element as part of that 

chain. The ‘abduction’ (a term he borrows from logic and semiotics), 

ie the entire process which I will call “chain”, allows the manifestation 

of the process to acquire a meaning, or a value. Furthermore, Cell 

indicates that this abduction, this almost thermodynamic transfer of 

energy, covers the grey area where language-like signifiers (‘semiotics’ 

in Cell’s words — “salsa vocabulary” in mine) merge with the non

verbal (ibid:14). This is undoubtedly a useful analogy for describing the 

cognitive processes (the “thinking ahead” and pattern planning of steps
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and figures) and the non-verbal nature (communicating through touch 

and kinaesthesis) of partner dancing in salsa.

The impulse transmitted along this chain, according to Cell, is 

agency: the ability to put into motion a series of acts that will result in 

the creation of a thing that has, in and of itself, its own reward, and its 

own agency to produce a significant phenomenon, in our case, a thrilling 

experience shared between two people — the experience of creating a 

single unified and satisfactory outcome.

In the minds of informants, a function of salsa is to have a mutually 

enjoyable dance. It is a partnership in every sense of the word: two 

people agree to perform according to a practiced set of rules in order 

to make a positive experience, profitable in that both participants are 

happy consumers with an increased cultural capital due to a visible, 

physical success. But the rules, ie the means of production, call for some 

decidedly clear boundaries: only one person can control the means of 

production; the other one obeys instructions in order to cooperate in the 

producing of the desired result.

Using Cell’s model, this is accomplished through agency, the 

transmission of impetus and motivation, along a chain of actors.

Cell (ibid: 36) identifies the primary agent as the one ‘endowed with 

the capacity to initiate actions/events through will or intention)’ and 

secondary agents as ‘entities not endowed with will or intention by 

themselves but essential to the formation, appearance, or manifestation 

of intentional actions.’ Whereas the music and the leader share primary 

agency in my paradigm, the follower’s role fits Cell’s paradigm neatly. 

The follower is essential to the creation of the index, but is not an 

initiator of free will. Consider how this woman describes her feeling of 

the agency chain.

Appx B, Q26, W6: Leading is task-based direction; focus on 
transferring the agency from your lead to your partner. Lead 
comes first, style second. But when following, style comes 
simultaneously with responding. The follower’s role has more 
freedom of expression — I feel like I have a bit of free-agency 
because his lead makes me know what 1 am doing. The leader’s 
role can contain expression, but it is more conservative.

Me: What is free-agency?

W6: Free — I didn’t have to generate it myself. It was a gift.
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‘His lead makes me know what 1 am doing.’ As secondary agents, 

followers ‘borrow their agency from an external source’ (Cell 1998: 36). 

Thus an actor/agent theory is illuminating when analysing the dynamic 

structure of the process of leading and following in salsa. Combining 

the insights from Ortner, DeNora, and Cell, the roles in salsa can be 

described in terms of degrees of free will (agency), initiative (origination 

of agency), communication (transmission of agency), and interpretation 

(acting on agency). Cell adds another layer that may become useful in 

explaining the particular dilemma of salsa women who do not accept 

that following is a secondary role status: Cell invests the index, ie, the 

outcome, with a certain agency of its own to evoke a reaction in an 

observer, in his terms the ‘patient’, or person passively receiving the 

effect. Given that followers believe they are not only expressing agency 

but also contributing a certain amount of agency, a bipolar model of 

agency in dancing salsa may be too reductionist. If the index has its own 

agency, it may be that the feeling of empowerment that followers have 

comes from the feedback loop of the index’s agency, ie the followers are 

experiencing a passive empowering feeling that they are participating in 

the creation of something beautiful. The performers become their own 

appreciative ‘patients’. We have come across another type of feedback 

loop before, in the discourse above (section 3.6) on cognitive-somatic 

dissonance and emotion in Diprose’s ‘restricted economy of difference’ 

(Diprose 1994: 38). Cell’s bi-polar model of agency is, therefore, evidence 

from a second theory of practice that a feedback effect is happening.

4.3 A theory of agency: the view from within following and leading

I will now apply this theory to a description of the mechanical structure 

- the physical kinematics and dynamics - of salsa. 1 will attempt to very 

carefully describe the agency or lack of in the roles without using any 

gender references, especially gendered pronouns. I will instead use the 

second person singular. Not only does that choice put you the reader in 

the role, regardless of your sex, but it is also a gender-neutral pronoun.

For the purposes of analysing the agent-dynamic in salsa, 1 will define 

agency within salsa as the amount of choice you have over the action you
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perform. Let us take a situation everyone can understand: to walk from 

the entrance of an auditorium to the stage, you would stride comfortably 

and confidently, choosing your path, your speed and your gait. You are 

entirely in control of the movement. But what if you were met at the 

door, taken by the elbow, and guided, perhaps zig-zagging across the 

floor, at the random discretion of your escort, perhaps running, perhaps 

halting, perhaps turning around and doubling back — not the route you 

would have chosen. You trust that all movement will result in your arrival 

to the stage, but is at the will of your escort. You now have very little 

control of your own movement, although your destination and that of 

your escort’s remains the same. You must trust that your escort will get 

you there, and if you resist, or block the progress or try to go your own 

way, the operation will hesitate, perhaps halt, and may fail. This is the 

power dynamic in salsa. The agency to do what you both want comes 

from the leader. Your cooperation is required for you both to succeed. 

Your role is a supportive one: the contribution you have is in channelling 

the agency you get from your leader into your own movement to match 

the speed, gait and expectations of your escort. You become an actor 

whose power to act comes from the agent in charge.

Appx B, Q26, 10: I tended to backlead before doing role reversal.
But now I understand the separation of the roles. The roles are 
completely different. The leader has total control of how the 
dance goes, and the follower has to be easy to move, reactive, has 
to accept direction. She has influence — but no control. When 
she does something like a body roll or a flourish that is not part 
of his direction, he is like ‘I’m going to let you do that, but I am 
still in control!’ The leader has to be the pillar, the stable one 
with the master plan. He is transmitting his decisions. 1 take up 
the message and hope I get it right.

You are at the mercy of what the leader wants to lead. Wieschiolek’s 

(2003: 128-129) German dancers, ‘had great difficulties accepting the 

prescribed roles for men and women,’ men considering it ‘arrogant to 

lead a woman and make her do certain things at certain time’. German 

women, she writes (ibid) ‘stress their independence, which makes it very 

awkward and strange for them to accept a person’s lead’.

In action on the dance floor, leaders are in the superior position of 

being able to choose the figures they like to do, which may not be the
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ones you like to do. One of the male participants in the Role Reversal 

class mentioned just such a scenario experienced while he was following:

Appx C, Q24, M13: I was being led by a girl who did enchufla 
doble with her knee to my bum. I didn’t like that. It felt 
disrespectful.

You could, as a follower wishing to exert some autonomy, resort to 

verbal communication to say, “Don’t dip me; I don’t like to do dips”, 

but you would still be commenting on the direction of the power. In 

the ideal model of salsa’s non-verbal communication code, there is 

never an opportunity for the follower to exercise a power initiative 

and predetermine what figure is done next by using non-verbal 

communication. Some argue that the follower can block a certain lead - 

the follower can perform only one spin instead of two for example - but 

it is at the risk of surprise, if not disapproval, from the leader.

Appx C, Q26: M8: Followers need to learn to trust a lead — 
when they don’t they are too independent, and the quality of the 
dance, and the fun, goes down.

To understand what is required of you as a follower, you have to have 

a flexible amount of resistance in the arms and upper body. How much 

tension is dependent on how much tension is coming from the leader. 

This flexible resistance is what allows you to feel the lead. If your arms 

and torso are without structure, without frame, no lead will reach 

your memory in time to respond quickly, and you will not adequately 

complete the instruction — you will guess at the instruction instead 

of feel it. Knowing just the right amount of tension, resistance, and 

flexibility to give back at any one place in the lead comes from training 

and experience. As a general rule, when your arms are directed in a 

lateral motion, a firm frame is needed to understand the direction and 

amount of speed required to complete the instruction. If however the 

arms are taken up or down, the shoulder must become flexible in order 

to allow arms to go over your head or your leader’s.

Like boxing (Wacquant 2004) reflexive technique is everything in 

following. These moves are tricky, because you are receiving both lateral 

and vertical messages at the same time, and you must know how to 

maintain the right pressure in the right position at the right moment to
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understand the lead. You must not assume you know what the pattern 

is supposed to he, nor can you ‘help out’ and change even the position 

of your hand lest you interfere with what comes next. ‘To understand 

what you have to do, you watch [...] but you do not truly see [...] unless 

you have understood [...] with your body’ (Wacquant 2004: 118). 

Physically you must learn how to maintain the correct frame to receive 

and understand a lead, and mentally you must be obedient and perform 

according to instruction.

Appx B, Q24, 8: I feel bad if I miss a lot of leads. And the ones 
who make you feel it was your fault by looking disappointed or 
disdainful when it goes wrong [make it worse].

Of course, you might, as a follower, misinterpret an unclear lead, or 

receive one you have never encountered in your repertoire and for which 

you cannot find a cognitive match, and thus you perform something not 

intended, but you made a snap judgement at what was expected and 

if you were wrong, you hope that the lead can recover. You might also 

need to restrict the lead in times of minor crisis, like suffering from too 

much spinning or a need for self-preservation if your leader is not good 

at protecting you from danger on the dance floor, or if your leader is 

in danger of hurting you due to poor technique. Or if, as in the case 

of transgression I recounted above, you’d like to put a little distance 

between you and your partner. In cases like these, your choices are to 

block the lead but keep the basic step, or you might, at the risk of it 

being taken as a snub, politely excuse yourself and cease dancing, which 

is a very drastic form of negative agency that completely destroys the 

purpose of being at a dance in the first place.

You can have a “moment of personal expression”, eg, the flourishes 

and hair combs mentioned above, but they must be done in places where 

you are sure it will not interfere with what comes next. There are figures 

in which you are allowed to take over momentarily, but the lead will 

return to the leader — it was the leader’s choice to initiate that move 

and permit you, the follower, to perform in the manner dictated by that 

choice in the first place. And there arc times when the leader will let 

go of you and begin dancing independently. You are expected to carry 

on dancing, displaying, if you can, more sensuality and skill than you
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have available to you in an open hold, but being ready for the leader to 

recommence a contact hold at any time.

Appx C, Q26, Mil: The leader gives the power to perform to 
the followers, through the communication of the dance. The 
rules are agreed [implied] beforehand. 1 would prefer to lead, 
but it is also fun to follow. The leader initiates, and the follower 
responds, but the values of the roles are equal.

The roles may be of equal ‘value’ -- one cannot be done without the 

other — but the opportunities are not equal. Agency over yourself and 

another person is in control of the leader.

Now look at the structure from the other side. As a leader you 

have the responsibility for the structure of the dance and the safety of 

your follower. The leader knows not only a certain pattern of steps, 

which can be arranged in almost any order at will, but also how to 

communicate this to a follower at exactly the right time to a) avoid 

confusion and b) allow the follower enough time to read, interpret, and 

engage with the instruction in order to produce a satisfactory response. 

This you will accomplish by embodying the knowledge of hand 

positions and body language that will signal your expectations. Not 

only do you have to remember your steps, what the follower’s responses 

should be, and how to indicate at the right time what is required, but 

you have to do it to music as well.

The type of hand hold you employ and the gesture you use to move 

the follower’s arm - which in turn moves the follower’s frame and 

alters the follower’s balance without destabilising either of you - is 

part of learning how to use your agency in aid of the desired outcome. 

It requires you to think ahead, project mentally into the future what 

should happen after you lead the figure you had in mind. Rarely, 

however, do you need to think ahead any further than a few measures 

of music. The fun, and the thrill of structured social partner dancing 

is the extemporaneous nature of it. As a leader, you choose what is 

coming next, and learn to deliver the agency needed to make it happen. 

You will not expect, nor will you appreciate any choreographic input 

or expression that interferes with your plans or your job as director of 

the mechanics and where it happens in the space provided to you on the 

dance floor.
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Me: What makes a had dance experience?

Appx C, Q24, 7: Backleading. It screws everything up.

You need also to keep the follower safe from outlying perils such as 

colliding with another couple. Should the follower misinterpret your 

lead, you need to compensate quickly and recover the lead in such a 

way as to not allow the dance to break down. Or you can let go, break 

way from your partner and perform solo, using what ever footwork 

still keeps you in rhythm, until such time you want to resume contact. 

Many leaders employ this tactic when leading the follower becomes too 

difficult, and it can be seen as an insult.

Appx C, Q24, M10: If you are going to put the effort into 
constructing a good dance for her, she jolly well better not screw 
it up by not letting you lead it.

If she doesn’t let you lead it, your only recourse is to struggle with her 

until the end of the track, walk off the floor, or break away and dance 

solo.
It seems incontestably clear that in salsa dancing there can be only 

one leader at a time in the partnership. Using a basic Marxian paradigm, 

I propose that the distribution of power in the means of production of a 

salsa dance lies with only one person in the relationship and that person, 

who by virtue of the role as the originator of the choreography, controls 

the means of production. The follower plays a valuable supportive 

role, for she (or he) has certain skills embodied in training that are 

essential to the completion of the product (a dance), but they are non

directive skills, and on their own, cannot produce the desired goods.

The follower’s role is therefore a secondary agency, necessary but not 

sufficient without the leader, to produce a satisfactory salsa dance.

But does the leader have to be a man, and the follower a woman? 

Would not the paradigm work as well if the roles were reversed?
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5 ACTING OUT: CONSTRUCTIONS OF DOMINANCE AND 
GENDERED PERFORMANCE IN SALSA

'Women cannot lead! There can be only one leader in this 
partnership. To have two leaders means you get nowhere. [...] 
It's a man's dance. Women are here only because we allow 
them.' Alexis Gonzales, Havana, Cuba 2010.

5.1 'It's a man's dance': the Gaze, obedience to authority, and 
marginalization

Having examined the physical mechanics of salsa in the previous 

chapter, let us now explore the social functions of salsa in relation to 

dominance.

Alexis is not alone in his opinion about women leaders. Assumptions 

about the direction of leadership have been likewise observed by 

Pietrobruno:

‘Speaking of how the female follows the male lead in salsa,
Paolo [her teacher] claims that this dynamic is simply a part of 
life: “You know why, because in life there is always somebody 
who leads, even in a company. [...] If not, it does not work.”’ 
(Pietrobruno 2006: 175.)

Regardless of the minute differences and variations in dance styles, 

attitudes towards gendered role performance in salsa are remarkably 

unified: MEN lead, and WOMEN follow. In her London salsa class, 

Roman-Velazquez (1999: 121) learned that ‘in dancing salsa, men should 

have the control.’ Elder Sanchez, a Colombian salsa teacher in London 

for over 30 years, puts it this way: ‘Salsa was not created for women to 

lead men. It’s a machistas dance’ (ibid). Pietrobruno quotes her salsa 

teacher Paolo firmly linking leadership with gender, ‘You make her turn, 

you make her dance. Therefore the woman feels the masculinity of the 

man in the dance.’ (Pietrobruno 2006:175).

Masculinity, and emphasizing a gendered performance thereof, 

appears to be a commonly held opinion in the minds of these Latino 

teachers. Men are in charge — men lead, women follow. And like 

Durkheimian social currents, to do the opposite encounters enormous
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opposition. Are there similar attitudes outside of Latino cultures?

One of my own students, a Canadian of white European extraction, 

expressed his aspirations thus: ‘I want to learn to dance salsa because 

in my experience, girls go for guys with authority’, and so he hopes 

to transfer the embodiment of leading into a habitus that projects 

authority even off the dance floor.

Marion, Blacking, Jackson and others attest to the supposition that 

embodiment of skills learned through hours of internalisation can lead 

to postural and attitudinal changes in other spheres. Wulff writes that 

‘dancers move in a distinct manner, even when they are not dancing’ 

(Wulff 2006: 130). Many of my informants when asked what salsa has 

added to their lives, said a feeling of accomplishment and self assurance, 

which does not necessarily restrict itself to the community of practice in 

question.

Despite informants’ claims that dancing salsa does not indicate an 

alignment with stereotypes of Latino behaviours, certain details of 

performing salsa do suggest patriarchal hegemony and constructed 

ideas of masculine and feminine. Again voicing transference, a woman 

confided this in an email:

What 1 want in a romantic partner is that he knows what I want 
without my telling him. And I feel that dance does that to a very 
significant respect. He leads me non-verbally in doing exactly 
what I want from him — a good lead.

Not only is the hierarchy of power in the dance uni-directional from 

leaders to followers, traditionally men to women, but the above 

illustrates that constructions of masculine dominance and female 

compliance seem allowable in the dance. Whereas certain feminising 

gestures such as flourishes, body rolls and hair combs, and the 

unlearning of wilful agency are rewarded in women’s performance as 

followers in salsa, that behaviour would not necessarily be encouraged 

in a contemporary, politically-correct environment in other theatres of 

life. All of this and more (the shoes, the flirting metaphors) is part of 

the common model of dancing salsa. As we have seen above, other salsa 

researchers have identified gender role training as part of learning salsa. 

Describing her London experience, Patria Roman-Velazquez says:

I was also being taught about sexuality, about female-
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male couples flirting and courting each other. 1 learned the 
conventions of gender relations in dancing salsa: [...] it is a 
dance in which men have control and in which women dance for 
men. (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 121, italics mine)

Many women in the Anglo-Euro cultures learning salsa find this training
‘empowering.’ My informants talk of ‘being a woman without any
constraints’ and ‘a chance to be something different’ (Appendix B,
Q26), and for Skinner’s informant Debbie, ‘a physical expression of
desire and sexuality in private as well as public spaces’ (Skinner 2008:
72). Thomas (2003: 149) writes that in Afro-Cuban rumba, a similar
effect can be observed. Afro-Cuban rumba is one of the antecedents
to Cuban salsa, and according to Daniel (1995: 13), is ‘an indicator
of social conditions,’ with elements of Afro-Cuban rumba having
worked their way back into Cuban salsa during the establishment of
the folkloric dance revival of post revolutionary Cuba (ibid: 7). Thomas
takes up the analysis, quoting Daniel thus:

The female dancer initially appears to be the focus of attention 
in Afro-Cuban rumba, ‘giving the impression that she is 
dominant, powerful, in control, or at the very least, the central 
attracting figure’ (Daniel 1995: 5). Close analysis of the movemet 
[...] however reveal[s] a rather different picture. In reality, it is 
the male who predominates!.] (Thomas 2003: 149)

Similar to salsa, the woman is caught between relishing in the role 
of being the centre of attention, and becoming a distanced object of 
colonisation. In spite of a woman’s increased perceptions of female 
empowerment acquired and enjoyed through salsa, the female salsa 
dancer is still subject to objectification.

Appendix C, Q 25, M 2: Partner dancing enhances role-model 
stereotypes, so the men become more masculine, and the women 
more feminine. He becomes the provider, she becomes the 
decoration.

This element of ‘decoration’ invites scrutiny. A phenomenon called the 
male gaze, a concept developed by Laura Mulvey (1975) from Foucault’s 
‘medical gaze’ (Foucault 1963/1973/2003), can lead to an objectifying 
political arena in salsa dancing, with overtones of colonizing and 
depersonalisation. In her discourse on cinema, Mulvey (1975: 6-18) 
asserts that the male gaze is objectifying, voyeuristic, distancing, and
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de-humanizing, giving ample evidence from film. In dance, the gaze is 

invited, expected, and for most dance forms, essential for the existence 

of the performance. ‘Feelings and ideas about sexuality and sex roles 

(also referred to as gender) take shape in dance’ (Hanna 1988: xiii), and 

in a dance club, the ‘shape’ is a very human form, not just an ideological 

one. The dance club is a place to look at and be seen, for both sexes. 

Leslie Gotfrit similarly describes a disco club in Ontario as a scene of 

‘objectification’ (Gotfrit 1988: 122). Gazing and the constructions of 

desire take on a visual representation on the dance floor, not only in 

the body movements of the dancer, but also in costume. Both McMains 

and Marion testify that appearance is as much a part of the experience 

as is the movement (McMains 2006; Marion 2008). Costume may not 

have the same level of importance in social dancing as in competition 

dancing, since personal ideas about what is sexy may take a secondary 

place to comfort — after all, a night of dancing salsa can be four, five, 

or even six hours long, with all the perspiration that accompanies hard 

physical exercise — but the salsera will invest in her appearance, the 

return on her investment being an increase in symbolic capital gain.

Although many women feel safe in a salsa community, it does not 
appear to protect women from feelings of exploitation. What follows 

below is an account from my diary, showing a distinct discomfort with 

the Gaze aspect in salsa.

The episode was a result of my being away for one week, and giving 

the performance team an assignment to invent a new figure for rueda, 

the form of salsa danced in a wheel as a team. In rueda, the figures give 

ample opportunity for men to do solo moves that attract admiration and 

attention, but the women have only small opportunities for displaying 

technique and skill. The result was a move called Las Cbicas (‘The 

Girls’), and the aim was to give the women something of their own in 

the middle of the circle, like the men do on other moves, such as coming 

together in a scrum-type huddle, or saluting themselves before returning 

to their partners, or spinning and clapping before moving to the next 

partner. Women do not get a chance for display like that in rueda — a 

‘bonding’ figure.

I did not appoint a leader in my absence. I decided to let the
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group establish its own hierarchy. It was the men who led the creative 

development. The new figure involved the men sending their partners 

into the middle of the circle, then kneeling down on the outside of the 

wheel to face the women. The women, once released to the centre, were 

to spin in, face the centre, body roll and hair comb, and then turn out 

to their partners and lift them by a finger on the chin. The team caller, a 

man, planned to put it into the performance for the following weekend.

I received the following email from one of the women:

Dear Bea,

Would it be possible to remove Las Chicas from Saturday’s list?

I have serious objections to this move. I feel I am asked to act a 
male masturbation fantasy. It makes me feel like a piece of meat,
I find it degrading. My opinion is that hip moves and especially 
body rolls should be up to the dancer and not compulsory.
Try not to look vulgar doing a body roll with a F-size bra!
Impossible. [...] So far I have agreed to dance the move in private 
because I enjoy dancing and enjoy the other moves, but I won’t 
consider performing Las Chicas in public. I am happy not to 
perform and leave my place to a more motivated performer if 
necessary.

Clearly this was one Western woman not comfortable with the increased 

sexual capital of “girl power” feminism since the 1990s, the post

feminist empowered woman ‘operating playfully in a sexual marketplace 

that is presented as egalitarian’ (Gill 2009: 99), and I suspected she was 

not the only one. From my travels in Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Spain, I 

have recognised that the social climate in the Northern/Western cultures 

is very different to Latino cultures, where displays of sensuality are 

concerned, and even when performance is contained in a dance context, 

others might also be feeling uncomfortable. The men wanted to perform 

this on the weekend. With her permission, I decided to email the other 5 

women.

Subject: IN CONFIDENCE

Trusted colleagues, what is your opinion of Las Chicas? I am 
aware that this move is not one that A) looks good on everyone 
and B) is comfortable for everyone. One of us has expressed 
extreme discomfort at performing this move on Saturday.

First reply:

I have never felt comfortable with Las Chicas even in private
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practice. The fact that we are not professionals hut a social 
group, performing or dancing with people we know socially (or 
indeed professionally) makes its particular flavour of enforced 
physical expression feel a little like ritualized degradation. Yes, 
we are all friends...but some of us have been ‘friendlier’ than 
others.

Second reply:

I must say that I also have my reservations about Las Chicas 
and have felt a little uncomfortable performing it, even in front 
of guys we know quite well. Personally I have nothing against 
body rolls and I quite like doing them myself, but I agree that 
they should maybe be kept as a form of personal expression that 
everyone can employ when they feel like it.

If one or several of the guys try to reassure us by saying they do 
not consider it objectifying and think we all look really great, 
will that really make a difference to how we feel about doing it?
[...] I think we should remove Las Chicas from Saturday’s list 
and continue the discussion afterwards.

The other three women wrote that they had no objections to Las Chicas, 

but supported the request to remove it. One said perhaps it would take 

more practice to look good, and should be removed from Saturday’s 

list until it was perfect. Another said she was comfortable with dancing 

it, but if any one of us found it compromising, we should not dance it. 

As this exchange was taking place, a promotional email from London’s 

Salsa Caribe came to my inbox, highlighting the irony — salsa at its 

habitus core invites and trains for displaying and gazing.

This Saturday afternoon at The Place, it’s time for It’s a Girl 
Thing!, Susan’s monthly workshop for chicas who want to 
get creative &C stylish on the dancefloor. We’re going to up the 
sass factor in your salsa by getting those hips and shoulders 
moving &c shaking, that torso winding & rippling with meneo, 
templeque and expressive afro-cuban body movement! Along 
with plenty of body isolations for an effortless, coordinated 
dance style, there are salsa suelta steps and other Cuban rhythms 
thrown into the mix, so you can really respond to the music & 
have more fun.

This episode is interesting not only as an analysis of The Gaze, but 

also because it illustrates a gendered example of agency and obedience. 

Six out of the six women remained silent while participating in 
the development of the figure, despite three having conscientious
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misgivings. Three of the women, for some reason, were not comfortable 

voicing their opinions over the week while the move was being 

developed. It was not until I, a higher authority, returned, that they 

spoke out. This is reminiscent of Stanley Milgram’s now classic series 

of experiments at Yale University in 1961, titled Obedience to Authority 
(book of the same title published 1974), designed to investigate the 

phenomenon of the Holocaust and measure the willingness of a person 

to perform acts that conflicted with their own personal values. What 

follows is a summary of the experiment described in his book.

Milgram advertised for subjects to participate in a ‘learning 

experiment’ using punishment as an incentive for learning. The set-up 

was all staged, using men in lab coats as the authority figure and ‘actors’ 

(colleagues) as the learners, and fake machines for administering electric 

shocks to the learner, who was seated behind a screen and who was 

scripted to give incorrect answers. The subject’s role was, on the surface, 

to be the ‘teacher’, ask the questions, and administer punishment to see 

if the number of correct answers increased or decreased under the threat 

of punishment.

Before beginning the experiment, Milgram polled a selection of 

his psychology colleagues to predict what percentage of the people 

would actually administer lethal shocks. Colleagues predicted that 

less than one tenth of one percent of the experimental subjects would 

administer lethal shocks. As each session progressed and the person 

behind the screen failed to give correct answers and vocalised pain as the 

shocks increased in strength, many of the subjects expressed concern 

and doubts, but the person in authority assured the participant that 

‘everything is OK; please continue’. Recorded on film, an astounding 

65% of the participants were willing to sideline their own misgivings 

and punish the person behind the screen (the ‘learner’) with electric 

shocks for failure to give to correct answers, until and past the point of 

presumed death. (Milgram 1974.)

This disturbing indication of how subtle our obedience to authority 

is may play a part in why the women in the performance group did 

not voice misgivings and disapproval on the spot. Although this is an 

extreme example, there are other moves in salsa that have a vaguely
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compromising nature, very similar to an arm-lock, a straight-jacket, or 

the aggressive hand-hold pictured in figure 3, page 32. An interesting 

variation on Milgram’s experiment would he to set up a situation similar 

to the rueda above, using a larger sampling, to test for what percentage 

of the women are prepared to defer to the perceived superior authority of 

men, and to test if women are subtly socialised to defer agency to men to 

a much greater degree than they themselves would predict.

For in so much as embodiment, mimesis, and praxis play a part in 

the construction of identity, political factors such as sex, authority, and 

agency are essential to understanding not only the structure, but also the 

function, of this dance.

In the Role Reversal class, the opportunity for turning the tables did 

provoke comment. We have seen above that the men experienced feeling 

of marginalisation. One of the potentially controversial figures in Cuban 

style salsa is called Vacilala, meaning ‘Check her out.’ This can be seen 

by some of the women as slightly, possibly, colonising and patronising, 

yet not offensive enough to them to refuse to dance. Employing the 

use of imagination and role-play in explaining the correct technique, 

Jorge Camaguey taught this move by saying that it is not done correctly 

unless the woman can ‘feel’ that her bum is being stared at. (He stressed 

that this should be done with the utmost respect in an admiring way, 

appreciating the female form as ‘a work of Divine art’.) This instruction 

has a perfectly mechanical means to an end, however: in order to 

get “a good look,” you must step back further on beat 5 than you 

would for Sombrero, a figure with exactly the same footwork for both 

partners. Giving the follower more space to do the turn is to give the 

follower more space for ease of movement. Here is one account of what 

happened in the Role Reversal class:

Journal entry, 4 May 2010:

The other new guy [Man 22], a relative novice (one term) 
remarked that learning to follow was easy. When it came time to 
learn vacilala, [Woman 16] said to him, ‘Now we (women) get 
our revenge.’ She finds being led in vacilala very difficult, being 
‘thrown’ into a spin seems aggressive and hostile to her, and she 
feels embarrassed to be “checked out”, so she was especially 
delighted to be leading [Man 22] who had just said following 
was easy.
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Most of the women in my classes who have had no other dance training 
find this move hard to do at first — the ability to turn gracefully on your 
own, without losing your balance, takes practice to reach confidence, 
and confidence is an important part of feeling that you are admired and 
not a disappointment — but once the skill is embodied, never a second 
thought is given to what might be considered in rational terms a sexist 
figure. Figures like Setenta, with an arm-lock, or moves that involve 
wrapping your partners arms around the front of her, similar to the 
position they would be in if wearing a straight jacket, or moves that put 
one arm behind her back and the other over her head on the back of 
her neck — these all become seen as part of the dance. For the follower, 
releasing agency to allow these potentially compromising moves to be 
led takes a displacement of concern, ie one must learn to allow this on 
the basis that nothing vulgar ever happens as a result, and the leader 
sees it as merely a mechanical structure of the dance with no sinister 
application implied.

From the instruction I have received in Congresses and in Cuba, 
Puerto Rico, and Barcelona, and from the dancing 1 have seen there, it 
would appear that Latino attitudes towards sexual display are different 
to Northern attitudes. Salsa even at its most sanitised is not entirely 
innocent. But some moves cross Northern lines of decency, as this 
extract from my journal describing two moves taught at a Congress by 
Cuban teachers reveals.

Journal, 30 May 2008, Barcelona.
There is a limit to how far 1 will go with dancing sexually. Blame 
it on my Northern childhood, but Policia and the two forms of 
Panque we learned this afternoon are outside that limit for me.
I realise that Latino women are culturally far more playful with 
displays of overt sexuality than us in the Cold Climates, but for 
me the dance has to have some redeeming dance-like qualities or 
it is just public humiliation. Policia requires the women to stand 
absolutely still while the men pat them down from torso to toe.
That is not dancing; that is groping. Panque requires the woman 
to turn her back to the man while he then thrusts forward with 
his pelvis to push her forward, or worse, he requires her to 
bend over first. Again, I see little dance merit in this. And yet 
several of the women, all Cuban and here for the Congress, 
danced these with complete confidence, laughing and posing 
accordingly. At least Yogurt and Vacilala seem to have some
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redeeming dance value — gracefullness and skill are required to 
dance those, and you need to use the music.

Besides the possibilities for implied humiliation and the male gaze, 

there is another potentially hazardous element in dancing salsa that 

goes unrecognised: reinforcement of marginalisation. I mentioned 

earlier that the women in the role-reversal class had forgotten about, 

or never noticed, the feeling of marginalisation that the men were 

experiencing. Despite over 100 years of raising awareness of female 

worth, marginalisation is an everyday situation for women. But in 

being socialised as effective females in Anglo-Euro societies, women 

learn to adapt to it and compensate for its effects and work around its 

restrictions. Ortner (1996: 30) writes, ‘she [woman] has followed out 

the logic of culture’s arguments and has reached culture’s conclusions 

along with the men...she accepts her own devaluation and takes cultures 

point of view’. To play the subaltern game (ibid: 17, 12), women learn 

to ignore marginalisation, or find ways to acceptably counter it by 

attracting rather than repelling. Women learn to engage rather than 

confront, to negotiate rather than dominate, achieving success through 

reward and reinforcement by men and by empathy with female role 

models. In situations of ‘stress’, writes Sanday (1981:210), ‘women 

may react to the male attempt to seize control by “playing the game” 

of balancing formal male power against informal female power’. This 

is not a form of resistance (Gotfrit 1988) being practiced; it is a form 

of acceptance (Ortner 1996: 30). It takes the form of self-preserving 

deference, ie, to avoid unpleasant conflict, the woman defers to the man, 

whose assumed higher status exerts a limiting control over her agency. 

This is seen to be allowable because there is an assumption, outlined by 

Rosalyn Diprose (1994) that men exert a territorial claim over women, a 

‘sexual contract’ similar to the political social contract, except that, as 

Carole Pateman (1988: 55-9) argues, this contract exploits the ‘relation 

of subordination’ that all types of social contract imply.

In Rosalyn Diprose’s (1994) economic theory of the female body, 

women’s bodies are manipulated by men. Diprose asserts that 

historically, men have been indoctrinated with a subtle but effective 

assumption that men and women are parties to a ‘sexual contract’ like
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the classic political social contract of exchange of freedoms for the 

protection of civility, but different in one important sub-clause hidden 

in the small print: as Diprose puts it (ibid: 6), ‘this is assumed to be 

a natural rather than a social [contract, and] effectively gives men the 

right of access to women’s bodies’. In her Hegelian analysis (ibid: 38- 

64), she writes (ibid: 55), ‘Her [woman’s] desire for independent self- 

representation is subordinated to her ethical duty of supporting the 

activities of her husband and children, insofar as they maintain the 

universal [contract]. Men, on the other hand do not have to sacrifice 

their desire. Their individual self-representation is catered for [...] by 

women’. These territorial forces are exposed in interviews I conducted, 

and seem to be comfortably accommodated by compromise in salsa 

dancing, or, to avoid dissonance, denied or dissembled. Despite being 

children of a post-feminist, enlightened age, my informants express 

vestiges of these deferential values:

Me: Does your [romantic] partner dance? / Is there a potential 
for jealousy?

Appx B, Q17, W4: No [he doesn’t dance]. When we move in 
together, I will not dance so often out of respect for him.

Appx B, Q17, W2: [H]e has tried. He does a little, because he 
would like to make me happy, but he does not have the ability.
He can’t do much more than the basics, and I get bored and 
want more. / He is very jealous - I’m having fun without him, 
and it is done with other men. This hurts his ego as much as 
anything. We have had to make some adjustments - reach an 
agreement that I am allowed to dance. But it’s a delicate balance.

Informal interview, 2009: Let’s not talk about this if my 
boyfriend comes over. It’s a difficult subject. I have to ... to 
carefully negotiate nights out for salsa. Um, sometimes I go out 
[to salsa] if he goes out on a Wednesday night, but I don’t tell 
him where I’ve gone. It’s really hard and I don’t like lying. But 
he doesn’t dance and he doesn’t want me to go out [to clubs] 
without him.

Jealousy is a two-way street, and many women whose romantic 

partners are also salsa dancers feel threatened by other women. When 

questioned directly about jealousy, men take a pragmatic view, and while 

recognising the potential, find rationalisation or denial as a means of
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coping. These responses suggest men don’t defer to the pressure and 

stress of jealousy as the women do:

Appx C, Q14, M6: There is an element of jealousy that can arise 
between romantic partners and salsa partners. But it’s a form of 
acting out a romantic fantasy. If you are ‘performing out’, you 
are ‘performing in. The risk is there.

Appx C, Q17, Ml: Dancing salsa is about changing partners all 
the time, so you’ve got to get past jealousy.

Appx C, Q17, M10: The weaker the bond in the relationship, the 
higher the potential for jealousy and misunderstanding. If it’s a 
new relationship, I’ll feel a little uncomfortable if someone else 
is impressing her with his dancing — that’s what I’m here to do.
The more solid the relationship, the less threatening it is. I might 
tone down the flirty aspect if I’m dancing with someone else, 
though.

Appx C, Q17, Mil: I wouldn’t be jealous of her dancing with 
other guys, but if she were jealous of me, 1 would compromise.
But if it were a problem, it would be a matter of trust. I would 
like her to give me the ‘special element’ [see Q14] and maybe not 
so much to the other guys.

There is not the same degree of deference represented in these comments 

as we saw in the women’s. In the following comment, the man asserts his 

independence rather than gives into pressure.

Appx C, Q17, M12: It’s what split us up. Every salsa night out 
ended in a fight about who I was dancing with. She wanted me 
to dance with her all night long. So I stopped asking her to go 
with me, and that made it worse. Then I stopped telling her I 
was going. That didn’t help. Then I started lying about where 
I was going. Then I decided just to spare her feelings was not 
worth making me feel like a criminal. So I broke up with her.

In the larger context of lived lives, the men in my study acknowledge 

there is still a vestige of double-standard left among the young of the 

21st century.

ME: Do women have social, political, and economic equality 
with men?

Appx C, Q27, M9: Everyone is pretty equal in college life.
But back home, no. Men and women are different, and the 
differences complement the partnership.

Appx C, Q27, M12: Yes, same opportunities. But I am
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against feminism. What they are trying to do is unnatural and 
destabilises the family unit. I don’t want a career woman as a 
wife.

Appx C, Q27, M7: Economically, in my strata, yes but that is 
not in every career. But the guy should always pay on a date.
Politically, yes. It is hard to say what is genetic and what is 
learned, but in society, it does not matter. But socially, no, 
unfortunately no. Even the ladies do not believe they are equal, 
and do not believe us men to know it. They would like to be 
equal, if it were possible.

And from an informal conversation at a bus stop, this dialogue reveals 

a very contemporary struggle with post-feminist issues of agency and 

equality:

Tier: The problem is like, when I went back home, and I went 
out, I met these awesome two young guys, and they told me 
how awesome they were and they are studying law, and they are 
about 27 and they basically tried to show off with what they 
are studying. And so 1 told them that I’m doing my DPhil in 
biochemistry at Oxford and within 30 seconds they actually 
left me...saying “Oh I’m sorry I have to get another drink”?!
And I don’t think that there are a lot of guys out there that can 
actually stand a strong woman. Because it is something about 
the ego, and it’s something about ... who you are .. kind of 
supposed to be, like... it’s the same thing as you are told when 
you are a boy of 5 years. [...]

Me: Would you like to manage your own lab someday?

Her: No.

Me: How would you earn a living?

Her: I don’t know I think 1 would like to work at...I don’t know.
The perfect plan would be just to work another 2 years, then 
start a family and stop working. Which is not what you would 
expect to hear from somebody at Oxford.

Me: Do you want to have control of your own bank account?

Her: Why should I worry about money?

Me: Do you need money?

Her: Of course I need money. And I of course want to have 
control of the money I have, but if I want to have a family I 
would be dependent on my husband, if I had one.

Me: And that would be alright?

Her: Yes,... [I’m] just not exactly a leading figure, I guess.

Me: Well it’s not having control over a very important part of 
your survival.
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Her: Yes, but that’s the main point you have to decide, do you 
want to have children or do you not want to have children...if 
you want to have children, you are not in control of your bank 
account or your life anymore. Because it’s not only you, it’s the 
life of your children and yourself.

The feminist model of the nature-culture dialectic sheds light on the 

historical underpinnings of this attitude. Jordanova uses material from 

the 18th and 19th century - Enlightenment literature, philosophy and 

medicine — to show the epistemological development for the justification 

of men’s cultural superiority over women and the need to dominate 

them (Jordanova 1980:42-69).

The Enlightenment, from roughly 1650 to 1800, characterised by 

its label that denotes a fresh ability for ‘casting light’ into areas of 

knowledge unknown, was an era of thinkers who celebrated the human 

capacity to uncover the secrets of the universe and the laws of nature 

(Jordanova 1980: 45) through reason. Most Enlightenment scholars and 

writers were male (with the notable exception of Mary Wollstonecraft, 

1759-1797, whose treatise Vindication of the Rights of Woman 1792, 

challenges the prevailing ideology), and the popular ideology was 

that men were the best suited of the species homo sapiens to take the 
expanding knowledge of the world and the ideals of civilisation forward 

into the future (ibid 45-46). Observing the natural world in detail led 

to advances in medical knowledge, ie of anatomy and physiology, 

that influenced political and legal currents of society. Women and 

men were now easily viewed as separate and different. It was only a 

small leap of imagination to characterise women as inferior to men: 

women’s physiology is more involved with maintaining the species 

through procreation, ‘in contrast to the man’s physiology which frees 

him more completely to take up the projects of culture’ (Ortner 1974: 

73). The making of a man was an accumulation of stature, culture, 

and education, hut a woman needed nothing to define her status — she 

was seen ‘naturally’ for what she was (Rosaldo 1974: 28), needing no 

preparation to perform her role. In salsa classes, this extreme rationale 

of biological determinsm is alive and well. We have seen two sources 

that document this attitude in salsa instruction today: “Ladies, just 

follow his lead!” (Wieschiolek 2003), and for Pietrobruno (2006: 170),
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the prevailing attitude in her Canadian classes was that following should 

come naturally for women with no need for instruction.

Enlightenment theory made a strong claim that women needed 

looking after. Simone de Beauvoir (1997/1949: 24) points out that in 

terms of survival of the individual, the woman is at a disadvantage.

She is designed to provide the survival of the species, hut to do that she 

is burdened with things that are not of any use to her own personal 

survival, like breasts and ovaries, and a womb, all of which are 

dispensable, all of which cause ‘disequilibrium’ (ibid), and all of which 

in times of pregnancy sideline nutrients to the infant. In addition women 

have the dangers of childbirth itself. Men have no such difficulties: 

his physiology frees him to do as he pleases (ibid: 24-27). Beauvoir 

concludes that since Woman is ‘more enslaved to the species than the 

male, her animality is more manifest’ (ibid 239).

The model used for examining this relationship between men, women, 

and the natural order in the Age of Enlightenment, was a binary dialectic 

approach to analysis starting with the premise that ‘Man is to Culture 

as Woman is to Nature’ (MacCormack 1980: 7). For example, men are 

associated with qualities like ‘tame’, ‘civilised’, ‘cerebral’, and hence 

‘culture’. Women are aligned with ‘ignorance’, ‘emotion’, ‘darkness’, 

and ‘earth’, hence ‘nature’ (Jordanova 1980: 50; MacCormack 1980: 

7-21). Nature, on the one hand, is kindly and abundant, but on the 

other hand can be something savage, uncompromising, dangerous and 

unpredictable — something needing to be ‘overcome’ or ‘harnessed’ or 

‘tamed’ or ‘harmonised with’ (MacCormack 1980: 6), and so women, 

like nature, must be treated with caution and controlled by men, who 

are in a naturally superior position to guide and educate by virtue of 

their aspirations towards cultural perfection. The new spirit of the Age 

of Reason believed that ‘[h]uman reason can improve on nature’ and a 

better future for all will result if women perform their natural roles and 

leave politics to men (Bloch and Bloch 1980: 32).

Due to the perceived proximity of women to a child-like, pre- 

cultural state of natural innocence and their physiological delicacy, 

they were considered inferior to men, but that is not to say without 

respect. Enlightenment thinkers promoted nature as not to be despised
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- for nature, and Woman, is the source of all life, and full of natural, 

raw beauty (Bloch and Bloch 1980: 31) - but deserving of respect and 

admiration as well as conservation, controlling, and shaping. Like our 

salseros, women in the philosophical era that shaped the scientific, 

social, moral and political thought of the centuries leading up to our 

own, were the ‘decoration’, and not expected, not even invited, to do 

any of the planning or thinking. This is an important backdrop to 

attitudes that carry into the 20th and 21st centuries, which are acted out 

in a limited script in the role play of social dancing. Women can lead, 

but they are not expected to, and not encouraged to. They are expected 

to look pretty and do their role of supporting the partnership.

Appx C; Q25, M7: If the man is following, he completes the unit 
(because she must have someone to lead), but he cannot make it 
sparkle. Similarly if he is leading, he provides the structure, but 
she makes it sparkle.

Of course, to accept that women are inferior by virtue of the paradigm, 

first one has to accept that culture transcends nature (MacCormack 

1980: 17), and we can find many examples where progress in science 

and technology, combined with politics and economics, endangers and 
compromises nature. Critiquing the Enlightenment theoretical view of 

dominance, Ortner writes ‘...the whole scheme is a construct of culture 

rather than a fact of nature. Woman is not “in reality” any closer to 

nature than man’ (Ortner 1974:87). ‘But’, Ortner adds, ‘there certainly 

are reasons why she appears that way’ (ibid.). Those reasons centre 

on the biological differences, not ‘inequalities', between the sexes, but 

appear to be subtly manipulated. In today’s Western thought, it would 

be considered outrageous to subscribe to such a belief, but vestiges of 

its origins may still be operating beneath the surface of a politically 

aware society. In salsa, the follower has to be a woman, and she has to be 

controlled, her agency ‘tamed’ and guided, for the greater good of the 

dance, in order to achieve harmony.

Ortner, as we have seen earlier, revealed the subtle sexist subtext of 

socialising children in the 19th and 20th Centuries through children’s 

literature in her analysis of the Grimms’ Fairy Tales (1812-1822), in 

which children were being taught by allegory that a wilful girl will be 

punished by being denied passage into the adult society of marriage
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and family fulfilment. Even earlier in our political evolution, when 

England was ruled by a strong woman head of state who deliberately 

remained single, Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew (ca 1590) - an 

allegorical account of the romance between the wilful Katherina and the 

confident Petruchio - is a morality tale that ends satisfactorily when she 

is completely ‘tamed’ by withholding food and depriving her of sleep.

In a late 20th Century paradigm, we can describe the salsa follower’s 

participation in the dance in terms of Simone de Beauvoir’s ‘bad faith’ 

(de Beauvoir 1949: 655): in romance (and as established above, salsa is a 

pantomime for romance) a woman allows herself to be subordinated by 

her lover in the faith that he will not betray her dependent situation and 

take advantage of it. Beauvoir’s further negative view of this is that it is 

a faith badly misplaced. But still women of today do it; see Appendix B, 

Q25, woman 9:

I have a theory that a strong-willed women does not mind being 
told what to do by a man she trusts not to take advantage of that 
privilege. The problem comes when you have misplaced your 
trust, so on one level, salsa allows her to test whether she can 
trust this guy in a physical situation for 5 minutes.

Durkheim in his book Suicide, 1897, writes, ‘Woman’s [...] mental life is 

less developed).] Being a more instinctive creature than man, woman has 

only to follow her instincts.’ (Durkheim as quoted by Jordanova 1980: 64). 

The relevance this may have on the construction of partner dancing is that 

at the time Durkheim wrote Suicide, Western social partner dancing, in a 

form recognisable today, was in the first century of popular development. 

Durkheim is describing the prevalent attitude of his time and place. In 

the century leading up to 1900, popular styles of Western social partner 

dancing had transformed from minuet and contradanse to the waltz, and 

finally to tango appearing by the turn of the 20th century (Sublette 2006: 

135-136; Washabaugh 1998: 16-20). If the prevailing attitude towards 

women was that they must be guided, controlled, and treated with an 

apparent kindness that betrays superiority, then it is not surprising that 

th is is reflected in the developmental structure of partner dancing.

Ortner takes the position that male dominance over women is pan- 

cultural.
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[Everywhere, in every known culture, women are considered in 
some degree inferior to men[.] (Ortner 1996: 23)

The universality of female subordination, the fact that it exists 
within every type of social and economic arrangement and in 
societies of every degree of complexity, indicates to me that 
we are up against something very profound, very stubborn, 
something we cannot rout out simply by rearranging a few tasks 
and roles in the social system...’ (Ortner 1974: 67-68).

Henrietta Moore, who is careful to balance the argument in her 

presentation of the development of the nature/culture debate (Moore 

1988: 12-41), writes that although degrees of autonomy exist within 

the paradigm, autonomy is defined by the amount of choice available 

(Moore 1998: 41). For example, she may be respected, admired, and 

valued for her role in the natural order, but how free is she to choose 

her place of residence, to choose her occupation, or to control her 

own finances for example? She may be a respected, admired, and 

valued partner in a partner dance, but after accepting the invitation 

to dance, how much choice does she exert over what she does? Once 

she has accepted the invitation to dance, she has control over her body 

movement - her expression - but not what to dance or where to dance it.

Levi-Strauss (1969: 496) responds to the debate on male dominance 

by stating that, ‘Woman could never become just a sign and nothing 

more, since even in a man’s world she is still a person, and since insofar 

as she is defined as a sign she must be recognised as a generator of 

signs’. This quote begs us to consider the question of power sharing 

on the dance floor. Although the follower’s role is only to respond to 

direction, she (or he) must be recognised as ‘a generator of signs’; in 

other words, the actors have entered into a mutually dependent contract 

— the leader cannot dance salsa without a follower who agrees to accept 

the role and ‘generate’ the physical dance ‘signs’ that indicate s/he is 

willing, capable, and ready to accept instructions. The follower cannot 

dance salsa without a leader to ‘generate’ the ‘signs’ that signal what the 

follower is to do. The follower may have to unlearn agency, but s/he must 

learn physical resistance and rapid response techniques of the body in 

order to create the experience of two dancing as one unit.

If in Anglo-Euro societies, dealing with contemporary vestiges of
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historical sexism were not enough to overcome, contemporary political
correctness is showing signs of institutionalisation that will impede
the teaching of dance in schools in the USA, social and stage dancing.
An article in the 2001 European Physical Education Review (Sanderson
2001; 117-136) highlights the possibility that contemporary adult
attitudes towards ballet in education may voice an aversion to dance on
the grounds of covert sexism. Studying the opinions of children in USA
aged 11 to 16 towards ballet, author Patricia Sanderson writes:

Feminist writers such as Adair (1992) and Novak (1993) [...] 
object to ballet as reinforcing gender stereotypes — arguing for 
instance that men ‘virtually always lift and manoeuvre women, 
embodying strength and exhibiting control over the fragile 
ballerina (Alten, 1995:42). Yet boys in the study here [...] were 
not negatively disposed to an activity which apparently offers 
them power and dominance. [Their objection was] they regarded 
[ballet] as a feminine activity. [... G]irls responded positively 
despite (or perhaps because of) the fragile female image, the 
costumes, and the movement. On the other hand, a feminist 
perspective raises the issue of whether adolescent boys should be 
encouraged to appreciate ballet as either participant or audience 
member if what is also being perpetuated is a sexist attitude to 
women. (Sanderson 2001; 117.)

The young girls in the above study, do not appear to be ordinarily 
disturbed by any sexist implications of the woman’s dance role. Despite 
the valid arguments of feminist anthropologists, there appears to be a 
value in learning salsa that transcends, and for salseras even eradicates, a 
perception of dominance in salsa dancing.

In rather remarkably direct rhetoric, women I interviewed do not 
see salsa in Marxist terms of repression, oppression and dominance. 
Whereas three of the women in my performance group objected to 
performing Las Cbicas on the grounds of uncomfortable objectification, 
the female informants in my study recoiled at the term ‘submissive’ 
to describe their salsa role. This is not an oppressed, second-class 
relationship; this is a desired, indeed sought after, paid for, and 
practiced relationship. Unlike Marx’s view of a hierarchical economy 
as an oppositional struggle for control of the means of production, the 
perception of dancing salsa has something more in common with Marx’s 
final stage in the development of political economy — the appearance 
of communal-cooperative characteristics. Both partners, not of equal

2012, Department of History and Antbropolpgy, Omen's University Belfast 129



means, contribute complementary skills to achieve a mutually satisfying 

product. In a reply to my question, “What does a man get out of dancing 

salsa?”, one man responded:

Appx C, Q29, M10: Pretty much the same as for women — 
exercise, challenge, structure that makes it possible to interact 
without embarrassment. Although he is in control of the dance,
1 don’t think he is out there thinking “I am going to make every 
woman in this room do what I want her to do”. I think he just 
hopes that both of them will have a good time doing what he 
leads — using the structure he provides.

The above is one man who does not see his role as domineering and 

degrading, even if dominant.

The image of having no agency in the dance is problematic for women, 

as they believe that they must be in control of themselves while dancing, 

and therefore exerting agency. Awareness of the control of agency and 

the power of the leader to release it to the follower is not commonly 

recognised by the women who willingly participate in this dance. The 

memory of having to learn the art of following — the set of skills and 

attitudes needed to suspend your own agency and respond obediently to 

another’s — has been forgotten, or re-constructed as ‘cooperation’. It is 

only in the experience of learning to lead that the memory of unlearning 

agency is recalled, as they struggle to contain and control wilful men. 

Journal, 10 June 2010:

[M10] made another very interesting observation. He said as 
a follower, he can follow, but he can’t put anything extra into 
the move. As a leader, he feels less restricted. As a follower, 
he thinks he’s lost any chance for expressive dancing. But the 
women feel differently. They did explain to him that what he 
was experiencing was that the follower cannot do anything that 
might interfere with the lead, and hence the role is restricted.
They assured him in time he’d learn ‘how to handle it’, meaning 
once he was comfortable, he’d feel more relaxed and expressive.

As the process of learning to ‘un-learn’ agency unfolds while they 

learn the steps at the beginning of their training, followers appear to 

eventually forget that part of the process, as they re-channel the loss of 

choice and primary initiative into expressive dancing.

Appx B, Q29, W7: The follower gives permission to the leader 
to be in control. She is able to take it back after the dance.
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Knowing what to do applies to both roles, but one sends the 
signal what to do, and the other receives the signal and responds 
so that both people can do it together. The follower has more 
opportunity to shine while the leader is thinking what to send 
next. I like the shining part, so I prefer to follow.

And so female followers learn a different kind of expression to sublimate 

loss of authority within a theatre of male domination. Rather than seeing 

this as some kind of ‘resistance’ to domination, (Gotfrit 1998; Skinner 

2008), Oxford dancers appear to consider it a cooperative agreement.

5.2 The dark side: feminist discourses on male dominance applied 
to salsa

Many dance anthropologists have suggested that dance, and the 

embodied expression therein, offers an insight into certain values of the 

society in which it is performed. Writing about rumba, Yvonne Daniel 

(1995: 141) puts it succinctly: ‘[...] rumba gives prepared culture to the 

masses; it provides education and values’. The performance of Afro- 

Cuban rumba represents ‘the possession of the female and community 

prestige’ in its accomplishment (ibid: 141).

Salsa is not commonly as sexually explicit as Afro-Cuban rumba with 

its pelvic gestures of transgressive, uninvited impregnation (vacunao). 
Salsa is generally more about romance, but for Roman-Velazquez, the 

message is included in the medium: ‘Salsa dance involves a performance 

which is given a particular meaning through the encoding of specific 

gender relations and codes of sexuality’ (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 119). 

Possession of the female by the male is implied in the message: “‘Women 

have to wait for my orders’”, a male salsa teacher in London tells 

Roman-Velazquez (1999: 121). In most salsa classes, men choose their 

partners. Pietrobruno (2006: 170) describes that in territorial terms: 

‘Only men were given the “right” to choose their partners. “Men: go find 

a partner”’ is the teacher’s instruction.

If (a) the sexist implications of the dance are reflections of values in 

our society, and (b) experienced salsa women in the follower’s role have 

sublimated their misgivings about the lack of agency and have achieved a
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state of unawareness in dancing salsa, as seems evident from the discourse 
in sections 4.2, 4.3 and 5.1 above, then (c) Ortner could be right: stealth 
sexism, invisible and unacknowledged, operates in many theatres of 
interaction. ‘[W]e are up against something very profound, very stubborn, 
something we cannot rout out simply by rearranging a few tasks and roles 
in the social system’ (Ortner 1974: 67-68). She believes that Bourdicu’s 
habitus incorporates ‘a deeply buried structure that shapes people’s 
dispositions to act in such ways that they eventually come to accept the 
dominance of others, or the system, without being made to do so’ (ibid). 
Bourdieu himself (1990: 72) believes that the gestures of the habitus in any 
given ‘class’ of people reveals the attitude of male dominance and female 
submissiveness in that class, suggesting that the roles in salsa, divided 
along power and along gender lines, carry something of the acceptance of 
these roles outside of dancing. And Pietrobruno (2006: 175) asserts that 
the female’s agency in salsa, whether hers or derived from the male, acts in 
‘facilitating male leading [...] actively contribut[ing] to male dominance in 
the dance’, suggesting another feedback loop of reinforcement and hence 
entrenchment of this attitude. Without realising the implied connotations, 
we reinforce the subtext of male dominance in salsa in the interest of 
creating a better leader and therefore improving the dance.

Peggy Reeves Sanday identifies a similar puzzle of agency and 
secondary agency in her study of gender power balance (1981). She 
describes societies where women do have a basis for economic and thus 
political authority, but in such societies, the women ‘delegate’ their 
authority to ‘men they select’. She defines authority as ‘the right to 
make a particular decision and to command obedience’, which is very 
much like the understanding of agency used in this thesis, and used by 
my students. Here is a section from a Facebook discussion between role 
reversal participants, dealing with agency and delegation, 8 Nov 2011.

[Wl] - Broadly speaking, agency means deciding what to do. It 
would be utterly impossible to have two leaders. One person has 
to make the decision about what’s going to happen and the other 
person/s comply/ies with the suggestion. That’s how partner 
dancing and rueda fundamentally work — one overarching 
decision maker. Even if you decide to do a different turn to what 
is led, you haven’t decided to make the turn, someone did that 
for you.
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[W2] - Women can lead this dance, but they make better 
followers. For those men for whom the roles reverse easily, 
comfortably, skillfully and enjoyably, they will probably return 
to their gendered performance role because....men want to do 
what’s masculine even if it is not their best performance. The 
roles CAN reverse, but it’s not natural.

“Women can lead this dance” but why doesn’t the woman want to be

that “overarching decision maker?” Sanday offers this answer based on a

deeper, more Darwinian explanation.

A question frequently asked of anthropologists is why women 
would choose to delegate rather than seize power for themselves.
The answer lies in the proposition [...] that it is more efficient for 
women to delegate than to monopolize power. Since they are the 
potential bearers of new additions to the population, it would 
scarcely be expedient to place them on the front line at the hunt 
or in warfare. (Sanday 1981: 115)

The difference in the salsa roles derives from these historical roles of 

situation assignment and delegation. An argument for the existence of 

marginalisation in dancing salsa is that learning the follower’s steps is 

not the same as learning to follow. Men who dance salsa, and men who 

teach salsa, frequently learn the followers ‘part’, but are unable to be led 

in partner dancing. My experience doing research in Cuba was a case in 

point, culminating in a sudden reaction to male marginalisation.

When my dance teachers in Cuba saw me leading a Cuban woman 

in a club for an entire track (they later said they thought I would give 

up after a few bars of music), they were dismissive but curious. One of 

them, Lazaro, demanded, ‘Lead me.’ And within seconds, the dance 

broke down.

Journal, 9 Dec 2009, Havana. Our first club night.

We went to a bar with a small dance floor. After a couple of mediocre 
dances, I was desperate to lead, so I asked E- [one of our Cuban 
companions] if I could lead her, warning her that there may be some 
people who did not like it. But she had no reservations, and said yes, so 
I led her onto the dance floor as the track began. All was as I expected: 
she was easy to lead. However, a minute into the track and I began to 
realise that no one else was joining us on the dance floor. We danced 
the whole track alone. Our male teachers were standing together and 
watching, with a mixture of humorous curiosity and maybe respect. I 
couldn’t tell. But I got the usual amazed compliments. Then Lazaro,
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one of the older teachers, challenged me to lead him. The dance broke 
down within seconds, not because Lazaro did not know the pattern he 

had taught during the daytime classes, but because he wouldn’t let me 
lead him: he was not accepting direction, he was doing his own thing 

and not ‘listening’ to my lead, and things went wrong. We stopped.

‘There you are,’ he beamed with the confidence of the Superior. ‘You 

see that proves women can’t lead! You couldn’t lead me!’ I laughed 

and suggested that if I can lead women for an entire track in random 

patterns with perfect results, his argument might not hold up. ‘Ah,’ he 
smiled, ‘women are made to follow, so you can lead a woman. That’s 

my point!’

So the conclusion he wanted me to draw was not that women cannot 

lead, but that a woman cannot lead a man.

Two days later, at a concert in a larger venue, the subject came up 

again, as I was observed leading. Lazaro repeated his ‘social fact’. 

Cautiously, feeling like I was taking the reputation of Queen and 

Country into my own hands, I suggested he let me practice with him, 

to test his hypothesis. His English is quite good, and I thought it would 

be good research. They all knew I was there researching leading and 

following techniques. He willingly agreed, almost too quickly, as if 

accepting a challenge, perhaps in the ‘Interest of Science,’ or to prove me 

wrong.

What transpired could have gone terribly wrong, judging from the 

experiences and observations of several sources. Ontario Latino teachers 

according to Pietrobruno (2006: 145-198) are unmovable (almost 

literally) on the opinion of male privilege and who should lead. Roman- 

Velazquez’s (1999: 121) London teachers are equally committed to a 

strong code of divisional practice. ‘Men are afraid of being controlled,’ 

she writes. But Lazaro accepted, and another lesson took place.

[Journal, 11 Dec 2009, Havana. Lazaro learns to follow, continued]
To my amazement, he said OK. ‘Not here, though.’ [We were on the 
central dance floor.] He took me to a darkened corner of the club away 

from the [loudspeakers for his lesson, out of eye-sight from the dance 

floor.

I started with the figure he had taught today. I had to tell him to 

relax. RELAX RELAX I shouted over the music and the noise of a 

crowded hall. He relaxed, we began and it went quite well, until he
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missed a lead, and in order to get hack in, he adopted a different ‘1’ 

and stuck with it, even though I counted out to him many times (as 

he did to others in class who lost the beat), and we had to stop and 
start again because he would not follow my timing. I finished with a 

Candela [a dip] ...which he said after was only a ‘lady’ move. But it 

didn’t go too badly.
Later, he came up to me and asked if I would like to dance with 

him. Of course. There was a moment of nothing happening — I was 

expecting him to initiate contact. But I realised he was holding his 

right hand out to me, palm down. He wanted to follow. We went to 

the dark corner. After one false try, I got him to do Pimiento [a simple 
Oxford figure]. Then I tried Mariposa Complicado [a figure I learned 

in London]....no hope. He would not relax his shoulders for me to get 

his arms up in time for a double turn, and he was grabbing on with 
his thumbs so I could not easily guide him through the message of the 

change in handhold.
/ can hear the toilet talk now, I thought: she pulls and pushes a 

lot when she leads. But I had no choice. H e was like steering one of 

those big 1950s American cars without power steering. He stopped 
me to correct my leading on Mariposa, saying that the hand hold was 
too tight, and I told him he [as a follower] needed to keep ‘castanet 

fingers’ [tension in the fingers, but a loose grip and flexible wrists, 
like playing castanets] or else I needed to grab his hand. He defended 

himself by ‘pulling rank’, saying he had 20 years experience at salsa, 
but I held my ground, because I both lead and follow when I teach, 

and he does not.
I said if he did not do as I said, he would not complete the move. 

He tried another ploy, saying he knew only Cuban salsa not LA or NY 

or other styles. This was Cuban style, but the figures were figures he 

did not teach. ‘Pretend this is a new style,’ I smiled, ‘and I will teach 

you a new way to dance Cuban salsa.’

I explained how to not use thumbs when following, and how to 
keep tension in the fingers always, allowing me to move the hand freely 

using the fingertips in the palm of his hand, and using the tension in 

the curve of one’s fingers to connect and pull when necessary. Which is 

exactly what he said [to us] in class. He was simply not applying it to 

being a man.

I explained that being a successful leader is about thinking ahead 

and being mentally just ahead of the lead so your follower can respond
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in time. He agreed. But in contrast, I explained, being a successful 
follower is not about being ahead of the lead, it’s about waiting for 

it, understanding it, and acting in response, not on impulse. It is not 
about knowing a pattern and doing it on your own. I assured him it 

had nothing to do with asserting masculinity or displaying femininity 

— it had everything to do with demonstrating an exceptional skill. 

Thankfully, perhaps once he could feel my lead was accurate and 

confident, he took me seriously, listened attentively, and began to 

understand, until he altered his dancing to the point where I could feel 

from the way his body responded that he understood, and was ‘feeling’ 

it, maybe even enjoying it. He had learned to follow three short figures 
in any combination I led. We danced an entire track.

He wasn’t ‘resisting’ any more. Like Liza in Pygmalion, “he’s 

got it, by jove he’s got it!” He followed well, and with dignity. But 
suddenly, abruptly, he stopped during the second track of effortless 

dancing. ‘No.’ He was motionless now, and he spoke assertively. ‘It’s 
not natural,’ he said. ‘My man-body does not like it.’ He led me back 
to the dance floor, the public space, and asked me to dance in our 

‘natural’ roles. He grabbed my right hand firmly in his left hand, and 
we began.

Pietrobruno observes, ‘The power that women might attain in salsa 

never transgresses the male leadership in the dance’ (Pietrobruno 

1999: 173). Lazaro did learn the embodiment of following, but did not 

want to continue. In those two lessons he had observed the difference, 

acknowledged it, and danced it, but would not accept, to the very core 

of his existence, the political position of it.

5.3 Masculine/feminine dialectics and salsa's 'Attributes'

Why does Lazaro’s ‘man-body’ not like following? What is in the body 

that resists? Why does it seem that ‘women are made to follow’? Why 

does reversing the role feel ‘unnatural’? Why, as one of my students put 

it, does ‘the chemistry’ feel ‘all wrong’? Leaving aside, for the moment, 

any arguments for a possible biological explanation, or whether we 

agree or disagree with the opinions of past generations, I will attempt 

in this section to show that historical conditioning of what constitutes
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‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ plays a large part in shaping our attitudes 
towards the roles in salsa today.

As mentioned above, the nature-culture paradigm and the place 
women have been assigned in it stems from philosophical structuralism 
in the 18th and 19th centuries. As the philosophy of the French, British, 
and North American Enlightenment laid down the foundations for 
the cultural, social and political development of what we now call the 
Western World, it is important to realise that attitudes towards the 
status of women were shaped by the presupposition that women, being 
the bearers of new life, were closer to nature, like animals, more prone 
to operate on instinct than intellect, impulsive, best left to look after 
infants, and in need of guidance (Jordanova 1980). The debate over 
this issue does not matter so much as the realisation that it influenced 
generations of opinion on what is masculine and what is feminine, 
and how those divisions should manifest themselves in behaviour. In
comparing the nature-culture paradigm, more recent models of analysis, 
and the Attributes chart from the Role Reversal study, correlations 
become apparent.

Combining characteristics of 20th century analysis and 18th century 
values, here is an overview of accumulated opinions on the nature- 
culture dialectic, described in the previous section above, gathered from
Jordanova (1980), MacCormack (1980), and Ortner (1996):

Nature vs
Woman vs
emotional/reactive vs
instinctive/intuitive vs
mothering/domestic vs
country vs
darkness/ignorance vs
wild/simple vs
superstitious vs
unpredictable/dangerous vs 
weak/delicate vs
passive/receptive vs
indecisive vs
incapable vs

culture
man
logical/processual
cerebral/rational
protecting/providing
city
light/discovery
tamed/enlightened
scientific/intellectual
civil/restrained/cultured
strong/robust
active/dynamic
decisive/directive
capable

In addition to the descriptive gender characteristics of the nature/culture
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paradigm, other anthropologists and social scientists have attempted 
to define feminine and masculine. Alfredo Mirande (1997), in his book 
examining masculinity in the Mexican culture and the stereotypical 
assumptions of latino ‘machismo’, begins by looking at psychiatrist 
Sandra Bern’s sex-role inventory of personal character traits associated 
with the terms ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’. Mirande finds Bern’s ratings 
problematic in that, in Bern’s research, she approached defining the 
roles personally, not situationally (ibid: 14). It must be noted here 
that reductionism serves only to produce a model for understanding, 
not a prescription for universal behaviour. For our purposes here, the 
terminology used may prove illuminating, keeping in mind this table is 
from 1974, which charts an opinion of an era in a North American, not 
European, context. In order of importance — not bipolar opposition as in 
the nature-culture dialectic above - Bern lists the following traits ascribed 
to masculinity and femininity (Table 1.1, Mirande 1997: 15, from Bern 
1974)

MASCULINITY FEMININITY
1 ambitious 1 warm
2 aggressive 2 tender
3 has leadership abilities 3 affectionate
4 dominant 4 compassionate
5 individualistic 5 sympathetic
6 competitive 6 loyal
7 acts as a leader 7 understanding
8 willing to take a stand 8 eager to soothe hurt feelings
9 strong personality 9 cheerful

10 makes decisions easily 10 does not use harsh language
11 assertive 11 feminine [sic]
12 willing to take risks 12 sensitive to needs of others
13 independent 13 loves children
14 self-sufficient 14 flatterable
15 defends own beliefs 15 childlike
16 self-reliant 16 gullible
17 athletic 17 gentle
18 analytical 18 shy
19 masculine [sic] 19 soft-spoken
20 forceful 20 yielding

Bern’s method of collecting data was similar to mine, in that the rhetoric 
was supplied, and the participant rated the value of the item on a scale,
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in th is case from 1 to 7. There were 60 items in the list, and the results 

were collated into the highest ranking top 20.

If I reorder my Attributes chart to the highest ranking items (using 

the final study results, and taking into consideration Beta and Pilot 

results in case of a tie), I get the following top 10:

LEADING FOLLOWING
1 having confidence 1
2 directing the action/being in charge 2
3 being decisive 3
4 being trustworthy 4
5 assertiveness 5
6 responsibility for welfare of partner 6
7 giving guidance
8 thinking 8
9 taking initiative 9

10 memory 10

being receptive 
responsiveness 
being cooperative 
having to trust 
being compliant 
being observant 
having quick reflexes 
gracefulness 
(mental) flexibility 
being attentive

There are some notable similarities of qualities which can be derived 

from synonyms, metaphors, and similes between my data on perceptions 

of leadership qualities and that of Bern’s findings towards masculine 

behaviour. Additionally, these qualities are not found in the list of 

attributes associated with the performance of following.

Perhaps we should look outside Western culture, to see how other 

cultures define the gender roles. If there is a universal similarity 

of attitudes towards masculine and feminine, it might be useful to 

consider a wider cultural explanation, outside of the Enlightenment 

heritage. In David Gilmore’s cross cultural study of masculinity, 

Manhood in the Making: Cultural Concepts of Masculinity ('1990), 

Gilmore examines ethnographies of Mediterranean, Truk Island, 

Mehinaku, Samburu, Sambia, Japan, India, New Guinea,Tahiti, and 

Semai societies in search of perceptions of what it takes to be a man. 

He identifies the following characteristics as commonly valued in all 

but two of the cultures he studied: sexual assertiveness, economic 

resourcefulness, bravery, and independence (Gilmore 1990: 44, 49, and 

throughout).

Gilmore (ibid: 65) reproduces a summary of Truk Islanders’ 

attitudes in a dialectic similar to the Enlightenment paradigm, showing
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similarities between the Enlightenment paradigm, and my Attributes 

chart:

MALE
Public
Assertive
Confronts danger
Takes risks
Strength
Strong thought
Should smoke tobacco
Should dink liquor

FEMALE
Private
Acquiescent
Shuns danger
Avoids risks
Weakness
Weak thought
Should not smoke tobacco
Should not drink liquor

The Truk Island complex is located in the South Pacific, although 

Gilmore finds the obsession with masculinity (machismo) remarkably 

similar to Mediterranean cultures. Men are perceived as dominant.

They are public figures, expected to be social, excluding females at male 

gatherings. They are expected to take initiative and be brave, strong, and 

opinionated (‘strong thought’). Women are considered weaker than men, 

less intelligent and easily fooled (‘weak thought’), in need of protection, 

since they run away from danger rather than confront it (men are fiercely 

protective and territorial towards their women [ibid: 67]), and are clearly 

expected to conform to certain restrictive practices, such as abstinence. 

Women are raised to engage in food preparation and domestic chores, 

but are never included in ‘subsistence pursuits’ such as hunting and 

fishing — the men are the providers (ibid: 61-62). Although accounts of 

the Truk dating back to 1565 attest to these values being already present 

(ibid: 61), Gilmore notes that the Truk Islanders have been colonised 

many times, by Spain, Germany, Japan, and the USA, and so have been 

exposed to and acquainted with a variety of external values. The analysis 

does seem to display a remarkable similarity to Enlightenment values.

The two out of ten cultural exceptions, Tahiti and Semai, are worth 

examination. These are not totally androgenous societies, but rather 

the constructs of masculine and feminine as behaviour identifiers are 

not held in high esteem. There does not appear to be the same drive 

towards differentiation as in the other cultures studied (Gilmore 1990: 

201-206). Gender is not expressed grammatically in the language, 

there are no gendered nouns or pronouns, and given names are gender- 

indistinguishable.
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Gilmore (ibid: 203) relates that Tahitian women are as sexually 

forward and assertive as men. In gestures, body language, and 

‘personality’, women and men deport themselves in similar fashions.

He describes how Tahitian men have insisted that there is no difference 

between the way a man thinks and a woman thinks, nor any difference 

in the way they experience emotions and develop moral values. ‘[T]he 

men invariably said “there are no general differences” between male and 

female, in terms of character, thoughts, moral characteristics, or the 

difficulties of their lives’ (ibid: 204).

Gilmore puts this down to the historic role of isolation in Tahitian 

history. The island is self-sufficient: competition for food and shelter is 

not needed, and protection from enemies is not needed. There are no 

dangerous or strenuous demands on existence that would require the 

physical superior strength of the male physique, so both sexes do the 

same work roles. No distinction due to division of labour is needed. 

‘There is no grinding poverty or economic struggle’ (ibid 205). The 

only differentiation that goes on is to distinguish Tahitian males from 

foreign males through emphasizing effeminacy as valued and ‘macho’ as 

negative (ibid: 204).
There is no difficulty in role-crossing among the Tahitians. Men 

and women play each others parts in stories and allegories. Gilmore 

notes that it is possible to listen to a story for several minutes without 

knowing the sex of the characters (ibid: 204). He seems to be describing 

many “blurred” features, embodied and emotional, similar to the 

experience of the advanced dancers in the Role Reversal study. It appears 

from Gilmore’s account that both men and women maintain a habitus 

of “gentle” and “forceful” in equal measures, used as needed, visible in 

their body techniques as well as audible in their language. The culture 

appears to neither reinforce nor value an emphasis on difference. In-so- 

much as this phenomenon began to appear in the Role Reversal study, it 

would benefit from further exploration.

After the Role Reversal Recital, I held a de-briefing session which 

was attended by some of the performers and some of the interested 

salsa dancers from the audience (8 men and 7 women, aged 20 to 27, 

all Oxford University students or research fellows). We watched parts
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of the videos (from two different angles), with particular focus on the 

difference in performance between men and women.

During the Recital, one couple at a time danced, swapping roles 

within the track without stopping the dance, so that an immediate 

comparison could be made about use of the body while performing the 

different roles. Discussion centred on how ‘similar’ our performances 

looked, regardless of the role. The similarities were made notable by the 

presence of two exceptions. (See disk, ‘Salsa Role Reversal RECITAL. 

MOV, minutes 27.41 to 36.42.) The first was a woman. She never 

struggled and she danced with supreme confidence, but as a leader her 

steps were big and exaggerated, and her body language curled around 

her shoulders. When she relinquished her lead to the other partner, 

her footwork became smaller and contained, her body centred directly 

over her feet as she glided over the floor. In the next couple immediately 

following, the man looked uncomfortable being led, and was taking 

huge steps as a follower, and dragging his partner out of alignment 

(although in salsa, a good leader, which we had all become, learns 

to compensate for such problems). When he switched to leading, his 

demeanour changed immediately from ‘struggling’ to ‘confident’. These 

differences were not so obvious for the other couples.

These contrasts turned the discussion to a general ‘blurring’ of the 

gendered boundaries in the appearance of leading and following. All, 

even those two whose differences were strongly marked, reported that 

physiologically, they “felt” as though they were being less “different” 

while they were performing; they were not aware of the outward 

appearance being so striking, however.

To what extent are values of gendered boundaries prevalent outside 

of salsa among these dancers? Curious at this point in the discussion 

as to what is the definition of masculine, and what is the definition of 

feminine, I directed the conversation towards describing the difference 

between masculine behaviour and feminine behaviour off the dance 

floor. Regardless of performing gendered expectations while dancing, 

the discussion of ‘standard’ behaviours as perceived and valued off the 

dance floor in their current lifestyles, led to the following, consensual 

group observations:
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Recital De-briefing 15 Jan 2011, notes

Men are expected to show sexual assertiveness / women not. 
Women have to be very careful about making ‘advances’, being 
absolutely certain that the man will find it acceptable because he 
too would like the companionship. She should not be forward 
if she has any doubts about appropriateness. She should be 
‘attractive’, and attract his advances, although this involves some 
calculated flirting on her part.

Men are expected to display bravery and take risks / women 
should be brave, but are not expected to take risks; they are the 
owners of being sensible.

Men are expected to take the initiative / women are rewarded for 
initiative (not the same thing).

Men are likely to be independent in spirit / women value 
themselves for being independent, but are more likely to be 
valued by men for being ‘singular’, ‘exceptional’, or ‘individual’, 
as ‘independence’ in a woman can be construed as ‘stubborn’ 
and difficult.

Men are valued for being rugged and active / although not 
discouraged from sports, women are reinforced for being 
delicate, graceful, and demure off the field or out of the pool.

Men and women are both admired for being decisive and 
confident, and are likely to be ridiculed for being indecisive, 
vague, and vacillating. Women are more likely to ‘consider’ 
before making decisions than men are. Men are valued for 
appearing to be decision-takers, however, ie capable of executive 
problem solving, more so than women are, even though women 
are perceived as being better at analyzing social situations.

Men are seen as capable of being more forceful than women / 
women are seen as being more capable of manipulation than 
men. Women are thought to be more intuitive than men, or 
‘better at understanding without words’.

Men are capable of being aggressive, although women consider 
this is an undesirable trait / women rely on ‘reason’ and persuasion.

Both men and women are capable of being loyal, thoughtful, 
considerate, and compassionate in equal measures, but women 
are probably going to be more emotionally supportive than men.

This discussion was not strictly in relation to salsa, yet there are 

comparisons to be drawn between the expectations of gender 

performance and the role enactment in salsa. In partner dancing in
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Oxford, men are the “assertive” ones who ask women to dance. Most 

women say they prefer to be asked, and they prefer to dance with men 

they already know, and are therefore only comfortable asking a man to 

dance if they know him, and if he is already standing right next to her. 

(See Appendix B, Q18.) As it is his prerogative to ask, she is likely to 

wait until after the start of the track to see what he does.

The group identified “risk-taking” as a valued trait in constructing 

masculinity, and agreed that conversely, women are the “sensible” 

members of the species. In salsa, a leader performs the role of 

choreographic “risk-taker”, choosing and initiating what figures 

s/he thinks both can do successfully, and the follower contributes 

the supporting, complementary role. Leaders initiate the moves, and 

the followers are rewarded for the correct interpretation of the cue, 

“initiating” only within themselves the control needed over their 

own body movement to perform accurately. This correlates with 

the perception of feminine as not taking risks, being “rewarded” 

for “contributing” initiative and “being sensible”, and contributing 

just enough agency but not enough to take over control; it correlates 

perfectly with the perception of men being rewarded for being risk- 

takers, decisive, and confident.
Both roles are admired for dancing with confidence and skill, but 

leaders “assert” the lead, and followers interpret it, having less than 

a second to decide what to do. This correlates with the perception of 

men as decisive and confident, and women being perceived as good at 

“analysing social situations”, and “stubborn and difficult” when they 

backlead. Leaders need control of the timing, and sometimes a small 

amount of skilled strength, to convey the correct direction of turn to 

the followers. This correlates with men being “independent” and being 

in control of their own destinies, and of being “rugged and active”. 

Followers need to be observant and intuitive when understanding 

the cue and aware of the leader’s timing in order to know when the 

cue is coming, which correlates with being intuitive, ie “better at 

understanding without words”.

Leaders who are too forceful or “aggressive”, either in displaying 

inappropriate behaviour or being careless with the safety of the follower,
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may be refused dances. This correlates with my informants’ perceptions 

of men being capable of aggression but needing to control it, and 

women being disapproving of men who rely on force.

Leaders provide the structure of the dance; followers are the 

“decoration”. This corresponds with perceptions of men being 

providers and protectors (curiously not mentioned in the debriefing 

as being an essential or desire able quality in a man, but apparent in 

other interviews), and women being the “singular,” “exceptional”, and 

“attractive” element of the dance, qualities which were mentioned as 

desirable in women.

Aspects of leading salsa and aspects of following salsa do appear to

parallel assumptions about expected gendered behaviour in everyday

life. Gilmore offers a final analysis that is also reflected in salsa, and the

difficulties of reversing the roles:

In some ways of course, women are not different from men.
They too must be prodded into often self-sacrificing behaviours.
Women also need to learn self-control and discipline, sometimes 
at a great personal cost. The difference is this: women are 
normally under the control of men. Because men usually 
exercise political or legal authority, and because they are bigger 
and stronger, they can usually coerce women into compliance by 
force or by the threat of force, that is, if conventional morality 
fails to do the job. Men, however, [...] are not always under 
the domination of others and are therefore harder to control 
socially. (Gilmore 1990: 221.)

Thus, we have a large body of evidence that suggests the position of 

women in salsa reflects the situation of the larger society. The spread 

of the scientific and philosophical ideologies of the Enlightenment has 

informed attitudes that have spread throughout the Empire, suggesting 

adherence to a code of dominant masculine and subordinate feminine 

behaviour, and the resulting socio-political position of the genders vis 
a vis a dominance hierarchy. These values appear to be alive and well in 

salsa partner dancing.
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5.4 Is he gay? Men and the measured economy of social capital in 
dancing

Not a good idea to admit you dance or would like to. It's a girl's 
thing. Now [that my colleagues know I have won competitions],
I suspect others are thinking, 'Is he gay? No he's got a 
girlfriend. Maybe he's really good at it...' (Appendix C, Q10, no. 6)

Women may occupy a secondary status in salsa, but men would argue 

that to be a dancing man is not always a smooth ride. Homophobia, not 

to mention jealousy, can make a dancing man’s life a misery.

“Real blokes don’t dance.” “Gay guys dance.” “I’ve got two left feet.” 

Dancing requires gracefulness, and gracefulness belongs to women. 

These were some of the replies I received in casual conversations with 

non-dancers about dancing.

The social constructions of what is masculine and how to behave 

towards women exist along side constructions of what is feminine, 

often as dialectic opposites. Just as the Enlightenment dialectic labelled 

women as “soft”, “childlike”, and “vulnerable”, men were depicted as 

strong, capable and reliable (Jordanova 1980). Concepts of masculinity 

as necessary to the advancement of science and economics placed the 

emphasis on provisioning. At the time of the Enlightenment, dancing 

became associated with “moral laxity”, laziness, and unproductivity 

(Hanna 1998: 123). Outlets for emotion were discouraged in favour 

of outlets for reason. Opinions, helped along by Calvinist ideals of 

work ethic in the Industrial Revolution (Ritzer 2009: 35-37), considered 

that bodies, particularly male ones, were to be used ‘instrumentally 

rather than expressively’ (Adams 2005: 71). But by the end of the 19th 

century, Victorian “manliness” began to give way to a new “masculinity” 

(Bederman 1995: 19-18), adding an allowable layer of aggression, 

bravura, and virility epitomised by Teddy Roosevelt and his Rough 

Riders in the Spanish American War (1898-9) (ibid: 170), to the mix 

of manly intellectualism. In this new era of celebrating the power of 

masculinity, social dancing, ‘like woman herself, [...] was deemed to be 

irrational, unstable, yet frequently irresistible’ (Cook 1998: 133).

In this re-branded masculine world, the youth of the day were
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exploring dances more exciting for them than the waltz. The irreverent 

rhythms of ragtime music inspired new dancing that spread, as Susan 

Cook writes (1998: 139), ‘through touch’, with ‘direct embrace’ and 

opportunities for ‘direct bodily contact’. Tango, a close hold partner 

dance associated with the barely-held-in-check machismo of the 

Southern Hemisphere, was brought North by a New England debutante 

and an Englishman, Irene and Vernon Castle (ibid 1998: 141). For 

five short years, they were a popular culture dancing whirlwind, until 

mindful of the negative publicity, he gave up dancing to do something 

unmistakably masculine: he became an RAF fighter pilot (ibid: 146).

Irene and Vernon Castle were a professional dancing partnership 

from the start of their marriage in 1911 (Cook: 1998: 133-150). They 

were from the upper middle working classes of England and the USA, he 

with a degree in Engineering from Birmingham University (UK), and she 

the daughter of a physician in the comfortable suburbs of new Rochelle, 

New York (ibid: 139). Against a backdrop of new and exciting Ragtime 

music that appealed to the youth of the day and alarmed Western 

parents, the Castles began doing demonstrations of their interpretation 

of the new dances that explicitly emphasized the regal elegance of the 
form, the health benefits, and the simple pleasure of dancing, not the 

sensuous lasciviousness associated with things Latin, dance halls, and 

the lower classes (ibid: 140).

They were a one-couple dance-marketing success, popularising social 

partner dancing among the elite through tours and training courses 

that emphasised learning steps and maintaining decorum (ibid: 141). 

They wrote books on the ‘proper’ way to dance, gave lectures and 

demonstrations, and performed in solo shows and in musical theatre 

(ibid: 142). Their popularity was enormous, and in their brief career, 

they laid the foundation for the future of acceptable social dancing in 

America (ibid: 133).

On examining contemporary opinions about the Castles and the 

social acceptance of their dancing, Cook notes that Irene was admired 

as the “New Woman”, an ‘active femininity’ (ibid: 134). There exists a 

YouTube video of stills of her as a fashion icon and role model for the 

Roaring Twenties. Vernon, on the other hand, was criticised for not
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being ‘manly’ in the Western sense of propriety and deceney.

[T]here emerged in critical discussions a new image of the 
parasitic male dancer, one that frequently embodied an 
inconsistent sexual dichotomy. [...] [M]ale dancers, with their 
connections to women [ie constant company and physical touch] 
and their seeming disinterest in manly careers of business and 
manly recreational pursuits, inhabited an effeminate space.
(Cook 1998: 138.)

He has always been spoken of as a lounge lizard],] as an undersexed 
butterfly [...] a strange abnormal kind of girlish man. (ibid: 147.)

In his public performance as a male dancer[,] Castle [...] tried 
to balance the competing claims of manliness and masculinity.
(ibid: 147.)

Vernon’s masculine role, however, has not been examined as a 
similar [to Irene’s] cultural construction of the pre-war age. This 
lack of attention demonstrates the ways in which scholarship, 
even that purporting to be explicitly feminist, perpetuates 
notions that only women’s roles change while men remain 
universal and ahistorical subjects’ (ibid: 134).

Vernon, simply by virtue of being a dancer, notwithstanding his

position as leader in the dance, was suspected of being less than manly.

Conveying a public attitude of indifference, in 1916, Vernon stopped

dancing and joined the RAF. After flying several missions in WWI, and

retiring from active service after being seriously wounded, he died in

1918 training other pilots (Cook 1998: 146). His obituary stated:

“The Vernon Caslte who has gone is not the Castle of the 
ballroom [...] but the masculine, sterling, fighting Castle.” The 
Daily News, 15, 1918, v496. (Cook 1998: 147.)

As Cook (1998: 134) suggests, the role of women changed but the role of 

men remained stitched to 19th century values. If this is the case, women 

may be more likely to seek opportunities to lead on the dance floor 

because the wider environment rewards the woman who “succeeds in a 

man’s world”, and men may be less likely to seek out situations in which 

to follow because, even before you get to the issues of homophobia, a 

man is socially discouraged from engaging in any activities in the arenas 

historically described as women’s work, ie domestic occupations. Men 

are seldom congratulated, praised, encouraged, admired, and emulated 

for being house-husbands or child carers.
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Mary Louise Adams (2005) writes that documentation from 

the turn of the 19th century to the end of the 20th century exposes 

considerable prejudice and suspicion of male dancers, despite the 

obvious potential for partner dancing to provide a way of demonstrating 

superior heteronormative behaviour. Although writing about ballet, 

her observations (ibid 2005: 66) are easily transferable to partner 

dancing from the Castles onwards. ‘The biographies of male dancers 

[...] are littered with stories of fathers troubled by their sons’ interest 

in dance. Examining my informants talking about how they got into 

dancing (Appx B and C, Q8), more men than women had positive 

images of dancing in their families, suggesting that women need no 

family background in order to go into dance, but men without family 

background will find it difficult. Boys are encouraged to engage in 

athletics — things that reinforce competition, immediate achievement, 

and brawn (Adams 2005: 71).

Why is there this strong association with homosexuality? One must take

into consideration that dance, however heteronormative the performance

may be, does contain a larger proportion of homosexual men than does

the population as a whole, giving the homophobic members of Anglo-

Euro societies evidence to associate effeminacy with serious dancing.

According to the Kinsey institute’s latest figures (2006-2008: http://www.

kinseyinstitute.org/resources/FAQ.html,) 4% of men in the USA consider

themselves strictly homosexual (not bisexual). Marion (2008: 143) and

McMains (2006: 27 and 143) make the almost incredible claim that in the

latin division of competition ballroom, 50% of men are gay.

[Ballroom] latin dancers [...] might be considered as queer as 
drag queens with their exaggerated hip action and affected 
gestures. [...] The identification of gay men with latin dancing 
has served to perpetuate both homophobia and racism.
(McMains 2006: 143.)

McMains asserts that the attraction for gay men is that latin dancing 

allows them to ‘negotiate their own complicated relationship to the 

masculine/feminine binary’ (ibid). During the rise of the dance studio 

in the first half of the 20th Century, few employment opportunities 

were available to gay men in an era when homosexuality was a criminal 

offence, leading to a need to appear ‘manly’ in order to find a job.
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Hanna writes that the strategy non-dominant groups employ to survive 

is to ‘create new niches or fill those vacated [...], hiding minority 

identity through assimilation’ (Hanna (1998: 120). Therefore, in the 

dance studio, being a man who prefers the social company of men 

could be two assets in one — not only are you a real man who can fill 

the requirement of leading, but the skill of perfecting the facade of 

heteronormativity can be a useful skill in avoiding prosecution. A dance 

studio, like a theatre, was a place where being gay, as long as it was 

contained in heteronormative role performance, was tolerated (Hanna 

1998: 120). Since wages for dance teachers were low, these posts were not 

attractive to men wanting to marry and start families. Gay men however, 

found the salaries could be adequate, especially if in a relationship with 

an employed partner (ibid: 139).

Adams supports this view of dance becoming effeminate through the 

influx of gay dancers into the ballet profession at the turn of the century 

(ibid: 72). ‘Diaghilev reversed the trend of the [female dominated] 

ballet, promoting men in his productions at the expense of women. In 

his productions, men were the stars. Some of them [...] were his lovers’ 

(ibid). Quoting Lynn Garafola (199: 246), Adams continues, “‘...ballet 

in Western Europe, no less than in America, became a privileged arena 

for homosexuals’” (Adams 2005: 72). ‘Ironically, the performer who 

did the most to elevate the status of the male dancer also contributed 

the most to the link between effeminacy and male dancing in popular 

commentary’ (ibid).

Thus the unusually high percentage of gay men in dance became 

a self-fulfilling prophecy: gay men enter the career attracting other 

gay men to find employment as well as peer status there, and subtly 

the habitus and the aesthetics of dance began to change. Attempting 

to establish a ‘difference’ kinesthetic, Mauss (1973: 76) asserts that 

there is a male technique of the body and a female technique of the 

body. Choreographer and trainer Ted Shawn agrees, insisting ‘there 

are natural, fundamental differences in male and female movement’ 

(Adams 2005: 74), suggesting that these come naturally, without 

significant training. But hinting that there might be a flaw in this theory, 

Adams reports that Shawn also believes that male dance training must
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rigorously train to avoid effeminate movement (ibid 74-75), suggesting, 

Adams points out, that perhaps the male habitus is not as fundamental 

as all that, and is an effect of mimesis (ibid: 75). Despite Shawn’s 

emphasis on an athleticism and a choreography that reflects virility, 

Adams claims that Shawn and other advocates of hyper-masculine 

habitus in dance have failed to remove the association of homosexuality 

from the dominant practice (Bollen’s ‘gym queens’, 2001: 306), which 

leads to homosexual orientation being associated with dancing in the 

‘mind’ of society (ibid: 78). Effeminacy was seen as an index of the real 

issue: ‘There was no possibility for same-sex behaviour [associated with 

dance regardless of athleticism] to be acceptable, even if done by the 

most macho of men’ (ibid 78).

Thus entering the classical dance world as a straight man means you 

will be imitating a particular institutionalised aesthetic kinaesthesia 

acquired through the training and mimesis of fellow gay dancers 

and top-level professional gay teachers, and you will forever be fire 

fighting the label of “gay”. Against this backdrop of prejudice, the 

Northern image of dancing, classical or otherwise, struggles to recruit 

heteronormative men. Adams cites the cartoon series South Parks as an 

indicator of contemporary attitudes: Bart hesitates to participate in a 

school dance class, saying ‘“I fear the girls will laugh at me. I fear the 

boys will beat the living snot out of me”’ (ibid: 84).

My informants in salsa reported the spectre of the label ‘gay’ did lurk 

in the background, and was an issue that sometimes needed addressing.

Appx B, Q27, W9: Women have more advantages than they used 
to, but [...] men don’t have it easy either. Society thinks it’s cool 
for a woman to be a lesbian or bi, but it’s not cool for a guy to 
be gay. It’s cool for a woman to wear trousers, but not for a guy 
to wear a skirt, not even a kilt. Women have far more flexibility 
to move up and down the social thermometer than men do. It’s 
unequal on both sides, but in different ways.

Homophobia is no less an issue in the Southern Hemisphere than in the 

Northern Hemisphere (Gilmore 1990: Mirande 1997; Girman 2004), 

yet in distinct contrast to mainstream Northern attitudes towards men 

dancing, Latino attitudes towards dancing are that salsa reinforces 

masculinity. Afro-Cuban rumba is a celebration of masculine conquest
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(Daniel 1995). One of my informants, a DPhil student in Psychology 

from the West Indies, described his experience thus:

I come from [a big city], but it’s the same everywhere. If you 
don’t dance, people wonder if there is something wrong with 
you, like, mentally or physically. Maybe you are [psychologically] 
disturbed or...sad....in an unhappy sense...or maybe you are 
disabled, although having a broken leg or a broken arm doesn’t 
usually stop us [laughter], — just limits the moves. If you don’t 
dance, it’s not normal - there’s a reason for it. On the other 
hand, if you dance really well, other blokes really admire you 
because if you can show off a nice body and that you use it well, 
you will pull. Your virility is enhanced. You can probably do 
other things....physical things and personality things, really well, 
too.

Not only do many salsa promotors and organisers run dance workshops 

that advertise training in how to enhance your dancing masculinity 

(Pietrobruno 2006: 170-171), but the informal club setting is also a venue 

for heteronormative display, a ‘heterosexual matrix’ (Roman-Velazquez 

1999: 124). Although, like Wieschiolek’s informants (Wieschiolek 2003: 

126), Oxford salsaros do not identify with being Latino (Appx B and 

C, Q32), they may subconsiously benefit from that particular assertive 

aspect of the image. Among those in my interview samples, the choice 

to dance salsa had heterosexual rewards that helped them to ignore 

homophobic accusations:

Appx C, Q10, M12: My roommates here used to mock me about 
doing salsa until a salsa mate showed up at my house one night 
with a couple of really fit quality girls, and we started dancing 
with them. Then they understood.

Appx C, Q29, M8: If he is a good dancer, he can sell himself 
really well on the salsa market. It’s an ego boost to be able to 
get lots of girls wanting to dance with you - never refusing an 
invitation — because you are a good dancer. You don’t have to 
work out or look like Jude Law, and you KNOW you are going 
to get good dances. Where else are you going to get odds like 
that? Certainly not in a pub or at a party.

The historical and cultural attitudes towards masculinity and dancing 

do appear to affect the number of men joining dance classes, in many 

parts of the Anglo-Euro world, as well as in Oxford. Although the 

number of men in my classes has been steadily rising over 5 years, it
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is not uncommon to have twice or three times the number of women 

to men. And as I visited other teachers’ classes in Oxford, I witnessed 

the same: one was far more likely to find a class with women standing 

out waiting their turn to practice, than a class with numbers balanced 

or with a greater number of men. Lack of dance partners is one 

of the most frequent complaints from women about dancing salsa 

(Weischiolck 2003: 131). It is possible that Latino machismo, despite 

its Western connotations with an unacceptable level of dominance 

(Weischiolek ibid: 128), is the ‘masculinity factor’ underlying salsa, 

that helps Northern men to bridge the gap between dancing or no 

dancing, between the personal thrill of channelling music through 

one’s body and the public criticisms of indulging in the expressiveness 

of dance. Without a leader, there is no partner-dancing, so for women 

who want to dance with men, the part of the dance that reinforces 

machismo is a necessary element one has to accept if one wants to dance 

heterosexually (Pietroburno 2006: 175).

5.5 "Girl Power", and the symbolic capital in post-feminism

In her public encouragement and enjoyment of sexual 
attention, the female latin dancer violates Western standards of 
modesty and propriety (McMains 2006:142)

McMains claims that the salsera has ‘agency’, more agency than the

female ballroom dancer has in the rigid and restrictive close hold of

competition ballroom dancing (McMains 2006: 103). I disagree. In my

experience of ballroom dancing, the routine to be danced in front the

judges has been choreographed from beginning to end, (as McMains

accepts, ibid: 102) and each partner engages in the same amount of

forward planning to control their own directional movement. They

must do it together - a mutual responsibility - to give the impression of

leading and following. McMains asserts that in social salsa dancing, the

follower is much freer to perform than in ballroom.

[S]alsa has a structure that allows the female salsera more 
agency than the female ballroom dancer is given. Because of 
the loose physical connection [frequently only one hand, and
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rarely in close hold] and consistent timing of salsa (each pattern 
finishing at the end of an eight-beat phrase) a follower can 
syncopate her footwork; isolate her ribs, hips, shoulders, or 
head in rhythmic thrusts; change the direction of a step; or alter 
her body shape, all without changing the move her partner leads. 
(McMains 2006: 103.)

‘[A]ll without changing the move her partner leads.’ And therein lies 

the problem — the lack of primary agency. The choice, the dominant 

agency, is his. McMains is confusing an increased opportunity for self- 

expression with free-will. As a secondary agent, with no choice over 

what figure to dance, she can channel the agency from him into the 

quality of her performance. But she cannot choose the direction of the 

dance nor what move will come next. She does not share the agency 

mutually as does her ballroom sister, who has a knowledge of how the 

routine ends and how to get there. Her role is to respond, not to think 

ahead to the next phrase and the next figure.

The outward appearance of expression looks like freedom, like 

hanger’s ‘imagined feeling’ (Langer 1953: 181), and it is a certain 

“contained” freedom - it is what it is for its own sake and stays within 

defined boundaries of cooperation — and, as a number of my informants 

stated in interview, she becomes the “decoration” in the dance. The 

dance functions acceptably with a responsive follower who does nothing 

spectacular; but a follower who looks good while dancing can feel as 

though she has accumulated some social capital from the admiration she 

receives. This looks like power.

Appx B, Q15, W2: Oh yes. Salsa is sexy. I use salsa to be sexy.

Me: What does a woman get out of dancing salsa?

Appx B, Q28, Wl: [When I’m f]ollowing, 1 feel a sense of 
feminine empowerment.

Appx B, Q28, W6: Phone numbers. The satisfaction of attention 
from men.

For McMains, a large part of the addiction to Ballroom competition is 

Glamour and the illusion of desirability embedded in the construction 

of the role. She writes, ‘There are many aspects of the follower’s role 

that empower her (i.e. she is the centre of visual attention’ (ibid: 30), but 

McMains calls this ‘a fantasy of transformation’ (ibid: 31).
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[S]he is never as passive as the rhetoric implies, but the leader’s 
role is ultimately a more powerful position. Though a follower 
may influence any of his selections, choice is primarily his 
domain. There are many frameworks through which one could 
argue that the leader-follower dichotomy does not perpetuate 
gender inequality, but my extensive experience as a professional 
follower has convinced me that rampant gender inequality stems 
directly from this distinction. (McMains 2006: 31)

A desire to balance the equation - the leader/follower dichotomy 
- contains a certain psychological power in which it is the man’s 
prerogative to control. The power of the woman lies in how she 
responds. Can she transform herself into a creature of influence? In 
terms of Enlightenment values, this begins to look like the power she 
has resides in her ability to use her sexuality and desirability as a tool. 
The women in my study were born into the 1990s, an era that set about 
to reclaim the feminine as a site of power. Ann Summers and Victoria’s 
Secret shops appear on the High Street and in shopping malls; belly
dancing and pole dancing become forms of keep-fit; burlesque becomes 
an art-form (Atwood: 2009: xv). Giddens (1992: 194) argues in 1992 that 
intimacy is no longer private, and a ‘plastic sexuality’ is now central to 
the creation and expression of the self. Rosalind Gill, lecturer in Gender 
Studies at LSE, writes:

[I]n the period since 1994 there has been a marked shift in the 
manner that women’s bodies are depicted sexually, in ways that 
emphasize pleasure, playfulness and empowerment rather than 
passivity or victimization. (Gill 2009: 94)

Since the advent of the popular culture label ‘Girl Power’ (Taft 2004: 
69-78) in the 1990s, there has been a conscious shift in media and 
advertising from portraying women as housewives and mothers, away 
from dependent, child-like and subservient roles — as was the prevailing 
advertising image of women in the 1960s and 1970s (Goffman 1979:
43) - to an image of the strong, young, well-groomed, successful 
independent woman in the 1990s (Gill: 2009: 94). Popular media figures 
such as Madonna (Fritzsche 2004: 155) and popular television shows like 
Sex in the City provided role models for sexual freedom and individual 
agency, now available to women as it had always been available to 
men. Women can enjoy sexuality like a man, enjoy the physical power
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of their bodies like a man (Taft 2004: 71; Gill 2009: 99), without the 

need for economic support from a man. It looks like a kind of equality. 

‘Women are presented [in advertising] as not as seeking men’s approval, 

but as pleasing themselves; in doing so, they just happen to win men’s 

admiration’ (Gill 2009: 101).

As Gill puts it, this representation has ‘a feminist veneer’ (ibid:

100). But it serves to obscure issues of subjugation and exploitation 

by substituting a focus on a possibility of individual achievement for a 

discourse on politics (Taft: 2004: 74). The ‘Girl Power’ of post-feminism 

is ‘the argument that girls and women are doing fine, feminism is 

unnecessary, and the movement is over’ (ibid: 74). Discourses on the 

need for political activism are considered outdated (ibid: 71). This is the 

era that young women now in university grew up in. This is the era when 

salsa came of age, with the first world-wide salsa congress in Puerto 

Rico in 1997. The salsa era coincides with an enormous earning power 

for women. Women of the post feminist age were about to inherit a 

power discourse and an earning capability never before achievable.

The young women of my study accept the opportunity of education 

and economic independence without question. They expect to work and 

earn, and support themselves, unless and until issues of reproduction by 

mutual agreement bring family provisioning into the equation.

Appx B, Q27, W12: Yes — no question. I don’t need a man for 
any reason unless I want a family of my own. I can probably 
take care of myself better than a man can take of himself.

With the acquisition of economic power, they believe social and cultural 

capital are not far behind. Women earn money; women have money to 

spend; the emergence of “feminine” power becomes a desirable identity 

marker. The rhetoric of empowerment is familiar to suffragettes, but 

the location — the body — has uncomfortable echoes of objectification as 

much as self-satisfying subjcctification.

Gill illustrates this with a recounting of a 1996 cartoon by 

Jacky Fleming: In the first frame, a man and a woman are pictured 

standing in front of two large, slick, bold advertising images of two 

young, attractive women in their underwear. The woman says to her 

companion, ‘I don’t know why you are staring like that, Adrian. These
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adverts aren’t for men, they are for WOMEN and they make us feel 

cheekily confident about being sexy in a raunchy hut fun-loving post

feminist sort of way In the next frame, the same man and a male 

friend are looking at the same billboard. Having explained ‘off-camera’ 

to his friend the new feminist meaning of the images, his friend replies, 

‘Tell you what mate, if this is feminism, we’ve been backing the wrong 

horse.’ (Gill 2009: 103; Fleming 1996: unnumbered pages.)

Salsa made its explosive impact on popular culture in the 1990s. I 

suggest what is underlying the modern post-feminist perspective in the 

minds of my informants, albeit not at a conscious level, is that an overt 

display of sensuality is now acceptable as symbolic of independent 

feminine power in an appropriate heterosexual paradigm of male-female 

interaction. (This is similar to the sex-play manifested in Arfo-Cuban 

guaguanco, where the woman carefully and demurely uses the power 

of her sexuality to attract her partner with body language and lifted 

skirts, all the while coyly protecting her reputation. His aim in this 

dance-game is to catch her off-guard and humiliate her with a symbolic 

display of sexual intercourse, called the vacunao. But she knows how 

to protect herself. Daniel 1995: 69, 76.) Oxford salseras in my study 

enjoy the embodied display of skill and fitness, the symbolic dress-to- 

impress, even in jeans, and they aspire to achieve the status of respected 

dancer that comes with the admiration of the men. All of this adds to 

their social, cultural, and in the age of “Girl Power”, corporeal capital 

(Gill 2009: 99), both on and off the dance floor, culminating a feeling of 

power and value through increased social confidence.

Ortner (2006) puts forth the argument that practice theory and actor- 

agent theory, useful as they are and applicable to many analyses of 

interaction, fail to recognise the influence of new ideologies in popular 

culture — ‘anything from the Beat movement [...] to the Reformation’ 

(Ortner 2006: 11), or indeed the nature-culture paradigm — on the 

actor. Shifts in popular ideology, such as post-feminism and ‘Girl 

Power’, regardless of whether they are deemed to be good or bad, can 

provide the rationalisation arguments needed to overcome the cognitive 

dissonance induced by past ideologies. Thus the salsera of 2012 is 

not troubled by symbols of dominance and lack of agency, as was the
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previous generation of women. She is confident in the power of the 

individual.

5.6 Doing what comes naturally: biological determinism

Can biological predetermination be a factor in why the leader’s role 

is masculine and the follower’s role is feminine? Are men better at the 

leader’s role in salsa because of an accident of birth? Without wanting 

to deny a cultural element as to how their gender is performed, many 

of my informants took to a physical explanation in their analysis of the 

ability to swap dance roles.

The obvious argument is that men, on average, are larger than 

women, and therefore, assume the postures of direction and guidance in 

the dance more easily. Certainly, there is some support for this view from 

other writers on dance (Adams 2005: 74-75). Marion (2008: 142) points 

out that men have a different centre of gravity to women, a concept of 

biological physics that we all accept as a fact: women carry a larger 

proportion of their weight in their hips than men do, and men carry 

the bulk of theirs in their upper body. Quoted extensively by Adams 

(2005) on the subject of a male habitus, American choreographer Ted 

Shawn firmly believes that not only does a difference in physique matter 

to the way dance is danced, but that daily activities, and therefore 

cultural norms, also play a part (Adams 2005: 74). In Shawn’s analysis, 

men’s movements in general are bigger by virtue of pre-historical daily 

activity, for example ‘swinging a scythe’ (the example Shawn uses, ibid: 

75), which involves the use of the entire body, whereas tasks assigned to 

women generally require smaller movement, like ‘embroidery’ (ibid: 74). 

This habitus, Shawn believes, will affect dance performance. ‘Differently 

shaped bodies are supposed to make - have the capacity to make — 

different kinds of movement’ (Adams 2005: 75). Men will feel quite 

comfortable with larger, stronger movements, and women with smaller, 

delicate movements (ibid: 75). By implication, the reverse might also be 

true: women will feel less adept at performing large, strong gestures, and 

men feel confined performing small, delicate ones.

Although from a purely physical functionality of the dance, salsa

2(>I2, Department of History and Anthropolpgy, Queen’s University Belfast 158



would appear to require no special strength, but could the way the 

figures have developed reflect the need to accommodate these minute 

differences? One of the observable effects from reversing the roles was 

that while leading, women made bigger gestures, and took bigger steps, 

and while following, kept their feet under their bodies, took large steps 

only when led to do so, and contained their gestures until performing 

flourishes. This would suggest one of two things: when leading, the 

women are imitating the technique of the men because that is what they 

have seen, or the role of leading requires larger gestures. If the latter is 

true, the larger frame of the man is better suited to perform that task.

Whereas this may be true, it does nor explain why I can easily 

lead an experienced larger man, and a small, slight man, can lead an 

experienced larger woman, and we had in the Role Reversal study just 

those examples to compare. It was decided that women use their bulk 

differently when following, ie the larger woman needs to learn how 

to respond in spite of her bulk, and they do. But it felt to the women, 

that the men were making themselves heavier, not lighter. One male 

informant’s way of coping with the imbalance was to try to make 

himself heavier, to “help her out” by being “more grounded”. We 

talked about being “light on ones feet”, but the men seemed to think 

the best they could do was to be smoother and quicker. Lighter was an 

impossibility.

The point may be that in motion, there needs to be a physical balance 

in the connection between the two bodies, and some sort of sub

conscious cooperative compromise is worked out as the couple engages 

with and ‘embodies’ each others’ weight. It happens somatically, in 

accordance with Gieser’s invisible empathetic force-field (Gieser 2008: 

307). On the whole, men are heavier than women, and women, having 

to cope with the difference when leading men, were finding the amount 

of force needed different to what they perceive to be the case in standard 

role performance.

And there is a height issue. The tallest woman (5ft lOin) is still not 

taller than the tallest man (6ft 3in). The shortest man (5ft 2in) can 

lead the tallest woman (5ft lOin), but in his interview, he said in clubs, 

he chooses his partners to suit his height. The shortest woman in the
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role reversal class (5ft), has great difficulty leading any of the overhead 

figures with the tallest man. In her interview, she said she would prefer 

to lead men nearer her height, but if she led taller men, she would not 

lead overhead figures. Short men do the same: observed in clubs, the 

shorter men choose partners of their own height to maximise success.

This prompted me to think that the figures might have developed for 

the larger person to perform the figures easily. What if, I asked the class, 

we lead every figure from the standard role positions, but the followers 

(women) backlead everything. In this way, they would be ‘leading’ from 

the advantage of not having to change either their steps, or approach 

the man with superior arm positions. Instead it would be the men who 

could not move unless led. Initially the men objected to this approach, 

saying that it would “teach” the women to backlead in normal dancing. 

But it was an irresistible curiosity, so we tried it. We found that we had 

to invent every lead — there were no formulas for the flow of agency in 

that direction; we had to create them. Once we worked out a few ways 

to lead the moves legitimately {ie, with total permission and cooperation 

of the men, who found it enormously difficult to not take over the lead 

while doing leader’s footwork, and to work out where to wait for the 

lead within the pattern), the consensus was we should go back to the 

way we were doing it before: women doing the leader’s steps and men 

doing the follower’s, because that was the way the dance has been 

conventionally designed, and we were testing “convention”.

The exercise was useful and entertaining, and suggested to me that 

more work could be done with this formula to see if overhead figures 

were in fact more easily done this way for situations where the leaders 

were shorter than the followers, or whether the act of leading them 

required an “overhead” dominance of hand positions that could not 

be achieved when the leader, from whatever position, was significantly 

shorter than the follower. In addition, this arrangement would be a 

complete and total reversal of roles, with women leading from the 

position of dancing the woman’s role but applying primary agency, ie, 
not being women in a man’s role, but leading from the woman’s role.

Thus the historical, sociological, economic, popular culture 

and physical forces at work that contextualise salsa dancing in its
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environment make accepting each in the other’s role awkward. Usually 

unskpoken discourses that re-inforce male superiority behaviours and 

reward female decorative/manipulative behaviours are reflected in the 

non-verbal discourse of dancing salsa. However, as a common model 

of practice, the body is a very important part of the motivation, in as 

much as it contains strength and height issues as well as the powerful 

emotional factors of dissonance, obedience, and marginalisation.
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6 THE FUNCTIONS OF SALSA: 
REDEEMING SOCIAL CAPITAL

All social worlds are dependent on an illusion for their wholeness.
(Kastrup 2007: 39)

So far, we have been confronted with a rather negative view of salsa. But 

the popularity of the dance is enormous in spite of issues of dominance, 

agency, and objectifying sexism. What are its redeeming values?

The mechanical structure of salsa is found in the figures and ground- 

rules for the dance, ie, once you know the basic pattern of shifting 

weight for three steps, employing a pause, and then shifting weight for 

the next 3 steps, you have the basis for all the moves and figures taught.

In fact, once the weight-transfer pattern of steps and the physics of 

tension and resistance in the arms is internalised, new figures that fit the 

contract can be created. Add to that the acceptance of the distribution 

of agency, and you have the structure of the dance. We have seen above 

how the structure of the dance functions dynamically through a chain 

of agency. But beyond the dynamic function of the structure, other more 

social functions take place.

Like tango, disco, lindy hop, jive, and swing, the purpose of going to 

a club is social: the presence of other people and the thrill of experiences 

yet to come fuelled by imagination and illusion. Unlike disco (Gotfrit 

1988), salsa and all the structured forms of partner dancing have an 

elitist element, ie, you need training, considerable training, to allow you 

a tacit membership in the community of practice, which, as your skill 

increases, affords you the special status needed for your acceptance in 

the group. In other words, it is an exclusive group. Only the dedicated, 

the “practiced”, are admitted. Becoming a part of this group affords 

for many of my informants badges of social and physical achievement. 

Oxford dancers reported a range of social benefits, through simply 

making friends to enhancing self esteem and self-image, to learning 

interpersonal communication techniques. The social and cultural capital 

earned and exchanged in the practice of dancing salsa has purchased 

many benefits.
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Appx C, Q34, Ml: I’ve made lots of friends [through salsa].
A good night out without alcohol. Improved self esteem and 
personal confidence around the opposite sex. Life is never the 
same again.

Appx C, Q34, M2: Dancing has completely transformed my life.

Several describe a therapeutic nature of salsa. Good exercise is a 

frequently given reason for dancing salsa, along with leaving the 

outside world at the door. Several informants report that the focus and 

concentration needed for both roles to perform well leaves no room for 

any other thoughts concerning work or personal problems.

Appx B, Q34, W4: [Salsa has provided] improved fitness and 
stamina — unlike the gym, dancing keeps you going.

Appx B, Q31, 11: It relaxes and energises simultaneously.

Appx C, Q22, 7: For me there is no mechanical in dancing.
Analysing forces and inertia is what I do in science, but not here, 
so for me dancing is all feeling, no intellect.

Appx C, Q22, 11: [It makes me feel] good. Happiness. Deeper 
than that — a well-being, being in equilibrium.

Some feel it prepares life skills, citing reasons like problem solving skills, 

negotiating skills, coping skills, manners, and communication skills.

Appx C, Q31, M3: Leaders can use the problem solving skills 
and forward planning skills off the dance floor. Followers learn 
to make the best of what they get given. It teaches you how to 
live with limited resources. The follower has to take what she 
gets for the duration of the dance, and make the best of it.
Coping with a situation, reacting and responding.

Appx C, Q31, Mil: Salsa scores over other dances because of its 
social skills. You need to develop social skills of body language 
and sensitivity in order to properly lead and follow. You learn 
how to be nice to everyone because you may want to dance with 
them. That’s really good for everyone.

Appx B, Q34, W6: A new understanding of what I can do with 
my own body, music and rhythmic movement. Understanding 
non-verbal communication. Socialising but not talking has 
added another dimension to my awareness of communing. Sense 
of trust, relying on intuitive skills and skills that you use but are 
not aware of normally.

Appx B Q28, W12: Learning dependence here [to follow a lead] is
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a good lesson for when you might need to use that skill. You learn 
that you don’t lose your integrity at the same time - that it works 
for the good of both of you sometimes - most of the time, in fact.

And if you are ever at a loss for something to say at a party —

Appx C, Q34, M6: [Salsa is a] Conversation starter / ice breaker.

That informant, a young, shy DPhil candidate, uses salsa as a way 

of introducing his identity as a person of athletic skill, interpersonal 

sensitivity, and adventure, and as a way to find out if others have similar 

“exotic” interests. For him, it’s a form of Impression Management 

(Coffman 1969).

Despite the infrequent episodes of sexual transgression, the 

community aspect of salsa provides a strong protective benefit for 

Oxford dancers, a safety zone. Unlike discos (Gotfrit 1998) and 

socialising in pubs (Roman-Velazquez 1999: 121) and student parties, 

my informants describe the salsa community as an arena of codes and 

practices that provides a predictably safe outcome for an evening of 

capital-enhancing admiration. In Anglo-Euro salsa clubs, very little 

alcohol is consumed, since dancing, the vehicle for the subtext of 

glamour and romance, cannot be done to any acceptable standard under 
the influence of alcohol. It’s a safer arena than most college pubs.

Appx B, Q34, W11: [l]t gives you a different outlet to the usual 
student form of enjoyment of going out to get drunk every 
night. It gives a natural high.

And the community arena contains the pantomime of romance, if 

not the possibility of real romance. Although people with partners do 

regularly attend and very actively participate in classes and clubs, most 

of the dancers are single. Once partnered in a romance, frequency of 

dancing activity tends to decrease. The abundance of singletons does 

make dancing salsa a good vehicle for match-making. Oxford dancers 

were quick to acknowledge the possibilities.

Me: What [do you] get out of dancing salsa?

Appx B, Q28, W6: Phone numbers.

Appx C, Q29, M2: For both, there is meeting the opposite sex, 
being able to ‘test drive’ the other, a chance to earn respect 
though demonstrating skill.
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Appx C, Q29, M9: I’ve had it described to me as ‘the panty 
dropper’, some men do sport, some men dance — it’s all for the 
same thing.

Appx C, Q31, M12: Dancing with lots of partners overcomes 
fear of rejection. [...] You can’t actually pull a girl with one 
dance, but you can begin to overcome a fear of being turned 
down.[...] Girls actually like shy guys, but they never get to meet 
them because the alpha males get in there first.

All formal interview informants mentioned the social aspect of dancing 

salsa as one of the benefits. Being with people and sharing a skill, 

connecting with another person in order to demonstrate skill and 

competence, and finding a mutually satisfying experience has been 

created between you and another, supersedes other factors like finding a 

mate. What might have begun as a search for romance has become, for 

some, a passion for dancing, that search for the perfect product, that 

one-in-a-hundred experience, the transcendent partner dance (Skinner: 

2009a: 215) where the same magic affects two people as one unit.

Me: What are the benefits of dancing salsa?

Appx B, Q13, W13: The thrill of getting that ‘click’ with 
another person.

According to my informants, something happens to that ‘click’ when 

the roles are reversed. It “loses chemistry,” as one woman described it.

A woman in the role of provider and protector seems, in the words of 

another female informant, “unnatural.” “This feels weird,” said a male 

participant on the first night of the Pilot study. The replies to questions 

28 and 29 in the interviews (What does a woman get out of dancing 

salsa?/What does a man get out of dancing salsa?), reveal an embedded 

sense of heteronormative gendered role performance.

Me: What does a man get out of dancing salsa?

Appx B, Q29, Wl: A chance to display competence and mastery.
A sense that he is in control. Dominance.

Appx B, Q29, W8: Having control over another person’s 
dancef.] Salsa is a place where guys can practice social mobility, 
ie, they can become very popular and be the centre of attention.
This is something you can learn and improve your popularity, 
rather than be stuck with who you are.

Appx B, Q29, W9: A man gets an opportunity for empowerment
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that he doesn’t get usually. Having a structure to a dance and 
giving that structure to a partner to make it all work together is 
very empowering, and boys love it.

Appx B, Q29, W12: Dancing salsa changes a man — it 
accentuates his masculinity. Makes him more powerful.

Appx B, Q29, W13: If I am reinforcing my femininity, then I guess 
he is reinforcing his masculinity, his ability to display leadership 
skills and decision-making skills and care-taking skills.

The men talk about using salsa as a way to impress women. Note the use 

of the feed-back loop in these examples, which serves as the emotional 

trigger that reinforces self image (Josephides 2005: 82).

Appx C, Q 29, M5: Learning how to interact with girls comfortably.
And if you lead something nice and she smiles, it’s great!

Appx C, Q 29, Mil: When I’m in a conversation with a girl, and 
1 mention salsa, I love it when she reacts like, ‘So! You’re NOT 
boring after all!’

Appx C, Q 29, M7: [A good leader] can really help her dance 
well, and the smile she gives you is rewarding. If you can dance 
well, it impresses other people.

But when the men were asked what a woman gets out of dancing salsa, 

in addition to exercise and meeting men, enhancing a stereotype of 

feminine behaviour came to mind:

Appx C, Q28, M8: A chance to dress up and be pretty? Maybe 
that’s too simple. Same as the guys, it’s way to do something 
fun with the opposite sex and get an endorphin high at the 
same time. But maybe I was right the first time — it’s not really 
appropriate to be drop-dead glam during the day, but going to a 
salsa night is a good excuse to show what you can do.

Appx C, Q28, M9: The chance to show what she can be, to feel 
special, to be excited by a sense of accomplishment.

Appx C, Q28, Mil: She looks good? I don’t know....they must 
find something about it satisfying or they wouldn’t do it.

Appx C, Q28, M12: Bringing her back to what women really 
want to do, without fear of being labelled sexist. My girl wants 
to be led everywhere, not just on the dance floor.

And from the women, what does a woman get out of dancing salsa?

The following represents an extensive list of values reminiscent of 

Enlightenment values (Ortner 1996, MacCormack 1980), with post-
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feminist emphasis on femininity and female image empowerment (Gill 

2009; Atwood 2009; Taft 2004).

Appx B Q28, Wl: Following, I feel a sense of feminine 
empowerment.

Appx B Q28, W2: It is my role to follow, and I enjoy the role of 
following. [...]If I get it right, I am rewarded by happiness.

Appx B Q28, W3: Being a woman without any constraints. I 
don’t have to be a boss or a mum here, I don’t have to talk. I just 
‘be’.

Appx B Q28, W4: A way to be more feminine, moving the way 
you would not normally move on the street for example.

Appx B Q28, W7: Femininity training. I’ve become more clothes 
conscious and appearance conscious, and I enjoy my femininity 
much more.

Appx B Q28, W8: It’s a meritocracy — you might have talent, 
but you can become really good and look amazing without 
having started with talent.

Appx B Q28, Wll: It’s fun not having to think.

Appx B Q28, W13: I feel less feminine as a leader, so I guess as a 
follower, I am using that role to reinforce my womanhood. I am 
expressing my femininity.

One of the least recognised benefits of any partner dancing is 

syncronicity, ie, connecting with another on a physical level, and 

a re-affirmation of the self through the physical touch of another 

human being. Skinner (2009b: 112; 118) mentions touch as one of 

the significant resources of participant observation. ‘Touch [...] is a 

sense with an especial modality of perception in that it blurs subject 

and object, bringing them together’ (ibid: 112). If there is a value in 

the ethnographic method of touch, the recognition of its value in 

dance cannot be a distant concept. Touch, not only as a means of 

knowledge, becomes a site of reinforcement of existence - the point 

which one’s hands meet another body defines the space one occupies, 

thereby verifying one’s existence. It is not often mentioned in dance 

ethnographies. Buried in a descriptive narrative of her experience 

learning a partnered Balinese dance, Sally Ness (1992: 135, from Skinner 

2009b: 212) writes, ‘The knowledge embodied in my dance was in part a
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knowledge of his dancing, his buoyancy, his timing, his agility, his finely 
measured touch. It was a knowledge that became embodied through 
my hands[.]’ In a busy lifestyle of singularity and dedication, one may 
not often have reason to be touched unless in anything but an invasive 
way, either accidentally or medically. The touch of another dancer is a 
welcome, dependable, and repeatable affirmation of one’s existence in 
space. Touch is the physical proof that there is a shape between one’s 
form and the outside world, the physical proof of an invisible connection 
between minds. Skinner, in a narrative filled with corporeal descriptions 
of a partnered connection using all senses, gives touch a nod: ‘We connect, 
and we communicate well. [...] the point of connection can be a hand 
[...], a touch upon a knee, [...] cupped fingertips’ (Skinner 2009: 214). A 
familiar salsa dance community can provide a non-threatening way to 
reaffirm a positive, healthy existence, many times over, with little fear of 
frequent unsolicited attention or fear of commitment.

Appx C, Q31, Ml: Touch combined with movement equals 
‘good feeling’.

There’s no denying that dancing provides multifaceted benefits, from 
simple physical exercise to life-changing lifestyles to personality 
transformations. I mentioned the salsera whose wardrobe changed after 
a year of dancing (above p65). Others report fundamental changes.

Appx B, Q34, W7: Trust, self confidence, body image, 
happiness, romance.

Appx B, Q34, W13: It adds something special to who you are.

Chatting with me before the start of a Role Reversal class, one female 
confided that salsa has had a positive effect on shaping a new personality. 

Journal entry, 4 Mar 2010
At the start of the class, a young woman came early to ask if she 
was too late to join the research. “I heard about this at Anuba! I 
want to do this class!” She wants to be a teacher of salsa. As we 
chatted enthusiastically before the start of class about salsa and 
salsa research, she said, “ Salsa has changed my life. Learning 
to follow has made me a different person. I used to be serious... 
controlled...critical when things did not go the way I thought 
they should. But now, I have developed a sense of humour and a 
lighter attitude to everything, not just dance.”

Had she learned to give up agency in other avenues of life? Is there
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something about the sense of personal best, membership in an exclusive 

group worldwide, the touch of other human beings, Gieser’s invisible 

‘in-between’, embodying empathy, developing a comfort in the way one 

moves (Gieser 2008: 307), the mutual creation of something thrilling, 

that enriched her life? Whatever the learning was, it affected her 

perception of her own behaviour deeply, transferring something from 

dancing to everyday living, similar to Josephides ‘mood-inducing action- 

motivators’ (2005: 81). Other dancers have similar, life-enhancing, 

experiences.

Appx C, Q34, M12: Knowing that you connect with someone on 
such a physical level is something you can’t do in any other way 
except maybe sex. Even so I’d say it’s different just by virtue of 
being public — you are dancing with one other person, but you 
are surrounded by others who also understand the joy of that 
connection.

Appx B, Q34, Wl: Confidence. Confidence in who I am, what I 
can do . . . pride in my body, in my mind.

Appx C, Q 34, Ml: [After Salsa], life is never the same again.

In the sections prior to this chapter, we have seen many of the negative, 

feminist perspectives of dancing salsa, and a struggle to explore the 

feminist issue by reversing the roles. This section attempts to redress the 

balance. In a Marxist paradigm, this section demonstrates that in the 

economy of dancing salsa, both parties in the contract, leader (owner 

of the means of production), and follower (the service provider with the 

skills for the job), are rewarded with profits that go beyond concepts 

of social and cultural capital for trading in the salsa marketplace. The 

rewards are not only in the end product (a successful dance), but also 

embedded in the means of production. The art index created has its own 

agency to affect the partners.

Another apparent benefit of salsa training is that it enhances the 

differences between the sexes while bringing them together. When the 

differences begin to blur, as happened eventually when the roles reversed, 

it seems the thrill diminishes, the illusion is disrupted, imagination has 

no frame of reference.
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7 UNFINISHED BUSINESS: NEGOTIATING IN THE SALSA 
MARKETPLACE

The purpose of this research was to explore the inner workings of 

dancing salsa in order to uncover the motivations of gendered role 

performance in the dance as it is experienced by a group of dancers in 

Oxford. Locating Oxford salsa dancing within the global experience 

of dancing salsa and communities of practice, the analysis centred 

on leading and following, as this holds a primary value for Oxford 

salsa dancers in assuring that the function of the dance (to have the 

best dance possible in terms of personal evaluation) has a satisfactory 

outcome for both dancers. Employing a social experiment in reversing 

the roles by training a group of Oxford dancers to learn the other role 

to an advanced standard has been pivotal to the exploration of social, 

emotional, and mechanical factors in performing gendered roles. I have 

put forth the argument that to uncover the full range of information 

available, a participant led, reflexive ethnography was essential to the 

task, where my own experience as teacher and dancer provided another 

dimension to the descriptive analysis.

7.1 Overview

Th e essence of this investigation centred on reversing the roles in salsa 

dancing, and seeing what that experience revealed about the social 

forces at work in dancing salsa. History, identity, imagination, and 

agency - these appear to be the main social factors in establishing the 

roles in salsa dancing. In addition, the body - the somatic location of 

dissonance and marginalisation reactions - contains the physical factors 

that support and maintain gendered role division. I will summarise these 

one at a time.

History. Ortner writes that ‘a theory of practice is a theory of 

history’ (2006: 9), ie, commonly accepted ways of doing and ordering 

society are shaped by past and prevailing opinions. We have seen how 

the Enlightenment, with ideas about the status of women and the
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superiority of men (Jordanova, MacCormack, M Bloch and J Bloch 

1980; Ortner 1996), informs the role definitions and the hierarchy in 

salsa, supporting such values as leadership for men and deference for 

women, a directive, thinking role for men, and a supportive, intuitive 

role for women (Pietrohruno 2006; Roman-Velazquez 1999; Wieschiolek 

2003). We have seen how historical ideas about the ‘naturalness’ of 

women, both their latent sexual power and their value as objects of 

natural beauty, are reflected in post-feminism’s emphasis on the female 

body as a location for power (Gill 2009; Taft, Fritzsche 2004) and in 

salsa’s role of women as the ‘decoration’. Ortner encourages us to 

look at popular ‘cultural movements’ to find frameworks for reference 

(2006: 11), and as a result we have seen how post-feminism “Girl Power” 

(Taft, Fritzsche 2004) has enabled women to overcome any cognitive 

dissonance (Festinger 1957; Wicklund and Brehm 1976; Aronson 1992) 

produced by being ‘liberated’ in general, but ‘dominated’ in the salsa 

role of follower.
Historical attitudes towards men and their involvement in dance since 

the turn of the century has led to assumptions about sexual orientation 

among male dancers (Cook 1998; Adams 2005), and we have seen how 

the cultural perspective of latin machismo is still apparent in the codes 

of salsa, despite its migration to Northern Aglo-European cultures 

(Pietrohruno 2006: Roman-Velazquez 1999: Wieschiolek 2003). And 

we have explored how economies of difference (Diprose 1994) and 

obedience to authority (Milgram 1974) can shape dominance practice in 

salsa.

Identity. Having established how the learning of the dance embodies 

(Csordas 1990; Thomas 2003) salsa technique in a cross-cultural setting 

(Pietrohruno 2006; Roman-Velazquez 1999, Wieschiolek 2003), we 

explored the embodiment of the roles - male as leader, and female as 

follower - through mimesis (Gieser 2008), through an analysis of habitus 

(Bourdieu 1977), and techniques of the body (Mauss 1973). Through 

the embodiment of technique, called “muscle memory” by dancers, the 

performance of dedicated practice can become a signifier of identity 

(Downey 2005; Waquant 2004; Marion 2008), and actually enhance
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differences in gender performance (McMains 2006; Roman-Velazquez 

1999; Marion 2008). Clothing, in particular shoes, also signifies 

membership in and identification with the salsa community. When 

the roles swap we have seen that clothing can help or hinder a feeling 

of confident performance in a leadership dance role, and that role 

performance differences over time become less distinct, less concerned 

with reinforcing a gendered role-play. We have seen how embodying 

the language and grammar of salsa enables non-verbal communication 

(Hanna 198; Leach 1976), and how praxis informs the directional 

protocol of the dance (Roman-Velazquez 1999; McMains 2006). With 

serious communities of practice providing the arena for learning (Lave 

and Wenger 1991), these spaces are simultaneously theatres for creating 

salsa identities and gender identities (Goffman 1959), as well as venues 

for transgression (Donnan and Magowan 2010).

Agency. I have proposed, through a Marxian paradigm and theories 

of agency (Ortner 1996; DeNora 2000, Cell 1998), that the physical 

mechanical structure of salsa — how it is done — relies on one person 

in the partnership, the primary agent, taking control and contributing 
the means of production through choice of figures, and the other 

providing the complementary ‘labour’, in the role of secondary agent, 

who has no responsibilities for choice and initiative, ie no primary 

agency, but instead contributes skill to complete the end product. The 

chain of agency starts with the music, inspires the leader, who initiates 

the agency to dance and transfers it, or ‘loans’ it (Cell 1998) to the 

secondary agent, who uses it to find expression in performing the 

instruction without controlling any of it. The resulting index is evidence 

that the two partners have together created a unique experience, which 

has its own agency to affect the follower’s perception of power.

Imagination. Imagination and illusion play important parts in 

constructing the motivations for dancing salsa. Chapter 6 showed that, 

in the minds of informants in Oxford and elsewhere (Pietrobruno 2006; 

Skinner 2009a and b, 2007b; Gotfrit 1998; Wieschiolek 2003; Donnan 

and Magowan 2010), the social function of achievement has enormous

2012, Department of History and Anthrofiglpgy, Queen s Univi rsity Belfast 172



benefits, ranging from fitness, to self-esteem, to therapy, to romance. The 

physical informs the emotional which in turn stimulates the imagination 

with images of self-satisfaction and the possibilities for each new dance 

experience (Skinner 2009a; Josephides 2005).

Physiology. Morphology has an effect on dancers’ enjoyment of the 

performance, and in so much as issues of height, on average, divide 

along sex lines (men being on average taller than women), tall women 

dance, and short men dance. Both tend to dance with those of a similar 

height, suggesting that issues of height are neutralised through choice of 

partners, and are not a significant issue when the roles swap.

Perhaps harder to overcome, however, are the somatic effects of the 

emotions generated by dissonance and marginalisation. Through an 

attempt to reverse the roles in salsa, we have seen how emotional states 

(Gieser: 2008; Festinger 1957; Milton 2005; Josephides 2005) can and do 

affect performance through feelings of marginalisation and exploitation. 

The feed-back loop of a reflexive search for recognition of the self in 
the other, which has the corollary effect of highlighting the difference 

between self and other (Diprose 1994), serves to disturb the expectations 

of role performance when the leader is a woman and the follower is a 

man. Such disjuncture can be overcome, but the mechanisms employed 

require cognitive rationalisation strategies, such as selective exposure to 

evidence, displacement of evidence, denial of evidence, or removal of 

the activity (Festinger 1957; Wicklund and Brehm 1976). To some degree, 

these strategies may be necessary in accepting the dissonant situation 

where the physical image (of male body) and the role image (of no 

autonomy) does not match, and the affirmation reflected in the role is 

not one of expected gender performance.

7.2 Conclusion: a practice theory of negotiation

All of the evidence 1 have gathered suggests to me that the complexities, 

interweaved and inseparable as they are, can be seen as a combination of 

a physical framework of practice, plus a set of cognitions and emotions: 

an embodied hardware of rules composed of body technique and agency,
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an operating system of styles (Cuban, LA, or NY, for example), and 

a software package of value judgements, identities, and imagination 

tailored to the individual, shaping the dance into a human experience.

1 would like to propose that the model that best fits the experiences 

and aspirations of the dancers as studied in Oxford is one in which 

the foundation that makes the dance possible in the first instance is a 

theory of agency as it is practiced in salsa, ie the agreement between 

partners that one person has executive control over the choreography, 

and the other contributes response-only behaviour through acting on 

interpretation of the lead and application of expression, but not over 

the direction of the figures. The software that both partners utilise is 

how the image of the dance plays in their imaginations, the personal 

expression they use to create an identity, and whatever application of 

gender and performance they wish to employ.

The problem of always deferring initiative and choice (agency) to the 

leader is only a problem if the roles never switch gender. In that case, 

where ‘standard’ role performance is always used, the female follower 

must rationalise a salsa performance with perceptions of her own non

dancing identity, either by ignoring the evidence of dominance, or 

equalising the perception of ‘power’ with constructions of the worth 

of her personal performance being in terms of feminine empowerment. 

This is what I believe to be happening with most women who excel at 

the dance, but not necessarily consciously. We have seen how popular 

cultural concepts affect behaviours, and how social facts and social 

currents operate below the level of consciousness and rational thought 

(Durkheim 1895/1982; Ortner 1974; Bourdieu 1990).

I would like to propose that the accomplisehd salsera, the ‘individual’ 

actor, does not actually want control. It is not a factor in why she 

dances. She wants something else, something that fits very neatly into 

post-feminism ideals of self-actualisation in a non-political arena, 

freedom of expression, and demonstrations of capability (Taft, Fritzsche 

2004). She might want an experience of thrill, a somatic energising that 

can only be felt through engaging in the experience of dancing. Having 

primary agency to affect choice and exercise initiative is not a necessary 

part of the thrill. Negotiating a position to get what she wants is part

Kill. Department of History and Anthropolpgy, Queen’s University Belfast 174



of the thrill. Negotiating is an index of intelligence, and in addition 

to empowering a physical appearance through symbolic clothing, 

intelligence is a highly valued social capital. For her, salsa practice 

theory is a theory of negotiation. For him, it’s a theory of agency.

7.3 Some things appear to be non-negotiable

Why do the roles not reverse to provide the same thrill? The answer to 

this lies in Ortner’s claim that ‘practice theory is a theory of history’ 

(Ortner 2006: 9). The practice history of men leading, providing, and 

asserting strength and confidence still has a very strong hold over 

masculine personal identity. Issues of identity are capable of causing the 

most uncomfortable states of cognitive dissonance (Aronson 1992: 305). 

The cognitive dissonance caused by accepting a deferential role, a role 

with marginalisation built into the teaching and learning, filters out the 

benefits of following through a layer of physical somatic discomfort, 

present to a small degree in some, and to a larger degree in others.

This is not an uncommon effect of cognitive dissonance. Witness my 

feeling after my encounter in Oxford’s Wednesday night club, where the 

struggle to square my personal values of dignity with pressure to finish 

the dance in order to not make a scene resulted in feelings of nausea. 

Most situations of cognitive dissonance are brief, trivial, and resolvable, 

but those that combine a magnitude of the polarised sources with a 

temporal factor plus non-avoidance can cause pharmacological changes in 

homeostatsis. (Festinger 1957: 3, Wicklund and Brehm 1976: 2; Aronson 

1992: 305). My limited success with teaching Lazaro to follow occurred 

only after I explained following in terms of “highly skilled”, not in terms 

of gender subordination. And still, his “man-body” did not like it.

A year on from the end of the Role Reversal study, there is some 

reversing still happening in clubs, albeit rarely. There are two follow

up studies I would like to do: to ask why these dancers are choosing to 

reverse, and to ask if they do that away from Oxford, away from the safe 

community of practice that taught it. If they are brave enough to do 

that in an arena outside Oxford, then it might be possible to conclude
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that for some, the appreciation of the directional nature of agency 

within the dance can be shared in turns, removed from its socio-political 

gender associations of role expression, and danced for enjoyment to suit 

the participants, rather than to suit the confinements of the embedded 

historical gender structure of the dance.

But all evidence obtained in this research suggests that Ortner’s 

assertion that ‘we are up against something very profound, very 

stubborn, something we cannot rout out simply by rearranging a few 

tasks and roles in the social system...’ (Ortner 1974: 67-68) is prevalent 

in salsa. Despite the possibility, as this research suggests, that reversing 

the roles in salsa could, if all dancers knew both roles, provide a new 

community of understanding the subtleties of gender, power and the 

assumptions of performance, dancing as a woman leader and man 

follower will remain, for the moment, a novelty act.
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APPENDIX A Interview Questions

1 Age
2 First language
3 Teenage years
4 Education/job
5 Father’s education/job
6 Mother’s education/job
7 Grandparents background
8 Dancers in family
9 Other interests

10 Cultural biases towards dancing [see also Q16]
11 First saw salsa
12 What made you attend a class?
13 How long have you been dancing / How many hours a week do you dance?
14 Is there a romantic element to salsa?
15 Do you think a woman who dances is sexier because she dances?
16 Do you think a man who dances is sexier because he dances?
17 Would you like your romantic partner to dance? / Is there an element of jealousy?
18 How do you choose who to dance with?
19 What do people wear to salsa?
20 What criteria do you use to evaluate another’s dancing?
21 What do you think about when you are dancing?
22 What does it feel like to dance salsa?
23 What makes a good dance partner?
24 What makes a bad experience?
25 What is the difference between the way a man dances and the way a woman dances?
26 What’s the difference between leading and following?
27 Do women have social, political, and economic equality with men?
28 What does a woman get out of dancing salsa?
29 What does a man get out of dancing salsa?
30 Drawbacks to dancing salsa
31 Benefits to dancing salsa
32 Do you feel closer to Latino culture because you dance salsa?
33 Do you feel more integrated into Oxford because you dance salsa?
34 What has salsa added that was not there before?
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APPENDIX B: Interviews Summary Female Respondents

FEMALE RESPONDENTS

1 Age

t] 22; 2] 29; 3] 35; 4] 31; 5] 39; 6] 22; 7] 26; 8] 27; 9] 25; 10] 21; 11] 19; 12] 22; 13] 31

2 First language

1] English
2] Spanish
3] Swedish
4] Italian
5] English
6] Hindi/Telagu/English
7] French
8] English
9] English
10] French

11] Finnish/Polish
12] German/Iranian
13] Italian

3 Teenage years

1] UK
2] Spain
3] Sweden
4] Italy and Ireland
5] American
6] India
7] France
8] USA
9] UK
10 France and UK

11] Finland/Poland/UK
12] Germany
13] Italy

4 Education/job

1] Uni UG Anth
2] Uni lecturer
3] BA/Archivist/mum
4] BA/translator
5] MA IT Librarian/researcher
6] BSc Animal Science/research
7] BA/publishing
8] MA/Anthropology
9] BA Classics/admin
10] BSc Biological Science

11] first year PPE
12] first year Philosophy
13] BSc biosciences/research

5 Father’s education/job

1] Academic
2] Owns company
3] Uni courses/civil servant
4] Basic/skilled labourer
5] Uni courses/designer
6] MBA/business management consultant
7] Middle class/pvt school
8] PhD/lecturer
9] A-levels skilled labour
10] —

11] Vocational/ construction Engineer
12] MD
13] —
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Interviews Summary

FEMALE RESPONDENTS

6 Mother’s education/job

1] Academic
2] Works in family business
3] Nurse
4] A-level/accounting
5] PhD/research
6] Vocational training/housewife
7] Middle class/pvt schools
8] BA nursing
9] BA chemistry
10] —

11] Uni qualification/ construction engineer
12] MD
13] —

7 Grandparents background

1] WASP Upper management
2] Industry employees
3] Factory workers
4] Farmers/sales
5] Office/management
6] Politics/economics
7] Middle class/pvt school
8] —
9] Council estates
10] —

11] peasant farmer background, now middle class
12] —
13] —

8 Dancers in family

1] Sister dances salsa. Mother trained in ballet, loves ballet, attends performances and buys videos. Dad would 
never dance in public.

2] No
3] No
4] No
5] Mother
6] A female cousin in classical dance. Mother wanted my sister and 1 to study classical dance, but we didn’t 

want to.
7] Parents did leroc
8] Sisters — ballet and social dancing, salsa, swing
9] No
10] No. 1 did ballet for 1 yr.
11] No. Did ballet "as all little girls do."
12] Sister and 1 did ballet and ballroom. Taught Dad some salsa — he loved it and has been doing lessons in

New York, where he now lives.
13] No

9 Other interests

1] Travel, reading, writing
2] Cinema, music, travelling, aerobics (but no time now). Tango is my other passion.
3] My children, talking, personal contact
4] Walking, friends, going to the gym
5] Biking, hiking, kick-boxing, hip-hip dancing, cooking, decorating
6] Pastels, film history, classical music
7] —
8] Biking, lindy, soccer,
9] Music, singing. Tap, Modern dance.
10]
111 —
12] Musician, reading Philosophy
13] —
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10 Cultural biases towards dancing [see also answers to Q16],

1] No, not really... [prompt: men?\ Well, OK, it's a girl's recreation. 1 did ballet as young child. Mother positive
about ballet and male ballet dancers. Dad silent on the subject.

2] Parents sent me to a dance school age 6 — were aware of their own underprivileged background, and 
wanted me to have a better education and be cultured, [prompt: men?\ Usually boys don't do dance training. 
Boys don't dance — don’t see themselves dancing, and don’t see other men dancing. By the time they are 
men, they have found other things to do.

3] No. [prompt: men?\ Lots of boys do folk dancing in schools. But professional dancing is mostly women.
4] No. [prompt: men?\ Not many opportunities to test it. Not a topic of conversation. No strong opinions.
5] No. [prompt: men?\ It's a girl's thing. Brother wanted to dance tap but class was all girls so he wouldn't do 

it. [Also see Q16]
6] Very restricted. Nice girls don’t dance unless it is classical dancing. Mother encouraged classical dance. 

Couple dancing is very restricted to approved partners, to avoid misunderstanding-sometimes men mistake 
this for a dating agency.

7] Nothing stands out — but dancing is for extroverts.
8] No. [prompt: men?\ One person at work dances — female, ceroc.
9] Not really, [prompt: men?\ Never saw a boy in a dance class. It’s common to suspect that boys who dance 

are gay. There's no partner dancing in my local community. [Later in interview]: It’s cool for a woman to be 
a lesbian or bi, but it's not cool for a guy to be gay. It's cool for a woman to wear trousers, but not for a guy 
to wear a skirt, not even a kilt.

10] No. [prompt: men?\ Boys don’t do it as much as girls do, but it is not discouraged. [See also Q16-10]
11] No. [prompt: men?\ There were no boys in my ballet class. The prevailing social opinion is that dancing 

boys are probably not straight. Friend's brother, one boy with 4 sisters, did ballet with sisters and is now 
pro. He is probably gay — he acts gay.

12] No, not that 1 recall, [prompt: men?\ Not many men in the ballroom classes. And none in ballet classes. 1 
was always the leader in the ballroom classes, because 1 was taller.

13] No. 1 would never lead in Rome, though. 1 told some guys in Rome 1 could lead them, and tried, but it was 
weird. They would not let me lead them even though they tried to let me lead them. It didn't fit into the scene 
there.

11 First saw salsa

1] OUDC
2] Spain
3] 1996 Gothenburg
4] Ireland, 11 years ago
5] 1999, LA
6] 1.5 years ago, OUSS
7] 2 years ago. Oxford
8] One-off class in Boston 2006
9] OUDC
10] —

11] Ballroom Latin class, teacher demonstrated salsa.
12] OUDC workshop
13] In Rome, 5 years ago

12 What made you attend a class?

1] Film Take the Lead. Salsa was a way to get away from the routine of ballroom but keep dancing.
2] 1 was doing a lot of dancing already, 1 needed something more expressive with more freedom than ballet 

classes and ballroom classes. Loved the music. Looked for a class and brought all my friends.
3] Friends took me to a club
4] Interest
5] Interest
6] Enthusiastic friends
7] Friend
8] Looks cool, I’ll have a go, found classes
9] Curiosity
10] A friend.
11] A desire to learn dancing. Salsa is taught differently to ballroom — you can get really good at it because 

you learn one dance to a high standard, instead of 4 dances at a basic, unsatisfactory level.
12] Salsa looked like something 1 could do to get away from ballroom but still dance. And 1 did not have to wear 

heels — which makes me taller than lots of the guys.
13] It’s very popular in Rome. 1 got together a few colleagues to try out a class.
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13 How long have you been dancing/many hours a week do you dance?

1] 18 months; 4-6 hrs/week including clubs.
2] 8-9 yrs; 1 hr/week maximum
3] 3 years; 2 hours/week plus clubs as often as I can
4] 2 years; about 9 hours a week including clubs.
5] Lessons and clubs about 3 years, amateur performing, occasional clubs now
6] 1.5 years; 15 hrs/wk
7] 2 years; approx 10 hrs/wk
8] 6 months
9] Ballroom 4 years; salsa 6 months, 3-6 hours a week
10] 1 year; approx 6 hours/wk
11] 2 years; 2-7 hours a week, including clubs.
12] 2 years; 3-5 hours a week
13] 5 years; 1-3 hours a week

14 Is there a romantic, sexual element to salsa?

1] No
2] Yes, husband does get jealous
3] Yes, it's a bit scary. A certain intimacy. 1 worry about it and am very... — 1 put up barriers. Dangerous 

sexual energy in salsa.
4] Yes. It is way to meet a romantic interest. A way to test the chemistry between you.
5] Yes, but it doesn't need to be. It looks like it from the outside though. But on the other hand, all dancing 

socially is a courting ritual.
6] Yes. It’s emotional — it’s easy to transfer the attraction, the empathy, the excitement of salsa into reality, so 

it can be sexy.
7] Yes. At first, 1 did not see sexual overtones — too busy thinking about the feet — but now 1 do. 1 use it to flirt 

role-play.
8] Yes, but this applies only to salsa, not the bounder styles, like jives and swing. Salsa looks like romance. In 

swing and lindy there is tension and connection but no sensuality. And jealousy plays a part in this. One can 
be suggestive without intending to be. There is potential for domestic conflict, which needs to be addressed 
so that both parties can carry on enjoying other partners.

9] Partner dancing is a lot like sex, with all of the advantages and none of the disadvantages. There are many 
opportunities for flirting. It’s safe flirting, but with strict boundaries. And 1 think people who enjoy dancing 
enjoy sex in a slightly different way, with a special element of interaction. But — you can dance with anyone 
no matter what your initial attraction, play the part, and know that it is just a fantastic moment of communi
cation, with absolutely no other agenda.

10] Yes. But you are not interested in a romance with everyone you dance with. You dance because it is like 
going out with a group of friends — you do it with people you like, but you are not being romantic.

11] Yes. According to certain ballroom people, salsa is degrading to women, a lower class dance where women 
are to be used as props for guys to ‘display’ themselves.

12] Yes, a strong sexual dynamic. It’s very healthy to have a publicly acceptable way of showing sexuality. But it 
is very possible to have a great dance without it.

13] Salsa is passionate, not necessarily romantic. But you can make it so if you want.
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15 Do you think a woman who dances is sexier because she dances?

1] Guys who do dance find it appealing. Other guys maybe not — previous boyfriend found it intimidating, 
because he couldn’t do it.

2] Oh yes. Salsa is sexy. 1 use salsa to be sexy.
3] Yes, 1 think it makes guys think they can take liberties
4] It might — dim lit clubs add to sexy atmosphere. Men think dancing is sexy in a woman,
5] Yes, 1 think men have the impression that dancers are good in bed.
6] No, but historically dancing done by women has been used for the entertainment of men and or story-telling 

rituals.
7] Yes, definitely. Men and women know it.
8] 1 think so, yes, but it depends on how good she is.
9] Professional dancers, yes.
10] If she is trained.
11] Yes. It certainly increases a guy's interest in me.
12] The way 1 relate to guys has definitely changed since dancing salsa. I’m more comfortable with flirting, and

1 can sense where the limits are — 1 can tell how far to go with it before it becomes inappropriate. And 1 can 
read him better as well

13] It can make her more feminine, and maybe that makes her more attractive to guys than she would be 
otherwise.

16 Do you think a man who dances is sexier because he dances?

1] Yes.
2] Yes. Salsa is sexy, very sexy. 1 am attracted to guys who can dance.
3] He thinks he is. But outside salsa, others think guys are less sexy — maybe gay. Less masculine.
4] Not to me, it does not make him more attractive to me.
5] Depends on how he dances, but a good salsa dancer, yes. But guys who dance are subject to humiliation 

from other guys who don’t dance, so there are other things that make a man sexy.
6] No, but if he is a good dancer, it can definitely add to his persuasive skills
7] Yes, but those who do not dance may not see it as 1 do.
8] If a guy says he does ballet or tap, no, but if he says salsa, yes, and if he says swing or lindy, 1 think: I'll bet 

he's a fun guy.
9] Yes. There’s a bit of you that wants to be swept off your feet by someone who knows what they are doing.
10] 1 do. But most people who are not into dancing would not rate a guy as sexy because he dances. He has to 

be sexy for other reasons first. And the dancing may work against him, so he might not say.
11] Possibly, but he can be sexy enough if he doesn’t dance. Initially, 1 thought ‘yes', but the guys who come to 

clubs to pick up are not sexy. The ones who are sexy are the ones who really love dancing and love dancing 
with you.

12] He can be sexy anyway — lots of factors make a guy attractive, not JUST because he dances. But dancing 
makes you focus on him physically. You can't help it.

13] Yes. If he can move well on the dance floor, and make both of you seem to be moving together in unison, 
then you have an idea how he can make love.
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17 Would you like your romantic partner to dance? / Is there a potential for jealousy?

1] Yes. / Not so far. 1 don't think so. It would depend on the woman — 1 would trust him, but not necessarily the 
woman. However, the previous boyfriend did not like me dancing. So 1 can't speak for the guy. But there is,
in the connection, almost an intimacy of reading each other’s minds. Such an exciting concentration CAN be 
misinterpreted, but usually is not.

2] Yes, and he has tried. He does a little, because he would like to make me happy, but he does not have the 
ability. He can’t do much more than the basics, and 1 get bored and want more. / He is a very jealous man 
— I'm having fun without him, and it is done with other men. This hurts his ego as much as anything. We 
have had to make some adjustments — reach an agreement that 1 am allowed to dance. But it’s a delicate 
balance.

3] Yes. / No...unless he danced close for longer than the music dictated.
4] Yes, 1 would, but he doesn’t dance. / When we move in together, 1 will not dance so often out of respect for 

him.
5] 1 used to want my partner to dance, but not any more. Now 1 am more into the dance for the sake of the 

dance, and not what it might be connected to off the dance floor. It’s just another sport activity that you do 
with another person, like tennis. / And like anything you do with another person, your partner can be jealous 
of the time you spend doing it. My partner does not dance, and has tried not to be jealous of the time 1 spend 
in the one-to-one dance experience 1 have with other men, but it is just...there. Inevitable. He is frustrated by 
his own reaction, and rational intellect only comforts, not eliminates it.

6] Yes. / No, there’s no jealousy. Maybe envy, but 1 don't feel jealousy when he is dancing with someone else.
7] Sure. / You have to work at it, but you get used to seeing it and it becomes OK. You learn to trust.
8] Yes. / But 1 am fine with him dancing with others. You have to be otherwise you torture yourself.
9] My ex and 1 did dance together, but it was very hard for me to see him dance so much better with others 

than with me. It was not so much a romantic jealousy, it was more "If he can do it with them, why can’t he 
do it with me?’

10] Yes. /1 would be envious and maybe sad if he danced better with someone else. I’d want the best experi
ence to be with me. But 1 would not restrict him from dancing with others. And because of the connection 
you have in salsa, 1 would feel guilty if 1 felt a more special connection to someone NOT my boyfriend.

11] Yes. / Jealousy — that is a problem. That's a massive, massive problem. My reason for dancing is not 
about hitting on guys, it's about fun and musicality. There might be one or two guys who are there not 
because they are committed to the dancing, but because they are there to pick up. You can avoid those. In 
fact....! feel more respected in a salsa club that at a JCR bop. But if my boyfriend tells me it's a problem for 
him, 1 would cut down.

12] Yes, I’d make him! My last boyfriend gave it 'a go’, but claimed it was not for him. He said it was OK for me 
to do it, but 'not for guys’ — meaning not for him.

13] Yes, 1 am sure it would add to our relationship, [prompt: Jealousy?] If one of you turns out to be a lot better 
than the other one and more popular with the other sex, there will be some friction. That would call for 
some judicious patience on both parts, never criticising the other's dancing and making sure he knows you 
are havingjust as much fun with him as with others.
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18 How do you choose who to dance with?

1] If 1 know him, I’ll dance with him. If 1 don’t, it makes me feel a little uncomfortable, but 1 feel 1 can’t refuse.
2] 1 only go to classes — 1 don’t dance socially very often. But 1 would only dance with guys 1 know, even though

1 know you are not supposed to refuse an invitation to dance.
3] Only people 1 know and can trust. 1 don’t want an absolute stranger's hands on me.
4] Guys 1 can follow. 1 can’t follow LA, so 1 warn an LA guy before we start.
5] I’m reluctant to dance with someone 1 don't know, unless he’s been introduced to me, but in my local clubs,

1 generally dance with everybody, even the beginners. In strange clubs, 1 am happy to watch and hope the 
smooth, gentle leaders will ask me.

6] 1 watch others dancing, and if 1 like what 1 see, 1 would dance with that person.
7] 1 like smooth leads, guys that make the dance like cream. 1 will always dance with someone who treats me 

nicely with their lead and makes me feel special.
8] I’ll dance with somebody who is conscious of the space, somebody who knows a lot of moves. 1 like dancing 

with people not in my classes so 1 get other experience. Someone with energy. Not somebody I’ve danced 
with already in the evening.

9] 1 am very careful and choosy — 1 don’t’ like dancing with somebody who might be a bit weird and take 
advantage of the trust 1 give him. So it tends to be people 1 know 1 can trust.

10] A friend and a guy who dances well.
11] 1 go with friends. 1 dance with guys who see the dance as a dance and not a prelude to something else.

I've never refused a first dance, but there are times when 1 have quickly grabbed a guys arm to avoid being
asked by someone. If 1 don't like what he is doing, 1 don't allow myself to be led anymore. 1 don't stop danc
ing, but 1 don't let the message flow through like 1 would with a guy 1 enjoy.

12] 1 go with friends. 1 am more likely to dance with a stranger if my friends are around me.
13] 1 go with friends, and only accept invitations from friends of friends, usually.

19 What do people wear to salsa?

1] Something comfortable, but maybe a little nicer than jeans for a girl — or jeans with heels and a sparkly 
top. Guys wear jeans and T-shirts, or maybe a nice collared shirt.

2] Something comfortable for the guys. Something nice for the girls — a bit better than jeans.
3] Dress up but be comfortable. Both sexes make an effort.
4] Comfortable clothing. Like for a night out. Shoes for dancing. Guys don’t make much of an effort, but girls 

do. Wear something light weight, not a jumper.
5] The shoes are more important than anything else. Heels for women make any outfit sexier. Guys should 

wear lightweight shirts for ventilation. Latino guys slick themselves up.
6] At first you get dressed up, but after a while, you realise that what you wear is not as important as how you 

dance.
7] Something comfortable and pretty, but not revealing.
8] Someone who is well dressed stands out. 1 went to a Congress party in flats, and felt that 1 should have worn 

heels. As for a dress, it is important to wear something that stays cool and stays in place.
9] Things that move with the dancing. Heels. Dancing salsa in trousers is utterly pointless.
10] Girls dress pretty, eye-catching. Skirts, heels. Guys dress in T-shirts of collared shirts, but not a big differ

ence to what they wear during the day. They don’t NEED special dance shoes, although lots have them. For 
me, heels are not good for leading, but they do make me taller, and 1 feel a height advantage is useful when 
leading.

11] Something secure —that won't come off while dancing. Something comfortable. Dressier than casual, 
more skirts and a bit of glamour.

12] 1 try to look good — make myself look better than just normal daytime. And 1 wear stuff that is not a prob
lem for perspiration.

13] Something nice, trendy, better than daytime, but it is most important to be at ease and comfortable no 
matter what you are wearing.
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20 What criteria do you use to evaluate another's dancing?

1] Timing, relaxed body language. Musicality. Smooth body movement, and how well they relate non-verbally.
Not too full on, but not distant either.

2] If 1 can follow it, it’s good. But to be a really good dancer, you have to have passion in your soul.
3] Simple moves; make it light; not too 'full on'
4] Being at ease with the other person. Adaptability. Confidence and knowing what he is doing and being 

secure with his lead.
5] Timing, and when to deliver a good lead. Experience helps, but some new dancers pick this skill up right 

away, and dancing with them is fun regardless of what patterns they know.
6] How much they are enjoying it, and how well it works, although one has to take their level of training into 

account and be sympathetic. If the connection is good, you can't see the skill — it looks like it just happened 
without effort.

7] Timing and skill.
9] Precision, command, and delicacy in a leader. In a follower, spontaneity and style.
10] How well the dance works as a unit. Maybe 1 can see that if 1 watch another couple, and if it looks like they 

are synchronised, 1 might try to get a dance with him. Sometimes your eyes lie, and that tactic backfires.
11] When watching, 1 admire women who seem to respond effortlessly, and 1 love couples that look like they 

are both really into it. Dancing WITH someone, 1 admire their skill if 1 feel like 1 can do anything they ask. It 
doesn’t matter what they LOOK like dancing, as long as they are respectful and the skill is there.

12] If he is friendly... is gentle, and the dance is comfortable, then 1 will dance with him again.
13] If the couple look like they are having a good time, 1 look to watch how easy and unbroken the moves are. 

They don't have to be smiling — the ‘smile’ could be in their body language.

21 What do you think about when you are dancing?

1] Nothing. I'm just enjoying the sensation. It forces everything else out of your mind. If something goes wrong, 
it brings me back into thinking.

2] Nothing. 1 don't concentrate, it comes naturally.
3] What is he doing [leading], and what am 1 supposed to do?
4] The music: 1 channel the music through my body. Figuring out what the leader is asking.
5] With a good leader, all you need is osmosis. With others, it’s more like work— still fun, but harder to get it 

right, so there is more thinking about what to do. And sometimes, "How long is this track?”
6] Depends on who I’m dancing with. With beginners, 1 can think about my grocery list. With experienced lead

ers, just about him, and the discovery and mystery of dancing. If 1 am leading, 1 think about what the follower 
needs from me.

7] My brain is on holiday. Unless it is not going well, then 1 think: '1 wish it would be over soon'. Leading, 1 think 
about the next move and not wanting to lead the same move twice. Following, it's more personal; 1 think 
about the flirtation, the friendship, the sexual element.

8] 1 don’t think about much. It’s part of what 1 like about this, it’s engaging in mind and body — you have to use 
a reflexive strategy, not a planned strategy. 1 focus on the dance. If 1 know the leader and dance with him 
enough to be comfortable, then 1 can listen to and respond to the music.

9] Making decisions is hard work. 1 like it that the other person is making the decision, and 1 am saying "yes, 
that’s a good idea, let’s do that’. My brain is free to have other thoughts. 1 can think about why he chose to 
do that move there, and 1 can think ’that was fun’, but not much more.

10] When 1 am leading, 1 am thinking about how to do what 1 want to do. When 1 am following, 1 don’t pay atten
tion to what I’m going to do, 1 trust the leader to tell me. 1 can put more into the dance as a follower because 
of that.

11] the music, It’s more complex than say Disco or House. Then 1 think about the connection or amount of ten
sion between me and my partner.

12] If it’s going well, 1 don't think about ANYTHING except him and the music. If it's not going well, 1 think about 
timing, who’s watching, if 1 might hurt myself or somebody else, apologising, wondering if it is me or him — 
why is it not working? What can 1 do about it?

13] Nothing when following. 1 just focus on the leader. As a leader, 1 am thinking how to make this dance com
fortable for us both, because 1 am so short. 1 will need to adjust my repertoire and choreography to allow 
for what 1 can lead him in. 1 think about how to keep him close to me an not let him go out wild — how to 
control his position in relation to mine. Howto make sure he understands me.
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22 What does it feel like to dance salsa?

1] Relaxed, but also stimulating. Channelling expression. After a certain point, it's not conscious expression.
2] Nice feeling — happy. A release. Energy.
3] Energising. The intimate energy is fun as long as it stays as dancing.
4] The music flowing though me feels great. It grows and spreads — a supernova of feelings.
6] Relaxed. Syncopated with my body. Getting to know someone through this communication is exciting and 

pleasing. Happy.
7] Perfect. Sexy, confident, happy. But 1 have to think if the lead is hard to follow.
8]
9] Salsa concentrates more on leading and following than ballroom. It is such a pleasure to not to be able to 

back lead, and just be dependent on the lead. Really really, really passive. And peaceful.
10] It's relaxing and energising all at the same time. It's floating on bubbles. You fade away your mind and let 

your body take over.
11] Sensuality without sexuality. 1 try to let go of thinking. When following 1 don't have any responsibilities for 

the dance. 1 dance better with no thinking.
12] Hard to say. 1 don’t think about when I’m feeling it, so 1 can't tell you.
13] It is liberating. 1 think and make decisions all day long. It’s been a difficult year. So salsa is where 1 feel 

alive and normal, a woman again.

23 What makes a good dance partner?

1] Flow, ability to adjust to follower. Musicality, lack of self-consciousness. Confidence — not afraid to take 
risks. Somebody who pushes your level a bit. A really good track helps a leader. As a leader, having a part
ner that can follow is what 1 look for.

2] For both guys and girls, knowing what to do. A sense of rhythm. Adapting to your partner.
3] Someone 1 know 1 can trust. Someone who knows what 1 know. Good rhythm.
4] Rhythm. Sociable. Liking the music. Patience. Commitment to practicing.
5] Someone who adjusts to the level of the partner, and not just leading a pattern they've learned. Not a hard 

lead. Smooth.
6] Finding that spot about 10 seconds into the dance that tells you this partner has got everything you want. 

Empathy, eye-contact, kindness, connection from hand to smile.
7] He looks at you, smiles, dances to the beat, leads clearly.
8] Variety, energy, being led in moves I've never done before. Being able to follow what he leads. Clear leads 

that are easy to follow. Eye contact. And when the other looks like he is enjoying it.
9] When the move works, and that depends on being on time, giving the sufficient signals, and being in the 

right place, and doing what I'm expected to do.
10] Expressions of happiness; communicating on a new level; engaging
11] Somebody who plans the dance well, and makes it possible for us to both dance to the music.
12] Timing. Communication. Sensuality.
13] Someone with energy and control, so the energy fuels the dance and makes it exciting, but the control 

keeps it safe.
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24 What makes a bad experience?

1] A leader off-beat, too much strength and not enough smoothness, not engaging with the partner or the 
music. Dancing with a very sweaty guy.

2] A leader who is not thinking about what the follower has to do. Someone who is too rigid and not flexible — 
being robotic. Guys who don’t look at you. Sometimes 1 think he is thinking about the next dance partner and 
not me. In salsa you need sometimes to be close, but there are ways of being close. There is no need to rub 
against each other. Extremely loud music is bad, too.

3] Getting too familiar, or the opposite — being too distant and pulling your partner around the floor. Being 
unkind.

4] When you can feel they are not enjoying it. Bouncing!!! No bouncing please! Lacking flexibility — ie doing a 
move just because you can think of it. Being too scatty with moves and yanking you around.

5] Misreading a cue. The leader expects certain things, and there is only one interpretation of his cue, and you 
hope you know what it is. The floor has to be good.

6] Thumbs — holding on to your hand with a tight grip. Leaders that dance with themselves and don't ac
knowledge your presence and have a certain expectation of your performance. When leading, a passive body 
language from your follower lessens the fun.

7] If he does not look at you, it is just mechanical. Some creepy or sleazy guy is a bad dance. A groper, a 
clamper [holding the hand in a vice grip], or someone leading stuff he's not ready to lead.

8] ! feel bad if 1 miss a lot of leads. And the ones who make you feel it was your fault by looking disappointed or 
disdainful when it goes wrong. And there are those who dance too close.

9] So frustrating — boys who half-lead a figure and expect me to finish it for them. That's not what 1 enjoy. 1 
want to be a sponge — just soak it all up and enjoy myself.

10] It's a bad dance if 1 don't understand what my leader wants. And as a leader, if 1 can't make the follower 
understand what 1 want, it's a bad dance.

11] Sleazy guys in clubs who want to do too much physically sensuous stuff in close hold. Guys where the 
connection is wrong — as a follower, 1 feel it is my job to adjust to their lead, but sometimes it just doesn't 
work no matter what 1 do.

12] Bad timing. 1 can't deal with that. If he tries to do something he is not ready to lead at the speed he is trying 
it, that’s not fun. Especially if you get hurt while he is trying it. Guys who aren't clear with their lead, and yet 
still expect me to do what they had in mind.

13] Ostentatious dancing. Someone trying to show off and do things he can't lead properly. Squeezing my 
hands tightly to hold on.
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25 What is the difference between the way a man dances and the way a woman dances?

11 Men are ego-driven — women dance to impress. He thinks: "how good can 1 make this dance look and will it 
reflect on me?" The women want to look good and attract the guys, but she will also dance just to relax, and 
guys would not necessarily do that. Some of the guys tell me they like being led, yet the other women tell me 
that those guys look like and feel like they are NOT enjoying it. Maybe they are just concentrating, but maybe 
they think they should be PC and say they like to follow. In one town club, when 1 asked a guy if 1 could lead 
him, he said, "1 don’t know what to do as a follower — women shouldn't lead salsa — that's what men are 
here for. In order to lead, you need to have a penis." He really said that. 1 told him 1 was the progressive sort, 
and that 1 like to lead and follow — and he said something about my sexuality.

2] Not sure. Men look different....need to be in control of both dancers, and a woman looks softer, more fluid.
A man should show confidence. The woman should try to look feminine, but also come across as strong, 
confident about herself and her role.

3] Yes. Men are in charge use their bodies for controlling the follower. Women have to comply and therefore 
have to use their bodies to receive. Women have to 'pull in’; men have to project out.

4] Women dance to look more feminine. It enhances femininity. A man is dancing for affirmation, appearing 
strong. It is unsettling for men to follow because they are not genetically designed for it. Men would tend to 
want to take control of a situation. Men are OK with women taking charge or handing charge back and forth 
until a ‘situation’ arises, then if action and direction is needed, they want to do it.

5] A woman has to follow — has to do what he asks. If she doesn’t WANT to do what he asks, like a double spin, 
she can resist, using her body momentarily to control the move, although he may show disapproval or dis
appointment because you did not do what he learned in class. But I’ll be rude if 1 need to be, and not obey.

6] I'm not sure there is any difference kinaesthetically. 1 frequently forget in the middle of a dance if 1 am lead
ing or following. The difference is in which one is directing the action, but not in the way 1 move my body. 1 
can lead a move that puts me on the right side of my follower, and suddenly my brain has switched me to 
following and 1 am waiting for a lead. But on the other hand 1 feel you have to be stronger at leading if you 
are a woman than if you are a man, simply because that role is not expected of you and you need to be bet
ter than a guy so your follower believes your authority. Women think more about what they look like, though 
Men take longer to reach that.

71 The man should be masculine. Some guys are not masculine leaders, and it lessens their ability to appear 
confident. 1 don’t mean rough or strong — masculinity is not about that. Maybe it’s about the potential to be 
rough or strong but holding it in and releasing only enough to make the dynamic work.

9] Women are probably better at following naturally than men are, like they are better at learning languages. 
There is some argument that women are biologically inclined to be receptive, to be that sponge, better 
than men are. But there is no reason why a man wouldn’t or couldn’t learn that skill. 1 have a theory that
a strong-willed women does not mind being told what to do by a man she trusts not to take advantage of 
that privilege. The problem comes when you have misplaced your trust, so on one level, salsa allows her to 
test whether she can trust this guy in a physical situation for 5 minutes. 1 think women are encouraged by 
upbringing to be flexible, and men are taught to be decisive.

10] The man, as a leader, has to be the pillar. He is solid, dependable, and his body has to be that. As a fol
lower, 1 am concentrating on my body, how it moves in response to his lead, recognising his cues.

11] A woman, because she does the follower's role, has more opportunity for expression. I’ve heard many peo
ple say that when a girl dances she looks her best and sexiest. So she uses it. Guys would too if the dance 
had developed the other way around — they would have found a masculine way of using that non-thinking 
time. Men, because they lead, have more responsibility to see that the dance goes well, and so there is less 
opportunity (but still some) for gratuitous expression. Instead, they express personality through setting the 
scene, and showing off skill.

12] He uses his body for stability, and she takes advantage of her role to use hers for flexibility.
13] She dances her role, which is to complement him without taking over. She should match him and his style 

and energy. He should be the stability in the partnership.
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26 What’s the difference between leading and following?

1] The guys in the [role reversal] class need a longer period of training. It's the male ego — it’s not their fault 
— from an early age, guys are conditioned to have an exalted view of self-worth, and learn to feel superior 
in many situations, and years of conditioning are hard to shift. They still want to be in control, they still want 
to dominate, because otherwise it knocks their confidence. 1 think if they got really good at following, their 
confidence would return, and their fear of damage to masculine self esteem would vanish. 1 don't feel that 1 
need to dominate when 1 lead. 1 can play either role with equal skill.

2] Control. There has to be one person in charge. She can influence the dance, but he is making the decisions. 1 
hope he is taking my influence into consideration, though.

3] Being the person who sends the message and being the one who receives it.
4] When 1 lead 1 try to be more assertive, be more focussed, very clear so my follower can understand it. 

Sometimes the gestures are bigger to be clear. Unsettling for men to follow because they are not genetically 
designed for it. Men would tend to want to take control of a situation. Men are OK with women taking charge 
or handing charge back and forth until a 'situation' arises, then if action and direction is needed, they want 
to do it.

5] When 1 am leading, 1 am thinking about it SO HARD that 1 don't enjoy it.
6] Leading is task-based direction; focus on transferring the agency from your lead to your partner. Lead 

comes first, style second. But when following, style comes simultaneously with responding. The follower’s 
role has more freedom of expression — 1 feel like 1 have a bit of free-agency because his lead makes me 
know what 1 am doing. The leader’s role can contain expression, but it is more conservative. Me: What is 
free-agency? W6: Free — 1 didn't have to generate it myself. It was a gift.

7] The follower gives permission to the leader to be in control. She is able to take it back after the dance. 
Knowing what to do applies to both roles, but one sends the signal what to do, and the other receives the 
signal and responds so that both people can do it together. The follower has more opportunity to shine 
while the leader is thinking what to send next. 1 like the shining part, so 1 prefer to follow. 1 try not to be 
masculine when 1 lead, so 1 do not incorporate the gender into the role, 1 just do the job and be myself — 
feminine.

8] Leading is more challenging than following. Following is becoming a little boring ...so easy to turn off 
consciousness and loose connection. The follower does not set the 'tone' of the dance, but must match the 
style of the leader. The leader has control of a lot of things, like the energy, the level, the figures, the use 
of space, the appearance of the dance, the amount of engagement — he initiates all of the this and the fol
lower should respond in kind and with balance. Leading is not particularly masculine, but following is more 
feminine — although you don't need to be hyper-feminine to do it well. Being able to do both, being a little 
androgenous, is attractive. It displays capability.

9] Following is physical listening. Picking up indications before it happens of what 1 am supposed to do. 1 have 
to not impose what 1 think is happening before 1 get there. 1 need to prepared to be told what to do and do it.
1 need to do what he says — that's what following is.

10] 1 tended to backlead before doing role reversal. But now 1 understand the separation of the roles. The roles 
are completely deferent. The leader has total control of how the dance goes, and the follower has to be easy 
to move, reactive, has to accept direction. She has influence — but no control. When she does something 
like a body roll or a flourish that is not part of his direction, he is like Tm going to let you do that, but 1 am 
still in control!' The leader has to be the pillar, the stable one with the master plan. He is transmitting his 
decisions. 1 take up the message and hope 1 get it right.

11] A leader has to think about the steps for two people. The follower doesn't have to think but she does need 
to know what to do. I've always understood: You are the follower so respond to it. It's her job to follow his 
lead. It's not a master-servant relationship. It's more about mutual consent — she consents to follow, on the 
implied basis that he consents to provide something nice to follow [de Beauvoir’s ‘Bad Faith'].

12] As a leader, you have to 'mean it'. As a follower, you have to trust. You have to trust that he will give you 
something you can dance, because otherwise you are left standing there not knowing where to go or what 
to do.

13] 1 can dance either role comfortably. It felt odd at first, but now it feels natural. 1 just take charge and do 
what you need to do to lead someone. You have to be firm yet gentle, clear without using force, know where 
things are going, be ready for anything if the follower does something you did not expect so you stay in 
charge, arrange the dance for your partner, and make it flow. Leading involves mental activity. 1 prefer 
following because 1 don't have to think. A follower should not have to work at it. All she needs is flexibility to 
change direction as led. Women are easier to lead than men, because they have more experience at being 
flexible [as dancers]. They respond easily, they move lightly.
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27 Do women have social, political, and economic equality with men?

1] Yes, 1 expect to control my own life,
2] Yes. They are not dependent on men anymore for survival,
3] Mostly. Not in natural, physical circumstances, but culturally, societies have helped to engineer a more 

mutually respectful environment.
4] No. It's better than it used to be, but no.
5] Life is pretty good these days, better than it used to be. But there are still barriers.
6] No.
7] Yes.
8] —
9] Men and women are different. There are massive amounts of inequalities built into that. Women have more 

advantages than they used to, but we are different. Men don't have it easy either. Society thinks it's cool for 
a woman to be a lesbian or bi, but it’s not cool for a guy to be gay. It's cool for a woman to wear trousers, 
but not for a guy to wear a skirt, not even a kilt. Women have far more flexibility to move up and down the 
social thermometer than men do. It’s unequal on both sides, but in different ways.

10] -
11] Coming from my background, yes. It might be more difficult, but it is certainly possible.
12] Yes, no question. 1 don't need a man for any reason unless 1 want a family of my own. 1 can probably take 

care of myself better than a man can take of himself.
13] No, not everywhere. We are less dependent on men these days, but...well, maybe we are equal. 1 don't feel 

discriminated against, unless 1 don’t do myjob well, and that's the same for a man.

28 What does a woman get out of dancing salsa?

1] Following, 1 feel a sense of feminine empowerment. Leading, 1 see a sense of achievement in myself.
2] For me it is an intellectual exercise, to be able follow every lead. It is my role, to follow, and 1 enjoy the role 

of following. 1 have a lot of expression 1 can put into it. And 1 can influence the dance by what 1 do, but 1 have 
to follow the rules. It’s playing a game, responding in my own way to the information 1 am getting. If 1 get it 
right, 1 am rewarded by happiness.

3] Being a woman without any constraints. 1 don’t have to be a boss or a mum here, 1 don't have to talk. 1 just 
'be'.

4] Focus on what's going on is a nice way to relax. A way to be more feminine, moving the way you would not 
normally move on the street for example.

5] It’s a niche social activity and good exercise. Maybe looking for a mate, but that's not the only reason. You 
are not there to pick up someone, you are there to practice an art.

6] Phone numbers. The satisfaction of attention from men. Exercise.
7] Femininity training. I’ve become more clothes conscious and appearance conscious, and 1 enjoy my feminin

ity much more.
8] Similar to men, it gives her a chance to be something different, something other than what or who she 

is. It’s a meritocracy — you might have talent, but you can become really good and look amazing without 
having started with talent. And it's social, not something you need to practice alone in your room like guitar 
before you get good enough to play in public.

9] The Zone, that place where you just have no knowledge of what’s going on but you are soaking it all up and 
having a great time.

10] -
11] It’s fun not having to think.
12] Fun. It doesn't conflict with other areas of independence. Learning dependence here [to follow a lead] is 

a good lesson for when you might need to use that skill. You learn that you don't lose your integrity at the 
same time — that it works for the good of both of you sometimes — most of the time, in fact.

13] 1 feel less feminine as a leader, so 1 guess as a follower, 1 am using that role to reinforce my womanhood. 1 
am expressing my femininity.
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29 What does a man get out of dancing salsa?

1] A chance to display competence and mastery. A sense that he is in control. Dominance.
2] Showing off his skill if he is good; trying to impress if he’s not. It's just the way it is, for a guy to lead while 

dancing, so he is just doing what is expected of him. And the better he is, the more he is respected.
3] Showing off skills
4] Developing social skills useful in romance
5] He might go to meet a woman, or dance a romantic fantasy with a lot of women, but a lot of guys are really 

dancing to practice their chosen art form.
6] Meeting girls. Close contact with the opposite sex.
7] Role-playing romance; another track, another woman, another romance.
8] Having control over another person's dance, although that can be frustrating if they can’t do it yet. But there 

is a reward for his learning to do it well. Salsa is a place where guys can practice social mobility, ie, they 
can become very popular and may the centre of attention. This is something you can learn and improve your 
popularity, rather than be stuck with who you are.

9] Empowerment. Having a structure to a dance and giving that structure to a partner to make it all work 
together is very empowering, and boys love it.

10]
11]
12] Dancing salsa changes a man — it accentuates his masculinity. Makes him more powerful.
13] If 1 am reinforcing my femininity, then 1 guess he is reinforcing his masculinity, his ability to display leader

ship skills and decision-making skills and care-taking skills. Some guys use it for showing off, or for just 
dancing with themselves, in which case 1 really want to tell them they should do solo dancing like in the 
theatre.

30 Drawbacks to dancing salsa

11 —
2] Others complain of your time spent dancing
3] Taking too much time away from non-dancing friends. Maybe minor injuries, too. Dealing with improper 

advances.
4] Making time for the non-dancing boyfriend.
5] Feet hurt. Finding just the right shoes is a huge problem.
6] Minor. Some crowds are competitive. Transference of dance-empathy to romantic feelings.
7] Not many. Addictive. Obsessive. Can get kind of expensive, going to congresses for example, but it’s cheaper 

than some other activities.
8] Not enough time for doing other things. Leaving old friends behind as you get deeper and deeper into salsa 

life.
9] There are people — guys — who are there for the wrong reasons. You’ve got to avoid them.
10]
11] Guys who smell. In classes, you can’t avoid them. But 1 wish someone would tell them to wash and put on a 

clean shirt before coming.
12] Crowded dance floors. There is an opportunity for bad behaviour, just because you are so close, but 1 

personally have not experienced it.
13] Disapproval from family — my brothers think it is not safe. Minor injuries, especially with a guy who 

dances a bit wild.
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31 Benefits to dancing salsa

1] Socialising in a different way, ie not going out for a drink.
2] ! challenges you mentally and physically. It’s like playing a game.
3] Good exercise.
4] Exercise and being with other dancers; interacting in a physical way in a safe environment.
5] Great workout. Time flies by.
6] Fitness and a new image of oneself; having some form of art in your life. Increased social network. Lots of 

pretty shoes. Learning that your body can do things you never thought possible.
7] Healthy exercise.
8] Can find it the world over. It doesn’t need organising — it's in the evenings after work. It’s a good way to 

meet people, and dance with a lot of guys using some safe rules. A welcome break from doing a lot of think
ing and the pretentious nature of being an Oxford student.

9] You can dance 3 or more times a week, with lots of different guys, spend time with women you have some
thing in common with, and reinforce personal interaction skills.

10]
11] Venues are everywhere. Salsa is a living dance,not one artificially preserved in a competition environment. 

Personal benefits — I’ve developed a better awareness of my body. I’m now confident about dancing, of 
being able to do more than bob and grind. It’s a beautiful feeling when you are one of two people moving 
together gracefully. It relaxes and energises simultaneously.

12] Moving to the music. Discovering new ways to socialise.
13] Thrill of getting that ‘click’ with another person.

32 Do you feel closer to Latino culture because you dance salsa?

1] No. 1 feel my own culture has been enriched by it though.
2] No
3] No
4] No
5] No, but 1 know a little bit more about it.
6] No. Oh — now 1 know a few words in Spanish.
7] Yes. Salsa has a Latin philosophy to it.
8] Not really. 1 don’t romanticise about Cuba. 1 just like the creativity in the dance.
9] No
10] No
11] Maybe. 1 could use salsa. I'd like to see Latin America because 1 am interested in my degree, and 1 could use 

salsa as a way in. But 1 know that European salsa is different to what 1 would find in Cuba.
12] No, 1 don’t care about the cultural background. I’m a long ways away from Cuba.
13] No. 1 am Latin, and 1 don’t think about where this has come from.

33 Do you feel more integrated into oxford because you dance salsa?

1] Yes — new friends, a new social core. It’s more than just dancing together.
2] It has helped me — so has tango — to have a nice time with nice people in Oxford.
3] Yes, I've made some close friends.
4] No, I’m closer to the people who dance salsa, but that's not Oxford.
5] No. 1 know a lot of people through salsa that 1 don't socialise with, but that’s not integration.
6] Yes. My social life revolves around salsa. I've integrated into two communities, the University one, and the 

town dancers.
7] Yes. My next choice of destination would have to have as much salsa. You can dance here almost every night.
8] Yes, although it's more of a retreat from the academic scene, where you think a lot and move very little. It 

has opened up a new landscape of Oxford.
9]
10]
11] Only into the student dance community, not into the Town dance community.
12] Definitely, yes. 1 go to other University events, like the boat race (which 1 would never have gone to without 

others) with salsa friends. It’s expanded my University horizons in lots of other probably unrelated ways. 1 
feel much more a part of Oxford University through salsa.

13] No. There are lots of nice people who dance here in Oxford, but it’s only one small part of my life.
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34 What has salsa added to your life that was not there before?

1] Confidence, it has helped return me to fitness after an year's illness, social life expands, stress relief — it 
keeps me sane.

2] Expression. Salsa more than any other partner dance is the best way to express myself.
3] An awareness of movement and a sense of pride in it. A new social community.
4] socialising. Improved fitness and stamina — unlike the gym, dancing keeps you going. Feel good factor. 

Pride: not everyone can do this, especially at my size. But 1 can!
5] Best workout experience ever. 1 can’t run or swim for 4 hours — cycling for four hours is boring — but 1 

will dance for longer than that and not even notice it.
6] A new understanding of what 1 can do with my own body, music and rhythmic movement. Understanding 

non-verbal communication. Socialising but not talking has added another dimension to my awareness of 
communing. Sense of trust, relying on intuitive skills and skills that you use but are not aware of normally.

7] Trust, self confidence, body image, happiness, romance.
8] It pulls together being active, being social, ample opportunities to do it, multifaceted interaction all in one 

place.
9] It’s so nice to just dance and know that you are not dancing for the people watching, but you are dancing 

for yourself. You don’t need to look perfect — you only need to concentrate on your partner. It’s totally 
stress-free.

10] Happiness. Exercise — exercise and socialise at the same time.
11] A lot of people to dance with. Anywhere 1 go. And it gives you a different outlet to the usual student form of 

enjoyment of going out to get drunk every night. It gives a natural high.
12] Re-discovering that 1 love moving to music, and matching it with another person. 1 think ‘matching’ is the 

operative word in that sentence. Knowing that you connect with someone on such a physical level is some
thing you can't do in any other way except maybe sex. Even so Td say it’s different just by virtue of being 
public — you are dancing with one other person, but you are surrounded by others who also understand 
the joy of that connection.

13] It adds something special to who you are.
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1 Age

1] 21; 2] 44; 3] 26; 4] 23; 5] 25:6] 25; 7] 27; 8] 21 9] 23; 10] 24; 11] 25; 12] 21; 13] 31

2 First language

1] English 11] German
2] English 12] Russian
3] German
4] German/Russian
5] Hungarian
6] English
7] French
8] English
9] English
10] English

13] Chinese

3 Teenage years

1] Wales 11] Germany
2] England 12] Russia/UK
3] Germany
4] London/Geneva
5] Hungary
6] Wales
7] Belgium
8] USA
9] Jamaica/Minnesota
10] English

13] Sweden

4 Education/job

1] Uni undergrad Computing 11] MPhil anthropology
2] BSc/IT graduate; entrepreneur 12] BSc Physiology
3] DPhil candidate Maths
4] PhD candidate immunology
5] PhD Maths
6] PhD MD
7] PhD Physics
8] PhD Physics
9] DPhil Psychology
10] DPhil Humanities

13] PhD biological sciences/ research

5 Father’s education/job

1] A-levels/deskjob 11] Vocational College/veterinarian
2] School-leaver; civil servant 12] Upper class/ Banker
3] MD
4] PhD geology
5] PhD
6] O-levels/skilled labour
7] -/teacher
8] Business school/management
9] MD
10] PhD Physics

13] —
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6 Mother's education/job

1] A-levels
2] 0-levels; civil servant
3] Teacher
4] PhD geology
5] MA
6] OTevel/civil servant
7]
8] High School/ clerical
9] MD
10] MD

11] Uni courses/housewife
12] Upper class/ housewife
13] —

7 Grandparents background

1] —
2] Army, enlisted
3] Working class
4] Teacher/secretary/skilled mine worker/banker
5] Working class/poor
6] Working class
7] —
8] Italian/Poland/ but born in the US. Only the food is 

ethnic. We’re generic Americans.
9] Poor background, worked hard to improve their 

social standing
10] Middle class

11] Middle class
12] Russian upper class
13] —

8 Dancers in family

1] Parents did LA-style salsa briefly
2] No
3] Parents dance socially. 1 did ballroom in grade school.
4] Yes, grandparents did ballroom. Sister did ballet, jazz, tap. 1 did 4 years of Flamenco as a boy.
5] Grandparents and parents did waltz, disco dancing and folk dancing. Brother did Ballroom at uni.
6] Grandmother taught ballroom and Latin.
7] Parents did rock and roll; one brother dances socially but not regularly
8] Dad played in a band and loves disco dancing. Dad wanted me to dance but 1 was embarrassed. Mom can do 

it but she is too shy. No training.
9] My sisters taught me to dance salsa.
10] No
11] Parents danced foxtrot — dad liked it; mum not so much. Brothers did ballroom to Gold Star standard.
12] Parents do tango. Dad loves it more than Mum.
13] Sister dances salsa.

9 Other interests

1] Computer game programming, metal music (drummer in a band)
2] Classical music, yachting
3] Judo. Guiding an opponent is like leading in a way, getting a feel for where the other is and matching and 

reacting. But there is no clear leader/follower role.
4] Football, play in a rock band
5] Ballroom dancing
6] Ballroom, chess, reading, musician, composer
7] Martial arts; drummer in a rock band
8] Team sports, martial arts
9] —
10] Extreme sports, musician, martial arts. Never wanted to do rugby or football.
11] Cello, piano, Rowing, tap dance, skiing (hate football)
12] All the usual recreational sports, ie, squash, tennis, winter sports. Not football. Fencing. Tried ballroom 

dancing when 1 got here, but it is too formal.
13] Sports, gym
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10 Cultural biases towards dancing [see also Q16]

1] Dancing is for girls
2] Dancing is sissy
3] No. Peers in my department are very interested, and many come along. But not the srl mathematicians.

They laugh it off. My guess is the girls feel they have more to lose if they get it wronsor look bad. (See Q16
— girls who don’t dance have told him to stop dancing when he starts dancing to watever music is on.)

4] Guys get weird looks and comments. Ballet is not masculine.
5] No. Dancing was OK. Lots of cultural opportunities for doing it. Positive associations 0 dancing in social 

contexts. Attitude would not be the same with ballet however. Fellow barristers in Lndon think it is odd, 
more negative than positive.

6] Yes, not a good idea to admit you dance or would like to. It's a girl’s thing. Now, 1 susect others are thinking, 
‘Is he gay? No he's got a girlfriend. Maybe he’s really good at it...’

7] No. My father hates it because he is not good at it, but not for other reasons. 1 dislik disco dancing, because
1 am not very good at it. In the town 1 grew up in, there was no dancing of any kind.

8] No. Lots of encouragement to do music and theatre though. But musical theatre watassociated with homo
sexuality. Baseball coach organised ballet and jazz training. Two other guys in my lal also do salsa seriously
— one other guy in the lab quizzed us saying, it's not very masculine, you are like a unch of mincing Span
ish guys with hands like birds. Back home, my friends will tease me about dancing.

9] 1 come from a dancing culture [Caribbean], At first it was difficult for me here — 1 wndered how it was 
possible for someone to not hear the beat, or what did they hear instead of the beat In my part of town, if 
you don’t dance, there has to be something wrong with you, like mental illness ... or broken leg ... although 
that usually doesn’t stop anybody, actually. Other guys respect you for yur dancing, pur virility rating goes 
up the better you are at dancing. Among both men and women.

10] Nothing positive. Ballet looks gay, even though the physique is well-built, the clothir? and the mannerisms 
are gay. Until 2-3 years ago, 1 would have been shy or hesitant about telling people 1 ance. [From Q25]
I've had the women leaders in the Role Reversal class take the mick out of me for NC doing a flourish in 
the places a woman would. 1 feel they want to apply a little humiliation to the experince by seeing me be 
feminine.

11] Everyone dances as part of general education. Partner dancing is not gay.
12] Contradictory. Professional classical dancers are admired and get lots of funding, ut the prevailing as

sumption is that they are probably practicing an alternative sexuality. They are seeras effeminate. Dancing 
has more of an emotional content than say tennis....or martial arts or fencing whereamotion is supposed 
to be suppressed and the feelings of the other person are not your business. My rocnmates here used to 
mock me about doing salsa until a salsa mate showed up at my house one night witl a couple of really fit 
‘quality* girls, and we started dancing with them. Then they understood.

13] —

11 First saw salsa

1] OUDC
2] 1994
3] At Camera [a club]
4] Brought by my girlfriend at the time
5] London, 4 years ago
6] 3 years ago, club class.
7] In a swing club in Paris
8] Freshman year, USA
9] My sisters dancing with each other at home
10] 2 years ago, Fresher’s Fair

11] Panama
12] OUDC
13] 11 years ago in Lund
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12 What made you attend a class?

1] Friends
2] Friends
3] Chatting at Camera, you knew the girl would eventually suggest that you dance with her. So 1 had to learn it.
4] Brought by my girlfriend. She was a salsa dancer
5] Brother got into salsa through ballroom, so 1 thought I'd try it. Then was asked by a female work colleague 

aksed me to go with her to a class.
6] The music
7] A boring evening — 1 went on my own. 1 liked watching my mother and father dance rock and roll, and 1 

thought this roc class might be similar, and 1 had nothing better to do.
8] Girlfriend
9] 1 recognised 1 needed to go to classes in the States at college to learn how to dance with those people. It 

wasn't going to happen quickly by just socialising.
10] Curiosity
11] Roommate asked me to go with her. She stopped; 1 carried on.
12] Girlfriend at the time brought me. 1 struggled with the basic step — the syncopation didn't seem natural to 

me.
13] First my sister took me to a class, then a female colleague in my lab here in Oxford asked me to go with her 

to a class.

13 How long have you been dancing / How many hours a week do you dance?

1] Started this year / a lot
2] 2-3 years / a lot
3] 3 months /12 hours or more.
4] 3 years / 4-5hrs a week
5] 1 year / 3hrs a week
6] 4 years ballroom / 2yrs salsa / 1-2hrs a week
7] 7 years / 5-10hrs a week
8] 6 months / 3-5 hours a week
9] 7-ish years / 2-6 hours a week — or more if rehearsing for a team performance
10] Salsa, 18 months / 3-5 hours a week
11] Salsa, 2 years, about 3hrs a week.
12] 1.5 years; started with 2 hours a week. Now 6 maybe sometimes 10 hours a week, with clubs.
13] 2.5 years / 2-6 hours a week

14 Is there a romantic, sexual element to salsa?

1] Can be sexy but doesn't need to be
2] There is a carnal element, stronger than waltz, but very subtle and controlled
3] Can be.
4] There’s a bit of sex in it. More than just dancing. But it underlies the dance, and isn’t the object of the dance. 

But moving rhythmically together is similar to sex.
5] I’ve danced with guys who have the capability of finding that 'spot' that makes the dance wonderful, so it’s 

not necessarily about sex, but there is no denying that with a heterosexual partner, there is added value.
6] Can be. There is an element of jealousy that can arise between romantic partners and salsa partners. But 

it's a form of acting out a romantic fantasy. If you are 'performing out', you are 'performing in. The risk is 
there.

7] It depends on the follower, but there Is. But 1 have never had any problem with jealousy.
8] There can be, but mostly it is fun without a sexual content. If you are sexually attracted to someone though, 

it enhances the feeling.
9] There doesn't have to be — it's not dependent on it — but if there is no flirtation on the dance floor, the 

dance looks a bit boring. Maybe, in cases where there is no possibility of romance, like with two hetero
sexual guys, it still helps to pretend.

10] [Yes —see Qs 16-17-29]
11] Yes, with flexible levels of intensity. There is the metaphor, and then there is the special element you put 

into it.
12] Yes, but dance-flirting is different to real flirting.
13] Yes. But it does not matter what your personal relationship is to the person you are dancing with. Dancing 

overrides all other settings. For that dance, it is just you and that one other person, relating in the way that 
makes that dance work for both of you. The dance comes first, the interpretation is totally optional.
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15 Do you think a woman who dances is sexier because she dances?

1] If she is a dancer she is likely to be slim and attractive, so yes.
2] For me yes, but there are many other factors.
S] No. Unless at the extremes of skill.
4] Only if she is good
5] Yes, people who dance make better lovers — more sensitive and focussed on body language
6] Yes, certainly more sensuous
7] Yes, it can definitely add to her appeal
8] Oh yes. It's very feminine to dance. If she moves confidently and gracefully, she will be sexier.
9] Yes. Absolutely. It shows.
10] If 1 am already attracted to her, and it is revealed that she is a dancer, yes, 1 will be more attracted to her.
11] Yes, people who dance have more control over their body and move nicely whether they are dancing or not, 

which makes them more attractive....although there are other elements to being sexy.
12] Oh yes. Especially a good dancer.
13] I’ve never thought about it. No, 1 think she's sexy for other reasons. There are quite a few women dancers 

that 1 don't think are sexy.

16 Do you think a man who dances is sexier because he dances?

1] Possibly he could be better at knowing how to use his hands and control the movement, and using her 
cooperation

2] Women do. Other men don’t.
3] 1 don't know...If she dances, maybe yes. In fact if she doesn't, she would be uncomfortable with his dancing.

I've had girls to tell me to stop!
4] Yes. Men who dance make better lovers — better at being sensitive and non-verbally cooperative.
5] [Yes — see above.]
6] A lot of women who dance say so.
7] Lots of women admire my dancing, in a way that makes me think it has added something to my pulling 

power.
8] 1 don't know. At the least it creates a way of getting physically close to a woman without awkwardness. But a 

lot of people associate it with being gay.
9] Yes, he gains a confidence in his body — the way he moves — and a confidence in his own masculinity.
10] Both men and women think salsa is sexy for a man, if they know what salsa is. It's hugely popular with 

women.
11] That's harder to answer. Other men would not think so. But in a dance setting, yes.
12] Yes, because it is what women have always wanted in a man — sensitivity and control and complete devo

tion to them. It’s what psychologists call a successful demonstration of superior value.
13] Yes, 1 gather from reactions to people watching me dance that is the case.
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17 Would you like your romantic partner to dance? / Is there an element of jealousy?

1] Yes, but she's not as keen as lam and 1 don't press it. / Dancing salsa is about changing partners all the 
time, so you’ve got to get past jealousy.

2] Yes, imperative. / —
3] Yes. / —
4] Yes, it's a very nice thing to do together. / —
5] Yes./ Yes
6] Yes, she does. / Since we met dancing, we are used to the changing partners thing — it’s been part of our 

culture from the start.
7] Yes. /
8] Yes. / It would be sad if 1 stopped dancing because my partner were jealous. 1 can see the jealousy potential. 

But I'd love her to dance with me. You can discover things about each other you didn't know.
9] Yes, she does. / —
10] Yes. / The weaker the bond in the relationship, the higherthe potential for jealousy and misunderstanding.

If it’s a new relationship, I'll feel a little uncomfortable if someone else is impressing her with his dancing — 
that's what I’m here to do. The more solid the relationship, the less threatening it is. 1 might tone down the 
flirty aspect if I'm dancing with someone else, though.

11] Yes, to do something physical together in addition to sex. /1 wouldn't be jealous of her dancing with other 
guys, but if she were jealous of me, 1 would compromise. But if it were a problem, it would be a matter of 
trust. 1 would like her to give me the ‘special element' [see Q14] and maybe not so much to the other guys.

12] It’s what split us up. Every salsa night out ended in a fight about who 1 was dancing with. She wanted me to 
dance with her all night long. So 1 stopped asking her to go with me, and that made it worse. Then 1 stopped 
telling her 1 was going. That didn't help. Then 1 started lying about where 1 was going. Then 1 decided just to 
spare her feelings was not worth making me feel like a criminal.

13] Possibly. But 1 would not choose her on that basis. 1 am however more likely to meet someone through 
dancing, because that is my only social activity, outside of socialising at academic conferences. Not sure 
about the jealousy part. I’m so focussed on dancing that 1 can’t imagine she'd not see that it's about dancing 
and not about pulling.
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18 How do you choose who to dance with?

1] 1 am tall, so my preferred dancer would be somebody tall like me. But 1 would dance with whoever looks like 
they want to dance, especially if 1 know them and 1 know they like dancing with me.

2] 1 look for technique, nice appearance, smile, friendly, and know they can probably follow my lead.
3] 1 figure out if they know how to dance by watching them.
4] 1 like to dance with people 1 know — it's more likely to work well.
5] My wife is reluctant to dance with people she does not know. 1 enjoy using salsa to interact with someone 

from another culture, another language.
6] People 1 know who learned the same style 1 know.
7] 1 need to learn to dance with people 1 don’t know, but I've not had much opportunity.
8] Attractiveness — do they look friendly and will they be nice to me if 1 mess up. Not too tall — I'd ask a 

woman my height to dance before someone taller.
9] I'll dance with anyone, but 1 prefer people 1 know 1 can lead. If it’s not working, sometimes it takes nearly a 

minute to figure out that 1 should maybe try a different style to see if she understands that.
10] —
11] The ones with good rhythm and good communication
12] Girls 1 know 1 can lead. That can be any good, experienced dancer anywhere in the world, or a less 

experienced girl who has learned the same figures 1 have. 1 don't like being asked to dance, but 1 would 
never refuse.

13] In a city where 1 don't know anyone, 1 watch and choose the girls who look friendly and seem to follow 
easily and confidently.

19 What do people wear to salsa?

1] 1 wear whatever's clean. Women dress up a bit.
2] Make an effort to look better than doing the gardening. But lots of jewellery is not good, especially rings and 

bracelets and watches.
3] Women dress to impress, and guys smarten up and clean their shoes. No trainers in clubs, unless they are 

dance trainers.
4] Clean clothes. Don’t like the female costume that is too exposed —that’s cheap. Not keen on a lot of jewel- 

lery-it can get in the way. Very wide and loose tops for women — you can embarrassingly get your hands 
stuck inside. 1 don't think guys should be touching a girl's bare skin when dancing, except bare shoulders — 
that's OK. Heels too high can be dangerous and they give a non-dancing message.

5] Something comfortable and not too revealing. If it's too low cut, or too loose, or falling off the shoulders or 
the straps keep falling down, you have problems doing the dance you want to do so that nothing is exposed.

6] Anything smart but casual. In Congresses and special salsa parties, women usually dress up a bit, and some 
dress kind of glittery and tarty, because that's part of 'perceived' Latin culture. Women should wear heels, 
because it gives them a Latin [ballroom Latin] posture you can't get in flats. Getting your fingers caught in 
her clothing, hair or jewellery is not good.

7] Some clubs are casual, and in some clubs the women dress like they do for competitive dancing. If she is 
wearing high heels, it changes something — 1 am more careful about de-stabilising them if they are wearing 
high heels. But shoes that don't stick are essential for both.

8] Something skirty for women, and glamorous like in the movies. Guys — clean, maybe a cotton shirt, jeans or 
smart trousers. Women look better in heels, but a lot dance in flat shoes, even dance trainers. Which have 
no sex appeal, but are probably great for dancing.

9] 1 like skirts on women. They move with the dance which adds something to it. Legs — bare legs or tights.
Not keen on baggy blouses for the same reason women aren't keen on shirts open to the waist on men — 
you get your hands stuck in them too easily. Tight clothing reveals the movement of the body, which is what 
the art of dancing is, so it’s nice to see it clearly. Salsa is a sexy dance, and what is best for the dance must 
look sexy. First priority is what looks good dancing.

10] Whatever makes her attractive. Straps that fall down should be avoided. Things that accumulate perspira
tion should be avoided. If you are there to enjoy your dancing, you should dress in what is comfortable. 1 
dress in cotton shirts, trousers not jeans, 1 like to look a bit better than the ones in T-shirts.

11] It does not matter — only that you are able to enjoy what you are doing. So that might mean choosing 
shoes that work, and maybe avoiding clothing that gets in the way.

12] Guys should be clean, but they can wear anything from jeans to shirt and tie. She should look as good as 
possible. She should be able to show herself off to her best advantage.

13] Women tend to dress up a little bit, but not over-do it. Lots of women have special shoes, but that’s all the 
kit you need. 1 prefer to dance with women who have dressed sensibly so that the clothing is not an issue 
when dancing. Men wear whatever they want. Some dress up and some like me just put on a clean T-shirt.
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20 What criteria do you use to evaluate another’s dancing?

1] Light on her feet, easy to manoeuvre
2] Leaders need rhythm, need to be light, have a high frame, have skill or talent, clarity. Followers need rhythm, 

precision
3] Mostly with the music and on time.
4] Stability. Both as a leader or a follower, you must be stable. Knowing the theory of how the dance works. You 

don't need to know lots of figures.
5] TIMING. Good tension and resistance. Pretty helps. A positive attitude.
6] If they are fully into it, not just going through the motions.
7] The eye contact and the smile. If there is no eye contact and no smile, a connection is not possible. And the 

connection does not happen right away, but some moments into the dance. And nature of the communica
tion very much depends on the music, which dictates the random experience of what happens next.

8] TIMING. Nothing happens if you can't reach an agreement about timing.
9] Skill. Knowing what to do and how to do it, especially making it look like there is no work involved.
10] Does she look confident, does she look sophisticated, does she look elegant, has she got style.
11] 1 know what 1 don't like: guys that show off, guys that look arrogant-—that does not impress me.
12] Does it flow, and is she enjoying it.
13] Is she enjoying it. Does she seem comfortable with what 1 am doing.

21 What do you think about when you are dancing?

1] Moves that 1 have thought about earlier, combining figures; choreography
2] When leading - how to entertain, mechanics ie what move. When following, just focussing, not 'thinking'
3] Make the dance look nice. Actively thinking about the choreography. Taking time to evaluate partner's ability. 

Giving her an opportunity to show off. Flow to start the figure — then the figure takes over.
4] When I’m following, 1 am still thinking about what the person is leading. When 1 am leading, 1 just go with the 

flow, but 1 might be thinking subconsciously.
5] 1 really don’t know. When 1 think about the next move 1 get it wrong.
6] What move am 1 going to do next, is she getting bored, is she enjoying it or just coping, where’s the end of 

the track so 1 can dip. And a little fear when 1 lead something they think they can't do, and then the delight 
when they've done it.

7] When 1 lead a follower 1 know, 1 am not thinking, 1 am just letting it flow. Dancing is the time to escape from 
thinking and just enjoy the experience. When 1 am leading someone 1 don't know, 1 am thinking about how to 
reach that flow with her as 1 get to know her dancing.

8] Combinations that will keep things moving. Flow and where to put some fun in it without messing up.
9] 1 try to predict from the music what 1 should be doing next to fit the music.
10] Nothing. There is no intellectual element needed to dance salsa. There is ONE thing — 'What the hell am 1 

going to do next??!!”, but at some point in learning salsa, that becomes subliminal. The whole point is that 
dancing is not thinking, it’s changing of mood and feel according to the music. You can ignore everything 
and concentrate on personal performance and the space around you, and protecting your partner.

11] Depends on who I'm with. 1 try to not be boring, so that might mean trying to remember moves. Ah —1 
know: 1 think about where the ending of the track is. In every dance.

12] 1 know what the next question is — and this is very much linked with feeling. When you don’t feel the 
dance, you have to think. When you don't have to think, you can feel it. And that leaves you free to think about 
her, and play out the meaning of every move with her.

13] 1 think more when 1 am following than when 1 am leading, because 1 don't think 1 am very good at it. Leading, 
my body is doing all the work and my brain is just coordinating the elements like kinesthesia and proprio
ception. I'm not consciously aware of thinking, but there is a huge cognitive element necessary for leading. 
[See 0 25 and 26]
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22 What does it feel like to dance salsa?

t] Synergy. A connection between two people without words, on a different level of communication to what you 
do everyday. It's like games, planning combinations and chains of reactions.

2] Celebration of life. Expression. Sharing ie synergy, Can be embarrassing when things go wrong. But it's FUN.
3] -
4] Salsa is a dance between a man and a woman, and all that implies.
5] It's expressing yourself by being in the music. Time stops. You grin. You forget about everything and you are 

just liberated within it.
6] 1 am enjoying it, especially if the partner is enjoying it
7] For me there is no mechanical in dancing. Analysing forces and inertia is what 1 do in science, but not here, 

so for me dancing is all feeling, no intellect
8] Very satisfying being able to move with the music in you and know that you don’t look like a fool doing it. It 

gives me a sense of elation — a real high that stays with you off the dance floor — because you know you 
can do it anywhere anytime. It's just in you.

9] It's a rush like a drug. The constant intersection between what the music is doing and what you are doing.
The high is always greater when the two coincide.

10] It feels like dancing. That's the whole point of salsa over ballroom. You are REALLY dancing, not just enact
ing a pastiche. Endorphins.

11] Good. Happiness. Deeper than that — a well-being, being in equilibrium.
12] It's great for a guy’s self-esteem.
13] It feels like flying when it goes right.

23 What makes a good dance partner?

1] Being responsive, dancing light on the feet. Follower needs skills of delayed initiative, ie don’t wait to be 
pulled around. But the leader has to lead so that the follower can take advantage of it. She has to know the 
details and be comfortable with following a command. Although she needs to trust her partner, but she also 
needs to trust herself to be able to follow properly, ie confidence in her skill. It helps to have someone nearly 
my height, skilled, and familiar to me.

2] Sense of humour, ability, flexibility, rhythm, experience, attitude.
3] For followers, 1 LOVE it when they are on time. 1 like them to have fun and show me they are enjoying them

selves. When following, 1 like leaders to remain calm, and give me time to see it [the move] coming. For both, 
making the best of it even when it goes wrong. She should be pretty, and not back lead, and there should be 
some chemistry between us.

4] When leading, 1 feel successful if 1 have made the woman look good. That only happens when she feels 
confident with my lead. Following — 1 prefer to follow men, but one of the best dances I’ve ever had was 
with a woman leading me for the first time. It works best when both partners match tension and resistance. 
Otherwise one is working harder than the other.

5] When you are both enjoying it.
6] Someone who can interpret your lead, and knows the same move you do or can transfer skills. Also her ap

pearance: high heels and a skirt are nice to dance with.
7] A good leader has to be clear knowing the moves, and stable on your feet, and sensitive to the physicality 

of the follower. Knowing the music well helps — really making the move fit the music. A connection and a 
smile is essential.

8] If she does what I’m doing — matches me not just in following my lead but in the way 1 move — my feeling 
for the music. A little bit of‘dynamic* on her part adds to the fun as well — if she takes my lead and dances 
it with personality and yet does not interfere with the lead.

9] If they follow the lead. If they know howto follow as well as howto dance. Somebody with whom there is 
a sexual tension, someone who gets the game of what salsa is. Smiling is good. But there are a variety of 
facial expressions. A fixed smile is not good because it is faked.

10] A charismatic partner. Being inspired by the music. How well my leading matches their following. A smile.
11] An understanding of how to move. Expression, both facial and through the body. Reacting instantly. Relax

ing into the dance. Exchanging 'presents’ of non-verbal communication. Awareness and spontaneity.
12] When she is comfortable with my lead (and a lot of times 1 have to adjust until it is right for her), then she 

can just flow with it, and we can play the story together. Although some girls maybe don’t want to play it as 
much as 1 do, for whatever reason. .. That’s OK and it can still be a good dance, but 1 would prefer to dance 
with the ones who act out the romance.

13] When you can tell, after a second or two, that she is going to be amazing dancing with you.
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24 What makes a bad experience?

1] Not adapting your style to theirs or vice-versa. BACKLEADINGH! When 1 learned to follow, 1 vowed never to 
backlead! When the follower fails to respond even though you Anowthey know what to do, that’s a very bad 
dance.

2] When you’ve not managed to see ’eye-to-eye’ as it were. When other is disjointed, disinterested, clumsy.
3] When they carry on missing the beat, and bopping, not to the music. Wide, loose tops tend to get caught in 

the hands, very embarrassing!
4] Dancing too fast. 1 like to feel where my partner is and take time to enjoy the dance. Hate it when they don't 

look at me while dancing. 1 hate it when they backlead or second guess my lead. It’s hard to lead a woman 
who is overdoing the ’hyper-fern’ thing and wiggling a lot while dancing.

5] In classes there is nothing worse than a teacher who does not make you change partners. That is the pri
mary reason for people dropping out - when the partner displays annoyance or disapproval. Dancing with 
someone who is not comfortable with dancing — it’s like the first step in sexual assault. When an unwanted 
advance happens, the man is physically superior and in charge of the dance, so he has the means to do 
something about it right away without stopping the dance. But the woman does not have that advantage, 
which can make it very awkward for her.

6] Somebody who criticises you — instructs you on doing it differently because they have learned something 
else. Someone who is not enjoying it. Stopping the dancing half way through the track and walking off the 
floor is bad. People who dance with themselves.

7] Backleading. It screws everything up.
8] Somebody who hijacks the move, or counts while she’s dancing.
9] 1 once was kissed on the dance floor, and that was for me a gross misunderstanding of what we were just 

doing — what salsa is about — dancing for no end result other than enjoying a good dance and good mu
sic. Those who spin or dip themselves. 1 guess they have not picked up on the control element of the dance. 
Someone who has no frame, or someone who will not move.

10] If you are going to put the effort into constructing a good dance for her, she jolly well better not screw it up 
by not letting you lead it. Camping it up or dancers who are more concerned with 'look at me' than with the 
partnership. Fussing with a clothing issue. One or both of you not finding the beat.

11] Backleading. Hate it. What’s the point of partner dancing if you are fighting over the lead. And if she looks 
like she is not enjoying the dance, that is a turn-off too. If she is giving you only a minimal commitment-that's 
annoying.

12] Dancing with my girlfriend because she wants me to. That's going to be a bad dance. Seriously, the worst 
dancers are the intimidating dancers who look at you like you are not good enough for them, and girls who 
come on too strong when it’s just a dance. 1 like to dance the story, but only when 1 am dancing. It's not a 
rehearsal for what I’d like to do tomorrow morning. Overcrowded dance floors are no fun either.

13] When you ask a girl to dance and you soon realise she does not know how to follow. When 1 am tired and a 
girl asks me to dance — 1 can’t refuse, but 1 know I'm going to be rubbish. Being disrespectful — 1 was be
ing led by a girl who did enchufla doble with her knee to my bum. 1 didn’t like that. It felt disrespectful.
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25 Is there a difference / What is the difference between the way a man dances and the way a woman dances?!

1] Leading has a lot of autonomy, so a man dances with more authority — you know what’s going to happen 
before it happens. A woman uses her body — flourishes — to fill the gaps between leads — she's more 
expressive.

2] Partner dancing enhances role-model stereotypes, so the men become more masculine, and the women 
more feminine. He becomes the provider, she becomes the decoration.

3] Men are not as light in their movements, so they should move less, which is good for leading, the best male 
follower still feels heavier that the best girls, no matter size. He's skilled and responsive and a better fol
lower than most of the girls, but feels heavier.

4] When 1 started following, 1 pretended to be a girl following, so I’d camp it up. But once it clicked, the more 
masculine my moves have become. The reactive nature of following does make you move differently — cer
tain aspects may seem feminine, but 1 am seeing it as less and less gendered, and more about dancing. I'm 
kind of enjoying being a bloke in her hands, and the all the sexual tension that can contain. Body structure 
has something to do with it, and when the roles reverse, you can feel that the figure is different because of 
the inversed body mass. [Repeated for Q26]

5] Men are physically superior, and display their physical superiority through the way they move. Women dance 
more delicately.

6] Women are not stigmatized by allowing the body to express feeling. Men need to be more controlled with 
feelings and emotions, and that comes through in the way they move while dancing.

7] Whether she is leading or following, the woman can make the dance sparkle. If the man is following, he 
completes the unit (because she must have someone to lead), but he cannot make it sparkle. Similarly if he 
is leading, he provides the structure, but she makes it sparkle.

8] A man uses his size and strength. A woman uses more skill and flexibility. This comes from before you get 
dance training. 1 think, therefore, that it comes more naturally for men to be in the leadership role, and 
women to be in the follower's role. Both can learn both parts, but years of bloke-training and girl-training 
makes it hard to do the roles in the way they have been designed unless you are a guy leading and a girl 
following.

9] A man will always be masculine, and woman feminine. Society can define those in different ways, and even 
change he definition to suit, but men will dance to express their masculine behaviours, and women will 
dance to express their best feminine attributes.

10] I've had the women leaders in the Role Reversal class take the mick out of me for NOT doing a flourish in 
the places a woman would. 1 feel they want to apply a little humiliation to the experience by seeing me be 
feminine. They think it's a joke, seeing me be submissive. It is because you are swapping a gender role. 1 
don't have any issues with dancing as a follower, but 1 don't want to HAVE to feminise it. 1 don't think it needs 
to be feminised to be done successfully.

11] It doesn't need to be different. It should be the same. It's the roles that dictate the structure, but the danc
ing should be the same.

12] When 1 dance as a follower, 1 try to dance with all the female attitudes, not male attitudes, because 1 would 
have to make them up on the spot —the dance has not been designed for the men to follow, so there are 
no personal expressions for masculinity in that role. If 1 dance as a woman, those expressions have been 
worked out for me already. Dancing as a guy follower completely negates what guys should be, so 1 dance it 
like a woman, otherwise it does not work right.

13] The man [leading] can't use his whole body — he has to prepare the dance for the follower. But the 
woman can use her whole body to respond, and actually has to have 100 places of resistance and tension 
in her body, with the ability to relax any number of them at once in order to respond. That makes her a lot 
more exciting to watch. When the roles reverse, re-learning the way you use your body is very difficult. 1 still 
prefer to lead, and my practice partner prefers to follow, but 1 don't think it has anything to do with our sex. 
It’s just what we ... prefer, as individuals.
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26 What's the difference between leading and following?

1] Following is about employing delayed initiative. Moves are done *to* you as a follower. Leading is about hav
ing control — can't have two leaders in one partnership. Guys are leaders because guys have egos, and they 
tend to be stronger and taller. So the dance has developed a gender bias, discouraging girls from leading. 1 
prefer leading, probably because 1 am tall. 1 don't want to do a dip as a follower.

2] The leader directs the action. The follower aspires to be one with the action, so the unit is not two people 
dancing together, but one body in unison.

3] By accepting your invitation to dance, she agrees to follow. The leader is always in control and can get 
himself out of a problem. The follower may have some autonomy when executing a lead, but usually she is 
quite happy to let you take over again. As a leader 1 feel 1 want to give the follower a nice dance. As a follower
1 feel 1 should entertain the leader. But 1 would prefer to lead, even though 1 like following. And 1 would prefer 
following a woman to a guy. But there is not the same kind of magic if I’m following a woman than if 1 am 
leading her.

4] [repeated from Q25] When 1 started following, 1 pretended to be a girl following, So I’d camp it up. But once 
it clicked, the more masculine my moves have become. The reactive nature of following does make you 
move differently — certain aspects may seem feminine, but 1 am seeing it as less and less gendered, and 
more about dancing. I’m kind of enjoying being a bloke in her hands, and the all the sexual tension that can 
contain. Body structure has something to do with it, and when the roles reverse, you can feel that the figure 
is different because of the inversed body mass. So the new skill needs to take that and work with it, not 
against it.

5] A man has to think about what comes next, and a woman can relax and enjoy it, without the pressures of 
having to plan it and worry if it is interesting enough. Fie is supposed to make her look good. When 1 follow, 1 
exaggerate the feminine movements, because that's what a woman can do with the role, if she’s not leading.

6] A follower doesn't have to think ahead and plan the dance, or how to lead it. 1 would rather lead, but 1 think 
that's a social thing. As a follower there is a lot more "g-force'’. And 1 use my hips more when following 
because 1 can. As a follower, it can be scary when you dance with someone who does fancy things and you 
know you are going to have to do them.

7] If 1 am doing my job right, 1 make her dance. Leading is like the push in martial arts, and following is like 
feeling the push in martial arts. The dance works because ofthe guy, and it sparkles because of the lady.

8] Leading is masculine; following feels more feminine to me. Possibly followers have more fun, because they 
are not doing the planning and the guiding, they are just getting a dance for free, so to speak. Followers 
need to learn to ‘trust* a lead — when they don’t they are too independent, and the quality ofthe dance, 
and the fun, goes down. The leader has command ofthe dance, and exerts a kind of sexual aggression-not 
creepy!!-a non-creepy way to be kind of 'peacock' assertive. 1 don't see that working effectively when a 
woman leads, though — but 1 am still enjoying getting the dance for free. Although 1 do enjoy following, 1 
would still prefer to lead.

9] If things are being done properly, she can’t help but do what you tell her to do. If the partner of another man 
hits you on the dance floor, it’s his fault, because she is under his control. She should be responsive and 
keep a good frame so she can be led properly.

10] The only difference is who is in control. It's not a small issue, though. Control makes the leader move differ
ently — with confident precision — and the need to respond instantly makes the follower move differently 
— with confident precision.

11] The leader gives the power to perform to the followers, through the communication ofthe dance. The rules 
are agreed [implied] beforehand. 1 would prefer to lead, but it is also fun to follow. The leader initiates, and 
the follower responds, but the values ofthe roles are equal.

12] Leading is about taking charge of a mutual arrangement and making it happen. Following is about knowing 
what to do and when to do it.

13] The leader has to put a little more frame into it, or maybe structure is the word, which sometimes means 
strength. Even after two and half years of reversing, there is still an issue of giving up this habit when 
following. All the men are backleading when following. It should be the leader's responsibility to initiate 
the move through his lead. Leading is to think and following is to understand. Both sexes are raised to do 
thinking and understanding, so the roles should reverse. But they don't. 1 don't know why, but 1 still prefer to 
lead, and my favourite dance partner still prefers to follow, even though we can both switch, [prompt: 1 saw 
you in the club. You were following and she was leading. If you prefer it the other way around, why did you 
switch it there?] Yeah, Ok, yes. We did. Sometimes it's fun -— it makes a change. I've become a much better 
leader from following.
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27 Do women have social, political, and economic equality with men?

1] —
2] No, Opportunities are improved, but circumstances are not equal. Women will always have a harder time 

than men. This is reflected in the dance.
3] Ooooh. In lots of areas, yes. But there are still so many areas of life and upbringing where injustices still 

exist. They are sometimes too small or too subtle to see.
4] Not socially. Biology makes absolute equality an absurd concept. But in theory, equal opportunities do exist 

in politics and economics.
5] Yes. But the reality is that there are differences.
6] l hope so.
7] Obviously not generally, but there are sub-groups where it is true, like with close friends. Economically, in 

my strata, yes but that is not in every career. But the guy should always pay on a date. Politically, yes. It is 
hard to say what is genetic and what is learned, but in society, it does not matter. But socially, no, unfortu
nately no. Even the ladies do not believe they are equal, and do not believe us men to know it. They would like 
to be equal, if it were possible.

8] Pretty much. There’s not much that they don’t have their own control over — and that's the same for guys.
9] Everyone is pretty equal in college life. But back home, no. Men and women are different, and the differences 

complement the partnership.
10] Yes. But in general, women are less confident than men. 1 want my companion to be an equal to me.
11] Yes.
12] Yes, same opportunities. But 1 am against feminism. What they are trying to do is unnatural and destabi

lises the family unit. 1 don’t want a career woman as a wife.
13] Yes. Certainly in my field
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28 What does a woman get out of dancing salsa?

1] Same as guy — fun. Game playing. Connection with another. Meeting guys. Risk challenge — can 1 adapt to 
his style and follow his lead. Synergy.

2] For both, there is meeting the opposite sex, being able to 'test drive' the other, chance to earn respect 
through skill, lifting of spirits.

3] —
4] —
5] They can dance without having to think much about it. They can be physical with a man without damage to 

reputation. They can be flirty and sexy.
6] She’s being shown off, and that gives her a opportunity to flourish, and then the guy has to let her. If they 

don't do what you want you have to go with them.
7] It’s a game. It’s just fun to move to music. She needs more technique [than men do] — she needs to be very 

accurate in her steps very quickly. Women are told that they are the good looking ones, so this gives them
a forum to be the special one. When you dance you take on the role-play with the role. Flirting safely. It's a 
language, but it is never quite clear what is said.

8] A chance to dress up and be pretty? Maybe that’s too simple. Same as the guys, it’s way to do something fun 
with the opposite sex and get an endorphin high at the same time. But maybe 1 was right the first time — 
it’s not really appropriate to be drop-dead glam during the day, but going to a salsa night is a good excuse 
to show what you can do.

9] The chance to show what she can be, to feel special, to be excited by a sense of accomplishment.
10] Exercise, challenge, a formalism that elevates salsa over clubbing. She doesn't have to worry about what to 

do next.
11] She looks good? 1 don’t know....they must find something about it satisfying or they wouldn’t do it.
12] Bringing her back to what women really want to do, without fear of being labelled sexist. My girl wants to 

be led everywhere, not just on the dance floor.
13] Probably the same as 1 do — a great way to have fun with a group of like-minded people who are not 

scientists.

29 What does a man get out of dancing salsa?

1] Meeting women, especially for geeks.
2] Same as follower [see [2] above], BUT it is a power thrill for some men — him being in control is a positive 

thing he can exploit.
3] So you know what to do when talking to a girl in a club and music comes on. You won’t look like a fool.
4] Latino guys use it to pick up blonde chicks.
5] Learning how to interact with girls comfortably. And if you lead something nice and she smiles, it’s great!
6] Guys can be competitive, and can use salsa as a way to prove excellence. Guys who like it really stick with it 

and get very good.
7] He can really help her dance well, and the smile she gives you is rewarding. If you can dance well, it im

presses other people.
8] If he is a good dancer, he can sell himself really well on the salsa market. It’s an ego boost to be able to get 

lots of girls wanting to dance with you — never refusing an invitation — because you are a good dancer.
You don't have to work out or look like Jude Law, and you KNOW you are going to get good dances. Where 
else are you going to get odds like that? Certainly not in a pub or at a party.

9] I’ve had it described to me as ‘the panty dropper', some men do sport, some men dance — it’s all for the 
same thing.

10] Pretty much the same as for women — exercise, challenge, structure that makes it possible to interact 
without embarrassment. Although he is in control of the dance, 1 don’t think he is out there thinking "1 am 
going to make every woman in this room do what 1 want her to do”. 1 think he just hopes that both of them 
will have a good time doing what he leads — using the structure he provides.

11] Reactions like, "So you aren’t boring, after all!”
12] Something to be proud of. A skill. [Q 22: ‘Great for a guy’s self-esteem.’]
13] He can be socially assertive in an environment that is constructed for certain social rules. There is a kind 

of safety in asking someone to dance, conforming to ways of being a guy and showing manners and control.
1 prefer being in charge of what’s going on, even on the dance floor. When following, 1 frequently got annoyed 
with the way my leader was doing things. But 1 don’t think that’s a masculine thing — 1 think that’s just me.
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30 Drawbacks to dancing salsa

1] takes up a lot of time
2] less time for other things/people
3] 1 used to get up really early and start work early. 1 now get up later.
4] injuries are possible. If the leader or follower does not know how to dip. If the follower closes up on your 

grip so you can't lead properly. Bruising on the hands from improper grips. Some guys try to dance as hard 
and tough as possible regardless of music or partner.

5] Can't think of any.
6] Not a lot — perhaps minor injuries to body and ego, but essentially its good exercise with a lot of like-mind

ed people with a unique skill set.
7] You romantic partner can be jealous of the time you spend dancing.
8] Can’t think of any.
9] None....except not enough time.
10] Excessive perspiration. Dancing with a wet person is not nice. One of the drawbacks to salsa is that you 

sweat and your sweat also transfers to others. Sometimes the music can be too loud — uncomfortably loud.
11] Superficiality. It can be a bit Oil [over the top], the music, too, can be a bit soppy. Sometimes it can be a bit 

too sexually explicit, and can be uncomfortable. If you are a follower and want to do LA stye, you NEED to buy 
special shoes to be taken seriously. That's why 1 dance Cuban, so 1 don’t have to dance with the posers. If 1 
were following, 1 would not like to be led into something 1 think is compromising my integrity, and 1 see that 
a lot with some guys in the flashy clubs.

12] Jealous girlfriends. Overcrowded dance floors.
13] there is a slight risk of injury. Especially when following — some leaders twist arms a bit too much. If

1 were a girl, I'd avoid dancing with them. When leading, there are some women who won't let go of your 
thumb, which means you don't lead certain things so you don't get hurt.

31 Benefits to dancing salsa

1] builds confidence and increases circle of friends. Synergy. Touch combined with movement=Good feeling.
2] amazing highs
3] leaders can use the problem solving skills and forward planning skills off the dance floor. Followers learn to 

make the best of what they get given. It teaches you how to live with limited resources. The follower has to 
take what she gets for the duration of the dance, and make the best of it. Coping with a situation, reacting 
and responding. Develop a skill/takes your mind off the world/

4] seeing somebody else experience the same thrill 1 do.
6] Improves mobility. Relaxation and a break from a heavily intellectual day. Conversation starter/ice breaker.
7] people my age dance salsa, all over the world. Improved social life and integration into a community. Meet

ing people. Learning to control your body in movement.
8] Cardio fitness, socialising, confidence, learning leadership — internalising the skill of leading with your 

body that also effects your mind.
9] Dancing with lots of different people, and finding somebody new to dance with for every track. It’s great 

for socialising with no effort, sometimes never any conversation, and no pressure to ‘get to know everyone 
better'.

10] You don't need special clothing, not even special shoes for guys. A nice pair of lace-ups that you can also 
wear to work are just fine for salsa.

11] Salsa scores over other dances because of its social skills. You need to develop social skills of body lan
guage and sensitivity in order to properly lead and follow. You learn how to be nice to everyone because you 
may want to dance with them. That's really good for everyone.

12] Dancing with lots of partners overcomes fear of rejection. 5 minutes dancing together is rarely refused, 
so it gives you confidence in social situations. Even if they don’t know you, they will usually dance. You can't 
actually pull a girl with one dance, but you can begin to overcome a fear of being turned down. It's a place 
to start learning a good way to relate to women. Girls actually like shy guys, but they never get to meet them 
because the alpha males get in there first.

13] Exercise and friendship. A sense of well-being.
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32 Do you feel closer to Latino culture because you dance salsa?

1] Don't think so ...random words of Spanish now. Don’t have any interest in politics. It’s interesting, but salsa’s 
all localised anyway.

2] Yes, a bit. Empathy with Latino culture through mimesis/embodiment. But no interest in going native.
3] I’d like to know what they are saying the songs, so I’d like to learn Spanish, yes.
4] Yes a little bit. But 1 don’t really like salsa music.
5] Yes, definitely
6] Not really, no.
7] —
8] No... but now that you ask, 1 spent hours at first on you-tube looking up salsa and Cuba and dancing. 1 down

loaded lots of music.
9] 1 guess a little bit closer than if 1 didn't dance salsa.
10] No. Maybe 1 have a tiny bit more exposure to it, but I’m not any closer.
11] No. 1 don’t connect the dancing to Cuban Culture, maybe because I’ve seen it all over the world. 1 connect it 

to people.
12] Probably not. But I’d like to go to Cuba now, and maybe use salsa to get to know people, and see how the 

dance is different in that culture.
13] No. Not at all.

33 Do you feel more integrated into Oxford because you dance salsa?

1] No ...I’ve got a lot of other interests through the University. But 1 love our salsa crowd.
2] Yes....dancing is a brilliant way to expand your social network
3] It’s another aspect of Oxford I’d not known before, so it’s added a piece to the puzzle.
4] No
5] Yes. Salsa fits in everywhere.
6] Yes and no... not strictly because of salsa, but you do widen your group of friends a lot.
7] Yes
8] Yes. Only here for a year, and 1 feel I've really made friends and seen a lot of Oxford 1 would not have seen 

just socialising with my degree course.
9] 1 have met all my close friends through dancing salsa here. It's a pocket of culture in Oxford, but it’s not the 

whole picture.
10] Yes. It's a community like any other. And it is a community you can get into and interact with.
11] No. 1 was pretty well integrated before, what with rowing and playing in the orchestra.
12] No. Maybe less integrated, because 1 have no time to do the Oxford things like go to debates and public 

lectures and symposiums.
13] A bit. 1 certainly have a new circle of friends to do things with.
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34 What has salsa added that was not there before?

1] Loads of fun. Physical contact with others in a nonverbal, nonthreatening way. Improved body physique.
Made lots of friends. A good night out without alcohol. Improved self esteem and personal confidence 
around the opposite sex. Life is never the same again.

2] Became more extrovert. Can use it in conversation for small talk. No need to think a lot about difficult areas 
of life like finances, justice, world politics, climate change — just dance. Good exercise, good therapy. Danc
ing has completely transformed my life.

3] It’s change my social life and put me touch with a lot more people. But 1 am a sociable person, so 1 do it for 
the fun.

4] Another social outlet. And 1 get a buzz out of teaching it — watching someone I’ve helped learn to dance hav
ing a good time in a club.

5] Individual interpretation — much more opportunity for dancing whatever you want within the vocabulary 
[as opposed to ballroom]. It's a great dance that 1 can dance with my wife. I’ve met a lot of wonderful people.

G] Social interaction while practicing a skill AND getting a good workout 1 never had before. Improves mobility. 
Relaxation and a break from a heavily intellectual day. Conversation starter/ice breaker.

7] Moments of fun with people without thinking, just experiencing. In high school, a boy who does ballet would 
be regarded as probably gay, but not for the other dances, so it is cool to ask a lady to dance and do it 
well. 1 can see that people admire my dancing, and that is nice. 1 used to be an intellectual guy, but that has 
changed through dancing, meeting ladies.

8] Confidence, fun, contacts, creative potentiat...fun.
9] A physical outlet that 1 can excel at, and can share it with a lot of people, in a social setting, with music.
10] Dancing. Community. But dancing is the main one and where else does it exist? There are not as many

Ceroc clubs as there are salsa clubs. Ceroc is manufactured and not a natural outgrowth of a social and 
musical entity.

11] Something to do for fun and exercise, that involves lots of different people and random organisation.
12] It has exceeded my expectations. It's so much more than something to brag about. 1 haven't been to a pub 

night or a disco since starting salsa. It's my main circle of friends. And teaching people to dance is almost 
more fun than dancing — to give them something fun to do is very rewarding.

13] De-stress therapy. After a bad day in the lab, it’s better than a few drinks down in the pub. 1 cannot live 
without salsa. It’s the first thing 1 look for when travelling for work — is there any salsa in town? 1 never 
thought 1 could dance, but now that 1 can, it’s amazing for my sense of confidence.
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The form herewith is a collection of adjectives and adverbs designed 

to promote discussion and clarify thinking. The assignment was to 

give personal values to each in order to clarify a consensus of opinion 

on the degree of each needed to either lead salsa or follow. The 

participant was instructed to assign a value to the attribute, quality, 

or skill presented, 0 = none, and 5 = a considerable amount, perhaps 

even essential. See next page for the results.

Salsa Role Reversal 
Attributes chart
Name_________________________________

Date___________________________________

Hours logged in RR classes____

Approx hours logged outside RR class____

LEADING

Rate the attributes on a scale of 0-5.0 being 

none, 1 being not very much, and 5 being a 

lot How much of each skill do you need when 

you are leading5

FOLLOWING

Now go through the list again and rate these 

qualities, 0-5, in the role of following

For example

How much directing of the action. ie being in 

charge of the dancing, does the leader have5 

How much directing the action or being in 

charge of it does the follower have5

How much protecting the follower and provid

ing a structure for the follower to dance in 

does the leader do? How much protecting of 

the leader and providing the structure of the 

dance does the follower do5

How much independence, or choice, does the 

leader have in what figures to dance? How 

much independence or choice does the fol

lower have in what figures to dance?

Who has to have more ability to negotiate 

responses to changes in direction?

Do you have to have a good memory to be a 

good leader5 To be a good follower?

Who plays the assertive role? How much 

assertiveness does the leader have, and how 

much does the follower have?

And so on..

IttM LEADING SKILL / ATTRIBUTE / QUALITY
FOLLOWING 1

1 Directing the action/being in charge

2 Protecting/providing

3 Initiative

4 Independence/choice

5 Negotiating skills (non-verbal)

6 Memory

7 Assertiveness

8 Responsiveness

9 Problem solving

10 Flexibility (mental, not physical)

11 Gracefulness

12 Quick reaction

13 Receptiveness

14 Obedience

15 Being trustworthy

16 Having to trust

17 Cooperative

18 Loyalty

19 Commitment

20 Intuition

21 Multi-tasking

22 Forward planning

23 Decisive

24 Thinking

25 Authority

26 Sympathy/empathy

27 Supportive

28 Deference

29 Observant

30 Compliant

31 Attentive

32 Yielding

33 Acquiescent

34 Biddable

35 Confidence

36 Demanding

37 Dependable

38 Guidance

39 Manipulation

40 Vision

41 Responsibility

42 Physical strength
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Averaged values of attributes from all three studies
Pilot M+W Beta M+W Final M+W Final M Final W

Number of forms returned 14 ii 25 13 12
Role being rated L=leader, F=follower L F L F L F L F L F

1 Directing the action/being in charge 4.79 1.29 4.90 1.30 4.81 0.96 4.69 0.92 5.00 1.00
2 Protecting/providing 4.00 1.71 4.50 0.60 4.05 2.04 3.85 2.15 4.50 1.83
3 Taking initiative 4.93 1.21 4.60 1.00 4.48 2.25 4.23 2.23 4.92 2.17
4 Independence/having and exercising choice 2.79 2.21 4.50 0.80 3.71 2.00 4.08 1.85 3.58 2.08
5 Negotiating skills (non-verbal) 2.93 3.29 2.70 2.60 3.95 3.52 3.92 3.25 4.00 3.67
6 Memory 4.57 2.71 4.60 2.30 4.43 3.04 4.31 2.69 4.42 3.42
7 Assertiveness—gently exerting influence 4.21 1.36 4.60 1.90 4.62 2.25 4.38 1.92 4.83 2.58
8 Responsiveness 3.07 4.79 3.20 4.90 3.62 4.88 3.46 4.69 3.67 5.00
9 Using problem solving skills 3.79 3.14 3.70 3.20 3.81 3.33 3.23 2.69 4.58 4.00
10 Flexibility (mental, not physical) 3.57 4.00 2.80 3.90 3.76 4.39 3.38 4.00 3.92 4.83
11 Gracefulness 2.93 4.00 3.30 4.20 3.60 4.46 3.33 4.23 3.92 4.75
12 Having quick reflexes 4.00 4.79 3.50 4.70 2.95 4.58 2.46 4.23 3.75 5.00
13 Being receptive 3.21 4.64 2.40 5.00 3.14 4.92 3.00 4.85 3.33 5.00
14 Being obedient, ie taking and following direction 1.21 4.21 0.78 4.44 0.95 4.33 0.92 3.85 1.08 4.83
15 Being trustworthy 4.11 2.67 4.67 2.50 4.62 1.85 5.00 4.00
16 Having to trust 3.07 4.50 3.00 4.60 2.46 4.31 3.58 4.83
17 Being cooperative 3.14 3.50 2.80 5.00 3.71 4.71 3.38 4.54 4.08 4.92
18 Having loyalty—performing one’s best regardless 3.29 4.07 3.00 4.00 2.81 3.48 2.08 2.75 3.83 4.25
19 Commitment to the partnership 3.80 4.70 3.71 3.88 3.54 3.62 3.83 4.17
20 Intuition 1.70 4.40 3.40 4.04 3.17 3.69 3.33 4.50
21 Multi-tasking 4.50 2.50 4.43 3.38 4.31 2.85 4.58 4.00
22 Forward planning 4.40 1.40 4.43 1.63 4.08 1.38 4.67 1.83
23 Being decisive 4.60 2.10 4.71 2.17 4.54 2.00 4.92 2.33
24 Thinking 4.60 2.60 4.52 2.50 4.31 2.08 4.67 3.17
25 Authority 4.70 0.70 4.24 1.17 3.92 0.92 4.25 1.42
26 Having sympathy 3.78 3.56 3.90 3.46 4.08 3.62 3.67 3.33
27 Being supportive 3.20 4.90 4.05 3.83 3.69 3.85 4.33 3.83
28 Being deferential 0.70 4.90 2.48 3.87 2.00 3.69 3.45 4.09
29 Being observant 3.80 5.00 3.57 4.50 3.31 4.08 3.75 5.00
30 Being compliant 2.30 4.70 2.10 4.58 1.69 4.46 2.08 4.67
31 Being attentive 5.00 5.00 3.95 4.38 3.77 3.92 3.75 4.83
32 Yielding 0.40 4.70 1.57 3.67 1.31 3.23 1.92 4.25
33 Acquiescent 0.60 4.60 1.86 3.88 1.46 3.54 2.25 4.33
34 Biddable-doing what is requested 0.00 4.80 1.75 4.00 1.67 3.83 1.50 4.25
35 Having confidence 5.00 4.22 4.90 3.79 4.77 3.38 5.00 4.25
36 Being demanding—expecting a certain outcome 2.60 0.40 2.71 2.13 2.38 2.15 3.00 2.17
37 Being dependable 4.90 4.60 3.90 3.54 3.85 3.15 4.00 3.92
38 Giving guidance 4.78 0.20 4.52 1.42 4.31 1.38 4.92 1.42
39 Manipulating (shaping) the dance 3.13 1.20 3.52 2.08 3.38 1.46 3.75 2.58
40 having vision—an idea of how things should go 4.56 0.80 3.90 2.79 3.62 2.85 4.33 2.92
41 Degree of responsibility for the other’s welfare 5.00 2.60 4.57 3.00 4.38 2.69 4.75 3.42
42 Physical strength 3.20 2.30 2.33 1.83 1.62 1.15 3.17 2.55

Analysis of the results in the Attributes Chart

In plain English, the general perception, taken in order of the 

attributes on the chart (for easy reference, the paragraph numbers 

in the margin correspond to the numbered lines on the chart) is as 

follows:
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The leader is in charge and directs the action; the follower has little or 

no opportunity for taking charge. In evaluating this as an attribute 

of leading, the women in the final study, several who had by now 

considerable experience at leading, all rated directing the action at 

5 for leading. Among the men in the final study, 10 out of 13 rated 

this attribute at 5. As for directing being an attribute of the role of 

following, 0 appeared seven times, and 1 appeared seven times, out of 

25 participants in the final study.

The leader protects and provides the framework for the dance, although 

sometimes, in cases of need, for example where the leader can’t see 

the danger, the follower helps out.

The leader takes the initiative. The follower has some, but little and 

limited, usually to backleading in rueda when the leader has not 

heard, mis-heard, or forgotten a call.

The leader has more opportunity for independent choice.

Both roles do a fair amount of physical and spatial negotiating.

Leaders need to remember more things than followers do.

Leaders need to assert priorities and choices in order to communicate 

clearly to followers, but this by no means is brutal or dictatorial. 

Followers do some asserting, but much less compared to leaders, 

and is usually limited to expressing the dance through quality of 

movement, ie, using their skill and personality to influence the quality 

of the dance, which they perceive as harder to do and less effective 

than having the power of initiative.

Being responsive rated highly as an important skill for followers, 

higher in the opinion of the women (5.0 in the final study) than the 

men (4.69), even though the men were including their own experience 

in the evaluation. However 10 out of the 13 men rated it 5.

Using problem solving skills is necessary for both parties, but not 

essential for cither, however the women in the final study rated 

it quite highly for following (4), and the men rated it quite low 

for following (2.69), even though the men had learned to follow.

This may suggest that the men, even when switching to following, 

still experience the dance as the responsibility of the leader, and 

‘switching off’, as is so often described in interviews.

APPENDIX D: THE ATTRIBUTES CHART, AND ANALYSIS 219



10 Being flexible about the performance of the dance (ie, keeping an open 

mind and not sticking steadfastly to a vision or a routine) is a useful 

attribute for both dancers, although it is slightly more valued in 

followers. The value of this attribute, for both leaders and followers, 

increased with experience.

11 Being graceful is more important for followers than for leaders, but is 

an admired attribute for both roles. Interestingly, the averaged value 

from the women in the final study ranked it as high as 3.9 for leading 

and 4.75 for following, whereas the men downgraded it slightly

to 3.3 for leading and 4.23 for following, possibly suggesting that 

gracefulness is still something that men would rather not possess.

12 Having quick reflexes is essential for followers (rated 5) according to the 

women in the final study, and again (see no 8, being responsive) 10 

out of 13 men rated it 5 as well. Women in the final study gave it a 

higher value for leaders than the men did, 3.75 vs 3.33, but in general, 

leaders do NOT need to react as quickly as followers.

13 The women in final study, and all participants of the beta study rated 

being receptive 5.0 for following. The skill of receiving and accepting 

information is perceived to be much less important for leaders, 

perhaps due to the nature of the dance, where decoding is a constant 

among followers, and used only occasionally by leaders, as in a signal 

from the follower to avoid the couple behind, but it is still a useful 

skill for the leader to employ.

14 Being obedient gets a lower rating than being receptive, yet the two are 

closely linked. It’s still ranked highly at 4.33 by all final participants, 

but the term ‘obedience’ carries negative connotations of loss of 

esteem. Yet doing one’s utmost to correctly interpret a lead and 

perform as expected is considered best practice, and is rated quite 

highly in casual conversation, ie “She can follow anything I lead”

or “I can follow everything he leads” are high compliments and 

measures of success when evaluating the enjoyment of a dance. 

Leaders, on the other hand and in contrast to receptiveness, are not 

expected to have much need for obedience. The averaged value .95 by 

all participants in the final study, and was valued at .92 by the men 

and 1.08 by the women, as opposed to being ‘receptive’ as a leader, 

which was rated 3.14 all/3.0 men/3.33 women in the final study.
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15 Women in rhe final study deemed it essential (5) for leaders to be 

trustworthy. They also rated being trustworthy quite highly among 

followers as well (4), but men, on the other hand, rated trustworthy 

at 4.63 for leaders, and 1.85 for followers.

16 Conversely, the need to trust the leader figures highly in the opinions of 

followers, both men (4.31 in the final study) and women (4.83 in the 

final study). The need for a leader to trust the follower ranks 1.25 on 

the scale, over a point lower, for women, and 1.85 points lower for 

men. The less control you have, the more you need to trust the other 

to provide a quality service.

17 Everyone in the Beta study (11 participants) rated cooperation at the 

maximum value 5 for followers, as did 19 of the 25 participants in the 

final study. Only one person rated it as low as 3. For leading, however, 

cooperation is less valued, the men of the final study ranking it as 

3.38, and the women 4.08. In the beta study, the combined group 

averaged it as low as 2.80. The perception is, therefore, that leaders 

do not need to cooperate quite as much as followers do.

is Loyalty was a controversial attribute, given that connotations don’t

fit comfortably into partner dancing. Loyalty carries quite strong 

bonding implications, and performing one’s best regardless of the 

quality of the partner is only a temporary bonding, not necessarily 

seen as ‘loyalty’. Yet, given that there is an expectation that the 

follower will last the entire dance once asked unless circumstances 

are extreme, women rated loyalty at an average value of 4.25 for 

following. Men ranked the same as a lowly 2.28 for following, 

suggesting that their perception of loyalty gained in the role of 

following differs considerably from that of women.

19 Commitment, on the other had, was easier to assess. Again, women 

ranked commitment higher in both roles than did the men, as

was true for loyalty, but the men rated commitment nearly 1.5 

points higher than loyalty (3.54 as opposed to 2.08) for leading. 

Commitment appears to be a value that is expected to be shared 

within the partnership, although not equally shared.

20 The role of the follower requires intuition, but more according to women 

than to men. The men of the final study, reasonably accomplished
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followers, rated intuition in following at 3.69 on average, hut the 

women of the final study rated it at 4.5 on average. As a quality useful 

for leading, the women drop the rating to 3.33, and the men even 

further to 3.17. Intuition is more valuable if you are a follower than if 

you are a leader.

The skill of multi-tasking, contrary to popular conceptions about the 

female, is rated more essential in leading than in following. Women in 

the final study rated it on average at 4; men at a lower value of 2.85. 

For leading, the women rated it at 4.58, more than for following, 

and the men likewise, giving it an average of 4.31. The beta study 

returned similar results: multi-tasking, ie watching the space, 

choreographing the moves, sending the coded message, providing 

a sense of trust, confidence, and dependability, shaping the dance 

and dancing to the music, is needed for more for leading than for 

following.

There is a wide gulf in the averaged value of forward planning for 

leading and following. Followers don’t need very much of it, and 

leaders need a lot. This is consistent through out all the studies.

Similarly, being decisive is seen as a leading skill and not a following 

skill, although both men and women considered that following does 

include a certain amount of deciding what the coded message is, 

hoping you got it right, and then performing it with confidence.

Although in interviews, dancers claim to not think very much, and just 

perform, thinking was rated above 4 across all studies for leading, at 

between 2 and 3.1 for following. Still, lesser for following than for 

leading, however.

Authority, or having a commanding authorship withing the dance, was 

rated at the high end of the scale for leading (4.7 in the beta study, to 

4.24 in the final study), and low end of the scale for following (.7 for 

the beta study and 1.17 for the final study). Women pushed up the 

value to 1.42 for followers in the final study, but the spread remains 

wide: authority is perceived as an attribute of leading.

Having sympathy or empathy for the other was rated about the 

same for leading and following, at around the middle of the scale; ie, 
not an essential skill requiring huge amounts of it, but somewhere in

APPENDIX D: THE ATTRIBUTES CHART, AND ANALYSIS 222



the middle for both. On average, men in the final study ranked it at 

4.08 for leading but 3.62 for following, and women rated it at only 

3.67 for leading and 3.33 for following. This difference is visible in 

all the studies in overall averages: slightly more sympathy/empathy is 

needed for leading than for following.

‘Supportive’ is a difficult category, and the results show the word 

needs further definition and clarification to be useful. Determining 

which role is the supportive role is less decisive in results. In the 

beta study, the value of 5 was assigned to following by 9 out of 10 

participants. The average in leading was a mere 3.2, but in the final 

study, where the dancers were more experienced, leading nudged 

ahead of following 4.05 to 3.83. The breakdown between men and 

women in the final study was also inconclusive; men gave supportive a 

higher value for following than the women did, who gave 4.33 as the 

average for leading, and 3.83 for following. A larger sample is needed 

to draw any conclusion, however it seems clear that, regardless of 

how much, both roles appear to involve some kind of supportive 

behaviour, although I expected to see supportive as a follower’s trait 

and not a leader’s trait based on flavours of interviews. I suggest that 

the definition of supportive has gendered connotations: for men, it 

involves support in the form of providing stability and a framework 

for her, and for the women, support means conscientious reliability 

and willingness. In other gender studies (see below and sections 5.2 

and 5.3 of this document) reveal ‘supportive’ as adjectives commonly 

applied to both genders, for different reasons.

Who exercises a more deferential role, deferring to the wishes of the 

other, was more conclusive in the pilot (.7 for leaders and a very high 

4.9 for followers) than in the final study, where leaders were judged 

to take a deferential position in the act of admiring the follower’s 

skill and in modifying the lead to accommodate the follower’s level. 

Across all studies, participants tended to assign a more deferential 

role to following than to leading, the women of the final study 

ranking the value at 4.09 on average. The men of the final study 

dropped the value to 2 on average, for deferring while leading.

Being observant pulled some high scores for following. Every member of
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the beta study ranked it at 5 for following, and every female member 

of the final study ranked it at 5 for following. The men of the final 

study dropped the value to 4.08 for following, but none of the 

averages assigned higher than 3.8 for being observant while leading. 

3.8 is not insignificant however, so one can conclude that being 

observant is an important skill for both roles, but more important, 

indeed almost essential, for following.

Being compliant is clearly a skill needed for following more than leading. 

Although none of the studies gave it an across the board score of 5, 

the spread is 2 points or more, following being ranked between 4.7 

and 4.46, a stable consistency across the board, and leading being 

ranked between 1.69 and 2.30, a consistently low average.

Being attentive was the only attribute to be given a 5.0 for both leading 

and following, in the beta study. After that, in the final study, the 

averages came down to 3.95 for leading and 4.38 for following. The 

women of the final study pushed this value up by turning in 10 out 

of 1 1 values of 5 — only one woman in the final study rated it lower 

than 5 and she gave it a 3.

In the beta study, only one of the participants rated yielding as an 

attribute for leading higher than 0. Throughout the rest of the 

averages, it never drops below 1.31 for leading, and goes as high 

as 1.92 according to the women of the final study; ie, by the final 

study, women considered that leaders needed to do a fair amount of 

yielding to the follower. But the majority of yielding, according to 

everyone, is done by followers, ranking 3.23 by the men in the final 

study, and as high as 4.70 by all in the beta study.

Acquiescence and yielding should measure quite closely, and they do. 

But women in the final study push the value up slightly for leading, 

to 2.25 for acquiescence and opposed to 1.92. This is probably too 

close to be significant in these samples. The over all values agree that 

acquiescence is a follower’s trait, rather than a leader’s trait.

Biddable, ie willingly doing what is requested and just getting on with it 

without fuss, is the only value to receive an across the board 0, given 

by the beta group, for leading. All the other values are less than 2 for 

leading, and between 4.80 and 3.83 for following, another clear result;
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being biddable is a good trait for followers, and is useful in small 

quantities for leaders.

Having confidence receives a 5.0 for leading from the beta group, and 

from the women of the final study. Confidence is by no means a 

prerogative of the leaders, however. All considered that a large degree 

of confidence is necessary for the follower, although not as much as 

for a leader — 4.9 for leading vs 3.79 for following, averaged for all 

results in the final study, more than a point spread.

Being demanding, ie, expecting a certain outcome to be delivered, was a 

problematic attribute. Although in interviews, both men and women 

leaders asserted adamantly that backleading is not appreciated in 

a follower, no one wanted to subscribe to the connotation of being 

demanding as a leader. Expecting a certain behaviour and demanding 

one are very different values, one being benign and the other seen as 

being aggressive at best and vaguely malevolent at worst. The values 

assigned by both the beta and the final participants were low for 

both roles (under 3), edging up only slightly (+.4), and therefore, 

probably not significantly for leading, as rated by the women of the 

final study, where it scores an average of 3.0. Perhaps the women felt 
that men were a bit more demanding as leaders from their experience 

as followers, and perhaps they felt that as leaders, they, as women, 

needed to be a little more demanding to ensure their male followers 

get it right, as suggested by comments in class, but a larger sample of 

participants is needed to be conclusive.

There should be little difference in being dependable and being 

trustworthy for leading, which is the case, but for following, a 

slight difference reveals itself. Whereas being trustworthy was not 

as important a quality for following as it was for leading, being 

dependable is a much more egalitarian quality, differing no more 

than a half a point in any analysis of the data. In fact, women in the 

final study rank this as being nearly equal, with an average of 4.0 for 

leaders and 3.92 for followers. However, in none of the studies does 

it rank higher for following than it does for leading. In other words, 

being dependable is just slightly, but consistently, a higher attribute 

for leading than for following.
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38 Across the board, and in all analyses, giving guidance is seen as a quality 

of leading. The spread of values is wide, from the highest average of 

4.92 for leading (given by the women in the final study) to the lowest 

of .2 for following (given by the pilot group).

39 Manipulating, or shaping the dance through subtle influence, is another 

emotive category. Leading is consistently given a higher value for this 

than following, as the skill of leading is sophisticated and frequently 

invisible to observers, but followers are given credit (an average score 

of no higher than 2.58) for using their personality as well as technical 

skills such as resistance and personal interpretation, to alter what the 

leader intends to do next, without backleading and disrupting the 

flow of the dance.

40 In the pilot study, followers were given little credit (.8) for having an 

over-all vision of what each dance should be, or look like, and leaders 

were assigned an average value of 4.56. But by the final study, the 

followers’ value crept up to nearly 3 (2.85 from the men and 2.92 from 

the women), suggesting that with experience, participants began

to view the partnership as having a shared vision, even though the 

leaders had the power of choreography. In other words, choreography 

is not everything; interpretation, intuition, and hours logged help to 

create a shared vision of what might be expected.

41 Likewise, with experience it appears that the role of the follower in 

having a degree of responsibility for the other’s welfare increases. In 

the pilot study, the group gave this value a 5.0 for leading, and a low 

score of 2.60 for following. But in the final study, the overall averaged 

dropped a bit to 4.57 for leading, and rose a little bit to 3.0 for 

following. Women, once again, ranked this attribute higher than men 

did for following, suggesting that the men are not so aware of taking 

responsibility in the follower’s role, and the women have developed 

an increased an awareness of sharing the responsibility of the other’s 

welfare through the leading experience.

42 Physical strength was not considered to be a hugely significant factor 

in successful leading. Physical size and strength, men on the average 

being larger and stronger than women, was frequently raised as a 

possible reason for why men lead and women follow, even though it
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is easy to find examples in clubs of slight men leading larger women, 

and most teachers emphasize skill and timing over strength and size. 

So it is not surprising to find that as an attribute, the values given 

to physical strength across all three studies are quite low, averaging 

in the final study at 2.33 for leading and a nearly matching at 1.83 

for following. Even so, even at these low values, there is a consensus 

across all analyses that leading requires a bit more strength than 

following.
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