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Chapter 1 


QUEERING PARTNER DANCE – AN INTRODUCTION

Val Meneau and Sydney Hutchinson

Cuban social dance forms like rueda, a salsa relative in which dancers trade partners around a circle, are widely recognized as heteronormative and male-dominated (Schneider 2013, Boulila 2020) – not unlike DanceSport, or competitive ballroom dance. So the first time I, Val, attended a rueda class after coming out as non-binary, I was really worried about the politics of the space. It was in Graz, a rather small city in Austria, and occurred shortly after I had decided to leave the DanceSport scene because my gender transition had made it impossible for me to participate. What made me decide to go was that the class was going to focus on Rueda Switch, in which dancers don’t just change partners but also roles. Due to a scheduling error, however, I ended up attending the class that was taking place just before – a heteronormative rueda class for advanced dancers. I didn’t know much about rueda, but I had been socialized as a leader, so when I was asked which role I would dance, I chose lead; I found that my skills from years of competitive Latin ballroom dancing transferred over, helping me to adapt quickly. In terms of the community, while occasional slip-ups with pronouns did occur, I was pleasantly surprised to find that overall the space felt very inclusive. No one really cared about my make-up or outfit choices, so I carried on with both classes.

Three months later I moved to Vienna, a much bigger city. This move was an important one for my queerness. I had come to terms with the fact that I couldn’t live in a small and less diverse city like Graz anymore, because of the experiences of otherness and violence that I had to deal with on a daily basis. In Vienna, I learnt a whole new way of thinking. Instead of apologizing for being myself everywhere I went, I expected a certain baseline about how to be treated as a queer person. I hadn’t realized at the time that the rueda group in Graz was so good at ‘the gender thing’ because other out, non-binary dancers had joined the group before me. So when I started looking for classes in Vienna to continue, my expectations were high. I wanted a group that would make me feel included and offer me a high level of dance.

And I was disappointed. In one school, the teacher used ‘man’ and ‘woman’ instead of ‘leader’ and ‘follower’. In another school, even though teachers consistently used ‘leader’ and ‘follower’, they also used ‘he’ to address leaders and ‘she’ to address followers; much worse, they taught gendered mechanics, for instance, by emphasizing the chest for leaders and the hips for followers during mambo steps. That they assumed all leaders were male and all followers were female became patently obvious when they tasked followers with putting a hand on the leader’s chest. They assumed that the leaders had flat chests (which I didn’t) and that they would be comfortable with this kind of touch with a relative stranger (which I wasn’t). Their teaching practices fostered assimilation and shamed non-normative bodies, like mine. Eventually, I also joined a queer salsa group in Vienna. The space was much more inclusive, led by a queer woman and full of other queers, but at the same time the group was recently formed and the teacher had had to start from scratch, while I had years of experience. Although I greatly enjoyed the community, the level of dancing did not meet my needs.

In the end, I had to choose between a community that accepted or even respected my queerness and a group that had a compatible dance level. I couldn’t help but notice that cis straight dancers wouldn’t have had to choose: the choice was a specificity of my queerness in an overwhelmingly cisheteronormative dance environment. And to be clear, the reason the rueda dance environment is not inclusive is not because the people who create it are bad people but because oppression in Western societies is primarily enacted in unconscious actions, thoughts, images, representations and desires (Young 1990: 132). It was the entire scene’s lack of awareness that put me in this situation. And it is one reason we feel the present volume is necessary.

For me, Sydney, the situation was a bit different. I started dancing salsa around age sixteen in Tucson, Arizona, because I was attracted to the music and the fact that salsa afforded a way to enter a scene and meet people I might not otherwise have done. I thought very little about its gender politics – if anything, I felt salsa gave me tools for expressing a fierce and assertive feminine self, even though I didn’t feel particularly feminine in other parts of my life (for instance, I often played male roles in high school plays because they offered more comedic scope, and in music theory courses I insisted on singing in the tenor section, both a form of a rebellion and an accommodation to my relatively deep voice).

It wasn’t until I moved to New York in my mid-twenties that I was forced to really think about salsa and its gender protocols. A few months after arrival, I moved into a house in Brooklyn with two Latinx roommates: a gay man and a straight woman. Best friends since childhood, they had developed a way of dancing together that was entirely new to me. Not only did their body and arm styling cross gendered boundaries but they frequently and seamlessly switched the lead mid-dance. My mind was blown, and I wanted more of it.

This book also exists to fill that wish, one I believe many other dancers share, or will share once they encounter the liberatory possibilities of queer partner dance.


Why queer(ing) partner dance?

Queer partner dance – what is it? Why study it or try to do it?
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Figure 1.1 Venn diagram of social partner dance.




Partner dance is ‘a type of paired dance rooted in that gendered lead/follow system’ (Kaminsky 2020: 4), unlike ‘social dance’, which can take any form of paired or group interaction (see Figure 1.1). Partner dance, which is not social, is competitive or staged; social dance, which is not partnered, is group dance. Competitive and social partner dances differ in their practices, audiences and forms of gendering. Social dances are typically at least partly improvised, with touch and pressure as the primary communication channels, whereas sight is central in stage or competitive dancing (Kaminsky 2020: 11). In social partner dance, the primary audience is one’s partner, whereas in staged or competitive dance it is a public. Some partner dances are social, while others are practised to be performed in front of an audience. Staged dances, which aim to satisfy a large public, are more likely to focus on the male gaze by focusing attention on the female dancer’s body (Hanna 1988: 30; Thomas 2003: 161; Burt 2007: 50; Kaminsky 2020: 143). Social dances may feature more balanced negotiations because their primary audience is an audience of one (the partner or other co-dancers); social dancers may also find it easier to resist normative demands because their livelihoods do not depend on their dancing. Thus, social partner dance floors tend to be more progressive and permissive than are the staged versions of the ‘same’ dances; for example, social ballroom dancers have been experimenting with role-swapping for years, whereas this practice is nowhere to be seen on a cishet competitive floor.

If partner dances are built on a binary notion of gender which is explicitly hierarchized – men lead and dominate; women follow and submit – queer dance practices are those which aim to counter or disrupt that binary. While ‘queer’ is also an identity label, these practices may be enacted by dancers of any identity. Here in the introduction, when we say ‘queer dancers’, we refer to dancers from diverse identity groups who are united in their commitment to non-hegemonic partner dance practices unless otherwise specified. So while we foreground queer communities, we particularly focus on queer as a way of doing politics, resistance, subversion and transgression, as well as a form of coalitional labour that spans identities. In this book, some chapters focus on queer-identified dancers, others on queer practices among cis straight dancers; some focus on staged partner dance (Meneau & Settomini, Wong, Plass), while most focus on social dancing (González, McMains et al., Vidrin, Hutchinson & Mandal, Hall, Eriksson, Helmersson, Alexander, Jacobsen, WonPat-Borja & Nguyễn). Due to the specificity of different fields, locations and languages, and due to the distinct politics deployed in them, the contributors to this collection use different acronyms to refer to the community or communities of which they speak, ‘signaling the diversity of life that always exceeds attempts at shorthand’ (Adeyemi, Khubchandani and Rivera-Servera 2021: 4). What unites each of the contributions is a particular attention to the body, a celebration of heterogeneity and a critique of ‘normative understandings and presentations of sexuality and gender’ (Croft 2017: 9).

Since the contributions come from a variety of countries (Germany, Austria, Italy, the UK, the United States, Argentina, Mexico, Sweden, India and Norway) and cover local, transnational and dance-specific settings, the type of queerness discussed varies from chapter to chapter. Queerness is, in fact, contextual. It depends on the cisheteronormative formation of each time and place. Discussing queerness at a transnational level usually activates a set of binaries – global/local, modernity/tradition, imported/autochthonous, white/of colour, liberated/ restrictive, inclusive/homophobic, where each pole is imagined as homogeneous. These fantasies have been described as the ‘simplistic paradigm of cultural borrowing’ or the ‘import-export calculus of global queering’ (Jackson 2009: 362). In these narratives, the non-West is constructed as a ‘largely passive recipient of foreign cultural forms and the West a site of homosexual innovation and agency’, while the ‘West’ or Global North, as a hegemonic cultural power, is depicted as imposing ‘its form of modernity – whether by imperialism in the colonial era or economic neo-imperialism after World War II’ or simply by overwhelming non-Western cultures through its ubiquitous presence (Jackson 2009; 366). Even when coming from a progressive political standpoint, West/rest constructions present each position as monolithic, failing to recognize that both sides are always already hybrid and that queer labels are heterogeneous in and of themselves.

By tracing the global circulation of the word ‘queer’, Tellis and Bala question how US (cultural) imperialism may seem to create queerness where there was previously none. Such imperialist narratives suggest that when it comes to sexuality and sexual identity, the global majority is pre-modern while the United States is the incarnation of modernity (Tellis and Bala 2015, 14), a viewpoint which, while always questionable, has recently become particularly untenable. Tellis and Bala also emphasize the uneven, ambivalent and contradictory trajectories of the term ‘queer’ around the Global South: while it is sometimes used to critique national ideologies or politics, sometimes it instead exacerbates asymmetries and supports neoliberal governance (Tellis and Bala 2015: 20). In fact, queer people around the world have used the ‘queer’ term and identity selectively and innovatively (2009: 14), making it impossible or at least risky to assume any overlap.1

Even in the West, the use of these terms has changed over time and is not homogeneous. For example, after the word ‘queer’ became used as a liberating term for LGBT people of colour in the context of 1990s HIV/AIDS activism in the United States, it lost critical significance as some of the movement’s members – namely, cisgender white gay men and lesbians – received increasing legal recognition and increasingly participated in homonationalism, homonormativity and assimilation (Tellis and Bala 2015, 20). Furthermore, the term ‘queer’ is coded differently in various Western countries, in part because non-native English speakers may not relate to the shame that this word evokes for those who grew up being insulted by it. We engage in different forms of reclamation in our mother tongues or in the countries in which we live. Finally, Adeyemi mentions that in the United States, people of colour tend to shy away from the label ‘queer’, as it has come to mostly designate a white demographic (Adeyemi 2022: 30–1), while Corboz highlights that the imagination of a common, unified queer, gay or lesbian culture or identity ‘masks the incredible diversity found among non-heterosexual or transgender people’ (Corboz 2009: 12). Categories are limited and non-static, even in the West.

Exchanges and hybridization processes between the Global North and South are more complex than they might initially appear. Transnational queer cultural patterns are emerging alongside new forms of cultural difference, international commonalities and local forms of queer modernity (Jackson 2009: 359). In partner dancing, globalization is evident in the formation of international communities. Each dance style establishes its own aesthetic norms through teaching, travel, congresses and competitions, as well as through globalized media production and social media. However, these dance styles do not necessarily interact with each other and often fail to make space for local and regional differences. With Queering Partner Dance, we aim to pay attention to transnational and translinguistic exchanges and border crossings that occur in specific dance contexts and across dance styles. We welcome cross-pollination and the exchange of meanings, and we accept that some things will inevitably be lost in translation. We will not remain loyal to the original meaning, whether in dance or language, because loyalty in translation stems from colonization (Ruvalcaba 2016: 5). The experience of queerness at a dance competition in rural Italy, a class in metropolitan India, a party in Mexico or a festival in Sweden will necessarily be different. At the same time, global exchanges of dance material through video and of knowledge through travelling teachers, as well as the emergence of transnational or transregional dance circuits, enable the crystallization of gender and sexuality norms which may differ from those of the surrounding society. While specific to each dance, such norms may also connect to different kinds of queerness and transcend international borders.

The genesis of this volume has been similarly border-crossing. We, the editors, met at a conference of the Gesellschaft für Musikforschung in Berlin during a joint symposium on Women’s & Gender Studies and German-Iberoamerican Musical Relations titled ‘Danzas, bailes, género’, where Sydney’s keynote on Latina/o/x partner dance dynamics, colonialism and decolonization found much common ground with Val and Giulia Settomini’s lecture-demonstration on queer Latin DanceSport practices. Our identities and life experiences contrast, at least superficially: Sydney is a middle-aged, straight, cisgender female ethnomusicologist with a background in salsa dance, Val is a trans, non-binary, sapphic gender studies scholar in their early thirties (young, in Sydney’s view!) with a background in Latin DanceSport. Yet we shared deeper values, including a long-standing interest in partner dance gendering practices (for Sydney, that interest framed some of her very first conference papers in 2004 and 2007), a belief in the necessity of queering partner dance and a desire to encourage further research in this area.

Our focus on queer partner dance in this volume aims, in part, to fill gaps in the literature. Studies of social dance remain relatively rare in dance studies to date, yet theory
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Note


	1See Ho (2024) for a discussion of the local term ‘joso’ in contrast with the imported ‘toransujenda’ (transgender); Nyanzi (in Amirali et al 2024, p. 255) for the politics surrounding human rights and homosexuality legislation in Uganda; and Ruvalcaba (2016) for analogous debates in Latin America. See also Jackson (2009) and Atay (2020) on local and global queer languages.
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