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Abstract 

Through the entry point of salsa dancing, this study explores the circulation of 

people, imaginaries, dance movements, conventions and affects from a transnational 

perspective. In particular, it examines the negotiations of gender and ethnicity and 

analyses the transnational careers of salsa dance professionals. It develops a 

theoreÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȱ, taking into account the embodied 

ÄÏÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ Ȱregimes of mobilityȱ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 

positions in a transnational field. 

The research rests on a qualitative, multi-sited study with the hitherto neglected 

group of salsa dancers, including multiple research phases over a period of three 

years between 2013 and 2016. The short-term embodied ethnography took place at 

salsa congresses, in salsa studios and during salsa holidays in cities in Europe and 

Cuba, as well as online (mainly on Facebook). In total, 36 semi-structured, problem-

centred interviews were conducted with female and male salsa dancers. 

This thesis draws on an interdiscipl inary approach, mobilising theoretical 

frameworks developed in diverse research fields within the social sciences, such as 

research on migration and (im)mobility, tourism, ethnicity, gender, affect, as well as 

dance, music and art. It suggests that the crossing of such diverse fields can help to 

overcome some of the theoretical and methodological limits of existing research. It 

argues that a transnational perspective combined with an (im)mobilities approach 

can fruitfully be integrated into the analysis of dance- or art-related Ȱ×ÏÒÌÄÓȱ to 

enhance the understanding of the shaping of such transnational social fields, 

including an awareness of globe-spanning power relations. It also contributes to on-

going methodological debates within migration and mobility studies, notably on the 

ȰÄÅ-ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÄÅÓÉgns, by selecting salsa dancers by their presence at 

ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ȰÅÔÈÎÉÃȱ ÏÒ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȢ The thesis 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÅÎÔÁÎÇÌÅÄ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÅÄ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ 

to mobility and the importance of social capital and imaginaries in this process. 

This study relies on an analysis that ranges from the intimate gendered and 

ethnicised/racialised moves on the dance floor to the cross-border mobility of salsa 

dance professionals, and it thereby contributes to a deeper theoretical and empirical 
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understanding of gendered and ethnicised/racialised transnational processes. 

Notably, it explores from a micro-sociological perspective how salsa dancers 

renegotiate gendered and ethnicised/racialised practices in embodied ways and 

demonstrates the different salience of these two categories. It also explores the 

ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱȟ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÁÔegies and accumulation of what is identified  as 

ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

careers in order to go beyond celebratory accounts of salsa as the Esperanto of the 

body. As this thesis demonstrates, research on spatial mobility and transnational 

networks through the prism of dance allows for alternative perspectives on social 

organisation, transnational encounters and global inequalities. 

 

Keywords:  Mobility; gender; ethnicity; salsa dance; entangled mobilities; 

transnational circulation  
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Résumé 

Au travers d'une étude sur la danse salsa, cette thèse ÓȭÉÎÔïÒÅÓÓÅ Û ÌÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÅ 

personnes, d'imaginaires, de mouvements de danse, de conventions et ÄȭïÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ 

dans une perspective transnationale. En particulier, elle met en lumière les 

ÎïÇÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÄÅ ÇÅÎÒÅ ÅÔ ÄȭÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔï ÅÔ ÅÌÌÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÌÅÓ ÃÁÒÒÉîÒÅÓ transnationales des 

danseurs et danseuses de salsa professionnel.le.s. Elle développe un cadre théorique 

qui permet d'étudier le« circuit de la salsa », tout en tenant compte des pratiques 

incorporées des danseurs et danseuses, des « régimes de mobilité » et des positions 

différentes des individus dans un champ transnational. 

Cette recherche se base sur une étude qualitative et multi -située menée en plusieurs 

phases entre 2013 et 2016 auprès de danseurs et danseuses de salsa. Une 

ethnographie incorporée de courte durée a été réalisée lors de congrès de salsa, dans 

des studios de salsa, pendant des voyages de salsa dans des villes d'Europe et à Cuba, 

ÁÉÎÓÉ ÑÕȭÅÎ-ÌÉÇÎÅ ɉÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌÅÍÅÎÔ &ÁÃÅÂÏÏËɊȢ *ȭÁÉ ÃÏÎÄÕÉÔ ÕÎ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÄÅ έΰ ÅÎÔÒÅÔÉÅÎÓ 

semi-structurés et centrés sur un problème avec des danseuses et danseurs de salsa. 

#ÅÔÔÅ ÔÈîÓÅ ÓȭÁÐÐÕÉÅ ÓÕÒ ÕÎÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÃÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÁÉÒÅ ÅÔ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÓÅ ÄÅÓ ÃÁÄÒÅÓ 

théoriques développés dans des champs de recherche divers au sein des sciences 

sociales, tels que les recherches sur les migrations et les mobilités, sur le tourisme, 

ÓÕÒ ÌȭÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔïȟ ÌÅ ÇÅÎÒÅȟ ÌȭÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÁÉÎÓÉ ÑÕÅ ÓÕÒ ÌÁ ÄÁÎÓÅ ÅÔ ÓÕÒ ÌΈÁÒÔȢ %ÌÌÅ ÄïÆÅÎÄ ÌΈÉÄïÅ 

que l'articulation de ces différents champs de recherche permet de dépasser  

certaines limites théoriques et méthodologiques des recherches existantes. En effet, 

une perspective transnationale combinée avec une approche en terme d'(im)mobilité 

ÐÅÕÔ ðÔÒÅ ÉÎÔïÇÒïÅ Û ÌȭÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÄÅÓ Ⱥ mondes Ȼ ÄÅ ÌÁ ÄÁÎÓÅ ÏÕ ÄÅ ÌȭÁÒÔ ÅÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÉÒÅ Û ÕÎÅ 

meilleure compréhension de ces champs transnationaux, sans négliger les relations 

de pouvoir globales. Cette thèse contribue également aux débats méthodologiques 

au sein des études des migrations et des mobilités, notamment en ce qui concerne la 

« des-ethnisation » des designs de recherche. En effet, les danseurs et danseuses de 

salsa au centre de ce travail ont été choisis en raison de leur présence lors des 

évenements plutôt que sur la base de catégorisations « ethniques » ou nationales. 

Cette thèse développe la notion de « mobilités enchevêtrées Ȼ ÐÏÕÒ ÓÁÉÓÉÒ ÌȭÁÃÃîÓ 
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ÄÉÆÆïÒÅÎÃÉï Û ÌÁ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔï ÅÔ ÌȭÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÄÕ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÔ ÄÅÓ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÉÒÅÓ ÄÁÎÓ ÃÅ 

processus. 

Cette étude développe une analyse qui part des mouvements intimes genrés et 

ethnicisés/racialisés sur la piste de danse et s'étend à la mobilité transfrontalière des 

professionnel.le.s de la danse salsa. Ce faisant, elle contribue à une meilleure 

compréhension théorique et empirique des processus transnationaux genrés et 

ethnicisés. En particulier, elle explore dans une perspective micro-sociologique 

ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÌÅÓ ÄÁÎÓÅÕÒÓ ÅÔ ÄÁÎÓÅÕÓÅÓ ÄÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÎïÇÏÃÉÅÎÔȟ ÄȭÕÎÅ ÍÁÎÉîÒÅ ÉÎÃÁÒÎïÅȟ ÄÅÓ 

ÐÒÁÔÉÑÕÅÓ ÇÅÎÒïÅÓ ÅÔ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÓïÅÓȾÒÁÃÉÁÌÉÓïÅÓ ÅÔ ÍÏÎÔÒÅ ÌȭÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÖÁÒÉÁÂÌÅ ÄÅ ÃÅÓ 

deux catégories. Elle analyse le « travail affectif  », les stratégies de réseautage et 

ÌȭÁÃÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÅ Ⱥ capital salsa » des professionnel.le.s dans la construction de 

ÌÅÕÒÓ ÃÁÒÒÉîÒÅÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÅÓ ÁÆÉÎ ÄȭÁÌÌÅÒ ÁÕ-delà des récits de la salsa comme 

Esperanto du corps. Comme cette thèse le démontre, la recherche sur la mobilité 

spatiale et les réseaux transnationaux à travers le prisme de la danse offre une 

ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÕÒ ÌȭÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÅȟ ÌÅÓ ÒÅÎÃÏÎÔÒÅÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÅÓ ÅÔ ÌÅÓ 

inégalités globales.  

 

Mots -clés: mobilité  ; genre ; ethnicité ; danse de salsa ; mobilités enchevêtrées ; 

circulation transnationale  
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Introduction 

An ethnographic entry to salsa 

)ÔȭÓ Á ÃÏÌÄ 3ÁÔÕÒÄÁÙ evening in February 2016 I am surrounded by small groups 

of people all heading towards the convention centre near the lake in the heart 

of Zurich. As I open the doors, I can immediately hear the rhythmic music 

drifting down the stairs.  I pass beneath an arch of multi coloured balloons; this 

year the Salsafestival Switzerland celebrates its 15th anniversary (see Picture 1). 

In the entrance hall, people are queuing for their tickets (about 55 Euro for 

tonight), but I already wear the wristband I put on the day before, allowing me 

access during the whole festival: three party nights and the workshops during 

Saturday and Sunday.  

I take off my coat and warm boots and change into a pair of dance shoes, made 

of soft black leather, with heels low enough to make it through the night but 

high enough for me to be considered a salsa dancer. Around me women and 

men are doing the same, changing their street shoes for dance shoes and 

ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÁÄÙ ÆÏÒ ȰÔÈÅ ÂÉÇÇÅÓÔ 3ÁÌÓÁ ÐÁÒÔÙ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ×ÉÔÈ ήЕέ ÄÁÎÃÅÆÌÏÏÒÓȱȟ ÁÓ 

ÔÏÎÉÇÈÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÙ ÉÓ announced in the festival programme. People remove their 

coats and jackets to reveal short dresses, black trousers combined with  fancy 

shirts and suits appear. The dancers have followed ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÔÏ ÏÆ ÔÏÎÉÇÈÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÙȟ 

ȰÄÒÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓȱ, and the sportswear dominating the look at the daytime 

workshops has completely disappeared. I look around, as people arrive in small 

groups or couples. I spot a familiar face and greet him with a kiss on each 

cheek. Next to us I hear others doing the same, speaking English and talking 

about the last salsa festival where they met ɀ was it in Rovinj (Croatia) last 

summer, in Berlin last autumn or in Krasnoyarsk (Siberia) this winter?  

I leave my coat at the cloakroom and walk through the hall, passing the festival 

posters from the last 14 years, presented on big easels. The first is from 2002 

and shows a dancing couple on red background, accompanied by this 

explanation: Ȱ)ÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÓÁ #ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓ ÏÆ 0ÕÅÒÔÏ 2ÉÃÏ ή 3×ÉÓÓ 3ÁÌÓÁ-

musqueteers [sic] present the Salsa Kongress [sic] Zürich, the one with the ȬKȭȢȱ 

I walk up the stairs and take a look at the large roll -up posters announcing 
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future events in Bordeaux, Milan , Antwerp, ,ÏÎÄÏÎȟ £ÉÂÅÎÉË (Croatia), 

Düsseldorf, Sopot (Poland), Paris, Frankfurt , Maribor and Munich . There are 

also ads for Salsa Holidays in Mallorca and salsa schools in Zurich. On a table 

by the wall, printed flyers advertise all these festivals and more in: Limassol 

(Cyprus), Northwest UK, Monaco, St. Gallen (Switzerland), Vilnius, Frankfurt,  

Minsk, Warsaw, Graz, Prague, Kiev, Antalya, Rovinj (Croatia), Stuttgart, 

Marrakesh, Hamburg, Dubai and Lebanon. 

 

Picture 1 Flyer Salsa Festival Switzerland 2016. 

As I continue, the music gets louder and people rush up the stairs; ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ 

11pm and the shows start on time, as the organiser likes to stress. I enter the big 

hall upstairs and pass the (now closed) booths where dancers can purchase all 
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the dance shoes, CD and clothes they want ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙȭÓ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐÓȢ ) ÆÉÎÄ 

myself immersed in a dressed-up crowd, feeling the excitement of a long 

dancing night ahead. Some people hold a drink, but most of them stand 

around the large wooden dance floor or have already formed a couple and 

started to dance: woman and man, often touching only with their hands, 

sometimes with a hand on a shoulder or ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȭÓ back, they move 

quickly to the music, stepping forwards and backwards, changing place and 

turning around, flicking hair, smiling .1 They dance together for one or two 

songs, then separate when the music comes to an end and reform new couples. 

After a well-known salsa song ends, the DJ changes the music and the attention 

turns to the huge stage installed on one side of the room where the host 

welcomes the first performers to the stage.  

During the next hour , different dance couples and groups successively perform 

their choreographed shows, dressed in colourful costumes, and applauded 

enthusiastically by hundreds of people. The first performance is by an amateur 

group who won the stargate-show this afternoon, a competition for the 

thousands of aspiring salsa amateurs who want to perform on stage. They are 

followed by more complex, quick performances, including acrobatic lifts, with 

female dancers balancing over the heads of their male partners, swirling 

through the air and holding their pose on the floor in splits as the salsa music 

stops. Other dancers perform to pop and rock music; without touching each 

other they interpret their story. The last dance couple interprets Cuban music, 

and demonstratively wave with a Cuban flag when leaving the stage. At the end 

the public applauds, whistles and screams and all the performers come back, 

but not on stage: instead, they walk directly onto the dance floor where they 

invite individuals from  the public to dance with them. The DJ plays several 

songs and soon the whole room is transformed into a sea of moving bodies.  

I decide to look at the other rooms, all named for different music-dance styles: 

the big room next to the main stage is decorated with palm trees and a huge 

poster of old cars and colonial-style buildings ɀ the salsa Cubana room. A bit 

                                                        
1 For a video demonstrating salsa social dancing at a festival, see rebrand.ly/salsa-0.  

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-0
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further away I walk into a smaller room, named salsa romantica, next to the 

bachata room. I learn from the programme that there are more rooms 

downstairs: one for kizomba, and others for the after party that starts at 4am. 

Indeed, as I leave the party at 2.30am, there are still people arriving, taking off 

their coats and putting on their dance shoes. 

(Edited Field note, 27 February 2016, Salsafestival Switzerland) 

Why study salsa dancers? A personal journey 

This entry into the field through a snapshot of a salsa congress is an invitation to an 

intellectual exploration of what I  have coÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÅÒÍ ÔÈÅ Ȱaffective economyȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

salsa circuit. In the early 2000s, salsa festivals or congresses like the one described in 

this field note started to appear in urban centres all over Europe, North America, 

Australia and some countries in Asia (later also in Africa and South America), fuelled 

by event organisers and salsa entrepreneurs, taking up the successful model of the 

Puerto Rican Salsa Congress. In the following years, the partner dance has attracted 

ever more students circulating between the festivals, as well as taking dance holidays 

to what have come to be recognised as the birthplaces of salsa dancing: Cuba and 

New York, where dance holidays and dance studios proliferate. A new category of 

salsa artists started to circulate between festivals and dance studios, earning their 

living through teaching and performing.  

Over the last few decades, salsa has acquired worldwide popularity and it is argued 

that salsa dance commerce forms the largest percentage of global social dance 

business (McMains 2009). 3ÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÉsation builds on a strong 

narrative of salsa as an inclusive community where people are united through their 

passion for salsa; as one dancer remarked, it is the Esperanto of the body.  

When embarking on the journey of a doctoral thesis into the salsa circuit in 2013, I 

found that while th e music and some local salsa scenes were a topic of scientific 

literature, the transnational circulation of dancers, dance moves and gendered 

representations in salsa had attracted astonishingly little interest from scholars. 

While there exists ample literature on transnational activities of migrants, 

musicians, religious groups or the so-called highly skilled, the mobile practices of 
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salsa dancers, as well as their gendered performances, had prompted little scientific 

exploration.  

At first hesitant to choose what could be regarded as a frivolous topic for doctoral 

research, as well as a subject far from my former work on ethnicity in an immigrant 

society, I became more and more fascinated by the apparent tensions of the salsa 

circuit: its insistence on global connections between people across the world despite 

their highly unequal access to travel; the gendered performances in salsa dancing, 

seemingly at odds with any feminist sensibility; the celebrity cult around recognised 

salsa stars, reversing assumed power relations in post-colonial Europe. At the same 

time I wondered: was salsa just another case of neo-ÃÏÌÏÎÉÁÌ ÏÒ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 

ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒsȭ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 7ÅÓÔȟ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÅØÏÔÉÃÉsÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ 

ÏÔÈÅÒȱ ɉÁÓ 3ÁÖÉÇÌÉÁÎÏ (1995) has put it for tango)? Did the commercialisation and 

sexualisation of the gendered dance moves lead to the reinforcement of harmful 

gender stereotypes? And, most of all: who were the dancers, who lived their lives 

travelling from event to event, particularly the highly mobile professionals who 

seemingly fitted none of the categories that migration or mobility scholarship has 

theorised? 

These broad questions stood at the beginning of this research project. During the 

research process, I honed the questions to the most salient, following the reading of 

studies on similar phenomena, the inclusion of theoretical perspectives and the 

twists and turns of empirical research.  

Framing the thesis 

Through the entry point of salsa dancing, this study explores the circulation of 

people, imaginaries, dance movements, conventions and affects from a transnational 

perspective. In particular, it explores the negotiations of gendered and 

ethnicised/racialised representations in what I conceptualise as the salsa circuit, and 

analyses the transnational careers of salsa dance professionals.  

This study suggests that research on spatial mobility and transnational networks 

through the prism of dance allows for alternative perspectives on social organisation, 

transnational encounters and global inequalities. In order to explore the multiple 

dimensions of salsa, this study draws on theoretical frameworks developed in diverse 
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research fields such as research on migration and (im)mobility, ethnicity, gender, 

dance, music and art, as well as affect and tourism. This interdisciplinary approach 

allows for a broad perspective on the phenomenon of salsa dancing and the ways it 

connects different people and places. 

Notably, the thesis brings together two fields of study that are usually separated, 

thus bridging the gaps between migration and mobility studies and dance and art 

studies. It suggests that the crossing of such diverse fields of research can help to 

overcome some of the theoretical and methodological limits of existing research in 

both fields. It argues that a transnational perspective (Dahinden 2017) combined 

with an (im)mobilities approach (Cresswell 2006, 2010; Glick Schiller and Salazar 

2013) can fruitfully be integrated into the analysis of dance- or art-related social 

fields to enhance the understanding of the shaping of such social fields, including an 

awareness of globe-spanning power relations (Glick Schiller 2015). It also contributes 

to on-going methodological debates within migration and mobility studies, notably 

ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅ-ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÓ ɉ$ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎ άΪΫΰ; Wimmer 2009), by 

selecting salsa dancers by their presence at events rather than a specific Ȱethnicȱ or 

nationally defined category (cf Dahinden 2010).  

The research rests on a qualitative, multi-sited study with the hitherto  neglected 

group of highly mobile salsa dancers, including multiple research phases over a 

period of three years between 2013 and 2016. Semi-structured, problem-centred 

interviews and participant observation-observant participation were the primary 

research methods. The interviews were conducted with 36 male and female salsa 

dancers holding  different positions in the salsa circuit, including salsa dance 

professionals, students and event organisers, with a variety of national origins. The 

short-term embodied ethnography took place at salsa congresses, in salsa studios 

and during salsa holidays in cities in Croatia, Cuba, Germany, Italy, Poland, 

Switzerland and the UK, as well as online (mainly on Facebook). 

This study relies on an analysis that ranges from the intimate gendered and 

ethnici sed moves on the dance floor to the cross-border mobility  of salsa dance 

professionals (cf Cresswell 2006), and it thereby contributes to a deeper theoretical 

and empirical understanding of gendered and ethnicised/racialised transnational 

processes. It examines the ways ethnicity and gender are negotiated by differently 
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located individuals to go beyond celebratory accounts of salsa as the Esperanto of the 

body. It shows how the salsa circuit is shaped by global inequalities in terms of levels 

of access to travel and participation in festivals and develops the notion of 

ȰÅÎÔÁÎÇÌÅÄ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱȟ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ 

straÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙ ÁÓ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

professionals in the construction of transnational careers.  

Thesis outline  

Part I of this study provides a theoretical, methodological and empirical introduction 

to the thesis. Chapter 1 introduces the epistemological and theoretical perspectives 

as well as providing a review of the literature on salsa, followed in Chapter 2 by a 

discussion of the methodology and the chosen methods to conduct research and 

analyse data. Chapter 3 consists of an empirical and contextual introduction to the 

salsa circuit, in terms of the Ȱhubsȱ and circulating salsa students. Part II  zooms in 

on the interactions of salsa dancers on the dance floor and in the workshop 

situation. Chapter 4 explores how salsa dancers negotiate Ȱauthenticityȱ and 

ethnicity, while Chapter 5 analyses how dancers are (un/re) doing gender on the 

dance floor. Part III  addresses the transnational careers of salsa dance professionals, 

considering them in three phases. In Chapter 6, the first status passage of Ȱbecoming 

a salsa dance ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȱ is addressed, while Chapter 7 explores the ways in which 

Latin American salsa dancers access the European salsa circuit, and Chapter 8 

focuses on how reputation is constructed inside the salsa circuit. These three 

chapters thus focus exclusively on what I have termed Ȱsalsa dance professionalsȱ. 

The Conclusion reviews the main findings oÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÓÉÓȭ 

contributions to contemporary academic debates. It also discusses the limits of the 

study and possible further research avenues.  

A note on videos and photographs in this study 

Although not the primary focus of interest of this thesis, visual content distributed 

through the internet plays an important role in the transnationali sation of salsa. In 

order to allow for visual impressions of the analysed interactions and to enhance the 
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written analysis with sound and (moving) images, I include photographs, pictures of 

festival flyers as well as links to short videos of salsa dance professionals, publicly 

available on YouTube. In order to guarantee the anonymity of my research 

participants, I selected videos of different dancers and do not include photographs 

that I took at salsa events. I also chose pictures that represent aspects I analyse in 

this thesis, taken by Steven Isaacs at different salsa events in Europe, and use them 

with his kind permission.  

 

Picture 2 Open air Party, Riga Salsa Festival 2017 (© Steven Isaacs). 
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PART I 
 
A THEORETICAL, METHODOLOGICAL 

AND EMPIRICAL INTRODUCTION TO 

THE SALSA CIRCUIT 
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Chapter 1 Theoretical perspectives 

In this chapter I discuss the epistemological background, key frameworks and 

concepts that inform my analysis, to lay the groundwork for a deeper theoretical 

introduction in each following chapter.  

This thesis builds on an interpretive, constructivist perspective. I adopted this 

theoretical lens in order to Ȱunderstandȱ the lived experience of the interviewees 

from their point of view  (see Schwandt 1998). Drawing on ideas developed in a 

grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2006; Glaser and Strauss 1967), this research 

uses the premise that theory should be grounded in the data, which allowed new 

topics to emerge during the research process. To account for the disparate topics 

that emerged, I decided to not only work with one theoretical framework but to 

include a diverse set of theoretical concepts, thus transcending disciplinary 

boundaries. 

In the analysis I navigated between different theoretical approaches and fields of 

study, from mobility and migration to a ÒÔ ÁÎÄ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÔÏ specific 

literature on dance and particularly salsa. Studies on salsa rarely theorise the dance 

in terms of the transnational connections, using the terms transnational, global or 

network as mere metaphors. Additionally , few ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÎ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ×ÏÒÌÄÓ focus on 

the mobility of their participants , and this is therefore just taken for granted. This 

thesis argues that a transnational perspective combined with an (im)mobilities 

approach enhances our understanding of the shaping of these practice-based social 

fields, including an awareness of globe-spanning hierarchies and power relations. 

Migration research has often been criticised ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ȰÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȱȟ 

with its narrow focus on Ȱethnicȱ groups. An analytical focus and research design 

based on the common practice of salsa dancing is therefore promising, as it goes 

beyond culturalist explanations and looks at how actors actually negotiate gendered 

and ethnicised/racialised practices and identifications.  

In the first part of this chapter I review the academic literature focusing explicitly on 

salsa dance, to point to the research gaps and illuminate the contributions this thesis 

makes in regards to this literature (1.1). I will then focus on the above-mentioned 

research fields to clarify my epistemological stance and its implications, particularly 
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regarding the transnational perspective (1.2), as well as the treatment of categories 

(1.3). In the last part ) ×ÉÌÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ) ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÍÙ ȰÆÉÅÌÄȱȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

circuit  (1.4). After this overview of the theoretical strands of this study, the research 

questions are formulated (1.5). 

1.1 From identity politics to local ethnographies: writing about 
salsa 

In her analysis of tango, Savigliano (1995) discusses the difficulties of writing about 

ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ×ÁÙȡ Ȱ)Î ÒÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÎÇ ÒÏÏÔÓȟ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ 

and exclusion are at stake: It is easy to foÒÇÅÔ ÏÎÅ ÇÒÏÕÐȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ 

ÅØÁÇÇÅÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÔÁÇÏÎÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÔ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓȱ 

(32). Literature on salsa music and dance stresses the multiple influences that have 

led to the music and dance complex today called salsa. Among contemporary salsa 

dancers, ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÈÏÔÌÙ ÄÅÂÁÔÅÄȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ȰÏÒÉÇÉÎ 

ÍÙÔÈÓȱȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÏÒÉÇÉÎ ÍÙÔÈÓ ÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÏÎÅ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÖÅÒ another, often depending 

on the personal preferences of one salsa style or the associations individuals are able 

to construct with  ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ȰÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÔȱ 

way. Such often highly essentialised arguments can be understood as a playful way of 

ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁ Ï×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÁÓ Á ȰÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ɉÓÅÅ Pietrobruno 2006), or 

even as a mode of resisting the commodification of dance through Western 

organisations (see Boulila 2018). In this way, the origin myths circulating in the salsa 

world tell us more about the positioning strategies and the striving for credibility of 

contemporary salsa dancers than about the historical trajectories of the music and 

dance complex salsa. I therefore join Savigliano in her caution when writing about 

ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ȰÒÏÏÔÓȱȢ  

Literature on salsa as well as broader studies on dance and nationalism have aptly 

demonstrated the ways dance has been instrumentalised in political projects of 

nation-ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȟ ÁÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ȰÉÓ Á ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ÔÏÏÌ ÉÎ ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÔ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓȱ ɉ2ÅÅÄ Ϋγγβȡ ίΪέɊȢ !Ó ÄÁÎÃÅ ÈÉÓÔÏrian and ethnographer 

"ÕÃËÌÁÎÄ ɉάΪΪΰɊ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÓ Á ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÉÎ ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ 

a future society was particularly evident in the often integrated aims of research and 
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reconstruction in the institutes and state dance ensembles of Cold War Eastern 

%ÕÒÏÐÅȱ ɉΫήɊȢ 3ÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÄ ÈÏ× ÆÏÌË ÄÁÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ 

ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȱ ɉÅÇ +ÁÌÅÇÏÒÏÐÏÕÌÏÕ άΪΫέ ÏÎ 'ÒÅÅÃÅɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÎÁÔÉÏÎ-

ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȱ ɉÅÇ 7ÕÌÆÆ άΪΪέ ÏÎ )ÒÅÌÁÎÄɊȢ 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÂÏÄÉÌÙ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅs are 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÅÄȟ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÅÄ ɉ$ÅÓÍÏÎÄ ΫγγέɊȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ 

sometimes strong insistence on salsa as the heritage of one particular country. 

Román-6ÅÌÁÚÑÕÅÚ ɉάΪΪάɊ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÓÔÙÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÖÁÒÉÁÔÉÏÎ, 

academic writers and commentators have sought to categorise salsa as primarily 

Puerto Rican, Cuban, Latin-Caribbean or more broadly ȰLatinȱ. Trying to label salsa in 

such a way can be viewed as an attempt to claim it for a singular identity, to fix its 

rather fluid character and to limit its capability to be transformed as it travels (Román-

Velazquez 2002: 212).  

Due to all these reasons, in my research on salsa, approaching history proved to be 

particularly challenging, a point also raised by Mueller (2016) in his study on 

hardcore punk. Similar to the genealogies salsa scholars construct, he notes that 

ȰÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÓ Á ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÂÙ 

ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ȬÎÁÔÉÖÅȭ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȟ ÃÈÒÏÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȟ 

conveniently forgetÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎȱ 

ɉ-ÕÅÌÌÅÒ άΪΫΰȡ ΫΫγɊȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÅØÉÓÔ ÎÕÍÅÒÏÕÓ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

excavating them would be a research project in itself, partly done by others (cf 

Hutchinson 2004, 2015; McMains 2015; Pietrobruno 2006). When starting to write 

this study, I considered not including any historical account or definitional issues of 

salsa so as not to reproduce a specific version and thus participate in the 

reconstruction of its history; instead, I would analyse the various origin myths 

offered by the interviewed dancers. However, as there exists a growing body of 

literature on salsa music and dancing, which includes the historical and socio-

political context of its development and transnationalisation, I opted for a review of 

this literature that analyses salsa from a historical, musicological and 

ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȢ "Ù ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ Á ÂÒÉÅÆ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

history and highlighting some of the key elements, I also prepare the ground for the 

ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ 
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origin claims. This literature review on existing works also serves to identify research 

gaps that this thesis wishes to address.  

I distinguish between two thematic strands of writing about salsa: the first includes 

literature particularly about music and dance as artistic forms and the question of 

how they emerged (1.1.1). The second body of (mainly ethnographic) literature tends 

to focus on localised salsa dance scenes2 and negotiations of power relations in them, 

focusing on the question of how salsa interacts with specific local contexts (1.1.2). 

The last section of this chapter reviews some of the concepts discussed in the 

literature analysing so-called Latin dances and the ways they are represented from a 

critical , post-colonial perspective (1.1.3).  

1.1.1 Salsa as a music and dance complex 

As argued in the literature, the history of salsa is inextricably linked to colonial 

history: its Cuban precursors (danzón, son) were a result of the fusion of European 

couple dances and African percussive traditions (Pietrobruno 2006) ȰÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

#ÁÒÉÂÂÅÁÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÓÌÁÖÅÒÙȱ ɉ+ÁÂÉÒ άΪΫέȡ άΰαɊȢ 3ÁÌÓÁ ÈÁÓ Á ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 

circulation between the Caribbean and the US, and its evolution is thoroughly 

entangled with that of other musical styles, such as jazz, R&B and rock (Morales 

2003: 33) as well as with the development of the recording industry (Waxer 2002: 8). 

Migration movements and political conflicts, particula rly the Cuban Revolution in 

1959 and the following political and economic sanctions by the US, also shaped 

ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȢ  

3ÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔÓ ÍÕÓÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

corporeal expressions in actual circumstances are inextricably intertwined: only at 

ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÂÅ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅÄȱ ɉ0ÉÅÔÒÏÂÒÕÎÏ άΪΪΰȡ έέɊȢ !Ó 

the term salsa is used as a signifier of both music and dance, in historical accounts 

the two are often mixed up. For analytical reasons I separate the two in this 

discussion, and will first focus on music and then on dance.  

                                                        
2 I here refer to dancersΩ ŜƳƛŎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ŘŀƴŎŜ scene, which may differ greatly in number of 
participants and dance offer. In many cases, such local salsa scenes represent hubs that are related 
to the salsa circuit. 
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Salsa music 

Covering the most-ÃÉÔÅÄ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒ -Ã-ÁÉÎÓ 

ɉάΪΫίɊ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÁÓ ȰÁÎ ÕÐÄÁÔÅÄ ÔÁËÅ ÏÎ !ÆÒÏ-Cuban dance music, 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÂÙ 0ÕÅÒÔÏ 2ÉÃÁÎÓ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÉÎ .Å× 9ÏÒËȱ ɉΫɊȢ &ÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ 

New York therefore holds as the ȰÐÌÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÏÒÉÇÉÎȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ 

ÍÏÓÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ȰÒÏÏÔÓȱ ÅÎÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȢ3 

Historically, the term salsa has been used as a commercial label since the 1970s, 

largely propelled by Fania Records, a New York-based recording company formed in 

1964, which promoted almost every successful salsa musician of the time (McMains 

2015: 1). Yet the term did not remain unchallenged: many musicians are said to have 

rejected the label initially, and musicologist Peter Manuel (1995: 74) observes that 

the term salsa was often believed to be an artificial and commercial construct, 

designed to disguise thÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃȢ 4ÈÉÓ ȰÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÔÒÉÃËȱ ×ÁÓ 

thought to be necessary after the US government had declared an embargo on the 

import of all Cuban products, including music (McMains 2015: 52). Such historical 

conflicts about the naming and creditiÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÁÒÅ ÅÃÈÏÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÉÎ 

this study. 

Earlier studies about salsa focus particularly on salsa music and its historical 

emergence, highlighting its role in ethnic and national identity constructions. 4 For 

the early years of its development in the US, according to research, salsa music was 

related to a political project of the affirmation and political consciousness of a 

working-class Latino identity in rejection of Anglo-centric assimilationism (Waxer 

άΪΪάȡ ήɊȢ Ȱ-ÁÎÙ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÆÁÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ-generation immigrants who, coming of 

age during or after the Civil Rights Movement, began to question their assimilation 

                                                        
3 L ŀƭǎƻ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜŘ ǎŀƭǎŀΩǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ǿƘŜƴΣ ƛƴ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ нлмтΣ ǘƘŜ Museum of the City of 
New York hosted an exhibition entitled Rhythm and Power: Salsa and New York. The museum 
displayed artefacts of musicians, video material of dancers and event posters ς all indicating 
ǎŀƭǎŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ мфслǎ ƻƴǿŀǊŘǎΦ   

4 For a thorough analysis of gendered aspects of salsa music and its development, see Aparicio 
(1998); for an analysis of salsa as Puerto Rican see Quintero-Rivera (1998); Waxer (2002) gathers 
several authors on the topics of the origins and newer places of salsa music production; Fuentes 
(2003) collects interviews with founding salsa musicians. 
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into American culture and turned to salsa as a means of reconnecting to their 

ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȱ ɉ-Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΫίȡ βΪɊȢ 7ÁÓÈÂÕÒÎÅ ɉάΪΪβɊ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

1970s salsa was defined by its association with marginalised working-class Cuban and 

Puerto Rican immigrants in New York City, and soon came to encompass the 

experiences of working-class people throughout Latin America. This was also 

ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÌÙÒÉÃÓȟ ÁÓ 7ÁØÅÒ ɉάΪΪάɊ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȡ Ȱ3ÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙȟ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÌÙÒÉÃÓ 

reflected the experiences of the Latino and Latin American black and mixed-race 

working class, and ɀ in distinction to its Cuban antecedents ɀ songs mirrored the 

ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÃÉÔÙȱ ɉήɊȢ5 /Î ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒÓ ÁÔ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

congresses in Europe, this so-called salsa dura (hard salsa) of the 1970s is the 

favourite music of many dancers (cf McClure 2015: 15). With the emergence of salsa 

romantica in the  1980s, a more lyrical and commercially successful style of salsa 

music, salsa became less politicised and more popular among a larger audience 

(Washburne 2008)6. Meanwhile, in Cuba, music developed in other directions, 

where first timba and then salsa cubana bands became popular, both musical styles 

including aspects of Afro-Cuban religion (Klette Boehler 2013).7 /Î ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

festival dance floors, these three types of music (salsa dura, salsa romantica and 

timba/salsa cubana) are the most common styles. On such occasions, the live bands 

of the 1960s and 70s have been replaced by DJs playing recorded music, and live 

concerts at salsa dance venues are rare. 

The studies discussed so far are mainly concerned with salsa as a musical form and 

the ways it emerged in a specific socio-political context. As should be clear from this 

discussion, salsa music is often described as being caught up (from its very 

beginnings) between a commercialised goal of finding new audiences and the often 

ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ȰÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȱ ÏÆ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÄÅÎÏÍÉÎÁÔÏÒ ÆÏÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓȢ  

                                                        
5 An example of salsa dura ƛǎ ²ƛƭƭƛŜ /ƻƭƻƴΩǎ El Malo: rebrand.ly/salsa-1. A contemporary band that 
plays the salsa style of the 1970s is Italy-based La Maxima 79: rebrand.ly/salsa-2.   

6 An often played salsa romantica sƻƴƎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ [ǳƛǎ 9ƴǊƛǉǳŜΩǎ Yo no se mañana: 
rebrand.ly/salsa-3.   

7 !ƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƛƳōŀ ǎƻƴƎ ƛǎ bD [ŀ .ŀƴŘŀΩǎ 9ƭ ¢ǊŀƎƛŎƻΥ rebrand.ly/salsa-4; a song musicologist 
YƭŜǘǘŜ .ƻŜƘƭŜǊ όнлмоύ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƛƳōŀΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άsalsa cubana has now become an 
ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘŜǊƳ ƛƴ /ǳōŀ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ ƎŜƴǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƛƳōŀέ όуύ. 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-1
http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-2
http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-3
http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-4
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Salsa dance 

Although it is  difficult to write a coherent history of music, traces can be tracked 

down due to its materiality in the form of recordings and copyright claims. For 

dancing, the endeavour is even more difficult. When considering ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ early 

genealogy, scholars of dance identify elements of both European and African legacy: 

the couple formation between a male and a female dancer touching one another is 

associated with European court dances (Daniel 2002: 43),8 while the isolation of 

various body parts such as hips and shoulders that move separately are associated 

with African  movement vocabularies (Pietrobruno 2006: 32). Dance scholar 

McMains (2015), whose declared goal it is to demonstrate the participation of all 

social ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ɉÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 53Ɋȟ ÃÉÔÅÓ ÍÁÍÂÏ ÁÓ 

an important influence of contemporary salsa dancing, which for her is a result of 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÍÉÎÇÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÄÁÎÃÅÓȡ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎ sonȱȟ Ȱ!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÌÉÎÄÙ 

ÈÏÐȱȟ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎ ÒÕÍÂÁȱȟ Ȱ0ÕÅÒÔÏ 2ÉÃÁÎ bombaȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ!ÆÒÉÃÁÎ-!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÊÁÚÚȱ ɉέάɊȢ Later 

on, throughout the 1990s, dancers and salsa dance professionals performing staged 

shows also borrowed from ballet, jazz, tap and hip-hop (McMains 2015: 327). Two of 

the above-mentioned dances are worth a brief discussion, as they will be mentioned 

in the analysis throughout this study: mambo and rumba. 

OÎÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ most-popular origin  stories, especially of the New York or Ȱ/n2ȱ style, 

comes from the mambo craze of the 1950s and particularly the Palladium ballroom, 

.Å× 9ÏÒËȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÖÅÎÕÅ ÆÏÒ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÁÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅ ɉ-Ã-ains 

2015: 30). 4ÈÅ 0ÁÌÌÁÄÉÕÍ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÆÉÇÕÒÅÓ ÁÓ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ Á ȰÍÕÌÔÉÒÁÃÉÁÌ ÕÔÏÐÉÁȱ 

ɉ(ÕÔÃÈÉÎÓÏÎ άΪΫήÂȡ έΪɊȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÐÁÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ȰÆÏÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÒÁÃÉÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÅÃÔÏÒÓ ÏÒ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÃÁÄÅÓȱ 

(McM ains 2015: 42). The Palladium ballroom, open from 1947 to 1966, is thus often 

described as a space of integration, where racial and class boundaries were blurred 

during social dancing on the dance floor, with participants of Puerto Rican, Cuban, 

Italian, African-American, Irish and Jewish descent (McMains 2015: 39). Despite 

                                                        
8 For this reason, Boulila (2015) argues that contrary to images prevalent in the salsa circuit of 
ǎŀƭǎŀ ŀǎ ŀ άŦƻǊŜƛƎƴέ ŀƴŘ άŜȄƻǘƛŎέ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ άƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜǎ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǎŀƭǎŀ 
should therefore be placed within a genealogy of European dance conventions and exoticising 
ǎŎǊƛǇǘǎέ (134).  
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ÍÁÍÂÏȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÃÈ ÉÄÅÁÌÉÓÉÎÇ ÄÅpictions, García demonstrates that in US 

media representations of the time mambo and its dancers were racialised: mambo 

×ÁÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÐÒÉÍÉÔÉÖÅ !ÆÒÉÃÁÎȱ ÄÁÎÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȰÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅÄȱ ÉÎÔÏ Á 

socially acceptable product (García 2009: 177).  

 

Picture 3 Flyer On2 Salsa Congress Milan 2014. 
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Such racist stereotypes from the discourse of African primitivism were in line with 

contemporary ideologies.9  Nevertheless, as Hutchinson (2014b) contends, the 

0ÁÌÌÁÄÉÕÍ ȰÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ÉÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÙÔÈÉÃ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÒÉÇÉÎȱ ɉέάɊ (see 

Picture 3). 

Another often-ÃÉÔÅÄ ȰÍÙÔÈÉÃ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÒÉÇÉÎȱ ÉÓ #ÕÂÁȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ 

that merged into salsa are said to have developed, such as the casino (sometimes 

done in a circle, called Rueda de Casino), a dance now often taught at salsa 

congresses under the label salsa Cubana, and the danzón, son and rumba. The 

rumba in particular  has been received with increasing popularity and accessibility 

among salsa dancers at congresses worldwide; as I observed, the festivals all 

scheduled workshops in so-called Afro-Cuban rumba. Rumba is a genre said to have 

developed in rural areas of Cuba, influenced by Spanish and Central/West African 

traditions (Daniel 1995). It has a complex history of colonial repression and 

stigmatisation, until its institutionali sation by the socialist government after the 

revolution of 1959.10 The inscription of rumba on the UNESCO List of Intangible 

#ÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÉÎ άΪΫΰ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÃÃÅÎÔÕÁÔÅÄ ÉÔÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎȢ &ÏÒÅÉÇÎÅÒÓȭ 

fascination with and interest in learning the rumba has led to it being more accepted 

in Cuba, yet its practitioners are still often racialised and associated with low social 

status (see Ana 2017). As I will demonstrate in Part III , for some contemporary 

Cuban dancers, knowledge and skills in rumba dancing are crucial in the process of 

                                                        
9 Garcíŀ όнллфύ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ƳŀƳōƻΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƴŜƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
Americas. As he demonstrates, mambo was not only discussed as άforeignέ in the US context, but 
in a similar mechanism in other cities throughout Latin America. For critics in Havana and Mexico 
City, mambo music and dance embodied US cultural imperialism and stood against their desire for 
a racially homogenisŜŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ ά¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƻǊ [ŀǘƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣ 
critics and others resorted to nationalist and moralistic rhetoric (Ψpure,Ω Ψvulgar,Ω and ΨsexyΩ) as well 
as racist stereotypes (Ψwild,Ω ΨAfrican tribes,Ω cannibalism) to perpetuate the currency of the 
ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ 9ǳǊƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ όDŀǊŎía 2009: 177). 

10 The government institutionalised rumba and other Afro-Cuban practices in an attempt to serve 
its egalitarian agenda and erase racial inequalities (Daniel 1995), an agenda that has not been met 
yet, as studies of racism in Cuba amply demonstrate (see eg Clealand 2013). 
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accessing the (European) salsa circuit, where these embodied skills are highly 

valued.11  

)Î ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÏÒÉÇÉÎ ÍÙÔÈÓȟ .Å× 9ÏÒË ÁÎÄ #ÕÂÁ ÂÏÔÈ ÈÏÌÄ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ×ÅÉÇÈÔ ÁÓ 

places in which the dance practice supposedly originated. Yet other actors challenge 

such a linear construction of history (eg Hutchinson 2014a). As Mueller (2016) 

ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ Ȱcome from people of higher status in the world 

under study, reproducing classical social biases such as white-, elite- or androcentric 

ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȰ ɉΫάΪ). For this reason I choose not to single out one history 

and present it as the most legitimate version, as this would attach more credibility to 

certain historical accounts. Hutchinson (2014a) also criticises a too-linear reading of 

ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȟ dismantling the common narrative positioning salsa as a new style 

emerging in New York and later spreading throughout Latin America as only one 

ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎȡ Ȱ)Î ÆÁÃÔȟ ÓÁÌÓÁ ×ÁÓ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ Îot as a break with but as a 

ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ ÉÎ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ $ÏÍÉÎÉÃÁÎ 2ÅÐÕÂÌÉÃ 

and Colombia (Hutchinson 2014aȡ ίɊȢ 3ÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ 

of a simultaneous development of salsa histories in different plaÃÅÓȠ ÁÓ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔȡ ȰÍÁÎÙ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÎ ÄÉÓÐÁÒÁÔÅ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ɏÓÁÌÓÁɐ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Îȱ ɉ(ÕÔÃÈÉÎÓÏÎ άΪΫήa: 

8).12 It is in this understanding that I try to approach salsa and its history. 

Salsa dance styles 

In this thesis, salsa is used as an umbrella term for different salsa dance styles as 

practised in the transnational circuit and learned and taught in a studio or workshop 

context. As this thesis examines salsa dance professionals and the construction of 

their transnational careers in the commercialised field of the salsa circuit, I do not 

                                                        
11 They are certainly not the first Cuban artists to travel to Europe to perform Afro-Cuban dance, 
as the literature on rumba performers in Paris in the 1920s demonstrates (see for instance 
Fernandez-Selier (2013) for an exploration of the rumba craze in 1927, see also Blanco Borelli 
(2016), who offers accounts of several Cuban dancers performing in other countries in the 1950s). 

12 See for example Renta (2014) on salsa in Puerto Rico, Balbuena Gutiérrez (2014) on casino in 
Cuba, Waxer (2002b) on salsa in Colombia. 
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ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ×ÈÁÔ "ÏÒÌÁÎÄ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÓÔÒÅÅÔȟ ÆÒÅÅÓÔÙÌÅȟ ÏÒ ÕÎÔÒÁÉÎÅÄ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÎÃÏÍÐÁÓÓÅÓ Á 

ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ ɉ"ÏÒÌÁÎÄ άΪΪγȡ ήΰαɊȢ13  

!Ô ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÏÓȟ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ salsa dance styles are 

taught and danced. They have some common features, which distinguish them from 

other dance forms. Salsa dancing is characterised not only by the already mentioned 

couple hold, the gendered convention of leader and follower, and the independent 

movement of body parts such as hips and torso. Salsa dancer and scholar Renta 

(2014) also points to the importance of improvisation, creativity and musicality as 

part of sabor (often translated as flavour)ȟ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÔÈÅ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎ-Caribbean 

ÃÏÓÍÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÄȱ ɉΫάΪɊȢ )ÎÄÅÅÄȟ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ 

acknowledge improvisation, musicality and connection as criteria for competence in 

social dancing.14 Most salsa dancers recognise a basic set of steps and figures as being 

salsa, while valuing creative adjustments and improvisation through individual 

dancers. Some of the mentioned elements are also important concepts in other 

dance worlds (such as connection in tango)15, but they are imbued with specific 

meaning in salsa dancing, as discussed in more detail in the analysis of Chapters 4 

and 5.  

For their adepts, salsa dance styles differ considerably and are used to distinguish 

themselves from other dancers. Technically speaking, salsa dance styles are either 

differentiated by the ways the two dance partners move on the dance floor or by the 

ways dancers interpret the rhythmical timing of the music (McClure 2015: 17). In 

                                                        
13 The focus on thŜ ǎŀƭǎŀ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘ όŎƻƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ άǎǘǳŘƛƻ ǎŀƭǎŀέ) and its actors thus is clearly at the 
expense of salsa dance styles and individuals that are placed outside this circuit. Inside the salsa 
circuit, the notion of salsa is the common denominator of several styles of dancing. However, 
when I talked to older people in Cuba about my research project and used the term salsa, they 
refused to use this name and insisted on calling the dance casino.  

14 Like other partner dances with a similar history, for example tango, salsa is not only performed 
as social dance but also on stages and in competitions. In order to judge dancers, specific aspects 
of salsa dancing have been codified, often relying on established criteria in ballroom competition. 
5ŀƴŎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴƛǎǘ 
ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎέ όwŜƴǘŀ нлмпΥ мнфύ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀƴƻƴ ƻŦ ōŀƭƭŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōŀƭƭǊƻƻƳ 
dance (see Pietrobruno 2006). In contrast to these findings, during my research at salsa events and 
in salsa studios, Afro-Cuban dance forms were highly asmired among salsa dancers, as discussed 
throughout this thesis. 

15 Connection ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǘŀƴƎƻΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ōƻŘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ ƻƴŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƳ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǎȅƴŎƘǊƻƴȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎƛŎέ όsee Davis 2015a: 65). 
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cross-body or line salsa dance styles (including LA-style, New York-style and what is 

in Europe termed Puerto Rican-style), dancers change place in a linear movement, 

while in salsa Cubana dancers move in a circular way.16 The basic step (short-short-

long) is the same in all styles, but the moment dancers move forwards or backwards 

may happen on the first and fifth or second and sixth beat of the bar. Before starting 

to dance on a dance floor at a congress, a new couple will therefore often ask each 

other ȰÏÎ ÏÎÅ ɉ/ÎΫɊ ÏÒ ÏÎ Ô×Ï ɉ/ÎάɊȩȱ, to make sure they step back (follower) and 

forward (leader) at the same time, and avoid bumping into each other because both 

ÓÔÅÐ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅȢ $ÕÅ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ 

different ways of dancing to salsa music are also named after geographical locations: 

New York-style (and Puerto Rican-style) salsa is linear, often in On2 timing; LA-style 

salsa is linear in On1 timing; Cuban-style salsa is circular and usually On1.17 At 

congresses and particularly at competitions, the very fast Cali-style or Colombian-

style salsa is also present, but less than the aforementioned styles. During my 

research I also observed a lot of mixing of these salsa styles with other dances, such 

as salsaɀflamenco, salsa with hip-hop ÏÒ ÊÕÓÔ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÆÕÓÉÏÎȱȢ18  

1.1.2 Local ethnographies of salsa dancing 

The second strand of literature on salsa developing over recent years is mainly 

comprised of ethnographies of localised salsa dance scenes in various places. It is 

ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅȭÓ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ 

US, the Caribbean and Europe. Studies focus on how dancers in different places 

relate to salsa, in terms of ethnicity, race, class and local identity politics. The edited 

volume Salsa World: A Global Dance in Local Contexts (Hutchinson 2014a), for 

                                                        
16 In the following video, a New York-based dance instructor explains the difference between the 
salsa styles called Cuban, LA and New York. While his account is rather male-centred, it 
nevertheless gives an impression of the different dance styles: rebrand.ly/salsa-5.  

17 For the purpose of this study, this simplified presentation of the different salsa dance styles 
suffices. For a discussion of this classification system, see Hutchinson (2014a: 9) who argues 
(among others) that it risks obscuring historical connections between locations. See also aŎaŀƛƴǎΩ 
(2015) analysis of Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǎŀƭǎŀ ǎǘȅƭŜǎ ƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ άƎƭƻōŀƭ 
congress-ǎǘȅƭŜ ǎŀƭǎŀέΦ  

18 For an example of salsa fusion, see rebrand.ly/salsa-6.   

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-5
http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-6
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example, collects case studies of varioÕÓ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ÓÐÒÅÁÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 53ȟ 

Cuba, Puerto Rica, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, France, Spain and Japan.  

"ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÔÓ ÏÆ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÉsÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉÓÅÅ ÅÇ !ÐÐÁÄÕÒÁÉ ΫγγΪȟ 2ÏÂÅÒÔÓÏÎ 

1992, Hannerz 1996), several authors of localised salsa ethnographies are led by the 

question of how globalisation creates distinct practices and identities for people 

dancing salsa in these particular  places. Skinner (2007), for example, examines salsa 

dancing in three cities (Belfast, Hamburg and Sacramento), to show how salsa is 

transformed and adapts to local contexts and how dancers use salsa to express 

ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓȢ (Å ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÉÎ "ÅÌÆÁÓÔ ÁÓ ȰÓÅÇÒÅÇÁÔÅÄȱ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ #ÁÔÈÏÌÉÃÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ȰÍÕÌÔÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï 

other cities. Skinner (2007) observes the globalisation of salsa teaching and 

merchandise, which for him shows 

that salsa has become a cultural product, one navigated by cosmopolitan artists and 

musicians, one relying on an international market economy and the existential needs 

of the public with time on their hands (Febres 1997: 177), a disposable income in their 

pockets, and seeking activities in which to come together, express their emotions, 

fulfil their fantasies and proto-narratives (Appadurai 1996), and to affirm self-identity 

in our late-modern world (Giddens 1991). (Skinner 2007: 488)  

Building on Hannerz (1996), he describes salsa dancing as a Ȱdecontextualisedȱ 

knowledge, a ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÓËÉÌÌȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ȰÒÅÃÏÎÔÅØÔÕÁÌÉÓÅÄȱ ÉÎ Á ÎÅ× 

setting (Skinner 2007: 498). As Skinner (2007) argues, in this process emotions have 

ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Á ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÔÙ ȰÅØÐÌÏÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÌÏÉÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÏÒÓȱ 

(500). 

My findings in the  European salsa circuit echo SkinneÒȭÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ 

as a modern leisure pursuit that allows what he calls Ȱcosmopolitan artistsȱ to make 

a living while their Ȱaddictedȱ students in North American and European cities 

ȰÆÏÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÐÕÒÓÕÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ3ËÉÎÎÅÒ 

2007: 503). At the same time, this study adds to the understanding of how salsa 

instructors construct their careers, and shows the ways in which these are 

considerably shaped by Ȱregimes of mobility ȱ ɉ'ÌÉÃË 3ÃÈÉÌÌÅÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÌÁÚÁÒ άΪΫέɊ and 
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social capital as well as the class-based, gendered and ethnicised/racialised logics of 

the salsa circuit. 

Most studies on salsa dancing focus their analysis on the experiences of or 

interactions between salsa students (eg Bock and Borland 2011; Borland 2009; Bosse 

2013; Garcia 2013; Papadopoulos 2003). Bosse (2008: 46), for example, explores salsa 

ÁÎÄ ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ )ÌÌÉÎÏÉÓȟ ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ȰÃÒÏÓÓ-cultural borrowing and 

ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÎÅ× ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÙÌÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÄȱȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÁÌÓÏ ÅØÁÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

Ȱrefashioning of identityȱ for its practitioners. As she describes, white North 

American salsa newcomers in particular  explained their wish to learn salsa dancing 

with references to a metaphorical, alternatively racialised self (Bosse 2008: 58). 

$ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ 'ÁÎÓȭ ɉΫγαγɊ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ Ȱsymbolic ethnicity ȱ, Bosse describes salsa 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ȰÇÅÔ ÅÔÈÎÉÃȱ ɉ"ÏÓÓÅ άΪΪβȡ ΰΪɊȟ ÔÏ ÏÂÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÖÁÌÕÅÄ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ 

of ȰLatin American ethnicity ȱ through the performance of salsa. ȰLatin American 

cultureȱ was hereby understood as a monolithic entity; it was associated with strong 

familial and community ties, a Ȱlivingȱ culture of salsa music and dance, and being 

physically and sexually relaxed (Bosse 2008: 59). Such depictions could be read as 

the wish for Ȱconsumptionȱ of the thus created Ȱotherȱ and white North Americansȭ 

desire for a so-called Latin American ethnicity. However, in her discussion, Bosse 

nuances the picture, presenting ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȰÁÆÆÉÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÅØÏÔÉÃ ÓÅÌÆȱȡ Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ÄÅÓÉÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓtruct for themselves an 

alternative sense of self that they perceived to be more Ȭvibrantȭ or Ȭalive,ȭ more 

physically integrated, and more sexually attractive. But there existed no language 

and few conceptual categories for such a construction of their own, largely 

ÕÎÍÁÒËÅÄ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȱ ɉBosse 2008ȡ ΰΪɊȢ "ÏÓÓÅȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓȟ 

who argue that salsa dancers in Europe embrace dancing Ȱfor its exotic appealȱ (eg 

Escalona 2014) and their desire to perform what Schneider (2013: 558) calls 

ȰÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓȱȢ While a few of my interviewees started salsa dancing 

due to similar motivations, the majority of participants had other motives, as the 

discussion in Chapter 3.3 will demonstrate (for a similar argument see also McClure 

2015: 28).  
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Several studies dealing with salsa dancing also focus on gendered aspects of dancing, 

while some authors analyse particularly gendered dimensions, such as Wieschiolek 

(2003), Skinner (2008), Borland (2009), Schneider (2013) and McClure (2015). Some 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÅÄ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ ÔÁËÅ 

ÁÎ ɉÏÆÔÅÎ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔɊ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÓ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ 

ÂÙ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÉÎ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÐÌÅÁÓÕÒÅȱ ɉ'ÏÔÆÒÉÔ ΫγββɊȟ due to their 

focus, these studies leave male experiences underexplored. Furthermore, some of the 

studies tend to assume egalitarian gender relations in the countries where the 

studies focus and contrast them with the gendered structure of Ȱimportedȱ salsa, 

thus ascribÉÎÇ ÕÎÅÑÕÁÌ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÏÒÉÇÉÎ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȢ 

While this study builds on the related literature, it seeks to develop an 

understanding of gendered processes encompassing male and female experiences 

and going beyond explanations of ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÒÏÌÅÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÒÅÃÕÒÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ 

Ȱforeign cultureȱ. In Chapter 5 I will discuss more of the relevant literature.   

The already cited books by McMains (2015) and Pietrobruno (2006), along with the 

cited articles are among a growing body of literature to focus on the local spread of 

salsa in specific urban centres.19 Local salsa ethnographies are also written from a 

more critical perspective, which attests to ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÅÒÁÓÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ 

(see Balbuena (2014) on the commercialisation of Cuban casino) and bodies through 

its highly heteronormative discourses (see Boulila (2015) on lesbian salsa spaces).  

Most of the cited ethnographies of local or national salsa scenes deal with salsa as a 

dance practice and/or dance students, their emotions, identifications and 

motivations to embrace salsa dancing. Primarily concerned with salsa in a specific 

local context, these ethnographies are less iÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ȰÎÏÎ-ÌÏÃÁÌȱ 

salsa congresses (cf Kabir 2013). Though some of them acknowledge the existence of 

a transnational salsa circuit (such as Skinner 2007), most of the above-mentioned 

authors do not further investigate the transnational relations between dancers based 

                                                        
19 See Román-Velázquez (2002b) on London; Puccio (2000) on Toulouse; Wieschiolek (2003) on 
Hamburg; Papadopoulos (2003) on Frankfurt; tǳǑƴƛƪ and Sicherl (2010) on Ljubljana; Schneider 
(2010) on Sydney; Bock and Borland (2011) on New Jersey; Gagné (2013) and Iwanaga (2014) on 
Tokyo; Llano (2014) on Barcelona; Escalona (2014) on Paris; Quayson (2014) and Carwile (2017) on 
Accra.  
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in these various places, nor the professional careers developing in the circuit (an 

ÅØÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ -Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΫίɊȢ )Î Á ÒÅÖÉÅ× ÏÆ (ÕÔÃÈÉÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÅÄÉÔÅÄ ÖÏÌÕÍÅ ɉάΪΫήɊȟ &ÒÁÓÅÒ 

$ÅÌÇÁÄÏ ɉάΪΫήɊ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȟ ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱnowhere is there a sense of what 

it feels like to live along the global circuit for those instructors and performers who 

boast on their Web sites that they have visited 60 countries or more. A separate 

ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÉÓ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÆÏÒȱ ɉΫΪβ).  

While it is not the goal of this thesis to give a historical account of the developments 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËȱȟ ÉÔ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÏÆ 

the mentioned salsa dance professionals. Thus, though building on the cited existing 

literature on salsa dance scenes, this study adds several hitherto  underdeveloped 

aspects, namely a focus on salsa congresses, an analysis of the transnational careers 

of salsa dance professionals (including the question of who has the possibility to 

access transnational mobility to participate in the salsa circuit), their social capital in 

terms of (transnational) social networks as well as negotiations around the gendered 

and ethnicised/racialised logics underpinning the affective economy of the salsa 

circuit.  

1.1.3 The cultural politics of dance: the exoticisation of Latin dances 

As briefly demonstrated above with the two examples of mambo and rumba, dancing 

bodies have often been associated with a specific group of people and dance has 

often served as a site for the negotiations of gendered, racialised, class-based and 

national identity projects (Buckland 2006). Historical and critical scholarship on 

ÄÁÎÃÅ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÓ Á ÓÉÔÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ 

and moral anxiÅÔÙȱ ɉ2ÅÅÄ Ϋγγβȡ ίΪΰɊ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ colonial era. For instance, colonial 

administrations were keen to reform or ban dances (Comaroff 1985), as they 

perceived indigenous dance practices as a political and moral threat (Reed 1998). In 

this line of thinking, West ern dance practices were often seen as superior and 

ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÐÒÉÍÉÔÉÖÅȱ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ɉ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ US anthropologist 

+ÅÁÌÉÉÎÏÈÏÍÏËÕ ÉÎ Ϋγβέ ÆÏÒ ÁÎ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÂÁÌÌÅÔ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȰÅÔÈÎÉÃ ÄÁÎÃÅȱɊȢ 

)ÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅȱ ɉ2ÅÅd 1998; Cresswell 2006), scholars have 

indicated the power relations imbued in the categorisation of certain dance practices 
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or dance moves (see Cresswell (2006) for an analysis of how in early 20th century 

,ÏÎÄÏÎ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ Ȱ!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎȱ were labelled as degenerate and 

ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÅÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÁÎ Ȱ%ÎÇÌÉÓÈȱ ÓÔÙÌÅ ÏÆ 

ballroom dancing).  

Drawing on these historical analyses, scholars also indicate the continuing 

importance of colonial images in the evaluation of and fascination with  certain 

dance forms: nÕÍÅÒÏÕÓ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÎ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÄÅÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐÉÃ ÏÆ ȰÅØÏÔÉÃÉsÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ !Ó 

they demonstrate, historically in Europe, non-European dances were often 

ÓÅØÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÓȡ Ȱ%ØÏÔÉÃÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÁËÅÓ 

many forms, and the representation of the exotic Other, especially women, has been 

an important feature of both dance performances and visual representations of 

dance since at least the 18th ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȱ ɉ2ÅÅÄ Ϋγγβȡ ίΪγɊȢ %ØÏÔÉÃÉsation is often 

discussed related to so-called Latin dances, which are represented as particularly 

ȰÈÏÔȱ ÏÒ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÁÔÅȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÉsed versions abroad (see for instance 

Savigliano 1995). Listing Argentinean tango and Brazilian samba, Hutchinson (2009) 

ÁÌÓÏ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÆÅ× ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ×ÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ 

ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÁÓ ,ÁÔÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ɉέαβɊȢ $ÁÎÃÅ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÕÓ ÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÒÏÌÅ in 

the construction of Latin American national imaginaries, on site as well as abroad, a 

process highly interrelated with the history of colonialism and exotification 

(Hutchinson 2009).  

3ÁÌÓÁ ÉÓ ÂÙ ÆÁÒ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÃÒÁÚÅȱ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ,Átin American 

countries, as the already cited examples of the rumba and the mambo as well as the 

ample literature on tango (Davis 2015a; Savigliano 1995; Törnqvist 2013) suggests:  

Twentieth-ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÉÓ ÒÉÆÅ ×ÉÔÈ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÄÁÎÃÅ ȰÃÒÁÚÅÓȟȱ 

short-lived periods of frenzied obsession with hip-centric dances from Argentina, 

Cuba, or Brazil. For at least a century, starting with the tango craze of the 1910s and 

extending through the rumba, samba, and conga crazes of the 1930s into the mambo 

and cha cha crazes of the 1950s, past the lambada craze of the late 1980s, and onto the 

salsa craze at the turn of the millennium, Anglo-Americans have practiced dances 

borrowed from their Latin American neighbors. (McMains 2016: 480) 
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In this process, some of these dances were codified and adapted to the standards of 

ÔÈÅ ȰÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓȟ ÂÏÏËÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅÓȟ ÁÓ 

McMains (2016) writes, a process clearly driven by economic motives.20 In the 

process of commodification, elÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎÎÅÓÓȱ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ 

accentuated: tÈÅ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎȱ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉsÅÄ ÂÙ Á ȰÆÅÔÉÓÈÉÚÅÄ 

ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÐÓȱ ɉ-Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΫΰȡ ήβΫɊȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÏÒÓ ÏÆ 

Ȱdancesport Latinȱ21 at ballroom competitions use self-tanning products ɀ a practice 

×ÉÔÈ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ȰÒÁÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÃÈÁÒÇÅÄȱ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ɉ-Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΪΫȡ ίίɊȢ -Ã-ÁÉÎÓ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ 

argues that the popularity of these dances is often based on harmful representations 

and stereotypes of Latin Americans as, among other attribute s, passionate and 

sensual, but also dangerous and criminal ɀ in short, emotionally uncontrolled. 

-Ã-ÁÉÎÓ ɉάΪΫΰɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅÓ ÁÓ ÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ Ȱto justify not only North 

American superiority over Latin America, but also to reinforce ethnic hierarchies 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȱ ɉήβάɊȢ  

The commodification and exoticisation of so-called Latin dances is also critiqued in 

3ÁÖÉÇÌÉÁÎÏȭÓ ɉΫγγίɊ analysis of Tango and the Political Economy of Passion. As the 

author demonstrates, in order to render tango dancing acceptable for a European 

audience, it had to be reshaped. Herein, dance masters in early 20th century Paris 

played a key role; they standardised the dance and simplified its improvisational 

characteristics into a morally acceptable set of ÓÔÅÐÓȟ ȰÁ ÃÈÏÒÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ 

ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÕÉÔÅÄ ÔÏ &ÒÅÎÃÈ ÍÁÎÎÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÁÓÔÅȱ ɉ3ÁÖÉÇÌÉÁÎÏ Ϋγγίȡ ΫάάɊȢ 

Savigliano details the complex lives the tango has led in Argentina and in the 

cultural capitals of London, Paris and Tokyo, arguing that tango has been 

ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÄ ÆÏÒ ȰÉÍÐÅÒÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȱȢ )Î ÈÅÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȟ 3ÁÖÉÇÌÉÁÎÏ ɉάΪΫΪȡ ΫέβɊ 

distinguishes between two groups of contemporary tango dancers: the European and 

.ÏÒÔÈ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ȰÅØÏÔÉÃÉÚÅÒÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ !ÒÇÅÎÔÉÎÅÁÎ ȰÅØÏÔÉÃ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȢ  

                                                        
20 Ballroom dancing can be traced back to professional dance associations established in the UK 
and the USA in the 1870s (Pietrobruno 2006: 117). 

21 The five dancŜǎǇƻǊǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ŘŀƴŎŜǎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ά[ŀǘƛƴέ ŀǊŜ rumba, cha-cha, samba, paso 
doble, and jive. Despite their origins in Afro-Caribbean and Latin social dance practices, these 
social ballroom dances were popularized and defined by the English Imperial Society of Teachers 
of Dancing throughout the mid-twentieth century (McMains 2001: 55).  
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Taking a critical stance regarding the postcolonial critique of exoticism in tango, 

Davis (2015a) proposes to adopt a more empirically grounded approach and actually 

demonstrates how ȰÅØÏÔÉÃȾÅÒÏÔÉÃ ÆÁÎÔÁÓÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÓÉÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ !ÒÇÅÎÔÉÎÅÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

their visitors are mobilized in complÉÃÁÔÅÄ ×ÁÙÓȱ ɉDavis 2015a: 169). In this way, 

Davis (2015a) shows that exoticisation is a mutual process and an integral feature in 

ÔÈÅ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓȱ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒ ɉΫαίɊȢ  

An important ingredient of exotici sation is ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȱȟ ÁÓ ÆÅminist and postcolonial 

scholars such as Savigliano have argued. As Davis (2015b) writes, feminist 

ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓÈÉÐ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ Ȱscientific authority that gave precedence to 

reason, objectivity, and value neutrality over emotions, subjectivity, and political 

engagement, thereby opening up space to explore embodied experience as a source 

ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÁÎÄ Á ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÆÏÒ Á ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÓÁÎ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȱ ɉΰɊȢ The 

ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÕÒÎȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÉÇÎÏÒÅ ÓÅÎÓÏÒÙ 

experiences in social analysis. However, as Davis (2015b: 6) continues, feminist 

ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÌÅÓÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÈÏ× ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÉÎ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÌÉÖÅÓȱȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ȰÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎ 

is linked to power and how restrictive social norms and dominant hierarchies and 

ÅØÃÌÕÓÉÏÎÓ ÇÅÔ ÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÁÔ ÁÎ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÖÅÌȱ ɉÃÆ 0ÅÄ×ÅÌÌ ÁÎÄ 7ÈÉÔÅÈÅÁÄ (2012) for a 

similar argument).  

Departing from her own frustration with the one -sided feminist and postcolonial 

informed analysis of tango, Davis (2015b) draws precisely on the contradictions 

between politics and experience. She therefore uses a more empirically grounded 

ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÁÎÇÏȟ ÅØÐÌÏÒÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ 

doing it ( Davis 2015a: 15). She suggests developing a reflexive approach to passion, 

ȰÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ uses the embodiment of passion as an affective, sensual attachment with 

political implications as a site for exploring the contradictions and entanglements, 

the constraints and the possibilities that are part of any activity which is pleasurably 

intense and fervently desired, yet unsettling and perhaps even profoundly 

disturbingȱ (Davis 2015b: 17). This theoretical perspective is particularly useful in 

order to understand the affective dimensions of the practice of salsa dancing. 
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As this discussion demonstrates, on the one hand, a perspective informed by 

postcolonial theory is necessary to dismantle ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱ ÉÎ 

ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȟ ÔÈÕÓ ÐÅÒÐÅÔÕÁÔÉÎÇ ȰÃÏÌÏÎÉÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÉÏÎȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÄ ȰÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÙÓÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÅØÃÅÓÓÉÖÅ ÓÅØÕÁÌÉÔÙȱ 

(Reed 1998: 509). However, on the other hand, such a perspective may be too narrow 

to grasp the actual experiences of various people, and to understand why they 

engage in passionate (and arguably problematic) practices. Therefore, while taking 

into account the cited literature on dance practices, this thesis also sheds light on 

how dancers negotiate and think about their dancing, hereby taking into account 

dancers of various nationalities, gender and class backgrounds. In this way, this 

ÓÔÕÄÙ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÈÏ× ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÅ ÉÍÁÇÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÅØÏÔÉÃ 

ÏÔÈÅÒÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱȢ  

1.2 Researching circulation from a transnational perspective 

The circulation of people and affects is one of the main lenses through which I 

approach the salsa circuit. This section briefly revisits the reflections from the field 

of (transnational) migration studies  relevant to this study, namely the development 

of a transnational perspective as an epistemological stance based on the critique of 

Ȱmethodological nationalismȱ (1.2.1). It also presents recent conceptualisations of 

(im)mobility in the heterogeneous field of mobility studies, which tak e into account 

several forms of human movement in one theoretical framework, a claim also made 

by the anthropology of dance (1.2.2).  

1.2.1 Towards a transnational perspective 

The spatial circulation of people has been a topic in social science for a long time, 

and (transnational) migration studies in particular  have theorised about the cross-

border movement of people. During the 1990s, a new framing of the circulation of 

persons was introduced into the academic discourse on migration: the notion of 

transnationalism, which ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ Á ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÔÉÅÓ Ánd interactions 

linking people or institutions across the borders of nation-ÓÔÁÔÅÓȱ ɉ6ÅÒÔÏÖÅÃ Ϋγγγȡ 

447). Early scholars of transnationalism in migration studies argued that, contrary to 
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ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌ ÁÓÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÁÓÓÉÍÉÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓȱ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ rooted in their 

new country while maintaining  ties to their countries of origin, making home and 

host society a single arena for social action (Glick Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 

Ϋγγάȟ ΫγγίɊȢ #ÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÐÁÃÅȱ ɉ&ÁÉÓÔ άΪΪΪȠ Pries 2001) and 

ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄȱ ɉ"ÁÓÃÈȟ 'ÌÉÃË 3ÃÈÉÌÌÅÒ, and Blanc-Szanton 1994) were 

coined to account for social relationships that are sustained across borders. In my 

conceptualisation of the salsa circuit, I draw on reflections of these scholars. 

The transnational approach challenged many other hitherto unchallenged 

assumptions about migration. Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002) criticised the 

ȰÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȱ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÍÕÃÈ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȢ Their 

influential article  disclosed parallels between nationalist thinking and the 

conceptualisÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÁÒÇÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÂÏÕÎÄÅÄ 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙȱ ɉWimmer and Glick 

Schiller 2002: 304). The borders of the nation-state are taken as a ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÕÎÉÔ ÏÆ 

ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓ ÁÄÏÐÔ Á ȰÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÅÒ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȱȟ ÅÑÕÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ×ÉÔÈ 

the nation-state. However, such a view naturalises nation ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÅÖÅÒÙ ÍÏÖÅ 

across national frontiers becomes an exception to the rule of sedentariness within 

the boundaries of the nation-ÓÔÁÔÅȱ ɉ7ÉÍÍÅÒ ÁÎÄ 'ÌÉÃË 3ÃÈÉÌÌÅÒ 2002: 310). Migrants 

thus appear to challenge the isomorphism between people and nation. Studies on 

transnational migration allowed new perspectives on space and borders, going 

beyond such idealist visions of a unity between the state and the population located 

in its territory. In this way, as Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002) argue, studies 

examining the connections between transnational migrants and other actors are able 

ÔÏ ȰÃÁÒÒÙ ÕÓ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÉÃȟ ÒÅÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 

into the study of migrants and non-migrants within social fields of differential 

poweÒȱ ɉέάήɊȢ22 

Since the introduction of transnationalism into social science, a vast array of 

scholarship has blossomed. Some studies emphasise that not every migrant is 

ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȱ ɉ0ÏÒÔÅÓȟ 'ÕÁÒÎÉÚÏȟ ÁÎÄ (ÁÌÌÅÒ άΪΪάɊȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ bring into light the 

                                                        
22 .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜΣ {ŎƘǳƭȊŜ όнлмрΥ роύ ŘǊŀǿǎ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ŀ άƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƛǎƳέ ƛƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΦ  
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existence of territories of circulation ɉȰÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÉÒÅÓ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÏÉÒÅÓȱɊ that do not follow 

the borders or logics of nation-states but have their own hierarchies and forms of 

sociality (Tarrius 1993). Contemporary approaches argue for a transnational 

perspective as an epistemological lens rather than a theoretical framework (see 

Dahinden 2017; Glick Schiller 2015). Dahinden describes this as:  

adopting an explicitly de-nationalized epistemological stance and concomitant 

methodologies in order to investigate and theorize cross-border social phenomena by 

non-state actors. Such cross-border phenomena are understood as the outcome of 

particular processes which are embedded in multi-layered structures (political, 

economic, social) at simultaneously local, national and supranational scales and the 

agency of non-state actors (Dahinden 2017: 1482). 

Adopting a transnational perspective thus includes the analysis of the importance of 

the power of nation-ÓÔÁÔÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

surrounding structures (Dahinden 2016). A transnational perspective is suited to 

ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÎÁÔÉÏÎ-state- and ethnicity -ÃÅÎÔÒÅÄ ÅÐÉÓÔÅÍÏÌÏÇÙȱ ɉ$ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎ άΪΫαɊ 

for which migration and integration research has been criticised (Wimmer and Glick 

Schiller 2002; Wimmer 2009). At the same time, by including the importance of 

nation-ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÁÓ ȰÕÎÉÔÓ ÏÆ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÁÌÉÔÙȱ ɉ'ÌÉÃË 3ÃÈÉÌÌÅÒ ÁÎÄ 

Meinhof 2011: 25), it goes beyond what has been described as a too naïve 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÆÌÏ×Óȱ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÔÏ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȱ 

(Heyman and Campbell 2009). It is in this sense that this study applies a 

transnational perspective to better understand the formation of the salsa circuit. 

Accordingly, I use ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÓ Á ÌÅÎÓȟ ȰÁ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ looking at social 

reality without being trapped in taken -for-ÇÒÁÎÔÅÄ ÁÓÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎÓȱ ɉ-ÏÒÅÔ άΪΫίȡ έΰɊȢ  

Adopting a transnational perspective has not only epistemological and theoretical 

ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÅ ȰÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȱ 

(Amelina and Faist 2012) adopted in this multi-sited study is discussed in 

Section 2.1.1. In their outline of a transnational approach to study what they call 

cultural processes (such as musical creation), Glick Schiller and Meinhof argue that 

such an approach can include within the same analytical framework:  
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(1) persons with a history of movement and connection, irrespective of their place of 

settlement; (2) those who are part of a place but legally considered as peripheral to it 

including persons without accepted documentation including short-term labour 

ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓȟ ÁÓÙÌÕÍ ÓÅÅËÅÒÓȟ ȰÅØÐÁÔÓȱȟ ÒÅÔÉÒÅÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÅÓȠ ɉέɊ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ ÏÆ 

ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄȟ ÁÎÄ ɉȣɊ ɉήɊ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÎÁÔÉÖÅÓȱ ×ÈÏ ÓÈÁÒÅ 

social relations with persons in the other three categories. That is to say: a 

transnational social field analysis of the relationships between migration and cultural 

production allows most of us to be encompassed within a single analytical lens (Glick 

Schiller and Meinhof 2011: 25). 

In line  with this reasoning, this study looks at various actors engaged in the 

production of the salsa circuit. In this way, this study follows the call for a de-

migrantici sation (Dahinden 2016) of research on people on the move.  

1.2.2 Movement on different scales: (im)mobilities, dance and affect 

Another field of study that deals with the movements of people, and also objects and 

information (Sheller 2011), is the vast and diverse field of mobility studies, which 

aims to bring together different types of movement into a single analysis. Similar to 

the transnational perspective discussed above, it challenges the tendency of the 

social sciences to treat stability as normal and mobility as problematic (Urry 2007), 

ÁÎÄ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÅÄÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÂÉÁÓȱ ɉ3ÈÅÌÌÅÒ ÁÎÄ 5ÒÒy 2006). Furthermore, empirical 

ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ȰÔÈÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÆÏÒ ÇÒÁÎÔÅÄ ÂÏÎÄÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ ɉ3ÁÌÁÚÁÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÍÁÒÔ άΪΫΫȡ ÉÉɊȢ  

/ÖÅÒ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÕÒÎȱ ÏÒ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȱ ÈÁÓ ÅÎÔÅÒÅÄ 

migraÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ɉ&ÁÉÓÔ άΪΫέɊ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ɉÓÅÅ ÅÇ 

Martiniello, Puig, and Suzanne 2009). However, the celebratory vision of mobility, 

emphasising movement and change, has also been criticized (see eg Faist 2013). 

Scholars have pointed out that mobilities need moorings (Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 

άΪΪΰɊ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÎÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÆÉØÉÔÙȟ ÓÔÁÓÉÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÍÉÎÄȱ 

(Cresswell 2010: 29). Cresswell (2010) therefore proposes an approach to study the 

ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱȟ ×Èich emphasises how mobilities are both productive of and 

produced by unequal relations of power. In a similar vein, Glick Schiller and Salazar 

ɉάΪΫέɊ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ Á ȰÒÅÇÉÍÅÓ-of-ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÒÅÇÉÍÅȭ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ 
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to the role both of individu al states and of changing international regulatory and 

ÓÕÒÖÅÉÌÌÁÎÃÅ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ɉΫβγɊȢ $ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÓÕÃÈ 

reflections on the production of mobilities and immobilities, this study not only 

follows ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÏÒÙ narratives of mobility but also looks at the 

difficulties and experiences of being stuck and the advantages of rootedness.  

In a transnational social field, the question of who is able to travel becomes a marker 

of class. Glick Schiller and Salazar (2013) state that class has often been defined 

ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ Á ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȡ Ȱ! ÒÅÇÉÍÅÓ-of-mobility approach 

can challenge us to expand this understanding so the ability and legal right to travel 

become one of the criteria by which class iÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅ ÕÐÈÅÌÄȱ ɉΫγΰɊȢ 

)Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÙ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÂÕÔ 

also in terms of their legal status and ability to travel. 

Taking up a second important argument of mobility studies, this thesis brings 

together different forms of mobility: mobility ranging in scale from the micro -

movements of dancing bodies to the politics of global travel (cf Cresswell 2006). It 

approaches questions related to the cross-border mobility  of differently positi oned 

people from an entry point of their common bodily practice of salsa dancing. A 

transnational perspective combined with an understanding of (im)mobilities allows 

consideration of the usually separated forms of cross-ÂÏÒÄÅÒ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ȰÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓȱȟ 

ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȱ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ Á ÍÉÃÒÏ-analysis of moving bodies in 

gendered and (at times) ethnicised/racialised dancing. 

Focusing on the movement of human bodies is nothing new for the anthropological 

study of dance, although it is a relatively recent field of study. As dance scholars 

often argue, the study of dance had long been neglected by academia, wherein the 

ȰÍÉÎÄ-body dichotomy inherited from the Platonic -Cartesian tradition, as well as a 

long-standing bias towards the verbal as a key to hÕÍÁÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȱ ɉ.ÅÖÅÕ 

Kringelbach and Skinner 2012: 5) may have played a key role. Similarly, scholarship 

ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÅÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÕÒÎȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

sciences (Bakko and Merz 2015; Clough 2007) has argued for the importance of 

(bodily) experiences instead of representation in the analysis of the social. As Clough 

ɉάΪΪβɊ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÓȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÄÉÄ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅ Á ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÖÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ 
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critical theory and cultural criticism to bodily matter which had bee n treated in 

terms of various constructionisms under the influence of post-structuralism and 

ÄÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ ɉΫɊȢ  

Over the last few years, several scholars in the fields of the anthropology of dance 

and dance studies as well as sociology have addressed topics at the intersections of 

the two forms of human movement: travel in geographical space and micro-

movements on dance floors (Bizas 2014; Farnell 2010; Davis 2015a; Marion 2010; 

Wilcox 2010; for an overview see Neveu Kringelbach and Skinner 2012). In their 

introduction to an edited book entitled Dancing Cultures: Globalization, Tourism 

and Identity in the Anthropology of Dance, Neveu Kringelbach and Skinner (2012: 9) 

ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÏÎ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȡ Ȱ!Ó 

anthropologists, we are interested in tracing the flows and movements of dance, its 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÉÔÓ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȱȢ This thesis 

links the study of the embodied meaning ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÏÖÅÓȱ ɉ0ÉÅÔÒÏÂÒÕÎÏ άΪΪΰɊ. (ÅÒÅÂÙ ÉÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÄÒÁ×Ó ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ 

ÁÆÆÅÃÔȱ ɉ#ÌÏÕÇÈ άΪΪβɊ to account for the importance of emotions.  

Scholarship in the ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȱ ÈÁÓ theorised processes of the circulation 

of emotions, such as Ahmed (2004), who deliÖÅÒÓ Á ÆÉÎÅ ȰÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

economies, where feelings do not reside in subjects or objects, but are produced as 

ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉβɊȢ Although highly diverse in their understandings of what 

affect is or can be, theories of affect have attemptÅÄ ȰÔÏ ÇÏ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔ 

ÅÐÉÓÔÅÍÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÇÕÉÓÔÉÃ ÔÕÒÎȱ ɉ"ÁËËÏ ÁÎÄ -ÅÒÚ άΪΫίȡ αɊȢ23 In 

particular, researchers have challenged the scientific superiority of reason over 

emotion (Pedwell and Whitehead 2012). While some scholars thus position the 

ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÁÓ ȰÎÏÖÅÌ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÂÒÅÁËÉÎÇȱȟ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÁÒÇÕÅ that  Ȱfeminists have 

ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÁÆÆÅÃÔȟ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȱ ɉ$ÁÖÉÓ άΪΫίb: 6). 

Furthermore, the rhetoric  of newness risks omitting  ȰÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ0ÅÄ×ÅÌÌ ÁÎÄ 7ÈÉÔÅÈÅÁÄ άΪΫάȡ ΫΫαɊȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓÈÉÐ ÏÎ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ 

and care industries has analysed the effects of the commercialisation of the intimate 

                                                        
23 Building on the work of philosophers Deleuze and Guattari (1980), affect is often defined as 
ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǳƎƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ 
ŘƛƳƛƴǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎǘΣ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘέ ό/ƭƻugh 2007: 2).  
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ÌÉÆÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ ɉ(ÏÃÈÓÃÈÉÌÄ ΫγβέɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ ɉ$ÉÔÍÏÒÅ άΪΪαɊȟ ÁÓ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÉÎ #ÈÁÐÔÅÒ 6.  

1.3 A constructivist understanding of social categories  

According to an interpretive, constructivist perspective, ÌÉÖÅÄ ȰÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȱ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ 

by social actorsȢ !Ó 3ÃÈ×ÁÎÄÔ ɉΫγγβɊ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÅÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÉÓȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȟ ÉÎ 

particular places, at particular times, fashion meaning out of events and phenomena 

through prolonged, complex processes of social interaction involving history, 

language, aÎÄ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȱ ɉάάά).  

My research participants often held clear and essentialist ideas regarding ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ 

and ethnicity, gender and roles inside the salsa circuit. Building on a constructivist 

epistemology, as a researcher I was interested in the ways these categories came into 

being, how individuals participated in creating the categories, and in which 

situations they were mobilised. Contrary to some studies that conceptualise dance as 

the expression of a specific cultural or Ȱethnicȱ group, I started from a vision of salsa 

dancing as a social practice, and thus the idea that salsa has to be constantly 

(re)made as Latin or Cuban (or Ȱglobalȱ, as we will see). However, the salsa circuit is 

undeniably a highly gendered and heteronormative social space. This section 

discusses my theoretical framework in relation to ethnicity , gender and other social 

categories. ) ×ÉÌÌ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÍ ÏÆ ȰÇÒÏÕÐÉÓÍȱ ɉΫȢέȢΫɊ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÃÌÁÒÉÆÙ my 

use of these notions, which evoke different meanings in different studies (1.3.2). 

1.3.1 !Ǝŀƛƴǎǘ άƎǊƻǳǇƛǎƳέΥ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ, race and 
gender  

Since the 1980s, in the social sciences in general and anthropology in particular, 

scholars have criticised the tendency to naturalise the association of culture with 

place (Appadurai 1990; Baumann 1996; Gupta and Ferguson 1992; Wicker 1997) or, in 

other words, the idea of an isomorphism between a specific territory, an ethnic 

community or a nation and a culture (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). Similar ly, 

Brubaker (2002) criticisÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÔ ȰÇÒÏÕÐÉÓÍȱ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ: ÔÈÅ ȰÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ 

to take discrete, sharply differentiated, internally homogeneous and externally 
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bounded groups as basic constituents of social life, chief protagonists of social 

conflicts, and ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÕÎÉÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȱ ɉΫΰήɊȢ 

Taking up these criticismsȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ "ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ɉΫγΰγɊ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔÙȟ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ 

have developed a relational, interactive and processual understanding of ethnic 

groups and group boundaries (eg Jenkins 1994; Wimmer 2009), whereby ethnicity is 

ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ-ÍÁËÉÎÇȱȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ 

ÖÉÓÉÏÎȟ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á ȰÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȱ that explains how people behave but 

something that has to be explained itself (Wimmer 2009).  

Taking into account the risk of Ȱmethodological nationalismȱ, Wimmer (2009) 

critici sed the tendency of scholarship on migration to treat ethnicity as a self-evident 

unit of analysis. Instead of assuming group boundaries are based on ethnicity, 

scholars should thus look at the ways ethnicity is actually made important ɀ or not. 

Wimmer (2009) suggests researchers should ȰÄÅ-ethnicize research designs by 

taking non-ethnic units of observation to see both the emergence of ethnic closure 

and its absence or dissÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȱ ɉάΰάɊȢ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ $ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎ ɉάΪΫΰɊ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ 

to Ȱde-migranticizeȱ migration research through several approaches, one of them 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÒÅÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÉÔ ÏÆ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȱ which entails a focus on larger 

segments of the population instead of the category of Ȱmigrantsȱ (2217).  

The present study takes these epistemological (and methodological) reflections as a 

starting point in the development and implementation of the research interest. 

Instead of focusing on the circulation of people based on their supposed 

ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÏÒÉÇÉÎȟ ) ÃÈÏÓÅ ÔÏ ȰÆÏÌÌÏ×ȱ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÍÅÔ ÁÔ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÅÖÅÎÔÓȢ 

Only in a second step did I look at whether (and how) ethnicity is mobili sed and 

made important in sÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ In this 

process, ethnicity often intersects with racial classifications and representations. 

I approach gender from a similar perspective, viewing it as the result of social 

interactions and following ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ȰÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÁÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȱ ɉ%ÌÌÉÏÔ άΪΫΰɊȢ !Ó %ÌÌÉÏÔ 

(2016) clarifies in a discussion of the relationship between gender and mobility: 

Ȱ'ÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ ÈÏ× ÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÍÏÖÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á 

theoretical and methodological toolbox able to capture how socially, culturally, 

historically constructed relations between the sexes inflect the texture of mobility, 
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ÁÎÄ ÖÉÃÅ ÖÅÒÓÁȱ ɉαΰɊȢ 4Ï ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒȟ ) 

ÄÒÁ× ÏÎ 7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎȭÓ ɉΫγβ7, άΪΪγɊ ÍÕÃÈ ÃÉÔÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÏÆ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ 

ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ Äevelopments (Hirschauer 1994, 2001; Deutsch 2007; 

Nentwich and Kelan 2014; Risman 2009). Addressing the gendered relationships in 

salsa dancing with a doing gender perspective has the advantage of switching the 

focus from the supposedly stable gender arrangements on the dance floor to the 

ongoing negotiations and activities of the gendered dancing, thus going beyond 

much of the literature dealing with gender in salsa. 

This constructivist approach to ethnicity and gender leads to a focus on the ways in 

which actors in the salsa circuit are creating ɀ or doing ɀ salsa together (see Schulze 

2015: 58).  

1.3.2 ά!ǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅέΣ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭǎŀ 
circuit 

While tÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ ÁÓ ÉÎ 

other dance contexts (for instance Bizas (2014) reports that students of Senegalese 

sabar dance described their motivation to travel to West Africa as a search for 

authenticity), some research participants referred ÔÏ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÓÁÌÓÁȱȢ Lindholm 

(2008) attributes the quest for the authentic to modernity, bringing along the 

ȰÅÒÏÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÓÁÃÒÅÄ ÈÉÅÒÁÒÃÈÙȱ ɉήɊȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

collective authentici ty are in great demand. From a constructivist stance, claims for 

ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ ȰÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÊÅÃÔȱ ɉ2ÅÉÓÉÎÇÅÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÔÅÉÎÅÒ άΪΪΰɊȢ Drawing on this understanding, I 

will analyse the ways in which salsa dancers mobilise the idea of authenticity related 

ÔÏ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ and a specific national context (in this study mainly Cuba) or 

a personal relation to salsa.  

As already mentioned, among my research participants a highly naturalised and 

essentialist idea of categories was prevalent regarding gender (gendered roles in 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÒÅ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÍÅÎȱ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓȟ ȰÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȱ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔɊȟ 

ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔÙ ɉȰ#ÕÂÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ,ÁÔÉÎÏÓ ÁÒÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȟ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎÓ are ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȱɊȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÏÌÅÓ 

inside the salsa circuit as related to status (stars, salsa artistsȟ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÅÒÓȟ ȰÇÏÏÄȱ 
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dancers, etc). These categories were rhetorically constituted by dancers, who often 

ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ×ÁÙÓȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÄÅÐÌÏÙÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ 

esseÎÔÉÁÌÉÓÍȱ ɉ3ÐÉÖÁË άΪΫά ɉΫγββɊɊ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÔÁËÅ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÉÎ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

salsa circuit. While understanding such categorisations as the result of social 

processes, in the analysis and written account I used (and thus (re)produced) the 

categories used by my interlocutors. In this way, I do not only speak of male and 

female dancers; in some parts of the thesis I use the emic24 terms of Latinos/Latinas, 

Cubans and Europeans (or, in some cases Eastern Europeans), to analyse the ways 

actors actually engage in boundary-making between dancers and thus create these 

groups. However, it is important to keep in mind that these are not my categories, 

ÎÏÒ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ȰÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȱ ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÄÅÍÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ȰÒÅÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȱȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ 

were often constructed as relatively stable, individuals moved between them and 

negotiated their meanings. 

&ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ) ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÔÅÒÍ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȱ ÁÎÄ 

ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȱ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ 

various ways the term Ȱprofessionalȱ can be defined, particularly in spaces of music 

and entertainment (see Gibert 2011). In the context of the salsa circuit, I use the 

status of professional to point to individuals who are able to accumulate 

considerable salsa capital and often are able to transform it into economic capital. In 

other words, I use the more encompassing category of professionals to include the 

acknowledged salsa stars as well as other dancers who teach and perform in the 

salsa circuit, often called travelling artists. However, the two categories are not 

always clearly separable: dance students may become remunerated teachers in some 

contexts, and professionals may take lessons with other dancers; the categorisations 

and identifications are thus always context-dependent and temporary.  

                                                        
24 The notion of emic categories is used in anthropology to designate a perspective from within 
the social group studied (Headland, Pike and Harris 1990). In this thesis emic terms are highlighted 
through italics. 
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1.4 The salsa circuit: beyond a spatially-bound framework 

Since anthropology started to include ÔÏÐÉÃÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÆÌÏ×Óȱ 

(Appadurai 1990), it has ÂÅÅÎ ȰÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÚÅÄȟ 

situational inquiry and the study of large-ÓÃÁÌÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓȱ ɉ-ÕÅÌÌÅÒ άΪΫΰȡ ΫΪέɊȢ Similarly 

to Mueller (2016), I was presented with the challenge of observing salsa dancers at a 

micro-level and developing a broader understanding of the transnational networks 

salsa dancers are engaged in. I thus had to develop analytical tools to mediate 

between situated ethnographic accounts and my macro-analysis, like Mueller (2016) 

who deveÌÏÐÅÄ ȰÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏÏÌÓ to bridge the gap between the collection of 

multiple, particular ethnographic accounts and the construction of a broader 

analysis of the quasi-global, networked agencement of hardcore punkȱ (101). Based 

on the emic notion of the circuit , and following Mueller (2016) and Kiwan and 

Meinhof (2011), I conceptualised salsa as consisting of a circuit with several hubs 

(1.4.1)Ȣ ) ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅ ÄÒÁ× ÏÎ "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ ɉΫγβάɊ framework ÏÆ ȰÁÒÔ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȱ ÁÎÄ, 

complementary, "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ɉΫγγέɊ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏn ÏÆ ȰÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ 

(1.4ȢάɊȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ɀ from a 

transnational perspective (1.4.3). 

1.4.1 Bridging theories of localised scenes and global flows: 
conceptualising the circuit 

As already mentioned, literature interested in salsa in terms of its social 

ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÆÒÁÍÅÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ Á ÌÏÃÁÌÉÓÅÄ ȰÓÃÅÎÅȱȢ 3ÕÃÈ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

ÌÏÃÁÌ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ Á ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÏÎ Á ÄÉÃÈÏÔÏÍÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ 

ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÆÌÏ×Óȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÌÏÃÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÒÉÓËÓ ÒÅÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ 

4ÈÉÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌȱ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÖÉÅ× 

ÏÆ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ ÁÓ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÐÌÁÃÅȱ ÈÁÓ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

this study wishes to address. As anthropologists have argued for decades, the 

ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÏÎ Á ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÉÓÏÍÏÒÐÈÉÓÍ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÅÔÈÎÉÃ 

groups and place (Barth 1969) as well as between culture and place (Appadurai 

1996). Early globalisation scholars ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
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ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÐÈÅÒÅȱ ÈÁÓ ȰÒÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÎÙ ÓÔÒÉÃÔÌÙ ÂÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÔÙ 

ÏÂÓÏÌÅÔÅȱ ɉ'ÕÐÔÁ ÁÎÄ &ÅÒÇÕÓÏÎ Ϋγγάȡ γɊȢ  

(Ï×ȟ ÔÈÅÎȟ ÃÁÎ ×Å ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÉÆ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÓÃÅÎÅÓ ÎÏÒ ÁÓ Á ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ 

fÌÏ×ȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÏ ÁÎÃÈÏÒ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÁÌȟ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÏÒ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȩ !ÎÄ ÈÏ× ÁÒÅ 

ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÓÃÅÎÅÓ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄȩ 4Ï ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÏÎ Á ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ÓÃÁÌÅȟ ÍÙ 

interview partners used terms such as scene, family, world, industry and circuit . I 

opted for the emic notion 25 of the circuit  to underline the importance of circulation 

in my conceptualisation of salsa: the circulation of people, the circulation of 

imaginaries, dance movements, conventions and affects, and (of less importance in 

this study) the circulation of music and dance videos as well as artefacts such as 

instructional DVDs and clothes (see Mueller 2016 for a similar analysis of circulating 

elements). People travel to take salsa lessons, participate in salsa events or teach and 

perform at the numerous events. In their encounters they build on and (re)produce a 

set of shared understandings of why they do what they do (imaginaries) and how it 

best should be done and felt (the conventions and affects). This thesis will look 

closely at the circulation of people, dance movements, imaginaries and affects, 

whereby I do not conceive of circulation as an abstract idea of flows but rather as 

inextricably and inseparably linked to local situations (cf Mueller 2016: 110).  

!Ó 5ÒÒÙ ɉάΪΪέɊ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ Ȱsocial life is full of multiple and extended connections often 

across long distances, organised through certain nodes or hubs within which social 

ÌÉÆÅ ÉÓ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÏÒÍÅÄȱ ɉΫίαɊȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȟ these extended 

connections come together in hubs (see Figure 1).  

                                                        
25 My conceptualisation of the salsa circuit should thus not be confused with the theorisation of 
άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘǎέ by Stuart Hall and his colleagues at the British Centre for Contemporary Cultural 
Studies (CCCS) (see for instance du Gay et al. 1997). Nor does it refer to another CCCS concept: the 
highly influential but also criticised notion of subcultures όŦƻǊ ŀ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ 
critique, see Schulze 2015). 
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Figure 1 A conceptual map of the salsa circuit (adapted from Mueller 2016). 

The salsa hubs should not be understood as physical geographical places but rather 

as the material actualisation of salsa, the moment salsa happens in a specific space.26 

Hubs can take various forms, such as a salsa event, a festival, a class at a salsa studio 

or a party at a salsa club, thus temporarily territorialising in specific places. 

Furthermore, situations such as an online discussion between salsa dancers on the 

topic of a convention can also be considered a hub.27 In this sense, the different 

situations studied in this research project can be conceptualised as highly connected 

(see also Mueller 2016), reminiscent of post-structuralist philosophers Deleuze and 

'ÕÁÔÔÁÒÉȭÓ ɉΫγγβ ɉΫγβΪɊɊ notion of  rhizome. The model of the rhizome points to a 

non-hierarchical organisation and is ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȡ ȰÕÎÌÉËÅ ÔÒÅÅÓ ÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

                                                        
26 In their study on African musicians, Kiwan and aŜƛƴƘƻŦ όнлммύ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜ ŀ άtransnational and 
translocal ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƳƻŘŜƭέ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ άƪŜȅ ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊǎέ, which they call hubs. However, my 
model differs in the conceptualisation of hubs as temporary rather than their more static notion of 
human or spatial hubs. 

27 The transnational field of salsa congresses thus has to be conceptualised adequately by 
including a vision that does not separate the virtual from the non-virtual, but includes the space- 
and time-spanning possibilities the internet offers (of course only for those who have access to the 
internet). 
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roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other ÐÏÉÎÔȱ ɉάέɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ 

conceptualisation of the salsa circuit consisting of hubs highly connected through 

circulation is helpful in overcoming ideas of either localised scenes or global flows, 

as it allows for a relational perspective.  

At the same time, the critics of some enthusiast depictions of global cultural flows 

have argued that there are limits to such idealist, non-hierarchical perspectives of 

social relations. Tsing (2000: 337) warns that a focus on circulation as the defining 

characteristic of the global mistakenly turns the attention to what circulates instead 

of to the conditions that allow circulation to take place. Mueller (2016: 120) also 

argues that such a non-hierarchical vision of the social world (in this case the salsa 

circuit) is  insufficient  when it comes to understanding hierarchies and unequal 

access to various resources (in short , power relations). Therefore the hubs and 

circulations constituting the salsa circuit have to be understood as being embedded 

in broader, globe-spanning political, economic and cultural power relations. As Glick 

Schiller (2015) writes: ȰIn a multi -scalar analysis, local, regional, national, pan-

regional and global are not separate levels of analysis but are part of mutually 

constituting institutional and personal  networks of unequal power within which 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÂÏÔÈ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÌÉÖÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓȱ ɉάάαΰɊȢ Scholars of 

ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÂÏÒÄÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÄÅÌÉÍÉÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ 

of the social, although the role of states is one important element in the analysis of 

ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ (Glick Schiller 2015: 2277). Particularly when it comes to the 

ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ȰÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÇÉÍÅÓȱ ɉ!ÍÅÌÉÎÁ άΪΫαɊ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÁËÅÎ 

into account when analysing the salsa circuit. The European migration system 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÙ ÓÈÁÐÅÓ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȟ ÁÓ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

case of salsa hubs based in European countries. From the perspective of some 

dancers in this study, the salsa circuit is therefore separated into a specific European 

circuit or North American circuit, which they can only enter under specific 

circumstances (such as obtaining a visa). To account for these limitations, in some 

parts of this study I narrow the focus down to a specific European salsa circuit, 

whose boundaries align ×ÉÔÈ %ÕÒÏÐÅȭÓ ÂÏÒÄÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÕÓ ÒÅÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ 
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difficulties salsa dance professionals of different origin countries have to overcome 

in order to participate in the European salsa circuit. 

1.4.2 Art worlds and artistic fields 

To understand specific aspects of the salsa circuit, I found certain theoretical 

ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȡ "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ notion  ÏÆ ȰÁÒÔ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȱ ɉΫγβάɊ ×ÁÓ 

particularly helpful  in analysing salsa dancerÓȭ organising of collective action in 

regards to specific conventions (see also Schulze 2015). His analytical framework 

allowed me to focus on ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȱ ɉ"ÅÃËÅÒ ΫγβΰɊ in Part II  of this 

study. However, to account for the power relations and struggles in the salsa circuit, 

ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÏÆ Ȱartistic ÆÉÅÌÄÓȱ ɉΫγγέɊ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ theorisation of 

different forms of capital (Bourdieu 1986) were more helpful (see Part III ). While 

"ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ ɉΫγβάɊ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÁÒÔ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȱ ÁÎÄ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ (1993) conceptualisation of 

ȰÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÆÉÅÌÄÓȱ are often seen as complementary in terms of their strengths and 

weaknesses (Bottero and Crossley 2011), they differ considerably in their  theoretical 

outlook.  The resulting tensions between different levels of analysis point to the 

limits of a sole analytical lens, which I wanted to overcome by approaching the salsa 

circuit from  different perspectives.  

7ÈÉÌÅ "ÅÃËÅÒ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ȰÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔÌÙ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȱȟ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ȰÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÓ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ 

ÎÅÇÌÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ×ȱ ɉ"ÏÔÔÅÒÏ ÁÎÄ #ÒÏÓÓÌÅÙ άΪΫΫȡ ΫΪΪɊȢ In other words: 

while BeckerȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ focuses on individual action , BourdieuȭÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË is 

interested in social structural dynamics. Despite these differences, both analytical 

ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËÓ ÁÒÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÒÅÁÔÏÒÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

social environments, and both approaches have been taken up widely in works of 

sociology and anthropology of art and beyond. As numerous studies in other 

disciplines have demonstrated, ideas from these theoretical frameworks are fruitful 

to analyse any form of social organisation, independently of their thematic scope. 

Therefore, although drawing on a theoretical framework developed for the specific 

setting of artistic or cultural production, I do not approach salsa as an artwork or 

cultural product but am more inte rested in the theoretical perspectives on the social 
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organisation, namely the focus on networks, collective action and conventions 

(Becker 1982), as well as struggles and position-takings (Bourdieu 1993).  

4Ï ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅ "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÁÒÔ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȱ ÄÅÎÏÔÅÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÏÆ 

people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of 

conventional means of doing things, produce the kind of art works that art world is 

ÎÏÔÅÄ ÆÏÒȱ ɉΫγβάȡ ØɊȢ $ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇȟ ) ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄe only one 

specific category of actors into my analysis, such as the self-described salsa artists, 

but also included some of the other actors such as festival participants, DJs and 

event organisers. &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ) ÄÒÁ× ÏÎ "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔion and 

look closely at some conventions of the salsa circuit, particularly conventions in 

terms of pedÁÇÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅÓ ÁÎÄ ȰÇÅÎÄÅÒ conventionsȱ ɉ3ÃÈÕÌÚÅ άΪΫίɊ in dancing 

as well as ×ÈÁÔ ) ÃÏÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÏÎÖention of tangible salsa starsȱ. 

7ÈÉÌÅ "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ analytical framework has the advantage of stressing the importance 

of collaboration between all the participants of an art world over widespread popular 

beliefs of artists as individual creators, it has been criticised for its emphasis on 

consensus rather than conflict among artists and actors who control material and 

symbolic resources (see Crane 2015). In other words, the main criticism of Becker 

and interactionism more generally suggests that its focus on people doing things 

overlooks structural issues of power and resources (Bottero and Crossley 2011). 

Indeed, conceptualising salsa as an art world did not adequately address the 

question of power relations inside and outside the specific realm of salsa. 

In a second analytical step, I therefore opted to inÃÌÕÄÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ 

ɉΫγγέɊ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ȰÆÉÅÌÄÓȱȟ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ analyse the specific strategies of actors in 

terms of the resources and capital at their disposal. "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË 

lays the groundwork to analyse the reproduction of social hierarchies. His notion of 

ȰÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÄÄÓ Á ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ inequalitiesȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÏÒ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ 

field is a field of forces, but it is also a field of struggles tending to transform  or 

conserve this fÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÃÅÓȱ ɉ"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ Ϋγγέȡ έΪȟ ÉÔÁÌÉÃÓ ÉÎ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌɊȢ )Î "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ 

analytical framework, cultural products and producers are located within a space of 

positions and position-takings. Actors struggle to defend or improve their positions, 

ÁÄÏÐÔÉÎÇ ȰÓÔÒÁtegies which depend for their force and form on the position each 
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ÁÇÅÎÔ ÏÃÃÕÐÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ɏÒÁÐÐÏÒÔÓ ÄÅ ÆÏÒÃÅɐȱ ɉ"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ Ϋγγέȡ έΪɊȢ !ÃÔÏÒÓ 

thus develop strategies, consciously or not, which permit them to ameliorate their 

situation. The analyÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ×ÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄÓȟ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

relations between positions defined by their rank in the distribution of competing 

powers or species oÆ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ɉ"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÃÑÕÁÎÔ Ϋγγάȡ ΫΫήɊ. In BourdieuȭÓ ÖÉÅ×, 

numerous discrete and relatively autonomous social fields make up social space, 

such as the economic, artistic, intellectual and juridical fields (in his case in a 

national frame). As each fÉÅÌÄ ÈÁÓ ÉÔÓ Ï×Î ÌÏÇÉÃÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÁÒÅ 

differently valued in different contexts (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). However, 

"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ×ÎÅÓÓ (Lahire 

2001, see also Moret 2015). I therefore do not restrict my analysis to Ȱsocial fieldÓȱ but 

also include other contexts, which encompass Ȱless strictly bounded and defined 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÅÒÁÒÃÈÉÅÓȱ ɉ-ÏÒÅÔ άΪΫίȡ ΫβΰɊȢ Accordingly, I do not analyse 

the salsa circuit in terms of a national bounded field, as the next section discusses. 

1.4.3 .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ social inequalities 

are a product of the accumulation of several forms of unequally distributed  

resources. Enlarging the Marxian understanding of economic capital, Bourdieu 

conceptualises economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital as related (and 

sometimes convertible) forms of capital (Bourdieu 1986).28 In this thesis I build on 

"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȟ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÉÔÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÄÉÎÇ Á ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

a specific salsa capital. 

Following Bourdieu, economic capital can be immediately and directly converted 

into money and may be institutionali sed in the form of property rights. In the salsa 

circuit, economic capital is highly important and at the same time downplayed by 

                                                        
28 WhiƭŜ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ όƳŀƛƴƭȅ Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘύΣ L 
do not employ other elements of his theory, for instance the concept of habitus. The latter has 
ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƻwn writings, namely his 
άǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅέΣ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ όŦƻǊ ŀ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 
argument, see King 2000).  
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most actors. Although often being a prerequisite for the access to the salsa circuit (in 

form of dance lessons, travel costs and entry tickets), as well as the return for dance 

ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ×ÏÒËȟ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÅÒÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÉÎÓÉÓÔ ÏÎ ÄÏÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÏÎÌÙ 

ȰÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ ÎÏÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÅÙȱȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ ɉΫγβέɊȟ ÔÈÉÓ 

ȰÉÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÇÉÃ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȱ ɉέΫΫɊ ÉÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

field of cultural production.   

Bourdieu distinguishes three states of cultural capital, of which one is particularly 

important fo r this study: institutionali sed cultural capital. Cultural capital in its 

institutionali sed state corresponds to academic qualifications such as formal degrees 

ÁÎÄ ÃÅÒÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÅÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ȰÍÁËÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ 

between the capital of the autodidact, which may be called into question at any time, 

[ȣ] and the cultural capital academically sanctioned by legally guaranteed 

ÑÕÁÌÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÆÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÅÁÒÅÒȱ ɉ"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ Ϋγβΰȡ 

άήαɊȢ -ÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÓÁÌÓa dance professionals have degrees in various dance forms, 

ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙȱȟ ȰÆÏÌËÌÏÒÉÃȱ ÏÒ ȰÕÒÂÁÎȱ ÄÁÎÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÉÎ 

ÓÏÍÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÒÙ ÔÏ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ called into question despite formal qualifications, 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÒÅÌÉÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓȢ  

The third form of capital Bourdieu defines is social capital: 

the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a 

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 

and recognition ɀ or in other words, to membership in a group ɀ which provides each 

of its members with the backing of the collectivity -owned capital, a Ȱcredentialȱ which 

entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the word (Bourdieu 1986: 248).  

The understanding of resources embedded in social networks as a form of capital is 

particular ly helpful  in the analysis of salsa dance proÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ ! ÄÁÎÃÅ 

professional with close ties to many event organisers will have a larger volume of 

performance and teaching opportunities than dancers with low social capital. 

Moreover, as Bourdieu states, social capital demands relational efforts; as I will 

demonstrate in detail in Part III  of this thesis, social capital has to be acquired and 
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ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇȱ ɉ3ÃÈÁÐÅÎÄÏÎË άΪΫ5) and it is highly 

relevant in all stages of the career-building process.  

Furthermore, as Bourdieu argues, once accepted and valued by others, the three 

types of capital already ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÍÁÙ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȢ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ×ÏÒË 

(1993) on an economy of symbolic goods also inspired my understanding of the 

relational field of salsa as an Ȱaffective economyȱ. As demonstrated throughout this 

thesis, salsa dancers negotiate their positions in the salsa circuit drawing on various 

resources. The notion of an affective economy points to the importance of the 

affective experience of salsa dancing as a driving force of the salsa circuit, as further 

discussed in Chapter 3.  

7ÈÉÌÅ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ highly influential in social analysis, it 

has also generated criticism pointing to its limits in several regards. An important 

critiqu e states its inability to account for change of the social order (Calhoun 1993, 

+ÉÎÇ άΪΪΪɊȢ )Î "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȟ ÁÎ ÁÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

order is linked to his or her social position. Therefore, instead of negotiating change, 

actors tend to reproduce the social order. While "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ perspective focusing on 

reproduction is insightful in certain aspects, I will also mobilise other theoretical 

perspectives that allow me to address how salsa dancers are challenging the social 

structure, notably a doing gender and a boundary-making approach (see Part II ). 

A second criticism is particularly important for this study: "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ȰÂÌÉÎÄÎÅÓÓȱ ÉÎ 

terms of nation-states (Nowicka 2013; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002), and 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ Ȱthe methodological nationalism and overall neglect of migration and 

ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ ɉ$ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎ άΪΫαȡ ΫήβέɊȢ Several 

ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅȱ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ɉÓÅÅ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅ %ÒÅÌ 

2010; Meinhof and Triandafyllidou 2006; Moret 2015; Nowicka 2013). As these 

authors show, particularly in the process of migration and mobilityȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ 

ÖÁÌÕÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÍÁÙ ÖÁÒÙ ÅÎÏÒÍÏÕÓÌÙ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ 

evaluated, i.e. in the place of origin, the place of residence or other national or 

ÒÅÇÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔÓȱ ɉ-ÏÒÅÔ άΪΫίȡ ΫβΰɊȢ 4Ï ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ 

cultural actors of migrant background in European capital cities, Meinhof and 

4ÒÉÁÎÄÁÆÙÌÌÉÄÏÕ ɉάΪΪΰɊ ÃÏÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÆÏÒ 
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ȰÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȟ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

connections with their country and cultures of origin which are made active at their 

ÎÅ× ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÅȱ ɉάΪάɊȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ Á ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉal link between all three forms 

of capital, which migrants may mobilise in order to maximise their options. While 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÒ ÌÅÓÓ ÓÃÅÐÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ 

resources is recognised after a migration, all these authors share the assumption of 

context-ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÌÁÒÇÅ ÉÔ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙȢ As all 

these authors have demonstrated, when taking into account the criticisms, elements 

ÏÆ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭs theoretical framework are well suited to analyse many aspects of 

transnational phenomena.        

To sum up, the conceptualisation of salsa as a circuit with specific hubs, including a 

ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ ÁÎÄ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ, permits the 

analysis of salsa from a transnational perspective.  

1.5 Research questions  

The main aim of this thesis is to develop a framework to study the salsa circuit, in 

order to better understand the circulation of salsa dancers and salsa imaginaries 

from a transnational perspective. Based on the presented theoretical background 

and the discussed literature on salsa dance, including the identified research gaps, it 

addresses three sets of research questions. 

A first set of questions is interested in the formation of the salsa circuit and its 

underlying logi cs: 

¶ How is the salsa circuit structured and integrated into a larger web of globe-

spanning power relations? 

¶ Which imaginaries of salsa and salsa dancers circulate in the salsa circuit? 

¶ What motivates salsa students to participate in the salsa circuit and which 

role does the embodied experience play? 

A second set of questions addresses the ways gender and ethnicity/race are 

negotiated in embodied ways, focusing on ȰÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȡ  
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¶ In which  ways are ethnicity , race ÁÎÄ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

negotiated? 

¶ How are gendered and ethnicised conventions in salsa (re)produced? 

¶ In which ways are salsa dancers doing, redoing and undoing gender and 

ethnicity? 

A third  set of questions focuses on the professional careers some salsa dance 

professionals develop: 

¶ How are professional transnational careers in the salsa circuit constructed?  

¶ How is access to the salsa circuit regulated? 

¶ How is reputation constructed and maintained inside the salsa circuit?  

¶ How is social capital mobilised in the construction of a transnational career? 

¶ Which resources and gendered and ethnicised position strategies do salsa 

dance professionals mobilise to construct successful careers?  
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Chapter 2 Methodology and methods 

This chapter outlines my choice of methodology and the development of my 

research methods, in line with the epistemological and theoretical perspectives 

discussed in Chapter 1. 

This study builds on a qualitative, interpretive and constructivist approach. 

Therefore, the research process has been guided by a methodological approach 

inspired by grounded theory (Charmaz 2006; Glaser and Strauss 1967). This 

ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ȰÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÚÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ under study over theoretical 

ÁÓÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎÓȱ ɉ&ÌÉÃË άΪΫήȡ ΫέαɊȢ 4ÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ȰÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄȱ ɉ'ÌÁÓÅÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÔÒÁÕÓÓ ΫγΰαɊ ÏÒ 

ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ȰÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄȱ ɉ#ÈÁÒÍÁÚ άΪΪΰɊ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȟ ÁÎÄ are grounded in 

the empirical data. Characteristic of a grounded theory approach is a circular 

research process, involving a close link between collection and interpretation of data 

and the selection of empirical material (Flick 2014: 139). This study builds on a 

constructivist understanding of the process of data collection. As Charmaz (2006) 

ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ Ȱ7Å ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÏÕÒ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÏÕÒ ÐÁÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ 

ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ 

(10). In this sense, my experiences as a white, female, Swiss national, trained in social 

anthropology, working in a research institute on the wider topic of transnational 

circulation, and with an interest in music and dance, shaped not only the choice of 

this research topic but also the ways I engaged with theoretical concepts, 

perspectives and the questions I asked during this process (Davis 2018a). Taking into 

account that knowledge is always situated (what Haraway (1988) terms ȰÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ 

ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȱɊȟ the present study encompasses the interpretations I acquired through a 

thorough reading of the various perspectives contained in my observational notes 

and interviews, building on extant methodological reflections and established 

methods. 

The field of the salsa circuit necessitated a specific set of methodological moves, 

between field sites, the virtual world  and dance floors, and between participant and 

observer. This chapter describes the ways I constructed my field (2.1), conducted 

short-term embodied ethnography of salsa events (2.2) and carried out semi-

structured, problem-centred interviews with dancers (2.3). It discusses the 
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challenges I faced and the strategies used to move around them. It also describes the 

steps I took to interpret and analyse the data (2.4). Doing qualitative research always 

raises ethical questions, which were treated in compliance with ethical guidelines 

standard in social sciences.29 Considering ethical issues to be important in every 

stage of the research, I address the questions of informed consent, confidentiality 

and my status between an insider and an outsider throughout this chapter.  

2.1 /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ άǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘέ 

How can people who are in circulation and constant movement be studied? Being 

interested in salsa dancers who form part of the salsa circuit, I was presented with 

ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÏÆ Á ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ȰÆÉÅÌÄȱ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȢ In order t o start my 

fieldwork I therefore had to make choices in terms of entry points into the circuit as 

well as the construction of the field itself. To adapt to this constantly moving field 

and catch my research participants, a classical anthropological approach including 

long-ÔÅÒÍ ÆÉÅÌÄ×ÏÒË ×ÁÓ ÈÁÒÄÌÙ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÂÌÅȢ 2ÅÆÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ 

longstanding tradition of long-term fieldwork, Salazar, Elliot, and Norum (2017) 

ÓÔÁÔÅȡ ȰÁ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÉÔÓ ÅÐÉÓÔÅÍÏÌÏÇÙ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÉÍÍÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÉÎ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ 

place (over a period of a year or more, usually) can hardly be well suited to dealing 

with transl ocal connectivities and flows ɀ at least not without some creative 

ÒÅÉÍÁÇÉÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÅÐÉÓÔÅÍÏÌÏÇÙȱ ɉΰɊȢ ) ÔÈÕÓ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÓÏÍÅ 

ȰÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÉÍÁÇÉÎÉÎÇȱ ÁÎÄ ÄÒÁ× ÏÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÔÏ 

construct my field and develop mobile research methods.  

One entry into the field is through events, as proposed as a possible way to 

ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÏÒÔÃÏÍÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ȰÇÒÏÕÐÉÓÔȱ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÓ ɉÓÅÅ 

eg Bessin, Bidart, and Grossetti 2010; Hertz 2009; Salzbrunn 2017). Salzbrunn (2017: 

4) argues that an epistemological and methodological entry through the event allows 

renewal of social science approaches to migration (and religion), as it shifts the focus 

from an a priori defined group to the plural affiliations of present indivi duals. 

Similarly, iÎ Á ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÉÓÔÓȭ ÐÒÅÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌȱ ɉÁÓ Á 

                                                        
29 See isa-sociology.org/en/about-isa/code-of-ethics (accessed 27 August 2018). 

https://www.isa-sociology.org/en/about-isa/code-of-ethics/
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territorialised notion) Hertz (2009: 219) proposes to focus on the event, which points 

ÔÏ Á ȰÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÁÂÌÅ ÁÃÔÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÔÉÍÅ-ÓÐÁÃÅȱ ɉÍÙ ÔÒÁÎslation). 

Drawing on such an understanding of the importance of events, I adopted a multi-

ÓÉÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÈÏÓÅ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ȰÆÉÅÌÄ ÓÉÔÅÓȱ ɀ including several of the hubs of 

the circuit  (conceptually defined in Chapter 1), namely salsa congresses, dance 

studios and an organised salsa holiday ɀ in a process that I discuss below. This 

section discusses the underlying assumptions guiding the choice of a multi-sited 

ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ɉάȢΫȢΫɊȟ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÙ ȰÆÉÅÌÄȱ 

(2.1.2). 

2.1.1 Multi -sited research 

In anthropology, the idea of researchers following their object of study and a ȰÍÏÖÅ 

ÏÕÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÓÉÔÅÓȱ ɉ-ÁÒÃÕÓ Ϋγγίȡ γΰɊ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ 

1980s.30 3ÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÎȟ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÁÄÏÐÔ !ÐÐÁÄÕÒÁÉȭÓ ɉΫγβΰɊ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ȰÔÈÉÎÇÓ 

ÉÎ ÍÏÔÉÏÎȱȟ ÁÎÄ -ÁÒÃÕÓȭ ɉΫγγίɊ ÉÎÖÉÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ 

ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÏÔȟ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÒ ÁÌÌÅÇÏÒÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÏÒ ÂÉÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔȢ Ȱ3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ 

of quite literally following connections, associations, and putative relationships are 

thus at the very heart of designing multi-ÓÉÔÅÄ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȱ ɉ-ÁÒÃÕÓ Ϋγγίȡ 

97). In this sense, the connections between the chosen sites are important, as 

Hannerz (2003Ɋ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÓÉÔÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ Én such ways that 

the relationships between them are as important for this formulation as the 

ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȠ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÍÅÒÅ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÕÎÉÔÓȱ 

(206).  

These attempts to conceptualise a methodological approach to grasp the 

connectivity between geographically distant places (instead of focusing on the 

classical ethnographic one-sited field) have also been taken up from scholars in 

studies on the mobility of people (eg Mazzucato 2009; Richter 2012; Tarrius 2001). An 

important p oint of discussion raised in transnational studies of migration is the 

question of spatiality (see Faist 2004; Pries 2008). In a relational understanding of 

                                                        
30 Nonetheless, earlier ethnographies often incluŘŜŘ άƳǳƭǘƛ-ǎƛǘŜŘέ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ŜƎ the famous 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ aŀƭƛƴƻǿǎƪƛΩǎ Argonauts of the Western Pacific (see Salazar, Elliot, and Norum 2017). 
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spatiality (see Massey 1994Ɋȟ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÇÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ 

changeable nexus between material artefacts and social actions, which is created, 

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȰ ɉ!ÍÅÌÉÎÁ ÁÎÄ &ÁÉÓÔ άΪΫάȡ ΫαΫήɊȢ 

Amelina and Faist (2012) therefore suggest that researchers of empirical migration 

studies should ȰÓÔÕÄÙ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÉÏÎȱ 

(1714), through multi-sited ethnography and mobile methods. As they argue, 

ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÁÄÏÐÔ Á ȰÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȱ ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙ 

ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎs by avoiding a nation-state-

ÃÅÎÔÒÅÄ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙȱ ɉΫαΪβɊȢ !Ó ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÉÎ Chapter 1, existing literature on salsa is 

often focused on ÌÏÃÁÌ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ studies tend to be 

based ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÔÅÒÍÅÄ Á ȰÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÓÍȱ ɉsee also Mueller 2016). I 

therefore considered it particularly insightful to use another approach to study salsa 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÍÁËÉÎÇȢ !ÄÏÐÔÉÎÇ Á ÍÕÌÔÉ-sited approach allowed 

me to focus on the connections between geographically distant phenomena.31 

Indeed, for the salsa dancers I talked to, the question of where they were dancing 

(the locality) was far less important than, for example, the quality of the dance floor, 

the skill  of their dance partner or the reputation of the other dancers and invited 

salsa instructors present (see Hertz (2009: 217) for a similar argument in relation to 

night clubs).32 Salsa events take place in strikingly similar formats wherever they 

ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÐÌÁÃÅȢ 4ÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÃÏÎÓÔruction of space into 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȟ ) ÔÈÕÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÍÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ȰÆÉÅÌÄ ÓÉÔÅÓȱ ÁÓ ȰÏÎÅ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌÌÙ 

non-ÃÏÎÔÉÇÕÏÕÓ ÓÐÁÃÅȱ (Hage 2005)Ȣ !Ó (ÁÇÅ ɉάΪΪίɊ ÎÏÔÅÓȡ Ȱ4Ï ÄÏ ÓÏ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ Á 

choice of emphasizing those global relations and the circulation of goods, 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÍÏÎÅÙȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȱ ɉήΰαɊȢ ) ÔÈÕÓ 

chose a multi-ÓÉÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ×ÁÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ 

ÁÎÄ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȱȟ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÍÙ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÌÅÓÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÄ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ 

                                                        
31 However, this is not to say that transnational connections cannot be studied while remaining in 
one place, nor that a multi-sited research design automatically leads to a theorisation of 
transnational connections.  

32 Location plays little part with the notable exceptions of Cuba and New York, which both hold a 
ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻƴ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎΩ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǊȅ άsalsa mapέ, due to their historical association with salsa and 
the άauthenticity valueέ constructed around them.  
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salsa, particularly the phenomenon of salsa congresses. Obviously, this choice 

represents a limitation in terms of the importance of actorsȭ ÅÍÂÅÄÄedness in 

specific localities and the concrete material and social contexts, a point raised by 

several critics of multi -sited studies.  

As sceptics of multi-sited ethnography have argued (eg Candea 2007; Hage 2005), 

multi -ÓÉÔÅÄÎÅÓÓ ÍÁÙ ÄÉÌÕÔÅ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ȰÄÅÐÔÈȱ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃ 

ethnographic work in one site. For me, this challenge became particularly visible 

when I decided to include salsa events in Havana in my field. How much knowledge 

of local contexts was needed to understand the data collected in Havana? And which 

emerging topics should be included in my research design and sample? I soon 

realised that an ethnography of the salsa tourist space in Havana with a deeper 

understanding of its workings would require a different study of itself. At the same 

time, some information on local contexts seemed indispensable to understand 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐs. Redrawing the limits and theoretical interest of my study as 

well as including some literature discussing context information proved helpful in 

the interpretation of these data.  

Choosing a multi-sited research approach based on a relational understanding of 

space does not imply a negation of the lasting impacts of nation-states and their 

borders. On the contrary, during the whole research process I observed the ways in 

which the mobility of salsa dancers (in the circuit highly celebrated and normalised) 

had to be acquired, particularly by Cuban dancers. Linking the multi-sited research 

approach with a theoretical regimes-of-mobility framework allowed me to focus on 

the immobilities and non -granted mobilities as well, and thus to integrate some 

aspects related to local and national contexts into the analysis. 

2.1.2 aŀǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άŦƛŜƭŘ ǎƛǘŜǎέΣ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ 

Marcus (1995) calls multi-ÓÉÔÅÄ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ȰÁÎ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅ ÉÎ ÍÁÐÐÉÎÇ ÔÅÒÒÁÉÎȱ ɉγγɊȟ 

ÁÎÄ (ÁÎÎÅÒÚ ɉάΪΪέɊ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÓ ÕÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȱ ɉάΫέɊȢ )Ô 

is in this sense that I constructed my multi-ÓÉÔÅÄ ȰÆÉÅÌÄȱ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÌÌÙ developing new 

insights and following newly arisen opportunities (Hannerz 2003: 207).  
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!Ó ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ -ÁÒÉÏÎȭÓ ɉάΪΪίɊ ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ 

dance research at the main sites of competition (Marion 2005 and in response 

Frederik 2005 and Skinner 2007b), a research methodology focusing on a large 

ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÅÎÔÁÉÌÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓË ÏÆ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ȰÁ ÆÁÌÓÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

competitive dance field actually consists of and the terms of membership contained 

ÔÈÅÒÅÉÎȱ ɉ&ÒÅÄÅÒÉË άΪΪίȡ ΫγɊȢ Mirroring the alreaÄÙ ÃÉÔÅÄ ÄÅÂÁÔÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÄÅÐÔÈȱ ÏÆ 

multi -sited research, this argument points to the limits of a research design focusing 

solely on events.33 A research methodology combining several research strategies, 

such as tracking dance students and instructors, including different sites as well as 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ Ï×Î ÂÏÄÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ, as proposed by Skinner (2005), 

seems more promising. In line with my research topic I therefore chose to combine 

several research strategies. However, while this approach seems fruitful in order to 

study dance worlds, it entails practical challenges I had to deal with, as detailed 

below. 

)ÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÕÓÉÎÇ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÓȱ, I initially had the idea to literally 

ȰÆÏÌÌÏ×ȱ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÄÉÆÆÅÒent settings, physically travelling with 

them to better understand the meanings and experiences of their travelling. Due to 

ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ȰÃÏ-mobile methodsȱ ×ÁÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ Á 

limited ÅØÔÅÎÔȡ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÙ Ï×Î professional situation as a 

teaching assistant did not allow for spontaneous travels nor longer trips during term 

time.34 In her methodological discussion of research with highly mobile artists, 

Lipphardt (2015: 63) mentions similar challenges related to mobile research designs, 

including the necessitated coordination, flexibility and not least financial costs of 

such research endeavours. I therefore decided to concentrate on meeting dancers 

(salsa students and salsa dance professionals) at specific events, whereby salsa 

festivals proved to be a highly fruitful context. In this way, I could meet many 

dancers at one time to conduct interviews and was even able to meet (some) 

                                                        
33 I would argue for the importance of adjusǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎΩ όƛƳύƳƻōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ 
a localised dance studio.   

34 On another level, the use of a sort ƻŦ άŎƻ-ƳƻōƛƭŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎέ proved highly fruitful, namely in 
dancing with research participants, which will be discussed below. 
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ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÔÉÍÅÓȢ &ÁÃÅÂÏÏË ÁÌÓÏ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÍÅ ÔÏ ȰÆÏÌÌÏ×ȱ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ 

travels virtually and when I had the opportunity to participate in a dance holiday to 

Havana, organised by one of the interviewed dancers, I included this dance trip as 

part of my research.  

During my research process I started to re-centre a part of my research on the 

transnational careers of salsa dance professionals, a conceptual move which could 

ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÒÏÓÓ-border mobility without me actually following them. The 

ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÆÏÒ Á ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ 

(for a similar methodological argument see Kiwan and Meinhof 2011). Through this 

combined research strategy including several approaches of tracing people and 

biographies (Marcus 1995), or in this case careers, I was able to grasp different 

perspectives and aspects of the salsa circuit, thus taking into account the limitations 

of a multi -sited and mobile research design. 

Starting in 2013 and over a period of three years I conducted short-term multi -sited 

fieldwork in several phases at ten salsa festivals in six European cities (see Table 1). I 

also interviewed chosen dancers in their dance studios in Zurich, Geneva and 

London in between festivals. In addition , I undertook tw o research trips to Havana 

in January 2014 and in August 2015 for a total of five weeks. I also included social 

ÍÅÄÉÁ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ &ÁÃÅÂÏÏË ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ȰÓÉÔÅȱȢ  

I chose the festivals in terms of their size, to include smaller and bigger events, as 

well as in terms of the featured dance styles. To allow for an understanding of 

change I went to two congresses more than once (Zurich and Berlin). I started with a 

congress I had easy access to due to my former involvement in salsa in Zurich (see 

below) as a preliminary field site in 2013. I then chose the subsequent congresses 

based on their size and the actors I wished to meet. The sometimes long intervals in 

between fieldwork allowed me to go over the data collected before that point  and 

ÃÈÏÏÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ ÓÔÅÐÓ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅȟ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ Á ȰÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÁÍÐÌÉÎÇȱ ÁÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÉÎ 

a grounded theory approach (further discussed in Sections 2.3.2 and 2.4.1). Their 

dates, the availability of flights and accommodation as well as the funding I was able 
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to obtain for specific events also influenced the selection of festivals and the two 

longer research trips to Cuba.  

Table 1 The main research sites/events. 

Event Date 

Salsafestival Zurich 22ς24 February 2013 

Mambo (On2) Festival, Munich 5ς7 July 2013 

Salsa Convention St. Gall 21ς22 September 2013 

Salsa Congress Berlin 4ς6 October 2013 

Dance schools, Havana 12 Januaryς2 February 2014 

On2 Salsa Congress, Milan 9ς11 May 2014 

Croatian Summer Salsa Festival, Rovinj 25 Juneς1 July 2014 

Salsa Congress Berlin 2ς6 October 2014 

El Sol Salsa Festival, Warsaw 6ς10 November 2014 

Salsafestival Zurich  20ς22 February 2015 

Dance holiday, Havana 30 Julyς13 August 2015 

Salsafestival Zurich 26ς28 February 2016 

An important characteristic of my field sites was their short-term character. Hannerz 

(2003: 210) points to the importance of temporary and sometimes short-lived sites in 

much contemporary ethnography (see also Pink and Morgan (2013) on short-term 

ethnography). In the present study, this was particularly the case of salsa congresses, 

×ÈÉÃÈ +ÁÂÉÒ ɉάΪΫέɊ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÓ ÁÓ ȰÅÐÈÅÍÅÒÁÌȟ ÉÔÉÎÅÒÁÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÎ-ÌÏÃÁÌȱ ɉάΰΰɊȢ 

These events start on Friday in the afternoon and end on Sunday night or Monday 

morning with al l guests departing. I experienced research at these events as 

extremely intense as I had to switch between various roles and research methods 

with practically no time to rest. At the same time, this intensity was also visible in 

the collected data. KnoblauÃÈ ɉάΪΪίɊ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȱ 

to account for precisely the intensity of data such short-term ethnography may 

ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÔÉÍÅ ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÎÓÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÂÙ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ 
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intensity: focused ethnographies are typicÁÌÌÙ ÄÁÔÁ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÖÅȱ ɉΫΰɊȢ 35 My engagement 

with the salsa circuit encompassed more than just the short-term fieldwork, as I 

continued to take classes in my home town, maintained contact with  other dancers 

and followed salsa debates not least through social media over an extended period of 

three years (for a similar point see also Pink and Morgan 2013).  

Social media, particularly Facebook and YouTube videos, form integral part of the 

salsa circuit; I thus had to extend my ethnography from the events to the virtual 

space of the internet, which also became a field site of its own. Kozinets (2006) 

ÌÁÂÅÌÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ȰÎÅÔÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȱ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÖÉÒÔÕÁÌ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÁÓ ȰÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ 

conducted on the Internet; a qualitative, interpretive research methodology that 

adapts the traditional, in -person ethnographic research techniques of anthropology 

to the study of online cultures and communities formed through computer -

ÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ ɉΫέίɊȢ "ÅÉÎÇ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÎÅÔÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅ 

that I was able to stay ȰÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄȱ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÂÒÅÁËÓ between events. On the 

other hand, it is time-intense and generates an enormous amount of material, so I 

decided to use this material as background information and only included 

particularly relevant quotation s and parts of discussions in my observation notes. 

These notes thus formed part of the analysed material.  

The field of study hence included salsa events in several European cities, salsa 

studios, a dance holiday in Havana and, to a lesser degree, the internet. It also 

included my own body as the next section specifies, addressing the ways I conducted 

research at these events. 

2.2 Dancing through the field: salsa ethnography 

To better understand the workings of the salsa circuit, the ways specific hubs came 

into being and the practices of dance professionals and salsa students during such 

events, I conducted short-term ethnography at salsa events in European cities and 

Havana. I did not confine myself to observing practices but also participated in 

                                                        
35 The short-term character of festivals is also addressed in scholarship on festivals. Picard and 
wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ όнллсύ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΣ ŀǎ άŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƻǊȅ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴέ 
ŀƴŘ άƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜέ όоύΦ  
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various degrees in the field (2.2.1) and included aspects of embodied research (2.2.2), 

ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÒÅÓÕÍÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙ ɉάȢάȢέɊȢ 

2.2.1 Participant observation/observant participation  

Participant observation is a prominent method in qualitative research to gain access 

ÔÏ Ȱ×ÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÏȱȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ ÏÒ 

involvement in the day-to-day or routine activities of participants in the researcher 

settingȱ (Schensul and LeCompte 1999: 91). Such immersion raises several ethical 

questions; this section discusses my position as an insider-outsider, the ways I 

negotiated access to the field by taking several different roles, how these roles 

influenced my observations and how I gained informed consent from research 

participants.  

My membership role in the salsa circuit had to be constantly renegotiated and 

oscillated between being an insider and an outsider, reminiscent of what Dwyer and 

"ÕÃËÌÅ ɉάΪΪγɊ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎȱȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ I had previous experience in salsa 

dancing in local schools and at parties in Zurich I had never before participated in 

salsa congresses. This meant that my status as an insider in salsa in Zurich switched 

to the status of an outsider: although I had acquired a certain (embodied) knowledge 

and skills in moving in salsa spaces, the congress experience presented a whole new 

field for me. Based on the classic argument of anthroÐÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ 

distance may be fruitfully mobilised as a heuristic tool to analyse unknown 

phenomena. Indeed, the newness of salsa congresses was helpful in providing me 

×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅÒȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ; simultaneously, my former involvement in salsa as a 

regular participant at local salsa events allowed for a specific way of participation.  

Negotiating access to salsa congresses provided a first lesson about the salsa circuit. 

Considering ethical standards in qualitative research, particularly the issue of 

unintentional cover t observation, I usually announced myself to congress organisers 

before the event to ask for permission to do research at the festival in question. The 

responses varied, with some organisers just accepting and others giving interested 

feedback and supporting me by providing me with a room to conduct the interviews. 

In the beginning of my research I tried to gain access to such events as a non-paying 
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researcher but I received only negative answers. This difficulty in accessing my field 

was thus my first lesson about the ȰÒÕÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÍÅȱ (Bourdieu 1980b): there are 

certain conventions that everybody has to comply with. Respecting the logic of the 

salsa circuit also meant that I had to take the usual approach of participants, by 

paying the entry fee for the weekend or by volunteering for the festival. The latter 

was proposed to me by several organisers, whenever I told them that I was a 

researcher and wished to do research at their event. I thus tried both ways, which 

allowed me to gain different experiences related to different degrees of participation 

in the salsa circuit.  

As a volunteer at one festival, I was responsible for the smooth processing of 

workshops in one room, at another I sold entry tickets in the lobby and sold dance 

shoes at a festival stall. At another festival I was invited to write an online review. All 

these activities provided me with a sense of the necessary workings and the 

organisational aspect of festivals, as well as access to dance professionals and festival 

participants who addressed me differently once they perceived me as an insider due 

ÔÏ ÍÙ ȰÓÔÁÆÆ-ÂÁÄÇÅȱȢ ) ÔÏÏË ÎÏÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅÓÅ useful insights during such days or on 

the following day to keep track of these interactions. However, such work also 

necessitated time, which is precious especially in such short and intense fields as 

weekend-long festivals. Organising interviews was difficult for several reasons and 

balancing my researcher role with my engagement as a volunteer made it even more 

challenging. I thus decided to volunteer at some festivals in order to gain the insider 

perspective, and to pay the entry fee as a participant for the others so that I could 

schedule my own time and do interviews whenever a dancer was available. 

A second challenge I faced was related to the methodological difficulties presented 

by ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÅÖÅÎÔÓȭ ÓÈÏÒÔ-term character. Doing research at salsa congresses 

presented unforeseen challenges in terms of its intensity and physically demanding 

character. While reactions to my research project often generated amused 

ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔÓ ȰÆÕÎȱ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȟ Á ÓÁÌÓÁ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ Á ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÆÏÒ Á 

ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȡ Ȱ2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÎ ÓÉÔÅ ÁÔ Á ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÉÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÒÄ ×ÏÒË ɉ×ÈÉÌÅ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ÆÕÎɊȱȟ ÁÓ +ÁÂÉÒ ɉάΪΫΰɊ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ in her reflections about dance festival research. 

Indeed, after the first three-day event during which I had tried to participate in as 
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many dance classes as possible during the days, attend the show block and parties 

during the nights, plus interview dancers whenever they were available, I felt 

completely overwhelmed and exhausted. In short, I quickly realised that it was 

impossible to take on all these roles at the same time and try to observe everything. I 

therefore soon started to focus on specific aspects and processes that were 

particularly relevant for my study, which 3ÐÒÁÄÌÅÙ ɉΫγβΪȡ έήɊ ÔÅÒÍÓ ȰÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ 

ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȱȡ besides the general organisation of the salsa event, its participants and 

general logics, I was particularly interested in the ways dance professionals present 

themselves and their dancing in front of their students . I therefore chose to focus on 

the workshop situations, during which salsa dance instructors teach different levels 

and styles of dancing and interact with their students. After having obtained an oral 

consent from the workshop instructors, I participated in some of the workshops, 

while observing others with my notebook at hand, which allowed me to focus more 

on how things were said and demonstrated.  

Access to festival participants proved to be easier to arrange than to dance 

professionals and I used any occasion to conduct informal ethnographic interviews 

with salsa dancers, while participating in workshops, spending time in the lobby of 

the hotels and joining dancers for lunch and dinner breaks. Such discussions 

provided me with background information about salsa festivals, the participants and 

the ways they perceived their dancing as well as the salsa dance professionals 

themselves. I also got to know some of my interview participants on such occasions. 

Throughout the research I tried to announce myself as an academic researcher and 

ask dancers for their consent to participate in the project.  

I applied similar ethical standards for my research on Facebook. To address the 

tricky  question of informed consent in online research, I used a special Facebook 

ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȟ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ*ÏÁÎÎÁ ÓÁÌÓÁÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȱȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ Á ÓÈÏÒÔ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ online. Facebook is the most 

important medi um to exchange information about festivals, and is also used for 

advertising by salsa dance professionals. Using the same tool for my research, I opted 

ÆÏÒ Á ÔÏÏÌ ȰÔÁÉÌÏÒÅÄ ÁÓ ÃÌÏÓÅÌÙ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ 

technological modaliÔÉÅÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ ) ×ÁÓ ÓÔÕÄÙÉÎÇ ɉ'ÁÒÃÉÁ ÅÔ ÁÌȢ άΪΪγȡ αέɊȢ ) ÔÈÕÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ 
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dancersȭ &ÁÃÅÂÏÏË ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÎÌÉÎÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ) 

wanted to cite a longer statement made on Facebook, I contacted the person and 

thus gained informed consent to literally cite the material in this study.  

Debates on the degree of ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ Á ÇÉÖÅÎ ÆÉÅÌÄ (and 

particularly in the anthropology of dance) have led to scholars arguing for a position 

ÏÆ ȰÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÎÔ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ$ÁÎÉÅÌ ΫγγίɊ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃ 

ȰÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ 3ËÉÎÎÅÒ άΪΫΪȡ ΫΫΫɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ÍÙ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ 

oscillated between the two poles, at moments pointing more towards the 

observation and at others more towards the participation, particularly in moments 

of dancing, as I will discuss in the next section. These methodological moves, a 

combination of different degrees of participation and observation, allowed me to 

have access to different embodied, verbalised and observed experiences and 

interactions (such as doing gender and ethnicity), and to gain a broader perspective 

of the ways salsa dance is commercialised and taught in the transnational salsa 

circuit.  

2.2.2 Embodied research 

0ÁÒÁÌÌÅÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÕÒÎȱȟ Á growing number of scholars in dance (Apprill 2005; 

Crosby 1997; Ness 1992; Sklar 2001), martial arts (Robitaille 2013) and sports 

ɉ7ÁÃÑÕÁÎÔ άΪΪήɊ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÆÏÒ Á ÒÅÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ Ï×Î ÂÏÄÙ ÉÎÔÏ 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ as a tool in the 

research process is discussed in the literature as ȰÄÁÎÃÅ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȱ ɉCrosby 1997; 

Sklar 2000), ȰÃÁÒÎÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÏÌÏÇÙȱ ɉ7ÁÃÑÕÁÎÔ άΪΪήɊ or ȰÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȱ ɉ7ÁÄÅ 

2011). These approaches vary considerably in their focus, ranging from the study of 

the senses to the experiences of movement as part of a wider cultural context. 

Phenomenology-inspired approaches are interested in studying sensation itself (see 

eg Ness 1992; Novack 1990). Sklar (2000), for example, writes: Ȱ7ÈÉÌÅ ÉÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ 

tÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÅÒÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÔÅØÔȟ 

ȰÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȱ ÂÏÄÉÌÙ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÁÃÉÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 

ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÏÍÁÔÉÃ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÌÔ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓ 

of movement ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ Ï×Î ÂÏÄÙȱ ɉαΫɊȢ  
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Other dance ethnographers propose a research methodology that uses the 

ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ȰÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȱ as a key research tool, awarding it equal 

standing with theoretical knowledge (Crosby 1997: 75). Crosby (1997) states that a 

ȰÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÖÏÉÃÅȱ ÃÁÎ ȰÁÒÉÓÅ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

meaning-ÍÁËÉÎÇȱ (67). Similarly, the sociology of the body à la Wacquant (2015) 

ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÅÎÔÉÃÅÓÈÉÐ of or involvement in a bodily practice in 

order to generate data and acquire another type of knowledge. In his discussion of 

ȰÅÎÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȱȟ 7ÁÃÑÕÁÎÔ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȡ Ȱ-ÅÔÈÏÄÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÐÌÏÙÉÎÇ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ 

as an intelligent instrument of practical knowledge production speeds up the 

acquisition of basic social competency ɀ the operant capacity to feel, think, and act 

like a WhateveÒ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ 7ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒÓȱ ɉαɊȢ While some dance ethnographers, 

phenomenology-ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÅÄ ȰÅÎÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȱ ÁÒÅ 

convinced of the neÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓȭ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÅ Á 

meaningful ethnography of the bodily practice in question, this approach has also 

ÂÅÅÎ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÉÎÇ ȰÉÎ ÔÏÏ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓË ÏÆ 

becoming self-ÉÎÄÕÌÇÅÎÔȱ ɉ"ÕÃËÌÁÎÄ ά010: 340). Therefore, in this study, I used a 

combination of an embodied research strategy with participant 

observation/observant participation  and semi-structured interviews, which proved 

particularly fruitful, as a single focus on either the dancing or the interviews would 

not have allowed me to generate the insights required for this research. Hutchinson 

ɉάΪΪγɊ ÍÁËÅÓ Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÐÏÉÎÔȟ ÁÒÇÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒ 

often throws the objective observation of the ethnographer into question, though 

taking the two views together is necessary for understanding dance as both a visual 

ÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ Á ÃÏÒÐÏÒÅÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉέβίɊȢ  

Taking part in dancing activities (mainly workshops and parties) and acquiring a 

certain skill level in different salsa dance styles was a helpful research strategy in 

several ways.36 First, it allowed me to understand the effects of different pedagogical 

techniques and to ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ȰÈÏ× ÉÔ ÆÅÅÌÓȱ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ, or in other words, to learn 

ȰÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÉÎÇȱ ɉ#ÒÏÓÂÙ ΫγγαɊȢ In her discussion of dance ethnography, 

                                                        
36 I had taken several salsa classes and acquired an intermediate level of salsa dancing (as a 
follower) before I started the research for this project. I was therefore able to participate in most 
of the workshops in the role of the follower. 
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Crosby (1997) reports how she developed shared meanings with her fellow dancers 

through her own bodily movements. Similar to the process of apprenticeship Crosby 

describes, I developed a sense of what many dancers had told me: that connection 

between dance partners and improvisation  were key aspects of competence in 

(social) salsa dancing. As I developed an understanding of these concepts through 

my own moving body, it contrasted clearly with some theoretical arguments, 

particularly in terms of the gendered roles. For some of my research questions, I 

therefore used my own embodied experiences as a critical departure point for further 

exploration with other dancers during the i nterviews (for a similar strategy, see 

Törnqvist 2013: 248; see also McClure 2015). My personal experience thus necessarily 

informed my understanding of the salsa circuit, but this specific and highly 

subjective experience was not the focus of this study. Instead, my embodied 

experiences and emotional engagement were mobilised as a mode of inquiry, which 

helped me to gain new insights and develop my theoretical reflection.  

A second and related advantage of developing and using dance skills myself became 

particularly clear at specific interview moments, in which my interviewees got up 

and started dancing to illustrate a point they were making, for example in explaining 

the difference of salsa styles. Wulff (2013) accounts for the same experience in her 

study with ballet dancers, and explains: ȰÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÒÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÂÏÄÉÅÓȱ ɉΫΰΰɊȢ 4ÈÏÕÇÈ ) ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÔÏ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÅȱ ÔÈÉÓ ȰÂÏÄÙ ÔÁÌËȱ ÉÎÔÏ 

spoken (and later transcribed) words during the interview, my own involvement in 

dancing meant that I could understand what dancers were referring to. Furthermore, 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ 7ÕÌÆÆ ɉάΪΫέɊ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÓ Á ȰÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÅÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÂÏÄÙȱ 

(174). The salsa dancers knew that I was dancing myself and thus built on this 

common understanding of embodied knowledge. 

A third advantage of my dancing was that I could use it as a methodological tool: it 

proved a successful strategy in approaching interview participants, particularly 

festival participants at events but also salsa holiday participants and teachers during 

my two stays in Havana. In this way, the shared dancing experience not only offered 

a convenient and conventional mode of getting in contact with research participants, 

but ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȰÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ#Èrysagis and Karampampas 
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2017: 11), was also helpful in building rapport and creating a sense of connection. As 

3ËÉÎÎÅÒ ɉάΪΫΪɊ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÉÎ Á ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍÓ ȰÄÁÎÃÅ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ȱȡ Ȱ"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×Å ÈÁÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÄȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÃÏÍÍÏÎÌÙ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÎÏÔÉon ɀ or 

assumption ɀ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÕÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ËÎÅ× ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȱ ɉΫΫβɊȢ /ÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ 

roles proved to be a limitation to this approach, as I almost exclusively danced with 

male dancers during salsa workshops and parties. My skills in leading were too basic 

to invite other (female or male) followers to dance with me (see more on the 

gendering of leader and follower roles in Chapter 5). Despite this limit ation, 

participating in workshops and at parties as a salsa dancer enabled me to meet and 

discuss with female dancers between two dances. I found it a beneficial approach to 

participate in workshops to get a sense of the classes in the role of a female follower, 

to then reflect on this particular role and later to discuss aspects of this experience in 

the interviews.  

2.2.3 Reflexivity and the politics of location 

!Ó ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÂÁÔÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖÉÔÙ ÈÁÖÅ 

highlighted, doing participant and embodied research demands enforced reflexivity. 

As the researcher is inevitably part of what is being studied, she is involved in the 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ thereby influences the 

access to specific insights but less to others.  

Therefore, the last point I wish to discuss here is what feminist activist Rich (1986) 

termed ÔÈÅ ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ %ØÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÏ× ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÉÎ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ 

studies and beyond, Davis (2018aɊ ÒÅÍÁÒËÓȡ Ȱ%ÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÉÓ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÕÒ 

locations invariably shape not only how we view the world, but how the world views 

ÕÓȱ ɉΰήΫɊȢ )Î Á ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

participants, both parts are located socially. The literature suggests discussions of 

asymmetries in research encounters along the lines of gender, class, ethnicity or 

race, as well as nationality, sexuality, age, ability or religion. Accordingly, in feminist 

studies, the power relations are usually seen to be asymmetrical in favour of the 

researcher. However, as Ryen (2004) notes, in some interview settings, it can be the 

inverseȟ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÃÁÓÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÄÏÉÎÇ ȰÅÌÉÔÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ó ×ÉÔÈ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÍÅÎ ÉÎ ÂÉÇ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȱ 
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(233). Doing research in the salsa circuit required the navigation and 

acknowledgement of a complex set of locations: in addition to the positioning 

asymmetries, there is a specific status hierarchy inside the salsa circuit that proved 

influential in the ways I was perceived by my interviewees. 

Evidently, my encounters with salsa dancers were shaped not only by my gender and 

ethnicity but also by my different roles inside the salsa circuit, oscillating between 

salsa student/dancer, event volunteer, and observer/ interviewer. Dancers reacted 

differently when they perceived me as a (female) salsa student, a member of an event 

organisation or a researcher. These different roles also provided me access to 

different groups of actors. This became particularly clear to me when an event 

organiser reacted in very different ways when he saw me in a workshop at one event 

and then saw me standing behind the organisation desk of another event, when he 

suddenly showed more interest in me. The prevalent distinction between salsa artist  

and salsa student also influenced the ways I could (or could not) access salsa dance 

professionals who are often endowed with high symbolic capital and presented as 

stars. In the context of a salsa congress, this meant that in interview situations, these 

individuals perceived me as one of their students, a status position endowed with 

low symbolic value, reminiscent ÏÆ 2ÙÅÎȭÓ ɉάΪΪήɊ ȰÅÌÉÔÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÓȱȢ37 Dealing with 

the status hierarchies inside the salsa circuit, and negotiating access to (the 

experiences of) self-proclaimed stars therefore proved more complex and less 

straightforward than I had imagined before starting the interviews. I first needed to 

establish rapport with interviewees. 

Acknowledging my location also entailed critically reflect ing on the ways my own 

(privileged) position influenced the research project as a whole and the relationships 

I built during the study. As Davis (2018a) states, it is important to acknowledge how 

ȰÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÃÏÍÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÐÌÁÙ ÉÎ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȱ ɉΰήΫɊȢ 

As a white Swiss national working at a university I had access to travel in ways some 

of my research participants never could. The Swiss passport allows for visa-free 

                                                        
37 Dancers thus presented themselves and their stories in the ways they would use for a salsa 
student. For example, one dancer started to teach me about the history of salsa, and another gave 
me an account of his biography using exactly the same words written on his personal website (the 
ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ άƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ Ƙŀōƛǘǳǎέ (Lipphardt 2015) of artists is further discussed in Section 2.3.3). 
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travelling to almost any country and although I was not a grant-supported PhD 

student, I was able to obtain funding for parts of the travel costs,38 and was able to 

cover the remaining research costs thanks to the salary of my part-time job as a 

teaching assistant at the university.  

As a young, blond, female European I was approached in specific ways in the salsa 

circuit, which granted access to certain insights (such as the follower role in 

dancing) and limited access to others. This was the case particularly during the 

research in Cuba. Due to ethical reasons of taking an equal approach to all my 

research participants, I had decided to access the Cuban salsa schools in the same 

way as most of the European salsa events: in the role of a paying student-and-

researcher. This role allowed me to access a specific group of actors, mainly other 

European salsa tourists, and I thus gained insights into the salsa tourist experience, 

as I was perceived and approached as one of the affluent, female European (salsa) 

tourists in Havana (for a similar point see also Törnqvist 2013: 250). For example, I 

was approached several times on the street and invited to take salsa lessons; I also 

ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ȰÔÁØÉ-ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÈÅÙ ÅÎÇÁÇed with tourists with 

other salsa tourists. These experiences allowed for insights I would not have made 

without my embodied engagement in salsa during the research. In contrast, the 

experiences of dance professionals in Cuba were harder to access, not only due to my 

limited knowledge of Spanish, but also due to our unequal access to mobility and 

ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÃÃÅÎÔÕÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÌÏÃÁÌ/ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔȱ ÄÉÖÉÄÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ 

ȰÅÎÃÏÍÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÉÌÉÅÎÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎÅÒ ÁÓ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔȱ ɉ3ÉÍÏÎÉ άΪΫΰȡ 

23) informed the kind of access I had to Cuban dancers. On my second research stay 

) ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÃÈÏÓÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ ÂÙ ȰÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇȱ Á ten-day organised holiday group, 

during which I was able to build up rapport with a small number of dance teachers ɀ 

thr ough my embodied participation in the group ɀ and in a second step ask for an 

interview, a strategy that was more adapted to the nature of the field in Havana.  

                                                        
38 Thanks to several research grants (from the Office of Equal Opportunity and the Donation Funds 
of the Swiss National Science Foundation at the University of Neuchâtel, as well as the Graduate 
School Gender Studies at the University of Bern), I was able to cover some of the travel and 
accommodation costs. 
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!Ó ÔÈÉÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ɉÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅÄɊ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ 

locations shape the encounters during the research and the project as a whole. My 

fieldwork notes therefore contain observations of and emotional responses to 

specific encounters during the research process, which I incorporated in the analysis 

by treating them as data for my research. In this way, I included a reflexive stance 

about my position during the research process, the analysis and in the writing of this 

text. 

2.3 Conducting qualitative interviews 

This study builds on observation notes as well as different types of interviews, 

ranging from the already mentioned open ethnographic interviews to semi-

ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄȟ ȰÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-ÃÅÎÔÒÅÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Óȱ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ 7ÉÔÚÅÌ ɉάΪΪΪɊȢ 4Ï ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ Ï×Î ÖÉÅ×ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÄ 

to improve their situation and the ways actors in the salsa circuit make sense of and 

give meaning to their doings, I conducted qualitative, semi-structured interviews. 

While Parts I and II  of this thesis are based on the observational notes and interview 

material, Part III  ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÅØÃÌÕÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

transcribed interview material. 

This section presents a discussion of the interview guides (2.3.1), the sampling 

strategy and a summary of the interview participants (2.3.2) as well as a discussion of 

the challenges faced and ethical questions raised in the interviews with salsa dancers 

(2.3.3).  

2.3.1 Semi-structured, problem-centred interviews 

Before I met the research participants, I prepared an interview guide for semi-

structured, problem-centred interviews (Witzel 2000), an interview type featuring an 

open question in the beginning with ad-hoc questions to elaborate on mentioned 

topics followed by a set of pre-established, more specific questions focusing on a 

topic. This interview type was best suited to my field with its time restrictions, as it 

allowed me to combine a less structured part, in which interviewees could develop 
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ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÂÉÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȱȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÒÅ-formulated questions regarding their own 

perspectives on certain aspects of salsa.  

I developed two different interview guides (see Appendix I), one for what I came to 

ÔÅÒÍ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȱȟ ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ, and 

another for salsa event particiÐÁÎÔÓ ɉȰÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȱɊȟ ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ 

in salsa and questions of gender and ethnicity, with some overlapping parts and 

additional  questions for event organisers. I adapted the interview questions to the 

interviewee and circumstances of the interview, including for example observations I 

had made during an earlier workshop with that individual. I used the guide during 

the interviews as a reminder of important topics and the themes I wished to cover, 

×ÈÁÔ 7ÉÔÚÅÌ ɉάΪΪΪɊ ÃÁÌÌÓ Á ȰÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÆÉÌÍȱ, while allowing new topics and 

questions to emerge. After every interview I wrote a postscript, including new 

insights that occurred during the interview and observations regarding the interview 

situation. These postscripts were later used as memos and thus formed part of the 

analysis. 

I usually conducted one formal interview with every dancer, which allowed me to 

include a variety of trajectories, career paths and perspectives. In three cases I was 

able to meet salsa dance professionals twice, which let us continu e the interview 

after an interruption and discuss some points further. On two occasions dance 

professionals insisted on doing the interview as a couple. I thus conducted the 

interview with two participants, following the same guide as the one for individual 

interviews. The setting of a couple interview had the disadvantage of time pressure; 

furthermore , some questions remained unaddressed, as the ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ partner was 

present. However, as Bjornholt and Farstad (2012) argue, doing joint couple 

interv iews also has advantages. In both cases, the dancers were partners in life and 

dance, so it allowed me to observe the interactions between interviewees, which was 

insightful in terms of gendered roles in a dance couple (for example, it made me 

realise the extent to which female dancers were responsible for the marketing, while 

male dancers were responsible for the teaching). The interview length varied from 50 

minutes up to two hours, but for reasons related to the availability of dance 
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professionals, the interviews with this first group of actors were usually shorter than 

the ones with salsa students. 

Most of the interviews at salsa congresses were conducted in English. Interviews 

outside the festival context and informal interviews during the events were also 

conducted in (Swiss) German, French and Italian, as those were the languages I 

spoke at the beginning of the project. While having only basic knowledge of Spanish 

at the beginning of the project, I studied Spanish during this research and felt 

confident enough to conduct some of the interviews in Cuba in Spanish. 

Nevertheless I realised my linguistic limits , particularly during observations in 

Havana, when dancers were making jokes.  

2.3.2 Sampling and interview participants  

Implementing  the theoretical reflections presented in Chapter 1, I chose the research 

participants for this study based on an entry through salsa events. Through this 

sampling strategy I was able to include a range of situations and diverse people in 

terms of origin, ethnicity and dance style and thus ÁÖÏÉÄ ȰÇÒÏÕÐÉÓÔȱ ɉ"ÒÕÂÁËÅÒ άΪΪά) 

interpretations. However, I did not aim to generate a representative sample. Instead, 

the interview participants for this study were selected step-by-step, drawing on a 

theoretical sampling approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Following this approach, 

cases are chosen based on their relevance rather than their representativeness (Flick 

άΪΫήȡ ΫαέɊȢ Ȱ4ÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÁÍÐÌÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ 

theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyzes his data and decides 

what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it 

ÅÍÅÒÇÅÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÅÒÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ 

(Glaser and Strauss 1967: 45). I thus ÓÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ Ȱaccording to their 

ɉÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄɊ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÎÅ× ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ ɉ&ÌÉÃË άΪΫήȡ ΫαΫɊ during 

the process of collecting and interpreting the material. Inspired by a grounded 

theory approach, the research process was informed by a back-and-forth movement 

between data analysis and sample development. Cases were selected considering the 

criteria of maximal variation in the sample (Becker 1998), in terms of different 

positions in the salsa circuit, including salsa dance professionals at different levels of 
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their career, dance students and, to a lesser extent, event organisers. Furthermore, 

based on the theoretical assumptions discussed in Chapter 1, cases were varied in 

regard to gender and nationality/origin country. As with all qualitative research 

projects, practical issues and the criterion of convenience also played into the 

sampling strategy: for example, I did the first round of interviews with three dancers 

I had already met before starting this study, mobili sing previously existing contacts 

thanks to my own preliminary involvement in salsa.  

In later phases of the project the choices were more theoretically informed, as I tried 

to maximise the variation and also to include individuals that were usually presented 

ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȡ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ȰÇÒÏÕÐÉÓÍȱ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÉÎ 

ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÎ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ȰÅÔÈÎÉÃ ÇÒÏÕÐÓȱ ÁÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÎ ÓÏ-

ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÓÕÂÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÓȱȟ ÁÓ 3ÃÈÕÌÚÅ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄȢ *ÕÓÔ ÔÁËÉÎÇ Á ÓÕÐposed 

ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȱ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÓ Á ÓÔÁÒÔÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ 

bears the risk of a reification of group boundaries and homogenisation of the group. 

I tried to counter this risk by including dancers based in Cuba, who had fewer 

possibilities to participate in the salsa circuit. As already discussed, the languages I 

speak also influenced the sampling, as I decided to conduct all the interviews myself, 

and thus focused on dancers speaking English, German, French, Italian or Spanish. 

Therefore, English- and German-speaking dancers are overrepresented among the 

interviewees.  

With a sampling strategy including such diverse cases and axes of differentiation and 

a field as open as the salsa circuit, there exists a latent danger of dispersion in too 

many different directions, a phenomenon researchers of intersectionality (Villa 2010) 

ÁÎÄ ȰÓÕÐÅÒÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȱ ɉ-ÅÉÓÓÎÅÒ άΪΫίɊ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÎÏÔÉÃÅÄȢ ) ×ÁÓ ÔÈÕÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

difficulty of deciding when to stop doing interviews. Glaser and Strauss (1967: 61) 

ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÁÔÕÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÆÏÒ ÊÕÄÇÉÎÇ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÏ ÓÔÏÐ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÎÇ 

ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÃÁÓÅÓȢ !Ó &ÌÉÃË ɉάΪΫήɊ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅÓȡ Ȱ3ÁÍÐÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ 

is finished when the Ȭtheoretical saturationȭ of a category of group of cases has been 

ÒÅÁÃÈÅÄ ɉÉȢÅȢȟ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÎÅ× ÅÍÅÒÇÅÓ ÁÎÙ ÍÏÒÅɊȱ ɉΫαάɊȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ) ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÏÎ 
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helpful in regard to some of the analysed aspects of the field, it was less applicable to 

others.39  

A total of 36 interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed. Table 2 specifies 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎs inside the salsa circuit, while the table in 

Appendix II provides more information about the interviewed dancers as well as the 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȡ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭs age, country of birth, their primary  location at the time 

of the interview, as well as the language of the interview. 

Table 2 LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭǎŀ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘ. 

 Salsa 
professional 

Holiday or festival 
participant Organiser 

Female 12 5 2 

Male 11 5 1 

Total 23 10 3 

The salsa dance professionals include full-time dancers and instructors at different 

stages of their career, with a range of educational backgrounds (some with a 

professional dance education, others without) and based in Europe and/or Cuba. 

Additionally , some of them teach in their own salsa schools and are thus also studio 

owners, while others are freelancers. The festival and holiday attendees were 

experienced salsa dancers, some of whom teach and perform salsa occasionally. 

Dancers ranged in age from their twenties to their mid-ÆÉÆÔÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ 

origin countries included countries in Europe, the Caribbean, North America and 

Asia. The interviews were transcribed in their original language, and I translated the 

quotations after I had chosen them for further exploration in the text. All names are 

pseudonyms and throughout the analysis I have changed personal details as well as 

places and countries to preserve anonymity. 

                                                        
39 I thus followed Becker who, building on Garfinkel (1967), argues that άsocial science is, after all, 
a Ψpractical activity,Ω which is to say, among other things, that the work has to get finished 
ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜέ ό.ŜŎƪŜǊ мффуΥ трύΦ  
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2.3.3 Challenges and ethics in interviewing salsa dancers 

Gaining access to and organising interviews with salsa dance students was rendered 

easy through their willingness to talk in length about salsa dancing, a thing they love 

to do. Davis (2015a: 53) has noted the same for her study with tango dancers. 

Preliminary discussions with an event organiser, on the other hand, made me again 

realise the importance of a certain exchange logic for some actors in the salsa circuit: 

he wanted to exchange an interview for information I (supposedly) had about 

preferred dance styles among salsa students. As I was unable to give him the 

requested statistical data, he declined an interview. To avoid further 

(mis)understandings of my research project, I tried to reframe the way I approached 

potential interview partners, which proved successful. However, accessing travelling 

artists and particularly interviewing them for more than an hour proved more 

challenging; a fact related not least to the status asymmetries described above. 

Additionally, during the events, salsa dance professionals were often in a hurry, had 

to teach a workshop, give a private lesson or rehearse for a performance, and 

sometimes found it difficult to make time for an interview. I thus changed strategies: 

doing the interviews on the last day of the event or in the evening, after the teaching 

was over, proved helpful. I also met some of my interview participants outside of the 

festival context, when practical considerations allowed, for example in a dance 

studio or café in Swiss cities or during a longer stay in London. Finally,  I had to 

accept the limited time dancers were ready to offer me and decided to include 

interviews in my analysis that are sometimes shorter and lacking some 

information. 40  

Dance professionals are accustomed to being filmed or interviewed for various 

reasons during a festival. Interviews present an opportunity for dance professionals 

to narrate their own successful story and reaffirm their acknowledged position in the 

salsa circuit through a performance of a public persona. Particularly in the beginning 

                                                        
40 Due to the time constraints in the interviews with salsa dance professionals, I decided against a 
systematic investigation of ego-centric networks. This interview type would have allowed for a 
closer exploration of the ways dance professionals build social networks and mobilise resources 
through their relationships with others. Instead of the time-consuming tool of a network interview 
guide with a name generator and a name interpreter (see Dahinden 2005), I opted for an inclusion 
ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ with various actors inside the salsa circuit. 
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of my research project, I felt that dance professionals were telling me a tailored 

version of their successful career, including very positive accounts of their mobile 

lifestyles, for example. Although I emphasised that I was also interested in the 

hardship the constant travelling could represent, dancers rarely mentioned 

ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ËÅÐÔ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÁÌÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÁÓ ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓȢ 

&ÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȟ ,ÉÐÐÈÁÒÄÔ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ȰÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ 

ÈÁÂÉÔÕÓȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÓÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÄȢ !Ó ÓÈÅ ÃÌÁÉÍÓȟ ÉÎ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ 

fields in which mobility is highly valued and relatÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ ÓÔÁÔÕÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ 

ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ɉ,ÉÐÐÈÁÒÄÔ άΪΫίȡ ΰίɊȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ 

narrations in interviews serve their self-presentation as public persona, they spoke in 

the same ways in the research interview, and only after several slightly frustrating 

interview experiences did I realise that my questions remained unanswered due to 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÓ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÉÎÇ Á ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ 

the specific group of people I interviewed. Furthermore, as artists have to maintain 

their public image, they sometimes fear that the interview could lead to personal 

details being spread to a wider public ɀ what Lipphardt (2015: 66) describes as the 

dilemma of public image.  

I thus had to find ways to circumvent this dilemma and engage dancers in telling me 

less standardised versions of their careers. Clarifying from the very beginning which 

type of interview I was doing was helpful, specifying not only the duration but also 

the wider context of the study as an academic research project. I thus insisted on its 

difference from other types of interviews.  

Wulff (2013) had to deal with a similar difficulty in her study on famous writers and 

she used a similar strategy to interview writers who were ȰÏÎ ÇÕÁÒÄȱȢ !Ó ÓÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ 

ÓÈÅ ÈÁÓ ȰÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÅÔÈÉÃÁÌ ×ÈÅÎ ) ×ÒÉÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ 

sensitive personal or professional circumstances such as declines in careers or failing 

to win prizes after having been short-ÌÉÓÔÅÄȱ ɉ7ÕÌÆÆ άΪΫέȡ ΫΰβɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ) ÁÌÓÏ 

guaranteed the anonymity of every research participant, including pseudonyms and 

the change of personal details, which could lead to an identification of the respective 

dancer. After these additions, the int erviews became more focused on the personal 
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stories than the public persona, and most of the salsa dance professionals I asked 

agreed to give me an interview on these terms.  

Finallyȟ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÒÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓȡ Ȱ%ÁÃÈ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ of 

interaction and relation, and the result is as much a product of this social dynamic as 

ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÏÆ ÁÃÃÕÒÁÔÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÓȱ ɉ&ÏÎÔÁÎÁ and Frey 2005: 699). The 

ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎt is 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄȟ ÔÈÕÓ ȰÅÍÅÒÇÅȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Á ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ Á ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

participant. Hence, the researcher is part of the production of knowledge, which is 

always situated. During the interviews and also the data analysis I tried to take into 

account the specific situation of the interview, for example under time-pressure at 

an event, and the way I was perceived by others, including the politics of location 

discussed above.  

2.4 Analysing data 

The field notes together with the transcribed interviews formed the basis of the data 

for this study. These data were produced and constructed by the researcher in the 

field, as described by Charmaz (2006: 10). To organise, analyse and interpret this 

material, I chose an approach inspired by grounded theory analysis (Charmaz 2001, 

2006; Glaser and Strauss 1967) aÎÄ ȰÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÃÏÄÉÎÇȱ ɉ&ÌÉÃË άΪΫή), extended with a 

theoretically driven reading of the emerging codes. I thus combined a first, data-

driven inductive analysis with a second, more deductive approach to my empirical 

data (see Bilge (2009) and Moret (2015) ÆÏÒ Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ȰÔ×Ï-step hybrid 

ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȱ ÔÏ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ) ÐÒÅÃÅÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁ 

analysis (2.4.1), explicating the multiple steps I took to arrive at the written 

presentation of my interpretations (2.4.2).  

2.4.1 Codes and categories  

To analyse the data, an inductive approach was used in a first step, inspired by 

ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÓȢ ) ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÌÏÇÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ 

and ÔÈÕÓ ÌÅÔ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ȰÅÍÅÒÇÅȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÙ ÄÁÔÁȢ $ÕÅ ÔÏ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȭÓ ÂÁÃË-and-

forth movement between fieldwork and analysis, ) ×ÁÓ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ÉÎ ȰÍÅÍÏ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȱ ÁÓ 
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a first analytical step throughout the research project. Memos are used to join data 

such as illustrative interview excerpts with first interpretations and provide the 

foundation for the written study (Charmaz 2001: 687). These early interpretations 

were also the basis on which I decided what to include next in my study, as 

discussed above.  

Once the fieldwork was finished, I started to organise and group the complete data 

with the help of codes, using the computer software MaxQda. Here coding is 

ȰÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÒÅ ÂÒÏËÅÎ ÄÏ×Îȟ 

conceptualised, and put back togeÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÎÅ× ×ÁÙÓȱ ɉ&ÌÉÃË άΪΫήȡ ήΪήɊȢ )Î Á ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÈÁÓÅ 

ÏÆ ȰÏÐÅÎ ÃÏÄÉÎÇȱ ɉ3ÔÒÁÕÓÓ ÁÎÄ #ÏÒÂÉÎ ΫγγΪ; what Charmaz (2006) ÔÅÒÍÓ ȰÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ 

ÃÏÄÉÎÇȱɊ ) ÕÓÅÄ ȰÉÎ ÖÉÖÏ ÃÏÄÅÓȱ ÔÁËÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÉÎ 

one of my first interviews, the intervÉÅ×ÅÅ ÓÐÏËÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÅÒ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȱ ÆÏÒ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ ÁÎÄ 

ÔÈÉÓ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÄÅ ÆÏÒ ÁÌÌ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȰÍÁÇÉÃ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

ÁÔÔÁÃÈÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȢ ) ÁÌÓÏ ÕÓÅÄ ȰÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÄÅÓȱ ɉ3ÁÌÄÁđÁ άΪΪγȡ 

3) to summarise the primary topic of an exÃÅÒÐÔȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÓ 

the code for all passages in which someone talked about their learning experiences. 

Though this first coding step was mainly done using an inductive logic to let codes 

ȰÅÍÅÒÇÅȱȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÉÎ ÍÉÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÏÕÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ɀ our 

ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ ɀ will reflect the constructs, concepts, language, models, and 

ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÌÁÃÅȱ ɉ-ÅÒÒÉÁÍ Ϋγγβȡ ήβɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÄÉÎÇ 

researcher is not a tabula rasa (see also Witzel 2000) and I also included 

ȰÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÃÏÄÅÓȱ ɉ&ÌÉÃË άΪΫήȡ ήΪΰɊȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ 

the theoretical and analytical interests of this study, and thus encompassed pre-

existing theories; nevertheless, these codes were used to qualify processes that were 

emerging from the data. As an example of this last type of code, I coded all 

quotationÓ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ȰÈÏÏËÅÄȱ ÁÎÄ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓ 

ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÄÅ ȰÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÓÔÏÒÙȱȟ Á ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 1ÕÁÙson 

(2014) (see Chapter 3).  

In a second coding phase, I grouped several codes together to form more abstract 

ȰÃÏÄÉÎÇ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȱ ɉ'ÌÁÓÅÒ ΫγαβɊ ÏÒ ȰÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓȱ ɉ3ÁÌÄÁđÁ άΪΪγɊȢ ) ÔÈÕÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÅÄ 

similarly coded data into categories because they shared some characteristics. For 
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ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ȰÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ comprised ÃÏÄÅÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ 

ÓÁÌÓÁȱȟ ȰÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓȱȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ 

the structure and construct the argument of this study. In this process, I relied not 

only on the coding software but also used large sheets of paper, coloured pens and 

sticky notes to draw mind maps,41 and to arrange and rearrange the categories and 

their codes.  

2.4.2 Writing and interpreting data 

The grounded theory-inspired, mainly inductive approach to coding thus allowed 

me to identify emerging categories and themes in the data. However, coding and 

reorganising my data in this way had one shortcoming: after the two coding phases I 

ÆÏÕÎÄ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÙ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÌÌ ȰÂÒÏËÅÎ ÄÏ×Îȱ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÇÍÅÎÔÅÄȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÖÅÒÓÁÌ 

analysis I had lost the overarching picture of salsa dance professionalsȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ 

patterns. To overcome this limitation in the process of analysis, I opted for a 

deepening analysis of single cases, exclusively based on the interviews with salsa 

dance professionals ɀ which eventually became the foundation  of Part III  of this 

study. Moret (2015) describes a similar difficulty after the use of theoretical coding, 

arguing that  Ȱthis transversal analysis had made me lose ÓÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ 

individual trajectories and biographies as coherent wholesȰ (87). While she 

ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÄ Á ȰÂÉÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÓÅ ÒÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÍÅÔÈÏÄȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÉÔÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ 

interviews she had conducted, I reanalysed the interviews with salsa dance 

professionals on the basis of the procedure of a ȰÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÃÏÄÉÎÇȱ ɉ&ÌÉÃË 2014). 

Hence writing became an important tool in the analysis. I thus produced short 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ Á ȰÍÏÔÔÏ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅȱ ɉÁ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

interview) and a reconstruction of ÅÁÃÈ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ careers. Contrary to the first 

ÍÅÔÈÏÄȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÔÏ ȰÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÌÕÃÉÄÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

meanings ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐÉÃ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȱ 

(Flick 2014: 425). Following tÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȟ Á ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ȰÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȱ ÏÆ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ 

                                                        
41 Figure 1 in Section 1.4.1 is the result of such ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ aǳŜƭƭŜǊΩǎ όнлмсύ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ 
ƳƻŘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭǎ άǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΩǎ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘƭȅ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŎǊƛǇǘƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέ όфуύΦ 
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was established, which allowed comparison between the biographical elements and 

career trajectories of salsa dance professionals. I was thus able to grasp each 

interview separately as a case and to beÔÔÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ 

practices and their meanings.  

During this case-by-case reading of the careers, I established the thematic structure 

of three status passages: becoming a salsa dance professional, access to the European 

salsa circuit, and building up reputation. As this approach was an important step in 

the development of my analysis, I decided to retain this logic for the presentation of 

my findings in the writing of this study. The empirical part of this study thus 

includes a presentation of the reconstruction of the careers of three salsa dance 

professionals (as well as a transversal discussion of three status passages, meaning 

specific elements in those careers, in more detail). I deliberately selected three key 

individuals whose cases represented particularly rich information. I chose to portray 

these three dance professionals because they each embody one of the categories of 

dance professionals made relevant in the circuit (Latino, Cuban and European). 

Furthermore, the chosen stories and experiences illustrate very well those of other 

salsa dance professionals and were therefore prominently included throughout the 

analysis of Part III .  

Once the material was coded with the two described methods, I started to write first 

drafts of chapters, still exclusively grounded on my interpretation of the material. 

Revising these early drafts became an important step in the analysis, as it was mainly 

in this writing process that I used existing concepts and theories to look at my data 

from another perspective. As Charmaz (2006: 154) suggests, this writing and 

rewriting helps to bring out implicit arguments and critically examine the relations 

between codes, as well as to make links with extant literatures. The presentation of 

my arguments was thus developed in the writing process, which became part of the 

analysis. This process was characterised by a back-and-forth movement between the 

construction of the text, my data and extant literature and concepts. In other words, 

the first inductive int erpretation of my data was followed by a second, more 

deductive reading (through writing), as I included the theoretical concepts 

presented in Chapter 1.  
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Including such a theoretically-driven reading of data and thus imposing specific 

analytical categories onto the data may seem at odds with more inductive research 

ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÅÓȟ Á ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÙ "ÉÌÇÅ ɉάΪΪγɊ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ȰÉÎÔÅÒÓÅÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙȱ ÉÎ 

her inductive research. She proposes to combine both approaches by dividing the 

analytical process into t×Ï ÌÅÖÅÌÓȟ Á ÆÉÒÓÔ ȰÄÁÔÁ-ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎÄÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȱ ÁÎÄ Á 

ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ȰÔÈÅÏÒÙ-ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄ ÄÅÄÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȱ ɉ"ÉÌÇÅ άΪΪγȡ ίɊȢ )Î Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ×ÁÙȟ ÏÎÌÙ 

ÉÎ Á ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÓÔÅÐ ÄÉÄ ) ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÎÓ ÏÆ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ 

capital theory and a regimes-of-mobility approach, thus introducing analytical 

elements not always mentioned by my research participants, yet which still influence 

their experiences. By looking at the careers diachronically and through a specific 

theoretical perspective, the importance of structuring elements became more visible, 

such as unequal access to certain resources and thus different opportunities for 

career development.  

This multi -step analysis, including several methods of coding, inductive and 

deductive logics, computer software and colourful sticky notes as well as different 

writing techniques at different stages, led to the interpretations presented in th is 

study.  
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Chapter 3 The salsa circuit: an empirical introduction 

This chapter offers a contextual, empirically grounded and descriptive introduction 

to the salsa circuit, which sets the background for the analysis in the subsequent 

chapters of this study. As already described in Chapter 1, I conceptualise the salsa 

circuit as consisting of several hubs, related through the circulation of people, 

imaginaries, dance movements, conventions and affects. Taking this definition of the 

salsa circuit as a starting point, this chapter sets out to present the salsa circuit in 

terms of its hubs and its circulation. Drawing on my data as well as the available 

literature, it first introduces the formation of the salsa circuit from a European 

perspective, which is often glossed over in studies on salsa (3.1). Second, it delivers a 

descÒÉÐÔÉÖÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ Ô×Ï ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÈÕÂÓ ɀ the salsa congresses and the space of 

salsa tourism in Havana ɀ which both formed important entry points into the salsa 

circuit during the empirical research for this study (3.2).  

The third part of this chapter focuses on the empirical data, analysing the circulation 

of people and a specific imaginary of salsa (3.3). It describes one group of the 

circulating actors, whose interest and economic capital keep the salsa circuit going: 

the self-declared salsa addicts (salsa students and festival participants). It analyses 

the imaginary of salsa as the Esperanto of the body, which builds the common 

ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ Ȱaffective economyȱȟ Á 

notion I develop below.42  

3.1 The formation of the (European) salsa circuit  

!Ó ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÉÎ #ÈÁÐÔÅÒ Ϋ ÓÈÏ×Óȟ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÏÖÅÓȱ ɉ0ÉÅÔÒÏÂÒÕÎÏ άΪΪΰɊ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÕÒÂÁÎ 

phenomenon with the establishment of salsa dance studios, dancing nights and 

congresses in many cities in North America, Europe and parts of Asia. Most 

literature discusses the development of salsa dance in North America, leaving aside 

                                                        
42 Throughout this thesis I will use the notion salsa dancer to include all people dancing salsa, 
regardless of their status in the salsa circuit. When a distinction between professionals and non-
professionals is made, I use the term salsa dance professionals or instructors for actors of the first 
category, salsa students or festival participants for the latter.  
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alternative routes and circulations of salsa and its dancers. This chapter therefore 

considers the salsa circuit from a European perspective, as one possible alternative. 

As it argues, the European salsa circuit is of major importance for many of the new 

salsa dance professionals, or travelling artists, including dancers born in Cuba (see 

Picture 4). 

I will first  turn to the establishment of local salsa scenes in European cities (3.1.1) 

before discussing ways salsa became a profession through its commercialisation 

(3.1.2).  

 

Picture 4 Flyer Salsa Festival Hamburg 2013. 
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3.1.1 Salsa studios and local salsa scenes 

7ÉÅÓÃÈÉÏÌÅË ɉάΪΪέȡ ΫάάɊ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ Á ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÂÏÏÍȱ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ΫγγΪÓ ÁÎÄ 

άΪΪΪÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÉÎ ,ÏÎÄÏÎȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÅÄed to the 

continent and later to Eastern Europe. Although sÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÒÏÕÔÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ ÌÅÓÓ 

linear than in this version of its dissemination, the dancers I met often mentioned a 

similar timescale for the early establishment of salsa studios in Western Europe 

during the 1990s and in Eastern Europe during the 2000s (ÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ 0ÕĤÎÉË ÁÎÄ 3ÉÃÈÅÒÌ 

(2010: 111) who state that salsa arrived in Slovenia in the early 2000s).  

In the dissemination of salsa, individual dancers played an important role, some of 

them contributing to build up localised salsa dance scenes in various European cities 

during the 1990s and 2000s. Early salsa teachers in European cities in the 1990s had 

often migrated from Cuba, Colombia or Venezuela, as my interview partners told me 

when asked about their first salsa experiences. According to Llano (2014), Cubans 

were the first to teach salsa in Spain: Most of them had professional dance training, 

had participated in dance companies, and had toured in Europe, principally Italy, 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅȱ ɉ,ÌÁÎÏ άΪΫήȡ ΫβγɊȢ /ÔÈÅÒÓ ÈÁÄ ÎÏ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÁÎce 

training but taught the steps they had learned in family contexts or with teachers 

they met in Europe. A dancer who danced in London during the 1990s and early 

2000s remembers how he started to dance Cuban salsa taught by Latin Americans:  

I think way back in 1998 when it was Cuban, we didnȭt even think Americans did salsa. 

Most people didnȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓ ÄÉÄ ÓÁÌÓÁ ɏȣɐ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÓÔÒÁÎÇÅȡ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ Á ÌÏÔ 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃ ×Å ×ÅÒÅ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ×ÁÓ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȢ ɏȣɐ !Ó ×Å ËÎÅ× ÉÔȭÓ #ÕÂÁÎȟ ɏȣɐ 

because of all the Cuban or South American people that lived in London, mainly 

Cubans, thatȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÌÅÁÒÎÅÄȢ ɏȣɐ !ÎÄ ÔÈÅÎȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ×Å ËÎÅ× ×ÁÓ ×ÈÅÎ /ÎΫ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ 

the UK. I think On1 probably came to the UK, in 2000 or άΪΪΫ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÅÎ ×Å ËÎÅ× ÁÂÏÕÔ 

LA-ÓÔÙÌÅȟ ɏȣɐ !ÎÄ ) ÔÈÉÎË maybe two or three years after that, I definitely remember in 

2003, 20004, then On2 became the new craze. (Abod) 

From the perspective of European salsa dancers in the 1990s and early 2000s, salsa 

was seen as a Cuban or Latin American dance practice and not related to the US in 

any way ɀ a completely different vision from the one described in Chapter 1, 

according to which New York is named as the birthplace of salsa. While the debate 
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over ownership of salsa in the US was mainly between Cubans and Puerto Ricans 

(see Manuel 1994 and Singer 1983), in Europe salsa was generally seen as Cuban. The 

strong presence of Cuban and other Latin American salsa teachers at that time in 

Europe (and the absence of Puerto Rican salsa teachers) thus led to a very different 

image of salsa dancing from the political identity project of mainly Puerto Rican 

immigrants in the US aÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ .Å× 9ÏÒËȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

origins seems to have led to an expansion of Cuban salsa in Europe. 

It was only in the early 2000s and with the emergence of salsa congresses, that 

dancers based in the USA, who had already formed dance companies and built up 

dance studios, started to be invited to Europe to teach workshops and perform. As 

McMains (2015: 268) argues, in the early ÄÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÉÎÇ 

from the USA to Europe, the web-presence of a few salsa dance professionals played 

a crucial role for their success among European dancers, who already followed them 

on their websites and now invited them to tÅÁÃÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÎÅ×ȱ ÓÔÙÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ 

(New York, LA, distinguished in On1 and On2). According to McMains (2015: 290), 

particularly female dancers were able to capitalise on the new possibilities the 

internet offered, as they were the first to sell instructional salsa videos online and 

use online journalism (even before blogs existed), thus building their reputation.   

The individual entrepreneurship, sometimes related to migratory trajectories, also 

led to different regional trends in salsa dancing in Europe. Thus there are cities 

where only one salsa style is danced, ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÉÏȭÓ ÏÆÆÅÒing. In other 

cities, salsa studios of different styles compete for their share of students, thereby 

developing individual stylistic variations as the different salsa dance styles are open 

to reinterpretation and influences of other dance movements. As Wieschiolek (2013) 

×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ Ȱ4ÏÄÁÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÎ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÃÁÎ ÎÏ 

longer be associated with any one country or city. In Cuba, Miami, Colombia and 

West Africa new trends and styles developed in addition to the ones of the previous 

ÃÅÎÔÒÅÓ ÉÎ .Å× 9ÏÒË ÁÎÄ 0ÕÅÒÔÏ 2ÉÃÏȱ ɉΫάΫɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ȰÌÏÃÁÌȱ ÓÁÌÓÁ scenes and 

the importance of individuals working as driving forces is thus highly diverse ɀ a fact 

that clearly distinguishes salsa dance commerce from other dance worlds, for 

example standardised ballroom with its regulations and governing organisations 
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such as the Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing.43 In addition,  the otherwise 

common practice of dance franchising, including specific teaching procedures and 

manuals to regulate teachers, has not been pursued in salsa. The informal character 

of the salsa circuit thus leaves room for individual strategies of economic 

entrepreneurship, as discussed throughout this thesis. 

Nowadays many of the numerous salsa studios are connected to the salsa congresses 

and dance styles taught and performed at congresses, either through the travelling of 

the teachers (and sometimes students) to congresses, the invitation of guest teachers 

to schools or the circulation of dance instruction DVDs and YouTube videos to learn 

the latest moves.  

3.1.2 The commercialisation of salsa 

With the formation of the salsa circuit, a new group of salsa dance professionals 

came into being, travelling to events to teach and perform. Some of the US-based 

dancers moved permanently to a European country as they soon realised that there 

existed a gap in the market. Besides the aforementioned exchange between dance 

schools in London and New York, Milan became an important salsa hub. Milan -

based dance school owners worked with teachers formerly based in the US, which, as 

Borland (2009: 470) notes, Ȱresulted in the development of a migratory stream of 

instructors from New Jersey to Italyȱ. Marcos, a salsa dance professional who travels 

worldwide (his story will be introduced further in Part  III ), was convinced that 

European festivals are highly relevant for salsa dance professionals previously based 

in the US or elsewhere: 

Marcos: You can see there are so many [salsa] artists moving away from the United 

States or any other places and coming to Europe. Because somehow, Europe is a place 

×ÈÅÒÅȣ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎÓ ÖÁÌÕÅ art ÍÏÒÅ ɏȣɐ !ÎÄ ÉÔȭs very important in general, because if it 

                                                        
43 Salsa is not the first so-called Latin dance to be commercialised. Nevertheless, as McMains 
(2015) argues, the accessibility of salsa videos online makes it practically impossible that there 
could be a single source that becomes the regulating authoriǘȅΦ άtǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ 
students of Latin dance learned from a dance teacher sanctioned by one of the ballroom dance 
ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ōƻŘƛŜǎΤ ƴƻǿΣ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘŀƪŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ own dance 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ όaŎaŀƛƴǎ нлмр: 280). See also Pietrobruno (2012) on the importance of YouTube 
ŘŀƴŎŜ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ άŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ ό113). 
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wasnȭt for many festivals, here in Europe, many artists would have to work in 

McDonaldȭs or something, you know? It is like that. 

Joanna: So is Europe the most important market for artists? 

Marcos: Well, yes. Europe has nowadays the highest quality. More than the US. I 

mean, some of the best artists are here. Just go to Italy, just Milano, you find a bunch 

of great teams, and many of them are also coming from New York and moving there.  

Most of my interview partners agreed on the importance of the European salsa 

Ȱmarketȱ for the establishment of their careers as salsa dance professionals in the 

circuit.  The establishment of new salsa routes is due to individual contacts; 

organisers of large events travel to other events to promote their own congress via 

flyers and personal contacts. Suzana, who works for a big salsa event in Europe, told 

me about their marketing strategies: 

Suzana: I mean, lately we also started to travel to Asia, thatȭs why we had many people 

from India last year, we had from Singapore, we are very well connected with the 

Middle East. And we had many people from Dubai, from Abu Dhabi, also from Qatar 

we have, from Oman and so on. Well, it is because of the travelling.  

Joanna: OK, because you travel? 

Suzana: Yes. For example, we didn't travel so much in the US and we donȭt have so 

many US people; we didnȭt travel in South America, again there are just a few. But 

from Asia, Middle East and Europe itȭs many. And now they started to come from 

South Africa as well. Or from North Africa. 

Joanna: Did you go there? Or how did that start? 

Suzana: South Africa, in November Iȭll be there for an event, maybe, Iȭm not sure yet, 

but to Asia weȭve been already. And we made many good contacts, so I told you itȭs 

very personal, I talk to the people and they see you and yeah.  

Suzana is part of a transnational network of salsa congress organisers, usually 

themselves salsa dancers, some of whom run their own dance school. The event she 

co-organises applies an aggressive ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ȰÎÅ×ÅÒȱ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

countries in the Middle East, Asia and South Africa. 
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In sum, the dissemination and commercialisation of salsa dancing has led to 

numerous individuals building their professional careers on its performance and 

ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ may constitute the largest 

ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ×ÉÄÅȱ ɉ-Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΪγȡ έΫΫɊȢ &ÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

perspective of dancers in European countries, salsa dancing has traditionally been 

perceived as a Latin American practice, and despite its new routes, salsa continues to 

be associated with its Caribbean and Latin American origins. Compared to other 

regions in the world, the European salsa market is said to be important in terms of 

its size and is particularly interesting in economic terms, as dance professionals are 

able to make a living out of dancing, mainly through teaching salsa. Male and female 

salsa dance professionals of different nationalities and socio-economic backgrounds 

thus compete for their share in the salsa circuit. As a result, salsa congresses are 

particularly important meeting places for salsa dance professionals.  

3.2 Salsa hubs  

As argued in Chapter 1, salsa hubs can best be understood as a specific time-space 

constellation, in which circulating salsa dancers meet. This thesis builds on salsa 

congresses as one entry point into the salsa circuit. I will therefore contextualise the 

development and some organisational aspects of salsa congresses (3.2.1). However, 

concentrating solely on hubs located in Europe would have limited the 

understanding of the salsa circuit. Furthermore, the salsa dance tourism space in 

Havana turned out to be an important hub of the salsa circuit, and it will thus be 

introduced in more detail (3.2.2). Through this description of two salsa hubs, this 

section introduces the context for the further analysis.  

3.2.1 Salsa congresses  

)Î ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅs as well as in the literature, the salsa congress held in 

Puerto Rico in 1997 is credited as being the first salsa event attracting dancers living 

in different countries. A Puerto Rican journalist who wanted to bring together salsa 

dancers from different locations launched this event, which united participating 

dancers from 19 countries, dancing various salsa dance styles to the same music 
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(McMains 2015: 260ɀ263). Some of my interviewees also mentioned similar events 

with a more regional outreach in the UK and Italy being organised as early as the 

1990s.  

 

Picture 5 Salsa advertising, a list of salsa events in 2013 (printed advertising material of 
www.salsa-trips.com).  

The commercially successful format of the Puerto Rican salsa congress, uniting 

dancers of different salsa styles, was soon copied in cities throughout North America, 

Europe and Asia by local organisers, whereby individual entrepreneurship was once 

more decisive. Some individuals were highly influential in promoting salsa 

congresses and competitions, as Fraser Delgado (2014: 109) notes in reference to 

Miami as a pÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÎÏÄÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÓÔÕÄÉÏ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËȱȢ -Ã-ÁÉÎÓ ɉάΪΫίȡ άΰέɊ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ Ȱ4ÏÒÉÎÏ ɉ)ÔÁÌÙɊȟ 4ÏËÙÏȟ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ 

7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎ ɉ$#Ɋȱ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÈÏÓÔ Á ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÉÎ 

Puerto Rico. Almost 20 years later, several salsa congresses are held every weekend 

somewhere in the world, mostly in North America and Europe, with lesser events in 

Asian and South American countries and a few in African countries. An online 
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calendar of dance festivals lists between 10 and 20 salsa events per month for every 

month of the year 2016 (see Picture 5).44 Some of the congresses have been running 

annually for two decades, others started more recently. The two terms congress and 

festival are used interchangeably in the salsa circuit, which I will do throughout this 

thesis. 

Scholarship on festivals has noted an increase in the number of newly created 

festivals all over the world since the 1960s (Picard and Robinson 2006: 2). MacLeod 

(2006) argues that the promotion of manÙ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÁÐÐÅÁÌ ȰÏÎ Á ÎÅ× 

type of transnationalised festivity rather than local meanings, traditions and social 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȱ ɉάέίɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟ ȰÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÓ ÍÁÙ ÎÏ× ÂÅ ÒÅÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÄ in a series of 

international venues throughout the ×ÏÒÌÄȱ ɉ-ÁÃ,ÅÏÄ άΪΪΰȡ άέίɊȢ This certainly 

holds true for salsa festivals, which take place in conference venues or in hotels, 

locations usually used for business-gatherings or holidays. They provide the required 

facilities to host several hundreds to several thousands of participants, travelling in 

from other cities and countries. Some festivals have grown out of a local salsa scene 

while others take place in holiday resorts where practically no dancers live as I 

observed in the case of the salsa festival in the Croatian coastal town Rovinj.45 As 

Kabir (2013) writes, 

there is no logic to the location chosen other than that of it being the domicile of a 

salsa entrepreneur who has both local and international connections, ambition, 

together with the advantage of selling the location in question as having some 

intrinsic attractions to tempt an international salsa crowd, as well as infrastructure for 

their board, lodging, and dancing (Kabir 2013: 265).  

I would add to this list the importance of the transport inf rastructure, such as a 

nearby airport, a point one congress organiser particularly highlighted during the 

interview.  

The entry fee for salsa congresses ranges ÆÒÏÍ βΪ ÔÏ άΪΪ %ÕÒÏ ɉÁ ȰÆÕÌÌ ÐÁÓÓȱȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ 

entry to all parties and workshops), wherein accommodation and travel are not 

                                                        
44 There exist several websites that collect information on salsa and other dance festivals, one of 
the most comprehensive is festivalsero.com (accessed 14 March 2018). 

45 See crosalsafestival.com (accessed 14 March 2018). 

http://www.festivalsero.com/
http://www.crosalsafestival.com/
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included. The large salsa congresses attract up to 5000 attendees, some of them with 

a high percentage of participants travelling in from other countries (reaching up to 

80% in the case of Berlin Salsacongress in 2015, according to its organisers) (see 

Picture 6). Salsa congress organisers structure their events in similar ways around 

the globe: with instruction (salsa workshops) during the day and choreographed 

shows and social dancing during the night (see also Borland 2009).  

 

Picture 6 Flyer Berlin Salsa Congress 2013. 

The workshop programmes include different salsa dance styles to choose from, often 

separated into three different competence levels (beginner, intermediate, advanced).  

Other dances such as bachata are included in the workshop offering, and since 

around 2010 other dance forms like kizomba (originating in Angola and Cape Verde, 
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see Beljaars 2016) have been integrated and are taught and danced at salsa events as 

well.46 Often, festivals offer several workshops in parallel sessions; for example, the 

festival in Rovinj 2014 offered nine hour-long workshops each hour, for five slots 

between 10am and 6pm, over two and a half days, while the festival in Berlin 2013 

offered a total of over 100 scheduled workshops between Thursday and Sunday 

(according to the printed festival programmes available at the event) (see Picture 7). 

 

Picture 7 Workshop schedule, Berlin Salsa Congress 2013. 

 The festival nights are spent dancing, often to different types of salsa music on 

several dance floors. Some events offer dancing to live music but, as Kabir (2013: 271) 

ÓÔÁÔÅÓȟ Ȱ7ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÉsation of salsa through the congresses, there was the 

added concern that bringing bands over to Europe from Latin America or the 

                                                        
46 Over the last few years I have observed a general diversification and there are more and more 
events specialising in one specific salsa style (eg New York style or Cuban salsa) or dance (eg 
kizomba). At festivals where all the styles were taught, the diversification was spatially visible in 
separate rooms for every dance and salsa style. 
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Caribbean would cost far more than paying for a DJ to travel from one part of Europe 

ÔÏ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȱ. 

Around the standard programme of dancing during day and night, in recent years 

event organisers have created special offers to make their festival more attractive: 

paying participants can now take part in challenging workshops (known as 

bootcamps) spanning several days taught by so-called salsa stars, beach parties, boat 

trips, safari tours and holidays around the festival.  

Some of the bigger events hold championships, where ambitious professional salsa 

dancers compete and can gain in status by winning a title. No single organisation is 

generally approved as a regulating body for competiti ve salsa dancing and there are 

several competitions that claim to be world championships of salsa. Renta (2014: 117) 

lists three world salsa championships in 2014: the World Salsa Federation in Miami, 

the Puerto Rico Salsa Congress in Puerto Rico and the World Latin Dance Cup in Las 

Vegas. Some events also offer internal competitions called stargate shows during the 

day, where amateur groups and dance couples perform. The dancers are judged by a 

ÊÕÒÙ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭs applause, and the winners perform ÏÎ ÓÔÁÇÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÉÇÈÔȭÓ 

shows. Amateur dancers thus can hope to perform on stage or to be discovered by 

one of the attending promoters in order to get invited to another festival. 

The spread of salsa festivals thus proceeded hand in hand with the 

professionalisation of salsa dancing and the emergence of a new type of salsa 

business, including dance professionals who make a living by travelling in the salsa 

circuit and teaching workshops.  

3.2.2 The space of salsa tourism in Havana, a recently emerging salsa hub 

In their discussion of spatial hubs, Kiwan and Meinhof (2011: 5) point to the 

importance of capital and metropolitan cities (such as Paris, London and Berlin) as 

ȰËÅÙ ÎÏÄÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÌÏ×Ó ÁÎÄ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÓȱȢ )Î ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ×ÉÔÈ !ÆÒÉÃÁÎ 

musicians, not only the metropolitan cities in the global North are pivotal for 

networking, but also the ones in the global South, such as Antananarivo, Casablanca 

or Dakar (Kiwan and Meinhof 2011). Although Cuban musicians and dancers played a 

ËÅÙ ÐÁÒÔ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ 
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influential in its dissemination abroad, it is only recently, and not least through 

ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎÅÒÓȭ increasing interest in Cuban dances, that what I call Ȱsalsa tourism spaceȱ 

has developed in Havana. I will first address the ways (cultural) tourism developed in 

Cuba, and then describe the space of salsa tourism in Havana, which has the 

potential to become a hub of the salsa circuit.  

Cultural tourism and encounters in informal economies in Cuba 

"ÅÓÉÄÅ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÁÂÒÏÁÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á 

salsa tourist space in Havana also needs to be understood against the backdrop of 

the development of tourism in Cuba. As Simoni (2016) notes, following  #ÕÂÁȭÓ 

independence from Spain in 1902, the Caribbean island became an ever more 

attractive recreational destination for North Americans, which led to Cuba becoming 

ȰÔÈÅ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔ ÈÕÂ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÁÒÉÂÂÅÁÎ ÒÅÇÉÏÎ ɉ(ÁÌÌ Ϋγγάȡ ΫΪγɊȱ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ΫγάΪÓȢ The next 

decades saw the development in Cuba of an entertainment industry with manifold 

ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÇÁÍÂÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÏÕÒÉÓÈÅÄ ÂÙ #ÕÂÁȭÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ 

Ȱ0ÌÅÁÓÕÒÅ )ÓÌÁÎÄȱ ɉ3ËÉÎÎÅÒ άΪΫΫɊȢ 7ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÒÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ Ϋγίγ, the number of 

tourists started to decline, particularly as of 1961, when US residents were prevented 

from visiting the island by the US economic blockade against Cuba (Simoni 2016: 

37). The new government promoted forms of internal tourism and launched 

programmes to eradicate gambling and prostitution. Since the 1990s the number of 

foreign tourists in Cuba has increased ÁÇÁÉÎȟ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ 

develop international tourism  as a path out of the economic crisis following the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. Over the 1970s and 1980s the Soviet Union had heavily 

ÓÕÂÓÉÄÉÓÅÄ #ÕÂÁȭÓ ÅØÐÏÒÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓ; Cuba depended on the communist bloc for 80% 

of its trade and with its collapse the nation confronted a massive economic crisis 

ɉ3ÉÍÏÎÉ άΪΫΰȡ έγɊȢ Ȱ)Î ÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÓÉÓȟ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÇÏÖernment 

attached all the more urgency to the development of international tourism as a 

privileged path to draw much-ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÈÁÒÄ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÃÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȱ ɉ3ÉÍÏÎÉ άΪΫΰȡ 

39). At the same time, the Cuban government restricted forms of informal 

encounters (understood as sex tourism) between Cubans and foreign tourists 

(Simoni 2016: 44). 
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As scholars of tourism have noted, the Cuban government encouraged the 

development of special types of tourism, among them beach, heritage and health 

ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍ ɉ"ÁÂÂ άΪΫΫȡ άΰɊȢ ȰCigars, rum, and the increasingly successful Cuban music 

and dancing were also among the key features promoted, evoking the possibility of 

ÅØÃÉÔÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÄÏÎÉÓÔÉÃ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔÓȱ ɉ3ÉÍÏÎÉ άΪΫΰȡ ήΫɊȢ )Î ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

materials of the 1990s, Cubans weÒÅ ÐÏÒÔÒÁÙÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÓÍÉÌÅÓȟ ÄÁÎÃÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ 

ÍÕÓÉÃȱ ɉ3ÉÍÏÎÉ άΪΫΰȡ ήΫɊȟ Á ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓ ) ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÄ 

ÓÈÁÒÅÄȢ #ÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÇÕÉÄÅÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÁÎÄ 

dance as unquestionable components of CubaÎ ÄÁÉÌÙ ÌÉÆÅȱ ɉ!ÎÁ άΪΫαȡ ΫααɊȢ  

7ÈÉÌÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÉÎÃÌÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÖÉÓÉÔ Á ÓÈÏ× ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

4ÒÏÐÉÃÁÎÁȟ (ÁÖÁÎÁȭÓ ÆÁÍÏÕÓ #ÁÂÁÒÅÔȟ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ×ÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ Á ÒÕÍÂÁ 

performance at the Callejón de Hamel (see Picture 8), or listening to one of the timba 

bands in a casa de la música.  

 

Picture 8 Rumba performance, Callejón de Hamel Havana 2014 (© Joanna Menet). 

The informal tourist economy around folkloric dances and salsa represents a small 

share of the gross tourist economy. Nevertheless, cultural tourism has opened up 

access to tourists bringing in hard currency to a new group of musicians and dancers 
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who were formerly excluded from tourist places (see also Bodenheimer 2013; Ana 

2017). Many musicians and dancers engage in the informal tourist economy and try 

to take their share in the financial opportunities the growing cultural tourism offers.  

As I could observe, dancers who teach professionally in Europe bring groups of 

European tourists with them to Havana, and thus demonstrate their new status as 

successful artists living abroad. Wearing expensive clothes of well-known brands and 

driving new cars, they fuel the myths of migration and the imaginary of Europe and 

North America as places where one can make money by teaching salsa. Imaginaries 

ÏÆ Á ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȱ ɉÓÅÅ 3ÅÃÔÉÏÎ 7.1) linked to ideas of economic 

opportunities elsewhere were frequently expressed during my two research stays in 

Havana. Whenever I met young dancers, they asked me where I came from and 

many told me that they wished to leave the country and participate in the salsa 

circuit elsewhere.47 A trip to Europe or even the dream of living there was 

understood as an escape from daily hardship and a general lack of prospects.  

The space of salsa tourism in Havana 

During my research trips to Havana I listened to numerous bands playing the 

standard repertoire of son music pieces (made world famous by the success of Buena 

Vista Social Club) and observed young dance couples performing in and around the 

restaurants in touristic Havana vieja. During my visit in August 2015 several young 

ÍÅÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÄ ÍÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÖÉÔÅÄ ÍÅ ÔÏ ȰÌÅÁÒÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÍȢ 

Although some of my Cuban interviewees rejected the label salsÁ ÁÓ ȰÏÎÌÙ Á 

ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÔÏÏÌȱ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÁÌÌ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÅ casino, these young Cubans in the 

streets labelled their dancing salsa as a way to (re)inscribe Cuban dance in the 

history of salsa, being well aware of the transnational salsa craze and tourisÔÓȭ ÈÕÎÇÅÒ 

ÆÏÒ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȱ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÌÅÓÓÏÎÓ ÉÎ (ÁÖÁÎÁȢ  

Davis (2015a) reports a similar phenomenon of dance tourism, though of larger 

ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ "ÕÅÎÏÓ !ÉÒÅÓȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȰÁ 

booming industry with thousand s of Europeans, North Americans, and Japanese and 

                                                        
47 One of the most popular salsa (timba) songs sold on self-burnt CDs and played at every party 
ŀƴŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ L ǘƻƻƪ ƛƴ нлмп ǿŀǎ άtŀǎŀǇƻǊǘŜέ by Cuban band Havana de Primera. The song 
depicts the feelings shared by many of the young Cuban dancers I met. See rebrand.ly/salsa-7. 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-7
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+ÏÒÅÁÎÓ ÈÅÅÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ "ÕÅÎÏÓ !ÉÒÅÓ ÅÁÃÈ ÙÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÔÁÎÇÏȱ ɉάέɊ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 21st century. 

She describes the tango scene of Buenos Aires as offering more than 300 tango 

events a week, plus tango shows and performances in the streets. 

In Havana, the infrastructure for salsa dancing is smaller and tends not to be as 

specialised, so that on my first research trip in 2014 a visiting  dancer complained 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÏÕÔ ÁÎÄ ȰÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÇÏÏÄ #ÕÂÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȱ ɉÓÅÅ 

Section 4.3 for an exploration of the encounters between European students and 

Cuban dance teachers). During my research visits in 2014 and 2015 dance tourists 

tried their luck at dance and concert venues such as the casa de la música, the 

outdoor club  1830 or the weekly dancing night in the Hotel Florida. Alongside these 

dance venues, over the last several years, dance schools exclusively aimed at visitors 

have become popular in Havana, teaching salsa, son, rumba and so-called Afro-

Cuban folkloric dances as well as new (European) dance trends such as kizomba.48 

The schools often work together with salsa teachers in other countries, who organise 

salsa holidays and bring groups of students to take classes in the schools in Havana; 

others cater to individual travellersȭ ÎÅÅÄÓȢ 5ÎÔÉÌ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÌÁ×Ó ÏÎÌÙ 

allowed certain forms of private entrepreneurship. Due to these regulations of 

tourism and private enterprise, Cuban nationals were not allowed to be owners of a 

dance school catering to tourists. Juli, a dance professional who taught salsa lessons 

despite this legal prohibition , told me about the problems she had with the 

authorities and the ways she tried to convince them that Ȱit is not my fault that 

tourists like me to shÏ× ÔÈÅÍ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅȱ ɉÆÏÒ ÁÎ ÁÎÁÌysis of her story, see 

Chapter 7). With the changes in the Cuban political landscape, including plans to 

expand private enterprise since 2010, small private enterprises are now allowed 

(although in restricted numbers). The government issued licenses for self-

employment, which has led to more salsa teachers offering their services and studios 

opening up, as interviewees told me during my second visit in Havana in August 

2015.  

                                                        
48 The dance schools in Havana extended their offer to the new trends in the salsa circuit, now 
offering classes in kizomba (promotional video on Facebook in March 2018).  
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Organisers advertise dance holiday packages usinÇ ÓÌÏÇÁÎÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÌÅÁÒÎ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

×ÉÔÈ #ÕÂÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓȱȟ ÔÈÕÓ ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌÉÓÔ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ÁÓ ÇÏÏÄ 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓȭ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ÏÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ 

(see Picture 9). Based on my observations, the phenomenon of salsa teaching in 

Havana is highly gendered, as the incoming tourists are for the most part female 

dancers, looking for (Cuban) male dance partners. This imbalance in the demand 

leads to more opportunities in salsa teaching for male dancers. 

 

Picture 9 Flyer Salsa Festival Santiago de Cuba 2018. 

While dance studios engage the common tourist imaginary, they are also linked to 

the specificities of the salsa circuit, as the example of the new kizomba trend in 

(ÁÖÁÎÁȭÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÏ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓȢ 2ÅÃÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÆÏÒÍÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ 
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introduced to Cuba. During the time of my research in Havana, there were some 

dance and music festivals for salsa dancers, but I did not come across events that 

also invite guest teachers (as at the European congresses described above). However, 

from 2016 (after my final research trip), a new salsa congress started in Havana, 

which invited the most sought-after teachers of Cuban salsa, all of Cuban origin, and 

mainly based in Europe.49 The establishment of such events in Cuba highlights the 

importance of the salsa circuit outside of Cuba and the (recent) attempts of Cuban 

actors based in Cuba to participate in the global salsa commerce without having to 

leave the country (as the dance professionals I interviewed mostly had, see Part III ).  

As this introduction to the sp ace of salsa tourism in Havana, including some 

historical context information , has demonstrated, salsa events in Cuba have the 

potential to become a hub of the salsa circuit. However, as will be analysed more in 

detail in Chapter 7, actors in the assumed birthplace of salsa are sometimes 

unsuccessful in their attempts  to participate in the salsa circuit, as they lack the 

necessary resources to access the mobility of other salsa dancers and thus remain 

ÓÔÕÃË ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ (ÁÖÁÎÁȭs tourist salsa space points to 

the global power inequalities affecting the salsa circuit, as it draws attention to the 

highly unequal access to some hubs for differently positioned individuals. This will 

become particularly clear when compared to the EuroÐÅÁÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÍÏÂÉÌÅ 

trajectories, discussed in the next section.  

3.3 Circulating people and imaginaries in an affective economy 

This section addresses the circulation of people, affects and a specific imaginary of 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ Á ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ Esperanto of the body. I here loosely draw on Törnqvist (2013) and 

her Bourdieusian analysis of tango tourism in Buenos Aires. Analysing a similar 

ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÁÎÇÏȟ 4ĘÒÎÑÖÉÓÔ ɉάΪΫέɊ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÂÅÌÉÅÆȱ 

ɉ"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ ΫγβΪÂɊȟ ȰÔÏ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÁÓ Á ÂÅÌÉef system with its internal practical 

ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ ɉ4ĘÒÎÑÖÉÓÔ άΪΫέȡ ίίɊȢ )Î ÌÉÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎȟ ÍÙ 

main goal is here to demonstrate that the salsa circuit can be understood as an 

                                                        
49 See dancefestivalincuba.com (accessed 14 March 2018). 
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affective economy, based on the shared beliefs and embodied experiences of salsa as 

a pleasurable, addictive, transnationally uniting practice. I draw on a Bourdieusian 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÌÉÄÁÒÉÔÙ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÁÎÔÁÇÏÎÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎȱ (Törnqvist 2013: 20) 

and recent theorisations of affect (Ahmed 2004; Bakko and Merz 2015; Clough 2007; 

Davis 2015b). Accordingly, the affective economy ÉÓ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÏÎ Á ȰȬÒÅÆÕÓÁÌȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ȬÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌȭȱ ɉ"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ ΫγβΪÂȡ άΰΫɊ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ Ðrofits are 

downplayed, while symbolic and affective values are stressed.  

This section first focuses on one particular group of people, the festival participants 

or salsa students (3.3.1). As these individuals strive to learn ever-changing moves and 

dance the night away, they lay the ground on which dance professionals build their 

ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ $ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÕÒÎȱ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÇÏÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ 

ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÇÅÎerally 

(while in Chapter 5 these experiences of dancing will be analysed with  regard to the 

ongoing negotiations of the gendered partner structure of salsa). I will introduce 

Karl, whose passionate story prepares the ground for a closer look at how salsa 

students talk about and organise their dancing, which many describe as an 

ȰÁÄÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȱȢ +ÁÒÌȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ Á Ȱmobile salsa trajectoryȱ, 

which shares some similarities with the transnational salsa careers of salsa dance 

professionals: sÏÍÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÓÔÁÒÔ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÃÁÌÌ Á ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

traÊÅÃÔÏÒÙȱ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ Á ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ -ÏÂÉÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

trajectories thus may develop into transnational salsa careers (see Part III ). 

In the second part of this section, I discuss the idea of salsa as a common language, 

includiÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȰÏÐÅÎ 

ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙÂÏÄÙȱ ɉέȢέȢάɊȢ !Ó ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄȟ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉse salsa as a 

social dance are manifold. While the scholarship on salsa includes an answer to the 

question of why people engage in the dance in their hometown, the question of why 

people engage in time-intensive and pricy travelling to salsa events in other 

countries remains so far unanswered. By applying a transnational perspective to the 

practices of salsa dance students and by including the affects and imaginaries that 

dancers share regarding salsa, this chapter argues that a transnational perspective 
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can also fruitfully be mobilised in the analysis of non-migrants, to better understand 

how individuals develop transnational identifications, networks and practices (see 

also Dahinden 2009).  

3.3.1 CǊƻƳ ŀ Ƙƻōōȅ ǘƻ ŀƴ άŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴέΥ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǎŀƭǎŀ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊƛŜǎ 

+ÁÒÌȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÅÒÖÅ ÁÓ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÔÈÅÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÅÎÔÁÎÇÌÉÎÇ 

some of the elements that keep the salsa circuit alive, by using it as an example of a 

ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙȱȢ $ÁÖÉÓ ɉάΪΫίa) in her study of ÔÁÎÇÏ ȰÁÆÉÃÉÏÎÁÄÏÓȱ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÔÁÎÇÏ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙȱȟ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ 3ÔÒÁÕÓÓ ÁÎÄ 'ÌÁÓÅÒ ɉΫγαΪɊ ÁÎÄ 

Riemann and Schütze (19γΫɊȟ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÓÏÒÄÅÒ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ 

ÉÍÐÌÙ Á ÒÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ȰÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȱȢ !Ó ÓÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ȰÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ Á ÔÁÎÇÏ 

dancer may [ȣ] evoke the biographical disarray, changes in identity, and altered 

expectations for the future that ÁÒÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÎÙ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȱ ɉ$ÁÖÉÓ άΪΫίa: 

ααɊȢ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÇÏ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÐÔÈ ÏÆ $ÁÖÉÓȭ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÁÔÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ 

ÂÕÔ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȭÓ 

discussion, mainly the mobility and surrounding reasoning in what I call mobile 

salsa trajectories of salsa students. It is important to keep in mind that the serious 

salsa students I portray in this chapter are not representative of all salsa students. 

Many serious salsa students stay in their local scene and never develop mobile salsa 

trajectories, other dancers keep taking a weekly class in a local studio or quit salsa 

dancing altogether after a while.  

Karl, at the time of the interview 30 years old, lives in a small Swiss town and works 

as managing director of his own IT business. He started to dance salsa when his 

then-girlfriend suggested taking lessons together. They found a nearby salsa studio 

and, though after a year their relationship ended, he continued taking lessons in the 

same school. After five years he felt that he wanted to develop his dancing further so 

he decided to take private lessons. 

It was during my studies, I studied part-time, 50%, and worked 80%. And at that time, 

it was my most intensive time; I went out dancing five times a week, for more than 

two years, really all the time! So I wanted to improve my dancing, and went to [name 

of a salsa instructor] before I did my round-the-world trip, which actually was a salsa 
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round-the-world trip. There I was also with [name of a salsa starɐȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÉÆ ÙÏÕ 

know him, he is a six-times world salsa champion, I was with him for a month and 

trained every day.  

Karl wanted to learn Spanish and improve his dancing, so once he had completed his 

Bachelor degree in economics he went travelling; starting in Brazil, he then went to 

Buenos Aires, Sydney (to take the above-mentioned lessons with a salsa star), 

Bangkok, Tel Aviv, Moscow, Riga, Stockholm and London. As he proudly told me, he 

found people to dance salsa with in all of these cities. Once back in Switzerland, he 

decided to take part in the national salsa championship, and continued short travels 

to about eight salsa congresses a year, while at the same time building up his IT 

business. When I asked him if something had changed in his life due to his intense 

hobby, he said: 

) ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÈÁÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄȢ ɏȣɐ /ÎÃÅ ÙÏÕ ÅÎÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÅÎÅ ɏȣɐ ÙÏÕ ÇÅÔ 

to know so many people. And somehow ÙÏÕÒ ÌÉÆÅ ÇÏÅÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȢ ɏȣɐ !ÌÌ ÏÆ Á ÓÕÄÄÅÎȟ ÁÌÌ 

ÙÏÕÒ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÈÏÂÂÙ, 

ÉÔȭÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȢ !ÎÄ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× 3ÁÒÁȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÓÏ 

changed in my life. Also, the worlÄ×ÉÄÅ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÉÔ ÇÏÔ ÓÏ ÅØÔÒÅÍÅȢ ɏȣɐ 7ÈÅÎ ) 

travelled I found someone [to dance and make friends with ] anywhere.  

Karl clearly feels that his life has changed due to salsa, an experience often shared by 

serious salsa students as well as the interviewed salsa dance professionals (further 

ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅȱ ÉÎ 3ÅÃÔÉÏÎ 6.1.1).  

+ÁÒÌȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÓÔÁÎÄs as an example of a mobile salsa trajectory of a serious salsa 

student. Following its lines, I will now look at three elements of the mobile salsa 

trajectories: the intense phase of addiction; the importance of training with 

acknowledged salsa stars; and transnational connections. 

Intense phase and addiction 

4ÈÅ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÙ ÏÆ +ÁÒÌȭÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

students get into dancing, sometimes following an experience with other dances, 

often involuntarily through a friend ÏÒ Á ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȢ !ÆÔÅÒ Á ×ÈÉÌÅȟ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ȰÇÅÔ ÈÏÏËÅÄȱ 

and start to invest more of their time and money into salsa dance lessons and 
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parties, the moment Karl describes as the ȰÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÐÈÁÓÅȱ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

learning. Iannis, a salsa dance professional who teaches in his own studio, observed a 

similar tendency in his students during that phase:  

I see from our students, when, after a while, some months or a year, I think people are 

ÁÔ ×ÏÒË ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟ ȰOKȟ ÉÎ ÆÉÖÅ ÈÏÕÒÓ )ΈÌÌ ÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȱȢ !ÎÄ 

itȭs like, what they think about for the whole day. When theyȭÒÅ gonna finish work and 

ÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ ɏȣɐ ÔÈÅÙ ÇÅÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔȭs like an addiction, really. I donȭt know if 

addiction is a good thing, generally, but it happens to many people, they are addicted 

to salsa. 

As Iannis observes, once introduced to the dance form, certain salsa students 

become quite obsessive about dancing salsa: the interviewed dancers used 

ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÄÄÉÃÔÉÏÎ ɉȰ9ÏÕ ÎÅÅÄ ÙÏÕÒ ×ÅÅËÌÙ ÆÉØȱɊ ÏÒ ÉÌÌÎÅÓÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ 

ȰÖÉÒÕÓȱ ɉȰ) ÃÁÕÇÈÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÖÉÒÕÓȱɊȢ 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ; as one 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÐÕÔ ÉÔȡ Ȱ3ÉÎÃÅ )ȭÖÅ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ )ȭÖÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÔÅÄ Ô×Ï ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ of mine, they are now 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢȱ )Î ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ quotation Iannis raises the question of addiction that 

has been discussed in several studies on dance (eg McMains (2006) ÏÎ ȰÇÌÁÍÏÕÒ 

ÁÄÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙɊȢ $ÁÖÉÓ ɉάΪΫίa: 98) distinguishes between 

the trajectories of passionate tango aficionados and of drug addicts on the basis of 

ÔÁÎÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅ the addiction as a positive thing in their 

life. Similarly, self-confessed ÓÁÌÓÁ ȰÁÄÄÉÃÔÓȱ ÒÁÒÅÌÙ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÁÄÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȱ 

but are happy with the changes that salsa dancing has brought to their life. Candice, 

a regular festival-goer and self-defined salsa addict, told me at length about her 

ȰÉÎÔÅÎÓÅ ÐÈÁÓÅȱȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ )ÁÎÎÉÓȭ ÁÓÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÒÉÇÈÔȡ 

And all I could think about was salsa, and all I wanted to do is dance. And so I was in 

the office and I was like, oh my god, I wanna dance, I wanna go dancing. Iȭd wake up 

in the morning, and this still happens, Iȭd wake up in the morning and think: I wanna 

dance today. And then Iȭm gonna take my shoes with me to the office, take an extra 

pair of clothes and I spend the whole morning: today I wanna dance, today I wanna 

dance, today Iȭm going dancing. And then by the afternoon Iȭm so tired and Iȭm oh, I 

canȭt. And then, you know, sometimes it doesnȭt work out, or I go, and then I feel so 

happy.  
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The above quotation  points to the importance of the affective experience of salsa 

dancing as a driving force of the salsa circuit: as dancers univocally stated, the 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȱ ɉ-Ã#ÌÕÒÅ άΪΫίɊ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÍÁÙ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅ 

strong feelings of happiness. This also became clear in the interview with Suzana, 

×ÈÉÌÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ ×ÈÙ ÓÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ȰÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÈÏÂÂÙ ÅÖÅÒȱȡ  

It  is because you just lose yourself, you know, during letȭs say that song 5 minutes, you 

donȭt care about anything else, youȭre just you and your partner, the dance floor, the 

music, the lights, and itȭs like a dream. I would rather do this than playing chess, I 

think [ laughs].  

To account for such intense experiences of complete absorption in what one does, 

#ÓÉËÓÚÅÎÔÍÉÈÁÌÙÉ ɉΫγγΪȡ ήɊ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÆÌÏ×ȱȟ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÉÎÇ Á ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ 

ȰÏÐÔÉÍÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȱȟ Ȱin which people are so involved in an activity that nothing 

ÅÌÓÅ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȱȢ50 In this sense, the activity of salsa dancing becomes 

ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÎÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÉÔȡ ȰÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ 

ÍÁÇÉÃȱȟ ÁÓ Suzana ÐÕÔ ÉÔȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ȰÌÏÓÅȱ 

themselves in the dance,51 salsa students have to invest time and money in their 

dancing skills (see Picture 10). 

Training with stars 

As McClure (2015) found in her study with salsa dancers, the level of competence in 

ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

pleasure. The often-used expression ȰÔÏ ÔÒÁÉÎȱ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ȰÇÏÉÎÇ ÏÕÔȱ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ 

salsa daÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÇÏÁÌ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ +ÁÒÌ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ progressed from going 

dancing five times a week, to taking private lessons, initially  with a well-known salsa 

dance professional in the Swiss context. Later, Karl travelled to Sydney for a month 

                                                        
50 ά[ƻǎƛƴƎ ƻƴŜǎŜƭŦέ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŜǎŎŀǇŜΦ tƛŎŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ όнллсύ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ƻŦ ŜǎŎŀǇŜΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ άŀǎ 
participants finŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜέ όмтύΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ 
ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦǊŀƳŜΣ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ άǊƛǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎέ όtƛŎŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ 
2006: 11). 

51 As McClure (2015) has demonstrated ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭΣ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ άōŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘέ in social 
salsa dancing is also determined by the gendered roles, which can be interpreted differently 
depending on the theoretical framework. 
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to take lessons with a well-recognised dancer of the salsa circuit, whom he considers 

to be the best in quick footwork (the rhythmical improvised dancing of the lower 

body). Though Australia would not be the first-choice destination for all European 

salsa students wishing to improve their dancing,52 his choice reflects the importance 

of individuals attracting students ɀ despite the geographical location of their studio. 

Enthusiastic salsa students like Karl sometimes follow the salsa stars or travelling 

artists of their choice to take lessons with them specifically. 

 

Picture 10 Learning to spin (© Steven Isaacs). 

Salsa dance professionals are often called artists and many of them have star-status 

among salsa students. Academic scholarship on stardom and fandom has analysed 

the construction of stars and celebrities as related processes (Holmes and Redmond 

2006). However, in the salsa circuit the construction of stars works differently than 

in many other social worlds: salsa stars are accessible and tangible. The salsa artists 

                                                        
52 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǎŀƭǎŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎΣ Ƴŀƴȅ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǎŀƭǎŀ ǎǘǳdents I met see New York and 
Havana (and to a lesser extent Colombia and Puerto Rico) as places they wish to visit in order to 
ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ άǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘǎέ of their dancing. See also the discussion in Sections 3.2.2 and 4.3.  
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ÁÒÅ ÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÉÎÓÏÆÁÒ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓȭ ÓÔÁÇÅÓ ɉlike other 

stars of the world of entertainment), but also teach workshops and, particularly 

important, they dance with salsa students during the parties. For many of the salsa 

students I met, their dances with one of the salsa artists were the highlight of their 

festival experience, as exemplified by the following observation. At one festival 

evening I noticed a familiar male dancer standing near the DJ desk, the preferred 

dancing spot of the artists, for several hours before finally daring to ask the artist of 

his choice to dance with him. The next day, he proudly told me how nice the dancer 

was and that she had even recognised him that day! I also observed several female 

dancers queuing in long lines on the dance floor to wait for their turn to dance with 

a specific male artist. In workshop breaks on the following  day or during the waiting 

time at airports on their way home, dancers engage in enthusiastic discussions about 

every detail of their  dance with one of the stars, sometimes boosting in front of their 

friends about a dance with a particularly prestigious star. (I will discuss the 

implications of this Ȱconvention of tangible salsa starsȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÉÎ 

Chapter 6.)  

+ÁÒÌȭÓ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒȟ 

but also the weight dancers give to the experience of learning with new teachers, 

which is possible in attending a salsa congress with its large offer of salsa dance 

workshops. Patric, a Swiss salsa student, ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÏÓÅ 

of marathon runners:  

It is good for the brain, ÉÔ ÂÏÏÓÔÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÙ ) ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ 

×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐÓȟ ÙÏÕ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÍÅÅÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÅÄÇÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ɏȣɐ &ÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÉÍÉÔ ÁÎÄ 

sometimes going ÂÅÙÏÎÄȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÅ ÙÏÕ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÂÕÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÉÍÅ 

ÉÔ ÆÌÏ×Ó ÂÅÔÔÅÒȢ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔes me, that you work on yourself, to improve 

ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆȢ ɏȣɐ ,ÉËÅ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆȟ ÙÏÕ ÐÕÓÈ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÍÉÔȢ 

/ÔÈÅÒÓ ɏȣɐ ÒÕÎ Á ÍÁÒÁÔÈÏÎȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÇÏÁÌȢ 9ÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÇÏÁÌȟ ÙÏÕ ÆÉÇÈÔ ÆÏÒ ÉÔȟ ÙÏÕ 

ÐÕÓÈ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÉÅÓȢ &ÏÒ ÍÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÉÍÉÌÁr.  

Patric and Karl both acquired a high level of competence in social dancing which 

made dancing highly pleasurable for them. As the above quotation suggests, beyond 

ÔÈÉÓȟ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔÕÁÌ ÔÁÓË ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ 
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search for their  limits, which can be framed as a form of self-cultivation. In her 

ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȟ -Ã#ÌÕÒÅ ɉάΪΫίɊ 

points to a tension between ideas of dancing as self-expression on one hand, and the 

structured processes of learning specific movements from others, on the other hand. 

As she argues, individuals negotiate this tension through a ȰÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ-

ÃÕÌÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎȱ (McClure 2015: 12). Festival-goers often wish to improve and learn new 

turn patterns and body moves, so workshops at salsa congresses cater to this need.  

Transnational connections 

Karl not only felt the need to improve his dance skills, he also wanted to learn 

3ÐÁÎÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÙÒÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÏÎÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ ȰÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ itȭÓ got 

Á ÌÏÔ ÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ 3ÏÕÔÈ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȢ !ÌÍÏÓÔ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÒÅȢȱ (Å 

therefore chose to spend three months in Buenos Aires (again, not a typical salsa 

destination), the second stop on his salsa world -trip. The other cities he mentions 

were either destinations in which he had already established contacts with  salsa 

dancers he had met at salsa congresses or cities where a salsa festival took place. The 

Ȱ×ÏÒÌÄ×ÉÄÅȱ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

their trajectories. Salsa dancers feel part of a community or familia of salsa dancers. 

During the intense phase, salsa dance students start calling themselves salsero or 

salsera. They develop new relationships and sometimes meet future partners (Karl 

met Sara, his fiancée) and for some, their whole social life (besides their job) revolves 

around salsa. The regular attendance of local salsa nights as well as the bi-monthly 

(or sometimes even monthly) attendance of salsa congresses in another country 

form part of this (see Picture 11).  
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Picture 11 Early evening warm-up, Prague International Salsa Marathon 2017 (© Steven Isaacs). 

Candice is always excited ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÁÌÓÁ ȰÏÂÓÅÓÓÅÄȱ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȡ  

Little did I know, that it was woooow, this is mental, I had no idea thereȭs so many 

crazy people ɀ just like me! Which is really cool, thatȭs always the greatest thing about 

festivals, and in Berlin Iȭd go and stand on a mat: look at these people, they are all just 

as obsessed with this as I am, thatȭs really cool, they all love it just the same way! 

Rephrasing Reed (1998), ×ÈÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÓ Á ȰÔÏÏÌ ÉÎ ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÔ 

ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÅÓȱȟ ×Å ÃÏÕÌÄ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÈÅÒÅ ÈÅÌÐÓ to shape ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÔ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÅÓȱ 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓȱȢ /Æ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

transnational subjectivities and networks is not the result of a political project but 

rather the result of a ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ Á ÂÏÄÉÌÙ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ Á 

market-driven one. Pushing this argument further, Davis (2018: 665) states that the 

biographies even of tango dancers staying in one place should be considered as 

ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ Á ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 

ÓÐÁÃÅȱȢ )ÎÄÅÅÄȟ ÁÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ÔÒansnational identifications and practices 

do not require migration or cross-ÂÏÒÄÅÒ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȢ )Î ÁÎ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȱ!ÒÅ ×Å ÁÌÌ 



 
124 

 

ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÎÏ×ȩȱ, Dahinden (2009) argues that when studying transnational 

phenomena, non-migrants should be taken into account too, as they might also be 

involved in transnational activities. She thus sets out to study transnational social 

ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȱȢ "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÈÅÒ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓȟ $ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎ 

(2009) argues for a differentiated position and concÌÕÄÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ 

everybody is nowadays to some degree transnational, this should not hinder us from 

distinguishing different transnationalisms as they reflect varying social positioning 

ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÉÓÅÄ ×ÏÒÌÄȱ ɉΫέβάɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉonal relations and 

subjectivities developed by Karl and other salsa students have to be analysed as 

related to their favourable situation.  

Clearly, the participation in salsa festivals and the development of transnational 

connections has to be analysed in regards to socio-demographic backgrounds: salsa 

festival-goers are often individuals with higher education, stable jobs and enough 

leisure time to ÁÌÌÏ× ÓÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÉÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÎÅÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÁÌÓÁ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȱȢ53 As I have 

shown, salsa dancers present at festivals invest a considerable amount of time and 

money in order to learn this shared bodily practice. They also need to afford the 

festival price to enter the event as well as the journey (often a flight) and the hotel 

room. 54  Global economic inequalities thus shape the experiences of the 

ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓȱ ɉ$ÁÖÉÓ άΪΫίa) on the dance floor to a considerable degree, 

not only in what is usually perceived as tourism (for example in Cuba) but also in the 

congress circuit in Europe. Access to salsa festivals seems thus restricted to those 

individuals who have enough disposable leisure time and economic capital (cf 

Skinner 2007). Hutchinson (2014a: 13) also points to the importance of class in an 

analysis of salsa congresses, stating that although the dance floors of salsa festivals 

                                                        
53 This also distinguishes salsa congresses from local salsa scenes ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎΩ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic 
backgrounds can be highly diverse (see for example García (2013) on salsa dance places in Los 
Angeles). 

54 In some cases, entry fees are too high for local residents, as I witnessed when I participated at 
the Warsaw salsa congress. This congress is said to be one of the cheapest congresses by West 
European salserosΩ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΣ ǿƘƻ ǘƘǳǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦ bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ƻƴŎŜ ƛƴ 
Warsaw, I learned that a friend of a friend who lives there had cancelled her attendance at the 
party due to the high entry fee. This situation paralleled my experience of visiting a casa de la 
música in Havana in 2014, where a group of Cubans gathered in front of the concert hall, waiting 
for tourists to pay their entry fee, which amounted to a monthΩǎ salary. 
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ȰÍÁÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÁÎ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȱȢ 

(In Chapter 7 I will analyse in more detail how access to the salsa circuit is regulated 

for differently positioned salsa dance professionals.) 

4Ï ÓÕÍ ÕÐȟ ÁÓ +ÁÒÌȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ quotations demonstrate, some 

salseras and salseros develop mobile salsa trajectories in the salsa circuit alongside 

their regular jobs, fuelled by their strong wish to dance, to improve their dance skills 

and to connect to people outside their place of residence. Salsa students also develop 

transnational networks and subjectivities, and salsa dancing is perceived as a mobile 

skill that is transferable to many places while travelling to or working in other cities 

(cf Skinner 2007).  

3.3.2 The Esperanto of the bodyΥ ǎŀƭǎŀΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ άƎƭƻōŀƭέ 
language 

4ÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÄÅÁÌÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȟ 

predominant among dancers at salsa festivals. I will examine how salsa is 

discursively produced as a kind of universal leisure practice through two related 

arguments: the emphasis on (an essentialist) diversity and the shared bodily practice 

as a common language. To participate in a social world like that of salsa requires and 

creates not only bodily skills, but also cognitive models and beliefs in certain values. 

In his analysis of the economy of symbolic goods, Bourdieu (1980b) describes artistic 

ÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÁÓ ȰÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÌÉÅÆȱ ɉΫΰβɊ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

ÂÅÌÉÅÆȱ ɉάΰαɊ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱgameȱ. Similarly, Becker (1982) insists on the importance of 

conventions. In this way, salsa dancers share what Törnqvist (2013) calls an 

ȰÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȱȟ ÁÓ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ affective economy.  

The fiÒÓÔ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ universality stems from its appreciation of 

diversity. As several studies of salsa have observed, there is a strong belief in salsa as 

ÁÎ ȰÏÐÅÎ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙÂÏÄÙȱ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ɉÅÇ 3ËÉÎÎÅÒ άΪΪαȟ see also Boulila 

201βɊȢ )ÎÄÅÅÄȟ ÁÓ ÍÙ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÓÈÏ×Óȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÌÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÁÌÌÅÇÅÄ 

ability to overcome the usual social markers of difference such as class, age and race. 

I was astonished by the consistency with which my interview partners of diverse 

backgroÕÎÄÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÇÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 
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openness and described salsa as a space of equal differences in several aspects. In the 

words of Nara, a US-based travelling salsa artist:  

In fact, I think the beauty of salsa is its diversity and how accepting it is to all 

demographics, all different cultures, age groups, income levels, education levels, 

whatever. And thatȭs the beauty. And I think that the range of whatȣ or the range of 

people actually contributes to what this dance is. Itȭs nice to have different cultures 

represented, they make it richer. 

.ÁÒÁȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÒÅÁÄÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ȰÍÕÌÔÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌÉÓÍȱȟ 

ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÏÆ ÅÁÃÈ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÒÏÕÐȱ ɉÓÅÅ 4ÁÙÌÏÒ ΫγγάɊȢ As 

discussed in Chapter 1, in constructivist scholarship such an essentialist 

understanding of people as part of clearly distinguishable and homogenised 

ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÓȱ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ɉSchwandt 1998: 236). Nonetheless, the representation 

of salsa as a leisure activity that allows diversity and equality, serving as a unifying 

element, forms a constitutive part of the actual salsa imaginary at salsa congresses. A 

prominent salsa festival promoter describes ÈÉÓ ÅÖÅÎÔȭÓ ÇÏÁÌ as ȰÃÒÅÁÔing unity 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÓÁÌÓÁȱȢ 3ÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÒÅÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÏÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ Á 

unifying element. A number of studies have argued that dancing could be 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÃÙȱȟ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÏÆ 

the daÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÅÒÔ ÂÌÁÃËȟ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÙ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓȱ ɉ7ÁÌÌ 

2013: 264). Gilroy (1991) suggests that the dance floor could be viewed as a cultural 

space where the usual hierarchies of society are inverted, and where competences in 

dance are more important than skills that dominate outside.  

Asked why salsa appeals to them, many of my interview partners referred to similar 

examples of diversity, for instance in terms of diverse class backgrounds, as Isabelle 

explains:  

In salsa dancing you have got young and older ones, from student to construction 

×ÏÒËÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÃÔÏÒ ÁÎÄ ÌÁ×ÙÅÒȟ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȦ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÆÉÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇȟ 

ÙÏÕ ÍÅÅÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÙÏÕ ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅȣ Usually you always move in yourȣ in the 

same environment. 
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Isabelle, a regular festival participant and salsa teacher in her hometown, here refers 

to different professional groups participating in salsa. For dancers in Europe, salsa is 

thus a meeting place, which allows them to connect to differently positioned people 

than themselves in ways they do not perceive as possible in other circumstances. 

Abod, a UK-based amateur dancer and regular festival-goer in his early fifties, 

perceives salsa as a space with no age limit:  

If I just go to a nightclub I probably would stop dancing because many nightclubsȣ itȭs 

all right when you are youngȣ ×Èen you get to a certain age, then you think [he 

ÓÔÒÅÔÃÈÅÓ ÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÉÎ Á ÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄÌÙ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȰÓÔÏÐȱɐȢ 7ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ ÔÈÅ 

good thing about salsa is the fact that thereȭs no age, typical age limit, in England 

anyway. Thereȭs no age, thereȭs no colour, itȭs just completely mixed. 

Indeed, age seems to be less exclusionary in salsa than in other dance spaces, 

nevertheless it is important to keep in mind that Abod has a certain level of 

competence in dancing and that this might be an important element in 

understanding his experience. Furthermore, like many other dancers, Abod, who 

was born in Nigeria and later moved to the UK, sees salsa dancing as less 

discriminatory not only in terms of ag e but also in terms of skin colour. In this way, 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÍÕÌÔÉÒÁÃÉÁÌ ÕÔÏÐÉÁȱ ɉ(ÕÔÃÈÉÎÓÏÎ άΪΫήÂȡ έΪɊȢ )Î Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ 

vein, Juan, a professional dancer from Cuba, living in Italy for more than 20 years 

while dancing and teaching, explained:  

I saw European society change for good thanks to music from Cuba, music from New 

York, thanks to salsa, thanks to all that is happening. People now are more friendly, 

more communicating and less racist. They see a person how she is, not for her colour, 

not for where she comes from. And when you go dancing, the most exciting thing, 

when you go to an event like this or to any disco, you can see the black [man] with the 

blonde, the blonde ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÌÁÔÔÏ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅȣ "ÕÔ ÙÏÕ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÈÁÖÅ 

raÃÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎȢ !ÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÁÓË ÙÏÕ ×ÈÁÔ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÙÏÕ 

ÁÒÅȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ Á #ÁÔÈÏÌÉÃȟ ÁÐÏÓÔÏÌÉÃȟ Á -ÕÓÌÉÍȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ Á "ÕÄÄÈÉÓÔȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÃÁÒÅȦ 

.ÏÂÏÄÙ ÃÁÒÅÓ ×ÈÏ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ Ánd 

important for the whole of ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢ ɏȣɐ )ȭÍ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÙÏÕ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÁÔ 
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another festival, to embrace you. And to dance with you because I like the way you 

dance. 

Relating to a broader societal change and referring to current political debates on 

religious difference, Juan underlines ÈÉÓ ɉÒÏÍÁÎÔÉÃÉÓÅÄɊ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

potential as a unifying force. 

As demonstrated, my interview participants  thus agree about ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎÁÒÙ 

aspect and the irrelevance of the usual social distinctions such as class, age, race and 

religion in salsa spaces ɀ at least for the duration of a dance, in what Kabir (2013) 

ÃÁÌÌÓ Á ȰÍÏÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÕÔÏÐÉÁȱ (274)Ȣ 4ÈÅ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÏÆ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȱ ÕÎÉÔÅÓ ÄÁÎÃers, thus pointing to the importance of the salsa circuit as an 

affective economy, which entails the moral obligation to ascribe to this imaginary.  

4ÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ a universal leisure practice is its 

understanding as a form of bodily communication, allowing for encounters with 

ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÒÁÃÉÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÏÒ ÅØÏÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȟ ÁÓ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

discussed literature on salsa. Valentina, a dancer involved in congress organisation, 

expressed this idea clearly:  

And in the end, we all speak the same language. I can go to Japan without speaking a 

word of Japanese but once on the dance floor we understand each other. I can go to 

Miami and just dance, the man leads and I join in. Even though every human does it 

differently ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÃÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÁÕÔÙ ÏÆ 

our dance. 

Salsa dancers thus feel connected to other dancers far away through their common 

dance practice, independent of their ability to talk to each other. Ernesto, a dance 

professional who makes a living out of his worldwide teaching activities, told me 

that salsa, for him, is the Esperanto of the body, referring to the global endeavour of 

this constructed language. Its founders and adepts wished to create a language that 

is quick to learn and thus does not privilege speakers of one language over others. 

The idea of a language of the body is also enhanced by the downplaying of other 

verbal communication in dancersȭ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȟ adhering to the common saying 

that in salsa pÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÔÁÌËȡ Ȱ9ÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ Á ÌÏÔȟ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ 
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ÙÏÕÒ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȟ ÃÁÎ ÊÕÓÔ ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÁÎÃÅȟ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÌËȟ 

ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÉÔȱ ɉ0ÁÔÒÉÃɊȢ  

In ÓÁÌÓÅÒÏÓȭ and ÓÁÌÓÅÒÁÓȭ discursive production of the salsa space as open and non-

hierarchic, other elements that could separate them are thus downplayed (see also 

Gagné 2014: 449). For dancers, salsa dancing is attractive precisely for its affective 

dimension and the possibility to connect with strangers on another level than 

language: the body. In a similar way, Hamilton and Hewer (2009) state that salsa 

ȰÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÍÅÄÉÕÍ ÏÆ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÖÅ ÂÏÄÙȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓȟ Á 

body in process of creating itselfȱ (505). Abod describes this experience:  

The thing that I get the most pleasure out is coming up to somebody I never ever met 

in my life, spending four minutes and thinking: wow, that was an awesome dance! And 

that to me, that is what salsa is about. You go to somebody, a salsa dancer, youȭve 

never ever met before and have a beautiful dance. And you have to have a partner in 

order to do it. And thatȭs what I like, and thatȭs my attraction to congresses, just to go 

ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÁÎÃÅȢ ɏȣɐ 3Ï ÔÈÁÔȭs my socialising now, itȭs salsa travel. 

In salsa danÃÅÒÓȭ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÅÁÓÕÒÅ gained from the affective, embodied 

experience of the moment of dancing is even increased when dancing with 

ÓÏÍÅÂÏÄÙ ȰÎÅÖÅÒ ÅÖÅÒ ÍÅÔ ÂÅÆÏÒÅȱȢ !ÊÁÙȟ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÔÏÕÒÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÏÒ, 

summed it up in the following word s:  

Since itȭs a social dance where you dance with different partners, a festival is a perfect 

place to dance with a hundred unknown people whoȭve come from God knows where 

and enjoy that. You canȭt get that back in your own city where you live, so festivals are 

a great meeting place for social dancers because thereȭs a certain excitement about 

being able to do all those beautiful turn patterns and all that stuff with someone youȭd 

never danced [with]  before. And the first time you hit a song in your life, wow, this 

works like magic. 

Following a similar logic, Karl told me about his active search to dance with partners 

from as many different countries of origin as possible.  

I still remember very well, Athens was my first congress abroad, and I tried to dance 

with as many nationalities ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȢ ɏȣɐ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÓÏ ÃÏÏÌȟ ) ÍÅÁÎȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÅÌÓÅ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ 
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ÈÁÖÅ ÓÏ ÍÁÎÙ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ ÏÎÅ ÒÏÏÍȟ ÅÌÓÅ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÆÉÎÄ ÔÈÉÓȢ 3Ï ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ) ×ÁÎÔ 

to experience it, how they dance in Russia and so on. So I tried it for the whole 

ÅÖÅÎÉÎÇȟ ÏÎÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÏÐÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȢ ɏȣɐ 3Ï ÙÏÕ ÁÓËȟ 

Ȱ×ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÆÒÏÍȱȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÏÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅȢ "ÕÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ 

really cool.  

On my questioning, Karl acknowledged that, in the end, the dances were not that 

different, and the experience on the festival dance floor rather depended on 

individual characteristics and levels of competence in dance than on the country of 

origin. However, like all the other quoted dancers, he understood difference in terms 

of origin  ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÁÓ Á ÖÁÌÕÅ ÉÎ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱ 

thus relied on the value-free (but highly essentialist) discourse of difference in 

cultural or national terms.  

The various origin countries of dancers were seen as enhancing the congress 

experience and sometimes hierarchies were negotiated between groups of dancers. 

Interestingly , salsa ownership and affinity were not only claimed by Latinos/Latinas, 

but also negotiated among Europeans: during my observations at European festivals 

) ×ÁÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ %ÁÓÔÅÒÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ȰÇÏÏÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȱȢ 

Maria, a Polish salsa artist, while talking about the emerging salsa countries in 

Eastern Europe, told me that Eastern Europeans ȰÁÒÅ ÃÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÖÅÒÙ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙȱ ÉÎ 

ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á ȰÔÅÍÐÅÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ [the]  Latin 

ÔÅÍÐÅÒȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍȢ .Å× ÁÃÔÏÒÓ appear and draw a 

new picture of the imaginary salsa geography. In her article about transnationalism 

at the Berlin Salsa congress, Kabir (2013) makes a similar observation and indicates 

the presence of sizable contingents of Polish, Czech, Romanian, Bulgarian, Latvian 

ÁÎÄ ,ÉÔÈÕÁÎÉÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȢ Ȱ#ÌÅÁÒÌÙȟ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÈÁÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÐÏÓÔ-communist  European 

subjectivities an entry point into a hitherto denied world of expressivity, 

ÆÌÁÍÂÏÙÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÎȱ ɉ+ÁÂÉÒ άΪΫέȡ άαΪɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÎÕÍÅÒÏÕÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓÅÓ Èeld in the 

"ÁÌÔÉÃÓȟ %ÁÓÔÅÒÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÎ 2ÕÓÓÉÁ ÁÔÔÅÓÔ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ 

in these countries (see Picture 12); this development is not unnoticed by salsa 

dancers living in Western European countries, who have socialised with salsa for 

many years. For instance, London-based touring salsa dance professional Andy was 
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convinced that 2ÕÓÓÉÁÎ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔȡ Ȱ4ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÁÔȭs the best social 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȢ ɏȣɐ ) ÔÈÉÎË 2ÕÓÓÉÁ ÈÁÓ ÉÎ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔÁÇÅ γίГ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȟ ÉÎ 

ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ ÖÅÒÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȢȱ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÑÕÏÔÅ 

social dancing is contrasted with competitive and show dancing, and the argument 

put forward is that Russian followers have great dance skills.  

 

Picture 12 Flyer Kiev Spring Festival 2016. 

Another Swiss-based male dancer told me at length about his travels to Moscow 

because of the great female dancers there. Dancers meeting at festivals in Europe 

were thus categorised according to not only their nationality but also gendered: 
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Eastern European and Russian dancers were said to be particularly good followers 

(usually women), while Western European dancers were said to be good leaders 

(usually men). In this respect I also found a discussion between festival organisers 

revealing: during a meeting of salsa congress organisers during one of the festivals, 

the organiser of a large and successful event in Vienna told the others that the 

previous year he had ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ËÉÃË ÏÕÔ ήΪ ÐÁÒÔÙ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÔ γ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȟ ȰÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

in Eastern Europe it is like this, the party goes from 1am to 9am, they are used to 

doing ÉÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȢȱ !ÎÄ ÐÒÏÕÄÌÙ ÈÅ ÁÄÄÅÄȡ Ȱ!ÎÄ ÁÔ ÍÙ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÉÒÌÓ ÆÒÏÍ 

ÔÈÅ %ÁÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÕÙÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 7ÅÓÔȱȢ (ÉÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÍÅÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÁÕÇÈÔÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ 

other organisers cheered and one of them asked how he did it. He explained that he 

had travelled a lot over the last three years promoting the festival . Vienna thus found 

itself at the crossroads of European integration. As these examples demonstrate, 

salsa in the European circuit is often promoted with a focus on its inclusionary 

aspect, not its supposed Latinness. The salsa dancers and event promoters 

(re)produce the imaginary of salsa as a unifying practice, minimising references to 

ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ,ÁÔÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȟ ÔÈÅ #ÁÒÉÂÂÅÁÎ ÏÒ .Å× 9ÏÒËȟ ÔÈÕÓ 

making it available to an interested public all over the world. 

To summarise, through the two interrelated arguments of the appreciation of 

diversity and the shared bodily practice as a common language, salsa is discursively 

constructed as a unifying practice. Salsa congresses are imagined and discursively 

produced as spaces of diversity and equality in terms of nationality, class, age, race 

and religion, thus echoing debates about political multiculturalism (Taylor 1992). 

This shared representation is pushed by promoters who market salsa thus, and also 

serves as common ground in the affective economy of the salsa circuit. 

However, although salsa dancers see their practice aÓ Á ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

body, which unites people of various background, they completely gloss over the 

highly heteronormative and gendered character of these salsa spaces (see Part II ), as 

well as questions of class (the ones mentioned above but also in terms of mobility 

capital, see Part III ) or age and physical (dis)ability. While on an individual level, the 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȱ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÉÔ is 

nevertheless embedded in larger power relations that structure the experience of 
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ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓȱȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ as Boulila (2018) points out in her analysis 

of the salsa dance industry in Europe, there are ȰÒÁÃÉÁÌ ÕÎÄÅÒÐÉÎÎÉÎÇs of 

ÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȱȡ ȰAlthough salsa as an individual movement can be 

interpreted and performed by any body, not all bodies have the same access to 

symbolic and material systems of powerȰ (6). It will be the task of the following 

chapters to demonstrate the other side of the discourse of salsa as unifying practice 

by disentangling some of the elements that structure the transnational salsa circuit 

hierarchically, along the axes of gender, ethnicity/race, class and mobility capital.  

3.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have laid the groundwork for the analysis of the following chapters, 

by introducing the contextual background of the development of the salsa circuit 

from a European perspective. In contrast to the literature focusing on historical 

development of salsa in North America (mainly New York), I have argued that 

Cuban salsa dancers were among the early salsa instructors in Europe, and they 

successfully managed to foster a perspective of salsa as originating in Cuba. As I have 

discussed, individuals played an important role ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ 

building up lo cal dance scenes with dance studios and parties, as well as larger salsa 

events attracting dancers visiting  in from other cities  and countries.  

Building on the model of the salsa circuit developed in Chapter 1, I described two 

salsa hubs and discussed the circulation of salsa students as well as affects and a 

specific imaginary of salsa as the Esperanto of the body, which link these hubs (3.3). 

The discussion also demonstrated the importance of imaginaries in the process of 

circulation: studentsȭ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÙ ×ÈÅÎ travelling to festivals or to Cuba, forming part 

of salsa tourism, as well asȟ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ Á ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȱ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÏÒ 

North America, which play an important role in the lives of Cuban salsa dancers, as I 

will further  explore in Chapter 7.  

The description of the salsa congresses as hubs demonstrated their significance in 

terms of a meeting point and job opportunities for salsa dance professionals, who 

started to construct transnational careers travelling from event to event (as analysed 

in Part III  of this study). The contextualisation of the space of salsa tourism in 
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Havana as potential salsa hub pointed to the global power relations between 

ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ Ãircuit. As I 

ÈÁÖÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÄȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÍÕÓÉÃÉÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÙÅÄ Á ËÅÙ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

early development, the salsa tourist space in Havana is a relatively new 

phenomenon. Several factors influenced its development, among them the Cuban 

authorit iesȭ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÂÒÏÁÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÕÅÌÌÅÄ 

%ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ #ÕÂÁ to dance salsa.  

The last section of this chapter empirically approached the circulation of salsa 

students and imaginaries in the salsa circuit. By focusing on three stages of the 

ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓȱ ÏÆ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȟ ) ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ 

the time- and cost-intensive activity of salsa dancing due to their strong affective 

relation to the dancing experience, whereby they also develop transnational 

networks and subjectivities. As shown, dancers engage in salsa dancing out of their 

×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÅØÏÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȟ ÁÓ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÎ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÄÁÎÃes have argued. Furthermore, the 

interviewed dancers were more driven by their wish for self-cultivation than a desire 

to perform what have ÂÅÅÎ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌȱ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ɉÃÆ 3ÃÈÎÅÉÄÅÒ άΪΫέȡ 

558), a point I will elaborate in Chapter 5.  

As I have argued, the discursive construction and representation of salsa as the 

Esperanto of the body adds to the idea of salsa as a unifying element despite 

supposedly essential differences in terms of class, age, race and religion and thus 

produces specific bÅÌÉÅÆÓȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓ ÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ȰÒÕÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÍÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

affective economy of the salsa circuit. As Bourdieu (1980b: 265) has argued in his 

analysis of economies of symbolic goods, the shared beliefs in the value of an 

artwork are continuously generated inside specific fields of production. In the salsa 

circuit, these shared beliefs draw on embodied experiences, which circulate within 

an affective economy.  

(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ celebratory accounts of the emancipatory promises of the 

dance floor, like any other social space the salsa circuit is structured by internal and 

external hierarchies, particularly along the lines of gender, ethnicity/race, class and 

mobility capital ɀ as the following chapters will demonstrate.  
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PART II  
 
NEGOTIATING ETHNICITY AND 

GENDER IN THE SALSA CIRCUIT 
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Introduction to Part II: conceptual notes on conventions, 
ethnicity and gender 

Part II of this study focuses on the ways in which actors in the salsa circuit 

(re)produce the circulating representations of ethnicity and gender. From the 

discussion in the last chapter and following the ÃÉÔÅÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÔÈÅ 

salsa circuit could be viewed as a space in whi ch ethnicity and race are less relevant 

than gender. However, the analysis actually shows the opposite: while ethnicity 

constitutes an important frame for many of the interviewed dancers, gender is more 

playfully negotiated and its structuring effects more openly contested. Furthermore, 

the two categories also intersect. As the sociological analysis of bodies has 

demonstrated, a micro-sociological analysis has to account for the fact that 

embodiment is always intersectional and transcends categorical boundaries (Villa 

2010: 216). To explore this puzzle, the next two chapters analyse the negotiations of 

several of the gendered and ethnicised/racialised conventions of the salsa circuit.  

As already discussed, Becker (1982) analyses art worlds in terms of cooperation, 

networks and conventions. He particularly demonstrates that collaboration between 

many different people is needed to produce any form of artwork, and he looks at all 

the different tasks that must be performed in order to do so. To exemplify this 

ÄÉÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÌÁÂÏÕÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÒÔȟ ÈÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ (ÏÌÌÙ×ÏÏÄ ÆÉÌÍÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÆ 

credits which ends the typical Hollywood feature film gives explicit recognition to 

ÓÕÃÈ Á ÆÉÎÅÌÙ ÄÉÖÉÄÅÄ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȱ ɉ"ÅÃËÅÒ Ϋγβάȡ αɊ. As Becker (1982) argues, in 

ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÅȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ȰÒÅÌÙ ÏÎ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÁÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÎÏ× ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÃÕÓÔÏÍÁÒÙȟ 

agreements that have become part of the conventional way of doing things in that 

ÁÒÔȱ ɉάγɊȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÔÏ ÏÒÇÁnise some of the 

cooperation between some of its participants (Becker 1982: 42). 

Schulze (2015) draws on "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ ɉΫγβάɊ ideas to demonstrate ÈÏ× ȰÈÁÒÄÃÏÒÅ ËÉÄÓȱ 

ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÇÅÎÄÅÒ 

ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȱȢ As she argues, the world of hardcore only exists due to the collective 

activities of its members who work to bring it into existence (Schulze 2015: 21). 

Following her approach, the production of gender (and ethnicity) can be understood 

as part of thi s work or coÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȢ 2ÅÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ 7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎȭÓ ɉΫγβαɊ 
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ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȟ Schulze (2015) states that gender is a Ȱproduct of social 

ÄÏÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÏÒÔȱ (21). This framework is easily transferable into the context of 

salsa and the ways dancers organise based on gender conventions.  

The theoretical framework ÏÆ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ (West and Zimmerman 1987, 2009) 

conceptualises gender as a routine accomplishment in social interactions. From a 

Ȱdoing genderȱ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ȰÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÂÕÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ×Å ÄÏȱ 

(Deutsch 2007: 106). Gender is understood as universally relevant and important in 

producing societal hierarchies. West and Zimmerman (1987) build their approach on 

the analytic distinction between sex, sex category and gender. They understand sex 

ÁÓ ȰÁ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÄÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÂÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 

ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÁ ÆÏÒ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ ÁÓ ÆÅÍÁÌÅÓ ÏÒ ÍÁÌÅÓȱ ɉΫάαɊȢ 0ÌÁÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅØ 

category is achieved through the application of sex criteria, sustained by 

ȰÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÏÒÙ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÓȱ ÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÌÉÆÅȢ GÅÎÄÅÒ ȰÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÍÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÅÄ 

conduct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes and activities appropriate for 

ÏÎÅȭÓ ÓÅØ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȱ ɉ7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎ Ϋγβα: 127). Building on Garfinkel (1967), 

West and Zimmerman (2009) propose to perceive of gender as an achieved status, 

ȰÍÏÖÉÎÇ ÍÁÓÃÕÌÉÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÉÔÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȟ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ 

ÔÏ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȟ ÓÏÃÉÁÌȟ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÏÆ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓȱ ɉΫΫήɊȢ 

This ethnomethodological inspired approach is thus interested in the specific doings 

of gender or, in other words, ÔÈÅ Ȱ×ÏÒËȱ involved in producing gender (Schulze 

2015).  

I use similar theoretical assumptions ÔÏ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔÙȟ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÂÅÉÎÇ 

ethnicȱ ɉÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ "ÒÕÂÁËÅÒ άΪΪάȡ ΫΰέȠ -ÏÅÒÍÁÎ ΫγαήɊ, combined with  an approach 

focusing on the upholding  of group boundaries (Barth 1969). Lamont and Molnar 

(1992) define symbolic boundaries as 

conceptual distinctions made by social actors to categorize objects, people, practices 

ɏȣɐȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÔÏÏÌÓ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÁÇÒÅÅ 

upon definitions of reality. Examining them allows us to capture the dynamic 

dimensions of social relations, as groups compete in the production, diffusion, and 

institutionalization of alternative systems and principles of classifications. Symbolic 

boundaries also separate people into groups and generate feelings of similarity and 
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ÇÒÏÕÐ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓÈÉÐ ɏȣɐȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÎ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÍÅÄÉÕÍ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÃÑÕire 

status and monopolize resources (168). 

As this definition makes clear, symbolic boundaries (for an overview see Pachucki, 

Pendergrass, and Lamont 2007) are used to categorise social actors and negotiate 

status. 55 The concept, therefore, is helpful to analyse the ways in which salsa dancers 

talk about others. In this way, it becomes apparent that different interest groups 

struggle for symbolic and economic capital: processes of categorisation are not 

neutral, but power relations enter through a hierarchisation of one of the created 

groups (Jenkins 1994). I will exemplify this process with the negotiations around 

Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎÎÅÓÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÅÄÁÇÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅÓ ɉȰteaching conventionȱɊ 

among dance instructors perceived as non-Latino and Latino/Latina  (or, more 

specifically, Cuban) in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5 I address the negotiations of two 

gender conventions of the salsa circuit: the leader and follower structure and the 

gendered moves in the dance.  

                                                        
55 While scholarship on boundaries generally acknowledges the importance of symbolic and social 
boundaries, this chapter mainly focuses on the (re)production of symbolic boundaries. However, 
the symbolic boundaries have social consequences in the affective economy of the salsa circuit, 
particularly regarding the accumulation of salsa capital and economic capital. 
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Chapter 4 SalsaΩǎ άLatinnessέ: negotiating ethnicity and 
authenticity in salsa dancing and teaching 

This chapter addresses the ongoing negotÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎÎÅÓÓȱ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

dancers. Dancers with different countries of origin develop various strategies and 

claim different positions to legitimate th eir authority as salsa dancers. In this 

process, they mobilise ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ and ethnicity , which sometimes 

intersect with gender.  

Although most dancers I talked to adhere to the idea of salsa as Esperanto of the 

body and a space for anybody, a closer look reveals that internal struggles are also 

ÃÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÔÔÌÅÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱȟ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÁÎÄ ȰÒÏÏÔÓȱȢ 

(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ,ÁÔÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÏÒ #ÁÒÉÂÂÅÁÎ ȰÒÏÏÔÓȱ ÈÁÖÅ 

ÔÏ ÂÅ ÎÕÒÔÕÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÖÅ 

ways, as the second part of this chapter demonstrates.  

As already discussed in section 1.3.2, actors in the European salsa circuit often 

distinguish between the categories of Latinos/Latinas and Europeans, or just non-

Latinos. Furthermore, they often distinguish between Latinos and Cubans, the latter 

being sometimes included in the larger category of Latinos/Latinas and sometimes 

set apart as an extra category of dancers. The prevalence of these categories has to be 

interpreted against the backdrop of the historical dissemination of salsa music in the 

53 ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ÏÆ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎÏȱ ÉÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ (McMains 

2015). This chapter follows the ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÌÏÇÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ-making of the 

two thus distinguished groups. 

4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÌÏÏÓÅÌÙ ÄÒÁ×Ó ÏÎ 5ÒÑÕþÁȭÓ ɉάΪΪίɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ,ÏÎÄÏÎȭÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÃÅÎÅ ÁÓ 

×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ 0ÉÅÔÒÏÂÒÕÎÏȭÓ ɉάΪΪΰɊ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÎ -ÏÎÔÒÅÁÌȭÓ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓȢ 

Pietrobruno analysed salsa teachersȭ ÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

studios in this North American city. The salsa teachers in Montreal used the rhetoric 

ÏÆ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ȰÓÅÌÌȱ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÙÌÅÓȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÔÈÅÙ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÖÏËÅd or 

rejected the discourse of authenticity and origins (Pietrobruno 2006: 112). The salsa 

teachers in 0ÉÅÔÒÏÂÒÕÎÏȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ 

origins (the Caribbean or New York). On the contrary, 5ÒÑÕþÁȭÓ description ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

development in London  during the 1990s demonstrates that salsa became Ȱde-
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ethnicisedȱ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÖÁÌÕÅÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ,ÏÎÄÏÎȭÓ ÃÌÕÂÓȢ 

Urquía (2005Ɋ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ ȰAs dance lessons increased in importance as the main way to 

learn Salsa, dance teachers became the source of the most authoritative salsa 

regardless of their own ethnicity or cultural background. In this way locals could 

become more authoritative than Latin Americans and the ethnic dimension of Salsa 

ÁÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅÒÏÄÅÄȱ ɉέγΪɊȢ /ÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÁÎÄ not 

ethnicised qualities such as technical excellence and pedagogical techniques are 

ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÉÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎg business. Indeed, Latin Americans are not 

automatically seen as good salsa teachers. However, as my findings show, in the 

struggle for reputation among different dance professionals in the salsa circuit, some 

dancers do attempt to build on ethnicity  to construct their  career by emphasising 

the idea ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ 5ÒÑÕþÁȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÎÕÁÎÃÅÄȢ 

Furthermore, salsa dancers also draw on other resources to construct authenticity, 

and as Lindholm (2008) argues, ȰÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ Ô×Ï ÏÖÅÒÌÁÐÐÉÎÇ ÍÏÄÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÃÈÁracterizing 

any entity as authentic: genealogical or historical (origin) and identity or 

correspondence (contentɊȱ ɉάɊȢ  

This chapter considers the negotiations of authenticity in several sites: at European 

salsa festivals and in salsa tourism spaces in Havana. It explores the boundary-

making processes and position strategies individual dancers develop in order to 

create and maintain their reputation  as artists in the salsa circuit. To do this, it first 

examines the boundary-making strategies of non-Latin salsa dance professionals 

(4.1), then focuses on the positioning strategies of Latin American salsa dance 

professionals (4.2). I analyse the performed ethnicised practices as part of symbolic 

conflicts and strategies of entrepreneurship in the competitive  field of the salsa 

circuit.  The last part of this chapter addresses the negotiations of authenticity in the 

space of salsa tourism in Havana (4.3). 

4.1 Non-Latin salsa dancers and the negotiations of salsa  

This section ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÎÏÎ-Latin 

dance professionals position themselves as legitimate dance teachers. I demonstrate 

ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ-making processes to distinguish themselves from other dance 
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professionals. I will particularly analyse the ways in which actors in the salsa circuit 

negotiate salsaȭÓ ȰLatinnessȱ ɉή.1.1) and the boundary-making strategies mobilising 

the convention of correct pedagogical techniquesȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȱ (4.1.2).  

4.1.1 άAnyone can ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘǎ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŦŦέΥ undoing salsaΩǎ 
ά[ŀǘƛƴƴŜǎǎέ 

As argued in Chapter 3, in the salsa circuit, salsa dance is promoted as open for 

anyone, and its historical associations to places in the Americas are downplayed. 

Salsa dance professionals who cannot lay claim to Latin Ȱrootsȱ engage in 

negotiations of ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ȰLatinnessȱ ÔÏ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ56 They follow a 

strategy of universalising salsa by insisting on a definition of salsa dancing as an 

acquirable skill. This strategy exists in two variations: while the first understands 

ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ,ÁÔÉÎÎÅÓÓ ÁÓ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÁÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÎÏÎ-Latin people, the second denies any 

importance of this Latinness. Both variations finally lead to the legitimation of non-

Latin salsa teachers, as the following discussion demonstrates.  

Ajay, an Indian-born salsa performer and instructor  who became interested in salsa 

dancing during his studies in the USA, explained to me during the interview:  

Of course if youȭre coming from Latin America, youȭre born and brought up with that 

culture, with the dance, with the music, especially with the music, and you speak the 

language, you understand the lyrics of a song, all of that does help and all of that does 

make their dancing experience more authentic. But itȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȟ ȰÉf youȭre not an 

Indian you canȭÔ ÄÏ 9ÏÇÁȱ ɏȣɐȢ )Ôȭs not like this, itȭs pretty like anyone can dance and 

anyone can learn Spanish and anyone can educate themselves about Latin America 

and its roots and all that stuff. So itȭs easier for those who grow up with it because they 

donȭt need to go through certain things of learning just because of where they have 

been and how they have grown up. 

In the above quotation  Ajay reiterates the tension between salsa as a specific dance 

tied to an idealised and essentialised origin in Latin America and at the same time an 

activity that may be learned by anyone today. The elements he mentions are the 

                                                        
56 For example, several dancers told me that they were often asked why they do not speak Spanish 
or where they had learned to dance in ways that teachers perceived as Latinos/Latinas were not 
asked.  
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ÏÎÅÓ ÍÏÓÔÌÙ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÉÎÖÏËÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ɉsee 

also Urquía 2005). They include knowlÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ !ÊÁÙ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÏÏÔÓȱ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ 

well as mastery of the Spanish language and an embodied vocabulary (the 

ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓɊȢ 5ÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȱ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ Latinos and 

Latinasȟ ÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÁÇÅÓ ÏÆ a homogeneous place of 

origin. Nevertheless, Ajay insists that non-Latinos can learn all of the above-

mentioned elements, thus confirming the discourse of salsa as a universal leisure 

practice and Esperanto of the body.  

Salsa dancers do often insist that  they can learn the (bodily) language of salsa, but 

some believe this learning process can include a mental transformation, as German 

salsa dance professional Anna recalls during the interview: 

Salsa had a huge effect on me, psychologically, yes, so that I got a lot of self-esteem 

and self-affirmation. Suddenly I realised that out of a shy, young girl full of complexes, 

I developed into a, how can I say, while dancing I felt myself, sensed myself, felt an 

energy in myself that no one would ever have thought ) ÈÁÖÅ ɏȣɐȢ !ÎÄ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÁÓ 

German, I never felt as German, yes. And suddenly I had found my destiny, in dancing, 

in passion. 

As this dancer describes, salsa dancing becomes a space for and source of self-esteem 

and empowerment. Anna also draws a connection to the supposed non-German 

origin of salsa in order to identify with a more emotional character. When I asked 

what she meant by not feeling as German, she answered:  

For me, Germans are quiet, introverted people. And I am not like this, I think. I am 

ÖÅÒÙ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÖÅÒÙ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÁÔÅȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÌÓÅ×ÈÅÒÅȢ !ÎÄ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙ 

with German people and always try to transmit something of my energy to them 

ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÌÅÓÓÏÎÓȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎ ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎË )ȭÍ Á Latina 

or SÐÁÎÉÓÈȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅȢ 

Anna here describes herself as emotional, passionate and energetic, and associates 

these traits with a non-German origin, thus ethnicising the practice of salsa dancing. 

4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÈÅÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ !ÎÎÁ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓ ȰÁÎ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆȱ ɉ"ÏÓÓÅ άΪΪβȡ ΰΪɊ 

that she perceives as more vibrant, similar to the dancers Bosse (2008) studied (as 

discussed in Chapter 1). The reference to the cultural otherness of the dance allows 
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some dancers to embody specific types of femininity (and masculinity), which are 

described as liberating and empowering. By constructing salsa, its history and the 

feelings it generates as something learnable, non-Latin salsa dancers represent and 

experience the practice as a leisure activity, though with its own history.  

By contrast, the second way to claim a legitimate status as salsa instructor consists of 

a redefinition of salsa as not particularly related to Latinness, instead focusing on the 

individual expression of a dancer. This is demonstrated in the following discussion 

drawn from an interview with  Nara:  

Joanna: And is history important? Like all these historical Ȱrootsȱ you were referring 

to? For your dancing? 

Nara: So my knowledge of the roots is really limited, I donȭt actually know that much, I 

will admit th at, ȭcause I havenȭt studied it in that way. My expression to it has all been 

pretty spontaneous, in the moment, whatever the music is calling to. Not sure what 

theyȭre saying necessarily, or the historical background, or whoȭs singing, I donȭt know 

all of these details half the time, but I do know what the music makes me feel. So I just 

follow that.  

Nara, a female salsa professional with high  reputation as a solo artist, who grew up 

in North America as the child of Asian parents, here downplays the importance of 

the Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎȱ elements: neither an understanding of Spanish, knowledge of the singer 

nor any ȰÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄȱ ÁÒÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ /Î ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÒÙȟ .ÁÒÁ 

defines her dancing as a direct response to the music and the ways the music makes 

ÈÅÒ ÆÅÅÌ ɉÁ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÄÅÆÅÎÄÓ ÉÎ ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȟ ÁÓ 

elaborated in Chapter 5).   

This insistence on the kinaesthetic response puts the affect of the individual dancer 

at the centre of the dancing experience and de-centres the practice of salsa dancing 

from its focus on an essentialised origin. Musicality has become a key concept in the 

salsa circuit over recent years and dance instructors as well as students insist on the 

importance of a musical understanding of the dancing and direct response on a 

kinaesthetic level. In so-called musicality workshops, salsa dance professionals either 

discuss the instruments and rhythms or demonstrate the ways particular body parts 

ɀ the shoulders, the hips, the feet ɀ can accentuate rhythm patterns of a specific 
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ÓÏÎÇȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÍÕÓÉÃÁÌÉÔÙ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ÖÁÇÕÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ 

understanding of the music and the ways to relate it to individual expression. 

Musicality is partnered by the insistence on the connection between two dance 

partners, understood as eye contact, communication through body parts and the 

relation to the music. This interpretation of the concepts of musicality and 

connection de-centre the focus of salsa teaching from a discourse of cultural or 

Ȱethnicȱ authenticity  (linked to an i magined past or elsewhere) to individual 

authenticity, whereby the immedi ate dancing experience stands at the centre.57 In 

ÔÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭs personal relationship to salsa dancing is deemed 

ÍÏÒÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÓÕpposed relation to the dance through his or her 

upbringing or origin. In a discussion with Candice, a regular congress participant, 

this became very clear: 

7ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÙÏÕ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÊÕÓÔ ×ÁÎÎÁ ËÎÏ×ȟ ȰÈÏ× ÌÏÎÇ ÈÁÖÅ ÙÏÕ ÂÅÅÎ 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȩȱ "ÕÔ ÅÖÅÎ Ôhat doesnȭt matter, because after two years it doesnȭt, you know. 

Everyone can dance, itȭs just a question of how much you love it and how much you do 

it, rather than anything else.  

Candice here insists on the importance of the time factor as well as the passion an 

individual demonstrates for learning the practice. As this discussion shows, the 

interviewed non-Latin salsa dancers constructed salsa-ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÁÓ Á 

ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÏ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÏÒ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÓÅÄ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱȢ  

4.1.2 ά[ŀǘƛƴƻǎ ǘŜŀŎƘ ōŀŘƭȅέΥ ōoundary-making 

During my research, the Ȱteaching conventionȱ proved to be an important element 

in the boundary-making process between dance professionals perceived as Latin or 

Cuban and those perceived as non-Latin. With  the spread of salsa events in Europe, 

all including workshops for differently experienced salsa students, as well as the 

proliferation of dance studios, such formalised teaching situations became more 

important. The ways the dance is taught therefore became an important issue in 

negotiations about the legitimacy of salsa teachers.  
                                                        
57 As introduced in Chapter 1, the concepts of musicality and connection are often interpreted as 
being characteristic to salsa as part of sabor (Renta 2014), see also Section 4.2.2. 
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Anna, a German salsa dance professional who became a studio owner after 20 years 

of travelling to and teaching at salsa events, distinguished her teaching methods 

from others anÄ ÑÕÁÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÓ Ȱ'ÅÒÍÁÎȱȡ 

4ÈÅÙ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÖÅÒÙ ÂÁÄÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÔÉÎÏÓȢ 9ÅÓȟ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ 

any idea how to teach Germans. I know the way the German thinks and I can get a feel 

for them and I developed a method so they can learn and feel themselves better. And I 

guess that is the secret of my success, so that after 22 years I am still in this hotly 

contested market, even though there are many rivals.  

Here Anna portrays Latinos/Latinas and Cubans as good dancers, repeating a 

common discourse that assumes people of Latin American origin are naturally 

endowed with dance skills. Although she acknowledges their competence as 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ ÓÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÓ ÌÁÃËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔȱ ÔÏ ÔÅÁÃÈ 'ÅÒÍÁÎÓȢ 

Therefore she draws the picture of an essentialised German way of learning, one that 

she is able to understand through her own Germanness. In stressing her own 

pedagogical techniques, she is able to draw on something the Cubans, better 

positioned in terms of dance (and the authenticity val ue attached to their dancing), 

are supposedly unavailable to achieve. While this teacher speaks about the German 

context, where she has her own salsa studio with several employed teachers, another 

dance professional, Ernesto, uses a similar argument for the festival circuit, 

explaining why certain festivals invite him and others do not. Ernesto perceives the 

ȰÎÅ×ÌÙ ÁÒÒÉÖÉÎÇȱ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ÁÓ Á ÔÈÒÅÁÔ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ, as they better fit 

racialised stereotypes.  

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÙ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ÉÎÖÉÔÅ ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÎÏ ÍÏÒÅȢ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ 

ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȟ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎÓȦ 3ÏÏÎ ×ÅȭÌÌ ÈÁÖÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȢ -Ù 

ÇÏÏÄÎÅÓÓȣ ÉÔȭÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÅȦ And for example, we should not forget that salsa transmits 

many clichés and organisers and most of the public too, are open for these clichés. 

4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ) ÃÁÎ ÄÏȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȢ For example in Cuban salsa, the big stereotype 

ÉÓ ÁÓ Á ÂÏÙȡ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÂÌÁÃË #ÕÂÁÎȟ ÉÆ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÒÔ Á ÂÉÔ ÏÐÅÎȣ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȟ ) ÁÍ ÎÏÔ 

this Cuban stereotype. As nowadays there are many Cubans coming over from Cuba, 

×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÌÌ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÁËÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÔ Á ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌȢ But afterwards they 
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×ÉÌÌ ÍÁÙÂÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÁÓ ÇÏÏÄ ɏÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÙɐȡ Ȱ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÎÁÍÅȟ 

%ÒÎÅÓÔÏȩ #ÏÍÅ ÏÎȟ ÌÅÔȭÓ ÃÁÌÌ %ÒÎÅÓÔÏ ÁÇÁÉÎȦȱ 

Ernesto, who has been teaching Cuban-style salsa for a long time, also developed a 

specific teaching method, as he told me at the beginning of the interview. Again, in 

order to distinguish himself from the young, racialised Cubans whose ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ 

might grant them a higher reputation, he presents himself as a better teacher with 

clearly structured pedagogical techniques.  

These teaching techniques focus particularly on the way the dance relates to the 

music: in practically all the workshops at salsa congresses, salsa dance is taught by 

demonstrating the steps, and at the same time counting eight beats, with steps on 

the counts (1, 2, 3, [pause] 5, 6, 7 [ pause] or [ pause] 2, 3, 4, [pause] 6, 7, 8), thus 

ȰÂÒÅÁËÉÎÇ ÄÏ×Îȱ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎÓ ÉÎÔÏ smaller segments and relating 

them to specific steps.58 This teaching vocabulary includes both counting to eight, 

and explaining where the weight of the body lies while stepping on the right or the 

left foot as well as other technical terms. During my observation in dance studio 

settings as well as festivals, I found that it is not uncommon to have a full one-hour 

class without any music played. The teachers concentrate on the counting and 

demonstration of steps and body movements on the counts (see Picture 13). This way 

of learning strongly contrasts with ways of music-related learning, in which the 

rhythmical instruments of the music guide the steps, and the body movements are 

learned through imitation  (McMains 2009).  

Dance instructors like Anna or Ernesto, whose legitimacy as salsa instructors might 

be challenged (in both cases due to age, as well as ethnicity/race for Ernesto as a 

non-Cuban and in terms of gender for Anna as a female dancer), draw on images of 

Cuban teachers as less adapted to European dance students. In this vision, salsa 

dancing is constructed as a series of steps on counts that have to be acquired in the 

specific context of a dance lesson (see Urquía 2005). It is related to the claim to 

possess a specific teaching technique, and the argument is used to distinguish ÏÎÅȭÓ 

teaching from other dance teachers in the salsa circuit.  

                                                        
58 For a short demonstration of the On2 technique, see rebrand.ly/salsa-8. 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-8
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Picture 13 Learning the steps, workshop Vilnius Salsa Festival 2017 (© Steven Isaacs)  

A somewhat related assertion against dancers of Cuban salsa, and sometimes Cuban 

dancers per se, is the argument of ÔÈÅ ȰÅÄÕÃÁÔÅÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȱȢ !Ô ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ 

boundaries between Cuban salsa and other salsa styles are spatially institutionalised 

by allocating them different rooms with different DJs. Dancers heatedly discuss 

which style is better and thus mobilise various aesthetic arguments. These 

arguments intersect with ethnicised, racialised and class-based boundaries, and for 

salsa dance professionals the struggles about styles may in certain situations be 

related to performing and teaching opportunities. This was made explicit in the 

interview with Suzana, an employed co-organiser and promoter of an important 

salsa event in Europe. She explained why she does not wish to invite instructors of 

Cuban salsa ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÅÖÅÎÔȟ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ Á ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÅÄÕÃÁÔÅÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȱ ÏÆ New 

York-style or On2 and dancers of Cuban salsa: 

Joanna: Maybe a bit for the artists, like, where are they coming from? How do you 

choose them? 



 
150 

 

3ÕÚÁÎÁȡ ɏȣɐȢ 7Å ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ New York-style, we like New York-style, and our friends are 

cross-bodyȣ ÌÉÎÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ ÌÅÔȭs say. And I donȭt like so much Cuban, itȭÓ ÎÏÔȣ ) ÄÏÎȭt 

ÌÉËÅ ÔÉÍÂÁ ɏÍÕÓÉÃɐ ÖÅÒÙ ÍÕÃÈ ɏȣɐ !ÎÄ ) ÄÏÎȭt like the people from the Cuban [style]. 

IȭÍ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÏÎÅÓÔȢ ɏȣɐ ÉÔȭs because of thÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȢ ɏȣɐ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÎÃÅ ) ÓÁ× ɏÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÏÆ Á 

famous company] dancing socially, Cuban, it was amazing! But usually people dancing 

#ÕÂÁÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÓÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÆÕÌ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒȢ ɏȣɐ  

Joanna: And in what way are they another community, the Cuban peÏÐÌÅȩ ɏȣɐ 

3ÕÚÁÎÁȡ ɏȣɐ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ ×Å ÊÕÓÔ ÓÈÁÒÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÔÏÔÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅȣ You 

know, to dance New York-style ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒȢ ɏȣɐ (ÏÎÅÓÔÌÙ ÉÆ ÉÔȭÓ 

Á ÍÉØÅÄ ÐÁÒÔÙȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÉÔȢ )Ô ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÅȟ ) ×ÁÓ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ cross-body, they were 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ #ÕÂÁÎȟ ÅØÔÒÅÍÅÌÙȟ ) ÇÏÔ ÈÉÔ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÉÍÅÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÓÁÙ ÓÏÒÒÙȟ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȢ ) 

ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÕÓȟ /ÎΫ ÏÒ /Îά ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÅÄȢ 3Ï ) ×ÁÓ 

ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȟ ÌÉËÅȡ ȰÙÏÕ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏt all yours. You have 

your part, you have to protect your partner, you have to look around, you have to 

ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄȦȱ 4ÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔȢ  

Suzana marks the boundary between dancers of Cuban style salsa and other styles 

through her discursive strategy, mobilising several arguments: the music, the alleged 

disrespect and the lack of education on the dance floor. Furthermore, she constructs 

Cuban-style salsa as less technical (and ÈÅÒÓ ÁÓ ȰÍÏÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÄȱɊȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇh she 

acknowledges the skills of some chosen dancers of Cuban salsa, her statement 

clearly positions New York-style as better. She thus also creates a hierarchy between 

Cuban and other styles of salsa.  

Nevertheless, one element Suzana mentions is the importance of Afro-Cuban dances 

and rumba, dances which contemporary salsa dancers of all styles include in their 

performances on festival stages as well as dance floors. Over the last few years, 

movements fÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÍÁÒËÅÒÓ ÏÆ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ɀ cleverly 

marketed by dancers originating in Cuba. Suzana, in her position as a congress 

organiser, thus acknowledges the importance of salsa artists of Cuban style as she is 

interested in what the paying festival participants want.  

To summarise, while European and other non-Latin (or in some cases non-Cuban) 

salsa dance professionals attempt to enhance their reputation through the emphasis 
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on qualities such as technical ability, teaching methods and individual response to 

music, they represent Latin American and particularly Cuban dance professionals as 

lacking precisely these qualities.  

4.2 Latin American salsa dancers and the negotiations of salsa 

I will now discuss the ways dance professionals of Latin American and more 

specifically Cuban origin in the European salsa circuit deal with these accusations of 

a lack of a teaching method by demonstrating their teaching skills (4 .2.1), and by 

claiming a cultural  authenticity that  is place- and origin-related (4.2.2), thus 

ÅÎÇÁÇÉÎÇ ÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ×ÏÒËȱ ɉ0ÅÔÅÒÓÏÎ άΪΪίȡ ΫΪβΰɊȢ  

4.2.1 άLƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ŜƛƎƘǘ ōŜŀǘǎέΥ learning the 
teaching convention 

Dance professionals of Cuban origin are well aware of the image ÏÆ ȰÇÏÏÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ 

ÂÕÔ ÂÁÄ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÅ×ÌÙ ÁÒÒÉÖÅÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙ learn about 

the importance of the teaching convention in the (European) salsa circuit and 

include it in their repertoire . In an interview in Havana, Germany-based Cuban salsa 

dance professional 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁ ÔÏÌÄ ÍÅȡ Ȱ)Î %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÔÈÁÎ ÈÅÒÅȟ 

ÓÏ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÕÎÔ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ÏÎ ÅÉÇÈÔ ÂÅÁÔÓ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÃÁÎ ÌÅÁÒÎȢȱ 

London-based Cuban dance professional Reinaldo agreesȡ Ȱ) ÈÁÖÅ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ [in Cuba] 

they donȭÔ ËÎÏ× ȬÏÎÅȟ Ô×Ïȟ ÔÈÒÅÅȭȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȢ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ȬÏÎÅ Ô×Ï ÔÈÒÅÅȭȦȱ 4Ï 

perform their status as salsa teachers or, in other words, to do being a salsa teacher 

entails learning the appropriate teaching vocabulary.  

Instructors of the salsa circuit all had to learn this teaching method to use it in their 

classes.59 !Ó -Ã-ÁÉÎÓ ɉάΪΪγȡ έΫΫɊ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ Ȱ3ÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÂÙ 

growing up in a culture in which salsa music and dance are part of everyday life 

cannot rely on the methods by which they learned as the basis of a successful 

ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȱȢ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄȡ 

                                                        
59 ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƘƻƭŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ IŀǾŀƴŀΩǎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ŘŀƴŎŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜ the technique to 
teach foreign students. As I observed, although usually speaking Spanish, they count in English to 
demonstrate their knƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ άǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎέ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘΦ  



 
152 

 

!ÎÄ ) ÁÍ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇȢ !Ó ×ÅÌÌ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇȟ ÍÙ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙȢ ɏȣɐ )Î #ÕÂÁ ×Å 

learn differently. Many people just watch, then they copy and one day they do it, that 

is part of the culture. Even just walking, women in Cuba are walking totally different. 

But as I realised, here it is not the same, not only for German people, for the whole of 

%ÕÒÏÐÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȢ 

Teachers of Cuban salsa who have learned to dance in lived contexts and without 

standardised teaching techniques have to adapt their approach to transmit the 

knowledge of dances. They therefore learn how to translate the body movements 

they know into a specific form of teaching vocabulary ɀ counting on the beat and 

breaking down movements into their  components.60 In this way, they demonstrate 

their ability and skills in teaching students, thus adapting to the teaching 

convention.  

Furthermore Cuban dancers often need to include quicker turns and complex figures 

ɉ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȰÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌȱ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇɊ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȢ 

Several dance professionals told me about the different ways of dancing in Cuba and 

the European salsa circuit. Reinaldo put the differences as follows: 

But in Cuba no one dances salsa, there are rappers, there is rock, there is romantic 

ÍÕÓÉÃȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×Ȣ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ɏȣɐ ÓÁÌÓÁȢ %ÖÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÓÈÏÃË ×ÉÔÈ ÍÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅȡ 

Ȱ×Ï×ȟ ÈÏ× ÙÏÕ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÍÁÎȩ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×Å ÎÅÖÅÒ ÓÁ× ÙÏÕ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȦȱ !ÎÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅȟ 

we [were] dancing in a small group like a Rueda de Casino [several couples dance in a 

circle and switch partners], and now when I go, these girls who used to dance with me, 

ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÌÉËÅȡ ȰÎÏ ÎÏȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÎÏ×ȟ ÙÏÕ ÄÏ ÔÏÏ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÎÏ×ȱȟ 

and this and that. Because they donȭt do, the dance is not what they do in here, people 

take [classes] like every week, everyone trains to get better.  

Reinaldo here describes a paradox several of my interview partners reflected upon: 

ȰÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ×Å ÄÁÎÃÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÈÅÙ ÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÒÅȱȢ Cuban salsa as 

defined in the (European) festival circuit is not exactly the same as the ways people 

dance in informal contexts (in Cuba or other countries). What is called Cuban salsa 

ÁÔ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÍÉØÉÎÇ ÉÎ 

                                                        
60 Bizas (2012) discusses the same difference and adaptation in pedagogical techniques in the case 
ƻŦ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ {ŜƴŜƎŀƭŜǎŜ sabar teachers. 
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the festival circuit ɀ rather than a carbon copy of what is or was danced on Cuban 

territory. Despite the common understanding of salsa Cubana presented in the 

European salsa ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔ #ÕÂÁÎ ȰÐÒÏÄÕÃÔȱ ÓÏ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁËȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

construction of authenticity as place-related, Cuban dance professionals have to go 

through a process of adapting their teaching and dancing to the salsa circuit.  

This gap in different learning and teaching techniques has historical reasons: At the 

beginning of the 2000s, when different salsa dance styles became more popular in 

Europe, dance teachers from North America, and particularly New York and Los 

Angeles, started to be invited to teach at events in Western European cities (see also 

McMains 2015: 269). Abod, who lived in the UK at that time , remembered the 

different teaching methods these US teachers used compared to the Cuban (and 

other Latin American) teachers living in the UK: 

And the thing with the LA guys was they brought time discipline. Improved teaching 

technique in dancing. And because a lot of teachers came from a ballroom 

background, they brought improved teaching techniques. And a lot of the Cuban 

dancers at that time, people might disagree with me, were teachers just because they 

were Cuban. And everybody expects the Cubans are going to dance, so they taught. 

There were a few good Cuban dancers but there werenȭt good teachers in that 

ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÓÙÌÌÁÂÕÓȢ ɏȣɐ 3Ï ÔÈÅ ,! ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÈÁÔ ɏȣɐ /ÎÅ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÄ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ 

ÉÎ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȟ ɏȣɐ ÉÓ ×ÈÅÎ ,! ÃÁÍÅȟ Á ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÆ #ÕÂÁÎ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁ× Á ÔÈÒÅÁÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

livelihood, suddenly somebody tried to do accreditation.  

-Ã-ÁÉÎÓȭ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÎ ,! Ánd New York shows that 

successful dance teachers implemented teaching techniques they had learned in 

ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ Ȱ"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÎÏ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ 

formal classes in Latin America, when a demand for Latin dance classes among 

Latinos began to grow in the 1990s, salsa dancers turned to the ballroom dance 

ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÄÅÌÓȱ ɉ-Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΫίȡ άέΪɊȢ 4ÏÄÁÙȟ ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ-

oriented dancesport organisations are often organised on a national level and, with 

ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÁÒÒÉÖÁÌ ÉÎ Europe, they became interested in doing accreditation for salsa 

dancers. As Abod recalls, the British ballroom dance organisation UKA (United 

Kingdom Alliance of Professional Teachers of Dancing and Kindred Arts) became 
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involved with salsa. Urquía (2005: 391) notes in his study oÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÒÅ-branding in 

London that the UKA started to issue diplomas, claiming a wish to improve salsa 

teaching. This bolstered the status of accredited teachers but at the same time 

excluded several of the so far successful salsa teachers of Latin American origin who 

were thus threatened in their status as legitimate teachers of salsa. As Urquía (2005) 

×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÅØÁÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÃÅÒÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÅÓȟ ÍÅÄÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ Á ÂÏÏË ɉÉÎ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈɊ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÅÐÓ 

also intimidated those Latin American teachers whose visas did not allow them to 

work officially and who were wary of the official sounÄÉÎÇ 5+!ȱ ɉέγΫɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ 

at codification were therefore contested and, to counterbalance, the argument of 

ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ was ÐÕÔ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄȢ !Ó 5ÒÑÕþÁȭÓ (2005) study further shows, in 

the symbolic conflict over salsa in London, claims of (ethnic or cultural) authenticity 

stood against claims of technical excellence, in very similar ways as today. 

Taking up the example of the institutionali sation of salsa in London through the 

ballroom dance organisation UKA ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎÉÓÍȱ 

ÉÎ "ÒÉÔÁÉÎȟ "ÏÕÌÉÌÁ ɉάΪΫβȡ ΫΪɊ ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÏ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ 

can act as a strategy against the commodification of salsa by organisations like the 

5+!ȱȢ %ØÔÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔȟ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÅÔÈÎÉÃȱ (see next section) 

can be understood as a tool to counter the processes of exclusion at work in the 

(European) salsa circuit, particularly regarding the participation of non-European 

salsa dancers; in terms of access to the circuit, this includes material struggles such 

as the institutionali sation by European national dance organisations, and also the 

above described symbolic struggles among dance professionals inside the salsa 

ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȟ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ 

becomes a resource that dance professionals can mobilise to construct salsa capital 

(see Chapter 8).  

4.2.2 άaƻǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅΗ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ /ǳōŀƴ ǎǘȅƭŜΗέΥ doing being Cuban  

One strategy to deal with the trope ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÁÄ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒ ÂÕÔ ÇÏÏÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȱ for teachers 

of Cuban salsa is to engage with it by embodying and representing Cubanness, by 

ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÂÅÉÎÇ #ÕÂÁÎȱȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÃÈÏÏÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅ 

on one or several of the salsa dance styles, dancers of Cuban origin told me that 
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other people look at them as mere representatives of Cuban salsa, and often hear 

ÐÈÒÁÓÅÓ ÌÉËÅȡ ȰÏÈȟ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ #ÕÂÁÎȟ ÓÏ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÄÁÎÃÅ New York-style ÓÁÌÓÁȱȢ $ÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÏÆ 

Cuban origin in the salsa circuit reinforce this naturalising argument, when choosing 

Cuban salsa as their only field of expertise and performance. I identify three 

entangled elements of doing being Cuban: the construction of Cuban salsa as 

originating in Cuba, the performance of knowledge about how things are done in 

Cuba and a specific embodied vocabulary marking Cubanness. 

When talking about salsa, Cuban dancers often use the roots-metaphor, mobilising a 

ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÉÍÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÃÅÓÔÒÙȢ 2ÅÉÎÁÌÄÏ ÔÏÌÄ ÍÅȡ Ȱ"ÕÔ ÍÁÎÙ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ ÔÈÅ 

ÒÏÏÔÓȟ ÁÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ #ÕÂÁȢȱ 4hus these dancers actively try to reinscribe Cuba into the 

ȰÏÒÉÇÉÎ ÍÙÔÈȱ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÐÕÓÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ 

ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ËÎÏ× ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ 

Cuban dance professionals are able to present themselves as more authoritative in 

terms of teaching Cuban salsa. As Yaimara explains: 

)Ô ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÌÅÁÒȟ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÍÁÎÙ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÈÁÖÅ ×ÒÏÎÇ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÂÌÁÍÅ ÁÎÙÂÏÄÙȟ 

but Cuba was totally closed with the bloqueo [the US embargo] and many people left 

Cuba and went for example to the US and took the music with them, like Celia Cruz 

for example or other musicians and they played the music there. But the music is the 

same that was in Cuba for a long time. And then they gave it the commercial name of 

salsa, the name was commercial but what they played was the same music as in Cuba. 

And after that, salsa made an evolution, with the New York-style, the Puerto Rico-

style, nice style as well. 

Yaimara here refers to the US embargo against Cuba, and the many musicians who 

left Cuba during the 1960s. In these ways, dancers of Cuban origin draw on the 

ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÏ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁcy as salsa teachers.  

The following field note demonstrates the ways in which Cuban dance professionals 

perform and embody Cubanness. 
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I participate in the rueda61 workshop led by Juan, a well-known Cuban dancer 

performing and teaching in Europe for over 20 years now. The room is huge, a 

sports hall with a stage at the front o f the hall, the DJ desk next to it and 

pictures on the wall, showing the common clichés of colourful street scenes of 

Havana, mainly historic cars in front of colonial style houses. Juan steps into 

the middle of the big room, wearing a skin-tight sleeveless shirt in white with 

the Cuban flag on it, black trousers and sport shoes. [ȣ] At the end of the 

workshop, after much applause, Juan shows the patterns taught during the 

class and the participants film him with their mobile phones or cameras. 

Afterwards, several people approach him and ask him to take their picture with 

him. He agrees and poses with one after the other in front of the colourful 

posters on the wall. A person asks me to take their picture and hands me over 

her cell phone. [ȣ] Juan now says, he wants a picture of him in front of the flag: 

ÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÔÃÈÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÁÒÍÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÏÕÔÓȡ ȰÍÉ #ÕÂÁȟ ÍÉÏȦȱ 3ÍÉÌÉÎÇȟ ÈÅ 

asks if the whole flag is in the photo. People are now leaving and Juan walks 

back to the DJ desk and changes his sweat-soaked shirt.  

(Edited field note, salsa festival Rovinj, 2014) 

As becomes clear in this field note, teachers of Cuban salsa engage in a playful way 

with the imaginaries of Cuba, positioning themselves as ambassadors and authority 

in terms of Cubanness. T-shirts or baseball caps in the colours of the Cuban flag are 

popular accessories among Cuban dance teachers during the workshops. In a similar 

vein, I observed several times how Cuban dancers demonstratively showed a Cuban 

flag on stage after their dance performances ɀ the only national references on salsa 

ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓȭ ÓÔÁÇÅÓȢ "Ù ÕÓÉÎÇ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÓ 

Cuban and are able to capitalise on their peÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ. Through 

such performances of the national identity, Cuban dancers ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÁÔÅȱ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

dancing. These dancers thus actively participate in the upholding of the Cuban 

clichés and participate in the construction of Cuban salsa as something essentially 

                                                        
61 In the festival circuit, rueda is taught as a type of Cuban salsa danced in a big circle with 
constant changing of partners. 
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Cuban. )Î ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ #ÕÂÁÎÎÅÓÓȢ The following field note of 

an observation at a workshop demonstrates some more elements used in this 

process.  

!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÉÔȭÓ ÏÎÌÙ ΫΫÁÍ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÃÒÏ×ÄÅÄȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÅÎ 

different workshops taking place at this time and I choose one of the rare 

Cuban-style classes (this festival is basically addressing cross-body style 

dancers), the workshop programme announces it as salsa Cubana. When I 

arrive in the room (one of the smaller festival rooms), the teachers are already 

standing on a small stage in front of the room where the workshop participants 

can see them. Both of them wear white t-shirts and white trainers, combined 

with jeans (hers tight, his looser), he wears a small necklace of coloured beads, 

a symbol of the Afro-Cuban Santería religion. He is putting on a headset 

microphone and welcomes us all in Spanish. He then switches to English with a 

ÓÔÒÏÎÇ 3ÐÁÎÉÓÈ ÁÃÃÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȡ Ȱ)ȭÍ ÆÒÏÍ 

#ÕÂÁȟ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÆÒÏÍ 0ÏÌÁÎÄȢ 3Ï ÇÕÙÓȟ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÉÎËȟ ȬÏÈȟ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ #ÕÂÁÎ ÓÏ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ 

dance Cuban-ÓÔÙÌÅȭȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÒÏÎÇȦ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ 0ÏÌÉÓÈ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ #ÕÂÁÎ-ÓÔÙÌÅȦȱ 

He continues praising his partner while she smiles and tries to stop him. He 

ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓȡ ȰÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÕÎ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ ÔÏ ÌÁÕÇÈȟ ÔÏ 

ÓÔÏÐ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȱȢ  

(Å ÔÈÅÎ ÓÔÁÒÔÓ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÓÔÅÐÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÓÏÏÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÒÕÐÔÓȡ Ȱ×Å ÉÎ #ÕÂÁȟ ×Å ÂÅÎÄ 

the knees, that is really iÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȟ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÐÓ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÍÏÖÅȢȱ )Î ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ 

show us what he means, he completely straightens his legs and walks 

backwards and forwards with stiff hips ɀ ȰÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÈÕÌÁ ÈÏÏÐȟ ×Å ÉÎ #ÕÂÁ ÃÁÌÌ 

ÉÔ ÔÈÅ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÓÔÙÌÅȱȢ 0ÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÍÅ ÌÁÕÇÈ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ joke, he is a great 

entertainer. The room is now packed with people; a woman in front of me 

looks around and leaves the room saying it is too crowded.  

After several repetitions of the steps, the teacher puts on some music and the 

rhythm gets faster. I have to be careful not to bump into the people around me, 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÓÈÏ× ÑÕÉÃË ÔÕÒÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÁÒÍ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓȢ Ȱ-ÅÎ ÍÁÃÈÏȦ 

,ÁÄÉÅÓ ÓÅØÙȦȱ ÈÅ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÓ ÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÍÅÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÒÅÔÃÈ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÒÍ ÊÕÓÔ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÕÒÎȡ ȰÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȟ like when you say hi to 
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ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȱȢ (Å ÓÔÒÅÔÃÈÅÓ ÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÒÍ ÁÎÄ ÁÔ Á ÆÉÎÁÌ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÔÕÒÎÓ ÈÉÓ 

wrist for a quick move of the hand. I try to do it, and for me this is not an easy 

movement, I never say hi to someone like this, the men around me try to do it 

ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÌÏÏË ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȭȢ  

,ÁÔÅÒ ÈÅ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÓ ÕÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÎÔ ËÎÅÅÓȡ ȰÉÔȭÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÎÏÔ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÔÙ ÏÆ 

ÓÔÅÐÓȦ )Î #ÕÂÁȟ ×ÈÅÎ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎËȟ ȬÈÏ× ÍÁÎÙ ÍÏÖÅÓ ) ÈÁÖÅȭȢ 

The most important is el sabor (flavour); yÏÕ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅÎÄ ÙÏÕÒ ËÎÅÅÓȢȱ !ÎÄ 

while he talks he shows what he means by it, bends his knees and moves the 

×ÈÏÌÅ ÂÏÄÙȟ ÈÉÓ ÔÏÒÓÏ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÍÓ ÍÏÖÅ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔ ÆÌÏ×Ȣ Ȱ9ÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÐÓȟ 

ÙÅÁÈȟ ÎÏ× ÍÏÖÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÂÏÄÙȦ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÓÔÙÌÅȦȱ  

(Edited field note, salsa congress Berlin, 2014) 

This field note stems from a large salsa congress offering predominantly cross-body 

style salsa workshops. The context of this observation is important insofar as the 

instructor here presents himself as Cuban and advertises explicitly for Cuban salsa as 

a fun practice for non-Cubans, particularly Europeans. Such explicit advertising is 

rare at events with more dance students of Cuban salsa.  

I will discuss two revealing elements of doing being Cuban from the above workshop 

situÁÔÉÏÎȡ ÆÉÒÓÔȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈ 

themselves from non-Cuban teachers through the performance of their particular 

knowledge; second, the importance of bodily movements as a specific type of 

embodied vocabulary to mark authenticity.  

The instructor above puts forward his own being Cuban explicitly and through 

ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÉÎ #ÕÂÁ ɉȰ×Å ÉÎ #ÕÂÁȱ ÄÏ ÉÔ ÌÉËÅ 

ÔÈÉÓɊȢ !Ô ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÈÅ ÕÓÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÁÓ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÆÕÎ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎÓȱȟ 

whom he portrays as dancers with stiff hips, straight legs and without sabor. The 

concept of sabor is related to salsa dancing and is often translated with the English 

notion of swing or flavour; Renta (2014: 118) describes sabor ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ soul of 

salsa dancing, an aesthetic tradition involving improvisation, creativity, and a 

corporeal response to the polyrhythmic quality of salsa music that stems from its 

!ÆÒÉÃÁÎ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȱȢ )Î ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÉsation, the concept of sabor 

holds a special weight, as performers of stylised and choreographed salsa are often 
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accused of lacking sabor (for a detailed analysis of sabor in the context of Puerto 

2ÉÃÁÎ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÈÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÉsation, see Renta 2014). The dance 

professional invites the dance students to learn the ways dancing is done in Cuba, 

ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ Á ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÏÆ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱȟ ÔÈÕÓ 

becoming a sort of Ȱcultural brokerȱ (Szasz 1994).  

The teacher in the above field note also describes some movements in salsa Cubana 

ÁÓ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱȟ which is often used to describe Cuban salsa. This dancing style is often 

classified ÁÓ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ȰÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔȱ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ, more ballet- or acrobatics-

inspired styles. In discussions of salsa dancÉÎÇȟ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÎÅÓÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÓÔÒÅÅÔ 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȱ ÁÒÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÏÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÁÌÌÅÔ-inspired aesthetics (McMains 2015). New York 

(On2) style salsa is sometimes accused of being transformed into ballet. In this way, 

Cuban-style salsa is presented as genuinely different from the other salsa dance 

styles, a dancing where sabor and fun are the most important ingredient s, and 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÖÉÔÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÓÔÏÐ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȱȢ62 

The instructor in the above-described situation performs a balancing act between on 

one hand presenting the cultural knowledge he transmits and his Cubanness as 

exclusive, while ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÌÅÁÒÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ 

to make the dance accessible for non-Cubans. In such ways, Cuban dance 

ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÁÓ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȱ #ÕÂÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ 

accumulate and sustain symbolic capital.  

A third way salsa dance professionals are doing being Cuban is through the 

execution of complex movements of the whole body. This is what the instructor 

ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÓ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÅØÃÌÁÉÍÉÎÇ ȰÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÓÔÙÌÅȱȢ Such movements are created 

through the isolated movement of different parts of the body, such as the hips, the 

spine, the arms and the upper body. They rely on the mastering of the muscles and 

ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÂÏÄÙ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ȰÓÅÎÓÕÏÕÓ ÐÏÌÙÒÈÙÔÈÍÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙȱ ɉ$ÁÎÉÅÌ Ϋγγίȡ έɊȢ Such movements borrow from rumba and other so-called 

Afro-Cuban dances, and they consist of a specific embodied vocabulary, which has 

come to signify authentic Cubanness in the salsa circuit, since salsa congresses have 

started to schedule workshops in rumba (and dances for Yoruban orichas, deities of 

                                                        
62 For a solo show of a male performer of Cuban-style salsa, see rebrand.ly/salsa-9. 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-9


 
160 

 

African-derived Cuban religion, see also McMains 2015: 305). Dancers of all salsa 

ÓÔÙÌÅÓ ÔÁËÅ ÕÐ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ ȰÔÏ ÓÐÉÃÅ 

ÉÔ ÕÐȱȟ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒ ÐÕÔ ÉÔȢ63  

During m y observations of performances at salsa festivals between 2013 and 2015, it 

was quite common to use elements of rumba, besides elements of ballet, 

contemporary dance, urban dance and hip-hop. 64  Even dancers who would 

otherwise disparage Cuban salsa, such as Suzana, the congress organiser quoted 

above, consider so-called Afro-Cuban dances an important part of salsa festivals. Ana 

ɉάΪΫαɊ ÁÌÓÏ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ ÒÕÍÂÁ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐÓ ÁÔ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ȰÔÈÁÔ 

ÃÁÎ ÅÎÒÉÃÈ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÓÔÙÌÅ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÃÁÓÉÎÏȟ ÍÁËÉÎÇ its overall appearance more 

ȬÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȭȱ ɉΫαβɊȢ Steps and movements of so-called Afro-Cuban dances have thus 

come to signify a specific authenticity, and Cuban teachers are sought-after to teach 

it. For dance professionals of Cuban origin, stressing their dancing as authentically 

Cuban may therefore prove an effective marketing strategy.  

)Î ÈÅÒ ȰÇÅÎÅÁÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÌÁÔÁ ÂÏÄÙȱȟ "ÌÁÎÃÏ "ÏÒÅÌÌÉ ɉάΪΫΰȡ ΫέɊ ÃÏÉÎÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ 

ȰÈÉÐɉÇɊÎÏÓÉÓȱ ÁÓ Á ȰÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÒÅ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ 

ÍÕÌÁÔÁȱȢ She argues that female dancers in Cuba were not only objectified but also 

powerfully used their hips in reaction to such representation. Drawing on her 

interpretative  framework, I would argue that in the salsa circuit, objectification (and 

reappropriation)ȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÓÅØÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÁÃÉÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ 

bodies, concern not only female dancers but also male dancers. In the next chapter 

the salsa-specific sexualised body parts will be discussed, whereby the female hips 

figure centrally. For men, the movement of the torso and isolation of the chest and 

shoulders hold as signifiers of a salsa-specific masculinity, often sexualised and 

ÒÁÃÉÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ %ÎÌÁÒÇÉÎÇ "ÌÁÎÃÏ "ÏÒÅÌÌÉȭÓ ɉάΪΫΰɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ 

(Cuban) male salsa dance professionals powerfully use their chests to engage with 

                                                        
63 The two dancers in rumba do not touch each other as in the partner hold in salsa, but look at 
each other. The male dancer attempts to make contact with or gesture towards the female 
ŘŀƴŎŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘǎΣ ƘƛǇǎ ƻǊ ŀ Ŧƻƻǘ όŀ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ vacunao). The female 
dancer moves her hips, while she rejects his attempts. For an example of an improvised rumba 
performance after a workshop at a salsa congress, see rebrand.ly/salsa-10.  

64 In the following video, dancers seen as leading figures of LA-style salsa include such movement 
in the short choreography they taught at an event: rebrand.ly/salsa-11 (particularly at 0:35). 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-10
http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-11
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objectification (by their numerous female European students).65 As has been argued 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÍÁÒËÅÔȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÅØÉÓÔ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅÓ ÆÏÒ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱȟ to 

which musicians have to respond (Glick Schiller and Meinhof 2011). In a similar vein, 

Cuban salsa dance professionals respond to calls for sexualised and racialised 

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ  

To summarise, I identified three key ways of doing being Cuban: through t he verbal 

ÁÎÄ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙ #ÕÂÁÎȟ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÌÆ-

representation as cultural broker and, powerfully, through the performance of a 

specific embodied vocabulary. As Peterson (2005) notices: Ȱ)Æ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ÉÓ 

constructed and subject to continual change, then it clearly takes an effort to appear 

ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȱ (1086). 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÓÕÃÈ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ×ÏÒËȱ Cubanness is constantly 

ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȰÂÅÔÔÅÒȱ is nurtured.   

4.3 Expectations and negotiations of authenticity in salsa 
tourism in Havana 

I will now turn to the encounters between European salsa students and their Cuban 

salsa teachers in spaces of salsa tourism in Havana. The logics of the affective 

economy of the salsa circuit are at work in these encounters, but  under slightly 

different circumstances from their European equivalents, as they are usually framed 

as interactions between tourists and Cubans, and also draw on different expectations 

from both sides (4.3.1). The interactions therefore entailed manifold negotiations of 

the issues at stake (4.3.2).  

4.3.1 άaȅ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎ ǘƻ dance ƭƛƪŜ ŀ /ǳōŀƴέΥ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

Scholarship on tourism has underlined the importance of tourist imaginaries and 

expectations both in the holiday experience (Skinner 2011) and in shaping the 

choices made (Ana 2017). Similarly, Davis (2015a) underlines the importance of 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ȰÆÁÎÔÁÓÉÅÓȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÁÔÅ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÍÁÎÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÂÏÒÄÅÒÓȱ ɉΫβΫɊ 

                                                        
65 The improvisation by a dance professional after a rumba workshop in front of his students in the 
ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǾƛŘŜƻ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎŜǊΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ 
demonstration of a specific kind of sexualised (Afro-)Cuban masculinity: rebrand.ly/salsa-12.  

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-12
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between tango dancers. Urry (1995) states that expectations are constructed 

ȰÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÖÁÒÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÎÏÎÔÏÕÒÉÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ (132), distributed through media, which 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÚÅȢ Ȱ3ÕÃÈ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÌÉÄÁÙ 

experiences are understood, so that what is then seen is interpreted in terms of these 

pre-ÇÉÖÅÎ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓȱ ɉ5ÒÒÙ Ϋγγί: 132). During the salsa dance holiday I observed in 

Havana, I asked the participating students about their expectations before their 

travel to Cuba. The responses of male and female salsa students included arguments 

related to their imaginaries of Cuba as a travel destination as well as arguments 

specifically linked to the dance holiday as a way to witness ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ #ÕÂÁÎÎÅÓsȱȢ  

3ÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ #ÕÂÁ ÁÓ Á ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÄÅÓtination included representations 

ÏÆ #ÕÂÁ ÁÓ Á ȰÔÒÏÐÉÃÁÌ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÓÅȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÎÅ×ÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÄÉÐÌÏÍÁÔÉÃ 

ties between Cuba and the USA at the end of 2014, and thus between my two 

fieldwork stays in Havana, was also a topic among some salsa students. They wanted 

ÔÏ ÓÅÅ #ÕÂÁ ȰÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÉÔ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓȱȟ ÁÎ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ !ÎÁ ɉάΪΫαɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ Á 

ȰÓÈÁÔÔÅÒÉÎÇȱ ÏÆ Á fÁÎÔÁÓÙȢ !Ó ÓÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ 

doubled and supported by one of the most common assumptions that were still 

ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȡ ÔÈÁÔ #ÕÂÁ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÅÄ ÕÎÃÈÁÎÇÅÄȟ ȬÆÒÏÚÅÎȭ ÉÎ ÔÉÍÅ ÁÎÄ 

ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÈÁÌÆ Á ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȱ ɉ!ÎÁ άΪΫαȡ ΫαΰɊȢ 

However, with the media coverage about the likely  future changes, tourists felt the 

urge to travel to Cuba as soon as possible.  

This was exactly the discourse of some of the salsa dance holiday participants: one of 

them told me that she had heard that one should travel to Cuba now (in 2015 and 

άΪΫΰɊȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȰÁÆÔÅÒ×ÁÒÄÓ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÏÖÅÒȱȢ 3ÈÅ ×ÁÓ not interested in seeing a branch 

of H&M in the Obispo [a central street in Havana], so she had decided to come to 

#ÕÂÁ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÉÔ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄȢ 3ÕÃÈ Á ȰÐÅÒÐÅÔÕÁÌ ÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÕÎÓÐÏÉÌÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌ 

ÃÏÌÏÕÒȱ ɉ!ÎÁ άΪΫαȡ ΫαΰɊ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÏÎ ÒÏÍÁÎÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÓÔÁÌgic visions of Cuba.  

)Î ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÆ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȱȟ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒly dance 

ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ÆÉÇÕÒÅ ÈÉÇÈ ÉÎ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȭ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÉÅÓ (see Picture 14). Taking dance classes and 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅÄ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌ 

#ÕÂÁȱȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÍÁÎÙ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȟ a trip to Cuba is seen as a 

rite of passage ÉÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ (cf Puccio 2000). Paradoxically, as 
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the Cuban interviewees insisted, among the island population  other dance forms 

such as reguetón are more widespread than casino or salsa. Nevertheless, the visitors 

are looking for a genuine experience of taking dance classes and dancing with 

Cubans in Cuba. In this process, the rumba and other Cuban folkloric dances were 

ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ɉȰÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȱȟ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

student put it).  

 

Picture 14 Salsa studio in Havana 2014 (© Joanna Menet). 

Dance lessons in Cuba include the promise to Ȱlook like a Cubanȱ. Ana (2017) has 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÒÕÍÂÁȭÓ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ȰÁÓ ÁÎ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÓÏÕÖÅÎÉÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅÓ Ȭ#ÕÂÁÎÎÅÓÓȭ 

ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄȟ ÉÎ Á ×ÁÙȟ ÐÏÒÔÁÂÌÅȟ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÉÔȱ ɉΫαβ). Taking 

lessons with Cubans in Cuba for many salsa students entailed the promise of 

ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱȟ Á #ÕÂÁÎÎÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ 
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salsa dancing. In a similar vein, Manuela, another dance holiday participant, told me 

about her expectations: 

I wanted to find out how people here move, where the movement comes from. I find it 

ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÏ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÍÏÖÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌÌÙȢ ɏȣɐ /Æ 

course I also hoped to be able to take the movements with me, so that I can learn to 

move in this way, at least a little bit. 

Salsa students travelling to Cuba thus hoped to have access to an embodied 

experience of Cubanness, accessible through dance lessons with Cubans, which is 

often a gendered phenomenon (as argued in section 3.2.2).66  

On the other hand, the encounters between European students and their Cuban 

salsa teachers and dance partners were also shaped by the huge economic disparities 

between them: for Cuban dancers and dance professionals, dance tourism in Havana 

allowed a privileged access to tourists. These interactions were not only used to 

access the European salsa circuit (as argued in Chapter 7), they also have the 

potential to provide Cuban dancers with foreign currency, and often gifts such as 

rum or clothes or other products that are hard to get in Cuba such as cosmetic 

articles, digital cameras or smartphones (cf Bodenheimer 2013). At the time of my 

visit a single dance lesson (usually about one hour) with one of the Cuban dancers 

cost 12 ɀ 15 CUC (equivalent to 12 ɀ 15 USD), and thus two hour-long lessons were 

equivalent to the average monthly income of 25ɀ30 CUC provided to workers in state 

jobs.67  

                                                        
66  Often, spaces of cultural tourism in Havana are also racialised, whereby otherwise 
ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƪƛƴ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ ό!ƴŀ нлмтΥ мтнύΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ άLƴ 
many instances, mediated by travel-guide and media discourses, blackness is semantically reduced 
and essentialized as a central feature of Afro-/ǳōŀƴƴŜǎǎέ ό!ƴŀ нлмтΥ мтрύΦ  

67 As I observed, dancers who work in salsa schools have to deliver a large part of the fee to the 
owner, while others managed to build up a network of salsa students they then taught at their 
homes or in rented rooms in casa particulares (private rooms). 
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For Cuban dancers, engaging in the salsa tourism space therefore meant a privileged 

access to a lifestyle and opportuniti es they otherwise would not have.68 The huge 

economic disparities lead to professional dancers with a diploma of folklore or 

contemporary dance working as dance teachers with tourists. One of these dancers I 

met during the organised salsa holiday was Olorun, a young dance professional who 

teaches tourists while being part of the Cuban National Folkloric Company. He told 

ÍÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÁÆÔÅÒ Á ÄÁÎÃÅ ÌÅÓÓÏÎȡ Ȱ7Å ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

[Conjunto] Folklórico, like many dancers, we make a living from the classes with you. 

&ÒÏÍ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎÅÒÓȟ ) ÍÅÁÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÉÎÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÍÏÒÅȢȱ  

The encounters between salsa students and teachers were founded on highly 

diverging mutual expectations, which led to manifold negotiations, as I will discuss 

in the next section. 

Roberto, a salsa student whom I met in Havana, explained exactly what he was 

looking for in the lessons in Cuba: 

4ÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÓÔÅÐ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭs much more to 

ÉÔ ÔÈÁÎ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÉØ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÓÔÅÐÓ ÁÎÄ Á ×ÉÇÇÌÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÐÓȢ "ÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÅÒȟ ÁÒÍȟ ÈÅÁÄȟ ÃÈÅÓÔȟ 

ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÉÔȟ ) ×ÁÔÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓȠ ÈÏ× ÉÓ ÈÅ ÈÏÌÄÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ËÎÅÅȟ ÈÏ× ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÏÔȟ ÉÓ ÈÅ 

ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÅÌ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÉÎÔȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÉÍÉÔÁÔÅȢ )Æ I like his style. I will never be 

able to do this and I will not compare with a Cuban, but my goal is at least to look like 

Á #ÕÂÁÎȟ ÏÒ ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÅȟ ÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÓÅȢ  

4.3.2 άCƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ Ƨƻōέ: negotiating ǘƘŜ άŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ  

The main point of discussions among the European dancers participating in the 

dance holiday in Havana was the ambiguous relationship built up with the Cuban 

ÄÁÎÃÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓȢ -ÁÎÕÅÌÁȟ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÄ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ #ÕÂÁ ȰÔÏ ÌÅarn more 

ÁÂÏÕÔ #ÕÂÁÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓȱ, observed an ever-ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ȰÔÏÕÒÉÓÔɀCuban 

ÔÅÍÐÌÁÔÅȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÁÌÌÏ× tourists ȰÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÏÎ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÆÏÏÔÉÎÇȱȢ 

Additionally , European dance students constantly asked themselves whether or not 

                                                        
68 Meeting tourists in the Cuban case is complicated by the ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ jineterismo 
όƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ άǊƛŘƛƴƎέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ Ƙǳstling and prostitution), and its attempts 
to limit contacts between visitors and residents, as Simoni (2016) shows in his study on informal 
encounters in Cuba. 
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to trust their C uban dance partners and believe their stories (for example of 

poverty), a feeling that Simoni (2016) describes in his study on informal encounters 

ÉÎ #ÕÂÁȢ !Ó ÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄȟ ȰÁÖÏÉÄÉÎÇ ÃÈÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȭ 

ÍÁÊÏÒ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓȱ ɉ3ÉÍÏÎÉ άΪΫΰȡ ίΪɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÒÏÍÁÎÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÁÎ 

ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȱ ×ÁÓ disrupted ÂÙ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ ȰÊÕÓÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔȱȢ 4ÈÅ 

disappointment was particularly present regarding the dancing experience.  

Daniela, a holiday participant who had come to Cuba to improve her dancing 

through practice with experienced dancers, told me:  

To be honest, I find it a bit disappointing. I mean I really hoped to be able to dance 

ÆÒÅÅÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÍȢ !ÎÄ ÎÏ× ) ÆÉÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ɏȣɐ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÁÎÙ ÅÆÆÏÒÔȢ ) ÍÅÁÎȟ ÙÏÕ can 

ÔÅÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ÊÏÂȢ ɏȣɐ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ) ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÊÏÂȢ 

The salsa students who were looking for intense emotional dance experiences were 

disappointed by the Cuban realities.  

4ÈÅ ÇÁÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓȭ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉences also appeared when 

salsa students wished to go out dancing at parties. Most dance schools in Havana 

offer the services of Cuban dance partners not only during dance lessons but also for 

an evening at a party. Yaimara, who had organised the dance holiday, explained her 

view: 

I find this means respect, and I find it is normal, when you wish to invite your dance 

partner, that you pay the entry fee, drinks and a salary of 10 #5#Ȣ ɏȣɐ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 

time they take for you and they are with you 100%, you still learn a lot, even though it 

is not a dance lesson, you learn because you repeat the movements you learned in the 

ÃÌÁÓÓȢ !ÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄȟ ÆÏÒ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ÈÅÒÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ 

chance to go to a casa de la música every day. With the problems and all, they prefer 

to give the money to their family, for food. 

However, paying a dancer to accompany them to a salsa party generated unease 

among some of the female holiday participants. Exchanging money for a dance 
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seemed at odds with the expected authentic and gendered experience of a salsa 

night out .69 

Over dinner in the hotel, the topic was discussed in length. While some of the group 

ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÔ Ȱ/+ȱ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅ of 10 CUC plus entry fee, drinks and the taxi, 

ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÔ ȰÔÏÏ ÅØÐÅÎÓÉÖÅȱȢ /ÎÅ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÅÓÃÏÒÔ 

service, and said she would never invite a dance partner for dinner so that he comes 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒȢ !ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÔ ȰÎÏÔ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÁÎÙÍÏÒÅȱ ÔÏ ÐÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÁÎ 

evening with her dance partner. Despite these discussions, holiday participants 

managed to go out with their dance partners several times and usually expected 

their dance partners to join them whenever they suggested going out dancing. 

As these discussions among female salsa holiday participants demonstrate, their 

gendered expectations entailed in the promise of salsa dancing in Cuba were 

complicated by the economic disparities between themselves and their Cuban dance 

partners. Instead of the expected emotional encounters, dancers had to deal with the 

concept of dance as a paid-for service. The conventions of the affective economy of 

the salsa circuit frame the exchange on the dance floor in non-economic terms. This 

convention is ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÄÉÓÒÕÐÔÅÄ ÉÎ #ÕÂÁȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓ ÌÏÏËÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÁÎ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȱ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÍÕÔÕÁÌ 

×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȭ 

gendered expectations. In the salsa tourist dance spaces, salsa was usually performed 

as a heteronormative encounter, which entailed the idea of men being in charge of 

flirting  (see Törnqvist 2012 for the same observation in the case of tango tourism). 

The economic inequality between the students and the teachers reversed the 

ȰÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌȱ role-play of the men treating the women. Unable to perform economic 

agency, the male dancers usually insisted on seeing their dance students home to the 

hotel, even though they lived far from the city centre themselves. In this way, they 

negotiated the gendered expectations around the dancing. 

                                                        
69 The following discussions reveal similar issues are at stake as at European festivals. These 
negotiations around the institution of taxi-dancers (see Cressey 1932, also Törnqvist 2012) are 
analysed in detail in Chapter 6.1.2. 
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Some of the Cuban salsa dance professionals also had to navigate their own working 

(and everyday life) schedule. Olorun, who is employed in a dance company and 

teaches foreigners, put it like this:  

I mean, I teach classes with you in the morning but when I finish the class I need to go 

to work, you know? When I finish work I come with you to go out at night at the casa 

de la música. This means there are days that I work for the whole day. 

When I asked him about the salsa parties, he told me that he did not like them at all 

due to the presence of jineteros: 

Jinetero is the person who is with a foreigner. At these places there are many of these 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȟ ) ÍÅÁÎ ) ÎÅÖÅÒ ÇÏȟ ÅØÃÅÐÔ ÆÏÒ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ 

when you [the group] invite me to dance I go to this place because you invited me to 

ÇÏ ÏÕÔ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ ɏȣɐ ) ÇÏ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ×ÏÒË ×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÇÏ 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȢ ɏȣɐ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȟ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ 

we dancers who are dancing all day long, for us dancing is not a way of having fun. I 

ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÎÏÒ ÄÏ ) ÇÏ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÅÎÊÏÙ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ ) ÏÎÌÙ ÇÏ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÈÅÎ ) 

have to, for work. I am working with a student, with a group and they pay me to go 

there. 

The 24-year-old Olorun distances himself from the practices of so-called jineteros. 

He understands his work with tourists as a job and necessity due to the economic 

situation. As a graduate dance professional working in an internationally touring 

dance company, he is able to access mobility and lead the life he dreams of without 

the help of a European girlfriend. 70  

The misunderstandings and negotiations of the encounters on the Cuban dance 

floor were thus shaped by the diverging interests and expectations of the Cuban 

dance teachers and the European students. At the same time, such encounters allow 

                                                        
70 Insisting on his professionalism, Olorun also told me that he was not interested in engaging in a 
relationship with touriǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ άƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƛǊƭ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǿŜŜƪέΦ hǘƘŜǊ /ǳōŀƴ ŘŀƴŎŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ in 
the group demonstrated less reservation and I observed and heard about several romantic 
relationships between European dance students and Cuban dancers during the dance holiday. In 
heǊ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ǘŀƴƎƻ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎΣ ¢ǀǊƴǉǾƛǎǘ όнлмоύ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜǎέ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘŀƴƎƻ 
teachers and their students in Buenos Aires, while Davis (2015a) has a more nuanced view of such 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭǎΩ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŦŀƴǘŀǎƛŜs. 
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both parties to fulfil their fantasies ɀ ÏÆ ÁÎ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȱ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 

ÌÉÆÅȱȟ ÁÎ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ $ÁÖÉÓ ɉάΪΫίÁȡ ΫΰβɊ ÁÌÓÏ ÍÁËÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

Argentinean and visiting tango dancers in Buenos Aires. 

4.4 Conclusion 

4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÅÄ 

actors in the salsa circuit. As it has ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄȟ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÉÓ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

filled with different meanings in the salsa circuit. Non-Latin salsa dancers are 

ÕÎÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ,ÁÔÉÎÎÅÓÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÁÂÌÅ 

character of salsa. They furthermore construct a dancerȭs ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

property of an individual in relation to the dancing. They thus construct what 

Lindholm (2008) classifies as a specific form of authenticity: one of content. These 

ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ ÍÉÒÒÏÒ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÓÃÅÎÅÓ, 

which ÈÁÖÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ȰÄÅ-ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÓÅÄȱ ɉÓÅÅ for instance Urquía 

2005). However, this chapter complicates this image: it demonstrates the ongoing 

strategies of Latin, and especially Cuban dancers to Ȱre-ethniciseȱ salsa by claiming 

ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÏÆ ÏÒÉÇÉÎ and access to its essence, 

sabor. In this process, salsa dance professionals as well as their students rely on 

specific bodily movements drawing on rumba and Afro-Cuban dances (analysed as 

an embodied vocabulary) as a signifier of authenticity. This strategy draws on a 

ȰÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌȱ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ɉ,ÉÎÄholm 2008: 2). 

)Î Á ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ !ÒÇÅÎÔÉÎÅ ȰÔÁÎÇÏ ÉÍÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓȱ ÉÎ .Å× 9ÏÒËȟ 6ÉÌÁÄÒÉÃÈ ɉάΪΫέɊ shows 

similar mechanisms. Tango practitioners from Argentina represent their dancing as 

the most authentic, ÉÍÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ×ÅÒÅ ÂÏÒÎ ÁÎÄ ÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÉÎ "ÕÅÎÏÓ !ÉÒÅs 

ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅÓ ÂÅÓÔ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÎÇÏȭÓ ÕÎÔÁÉÎÔÅÄ ÓÐÉÒÉÔȱ ɉ6ÉÌÁÄÒÉÃÈ άΪΫέȡ 

82). 4ÈÅ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÒÓ ÓÈÅ ÓÐÏËÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÇÏÅÓ 

beyond achieving technical mastery, as it requires the ability to grasp the inner spirit 

that is rooted in deep-seated Argentine sentimentsȱ ɉ6ÉÌÁÄÒÉÃÈ άΪΫέȡ βέɊȢ The 

ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÎÇÏȭÓ Ȱreal soulȱ ɉ6ÉÌÁÄÒÉÃÈ άΪΫέȡ βέɊ echoes salsa dancerÓȭ 

conversations about the importance of sabor, which is also used in the branding of 

Cuban salsa as particularly ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȱȢ 
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As this chapter has shown, non-Latino/Latina  salsa dancers draw a boundary 

between themselves and Latinos/Latinas by claiming a better pedagogical technique, 

ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÔÅÒÍÅÄ ȰÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȱ. Confronted with these 

accusations, the Cuban interviewees positioned themselves as knowledgeable in 

terms of the current ways of teaching salsa. Although adapting their teaching 

techniques as well as their dance movements, they need to constantly (re)produce 

Cuban salsa as specifically Cuban and thus to engage in ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ×ÏÒËȱ 

(Peterson 2005) with and through their bodies . ȰDÏÉÎÇ ÂÅÉÎÇ #ÕÂÁÎȱ can be 

understood as a response to the boundary-making processes inside the salsa circuit 

as well as outside. In this process, for salsa dance professionals of Cuban origin, the 

ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÇÕÁÒÁÎÔÅÅÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

in the European salsa circuit (as further developed in Chapter 8). 
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Chapter 5 Gendered bodies on the dance floor: doing, 
redoing and undoing gender in salsa dancing 

This chapter focuses on the micro-level of interactions on the dance floor in order to 

explore how salsa dancers negotiate gender and which gender representations 

circulate in the salsa circuit. 71 Salsa as a social practice is a site for the (re)production 

and negotiation of specific gender arrangements. In terms of dancing itself, salsa 

dancers rely on several Ȱgender conventionsȱ ɉ3ÃÈÕÌÚÅ άΪΫίɊ, two of which I will 

explore more deeply in this  chapter: the leader and follower structure of the dance, 

and the gendered moves in the dance.  

Scholarship on partner dance often regards the gendered dancing as reinforcing 

restrictive gender roles in society, because the male dancer initiates the dance 

moves, whereas the female dancer responds to the lead (cf Borland 2009). By 

contrastȟ ÁÓ "ÏÒÌÁÎÄ ɉάΪΪγɊ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅÓȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ 

improvised, internally focused, unisex dancing of the 1960s is often represented as 

offering a ÎÅ× ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÁÃÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅȟ ÅÇÁÌÉÔÁÒÉÁÎ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ 

(476). In literature on salsa, the gendered roles in the partner structure of dancing 

have also been addressed, often related to the question of public displays of female 

bodies and sexuality (Bock and Borland 2011; Bosse 2009; Skinner 2008). The 

gendered arrangements ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÈÉÅÒÁÒÃÈÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

characterize the traditional roles of men and women in pre-ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÔÉÍÅÓȱ 

ɉ0ÉÅÔÒÏÂÒÕÎÏ άΪΪΰȡ ΫγɊ ÏÒ ÁÓ ȰÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ of submissive femininity and dominant 

ÍÁÓÃÕÌÉÎÉÔÙȱ ɉ3ÃÈÎÅÉÄÅÒ άΪΫέȡ ίίήɊȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÁÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÁÒÇÕÅȟ 

representations of gendered arrangements in salsa are often based on Western 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÎ ,ÁÔÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ɉ3ÃÈÎÅÉÄÅr 2013). By 

taking gender hierarchies for granted and relating them either to the past or to an 

ÁÓÓÕÍÅÄ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ ÓÔÁÙ ÓÉÌÅÎÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÏ× ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ 

                                                        
71 Here it is important to keep in mind that my research field did not include explicit same-sex or 
LGBT salsa spaces, due to my focus on the transnational salsa congresses. Same-sex or LGBT salsa 
spaces do exist in several cities worldwide (see Boulila 2015) and at salsa competitions the 
ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ άǎŀƳŜ-ƎŜƴŘŜǊέ has been introduced since 2010 (McMains 2015: 138).  
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of both sex categories are involved in doing gender, how they make sense of these 

roles, and how they negotiate them.72  

A theoretical framework solely focused on fixed structures of dominance and 

submission not only bears the risk of overlooking the ongoing negotiations of salsa 

partnerships, but it is also unsuited to take seriously the actual embodied doing and 

experiences of research participants. Davis (2015b) makes a similar point for taking 

embodied experiences seriously in the analysis. In discussions of the doing gender 

approach, the importance of bodies has been highlighted as a resource for creating 

differences between men and women (eg Messerschmidt 2009; Villa 2010).  

Focusing on the interactional level, this chapter does not approach the gender 

ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÓ ÓÔÁÂÌÅȟ ÎÏÒ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÕt instead is 

ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÏ× ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ ɉ7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎ ΫγβαɊ ÏÎ 

the dance floor. Some scholars have argued for the introduction of an approach of 

ȰÕÎÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ ɉ$ÅÕÔÓÃÈ άΪΪαȠ (ÉÒÓÃÈÁÕÅÒ Ϋγγήȟ άΪΪΫȠ 2ÉÓÍÁÎ άΪΪγɊȢ (ÉÒÓÃÈÁÕÅÒ 

(1994: 679) suggests that, depending on the context, there exist different degrees of 

ÇÅÎÄÅÒȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ as a continuum of the salience of gender. In his 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÕÎÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ, the actualisation or neutralisation and even a 

neglect of gender become possible (Hirschauer 2001: 214). Risman (2009) points in a 

similar direction : Ȱperhaps a criterion for identifying undoing gender might be when 

the essentialism of binary distinctions between people based on sex category is 

challengedȱ (83). Furthermore, the doing gender approach has been criticised for its 

ȰÉÇÎÏÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎËÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ ɉ$ÅÕÔÓÃÈ 

2007: 107). Deutsch proposes that researchers, instead of focusing on the persistence 

of inequality, ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÔÁËÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÈÏ× ȰÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÃÁÎ ÁÌÓÏ 

ÉÌÌÕÍÉÎÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ ɉΫΫήɊȢ 3ÈÅ ÌÉËÅ×ÉÓÅ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

ȰÕÎÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ɉ$ÅÕÔÓÃÈ 

2007: 122). West and Zimmerman, in a later article (2009), negate the possibility of 

an undoing of gender; for them ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ÕÎÄÏÉÎÇ ȰÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎÍÅÎÔ ɀ that sex 

                                                        
72 McClure (2015) also problŜƳŀǘƛǎŜǎ άthe assumption that dancing salsa is about performing 
ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ό[ŀǘƛƴƻύ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜǎέ όуύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ examines similar ethnographic situations 
at salsa events as aŎ/ƭǳǊŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ, I analyse them using different theoretical and methodological 
approaches.  
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category (or race category or class category) is no longer something to which we are 

accountable (i.e., that it makÅÓ ÎÏ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅɊȱ ɉΫΫαɊȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÔÈÕÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ 

ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÒÅÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÁÒÅ Èeld 

accountable.  

7ÈÉÌÅ 7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ άΪΪγ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÁÄÄÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰunÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÒÅÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȱȟ (ÉÒÓÃÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ 

the context in which the interaction happens seems relevant to this ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȭÓ 

ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȟ ÉÔ ÁÓËÓ ÉÆ 

these practices can be considered as a doing, redoing or undoing of gender in the 

specific analysed interaction. The conclusion takes up the question of structural 

change and relates the doings on the dance floor to the transnational careers of salsa 

dance professionals (which will furthe r be theorised in terms of salsa capital in 

chapter 8). 

In this chapter I will thus explore the ways in which gender is produced in the 

setting of transnational salsa congresses. How are dancers doing gender and 

(re)producing the binary, heteronormative partnership (5.1)? How do they negotiate 

salsa masculinities and femininities, and challenge the routinisation of gender so 

that we can speak of a redoing or undoing of gender (5.2)?  

5.1 Producing the convention of leading and following 

The principle of a (heterosexual) couple is the basis of partner dances such as tango 

and all the standardised ballroom dances (see Davis 2015a on tango; McMains 2009 

on ballroom). As already mentioned in Chapter 1, research into salsa has traced the 

couple formation back to European dance traditions brought to the Caribbean in 

colonial times (Daniel 2002: 43).  

In the salsa circuit, the dance is taught as a partner dance, with one partner 

indicating the next moves and the other one responding to the lead. Dancers mainly 

touch their hands or the shoulders of their partner (which leaves space for 

improvisation with the non -touching body parts, particularly for more experienced 

dancers). The partnership in salsa is commonly framed as one between man and 
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woman (5.1.1) and between a leader and a follower, both roles being gendered and 

entailing specific responsibilities (5.1.2). 

5.1.1 άDǳȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ōŀǎƛǎέΥ Ŧorming salsa partners 

The second workshop I observe on this Sunday morning is announced as a 

ȰÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ×ÏÒË ÓÁÌÓÁ-ÔÁÎÇÏȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÅÒȾÉÎÔÅÒÍÅÄÉÁÔÅ ÌÅÖÅÌȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÏÏÍ at the 

convention centre fills up with people, dressed distinctively: women wearing 

black leggings, a t-shirt and coloured high heels or flat dance shoes, men in t-

shirts, sports trousers and trainers or black jazz shoes [special footwear for 

dancers with a flexible shoe sole]. A group of six young people approaches the 

ÓÔÁÇÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÌÌ ×ÅÁÒ ÂÌÁÃË ÓÈÉÒÔÓ ɉÔÈÅ ÍÅÎȭÓȡ short-sleeved; ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓȡ ÔÁÎË-

top, tight) with coloured letters: Dubai Latin Fest. Two of them climb onto the 

stage while a third connects her smartphone to the sound system next to me. I 

tell her about my research and on my question she tells me that sÈÅȭÓ ÆÒÏÍ 

Spain but now lives in Dubai where she has joined a salsa dance company. 

During our short discussion, the room has filled up with more than 80 people, 

all standing in front of the stage, waiting for the class to start.  

The young man on stage grabs the head-mic, puts it on and welcomes the 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȢ (Å ÁÓËÓ ȰÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÎȱ ÔÏ ÇÏ to ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÏÍȟ ȰÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ 

ÌÁÄÉÅÓȱ to the left side of it, still turned to the stage at the front of the room. He 

then stands in front of the men, with his back turned to them, while his female 

dance partner does the same in front of the women. He starts counting in 

%ÎÇÌÉÓÈȡ ȰÏÎÅ Ô×Ï ÔÈÒÅÅȠ ÆÉÖÅ ÓÉØ ÓÅÖÅÎȱȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÔÈ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÏÒÓ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÔÅÐÓ 

on each count, followed by several turns. He continues, explaining verbally and 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÈÉÓ ÂÏÄÙȟ ×ÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÍÅÎȱ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÄÏȟ ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÍÓȢ 

(Å ÔÈÅÎ ÓÔÏÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓ ×ÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÁÄÉÅÓȱ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÄÏȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ 

shows with which leg to do the steps in the turn and kicks the right leg behind 

her back. They repeat the sequence several times, always counting the steps, 

until the participants are able to follow their i nstructions. After several 

repetitions, the two dancers on stage turn around, now facing each other, and 

dance the same pattern together: starting in a couple hold, his right hand on 
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her left shoulder blade, her left arm on his right shoulder, their  other arms at 

an angle between their bodies. He steps forward, she backwards, then she steps 

forward, he backwards, they turn around, he steps out with his right leg, she is 

at his right side, now the kick, with pointed toes she kicks between his legs, 

looks directly in his eyes, and they turn around again. After their energetic, 

elegant demonstration, the participants applaud. The instructor now asks them 

ÔÏ ȰÆÏÒÍ ÃÏÕÐÌÅÓȱ ÁÎÄ ) ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅ ÈÏ× ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÕÐ ÖÅÒÙ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙȟ 

ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÏÒ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÃÌÏÓÅ ɉ) ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÅÙ ËÎÏ× ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

and came to the workshop together), always a woman with a man, while others 

just stand still and look around, searching for a partner. Now several female 

participants have no dance partner and the teacher calls them to the front of 

the room, just next to the stage, where the remaining three female dancers of 

the group (all three long-haired and wearing tight leggings) take their hands 

and dance with them for the rest of the class.  

(Edited field note, Salsafestival Switzerland, February 2015) 

This field note from a workshop at a salsa congress shows in an exemplary way how 

the gendered arrangement of the partner dance is learned and the (heterosexual) 

couple is constantly reproduced (see Picture 15). In all the partnerwork workshops 

(where leaders and followers are taught a sequence in order to dance together) I 

observed, the teaching couple consisted of a woman and a man and performed set 

roles: the male dancer performed the leading role, the female dancer the following 

role. An individual who wishes to learn salsa is thus confronted with this partner 

structure and the gendering of dance roles (leader and follower) from the very first 

salsa lesson: there is a clear boundary between the two roles. Aspiring dancers are 

first placed into two dance-related categories (leader and follower) based on their 

sex category, often as explicitly as in the above example, where women and men first 

had to separate spatially. In a second step, they are taught how to enact the 

complementary set of steps and moves.  
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Picture 15 Flyer Salsa Festival Monaco 2013.  

Salsa dancing can be regarded as a ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ ȰÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖÉÔÙȱ ÉÎ 'ÏÆÆÍÁÎȭÓ 

sense. As he describes, institutional practices transform social situations into scenes 

of gender performances, in this process affirming beliefs about two different sexes 

(Goffman 1977: 325). To illustrate this argument, Goffman (1977: 319) describes a 

number of institutionalised frameworks in which gender can be enacted and which 

ÈÁÖÅ ȰÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÁÉÌÉÎÇ 

ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅØÅÓȱ ÁÓ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕtional reflexivity. Different 

practices or environmental settings, such as toilet segregation, ÁÒÅ ȰÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ Á 

natural consequence of the difference between the sex-classes, when in fact it is 

rather a means of honoring, if not producing, this differenÃÅ Ȱɉ'ÏÆÆÍÁÎ Ϋγααȡ έΫΰɊȢ 
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5ÓÉÎÇ 'ÏÆÆÍÁÎȭÓ ɉΫγααɊ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÈÅÌÐÆÕÌ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÒÅÎÄÅÒÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅȱ ÏÆ ÂÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

rather the product of these placement practices and the spatial division of two 

categories as well as the allocation of the leading role to men and the following role 

to women. The institutional setting, here the salsa class, informs knowledge about 

how things are done in salsa. Leading and following practices are based on this 

knowledge and they in turn help to reproduce the institutional framework.  

Furthermore, instructors in all the workshops I observed addressed their students as 

ȰÌÁÄÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÎȱ ɉÏÒ ȰÇÕÙÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÉÒÌÓȱɊ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÅÔ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÓÔeps 

and arm movements of leaders and followers. The vocabulary of leader and follower 

(used in other partner dance contexts, for example lindy hop) was rare and instead 

the different roles were just called ȰÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ×ÏÍÁÎȱ ÏÒ ȰÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ÍÁÎȱȟ ÔÈÕÓ 

pÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÁÓ Á ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÔÈÉÎÇ for a man to lead and for a woman to follow. The 

use of the gendered language instead of the notions of leader and follower 

naturalises the binary construction of the leader role as performed by men and the 

follower role as performed by women. In this way, this gender convention was just a 

given, for (most of) my interview partners, such as Ajay, an experienced salsa 

instructor who regularly teaches at festivals.  

*ÏÁÎÎÁȡ 3Ï ÙÏÕ ÓÁÉÄ ÇÕÙÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÉÒÌÓȣ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÁt world? In what ways? 

Ajay: Well of course guys and girls are important because you have to dance with 

people who are from the opposite sex. So itȭs the fundamental basis, you need to have 

enough guys and enough girls to make salsa happen.  

Ajay explicitly states the imperative to dance with someone of the opposite sex. In 

this way, salsa in European festival spaces is in most cases constructed as a dance 

between a male leader and a female follower, based on the convention of 

heteronormativity. 73 As West and Zimmerman (1987Ɋ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅȡ ȰÄoing gender also 

renders the social arrangements based on sex category accountable as normal and 

ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓȟ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÉÎÇ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȱ ɉΫήΰɊȢ Hence, salsa 

                                                        
73 Drawing on Butler (1990), the concept of heteronormativity (Warner 1991) points to the belief 
of two oppositional genders related by heterosexual desire, taken for granted as the norm. 
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workshop and teaching situations are the sites in which students are placed in two 

groups ɀ leaders and followers ɀ based on their sex-category: men lead, women 

follow.   

5.1.2 ά[ŀŘƛŜǎΣ Ƨǳǎǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŀŘέΥ Ǝendering leader and follower roles 

Beginner salsa dancers do not simply learn steps and moves, the leader and follower 

roles are also imbued with different meanings. When salsa dancers learn how to lead 

and how to follow, they also learn how to enact salsa masculinity and salsa 

ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÉÔÙȟ ÁÓ ÅÁÃÈ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÓ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱ 

(McClure 2015: 90).  

In most of the festival partnerwork workshops I observed, a huge part of the 

workshop time was used for explanations and demonstrations of the leading 

technique, principally steps and arm moves for the leaders. Students were told 

where to put their feet, how to hold their hands and on which counts to indicate a 

change of direction for the followers. In this way, the leading role was constructed as 

ÖÅÒÙ ÁÃÔÉÖÅȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓË ÆÏÒ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒÓ ×ÁÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÒÅÄÕÃÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÊÕÓÔ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÈÉÓ ÌÅÁÄȱ 

ɉÓÅÅ 7ÉÅÓÃÈÏÌÅËȭÓ άΪΪέ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÉÔÌÅɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÓÈÏ×ÅÄ 

a specific step or move of ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ as in the field note above, where followers 

had to do a kick with one leg (a move inspired by tango dance and unknown to most 

salsa dancers, which thus needed to be demonstrated several times). Otherwise, 

followers were rarely addressed. Discussing the leader and follower relationship, 

dance instructor Marcos told me: 

So imagine, guys have huge responsibilities on the shoulders. They have to think 

about the beat, they have to think about the step, they have to think about whatȭs 

gonna happen next, they have to think about you, and they have to think about the 

space around. And itȭs a lot of tasks to manage in one single thing. And thatȭs the 

thing, for girls that is very important to learn: how not to think. To turn off autopilot, 

you know. Once that happens the guys will have the chance to experience what is the 

feeling of leading, and the girls what is the feeling of being led. And itȭs a huge 

pleasure later on. 
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)Î -ÁÒÃÏÓȭ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÆ the ÌÅÁÄÅÒȭÓȾÍÅÎȭÓ ȰÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱ ÉÓ ÌÏÎÇȡ ÔÈÅ 

learning process for leaders is complicated by the importance of rhythmical and 

musical understanding (dancing in time), the execution and coordination of often-

unfamiliar movements with the arms and legs, as well as the importance of the 

interaction with the partner and the dancers around, which is constructed as the 

ÌÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȢ !Ó ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ the improvisation of 

sequences of steps, leaders further have to anticipate the next move they wish their 

partner or themselves to do. Following, on the contrary, is here constructed as a 

passive reaction to the signals received. Although following needs a considerable 

amount of training as well, as followers have to keep balance even when spinning 

several times and include styling in their dancing, the role is often framed in terms 

ÏÆ ȰÎÏ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȱȢ Followers are furthermore responsible for the working of the 

connection between the two dancers, meaning that they have to hold up a certain 

tension in their arms in order to react quickly to the ÌÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȢ  

The division of labour between the leader and the follower is not only a technical 

requirement ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÒÏÌÅÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÓ Á ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ȰÓÉÌÅÎÃÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÏÒÓȱ 

(McClure 2015: 90), which helps to create and maintain ×ÈÁÔ ) ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÁÓ Ȱhegemonic 

male salsa capitalȱ in Chapter 8. In this way, the gendering of the leader and follower 

practices reflects gendered hierarchies of power, in which male dancers are placed in 

Á ȰÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔȱ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÉÎ Á ȰÓÕÂÍÉÓÓÉÖÅȱ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ɉÃÆ 

Schneider 2013). As argued above, it is precisely in this way that scholarship often 

analyses partner dances such as ballroom, tango or salsa. However, when taking into 

ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÒÏÌÅÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÃÌÅÁÒ-cut ideas are 

blurred. 

Several dancers complicated the notions of leading and following and the way these 

practices are gendered, when talking about the experience of dancing. Instead of 

understanding the follower role as defined and restricted by the leader, some of the 

interviewed dancers spoke about their positive experiences of giving up control or 

being able to ȰÌÏÓÅ ÏÎÅÓÅÌÆȱȢ A female dancer in her early fifties told me that she had 

started dancing after her divorce, and that in contrast to her job where she was the 

director  ÏÆ Á ÓÍÁÌÌ ÅÎÔÅÒÐÒÉÓÅȟ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÈÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÊÕÓÔ ȰÄÒÏÐ ÏÆÆȱ ÈÅÒ ÈÅÁÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
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cloakroom ȰÌÉËÅ Á ÃÏÁÔȱ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÔ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÂÅ ÌÅÄȢ 4ÈÉÓ desire to give up control was also 

expressed in a statement in a discussion on Facebook, concerning Á ȰÍÏÒÅ 

democratic distribution of deciding how the dance will go and not just the leader 

totally dominating what h ÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÉÓÈȱȢ /ÎÅ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÓÅ attempts 

ÔÏ ȰÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÓÅȱ ÓÁÌÓÁ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔȡ  

ɏȣɐ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ) ÅÎÊÏÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÉÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÇÉÖÅÓ ÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÌÅÔ ÇÏȟ ÓÕÂÍÉÔ 

and be swept around the dance floor in the arms of a man (ÏÒ ×ÏÍÁÎɊȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ 

meditative that feeling of giving up control. This might make me sound a bit old 

ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎÅÄ ÂÕÔ ) ÁÓÓÕÒÅ ÙÏÕ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔȦ ) ÕÓÅ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ȰÍÁÌÅȱ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ ÍÙ 

life ɀ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÒÇÅȟ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓȟ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȰÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌȱ ɀ that I relish the 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÅÌÓÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÃÈÁÒÇÅȢ ) ÃÁÎ ÌÅÁÄȟ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ Á ÂÁÄ ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ 

definitely helped my following to learn but it is not where my heart lives in salsa. 

Sweep me round the dance floor and do with me as you will! However, once the music 

stops I want equal rights again!!!!  

(Facebook discussion) 

This quote demonstrates that the follower role in salsa dancing can be experienced 

ÁÓ ȰÍÅÄÉÔÁÔÉÖÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÓ ÉÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ɀ relating this 

indirectly t Ï ȰÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȱȢ 3ÈÅ ÄÒÁ×Ó Á ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒ ÁÎÄ 

ȰÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÓȱ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉsing this other part as a place where she uses 

ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ȰÅÎÅÒÇÙȱȢ 3ÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ-specific frame 

that allows for th is experience: the dance floor. The quote stems from an 

experienced dancer who has also learned to lead, a practice I will analyse in the next 

ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎȢ (ÅÒÅ ) ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÔÔÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒȭÓ 

position as one of deliberately giving up control, an embodied and affective 

experience that is placed in contrast to other social situations where gender is done 

differently.  

4ÈÅ ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÒÏÌÅȟ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÒÙȟ ×ÁÓ ÐÒÅÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔÌÙ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌȱȟ 

ȰÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÃÔÉÖÅ. But it also comes with  restrictions, as Karl made 

clear when talking about his experiences in both roles:  

) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȢ ɏȣɐ ) ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 

feeling, honestly I envy you, ȭcause you can just let yourself go in music and the lead. 
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Whereas as man you always have to think about what am I going to do next, what will 

ÆÏÌÌÏ×ȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌȢ 

Again, Karl uses the naturalisÉÎÇ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÏÆ ȰÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȱ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË ÏÆ 

the leading and following role in salsa dancing. He had the experience of dancing as 

a follower himself and clearly found the two roles different. Like other leaders, he 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÁÓ ȰÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌȱ (a highly gendered notion itself) and as a state of 

mind where one always has to think about what comes next. Like Karl, Patric (a 

long-term dancer and casual teacher) told me that he would actually like to follow 

more often because of the different feeling. But ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÍÅÎ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 

like to dance with him and lead him, which hinders him from doing it more often.74  

As the discussion demonstrates, a focus on the affective experiences of dancing 

allows for a nuanced understanding of the leader/follower roles. While the 

leader/follower structure  in salsa may reinforce hierarchies between men and 

women, the dancing also creates experiences of flow in the role of a follower (see 

Chapter 3) and a sense of restriction in the role of a leader. This finding parallels 

-Ã#ÌÕÒÅȭÓ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ -Ã#ÌÕÒÅȭÓ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ 

gender and sexuality in salsa dancing, analysing the bodily practices as a mode of 

subjectification linked to normativity and at the same time as a mode of resistance 

and self-transformation. Drawing on observations, interview excerpts and her own 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÈÅÒ ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÃÅÎÔÒÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÂÏÄÉÅÓȟ 

ÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȱ ɉ-Ã#ÌÕÒÅ άΪΫίɊ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓȡ  

A Foucauldian/Butlerian reading of the power relations in the heteronormative dance 

partnership suggests that women are constrained by the expectation that they will 

follow. However, a Deleuzian reading instead positions the follower as particularly 

able to operate in a present-centred mode of being and open to the possibilities for 

unpredictable new becomings, while the leader is constrained by his responsibility to 

generate and direct the momentum and flow of the dance (McClure 2015: 48). 

                                                        
74 The reluctance of men to dance salsa with other men indicates the heteronormativity in salsa 
dance in the salsa circuit. For a further discussion of heteronormativity in salsa spaces, see Boulila 
2015; McClure 2015; McMains 2015. 
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Salsa dancers engage in processes of meaning-making regarding the gendered roles 

and experience them in different ways. A tension becomes apparent between a 

liberating experience on an individual level and a reproduction of gendered power 

relations on the level of the dance structure. While this tension becomes particularly 

apparent on a theoretical level, some salsa dancers also negotiate it in embodied 

ways.  

The following sections will further analyse how the gender arrangements in salsa 

dancing are experienced and negotiated in processes of doing, redoing and undoing 

gender, thus challenging the routinisÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ 

gender conventions. 

5.2 Negotiating the gendered dance partnership 

Salsa dancers participating in the salsa circuit position themselves in relation to the 

gendered arrangements in salsa dancing and their assigned role in different ways. 

Many interviewed dancers related the leader/follower relationship  in the dance in 

ÏÎÅ ×ÁÙ ÏÒ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÏÒ Á Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱȡ ÓÏÍÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÉÎÇ there are essential 

differences between men and women, and viewing salsa as a natural expression of 

these differences. Others told me about a tension between salsa dancing and ideas of 

gender equality. They expressed a similar dilemma to that which Davis (2015b) notes 

among tango dancers (not least herself), between a feminist stance including 

ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȱ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

gendered practices in partner dancing. 

$ÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÕÂÓÕÍÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÂÒÏÁÄ practice-related 

perspectives, varying in their degree of essentialisation: the first one reinforcing 

gendered categories (5.2.1), the second one potentially challenging them (5.2.2) and 

the third one undoing them (5.2.3 and 5.2.4). As I will demonstrate, the experiences 

and perspectives of female dancers appear to vary depending on their level of 

competence in dancing as well as concerning their positions in the salsa circuit 

(students or salsa dance professionals). By contrast, male dancers in my sample tend 

to hold similar views independently of their status in the salsa circuit. I will now 
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explore these three perspectives and discuss some of their implications for the doing, 

redoing and undoing of gender in an embodied way through salsa dancing. 

5.2.1 ά! nice role ǇƭŀȅέΥ reinforcing the gendered categories 

The stance that most amateur dancers took was the position that following in dance 

ÁÓ Á ×ÏÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ÍÁÎ ×ÁÓ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× Á ȰÎÉÃÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÐÌÁÙȱ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Ô×Ï 

individuals of the opposite sex. This is the case for Manuela, the only novice dancer 

in my interview sample. She told me why she liked being asked for a dance and 

being led in salsa:  

Manuela: /Î ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÈÁÎÄ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÏÌÄ ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎÅÄ ɏÌÁÕÇÈÓɐȟ ÂÕÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄ 

ÉÔȭÓ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× it is in line with this salsa feeling. Elsewhere we as 

women are not that feminine anymore, especially in Switzerland, in the job, 

everywhere we have to function. The difference between men and women is not really 

made anymore. So I like it that there is Á ÓÐÁÃÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÅØÉÓÔÓȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÉÓȣ ÅÖÅÎ 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÏÌÄ ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌȢ !ÎÄ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× ) ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ 

ÅØÃÉÔÉÎÇȟ ÐÒÅÃÉÓÅÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÍÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÁÎȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÉÔȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÉÎ 

dancing, the man leads, and you have to let yourself be led, then you really are the 

×ÏÍÁÎȢ ɏȣɐ )Ô ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÉÔȢ 

Joanna: And how does it feel when you dance like this, as a woman, as you said? 

Manuela: I like it very much. Yes. That you really get the chance in your everyday life 

to really be a woman, to dress nicely, to move feminine and to let yourself be led. In 

the beginning that was very difficult for me, to l et them lead, because somehow, I also 

grew up, with my mother, she is a real power woman, she is the boss in the house 

[laughs]. And she always taught us to take this role ourselves, to be independent, do 

×ÈÁÔ ) ×ÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÅȢ "ÕÔ ) ÁÍ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȢ ) ÍÅÁÎȟ ) ÁÍ ÎÏÔ 

the type of woman who wants to have a career or to take a somewhat male role. Not at 

all. I am way ÔÏÏ ÓÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÅ ɏÌÁÕÇÈÓɐȢ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÙ ) ÌÉËÅ ÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ 

one can still really be a woman, where it is accepted.  

From this account we learn that salsa dancing can be experienced as a sort of 

ȰÃÏÍÐÅÎÓÁÔÏÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕÎÇȟ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÅÄÕÃÁÔed women like Manuela, who holds a 

Masters degree and works in the communications department of a university. In her 
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ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÈÅÒ ÕÐÂÒÉÎÇÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȰÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÎÏÔ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÅȱ ×ÏÍÁÎ initially  

hindered her ability to learn how to follow in the dance. A potential conflict between 

independence and the follower role is dissolved in her affirmation that she is not a 

career-oriented ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÁÎ ɉȰ) ÁÍ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȱɊȢ 3ÈÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ 

adhere to what she conceives as a male role in her professional life; instead she fully 

ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÏÐÅÎÓ ÕÐ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÔÏ ȰÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ a ×ÏÍÁÎȱȢ 

4ÈÉÓ ÅÃÈÏÅÓ $ÁÖÉÓȭ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÎ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ 3ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ 

about a female dancer wherein ȰÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÉÔÙ ÂÅcomes a way to express 

part of her self-identity that she has had to keep under wraps in her work situation 

ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÌÉÆÅȱ ɉ$ÁÖÉÓ άΪΫίÁȡ ΫΪβɊȢ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

female interviewees actually liked dancing salsa not in spite of but precisely because 

of its gender arrangements. For them, salsa opens up a space where they can dress 

up and behave in ways they would not in other social situations and they clearly 

mark the context of salsa as specific and different from other social situations in 

their life . In this way, salsa becomes Á ȰÇÁÍÅȱ ɉ6ÉÌÌÁ άΪΪέɊȟ Á ÐÏÉÎÔ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ 

discuss below.  

Some male dancers and leaders took a similar stance. In the interview with Patric  

about the history of salsa and the meaning of the roles, he said: 

Patric: These roles still exist. Through the dance they are probably more defined or 

ÆÏÒÃÅÄȢ 9ÏÕ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÌÉÖÅ ÉÔȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔȣ ÁÓ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ ÌÅÁÄÓȟ ÙÏÕ 

really need to be a bit macho. You have to perform this role, even though you might 

ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ɏȣɐ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 

as a man you can express your masculinity, by leading her, saying where to go, it is 

defined by the dance. I believe this is OK, really. 

*ÏÁÎÎÁȡ 3Ï ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁble with this? 

0ÁÔÒÉÃȡ 9ÅÓ ) ÁÍȢ 9ÏÕ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ Ádopt this too much in your own life. You 

ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅȟ ÏÎÃÅ ÙÏÕ ÇÏ ÏÕÔ ɏÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁɐ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÖÅ ÂÅÓÉÄÅÓ 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ "ÕÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÐÐÅÎȢ ) ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ do it 

enough, or not in this way and in dancing you can experience something that is also 

healthy, I think. It also fosters self-ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÃÅ ɏȣɐ ) ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ 

extent and should be like this and should stay like this.  
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Patric interpr ets the performance of salsa femininity and masculinity as part of the 

ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ȰÒÏÌÅ ÐÌÁÙȱ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ !ÇÁÉÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÈÅÔÅÒÏÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ 

constructed as consisting of a man and a woman, and both have complementary 

responsibilities. Referring to salsa femininity and masculinity Patric reflects on the 

ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ȰÍÉÇÈÔ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȱȟ ÕÎÄÅÒÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÙÆÕÌ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ 

of the dance situation as a performance of gendered roles. By drawing a clear 

distinction between dancing and the outside world , he confines the embodiment of 

a certain type of masculinity to the salsa space as it might potentially lead to 

ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔÓ ȰÂÅÓÉÄÅÓ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȱȢ ,ÉËÅ -ÁÎÕÅÌÁ, he separates the salsa space from other 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇÓȢ (Å ÁÌÓÏ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒ ÒÏÌÅÓȟ 

referring to essential differences between the two categories of men and women, 

based on a view of two complementary and essentially different gender categories, 

and perceives the role ÐÌÁÙ ÁÓ Á ȰÈÅÁÌÔÈÙȱ ÃÏÍÐÅÎÓation.  

In salsa, the gendered role play is not only naturalised but, ÁÓ 0ÁÔÒÉÃȭÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÍÁÓÃÕÌÉÎÉÔÙ ÁÓ ȰÍÁÃÈÏ-ÌÉËÅȱ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÌÓÏ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÓÅÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎÎÅÓÓȱȢ In the interview, Patri c 

associates salsa with the history of Latinos and relates the leader/follower structure  

to a specific kind of masculinity. While drawing on exotici sing projections, he 

considers the embodiments of this type of salsa masculinity as complementary to his 

everyday life. 

)Î ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÓ ȰÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

situations (mainly work) is striking. Villa (2003) analyses a similar phenomenon in 

tango, which she describes as a relatively autonomous, mimetic world of game, 

interrelated with  other existing worlds. As she argues, to stay in the game, the actors 

(the amateur tango dancers) consciously distance themselves from their everyday 

practices (Villa 2003: 136). They engage in playful gendered performances of tango 

femininity and masculinity precisely because they do lack such clear rules of the 

game (at the roots of tango passion) in their everyday lives (Villa 2003: 154). Davis 

similarly argues that  

tango cannot be viewed as a reiteration of traditional gender relations that existed in 

another time and place. Nor is it simply a reflection of relationships between men and 
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women as they exist in late modernity. Rather, tango provides an opportunity for 

contemporary individuals to experience something that is missing in their everyday 

lives. It offers them an escape from the norms of equality that facilitates their desire 

for passion (Davis 2015a: 126). 

According to Davis (2015a), tango gender relations can be understood as a 

compensation for some of the costs of late modernity. In this way, for some of the 

salsa students, the gender conventions in salsa are seen as a game with specific rules, 

taking place outside of their everyday lives, and enabling affective experiences they 

are missing otherwise. However, as I have argued before, the gendered (and 

exoticised) role play is not the only element that attracts dancers to engage in the 

salsa circuit, and not all dancers accept the so far described (re)production of 

gendered roles, as the following two sections demonstrate. 

5.2.2 ά¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜǎέΥ disentangling sex category from gender 

The second stance dancers took regarding the gendering of the leader and follower 

roles was a de-essentialised vision of leader and follower skills, not relating them to 

sex category. This vision was usually taken by more experienced dancers or salsa 

dance professionals. Although in salsa the leader role is constantly constructed as 

masculine and the follower role as feminine, some dancers are experimenting with a 

role switch, and thus potentially challenging the naturali sation of gendered dance 

ÒÏÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅØÕÁÌÉÔÙȢ !Ó 7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ȰÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ 

as a member of one sex category engages in behaviour usually associated with the 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÏÕÔÉÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÄȱ ɉ7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎ Ϋγβαȡ ΫέγɊȢ 

The role switch in salsa potentially allows for a disentangling of leader/follower roles 

from sex category and the challenging of the heteronormative structure of salsa 

dancing.  

Based on my own experience and observations, it takes anything from several 

months to several years of practice until an individual is able to dance in a way that 

is considered advanced. In salsa dancing, actors usually learn one of the two roles 

and must invest a considerable amount of time to improve in this one role. Due to 

these learning practices, a switch of role requires training in order to be enjoyable 
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for dancers.75 I will now turn to these practices of switching and analyse in which 

contexts they happen. Here I am interested in the ways they are framed and 

legitimated and the potential of a role switch as a challenge to the routinisation of 

gender in salsa partnership. Salsa dance professional Maria (whose story will be 

introduced in Part  III ) expressed the potential as follows: 

Joanna: Itȭs about the gender in the dance, so for you, what is a good female dancer 

like? 

Maria: You know, for me itȭs not really about gender in this dance, even if of course 

the dance as salsa has a really, I mean, the genders are really defined in the dancing, 

ÙÅÓȢ ɏȣɐ "ÕÔ ÉÆ ÉÔȭÓ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÂÙ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ɏȣɐ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÕÐÌÅ 

dance, so you enjoy and you communicate with other people, so the joy is together. 

ɏȣɐ !ÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏÏÌÓȟ ÔÈÅ Ìeader has certain tools, the follower has certain 

tools. And you use these tools to get simply what you want from dance, which is 

simply the pleasure and the joy of communicating. So itȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ɏȣɐ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ Á 

good female dancer, because I know also females that are really good leaders, I was 

dancing, here is one of them, a friend of mine from Spain, she is just really awesome as 

a leader so I dance with her as well. So thatȭs what Iȭm saying, that about the dancing 

by itself, you can switch the roles as well and itȭs fine, and itȭs still dancing.  

In this interview extract I gendered salsa dancers in my initial question about 

ȰÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȱȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÕÐÏÎ -ÁÒÉÁ ÎÅÇÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȢ 3ÈÅ 

rather sets the emphasis on the communication between two individuals, being 

achieved through differently used tools by leaders and followers. In a next step, she 

dissociates the leader and follower roles from sex category. Sometimes dancers 

switch roles, thus disrupting dominant conventions of who is supposed to lead and 

who to follow based on sex category. The heteronormative structure of the dance 

and the standardisation of gender is challenged as the equation between sex 

category and role is cancelled. 

                                                        
75 As McClure (2015) explains: άA leader switching roles for the first time is unlikely to be at all 
skilful as a follower, but, crucially, there is a basic level of competence which enables them to 
immediately get out on the dancefloor and dance socialƭȅέ όмррύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aŎ/ƭǳǊŜΣ 
even experienced followers may have more difficulty to switch and lead because leading involves 
generating patterns of movements that are only developed through a learning process. 
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During my research I observed several times women leading another woman during 

a festival party or in the workshops, or a man following another man.76 Drawing on 

Butler (1993), Schneider (2013) qualifies such non-heteronormative dancing in salsa 

ÁÓ ȰÑÕÅÅÒ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅÓȱȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÔÏ ÑÕÅÓtion normative 

behaviour. However, as in ScÈÎÅÉÄÅÒȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ɉÍÉÒÒÏÒÉÎÇ -Ã#ÌÕÒÅȭÓ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓɊȟ ÁÔ 

the observed events such a partnering was usually framed as a transgression of 

ȰÎÏÒÍÁÌȱ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÓÅÖÅÒal ways. 

)Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÕÂÖÅÒÓÉÖÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÆ ÎÏÎ-ÈÅÔÅÒÏÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅȱ 

(Schneider 2013: 565) in salsa is questionable, as it actually reinforces the binary 

gender category. 

Maria continued her explanations about the role switching, saying that it was 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÉÄ ȰÊÕÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÆÕÎȱȢ 3ÈÅ ÔÈÕÓ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÍÁÎ 

following or a woman leading as something entertaining  that should not be taken 

seriously. The gender convention is reinforced through the marking of the situation 

as an exception and thus defining the boundary. This was also the case in the 

situation I described in the field note in Section 5.1.1: three female dancers who were 

recognisable as salsa professionals each danced as leader, constructing a 

teacher/student relation ship. This happened in several classes I observed, and 

through the workshop context and the hierarchical position these dancers had as 

instructors (or as part of a salsa dance company), leading was marked as a skill that 

more experienced dancers were able to acquire. Nevertheless, the role switching of 

female dancers becoming leader was situationally framed as a necessity, the usual 

ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÍÅÎȱȟ so there were not enough leaders 

available. Female dancers were thus supposed to dance in the leader role only as 

long as there were not enough male dancers to lead them. In workshops where 

female participants outnumbered male participants, the imbalance was either 

resolved through experienced female dancers switching, or by instructors asking 

male dancers to change partners after several minutes, and dance with two female 

dancers. In this way, the gender convention of men leading and women following 

                                                        
76 I never observed a woman leading a man at a party, which might be due to the practical 
difficulties of identifying who leads whom in a dance couple, from the position of the observer. 
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was not disruptedȢ "ÏÕÌÉÌÁȭÓ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅs of how similar situations marginalise 

lesbian and bisexual women who want to lead. 

The need to legitimise a role switch also became clear in the interviews and 

discussions I had with salsa dancers. I asked several instructors about their 

experiences in class. 

Joanna: Did you ever have girls who wanted to learn how to lead? 

Marcos: Oh yes. Because you know sometimes you have on average much more girls 

than guys, and I had been experiencing many girls that are really really good leaders. 

And I think it ȭs much more, they are much more sensitive, much more smoother as 

ÌÅÁÄÅÒȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ ɏȣɐ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ well or badly, you know. 

And I think, a guy who has experienced how to be led, they become really good 

leaders, because they have more consciousness you know. They feel, OK this is 

painful, this is not comfortable, you know. I personally have been dancing as a girl 

many times, just to check it out how it feels.  

Marcos, who is a regular instructor at salsa events and gives classes where he lives, 

here uses several strategies to legitimise a role switch. Like several other instructors, 

he proposes that men learn the follower role in order to become better leaders. 

,ÉËÅ×ÉÓÅ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ȰÁÓ Á ÇÉÒÌȱ ÉÓ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ Âecome a 

ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÌÅÁÄÅÒȢ )Î Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ×ÁÙȟ +ÁÒÌ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄȡ Ȱ4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÔÉÍÅ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ 

danced as a woman, for me it was just about improving my lead. So virtually a man 

ÌÅÄ ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÈÏ× ÉÓ ÉÔ ÁÓ ×ÏÍÁÎȢȱ 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ 

Ó×ÉÔÃÈÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓȟ ÁÇÁÉÎȟ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÍÁÒËÅÄ 

ÁÓ Á ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ Á ȰÒÅÁÌȱ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ -Ã#ÌÕÒÅ ɉάΪΫίɊ 

had Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇȡ ȰThis interpretation serves to 

legitimise switching roles in a way that avoids challenging the gendered and 

ÈÅÔÅÒÏÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅȱ ɉΫΰΫɊȢ By constantly marking women leaders 

and men followers as exceptions, the binary gender structure of salsa dance is 

actually validated; in other words, although dancers challenge the routinisation of 

gender, the heteronormative and gendered structure is upheld.  
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5.2.3 ά! ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜέΥ undoing gender 

The third perspective dancers take complicates the notion of th e gendered role play, 

which was until now understood as a dance between an active leader and a passive 

follower. As the next quote demonstrates, some followers also try to open up agency 

for both partners, in their discourse about salsa but also in an embodied way on the 

dance floor. They thus attempt a blurring of the opposition between the gendered 

roles of leading and following. Thus, Laura, an experienced dancer and teacher, 

stated on my question about the gender roles in salsa dancing: Ȱ[In my classes] I 

always say: the man says what one dances and the woman says how. Of course the 

ÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÄÅÒȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÃÌÅÁÒȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ȟ ÂÕÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÎÔÓ 

to [ laughs].ȱ 

By attributing the woman/follower with agency to actually shape the dance, Laura 

here interprets the relationship between leader and follower in a slightly different 

way. Several followers I talked to described their dancing experiences as actively 

taking part in and influencing the dance. In this process, the skill level a dancer has 

acquired seems to be the decisive element, as McClure (2015) also argues. Isabelle, an 

experienced follower and instructor in a local salsa school, explained: 

I mean, as a woman you are restricted. The man leads, decides which moves he wants 

to danceȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÔ ÏÒ ÎÏÔȢ 3Ï ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄȢ "ÕÔ ÎÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ ÁÓ Á ×ÏÍÁÎ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÙÏÕÒ ÊÏÂ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÏÆ ÉÔȢ ɏȣɐ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÊÕÓÔ ÌÅÔ ÙÏÕrself ÂÅ ÌÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÉÔ ÏÒ ÙÏÕ 

ÂÒÉÎÇ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÔÙÌÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÉÔȟ ÓÏ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÙ×ÁÙȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÌÏÖÅ 

about it, once youȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÙÏÕ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ 

level; before you are concentrating on being led, react etc. But then, when the man lets 

ÙÏÕ ÇÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ) ÁÍ ÆÒÅÅȢ !ÎÄ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ) ÁÍ Á ÆÒÅÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÍÙ ÍÏÍÅÎt. And 

although you are free, the connection has to be there. ȭCause you have to be able to 

ÒÅÁÃÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÔÓ ÙÏÕ ÁÇÁÉÎȢ )Ô ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÌÅÄ ÏÒ ÆÒÅÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎȢ ɏȣɐ 9ÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÍÙ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ɏȣɐ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÂÒÉÎÇ ÉÎÔo it and how 

) ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÍÅȢ )ÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔÌÙ ÏÆ ×ÈÏÍ ) ÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈȢ 

)ÓÁÂÅÌÌÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÌÉËÅ ȰÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÎ ÅØÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÈÅ 

ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÐÅÒÔÏÉÒÅȟ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ȰÓÔÙÌÅȱ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 

ȰÅØÐÒÅss herselfȱ. She can especially do this during the moments of the dance where 
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the leader releases her and she dances freely. In social salsa dancing, the moments of 

breaking up the partner hold are filled with small, quick steps and isolated 

movements of body parts such as legs, arms, the pelvis or the upper body ɀ which 

are usually called shines, footwork and/or ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ. Although Isabelle loves 

these moments in dancing, she nevertheless insists on the importance of a partner 

during them. She understands the male leader as facilitating her expressive 

performance and the interest of salsa dance lies precisely in the interaction with or 

ȰÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÔÏ Á ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȢ 3ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ Á ȰÆÒÅÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔȱ ÂÕÔ ÎÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓ 

prefers dancing with someone else.  

Another important element allowing for the expression and interpretation of the 

follower is the way the leader conceives of their  leading. An often-stated argument 

ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÉÎÇ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ȰÁÄÁÐÔȱ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

follower and not just do whatever they wish to do. Leaders are thus urged to respond 

to followers. Regular festival-ÇÏÅÒ #ÁÎÄÉÃÅ ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȰÎÅ× ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱ ×ÈÅÎ ) 

asked her to elaborate on the type of dances she liked: 

You know, when you dance with someone, thereȭs lead and follow, he leads you follow. 

When you get to the next level, then you dance with the music, youȭre not just doing 

steps anymore, youȭre playing with the breaks, youȭre responding to music. And then 

thereȭs the whole thing playing with your partner. And for me the most responsive 

guys are the ones who play with the music, they listen to the music but they also listen 

to you as a follower. So they are saying OK, you heard something I didnȭt hear, Iȭm 

gonna adjust to that. Iȭm gonna give you space to do something here, Iȭm gonna let 

you influence the dance. And Iȭm gonna hold you in a way that youȭve got more 

freedom and you can do other things. And instead of leading as an order or an 

instruction, I ȭm gonna lead as a, Iȭm opening you up to new possibilities, so itȭs an 

attitude thing.  

)Î #ÁÎÄÉÃÅȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȟ ÉÔ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

ÐÁÒÔ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÐÌÁÙÉÎÇȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȢ Like Isabelle before, she 

links these two processes to a certain level of competence. Candice likes to influence 

the dance herself, inspired by her own understanding of the music. In order to do 

this she needs a responsive partner who allows her the space to do it. By redefining 
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the follower role as active and the leader role as responsive, she breaks with the 

common understanding of the leader/follower relationship. Building on West and 

:ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎȭÓ ɉάΪΪγɊ reformulation of their approach of doing gender, this 

challenging of the routini sation of the gendered arrangements can be analysed as 

redoing gender. The basis of salsa ɀ leading and following ɀ is still upheld, but the 

ways they are embodied differ from the above-mentioned situations. In this way, 

leaders and followers with a certain skill level are able to redefine their dance 

relationship as a partnership rather than a hierarchical relation between leader and 

follower. In her analysis of lindy hop, Wade (2011) also argues that more advanced 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÕÓÅ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ȰÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ Á 

ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ Á ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȱ ɉάέαɊȢ 

There are dancers who not only try to enlarge the follower role but clearly formulate 

a critique of ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ leader/follower structure, such as the dancer who initiated the 

Facebook discussion cited in Section 5.1.2, asking for a less dominating leader. 

Negotiations about the leader/follower structure and related salsa masculinity and 

femininity are taking place between dancers with different experience levels. In this 

process, female dance professionals play an important role in criticising and 

sometimes potentially redefining the dance. This became clear in the interview with 

Lavinia, who was born in Mexico and later moved to Italy to start a transnational 

career. Asked for her motivations to travel in the salsa circuit , she told me that she 

wanted to ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ:  

I want to give a strong and a right way of sharing my culture, my Latin culture. You 

ËÎÏ×ȟ )ȭÍ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȡ Ȭ)ȭÍ -ÅØÉÃÁÎȟ )ȭÍ ,ÁÔÉÎȟ )ȭÍ Á ×ÏÍÁÎȭ ɏȣɐȢ 4Ï ÂÅ ÈÏÎÅÓÔȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ, I 

am Mexican right, so the Mexican, some, not everyone, but some of the Mexican 

people that had been here, had created a particular image of being Mexican. So for me 

I think not all Latin people are lazy or irresponsible or alcoholics, or these negative 

situations. And not all women are just sitting and not working by themselves and not 

strong enough to do their own thing, I think we can work, we can also be strong and 

ÓÁÙ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÔÈÉÎËȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÌȟ ÙÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ )ȭÍ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȟ ) ×ÁÎÎÁ ÄÏ ÉÔ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȢ 9ou 

know, these stereotypes. I want to show that there is no stereotype. That Mexicans 

and women, we can also be this way. 
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Lavinia here reclaims an identity as a Mexican woman that challenges discriminatory 

ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȱȢ 3ÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÄÅÐÉÃÔÓ ÔÈe image of a passive Mexican 

woman, an image she wants to change through her dancing and choreography work. 

Lavinia was asked to choreograph a group consisting of only female dancers, and she 

ÔÏÌÄ ÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ȰÔÏ ÄÏ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȟ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ Á lady, booty, sexy 

ÓÔÙÌÅȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅȱȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÓÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÅÒ ÃÈÏÒÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÁÓ 

Á ȰÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌȟ ÅÎÅÒÇÅÔÉÃȱ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ Nevertheless, Lavinia also dances as a follower with 

ÈÅÒ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÓÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ȰÍÁÉÎ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓȱȢ 3ÈÅ 

wishes to have equal standing. 

Joanna: And is this possible in the dance? 

Lavinia: In the dance, physically, no. Because someone needs to follow, if not, it would 

be a fight. Of course if you have the capacity and the professionality to also learn the 

figures, it will create more connection, but as a role yes, physically, you have to receive 

the command.  

We did not have the time to discuss the question of why she had to be the one who 

follows in dance (and not her dance partner), but to me it seemed that Lavinia 

accepted her role in dancing as part of salsa under the condition that she had an 

equal share in other domains of the professional dance partnership, such as the 

choreography of the pieces she performed with her dance partner and their dance 

group.  

Other female dancers do try to actively change the gendered structure (which is 

possible only once they have acquired a certain reputation in the salsa circuit). I will 

illustrate this with the case of Nara, a salsa instructor and performer whom I 

introduced in Chapter 4. She is one of the few professional female dancers who 

pursues a solo career and who is regularly invited to teach and perform at salsa 

events worldwide.  

So for the most part, salsa is, like everyone always thinks about the women, oh they 

are beautiful women and this and this and this. But if you think about the way most of 

it is structured, like if you think of partner names, most of the time it ȭs the manȭs 

name that holds weight. And itȭs a leader, even though the follower embellishes and 
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creates these beautiful things, itȭs still the lead determines whatȭs gonna happen, right. 

So in that sense itȭs kind of male dominated, given, or leader dominated, letȭs say 

instead of male dominated. ȭCause thatȭs even when women are leading we still expect 

the leader to know what to do for everything. 

)Î .ÁÒÁȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ 

charge when it comes to dance partners and the dancing itself. Here, she links male 

ȰÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÃÅȱ ÔÏ the ways leader and follower roles are enacted in salsa dancing. In a 

second step she revises her statement and explains that the domination is linked to 

the leader/follower structure of dancing, so that even when a woman takes the lead, 

the problem stays the same. Nara has thus developed her own discourse about the 

leader/follower structure  and actively tries to change the perceived male-dominance 

in the salsa business, on one hand through travelling as a (successful) solo 

instructor, on the other hand thr ough the way she dances. She thus deliberately tries 

undoing gender (Hirschauer 2001) in an embodied way. We discussed her views on 

gender relations in salsa and she mentioned that they were quite controversial and 

ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á ȰÔÈÉÃË ÓËÉÎȱȢ /n my questioning what was controversial 

about it and in what ways she wanted to change things, she explained. 

I mean one of the contested points in my dancing is the lead and follow relationship, 

which for the longest time, and still, predominantly is viewed as the leader dictates 

whatȭs happening in the dance, so itȭs not so much of a conversation as much as it is a 

lecture. And I think I saw it that way too when I first started dancing, until I got bored 

with that relationship and was like OK, now that I know more, I have more things to 

say. I donȭt wanna just sit here and listen to you speak the whole time. Specially if you 

think of an entire night of dancing. Maybe one song is five minutes, but if you think of 

four hours of dancing and just four hours of sitting there and listening to someone 

speak and not getting a chance to say something, itȭs one no fun, and two, itȭs not my 

personality. ȭCause I always have a thing to say, even if I donȭt know anything. But now 

as I got better, I started to learn more, then I had more questions to ask, more things 

to suggest. And that view of the relationship between the leader and follower as a 

conversation instead of a lecture is still kind of controversial. Because there are a lot of 

leaders, especially people that have been around for a long time, that view that: no, 

youȭre breaking it, thatȭs not what youȭre supposed to do. You know, youȭre supposed 
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to embellish what the lead, the spaces that the lead provides you, not actually take 

those moments yourself. And in that way I would say, there are no other females in 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔ ɏȣɐ 3Ï ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÙ ) ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ )ȭve changed that and I know there are 

other women dancing now that kind of use what theyȭve seen with my dancing and my 

approach to it as a doorway, or a gateway for them to express themselves as well.  

Nara here uses the metaphor of dancing as a dialogue, proposing that the 

relationship between a leader and a follower in salsa dancing should be reinterpreted 

as a conversation where both partners take part (see Picture 16).  

 

Picture 16 Enjoying a dance moment (© Steven Isaacs). 

She gets criticised by longer established dancers in the salsa circuit, who accuse her 

ÏÆ ȰÂÒÅÁËÉÎÇ ÉÔȱȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÂÒÅÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏwer is supposed to 

maintain.  Followers are taught to react to ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÉÇÎÁÌÓ ÉÎ order to establish a 

ȰÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÎÄ ËÅÅÐ ÉÔ ÕÐ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÍÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÏÒ Á 

connection in order to enjoy the dance results in an interpretation of  ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒÓȭ 
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ÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȰÂÁÄȱ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ77 At the same time, Nara is a successful solo 

artist and has a large fan base of dancers who wish to learn from her. Talking to 

.ÁÒÁȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐÓ ÁÔ Á ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌȟ ) ÒÅÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÈÏ× ÍÕÃÈ Ôhey 

ÌÉËÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÕÃÈ ȰÎÅ× ×ÁÙÓȱ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÍÕÓÉÃȢ She perceives 

herself as pioneering a new way of dancing salsa.  

Through her critique and changing of the structure of the dancing itself, Nara is not 

only undoing gender but also redoing the ways salsa works.78 This becomes clear 

through the negative reactions she gets from established dancers, whom she 

ÏÖÅÒÈÅÁÒÄ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÅÒȟ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ȰÎÏ ÓÁÌÓÁȱ ÁÎÙÍÏÒÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÉÓÅ .ÁÒÁȭÓ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇȟ ÅÎÇaging in struggles over the power to 

define what salsa is and what it is not. (Un)doing gender and what could be termed 

ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁȱ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȟ ÁÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÔÒÙ ÏÕÔ ÎÅ× ×ÁÙÓȟ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ 

current salsa conventions. In such struggles, individuals with higher salsa capital 

(see Chapter 8) may take the risk to challenge the organisation of the salsa world.  

5.2.4 άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎƘŀƪŜ Ƴȅ ƘƛǇǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜέΥ Ŧrom ƭŀŘƛŜǎΩκƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘȅƭƛƴƎ to 
body movement 

This section addresses a second gender convention of the salsa circuit: gendered 

dance movements. In salsa dancing, not only leader and follower roles are gendered, 

but also specific movements of certain body parts. Explicit addressing of the ways 

men and women are supposed to move in salsa are frequent. The verbal reminder 

ȰÌÁÄÉÅÓȡ ÓÅØÙȟ ÍÅÎȡ ÍÁÃÈÏȦȱ ×ÁÓ expressed during workshops at festivals, and the 

teaching practices also involve body movements clearly designated as either female 

or male (see Picture 17). 

                                                        
77 See also McClure (2015: 103) for an elaborate discussion of these processes in terms of power 
relations between dance partners in social dancing. 

78 In her article on tango dancers, Villa (2003) presents the practices of switching roles and of 
changing the partner structure of dance, arguing that the latter can be seen as a άsubversive 
ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅά ƛƴ .ǳǘƭŜǊΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǎƘŜ ŀǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ wishes to implement. However, 
similar to the negative comments Nara is confronted with, Villa argues that the blurring of the 
leader/follower structure leads to other tango dancers not recognising the dance as tango 
anymore (Villa 2003: 153). 
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,ÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ and, to a lesser degree, ÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÔyling classes form an integral part of 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓȭ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐ ÏÆÆÅÒÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ÌÉÅÓ ÏÎ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ Á 

sequence of steps and movements, including big moves with the hips, isolated 

movements of the upper torso, caressing of the hair and upper body as well as the 

all-present arm movements with wrists bent and fingers spread.79 

 

Picture 17 Learning salsa femininity, Berlin Valentine Dance 
Festival 2018 (© Steven Isaacs). 

                                                        
79 In her ethnography of salsa in Los Angeles, García (2013: 103) theorisŜǎ ǘƘŜ άǎƘƛŦǘ ƻŦ ōƻŘƛƭȅ 
ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƛǇǎ ǘƻ ŀǊƳǎέ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǳǇǿŀǊŘ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ. She draws 
ƻƴ 5ŜǎƳƻƴŘΩǎ όмффтύ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ŘŀƴŎŜ ǎǘȅƭŜǎ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΣ Řance forms 
ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άƭƻǿŜǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǎŜŘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜǎ in 
ǎŀƭǎŀΩǎ ƭŀŘƛŜǎΩ ǎǘȅƭƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ άǎŜȄȅέΣ ŀǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 
video: rebrand.ly/salsa-13.   

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-13
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bbxiXWVo6AI
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Female dancers were often told to practise these movement patterns in order to 

ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÌÏÏË ȰÓÅØÙȱȟ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÈÉÐÓȟ 

buttocks, breasts and arms. In her study on salsa in New Jersey, Borland (2009) 

ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÅØÙ ×ÏÍÁÎȱ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅ ÁÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÏÔ 

,ÁÔÉÎÁȱȟ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ media and popular culture, and which is (re)produced 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ladies styling. There exists a vast literature on the (historical) 

ȰÆÅÔÉÓÈÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ0ÉÅÄÒÁ ΫγγαɊȟ ȰÅØÏÔÉÃÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÓÅØÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ the Latina body 

(García 2013: 102), whereby particularly the hips and buttocks are theorised.80  

On the contrary, looking at salsa solely from a gender perspective, McClure (2015: 

129) analyses ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ in salsa as part of wider cultural representations of 

femininity and does not refer to it as related to exoticising processes. My 

observations of ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ classes and interviews with salsa dancers indicate the 

importance instructors place on the expression of a specific type of femininity, which 

in some cases draws on exoticisÉÎÇ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÏÔ ,ÁÔÉÎÁȱ ÂÕÔ ÍÏÓÔ 

often revolve ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÒÅÎÔÉÃÅÓÈÉÐ ÏÆ ÍÁÓÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÙȢ 

While some dancers (such as Anna, quoted in Chapter 4) clearly ethnicise the 

practice of salsa dancing, ÆÏÒ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ is related to 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÙ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙȱ ÐÏÓÓÅÓÓ ÁÓ ×ÏÍÅÎȢ  

Paradoxically, the ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ classes in salsa underline that femininity has to be 

learned, as the mastering of ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ is not regaÒÄÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȱ ÁÎÄ 

instructors rather insist on the technical aspects of the gendered moves. One 

ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÏÒ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȡ Ȱ9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÌÅÔ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÇÏȢ !ÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÇÉÃ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ 

×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÙÏÕÒ ÂÏÄÙȦȱ The mastery of performances of salsa femininity 

requires hours of training and bodily control. In this way, female dancers learn to 

internalise body moves they can later include in their dancing and insert in the 

moments of the dance when the leader releases the partner hold ɀ those instances 

Isabelle (quoted above) called her moments of free expression (see Picture 18). For 

some dancers the performance of a specific type of femininity is related to a space of 

                                                        
80 See, for example Blanco Borelli (2016). In her book She is Cuba: A genealogy of the Mulata Body, 
the critical dance scholar builds a theoretical framework based on the hips, which she calls 
ƘƛǇόƎύƴƻǎƛǎΣ άŀ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎƛƴƎ mulataέ ό.ƭŀƴŎƻ .ƻǊŜƭƭƛ 
2016: 13).  



 
199 

 

expressive freedom and self-esteem, which for them comes with the cultivation of 

their  body.81  

 

Picture 18 [ŀŘƛŜǎΩ ǎǘȅƭƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΣ .ŜǊƭƛƴ ±ŀƭŜƴǘƛƴŜ 5ŀƴŎŜ CŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ нлму όϭ {ǘŜǾŜƴ LǎŀŀŎǎύΦ 

This paradox of salsa ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ has been analysed from a feminist perspective 

with reference to the imperative of self-cultivation in neoliberalism. Drawing on 

theories of post-feminism, McClure (2015) argues that ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ serves as a 

ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ȰÓÅØÙȱ ÂÒÁÎÄ of femininity. In an understanding of 

individuals as responsible for their own self-ÃÕÌÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎȟ ȰÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÄ 

                                                        
81 ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻǾŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ .ƻǊƭŀƴŘΩǎ όнллфύ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǎŀƭǎŀ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎ ƛƴ bŜǿ WŜǊǎŜȅ, and her argument: 
άThe structured and differential nature of the gendered exchange, which positions men as leaders 
and women as followers, paradoxically also offers a space of expressive freedom for women, since 
the recovery of partner dancing in this milieu allows women to engage in an admittedly exoticised 
but powerful expression of sexualityέ (Borland 2009: 488). See also Skinner 2008. 
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as a response to the neoliberal imperative for women in particular to work on and 

transform themselves according to ideals of femiÎÉÎÉÔÙȱ ɉ-Ã#ÌÕÒÅ άΪΫίȡ ΫάγɊȢ This 

process can be understood as a shift towards a post-ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ȰÒÅÓÅØÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÂÏÄÉÅÓȱ ɉ'ÉÌÌ άΪΪέɊȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÁÓ -Ã#ÌÕÒÅ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓȡ ȰÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ 

pleasure and empowerment associated with being sexually desirable are recruited to 

re-configure sexual objectification in terms of a freely choosing neoliberal feminine 

ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔȱ ɉ129). This analysis is helpful in understanding the paradox of female 

dancers experiencing the performances of a specific salsa femininity as empowering. 

At the same time, it leaves little room for an analysis of those voices that attempt to 

redo or undo gender in embodied ways, which is the main goal of this chapter.  

In contrast to the numerous ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ workshops offered during my research, 

ÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ workshops were rare.82 In those workshops, similar to the ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ 

workshops, participants were taught dance technique (turning), and the 

highlighting of specific body parts, particularly the shoulders.83 While ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉng 

classes and ÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ classes (re)produce a specific understanding of salsa 

femininity and salsa masculinity, other workshops were designed to improve the 

isolation of body parts, usually called body movement, and they addressed female 

and male dancers alike.  

There are dancers critical of the above definitions of salsa femininity and 

masculinity, especially some dancers of the younger generation of professionals. I 

already cited the case of Lavinia, who built up considerable reputation with her 

poweÒÆÕÌ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅÓȢ .ÁÒÁȭÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ×ÅÌÌ 

how gendered dance moves are currently negotiated in the salsa circuit: 

So that for example, for the longest time in salsa, anytime I would see women dancing, 

itȭs always like really delicate, always using their hands in this fashion [showing her 

two hands, fingers stretched out], or always moving with the hips and things like this 

that are feminine by this very narrow definition of femininity. Same thing goes for the 

men, their narrowly defined masculinity of being strong and brute almost. Whereas 

                                                        
82 One reason could be that the masculinity in salsa dance is already performed through the 
leading role, as Schneider (2013) argues. 

83 CƻǊ ŀ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘȅƭƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΣ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǾƛŘŜƻΥ 
rebrand.ly/salsa-14. 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-14
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for me, my opinion of self-expression for the man and for the woman is going through 

a range of emotions, and we are not defined, like me being a strong person and me 

being angry or me being funny and joking around doesnȭt make me any less of a 

woman. For a man to be sensitive on the dance floor and to be delicate and elegant 

doesnȭt make him less of a man. And to define ourselves by oh, Ȱmen is macho, woman 

is like delicateȱ, it is not contributing to the growth of an art form. Which should be 

about self-expression, it should not be about defining limitations to it, you know. So in 

that sense Iȭm also kind of going against the norm. Because I dance, I goof around, I do 

a lot of like, silly moves, people are like: oh, thatȭs not very feminine. I donȭt shake my 

hips all the time, why, because I have no reason to do it, thereȭs nothing in the music 

that makes me wanna go wam wam wam with my hips. So Iȭm not gonna create that 

movement. If the music is very strong then Iȭm equally strong in my movements and 

ÆÏÒ ÍÏÓÔ ÍÅÎ ɏȣɐ ×ÈÁÔ )ȭm doing is so taboo, you know, itȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÌÉËÅ ɏȣɐ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ 

blasphemy, this is not what salsa is about. 

In her account (as well as her dancing) Nara dissociates gender from salsa moves. 

3ÈÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÂÉÎÁÒÙ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÓÅØ 

ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȱ ɉ2ÉÓÍÁÎ άΪΪγȡ βέɊ ÁÎÄ could be understood as ÕÎÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÉÎ 2ÉÓÍÁÎȭÓ 

terms. Howeverȟ .ÁÒÁȭÓ ÎÏÎ-essentialist position in terms of gender has led to her 

being accused of lacking femininity by other (male) professionals. As she told me, 

ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÁÓËÅÄȡ Ȱ7ÈÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÙÏÕ ÊÕÓÔ ÍÏÖÅ ÌÉËÅ Á ×ÏÍÁÎȩȱ .ÁÒÁ ÉÓ ÔÈÕÓ ÈÅÌÄ 

accountable for ÎÏÔ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÆÅÍÁÌÅȢ Ȱ)Æ ×Å ÄÏ 

gender appropriately, we simultaneously sustain, reproduce, and render legitimate 

the institutional arrangements that are based on sex category. If we fail to do gender 

appropriately, we as individuals ɀ not the institutional arrangements ɀ may be called 

ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ɉÆÏÒ ÏÕÒ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȟ ÍÏÔÉÖÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÄÉÓÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓɊȱ ɉ7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ :ÉÍÍÅÒÍÁÎ 

1987: 146). Following West and Zimmerman (2009) I therefore argue that in the 

above example Nara is redoing gender, as she is still held accountable for gender. 

In a similar vein, the winner of an international salsa competition, a male dancer 

who performed a solo dance, prompted an online controversy: two of the established 

male dance professionals based in Europe quickly posted a video on YouTube and 

their Facebook account and explained how male dancers in salsa are supposed to 

move. Indirectly, the winner of the competition was thus accused of doing it wrong, 
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because he did not hold  his arms in a clear 90-degree angle but rather moved the 

arms while dancing, reminiscent of ÌÁÄÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÙÌÉÎÇ.  

As these incidents demonstrate, dancers (of both sex categories) who challenge the 

gendered conventions of dance moves are held accountable for their doings. At the 

same time dancers like Nara cater to the growing number of salsa practitioners 

interested in the communication between dance partners and musical 

understanding (rather than the performances of masculinity and femininity). Over 

the period of my research I observed an increase ÏÆ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐÓ ÉÎ ȰÂÏÄÙ 

ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȱȟ ȰÓÐÉÎ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅȱ ÏÒ ȰÍÕÓÉÃÁÌÉÔÙȱ, where aspects of body control and 

dance moves were learned without gendering them. In the situation of the 

workshops, in which they are accepted, these may be interpreted as gender-

neglecting (Hirschauer 2001) dancing and thus a way of undoing gender in salsa.  

5.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the gendered interactions of salsa dancers on the dance 

floor. Drawing on theoretical approaches of doing, redoing and undoing gender it 

has analysed the ongoing negotiations of gender conventions in the salsa circuit. 

Based on observations at workshops and interviews with salsa dancers and dance 

professionals, I have argued that salsa dancers constantly do gender when engaging 

in the salsa partnership.  

Literature on partner dance has often analysed the gendered leader and follower 

ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ ȰÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÉÖÅ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÒÏÌÅÓȱ ɉÃÆ "ÏÒÌÁÎÄ άΪΪγɊȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÁÄÄÉÎÇ ÁÎ 

important feminist critique, these analyses usually stay silent about the reasons for 

engaging in such activities. Furthermore, they not necessarily discuss how the 

gender conventions are upheld. This chapter therefore offered an in-depth 

description and analysis of the ways in which salsa dancers are doing, redoing and 

undoing gender, thus adding to the extant literature on gender and social dance as 

well as the vast scholarship on doing and redoing gender (West and Zimmerman 

1979, 2009) as well as undoing gender (Deutsch 2007; Hirschauer 1994, 2001; Risman 

2009). The focus on gender conventions in salsa dancing here allowed for a 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ɉÕÎȾÒÅɊÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ×ÏÒËÓ Ȱ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ 
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ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȱ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ɉ-ÅÓÓÅÒÓÃÈÍÉÄÔ άΪΪγȡ βΰɊȟ ÔÈÕÓ responding to calls to include the 

body more in analyses with the theoretical framework of doing gender.  

As I have shown, dancers engage with the gender conventions, and in particular the 

leader/follower structure  ÉÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ×ÁÙÓȢ 4ÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÉÔ ÁÓ Á ȰÎÉÃÅ ÒÏÌÅ 

ÐÌÁÙȱ ÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÅÍÂÅÄ ÉÔ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÉmes (the past) and sometimes project it on 

Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ, while constructing clear boundaries between the salsa space and 

other social situations of their lives, especially the workplace. Distancing themselves 

from their everyday practices, salsa dancers mark the gendered role ÐÌÁÙ ÁÓ Á ȰÇÁÍÅȱ 

(Villa 2003).  

However, there are many dancers who challenge the gender conventions in salsa, 

either through role switching or a redefinition of the partner structure of the dance. 

As shown in detail, role switching always needs some kind of legitimation or 

justification (see also McClure 2015; Schneider 2013). The potential of challenging the 

heteronormative structure of salsa is thus disrupted. Salsa dancers engage in a 

redoing and even undoing of gender in embodied ways when redefining the partner 

ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ Á ÌÅÃÔÕÒÅȱȢ )Î ÓÏÍÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ 

create a connection between two dance partners, in which the connection with  the 

music and the dance partner are the focus, and gender is neglected (Hirschauer 

2001).  

At the same time, dancers who challenge the gendered dance moves are in some 

circumstances accused of lacking femininity or lacking masculinity. In this way, they 

are held accountable for gender. Furthermore, dancers who redefine the gendered 

leader/follower structure  are also accused of not dancing salsa anymore. It is not 

gender accountability but Ȱsalsa accountabilityȱ that is here negotiated. A possible 

reason for the resistance against such redefinitions may be the following argument: 

as Becker (1982) observes, to challenge conventions is an attack not only on these 

conventions but also on the organisation or social structure of the world in question.  

!Ó .ÁÒÁȭÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÓȟ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ (when endowed with a high 

amount of salsa capital) are able to initiate structural change: precisely through her 

insistence on redoing and undoing gender, Nara was able to build her career in the 

salsa circuit so that today she is one of the few female salsa dancers who has 
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managed to build up a long-lasting successful transnational career as a solo artist. 

Hirschauer (2001: 228) argues that social change in the private relations between 

couples may bring a change in the organisation of the public labour market. In a 

ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÖÅÉÎȟ .ÁÒÁȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÈÏ× (re/un)doing  

gender on the dance floor actually changes not only the structure of salsa dance but 

also the gendered hierarchies at play in the construction of a transnational career in 

the salsa circuit , as further discussed in Chapter 8.  
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PART III  
 
TRANSNATIONAL CAREERS OF 

SALSA DANCE PROFESSIONALS 
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Introduction to Part III: conceptual notes on transnational 
careers  

Part III  of this study offers an analysis of the careers of salsa dance professionals of 

different nationalities from a transnational perspective. As the extant literature on 

salsa suggests, salsa dance professionals often develop local careers, characterised by 

their specifically local outreach in terms of students, reputation-building processes 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ Ïne place, usually a 

dance studio in a city.84 (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ 

cities of Europe, North America and Asia, a new type of salsa dance professional has 

come into being: so-called travelling artists. To shed light on this so far understudied 

type of professional career, which often involves a large amount of cross-border 

mobility and reputation -building processes in different places, this study addresses 

the transnational careers of salsa dance professionals. Salsa dance professionals 

include the self-identified travelling artists who perform and teach salsa on a weekly 

basis at different festivals as well as dance studio owners who travel to salsa festivals 

to teach, both of whom make a living from salsa dance, mainly through teaching 

salsa in different ÐÌÁÃÅÓȢ ) ÏÐÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȱ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ 

ȰÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȱ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÌÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÁÌÓÁ-related activities 

and income-ÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȟ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ teaching. 

Through this approach I also revise prevalent framings of salsa dance instructors as 

stars, to allow for a sociological look at the work necessary to achieve fame.  

My theoretical framework builds on the classical sociological concept of careers 

(Becker 1963; Hughes 1958) as well as more recent adaptations in studies of the 

sociology of art (Menger 1999; Wagner 2016) and migration (Martiniello and Rea 

2014). Chicago sociologists such as Hughes (1958) developed a broad and flexible 

concept of career, used in the analysis of social organisation in general. In this line, 

Becker (1963) analyses the careers of dance musicians as a series of statuses and 

positions, while at the same time analysing individualsȭ ÁÄÊÕÓÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ-

                                                        
84 Though this ideal-typical definition of a local career focuses on the local outreach of salsa dance 
ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŀŎǘices often also include participation in online networks as well 
as the construction and maintenance of transnational networks in the salsa circuit. 
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conception. A career is thus not understood as a movement from one hierarchical 

level to the next; instead, the concept entails an objective and a subjective 

dimension. A career can be understood as a sequence of status passages, including 

the objective change iÎ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ Ï×Î 

interpretation of it.  

Drawing on this conceptualisation of careers, I will discuss the dilemmas salsa dance 

professionals face and the ways they adjust in order to pursue a transnational career 

in the salsa circuit. In this thesis I identify three status passages: becoming a salsa 

dance professional, accessing the (European) salsa circuit, and building up 

reputation (discussed in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 respectively). These passages are not 

always as clearly separable as presented, and may sometimes overlap temporarily, 

but for analytical purposes they are here distinguished. It is important to keep in 

mind that the careers of salsa dance professionals happen outside enclosed 

organisations (see also Kirschbaum 2007) and therefore differ from the careers 

analysed in recent sociological and anthropological literature on professional 

dancers such as Laillier (2011) on ballet dancers at the Opéra de Paris, Marion (2012) 

ÏÎ ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱ×ÏÒÌÄ×ÉÄÅ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȱȟ ÁÎÄ Wulff (1998) on 

ballet dancers at ballet companies in London, New York, Stockholm and Frankfurt. 

Nevertheless, the cited literature is taken into account to discuss similarities and 

differences in the careers of salsa dance professionals as compared to other 

professional careers in dance.  

To analyse salsa dancing and teaching in the salsa circuit in terms of a profession I 

ÒÅÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÅ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȢ Ȱ4ÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȱ ÁÒÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ 

the transnational networks salsa dance professionals build up, the importance of 

geographical mobility and the importance of non-local forms of reputation 

building. 85 Through their mobile practices, salsa dance professionals link  different 

hubs and actors of the salsa circuit to each other. Including a transnational 

perspective in the analysis of careers makes it possible to combine a focus on 

                                                        
85 Such a clear-cut separation of career types is only helpful on a conceptual level, and what I refer 
to as local and transnational careers may overlap. 
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individual action with a focus on social structural dynamics (see also Martiniello and 

Rea 2014). 

Becker (1963) analysed the careers of dance musicians as a deviant occupational 

ÇÒÏÕÐȟ ȰÁ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÆ ȬÏÕÔÓÉÄÅÒÓȭ that considers itself and is considered by others as 

ȬdifÆÅÒÅÎÔȭȱ ɉΫΪΫɊ. By using the concept of career to analyse transnationally active salsa 

dance professionals, I do not intend to categorise their activities as deviant. Instead, 

ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ɉÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁɊ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȟ ÉÎ "ÅÃËÅÒȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅȟ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÔÏ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 

understand how particular forms of bodily practices are considered as belonging to a 

certain national territory as well as to specific (gendered) bodies. As a result of this, 

dancers often struggle with the non -recognition of salsa in European public spaces 

and cultural funding policies, as discussed in Chapter 6. In the discussion of the first 

status passage, I will look closely at how actors become salsa dancers and adjust to 

such perspectives.  

Visible cross-border mobility is  ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

careers. Nevertheless, not everyone has the ability to actual be mobile and travel 

across state borders. I therefore deploy the already introduced Ȱregimes-of-mobility  

frameworkȱ (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013), which addresses the relationships 

between mobility and immobility, affirmin g the importance of social fields of 

differential power. This perspective makes it possible to take into account different 

forms of ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ mobility in one theoretical framework while addressing 

mul tiple forms of power such as legal status, which enable or hinder an individualȭs 

travels (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013). In Chapter 7 ȰAccess to the European salsa 

circuitȱ, I will demonstrate how salsa dancers navigate the different possibilities of 

becoming mobile and the strategies they deploy in order to access the (European) 

salsa circuit, which are ÃÌÏÓÅÌÙ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ɉÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ 

networks, financial means and the legal right to travel).  

Although the salsa circuit is ÎÏÔ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ "ÅÃËÅÒ ɉΫγΰέȡ ΫΪΫɊ 

describes the dance musiciansȭ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ, salsa dance professionals perceive the salsa 

circuit as ȰÁ ÓÍÁÌÌ ×ÏÒÌÄȱ separate from other domains of society. In terms of 

economic capital and reputation, it can best be grasped as a form of alternative 

economy, what I term the Ȱaffective economyȱ of the salsa circuit, similar to that of 
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the jazz musicians Becker studied in the 1950s. In Chapter 8 ȰBuilding up 

reputationȱ, I will discuss the ways dance professionals build up and maintain Ȱsalsa 

capitalȱ inside the salsa circuit, including networking strategies and mobilising other 

forms of symbolic capital.  

Before analysing the three status passages identified as crucial for the construction 

of transnational careers, I present portraits of three salsa dance professionals and 

their transnational careers diachronically. These career descriptions highlight the 

three main status passages ɀ becoming a salsa dancer professional, accessing the 

salsa circuit and building up reputation ɀ and strategies used to construct a 

transnational career, all of which will be discussed in detail in the following 

chapters. The diachronic presentation here allows the construction of a clearer 

image of transnational careers, before they are disentangled and transversally 

discussed in the following chapters.  

aŀǊŎƻǎΥ ά{ŀƭǎŀ ƛǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ 

The first time I tried to meet Marcos was at a small festival in Munich, but the 

interview was cancelled because he and his dance partner had to take an earlier 

flight than initially planned  so they left the festival and sent me a message from the 

airport. I finally met him several months later at the Berlin Salsa Congress. It was a 

Sunday afternoon, he had performed a show the night before and taught his 

workshop that morning so he was interested in giving me an interview.  

Becoming a dancer 

Marcos, 31 years old at the time of the interview, is a travelling artist , dancing at salsa 

events every weekend during the spring and twice a month during the rest of the 

year. He enthusiastically told me about his motivation to travel to salsa events: 

When I teach, I like to teach things that are functional for social dancing. That's what 

it is, I don't speak so many languages but because I know how to dance, I can connect 

with everybody, it's a huge tool of communication. Regardless of who you are, or 

where you're from. This connects people, and yeah it's a great tool, it's making me 

travel all over the world somehow, and I enjoy it a lot. 
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Like all the other interviewed dancers, Marcos here uses the metaphor of language 

to describe what salsa means for him. Being a salsa dance professional not only 

allows him to meet and connect to other people. It also made it possible for him to 

become mobile, something that was not taken for granted when he was a child. 

Marcos grew up in Guatemala and for a long time travelling was only a dream, as he 

stated: ȰÉÔΈÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÏ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÆÏÒ Á 'ÕÁÔÅÍÁÌÁÎ ÇÕÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÏÕÔ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÉÎÇȢ 7Å ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÏ 

ÍÁÎÙ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȢȱ  

Marcos started dancing salsa at the age of 12, helping his mother who ran dance 

classes for tourists. In the mid-1990s, a wave of couple dances like merengue spread 

throughout the Americas and formed ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȭ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ of their 

travel experience. Although Guatemala is not usually placed on the imaginary salsa 

ÍÁÐȟ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÏ catering for tourists was successful. Marcos thus 

went to school during the day and worked as a dance teacher in the evenings.  

Through his teaching activities, Marcos had privileged access to foreigners who 

wanted to learn Latin dances. At the age of 17, he befriended a Japanese traveller who 

took lessons with him. When this friend had to go back to work in his job in a 

cultural centre in Japan, he asked Marcos for help in becoming a salsa teacher in 

Japan. *ÕÄÇÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄȭÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÁÓ ÉÎÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔȟ -ÁÒÃÏÓ told him that he 

needed more time to teach him. His friend proposed that Marcos goes to Japan and 

stays there for three months. He invited Marcos to live in his apartment and asked 

him to help him out with building up salsa classes. 

I was likeȟ Ȱ×ÈÙ ÎÏÔȩȱ After high school I didn't have any plan, I was fed up of studying 

and workinÇ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÓÏ ) ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ/+ȟ )ȭÌÌ ÄÏ ÉÔȱȢ And I went, without knowing 

that I would  really like it. [...] After two months, ) ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȡ ȰÌÉÓÔÅÎ ÍÁÎȟ ) donȭt 

want to go back. There are so many opportunities here that I donȭt have in my 

country, I ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÙȢ 3Ï ×ÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ) ÄÏȩȱ (Å ÓÁÉÄȟ ȰWell , you have two options: either 

you get married here, or you have to fix your papers with Á ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔȢȱ And marriage 

was not an option, and I was not interested, ) ×ÁÓ Ϋα ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÌÄȟ ÓÏ ) ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ) ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÒÙ 

ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ.  

Once Marcos was in Japan, he realised that there existed a market for salsa teachers 

like him and so he decided to try to stay. But in order to settle there, he needed to 
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get a residence permit, which was impossible without a certification of his status as a 

professional dancer. He went back to Guatemala, where he was able to obtain a 

diploma certifying his musical and dancing skills, through the help of his mother 

and his aunt (a music teacher), and finally obtained a working visa in Japan for one 

year. He worked for a company and after four years he got a permanent visa. He then 

changed cities, formed a band and opened his own salsa school. Through his dancing 

at various salsa events in Japan, he started to build up his reputation. 

Accessing the salsa circuit 

In Japan, salsa dance events and academies had existed for several years, but as 

Iwanaga (2014: 2ΫήɊ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȟ ÉÎ Ϋγγγȟ ÊÕÓÔ ÏÎÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ -ÁÒÃÏȭÓ ÁÒÒÉÖÁÌȟ ȰÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ 

ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÆÉÅÄȱȢ !ÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ *ÁÐÁÎ 

became widely available and salsa festivals were organised for the first time featuring 

New York-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐÓȢ !Ó )×ÁÎÁÇÁ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ȰÔÈÅ *ÁÐÁÎÅÓÅ 

Salsa Congress has played a significant role in uniting Japanese salsa lovers with the 

ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȱ (214). This congress was an important event for Marcos 

personally, as it led to another meeting that changed his career. Marcos was asked to 

translate Japanese to Spanish for an influential American salsa event organiser. On 

this occasion, the organiser saw him dancing what was ɀ at that time ɀ an unusual 

salsa performance: instead of dancing with a woman, he danced with another man 

and they included samurai swords in the performance. Marcos was convinced that it 

is thanks to this innovative performance that he was invited to perform at events in 

the US.  

There Marcos met his brother again, seven years after he had left Guatemala for 

Japan. In the meantime, his brother had followed their father to Sweden, where he 

had studied dance and opened a salsa studio as well. After their reunion, his brother 

asked him to come to Sweden and teach in his studio. Marcos remembers: 

But I was feeling lonely in Japan, after 8 years already, I was tired. And I had never 

ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅȟ ÓÏ ɏȣɐ ) ÓÁÉÄȡ Ȱ) ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȟ ÁÎÄ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÍÏÖÅ ÔÏ [city in Sweden] 

×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕȱȢ 3Ï ÈÅ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ Á ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÁÎÄ )ȟ ÎÏ ) ÄÉÄÎȭt close the school, I just gave it to 
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my students, who were good, and I moved my stuff and I just moved to Sweden. I 

started to work with him in the same company. 

For the second time in his life, Marcos moved to a new country, this time through 

the help of his brother who was already established in Sweden and was able to help 

him with an initial working contract in his dance school. Marcos later worked in 

several other dance schools and at the time of the interview he had regularised his 

status and obtained a Swedish residence permit.  

 

Picture 19 Salsa dancer performing a solo show on an outdoor stage, {.{C ~ƛōŜƴƛƪ нлмт (© Steven 
Isaacs). 

Building up reputation 

Once in Europe, Marcos started to build up a reputation as a dance professional in 

the European salsa circuit. He used a strategy he had already applied in Japan: 

networking. In his own words: 

!ÆÔÅÒ Á ×ÈÉÌÅȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÆÉÎÁÌÌÙ ÍÁÎÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ Á ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÌÅÔȭÓ ÓÁy, you 

ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÈÏÏÓÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÎÁ ÇÏȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÉÎÇ 

because everything is based on networking. [...] You need a network. So networking, 
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many times you can actually invest. You pay for your own ticket, you go and you 

pÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× ÅÖÅÒÙÂÏÄÙ ÄÏÅÓ ÉÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇȢ )Æ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÎÁ ÓÅÌÌ 

yourself, you have to start somewhere. And the best way to do it is just dance with 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÎÄȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÎÇ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÙȢ "ÕÔ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ 

Sometimes I know organisers but I have probably not been there yet but I know them. 

3Ï ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ) ÓÁÙȟ ȰÌÉÓÔÅÎȟ ) ÈÁÖÅÎΈÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÙÅÔȟ ÌÅÔΈÓ ÍÁËÅ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȢ ) 

ÂÒÉÎÇ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÏÆÆÅÒȟ ×ÈÁÔ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÏÆÆÅÒȩȱȢ 9ÏÕ ÍÁËÅ Á ÄÅÁÌȢ  

For Marcos, the importance of networks is obvious and he strategically uses his 

dancing and communication skills to promote himself. In this way, he was able to 

create a network of salsa contacts and people who booked him for other events. This 

was only possible once he had danced at salsa events in Europe: his physical 

presence in the European salsa circuit was thus a condition to start his transnational 

career in Europe.  

¸ŀƛƳŀǊŀΥ ά9ǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅέ 

I first met Yaimara in a salsa movimiento (movement) workshop I took in a Swiss city 

at the very beginning of my research project in 2013. I met her several weeks later for 

a first interview , during wh ich she told me that she organised dance trips to Havana. 

Over the following two years I encountered her several times at salsa events, and we 

usually exchanged some words. We also stayed in contact on Facebook and when I 

had the opportunity to travel to Cuba for a dance trip in Havana in August 2015, I 

asked Yaimara if I could Ȱfollowȱ her and the participants of her organised dance 

trip. She agreed and during the dance holiday we had several informal discussions 

and I conducted a second semi-structured interview with her.  

Becoming a dancer 

Yaimara, who at the time of the first interview was 26 years old, was born in an outer 

neighbourhood of Havana and grew up in a family of musicians and dancers, seeing 

people dance and listening to music from a young age. In the first interview, Yaimara 

told me about her grandfather, a dancer and musician who is still today often cited 

as an important figure in the institutionalisation and implementation of the rumba 
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as a national Cuban dance form by the revolutionary government. After the Cuban 

revolution in 1959, the government was keen to establish a National University of 

Dance, including so-called folkloric dances. They chose dancers mainly living in 

ÕÎÄÅÒÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÂÌÁÃË ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÕÒÈÏÏÄÓ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȭÓ 

programme, which was supposed to represent the Cuban people, including dance 

and rhythm traditions  recognised as Afro-Cuban. YaimaÒÁȭÓ ÇÒÁÎÄÆÁÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 

these dancers and she still capitalises on his name. Her grandfather had many Cuban 

students, young dancers who wanted to learn from him. He was also asked to teach 

foreign students on salsa holidays organised by Cubans living in Italy in the 2000s. 

Yaimara helped her grandfather teach the classes, thus realising what she wanted to 

do later. 

You know, when I was a child, there were always many schools coming to take lessons 

with my grandfather. And they always told me about it, I was so interested and asked 

many questions: what is it like there? Can you go somewhere to dance? And they told 

ÍÅȟ ȰÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅȱȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÇÏ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓȢ !ÎÄ ) 

was like, ȰÈÅÙȟ ) ÁÂÓÏÌÕÔÅÌÙ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ Á ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌȱ ɏlaughs]. 

She decided to become a musician and dancer, and joined a performance group of 

folkloric dancers. With  this group, Yaimara performed in Havana and other places in 

Cuba, and at the age of 21 she had the opportunity to go to Singapore with a group of 

musicians and work there for a year. During this time she learned English, a skill she 

ÌÁÔÅÒ ÕÓÅÄ ÏÎÃÅ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ 3ÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÉÎ 

Singapore, so she returned to Cuba and continued with the first group until she met 

her future husband Felix, a man from Germany. After their marriage, she moved to 

Germany (as analysed below), where she soon started teaching in an established 

salsa school. 

Accessing the salsa circuit 

At the same time as Yaimara started teaching locally, she also started to travel to 

festivals.86 A friend of her family who already taught at European salsa events for 

                                                        
86 In the next chapter, the strategies and networks Yaimara mobilised to gain access to the salsa 
circuit will be discussed in detail. To avoid repetition, I keep this part short.  
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many years, helped her in this. He partnered with her and asked a festival organiser 

to invite Yaimara to his event. 

And this person [event organiser] had invited him [her friend] and he told them they 

absolutely had to invite me as well. I had been in Germany only for a few months and 

he told them to invite me, so this was my first festival in Europe. 

In this way, Yaimara was introduced to the organiser of a festival in Finland through 

a friend she had known for many years. She performed with him and thus gained 

visibility and new contacts in the salsa circuit. 

Building up reputation 

Once she had performed at a salsa event with international outreach, Yaimara 

started to build up her reputation in the salsa circuit. 

People started watching the video on the internet, and I also wrote to some organisers 

that I had come from Cuba, that I am a danceÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓȟ 

ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÅÅÄÂÁÃË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÍȢ 

So some of them said they already have the artists for this year, but next year they 

×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ×ÉÔÈ ÍÅȟ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÓÁÉÄȟ ȰÙÅÓȟ ×Å ×ÏÕÌÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÂÏÏË ÙÏÕȱȟ ÅÔÃȢ  

Yaimara was thus able to perform at several events in different European countries 

and build up her name as a specialist in Cuban dances in the salsa circuit. Thus, she 

ÄÒÁ×Ó ÏÎ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎÎÅÓÓȱȟ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÎÇ her dancing as a 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȱ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȢ Furthermore, once in Europe, Yaimara quickly 

realised that there was a growing interest in the Afro-Cuban and folkloric dances she 

knew from her childhood. Parallel to her teaching and performance activities in 

Europe, she started to organise teaching opportunities at European festivals for her 

family members and friends still living in Cuba.  

However the process proved to be difficult and too expensive, as Yaimara told me in 

the interview I conducted with her in Havana: 

I had organised a tour in Europe with my family and of course everything cost us a lot. 

3Ï ) ÓÁÉÄȟ ÎÏ× ×ÅȭÒÅ ÇÏÎÎÁ ÍÁËÅ ÁÎ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅȟ ÎÏ× ×ÅȭÒÅ ÇÏÎÎÁ ÂÒÉÎÇ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ 
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ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÏ #ÕÂÁȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×Å ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÔÏ 'ÅÒÍÁÎÙȟ ÉÔȭÓ too expensive, 

×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÐÏÎÓÏÒÓȢ 3Ï )ȭÍ ÇÏÎÎÁ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÏ #ÕÂÁȦ  

Practically, Yaimara includes many family members and friends in the organisation 

of her dance holidays: her cousin organises the Cuban side while she is in Europe, 

her mother and her aunt cook, her sister leads the warm-ups before the classes and 

her father and grandfather teach lessons. Befriended dancers teach the lessons and a 

ÌÁÒÇÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ Ȱ#ÕÂÁÎ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓȱ ÁÒÅ ÈÉÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ 

the foreign dance students during the lessons.  

German people like learning, they can get to know my city: I as a Cuban can show 

them my home country, and that is important to me. Especially the people I teach, for 

example at [name of dance school in Germany], so they can uÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÒÅ )ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ 

ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ) ÈÁÖÅ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÍÅȟ ÅÖÅÒÙÂÏÄÙ ÈÅÒÅ ÈÁÓ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÉÓ 

ÅÎÅÒÇÙȦ 9ÏÕ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÉÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÉÎ 'ÅÒÍÁÎÙ. So I wanted you to 

understand why, where it comes from, this having fun while we dance, ÉÔȭÓ ÊÏÙȟ ÙÏÕ 

ÄÏÎȭÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ concentrate so much, and uh, no laughing, no fun, no relaxing. 

)ÔȭÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÕÓȦ 

9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȭÓ mobility allows her to stay connected to what she views as the roots of her 

art (the older generation of teachers in Cuba), which she then uses in her teaching in 

ÔÈÅ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȢ 4ÈÅ ȰÅÎÅÒÇÙȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÆÕÎȱ #ÕÂÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ 

foÒÍ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȭÓ ÓÅÌÆ-presentation as being particularly well placed to guide 

foreign salsa students. 

aŀǊƛŀΥ άL ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǳǎέ  

Maria quickly answered my request sent via Facebook to meet her for an interview 

and we met on a Saturday evening at a salsa event. She had performed the night 

before and I had participated in her workshop on the same day. For the interview, 

she proposed to meet in the lobby of her hotel where we could talk with little 

interruption from other dancers.  
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Becoming a dancer 

Maria, a 33 year old salsa dancer has her own company as a ȰÆÒÅÅÌÁÎÃÅrȱ, working in 

different dance schools and at festivals as teacher and performer, often together with 

her dance partner. Born in Poland, Maria had musical and dance training during her 

childhood in different dance forms and sports. Besides regular school, she did a few 

years of ballet classes, then took piano lessons, and later tried acrobatics. At the age 

of 19, she moved to a Polish city to study and discovered disco dancing, which she 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÓ ȰÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ closer to a video clip dance or something like that. So it was 

fun.ȱ She joined a group and started competing on a national level with the dance 

ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ Á -ÁÓÔÅÒȭÓ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÉÎ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȢ !Ô ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅ 

of 25, a friend invited Maria to a salsa party and she got into salsa dancing. Drawing 

on her skills in dancing, she learned quickly and was soon asked to dance with a 

salsa company, as well as to perform and teach in a salsa studio in the evenings.  

I was so hooked up to the salsa and so, you know, I caught the virus, so I wanted to 

learn as much as possible. And after experiencing my first festival in WarÓÁ× ɏȣɐ ) 

liked it so much! And I was working, so I had my finances [sorted], so I could spend 

money on travelling on the weekends, so I ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÐÒÅÔÔÙ ÍÕÃÈȢȱ 

In 2005, when Maria first experienced salsa, it was not very common in Eastern 

European countries; the first big salsa event took place in 2004. After realising that 

salsa events took place in other European cities, Maria started participating at salsa 

festivals all over Europe. She ×ÁÓ ȰÈÏÏËÅÄȱ and realised how much she liked dancing 

and teaching salsa, a motivation that is still important to her, as she mentioned 

during the interview.  

My motivation, the part of this whole job that feels most comfortable for me, is 

teaching. Definitely. Sharing the knowledge and teaching is the best part for me. I like 

it very much. And also sharing this culture, since I was caught up by salsa as a social 

experience, I liked this part very much as well, that you can just go out and dance, 

simply. 
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Maria thus started performing and teaching salsa at various events in Europe, and 

slowly building a professional identification with her work as salsa dance 

professional which includes a large amount of teaching. 

 

Picture 20 Salsa dance professionals draw on ballet and other dance techniques, show at SBSF 
~ƛōŜƴƛƪ нлмт (© Steven Isaacs). 

Accessing the salsa circuit 

Unlike Marcos and Yaimara, to access the salsa circuit, Maria relied on her economic 

and legal capital, which allowed her to travel to an event as a participant. In terms of 

access to the European salsa circuit, geographical distance and restricted mobility is 

the main difference between Latin American and European salsa dance 

professionals. With Poland becoming a member state of the European Union in 

2004, and the subsequent free movement of EU nationals, traveling to and working 

in other EU member states became an option for European dancers like Maria. In 

the first years, she just travelled on the weekends to participate at salsa events in 

other European countries: 
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It was prÅÔÔÙ Á ÌÏÔȟ ÌÉËÅ ÏÎÃÅ Á ÍÏÎÔÈȢ ɏȣɐ So I was taking classes as much as I could 

and I was dancing, dancing, dancing. And meeting people. So during these three years 

because of my travelling and also because of working with the group [name of dance 

company], I met a lot of people. Many of my friends from now, I just know them from 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅȢ ɏȣɐ a lot of these artists, I met them at that time. 

For Maria, the contacts she made during the years of travelling by herself to events 

were an investment not only in her dancing skills but also in the network, and thus 

decisive for her work as a freelance dancer later on. Novice dancers need to invest in 

their career and build up relationships with other actors in the salsa circuit. Later on, 

these ties often prove fruitful for collaborations and the exchange of information. 

Today Maria builds part of her teaching opportunities on the contacts she made 

during the years of self-invested participation at salsa events.  

Building up reputation 

At one salsa event Maria met her future dance partner. As part of a dance company, 

Maria had performance and teaching experience, both skills that were in demand. 

Her new dance partner was based in Norway and offered her a job in the dance 

studio as well as a partnership to travel to events. She accepted the offer and moved 

to Norway, a step that raised no difficulties in terms of residency or working rights, 

ÔÈÁÎËÓ ÔÏ .ÏÒ×ÁÙȭÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔion to the EU. After teaching for a while in Norway, 

Maria was able to build up a small network of local students, with the help of 

established salsa studios. Unlike other salsa teachers, she did not learn the local 

language but teaches in English. At the same time, she travels to salsa events in 

Europe and elsewhere several times a month.  

When we discussed the different skills she needed, Maria told me that office work 

forms an important part of her daily schedule: 

4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ )ȭÍ ÓÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ Én the daytime, before the classes or before 

rehearsal, or in the evening sometimes, but mostly in the daytime. Answering emails, 

ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÉÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÆ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇȭÓ ÎÅÅÄÅÄȢ ) ÁÌÓÏ ÏÎ top ofȣ I also do some graphic 

design, I also do my own flyers, the website I did by mÙÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÔÕÆÆȢ "ÕÔ )ȭm 

doing it because I like it, not everybody is doing it but I like it so I spend time on that 



 
221 

 

ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÇÏÅÓȟ ÏÎ top of dancing, sometimes you also have to do other 

things [ laughs]. 

To build up reputati on and construct a transnational career, dance professionals 

ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÍÁÎÙ ÍÏÒÅ ȰÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȱȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓȢ 

The focus on these three careers has opened up the main themes of the next three 

chapters, which deal with one aspect of the transnational careers of salsa dance 

professionals.  
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Chapter 6 Becoming a salsa dance professional 

In this chapter I discuss some elements involved in the process of becoming a salsa 

dance professional. Other studies of arÔÉÓÔÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

apprenticeship of a particular music or dance technique (eg Wagner 2015 on 

violinists) in enclosed organisations. To account for the variety of salsa dance 

ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄÓȟ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÎÏÎ-linear career paths as well as the specificities 

of the salsa circuit, this chapter rather concentrates on the process of professional 

ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ ɉ$ÉÔÍÏÒÅ άΪΪαɊ ÉÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÁÔÅÓ (6.1) and 

negotiations involved in embarking on a professional career (6.2). Furthermore, it 

discusses the income-generating activities that salsa dance professionals build up 

(6.3). Drawing on literature in the sociology of art, ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ×ÏÒË ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ 

careers, this chapter looks at ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÉÎ 

terms of entering a profession. I discuss ecÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÐÁÔÈÓȟ 

ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÌÏ× ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȭ hierarchy of 

performance arts.  

6.1 Professional identifications in the affective economy of the 
salsa circuit 

In contrast to other artistic and professional careers, the career as a salsa dance 

professional is not regulated through a professional educational institution, as there 

are no qualifying studies in salsa dancing. The entry into and development of a 

career in the salsa circuit is a non-linear process, during which individuals develop 

an understanding of themselves as salsa artists. As this chapter argues, aspiring salsa 

dance professionals develop professional identifications based on a specific idea of 

Ȱvocationȱ related to the affective economy of the salsa circuit. Section 6.1.1 looks 

closely at the changing process of identification when taking up salsa as a profession, 

while Section 6.1.2 argues ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

labour dancers need to execute, particularly relevant in the negotiations of the 

ȰÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ starsȱ. 
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6.1.1 ά¢ƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǘǊǳƭȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜέΥ ǎalsa dancing as vocation  

As already mentioned, for Becker (1963) careers consist of a simultaneous learning 

process of the practice (as an individual moves from one step of the career to the 

ÎÅØÔɊ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ Á ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȢ 3ÔÁÔÕÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ Á ȰÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ 

change iÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȟ ÁÎ ÁÌÔÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆȱ 

ɉ"ÁÒÌÅÙ Ϋγβγȡ ίΪɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ 

the process of becoming a salsa dance professional: first, the rejection of previous 

career paths, second, and related, the construction of a salsa career as a vocation, 

and third,  the importance of friendship-making with other salsa dance professionals. 

In addition to the model of career that Chicago scholars developed, I thus point to 

the impor tance of social relationships ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ self-

identification.  

The interviewed salsa dance professionals often recalled their first encounters with 

salsa dancing as a life-changing event, a phenomenon Quayson (2014) also found in 

ÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ !ÃÃÒÁȭÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÃÅÎÅȢ (Å ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅȱ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ 

characterisÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÁÌÓÁȟ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ȰÓÈÁÒÐ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ-and-ÁÆÔÅÒ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȱ (Quayson 2014: 169). As biographical 

research has shown, individuals reconstruct their life history  and constantly 

reinterÐÒÅÔ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÎÔÓȢ ȰThe present perspective determines what the 

subject considers biographically relevant, how he or she develops thematic and 

temporal links between his or her various experiences and how past, present or 

anticipated future realities influence his or her personal interpretation of  the 

ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÌÉÆÅȱ (Rosenthal 1993: 61). Salsa dance professionals reinterpret 

their biographies in a similar manner with a strong before-and-after distinction.  

Alicia: So I was dancing since I was 6 years old, and I loved dance, but I did ballet for 

ten years. So when I changed country to study, I met salsa and all the other dances, 

and of course I went crazy, I really loved it. And then, one day, [ȣ] at the university, 

Iannis came with his dance partner at that time, and I was like, wow! [ȣ] And then a 

whole new world opened for me. And I went like, I think the next day, I went to his 

class, to his dance studio. And after that I was ready to change my whole life. 

Joanna: What kind of changes or implications did it have for your life? 
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Alicia: Oh, everything! My whole orientation changed, OK I already knew that I loved 

salsa and it wouldnȭt be just a hobby. But then it truly became my life. Like, itȭs what I 

do in the morning, afternoon, nights, on the weekends, every every every day of the 

year. And itȭs truly amazing! Iȭve been doing this now for five years and I want to keep 

doing it , like, for I donȭt know, forever.  

!ÌÉÃÉÁȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉve includes this first encounter with salsa, in her case following the 

move from Cyprus to a Greek city for university studies. Once Alicia had met her 

ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ )ÁÎÎÉÓȟ ÓÈÅ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÎÔÅÒ ÔÈÉÓ Ȱ×ÈÏÌÅ ÎÅ× ×ÏÒÌÄȱ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÃÉÄÅÄ 

to take classes. Looking back on this during the interview, she describes this decision 

as a dramatic change in her life. The initial contact is thus followed by an intense 

period of acquiring the skills needed to dance. At this stage, dancers with experience 

in other dance forms are often advantaged. During the same phase, novice dancers 

get to know other dancers and dance professionals, thus enlarging their social 

networks. After her meeting with Iannis, Alicia went to his studio, where she picked 

up salsa quickly as she already had a background in ballet. Eventually she became 

)ÁÎÎÉÓȭ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÔÈÅÙ ÔÁÕÇÈÔ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ in a Greek 

city during the week and performed at events at weekends. Like Maria in the portrait 

above, Alicia stresses the gradual shift from salsa dancing as a hobby to it becoming 

a serious and time-consuming professional activity, including many new friendships. 

In this way, the mobile salsa trajectories of serious salsa students gradually develop 

into professional careers, with the partial or entire abandonment of other 

professional careers and jobs. 

Becoming and identifying as a salsa dancer is a step on the path towards a new 

professional identification. In this process, individuals may give up studies or a job 

for a dance career that may entail economic hardship. Furthermore, the choice of 

this career is likely to call for justification  in relation  to non-dancers, as salsa 

professionals often experience a lack of public recognition (see Section 6.1.2). In the 

interviews with dancers who had made salsa their full-time profession, two elements 

were particularly stressed in the process of adapting to their new professional 

identity: individuals who had given up jobs criticised their previous income-

generating activities, and all dancers I interviewed insisted on the importance of 



 
226 

 

ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȱȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÎ #ÌÁÒÁȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÌÏ×ȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

demonstrates her distaste for her previous tasks as an office worker in a construction 

company. 

Of course there are some negative things, but, out of all the things that can go wrong, 

nothing is as bad as sitting in an office for 40 years without a clue what you are doing 

there. Where you do something just because you have done it for the last ten years 

and you will be able to do the same for the next ten years for sure. But nothing is as 

bad as that. 

Clara is a dance studio owner and professional dancer based in Germany. Her 

partner Gary, who grew up on a Caribbean island and got into salsa during his 

studies in the Netherlands, was also very clear about his career choices. He began 

dancing salsa in the Netherlands, spent some months in New York to improve his 

dancing and, once he met Clara, moved to Germany to live with her:  

I was a banker, quit ÍÙ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÁÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÁÎÔ ɏȣɐȢ "ÕÔ ) ÎÅÖÅÒ ÈÁÄ ÁÎÙ ÒÅÇÒÅÔÓȟ ) ÍÅÁÎ ) 

ÔÈÒÅ× Á×ÁÙ ÆÏÕÒ ÙÅÁÒÓ ɏÏÆ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓɐ ÂÕÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÇÒÅÔ ÉÔȢ 4ÈÅÎ ) ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÚÅÒÏ ÉÎ 

'ÅÒÍÁÎÙȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓȟ ÁÌÓÏ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÍÙ ÓÏÌÏ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÅÁÓÙȟ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÅÁÓÙ ÁÔ 

all. 

Although Gary admitted that the construction of his career as salsa dance 

professional entailed hardship and many difficulties, he presented his choice as the 

ÏÎÌÙ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÏÎÅȟ ÁÓ ÈÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÉËÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ȰÉÎ ÁÎ ÏÆÆÉÃÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

rest of his professional life. Althou gh not all my interview participants  actually gave 

up their jobs or studies (some of them kept a secondary job), the salsa dance 

professionals I spoke to generally described the decision to become a salsa dancer as 

a step towards a more interesting and rewarding life in terms of self-actualisation. 

Thus the element of passion for salsa dancing recurs. As already seen, this element is 

particularly important in the conversion narratives of salsa dance students. As the 

interviews with salsa dance professionals revealed, it also serves as an important 

argument to legitimate their career choice. 

Thereȭs a risk of things going wrong and you take that risk because the reward is much 

greater. And for me the world is great. I love teaching, I love social dancing, I like 
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being in this energy, positive people, and people that also wanna be here, itȭs a nice 

place to be and itȭs very fulfilling. [ȣ] You find the things so that you can continue to 

do what you love. And thatȭs for me, I really enjoy this scene, I love what I can do for it 

and I love what it does for me. (Nara) 

In dancersȭ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ȰÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÌÏÖÅȱ ×ÁÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

than the difficulties arising from a transnational career. In this sense, salsa dance 

professionals resemble other actors in the creative industries (encompassing 

activities and work strongly related to art, cf Mathieu 2011), as well as in other highly 

mobile careers. Wagner (2016) bases her work on the socialisation and professional 

trajectories of elite musicians and scientists on the following understanding of 

creative careers: Ȱ4ÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÒÁÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ 

commitment individuals display toward their chosen occupation, more specifically, 

their focus on the creation of the new products or new forms of old products and 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÄÁÉÌÙ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ȬÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎȭȱ ɉ7ÁÇÎÅÒ άΪΫΰȡ ΫγέɊȢ )Î 

his study of contemporary dancers in France, Sorignet (2014) also points out the 

importance of understanding dancersȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ Á ÖÏÃÁÔÉÏÎȢ The dancers 

were less preoccupied with  regard to financial difficulties than to self -fulfilment. In a 

similar vein, Laillier (2011) demonstrates the dynamic process of vocation of ballet 

dancers at the Opéra de Paris. He introduces the term Ȱvocational rationalisationȱ to 

ÐÏÉÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÖÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÅÓ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

precisely through this commitment that dancers hope to realise their Ȱcallingȱ 

(Laillier 2011: 494). Although, based on my data, I cannot offer generalisations for all 

salsa dance professionals, the idea of a dance career as a possibility for self-

actualisation was prominent. This point is illustrated by Andy, a travelling salsa 

artist  based in London:  

You know, why would I wanna stay in London and dance, when I can go to another 

country and dance, everything paid for, you know. Iȭm not driven by money and stuff 

like that, Iȭm just driven by my passion. I guess one day it will go, but right now it ȭs 

still on the high [sm iling], very high.  

4ÈÅ ȰÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȱ ÆÏÒ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ Á ÐÒÉÍÅ 

motivator to pursue this type of career. At the same time, running across the 
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transcripts as a common theme, the passion narrative could be read as a particular 

strategy of presenting themselves as legitimate salsa professionals. As I have shown 

in Chapter 3ȟ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ affective economy is precisely based on the importance of 

the expression of emotions of its practitioners. Being passionate about salsa as a 

profession is one more element ÏÆ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ status in salsa. 

The analysis so far has demonstrated the importance of a specific narrative about 

salsa careers as being a particular form of vocational career. In the shaping of such 

ideas, other actors play an important role. I will now turn to the final element in 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÅÅÍÓ 

particularly important: other salsa dance professionals. Friendships and sometimes 

romantic relationships with other salsa dancers may be crucial to developing a 

shared identity as salsa dance professionals. In her study on friendship-making and 

network formations of highly qualified migrants in Britain, Ryan (2015: 1676) points 

to the impor tance of having friends with the same profession in the shaping of a 

shared professional identity. For the teachers in her study, the presence of other 

teachers in their friendship network was important in the process of identifying with 

their profession (Ryan 2015). 

The same holds for salsa dance professionals: as is evident from the already quoted 

salsa artists, other dancers were crucial in gaining access to the salsa circuit. 

Alongside those more practical matters, the exchange with other dancers also 

influenced the construction of a new professional identification. Clara explained how 

she was caught between her job and the dancing, and how other dance professionals 

ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÑÕÉÔ ÈÅÒ ÊÏÂȡ Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ÔÏÌÄ ÍÅȟ ȬÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÇÏÏÄȟ ÙÏÕ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ 

change sÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ÓÏ ) ÄÉÄ ÉÔȱȢ %ØÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÁÒÉÎÇ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

dancers travelling in the salsa circuit is also an important motivation for salsa dance 

professionals to participate in salsa congresses, where they can meet like-minded 

people whose careers are also constructed on the ideal of following their passion.  

3Ï ÆÁÒ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÅÎÔÒÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ 

the ways they deal with their changing professional identifications, particularly in 

terms of their positioning towards other members of the salsa circuit. In addition to 

#ÈÉÃÁÇÏ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓȭ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÓÔÅÐÓȟ ) ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓÈÉÐ-making with other 
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salsa dance professionals was important not only in terms of job opportunities but 

also in the gradual development of an identity as salsa dance professional, thus 

including a classical argument of social network analysis in the analysis of careers. 

6.1.2 ά¸ƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ know how to ǎŜƭƭ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦέΥ salsa dancing as affective 
labour 

The moment salsa dancers decide to make a living from their dancing, they enter a 

market logic, which includes offering services to paying clients. Drawing on the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÓÅÌÆ-ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ"ÕÎÔÅÎ άΪΪβɊ ÉÎ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÍȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

in the process of becoming a salsa dance professional, individuals need to engage in 

Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ ɉ$ÉÔÍÏÒÅ άΪΪαɊȢ  

Building ÏÎ (ÏÃÈÓÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ɉΫγβέɊ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ87  of airline 

ÁÔÔÅÎÄÁÎÔÓȟ "ÕÎÔÅÎ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ ȰÓÅÌÆ-ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÍÏÎÇ .ÁÔÉÖÅ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ 

professionals in the cultural-tourism business. For Bunten (2008), self-

ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ȰÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ÁÎÙ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

individual to adjust his or her values, emotions, or both, to achieve an economic 

ÇÏÁÌȱ ɉέβΫɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ȰÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÄ 

ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁȱ ɉ"ÕÎÔÅÎ άΪΪβɊ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ specific services but also 

ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÓ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ laÂÏÕÒȱȢ  

The notion of affective labour is employed in different ways in various fields of study, 

(see Gregg 2009 for an overview of the different definitions in media and cultural 

studies). 7ÈÉÌÅ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÅÍÏÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÒËȱ 

ÁÎÄ ȰÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ ɉ(ÏÃÈÓÃÈÉÌÄ ΫγβέɊ ÉÎ ÃÁÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÊÏbs since the 19070s, 

ÍÏÒÅ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÅÁÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ȰÉÍÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒary 

workplace (Hardt 1999; Lazzarato 1996) builds on principles of post-Marxism. With 

this ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÕÒÎȱȟ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÎ ÓÅØ ×ÏÒË ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÁÎÄ draw on an 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒ ȰÁÓ ×ÏÒË ÔÈÁÔ ÁÉÍÓ ÔÏ ÅÖÏËÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒÓ ÏÒ 

sentiments in others as well as oneself, rather than it being merely about the 

                                                        
87 IƻŎƘǎŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ όмфуоύ widely-cited concept of emotional labour describes the process by which 
workers are expected to manage their feelings and expressions in accordance with employer-
defined rules. 
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ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÎÓÕÍÁÂÌÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔȱ ɉ$ÉÔÍÏÒÅ άΪΪαȡ ΫαΫɊȢ ) ÂÕÉÌÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ to 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȢ 

In the field 0f affect studies the debate about a clear distinction between emotions 

and affects is on-ÇÏÉÎÇ ɉÓÅÅ "ÁÉÅÒ ÅÔ ÁÌȢ άΪΫήɊȢ )Î ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ȰÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÏ 

emphasise relationality and sensation, and explores the capacity of bodies to affect 

and be affected by other bodies, both human and non-ÈÕÍÁÎȱ ɉ-Ã#ÌÕÒÅ άΪΫίȡ ίέɊȢ )Î 

other ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ȰÅÍÏÔÉÏÎ is treated as a social or cultural expression of feeling 

and refers to the ways these feelings are manaÇÅÄ ÉÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÐÈÅÒÅÓȰȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ Ȱis 

generally considered to be the physical response to feeling, linked to the bio logical 

ÂÏÄÙȰ ɉ$ÁÖÉÓ άΪΫίÂȡ ΫβɊȢ Contrary to the notion of emotions, the notion of affects 

thus locates feelings as experiences in the body and includes the possibility of 

affecting others, which is central in the processes discussed in this study. 

In discussing the salsa dance profession, Maria mentioned the most common 

services salsa dance professionals offer to festival organisers: 

)Ô ÄÅÐÅÎÄÓ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ ÉÔȭs gonna ÂÅȟ ɏȣɐ because you might be invited to the event for 

many different reasons. Because the event has different parts, they wanna fill up the 

different parts, some are invited because they are known for great shows, some 

bÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ɏȣɐ. Social dancing and socialising with people, this is 

another story, you can see a lot of people having these skills, to pull up the party and 

jÕÓÔ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÅ ɏȣɐ. So this is also a huge quality that the organisers 

need as well. So there are many ways to make your own mark and deliver the service 

that might be needed. 

What Maria here calls services (show dancing, teaching and dancing socially) are the 

three basic tasks salsa dance professionals perform to sustain their livelihood.  

Furthermore, salsa dance professionals need to develop a set of entrepreneurial skills 

such as the design of websites, flyers or a Facebook profile to market their product. 

Besides such classical marketing strategies necessary in every economic activity, 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÓÅÌÌ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȱȢ !ÊÁÙ 

framed this idea of adjusting the self according to the logics of the affective economy 

as follows:  
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If you've done ten shows and done ten events and no one is inviting you, you need to 

do better. You need to evolve, change something about yourself as an artist. Itȭs not 

just your dancing, itȭs your personality, itȭs who you are as a person, itȭs how you deal 

with people, how you communicate, itȭs language, itȭs all about stuff. You need to 

understand, Ȱwhat can I do to make myself more likeable to the communityȱ. 

!Ó !ÊÁÙ ÈÅÒÅ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȟ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ Á ȰÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁȱȟ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

professionals develop entrepreneurial and social skills such as communication. 

Furthermore, they adjust their own persona to and shape their self-presentation 

according to the demands of the dance students and congress organisers. Dancers 

thus need to work on their person; they need to manage the expression of their own 

emotions according to the conventions of the affective economy of the salsa circuit. 

Furthermore, they are also held responsible for the affective responses of the 

spectators (during a show) and salsa students (during social dancing). 

In the interview with Valentina, co -organiser of a large salsa congress, I asked her 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ Á ȰÇÏÏÄȱ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÅØÔÒÁÃÔ 

she explains which types of salsa dance professionals she invites to her events. 

For me, a top artist is someone who really lives [all of] this, who lives this music. Not 

someone who just does a show with great technique with the latest steps he just made 

up or learned somewhere, but someone who interprets a story. Not the one who 

impresses yoÕ ÁÓ Á ÓÐÅÃÔÁÔÏÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÌÉÔÓ ɏȣɐ ÂÕÔ ɏÒÁÔÈÅÒɐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÙÏÕ 

have. There are people giving you so much with so little! And that is what I look for, as 

the guest is highly sensitive to this. And if the person is also a great teacher, then you 

are good for me. In this world you also need to be an entertainer, you cannot be a 

wallflower, you have a function, you are a personality, you need to know how to sell 

yourself. When you have all of this, then for me you are an artist. 

As this salsa event organiser makes clear, to be invited to an event, salsa dance 

professionals are not only expected to have dancing and teaching skills, but also a 

whole set of embodied personal characteristics. To be accepted as salsa artists, 

dancers have to Ȱlive thisȱ; they must embody the ways of being an artist. In 

6ÁÌÅÎÔÉÎÁȭÓ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÏÎ ÓÔÁÇÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ Á ÓÈÏ×ȟ artists need to affirm their 

passion for and vocation of salsa, as it is not the technical mastery (such as the 
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ÓÐÌÉÔÓɊ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ȰÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÓ Á ÓÔÏÒÙȱ ÔÈÁÔ will  emotionally move or 

affect spectators. In this way, Valentina relegates the responsibility for the emotions 

felt by the spectators of the show to the dancers on stage who, through their 

dancing, have the power to affect them. Furthermore, salsa dance professionals are 

supposed to be skilled entertainers, a related task that consists of affective labour, as 

entertainers in the salsa circuit are usually defined as the ones who Ȱget the party 

startÅÄȱ (see Picture 21).  

 

Picture 21 Flyer Croatian Summer Salsa Festival 2015. 

There is a second way, in which salsa dance professionals engage in affective labour: 

×ÈÁÔ -ÁÒÉÁ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȱȢ Social dancing, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÁÔÔÅÎÄÅÅÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÎÉÇÈÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÅÓȟ ÉÓ Á 
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specificity of the salsa circuit. 7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ Ô×Ï ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÉÎ -ÁÒÉÁȭÓ ÁÂÏÖÅ 

quotation  (show dancing and teaching) are remunerated and rendered explicit in 

signed or oral contracts between dance professionals and festival organisers, the 

third one ɀ dancing socially ɀ is only implicit .  

The importance actors in the salsa circuit put on ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ 

in social dancing ɀ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÏÎÖention of tangible salsa starsȱ ɀ often creates tensions. 

In an organised discussion round I observed at a festival, one of the topics was 

ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÏÆ ÎÏÎ-ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÕÐÅÒÓÔÁÒÓȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÏÒ 

introduced the topic by telling the attende es that it was a pity that salsa superstars 

would not dance with festival participants anymore. In the following discussion, one 

of the organisers clearly stated that he invited an artist only if he knew that the 

dancer in question would also dance with the paying guests. Then the discussion 

centred around the question of whether dance professionals should be forced to 

dance with amateurs by contract and thus be paid for it. The majority of attending 

amateur dancers and organisers were against regulating the question on a 

ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÂÁÓÉÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÏÒ ÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÒÏÕÎÄ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȡ ȰÙÏÕ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ 

dance with salsa stars but you want them to do it because they like it ɀ and not 

ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÐÁÉÄ ÆÏÒ ÉÔȱȢ  

As this short summary of the discussion makes clear, salsa dance professionals are 

not only expected to perform and/or teach at salsa events, they are also supposed to 

engage in an interpersonal relationship with amateur dancers who are eager to 

dance with a salsa star.88 In the context of salsa dancing, this relationship is 

necessarily highly gendered. As studies of affective labour argue, the relationship 

×ÉÔÈ ÃÌÉÅÎÔÓ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔȡ Ȱ!ÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÒ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÍÁËÅÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

interpersonal skills often as part of entrepreneurialism, where the relationship with 

ÃÌÉÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÃÌÉÅÎÔÓ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÁÍÏÕÎÔȱ ɉ$ÉÔÍÏÒÅ άΪΪαȡ ΫαΫȟ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ,ÁÚÚÁÒÁÔÏ 

1996). If ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÆÁÉÌ ÔÏ ÁÄÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ Ȱconvention of tangible salsa starsȱȟ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

reputation may be in danger, and they run the risk of not being invited to 

subsequent salsa events anymore.  

                                                        
88 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ άǎŀƭǎŀ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭέ inside the salsa circuit is actually transferable into 
economic capital; insofar as recognized stars are sometimes paid for dancing with amateurs (see 
Chapter 8). 
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Nevertheless, salsa dancers who consider themselves artists, are reluctant to dance 

with paying festival participants, a task they consider not being part of their art. 

Many dance professionals therefore prefer to stay behind the scene with other dance 

professionals, thus demonstrating their status as salsa artist. Furthermore, in 

informal discussions, female dancers mentioned the risk of injuries through dancing 

with inexperienced leaders as well as tiredness after a long day of teaching, 

rehearsing and performing as reasons for their absence during festival night parties. 

Some artists compromise to some degree by dancing in public but choosing their 

dance partners from the circle of more experienced dancers they already know. 

Nevertheless, as the above described discussion round revealed, dance professionals 

are often expected to participate in festival parties as dance partners, a request 

several of my interviewees took seriouslÙȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÔÏÌÄ ÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÇÏÏÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȱ ×ÈÏ ÄÁÎÃÅÄ Á ÌÏÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÕÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÓ ÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ 

salsa stars.  

It is precisely in this area of tension between dancing as a service that is paid for and 

dancing as an interpersonal encounter that the affective labour has to be performed. 

Although salsa dance professionals have many reasons not to dance with members of 

the public during festival nights, the expectations of this profession do include 

dancing with paying salsa students, which can be analysed as a form of affective 

labour. Following tÈÅ ÌÏÇÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȭÓ affective economy, the gendered 

dance partnership between two salsa dancers is framed as the ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ×ÉÓÈ 

for the dance interaction. When the economic transaction is emphasised instead of 

the affective relationship, this convention is disrupted. From the perspective of the 

students, the exchange on the dance floor should ideally not be framed in economic 

terms, as this reduces the dancing experience to a Ȱproductȱ bought in a market 

transaction. 

In the literature, a similar phenomenon has been discussed in regard to so-called 

taxi-dancers, who sell their company as temporary dance partners to visitors of the 

opposite sex (see Cressey 1932 on female taxi-dancers in the taxi-dance halls of 

Chicago, or, more recently, Törnqvist 2012 on male taxi-dancers catering to foreign 

women in the tango dance-halls of Buenos Aires). Although there is no direct 
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economic exchange for a dance between a salsa dance professional and a salsa 

student in the context of a festival (as the transaction of money occurs through the 

intermediary of the event organiser), the above described discussion demonstrates 

the similarities with the institution of the taxi -dancers, as the boundaries between 

professional (and sometimes even contractually regulated) obligation and leisure, or 

between economic and affective relationships are blurred. Dance professionals are 

not only expected to dance with festival participants, they are alÓÏ ÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÌÉËÅ 

ÉÔȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȢ Salsa dance professionals at European 

ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓ ÔÈÕÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÄÉÌÅÍÍÁ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÉÎ (ÁÖÁÎÁȭÓ 

salsa tourism space.89  

To access paid jobs in the salsa circuit, dancers thus develop entrepreneurial skills 

and promote themselves, by developing their personality and focusing on one of 

their skills: performing salsa shows (sometimes competitions), teaching workshops 

or dancing socially. Furthermore, becoming a salsa dance professional includes an 

entrepreneurial approach to the self, as dance professionals not only change their 

social role from a dance student into a dance professional, but they also need to 

adapt their self-image, entering an entrepreneurial logic to construct a commodified 

persona, relying on the execution of gendered affective labour. The demonstration of 

passion and love for salsa as well as the imperative to engage in affective labour both 

point to the importance of the affective economy of the salsa circuit.  

6.2 Negotiating the salsa dance profession in Europe 

This section explores the ways salsa is negotiated as a profession in relation to other 

social fields in European societies. It takes up a common complaint that salsa is not 

recognised as an art form in the US (see also McMains 2015: 98) and asks how salsa 

dance professionals based in Europe deal with the supposed lack of recognition. 

Section 6ȢάȢΫ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ absence of what Bourdieu (1993: 51) termed Ȱbourgeois 

legitimacyȱ in the European context and the ways dancers struggle with the 

                                                        
89  In Havana, where the phenomenon of taxi-dancers being paid for services such as 
accompanying (foreign) students to salsa parties is common, I observed a similar framing of the 
negotiations around this type of service (see Chapter 4.3.2). 
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supposed non-recognition of salsa as performance art. It also explores ways in which 

this non-ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ 

Section 6.2.2 asks which people actually develop a professional career in salsa, briefly 

discussing the socio-demographic backgrounds of salsa dance professionals. In this 

way, I point to the gendered, class-based and racialised global power hierarchies in 

terms of different positions and available job opportunities, which may influence 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓȢ 

6.2.1 ά{ŀƭǎŀ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ȅŜǘέΥ ǎtruggling for legitimacy outside the 
salsa circuit 

The status passage from student dancer to salsa dance professional needs not only a 

ÒÅÃÏÎÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ Ï×Î ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ affective economy of 

the salsa circuit, but dancers also need to position themselves in relation to non-

dancers and their perceptions of salsa. Accordingly, nascent salsa dance 

professionals need to navigate historic representations that distinguish between art 

and popular culture, a distinction related to power relationships in a given society 

(see Bourdieu 1993).  

Several salsa dance professionals told me about their negative experiences with non -

dancers because they had to explain their profession as well as the fact that they can 

make a living out of salsa. Clara described ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÁÌÓÏ compared to 

other, more institutionalis ed dance forms: 

And it is because salsa will probably always stay underground, at least what we 

actually see. [...] Unfortunat ely, whenever ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÁÓËÓ ÙÏÕȟ Ȱ×ÈÁÔ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÄÏȱ ɀ Ȱwell, 

)ȭÍ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȱȢ TÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÅÌÌ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ Á ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ 

like: [in a doubtful voice] Ȱ/+?ȱȢ )Æ )ȭÄ ÓÁid ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ Á ÂÁÌÌÅÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÏÒ ÊÁÚÚ ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÏÒ 

ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÄ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÍÅ more. It would be another impression than 

×ÈÅÎ ) ÓÁÙ )ȭÍ Á ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȢ 

In #ÌÁÒÁȭÓ view, salsa should have the status of ballet, jazz or modern dance, which 

are all dance practices that have been formalised to a certain degree as well as 

institutionalize d at universities or dance schools (see eg Wulff 1998 on ballet) and 

are recognized as performing arts.  
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#ÌÁÒÁȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÓ ÍÁÎÙ ÄÁÎÃÅÒsȭ wish to be respected through salsa being 

perceived not only as entertainment but also as an art form that is performed on the 

stages of prestigious venuesȢ )ÎÄÅÅÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÇÅÓ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍ ÔÅÎÄ 

to be those constructed in hotel ballrooms for the duration of a salsa congress, not 

ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÔÈÅÁÔÅÒÓȱ ɉ-Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΫίȡ έΫαɊȢ $ÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙ indicates a 

hierarchy of performance practices in the US as well as European countries. 

In his analysis of the artistic field, Bourdieu ( 1993) distinguishes three competing 

forms of legitimacy: Ȱspecific legitimacyȱ, Ȱbourgeois legitimacyȱ and Ȱpopular 

legitimacyȱ. In Chapter 8 I will closely analyse the recognition granted to salsa 

dancers inside the salsa circuit, which Bourdieu calls specific legitimacy. In this 

section, I focus on the legitimacy related to the non-recognition of salsa dancers: the 

lack of bourgeois legitimacy. Bourdieu describes this as the:  

principle of legitimacy corresponding to Ȱbourgeoisȱ taste and to the consecration 

bestowed by the dominant fractions of the dominant class and by private tribunals, 

such as salons, or public, state-guaranteed ones, such as academies, which sanction 

the inseparably ethical and aesthetic (and therefore political) taste of the dominant 

(Bourdieu 1993: 51). 

!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÍÏÄÅÌ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ 

in a specific national frame at a specific historical moment, it is helpful in situating 

ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÄÉÌÅÍÍÁ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎȢ The 

designation of salsa dance professionals as artists indicates their self-identification  as 

producers of art, which they perceive as qualitatively different from Ȱmere 

entertainmentȱ. In many interviews the idea of salsa being an art form emerged as an 

important categÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÓ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȢ $ÁÎÃÅÒÓ 

who develop professional careers in the salsa circuit therefore have to position 

themselves in relation ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÐÏÏÒ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ, which translates into lack of 

support from powerful institutions.  This was also made clear in a short discussion I 

had with Marcos at the end of the interview, in which he thanked me for having 

chosen salsa as a research topic: ȰI feel really really happy that someone wants to 

take this topic for a proÊÅÃÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȢȱ Thus he addressed my role as an academic 

researcher, standing for the state-guaranteed institution of a university, and took the 
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research on this topic as a certain acknowledgement of the importance of salsa as a 

legitimate art form. As we continued to discuss research on salsa, Marcos compared 

salsa with jazz music, reminding me of the history of this musical form that first had 

to gain legitimacy and then gradually became institutionalised with music academies 

in many countries. In the eyes of its adepts, salsa thus lacks the bourgeois legitimacy 

that grants academies and institutional support to specific musical and performance 

arts such as jazz or ballet. 

&ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÂÏÕÒÇÅÏÉÓ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙ is also revealed in the absence of 

economic capital provided by public institutions. All the organi sers of salsa events I 

talked to told me that it was difficult to obtain sponsorship money for salsa events. 

Valentina, co-organiser of the longest-running salsa event in Switzerland, explained 

to me: ȰBecause in our business you practically never find sponsors. This is 

ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȢȱ On my asking if she ever tried to get 

money from Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÆÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȟ 6ÁÌÅÎÔÉÎÁ ÓÔÁÔÅÄȡ Ȱ&ÏÒ the Swiss state it is 

ÊÕÓÔ Á ÄÁÎÃÅȡ ȬÏÈ ÙÅÓȟ ,ÁÔÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÃÕÔÅȭȢ "ÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÌÉËÅ 3×ÉÓÓ ×ÒÅÓÔÌÉÎÇ ÏÒ 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÐÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÂÕÄÇÅÔȟ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏ ÃÈÁÎÃÅȢȱ 

Valentina refers to the nation state and cultural policies that define which cultural 

events are worth supporting. In her perception, salsa in European countries is seen 

as a foreign dance, minimised and not taken seriously by cultural institutions. 

Mentioning the example of Swiss wrestling, a popular sport especially in rural 

regions of Switzerland, she refers to the stereotypical image of Swiss events. Indeed, 

as Becker (1982Ɋ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ Ȱ'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓ ÍÁÙ ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÓȟ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÒ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÁÓ 

ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÌ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȟ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ËÎÏ×Î ÆÏÒ ÁÓ )ÔÁÌÙ ÉÓ ËÎÏ×Î ÆÏÒ 

opera, and subsidize them as they would any important feature of the national 

ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȱ (181).  

As this discussion exemplifies, salsa events in European countries are based on 

ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÐÏÎÓÏÒÓÈÉÐȟ ÔÈÕÓ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ȰÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙȱȟ which Bourdieu (1993: 

51) ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÅÃÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÓÔÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÅ 

ȬÍÁÓÓ ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅȭȱȢ (ÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ 

arrival as compared to longstanding local cultural practices may play a crucial role. 

&ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÆÕÎÄÉÎÇȱ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅÓ ÁÒÅ 
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designed to support national artists (see eg Lipphardt 2012 on the establishment of 

EU funding schemes and the importance of national citizenship in acquiring them ). 

During this research I have never heard of salsa dancers being part of a funding 

scheme in Europe. Salsa dance professionals work as freelancers or entrepreneurs, a 

point that Yaimara, who had experienced state subsidisation in Cuba, criticised: 

It would be great if there were an institution or something for dancers. Not only 

German, but the possibility for dancers from other countries, not only Cubans, just 

other countries, to pass an exam or something and then to teach or perform 

somewhere. And it would be subsidised; this would be great if Germany could do this. 

But I know there are other priorities. 

For Yaimara, compared to her experience of support in Cuba, this situation is linked 

to the non-recognition of salsa artists in Germany. Alth ough similar criticism may 

also be widespread among professionals in other artistic domains, such as 

performance or music, the described challenge of becoming salsa dance 

professionals points to the ongoing negotiations in a (nationally defined) society of 

what is legitimate art. In many socialist countries, creating national dance academies 

and funding their  artists was a declared goal of ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ȰÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ÉÓ ËÎÏ×Î ÆÒÏÍ %ÁÓÔÅÒÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ countries (Buckland 

2006). The revolutionary government in Cuba also established institutions to 

educate dancers in specific dance forms and, once they had graduated, subsidised 

them during their activities, while at the same time regulating their travels. In this 

way, BeckeÒȭÓ (1982) observation of the importance of political and administrative 

ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ×ÏÒÌÄÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÈÏÌÄÓ ÔÒÕÅȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÍÅÒÇÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ 

aesthetics thus affects what can be counted as art at all, the reputations of whole 

genres and ÍÅÄÉÁ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȱ ɉΫΰΰɊȢ  

To summarise, this section has demonstrated in which ways nascent salsa dance 

professionals negotiate their professional identities outside the salsa circuit. Some 

salsa dancers are able to gain considerable reputation inside the salsa circuit, 

including economic rewards. However, as salsa has no institutional anchor in any 

European country, this achieved symbolic status is not recognised in other social 

fields (the national or local context these dancers live in).  
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6.2.2 άL ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎǉǳŀǘǘŜǊέΥ ǎalsa dance business as an economic strategy 

4ÈÅ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÎÏÎ ÏÆ 

acknowledged art forms in a European context also influence the question of who 

actually becomes a salsa dance professional. Although I did not collect quantitative 

data on salsa dance professionals in the European salsa circuit, there are some 

tendencies that hint to the class-based, gendered and racialised character of salsa as 

a profession, which I will briefly discuss here.  

Several dancers told me that they liked dancing and might  teach a lesson once in a 

while, but they preferred to pursue their professional careers in other domains and 

keep salsa as a semi-professional or leisure pursuit  alongside their main professional 

activity. This was particularly the case of European-born male dancers holding jobs 

in non-salsa-related fields.  

A special case in my sample was Indian-born Ajay, a travelling artist  with 

considerable symbolic capital in the salsa circuit who manages to combine his salsa 

career with a mainstream career in business with an international company. 

Ajay: I have at least three jobs. But most people do salsa full time, if they are dancers, 

theyȭll do dancing full  time, basically.  

Joanna: Why do you do it differently? 

Ajay: I guess itȭs a personal choice because I do salsa for my passion, for my hobby, for 

my love for the dance and for the culture and for the music. I also have a regular 

mainstream education, I have a passion to be part of a corporate environment and to 

do what I do in my regular job and to grow in my career. I donȭt feel comfortable with 

the idea of giving up either of them, so if I like doing both, I have to balance it.  

!Ó !ÊÁÙȭÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÓȟ Á ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌsa circuit is not always chosen as an 

income-earning strategy. For Ajay, who had accumulated considerable cultural 

capital (an MBA) and worked for an international company, giving up his 

Ȱmainstreamȱ career was not an appealing option. However, in contrast to other 

dancers, he was able to combine travelling to salsa events with employment in an 

international company. Other dancers engage in a full-time career in salsa for a 

limited period of time.  



 
241 

 

Several of the European-born female dancers I talked to planned to finish their 

studies later, or engage in other professions at a later stage of their life. I observed 

more European female dancers than male dancers engaging in professional salsa 

careers. There may be several reasons for the observed differences between 

European male and female salsa dancers. The precarious financial situation involved 

in an independent salsa career and availability of other employment opportunities  

may be one of them. Furthermore, gendered representations of dance as a female 

activity also seemed to play out in the decision of whether to become a salsa dance 

professional. Thus, several of the interviewed male dancers told me that they felt 

they were not taken seriously as male dancers. One dancer told me that he had to 

deny accusations of being homosexual in his family context. Studies in other dance 

worlds have shown that boys and men engaging in dance classes or a dance career 

are often viewed as not being masculine enough (see eg Sorignet 2010 on the 

contemporary dance scene).  

By contrast, for dancers with less institutionalised cultural capital or whose formal 

education is not recognised, particularly after they have moved to a European 

country, other job opportunities are restricted. At the same time, salsa has become 

widely knÏ×Î ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎÎÅÓÓȱȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÉÔÉÅÓ 

migrants from Latin American countries are associated with the dance (for instance, 

Lundström 2009 analyses how young Latina women are confronted with and have to 

negotiate popular representations of latinidad). For many dancers of Latin American 

origin, starting a dance career therefore represents an alternative to an otherwise 

hardly accessible labour market. A dancer of Cuban origin told me that although he 

only had a basic understanding and no real training in dancing before moving to 

Europe, his new friends pushed him to start teaching salsa, which he eventually did. 

He improved his dancing skills through lessons and is now highly sought-after, 

teaching at many events in the European salsa circuit. Ernesto, a Uruguayan dancer 

in his late forties who came to Europe as a political refugee, shares a similar story. 

He proudly told me :  
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I have to tell you, before doing salsa I was in a very precarious situation. I was a 

squatter here; I got state aid. But now I am the living proof that with Cuban [salsa] one 

can make a living, just by being invited to festivals. 

Also for some of the interviewed female dance professionals, dancing and teaching 

salsa was perceived as one of the only possibilities to make a living, especially in the 

%ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȢ !Ó 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁ ÐÕÔ ÉÔȡ Ȱ$ÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÉÎÇ ) ËÎÏ×ȱȢ $ÕÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

representations of salsa as a gendered and culturalised practice in Europe, for Latin 

American migrants with little or unrecognised i nstitutionalised cultural capital, 

teaching salsa presents an economic strategy. However, the salsa circuit first has to 

be accessed, whereby regimes of mobility (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013) regulating 

the travels of passport holders of Latin American countries are highly significant. 

6.3 {ŀƭǎŀ ŘŀƴŎŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ-generating activities 

The construction of transnational careers enables actors to accumulate reputation or 

salsa capital (see Chapter 8), which is transferable into economic capital up to a 

certain extent, since famous dancers find  a constant demand for their work. Hence, 

as already mentioned, although salsa dance professionals claim a status as artist, 

most of them do not make a living out of their performing ( in contrast, for example, 

to ballet dancers) but rather out of teaching salsa to paying students. To become a 

salsa dance professional, dancers therefore need to have income-generating 

activities.  

As studies of artistic labour markets have shown, artists often face considerable risk 

due to the uncertainty of the fields they work in; therefore they often follow a 

strategy of holding multiple jobs (Menger 1999: 562). Here, teaching the specific 

skills of the practice is a frequent strategy (Menger 1999: 564). As argued in chapter 4 

ÉÎ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȱȟ Âecoming a salsa dance 

professional therefore includes developing skills not only in dancing, but 

importantly also in teaching. Teaching salsa dance is often learned on the spot, 

through imitation  ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ Ï×Î ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

professionals active in the salsa circuit. There are several strategies salsa dance 

professionals follow to make ends meet through teaching. These income-generating 
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activities are sometimes combined; sometimes they follow one another in the course 

ÏÆ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȢ "ÁÓÉÃÁÌly, salsa dance professionals either travel as salsa artists, 

often combined with teaching locally as freelancers (Section 6.3.1), or they own (and 

teach in) a dance studio (Section 6.3.2). In this section, I will discuss the rationale for 

taking up each of these activities and the ways they are related to different degrees of 

geographical mobility and different social networks, as each one requires and results 

in different degrees of local rootedness and transnational connections.  

6.3.1 ά¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘέΥ travelling as salsa artist 

As mentioned before, travelling artists are highly prestigious dancers, whose 

photographs figure on the festivals advertisements, thus attracting salsa students to 

a particular event. Most of them are based in one country, moving to other places 

several times a month for the duration of a weekend in order to work. Once they 

have obtained residency rights in a country in Europe, they work mostly at salsa 

events in Europe, with occasional events in other countries.  

Lavinia, told me about the places she had performed and taught salsa with her dance 

partner: 

We can go all around Europe, we also went to Japan, we went to Turkey, we went to 

Australia, to Dubai, to Russia, ehm ... Lebanon, Israel, Africa ɀ ) ÍÅÁÎ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ Á 

continent but we went to Morocco . Yeah, like I think to each continent we have gone 

at least once, in one country.  

Some salsa dance professionals also tour for longer periods, for example if they are 

invited to teach in a school for several weeks, or if organisers of different events 

jointly pay for the travel and accommodation of an artist living on another 

continent. In this way, dancers based in the USA (in this study Nara), Singapore (in 

this study Ajay) or in Australia are also present on European festival stages and 

dance floors, as well as European dancers at Asian festivals.90  

                                                        
90 For a video of two salsa stars based in Europe, filmed after their workshop at the China Latin 
Dance Festival, see rebrand.ly/salsa-15. 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-15
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Picture 22 Flyer Lebanon Latin Festival 2016. 

Althou gh becoming a travelling artist and developing a transnational career is often 

cited as a dream for many salsa dancers, the material conditions are rather 

precarious even for those who have gained considerable reputation inside the circuit. 

Salsa events are not a stable source of income, and personal networks with  event 

organisers and other actors play a crucial role in organising jobs. Job opportunities 

for salsa dance professionals thus often depend on the organisers and their interests 

and calendar. Sometimes events are cancelled at short notice due to financial 

ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÖÉÔÅÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÐÁÉÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒËȢ Several of 

my interviewees told me about such difficulties, such as Clara who mentioned 

several occasions she and her partner Gary got no payment for their work: 



 
245 

 

T×Ï ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏȟ ×Å ×ÏÒËÅÄ ÆÉÖÅ ×ÅÅËÅÎÄÓ ÆÏÒ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÐÁy us. 

Later we saw the money, for Ô×Ï ɏÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÅÅËÅÎÄÓɐȟ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÐÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÕÓ 

or only hÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÉÔȟ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒȢ "ÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÓÁÙȟ Ȱ/+ȟ ×Å ÃÁÎ 

count on thisȱ.  

Several of the interviewed dancers told me about such experiences with cancelled 

events or work they had done remaining unpaid. Other dancers also mentioned the 

unstable working conditions, such as Yaimara: ȰThe thing I find most difficult with 

ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÈÁÒÄȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÎÅ ÍÏÎÔÈ ÙÏÕ 

can have a lot and the other month nothing, you have to be careful.ȱ  

To diversify their income-generating strategies, many salsa dance professionals 

therefore teach not only at salsa events but also locally during weekdays, for example 

in the salsa studios of others. This is the case for Maria, who set up her own small 

company in order to formally freelance with different schoo ls. Thus she teaches 

regularly alone as well as with her dance partner in the city where the two are living. 

Based in Norway, Maria and her dance partner often travel to other dance schools in 

Scandinavia and other European countries, but also to bigger events where they 

teach and perform. Although she works half the weekends in a year, she does not 

like the idea of making a living only out of these jobs. Instead, she insists on keeping 

her regular students and teaching locally: ȰI donȭt think I would feel comfortable 

relying only on the events, it would be too stressful. So having a more steady base 

ÌÉËÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ÏÒ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÊÏÂ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÅÌÙ ÎÅÅÄÅÄȢȱ As a freelancer without her own 

studio, Maria is able to combine the need for a regular income with the wish for a 

transnational career.  

Dancers who start building up professional careers thus often concentrate on the 

organisation of their travelling and establishment of transnational networks and 

have to find ways to ÔÅÁÃÈ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÅÌÓÅȭÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ or in a rented room 

during the week. 
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6.3.2 ά9ƛǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜ ƻǊ ȅƻǳ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭέΥ ƻwning a 
dance studio 

Since the salsa wave in European countries of the late 1990s, salsa dance studios (also 

called dance schools) have flourished in many European cities. They range from a 

one-room studio up to several rooms where more than one class can be taught at a 

time. In order to open up their own studio, dancers require not only economic 

capital, but also the necessary legal status, organisational skills, local networks and 

teaching experience. Therefore, dancers at the beginning of their career rarely 

choose to open up their own studio, as they first need to acquire these resources. 

Nevertheless, several of my research participants mentioned this type of business, 

some of them being owners of a dance studio, others planning to become so or 

having already closed their studio and moved on. 

Several of my research participants considered the dance school as a stable source of 

income, where they depend on themselves instead of others to invite them to teach. 

Discussing this point with Iannis and Alicia, a Greek salsa couple performing and 

teaching together, Iannis said: Ȱ4ÈÁÔȭs why we have the studio. I mean itȭs like, it 

gives a little bit of security, although it ȭs hard in Greece to have a small business, 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÁØÅÓȢȱ Although it brings a lot of work under difficult conditions, Iannis 

considers running a dance studio worth it because it provides some security, even 

though the economic crisis in Greece has affected his business. He plans to continue 

teaching salsa and considers his studio a good place to do this on a regular basis. 

After several years of teaching salsa in different German cities and at festivals, Gary 

and his partner Clara decided to open a studio. Although they continue travelling to 

festivals, they manage their  studio in a German city. For them, the studio has 

advantages in economic terms, as Clara explains: 

The dÁÎÃÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÉÓ ȰÓÔÁÂÌÅȱȟ ÉÎ ÑÕÏÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÒËȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ΫίΪ ÁÎÄ 170 people 

[students], sometimes more, sometimes less, the money arrives most of the time, with 

few problems, but at the beginning or in the middle of the month it should be there, 

ÔÈÁÔȭÓ what you can count on. 

In order to make a living out of dancing, Clara and Gary follow a two-fold strategy 

similar to Alicia and Iannis: on one hand they rely on the regular income of their 
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dance studio, on the other hand they travel to events to teach and perform. For 

them, running a studio has the advantage of a more or less regular income, 

especially compared to jobs at salsa events. 

The decision to concentrate on a local business is often taken after a transnational 

career as travelling artist , and the decision to run a studio and settle down is also 

linked to age and gender. The case of Anna is illustrative of this. Anna runs the 

ÓÔÕÄÉÏ ÏÎ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÁÎÄ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÓ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȟ ÍÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ ȰÁ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÅÎÔÅÒÐÒÉÓÅȱȟ ÁÓ 

she says. Her decision to settle down and stop travelling was also linked to her wish 

to have a family and become a mother, something she did not want to combine with 

a transnational career (see also the analysis in Section 8.1.4). She thus decided to 

ÏÐÅÎ ÕÐ Á ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÏÐ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓȡ Ȱ%ÉÔÈÅÒ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÏÒ ÙÏÕ ÍÁÎÁÇÅ Á ÓÃÈÏÏÌȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÂÏÔÈȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓ ÌÉÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

necessitated personal presence in order to keep students and get oneself known 

locally. In this context,  the reputation gained in the (transnationally oriented) salsa 

ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÅÒÁÂÌÅȟ ÁÓ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ËÎÏ× ÁÂÏÕÔ 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȭ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ɉÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ Chapter 8).91 Furthermore, 

once a studio is running, owners have to attract new students constantly while 

keeping old ones in order to gain a regular income. Asked if she ever thought about 

opening her own school in Germany, Yaimara replied: 

IȭÖÅ really thought about this but at  ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ 

the week I am at [name of a big dance studio in a German city], I could do this as well 

in my own dance school. But on the weekends I am away, at festivals. That would 

really stress me, because it means that I need employees to do the administration, for 

example if someone is sick in a couple class and I have to organise a temporary 

partner. So I would need someone for the whole organisation, it needs a lot of force, a 

lot of energy, a lot of time for everything. And at this moment I have so many other 

things going on. 

Yaimara refers to a practice I experienced several times, with schools organising an 

equal number of students for the couple classes. As she explains, being the owner of 

                                                        
91 This is different in the case of salsa schools in Havana, which rely on the influx of salsa students 
from abroad and therefore deploy strategies to attract them.  
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a studio demands not only a lot of administrative work but also a lot of work in 

terms of building  up local relationships with students in order to keep them coming 

to classes as well as attracting new ones. Teachers of local schools usually organise 

monthly or weekly parties in their location, and go to other parties with their 

students regularly. Similarly, in a study on Argentinean tango performers in New 

York, Viladrich (2013Ɋ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ×ÏÒË ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ȰÁ ÓÔÅÁÄÙ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

time, energy, and even money, as they must attend tango parlors regularly for the 

sake of displaying their tango skills with peers, as well as dancing with current and 

ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȱ (80). This work in terms of presenting oneself and networking is 

crucial in order to run a local dance school. 

This strategy of salsa dancersȭ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ɀ owning a dance school ɀ is place-

bound and based on local networks with  organisers of local salsa nights, as well as a 

network of local students. (The most prestigious salsa dancers teaching in New York 

or Milan do have visiting students coming from outside, but most dance schools rely 

on the local salsa scene.) Opening a dance school is an investment in economic 

terms and an option only for dancers with at least a residence permit in the country  

in question, as seen in the case of Marcos who had to wait to become a resident of 

Japan before he opened his own studio. Furthermore, opening a dance studio needs 

business and other skills such as knowledge of the local language. 

As this brief discussion of the different income-generating activities of salsa dance 

professionals shows, the establishment of a transnational career relies on the 

acquisition of various resources that can be deployed differently in different places. 

In order to travel, salsa dance professionals need to build up reputation in the salsa 

circuit and a transnational network of peers and event organisers to secure job 

opportunities. Nevertheless, relying solely on such irregular jobs at salsa events is 

often regarded as too uncertain. Salsa dance professionals therefore often hold 

secondary jobs. Owning a salsa studio is one possibility to secure a more regular 

income, while at the same time relying on local resources such as networks and 

relationships to local salsa students and events. All in all, salsa dance professionals 

often perform independent, self-managed work building on various skills.  
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6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an analysis of the first status passage of becoming a salsa 

dance professional. As argued above, becoming a salsa dance professional in Europe 

ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Á ÎÅ× ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÌÁÃË ÉÎ 

ȰÂÏÕÒÇÅÏÉÓ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙȱ ɉ"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ ΫγγέɊȢ Transnational salsa careers can be 

understood as a particular form of vocational careers. They are legitimised by a 

strong narrative of passion, adding to the discussion of the belief in specific values 

(see Chapter 3) at the base of the affective economy of the salsa circuit. The 

motivations of salsa dance professionals thus resemble those of professionals in 

other performance arts such as ballet or music (Laillier 2011; Sorignet 2014; Wagner 

2015). On the other hand, as I have shown, salsa dance professionals become 

ÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ Á ȰÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁȱ (Bunten 

άΪΪβɊ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ ȰÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱ ɉ$ÉÔÍÏÒÅ άΪΪαɊ ÔÏ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÌÉÈÏÏÄ 

with salsa. They have to negotiate the gendered ȰÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ starsȱ 

in order to build their careers. In this respect, professional careers in the salsa circuit 

differ from other professional careers in dance, music or performance as studied in 

the above-mentioned literature. Indeed, the independent, self-managed work shares 

similarities with the careers of capoeira instructors in North America, explored by 

Robitaille (2013).  

)Î ÈÅÒ ÓÔÕÄÙȟ 2ÏÂÉÔÁÉÌÌÅ ɉάΪΫέɊ ÆÒÁÍÅÓ ÃÁÐÏÅÉÒÁ ÁÓ Á ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȱȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓ 

Brazilian mestres (teachers) and the ways they engage in capoeira in North America 

ÁÓ Á ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÎÅÏÌÉÂÅÒÁÌÉÓÍȱȢ 3ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ the network facilitating 

ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ȰÅØÐÏÒÔÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ ÃÁÐÏÅÉÒÁ ÁÔ ÌÁÒÇÅȟ arguing that within this network, 

it is the labour of each mestre that transforms capoeira into a resource that ensures 

ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ ÌÉÖÅÌÉÈÏÏÄÓ ɉ2ÏÂÉÔÁÉÌÌÅ άΪΫέȡ ΫΰΫɊȢ 4ÈÅ "ÒÁzilian capoeira mestres locally 

organise their schools as small enterprises within a neoliberal economy. While the 

work of salsa dance professionals resembles the one of the described Capoeira 

mestres, this study demonstrates the importance of vocation and a specific salsa 

imaginary of an Esperanto of the body instead of Á ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȱȟ ÄÕÅ to this 

ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÁÌsa as a bodily social practice. 
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As argued, salsa dancing and teaching become an economic strategy to improve 

their situation for a diverse range of people with different socio-economic and 

national backgrounds (see also Viladrich 2013 for a similar observation in regards to 

tango dancers). In the process of the decision to become a salsa dance professional, 

class-based, gendered and racialised global power hierarchies in terms of different 

positions, available job opportunities and regimes of mobility are at play. For male 

dancers with European nationality, a seemingly precarious professional career in 

salsa is seldom attractive while it can be a good opportunity for male dancers with 

Latin American origin.  Similarly, Latin-American-born female dancers often adhered 

to a salsa career as an opportunity . Alongside different access to jobs, the gendered 

representations of dance in general and the gendered-racialised representations of 

salsa dance in particular are probably among the reasons for this imbalance. While 

dancing is often portrayed as a female activity, age is a limiting factor for female 

dancers more than for male dancers. In the salsa circuit, many young female dancers 

of European origin engage in salsa and start performing and teaching salsa for a 

while, before they focus on local careers or other jobs.  

To start building up the activities described in this chapter, salsa dance professionals 

need to access the salsa circuit, a process that often includes many obstacles, as 

explored in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7 Access to the European salsa circuit 

Access to the salsa circuit, and in particular to the prestigious European salsa circuit, 

is regulated through diverse elements whereby relationships with strategic actors 

(dance students, more experienced dancers, event organisers) as well as the 

possibility of travel play a crucial role. The ways dance professionals build up ties to 

these specific actors will be discussed in Chapter 8. However, before being able to 

establish ties with relevant actors of the European salsa circuit, aspiring salsa dance 

professionals need to be able to create opportunities to meet them. Dancers living in 

Europe and possessing sufficient economic means and time to travel to salsa events, 

do so as much as possible to maximise their exposure in the salsa circuit and thus 

their chances to be seen and invited by a more experienced dance professional or 

event organiser. However, aspiring salsa dancers living outside Europe have to 

overcome several barriers in order to access the European salsa circuit.  

I will now turn to the salsa careers of non-European dancers and look closely at the 

social networks and other resources they mobilise to access the European salsa 

circuit. In this chapter, I combine perspectives and findings from the field of 

mobility studies with the already developed theoretical framework of transnational 

ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ $ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ɉÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÂÅÌÏ×Ɋȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ 

ÓÈÅÄÓ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÏÎ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ 

and careers that is completely absent from public tales of salsa as an inclusive 

ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȰÅÖÅÒÙÂÏÄÙ ÃÁÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅȱ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÉÎ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

usually presumes the participation of Latinos/Latinas and non-Latinos/Latinas in the 

transnational cÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

borders is implicitly taken for granted and their strategies usually remain 

ÕÎÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÈÏÌÄÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ 

ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȱ ɉÂÅ ÉÔ ÓÏ-called highly skilled or others). Focusing on actors that 

actually are mobile, studies tend to neglect the fact that this mobility is not 

automatically granted but has to be obtained by many, thus glossing over an 

important aspect of unequal access to resources.  

!Ó 3ÈÁÍÉÒ ɉάΪΪίȡ άΪΪɊ ÃÌÁÉÍÓȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅ ÉÎ ÓÐÁÃÅɂand even 

more so to have access to opportunities for movementsɂhas become a major 
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ÓÔÒÁÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÈÉÅÒÁÒÃÈÙȱȢ )Î Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÖÅÉÎȟ -ÁÕ ÅÔ ÁÌȢ ɉάΪΫίɊ 

speak of a glÏÂÁÌ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÄÉÖÉÄÅȱȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ citizens of OECD 

countr ies can largely travel visa-free to many parts of the world, nationals from non-

OECD countries face high levels of travel restrictions (Mau et al. 2015). Passports and 

the visas theÙ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÓÈÏÒÔ-term travels as 

well as their long-term mobility to a considerable degree. To travel to European 

countries, passport holders of many Latin American countries have to obtain a 

tourist visa (Neumayer 2010), which generally allows for a stay of 90 days. Once this 

period is over, dancers can either leave the country or overstay their visa and have to 

find other ways to consolidate their legal status. 

In recent approaches to the study of mobilities, mobility has been conceptualised as 

Á ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÉÎ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ ɉ+ÁÕÆÍÁÎÎȟ "ÅÒÇÍÁÎȟ ÁÎÄ *ÏÙÅ άΪΪήȠ -ÏÒÅÔ άΪΫΰȠ 

Sheller 2011; for an overview see Jayaram 2016). Kaufmann, Bergman, and Joye (2004) 

ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅȟ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÌÌ ȰÍÏÔÉÌÉÔÙȱȟ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ Ãapacity of entities (eg 

goods, information or persons) to be mobile in social and geographic space, or as the 

way in which entities access and appropriate the capacity for socio-spatial mobility 

ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓȱ ɉ+ÁÕÆÍÁÎÎȟ "ÅÒÇÍÁÎȟ ÁÎÄ *ÏÙe 2004: 750). In this 

framework, the potential to be mobile is as important as the actual act of moving. As 

3ÈÅÌÌÅÒ ɉάΪΫΫɊ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ ȰÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÅÖÅÎ 

distribution of these capacities and competences, in relation to the surrounding 

physical, social and political affordances for movement (with the legal structures 

ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ×ÈÏ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÍÏÖÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÃÒÕÃÉÁÌɊȱ (5).  

&ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÌÉÎËÓ ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ȰÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

ability to  ÂÅ ÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÄÅÐÌÏÙ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÏÎÅȭÓ 

ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ-ÏÒÅÔ άΪΫίȡ ΫββɊȢ $ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔ #ÒÅÓÓ×ÅÌÌ ɉάΪΫΪɊ ÔÅÒÍÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ 

ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱȟ -ÏÒÅÔ ɉάΪΫΰɊ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÅÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ȰÁÓ ÁÎ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÉÏÎ 

involved in ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȱ ɉΫήίβɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ 

perspective, ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÕÎÅÑÕÁÌÌÙ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ȰÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎȟ ÕÎÄÅÒ 

certain conditions, be mobilised and transformed into social and economic 

ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅÓȱ ɉ-ÏÒÅÔ άΪΫΰȡ Ϋήίβ), and thus becomes mobility capital.  
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As this chapter demonstrates, salsa dancers of non-European origin are endowed 

with different volumes of mobility capital. Many of my research participants first had 

to acquire the necessary skills, contacts and legal documents before they were able 

to access the European salsa circuit and build a successful transnational career, 

thereby drawing on other resources. In this study, mobility is thus understood as a 

capital that can be acquired (through the deployment of other forms of capital, such 

as social capital) as well as mobilised and converted into other forms of capital (such 

as reputation in the salsa circuit, and/or economic advantages).  

4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ Á ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÐÕÔ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÂÙ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓÈÉÐ ÏÆ ȰÍÏÂility 

ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȱȡ ÉÔ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ forms of mobility that are usually conceived of separately, 

such as tourism, migration or circular mobility, in one theoretical framework (see 

also Dahinden 2010; Schapendonk, van Liempt, and Spierings 2015). In my research, 

this was particularly striking in the encounters and relationships built between 

ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓ ÆÒÏÍ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ #ÕÂÁÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔȭÓ 

ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÉÓÅÄ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒȭÓ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÁËÅ ÉÎ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ Á 

ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȱ ×ÁÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÈÉÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÅØÃÌÕÓÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍÓ ÏÆ 

ȰÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÇÉÍÅÓȱ ɉ!ÍÅÌÉÎÁ άΪΫαɊȢ )Î ÂÒÉÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ 

with a focus on the transnational careers of salsa dance professionals, I am able to 

add a better understanding of the construction of such careers. Drawing on 

-ÁÒÔÉÎÉÅÌÌÏ ÁÎÄ 2ÅÁȭÓ ɉάΪΫήȡ ΫΪβγɊ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÍÉÇÒÁÔÏÒÙ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȱȟ 

I acknowledge not only individual characteristics such as nationality, marital status, 

level of education, age and gender but I also take into account the role of the state 

ȰÁÓ Á ËÅÙ ÁÃÔÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÒÅÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓȱ ÉÎ 

one analytical framework. To account for the interdependency of the various forms 

of mobility I suggest the notion ÏÆ ȰÅÎÔÁÎÇÌÅÄ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ 

theorised in the conclusion of this chapter. 

In the following, I look at three consecutive phases of the process of accessing the 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÈÁÓÅ ÉÓ ÏÆ ȰÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÓȱ ÔÏ ÁÃcount for the importance 

of imaginaries in salsa ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ɉα.1). The second phase I explore 

is the ways Cuban dancers first gained access to the European salsa circuit and the 

strategies they mobilised (more or less successfully) during  the process. To illustrate 
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this second phase (7.2), I draw on the individual cases of selected dancers, which I 

chose based on their relevance (Flick 2014) and variation (Becker 1998), as detailed 

in Chapter 2 Methodology and methods (Section 2.3.2). The third phase I discuss is 

the way in which Latin American ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÃÏÎÓÏÌÉÄÁÔÅÄ ȰÌÅÇÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÏÎÃÅ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ 

in order to be able to continue their transnational career in the salsa circuit (7.3). 

7.1 Latin American salsa dance professionals and their 
iƳŀƎƛƴŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ άŎƻǎƳƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜέ 

The majority of the salsa dance professionals born in a Latin American country that I 

interviewed had already danced salsa or similar dances in their home country. Before 

they started their transnational careers as salsa professionals, usually initiated by 

migration to a European country, they imagined being mobile and had ideas of other 

possible places to live.92 Salazar (2011) defines such historically laden imaginaries as 

ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÔÔÅÄ ɉÂÏÔÈ ×ÉÔÈin and between cultures) 

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÓÓÅÍÂÌÁÇÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ 

used as meaning-making and world-ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÄÅÖÉÃÅÓȱ ɉίαΰɊȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ 

motivations to cross borders and live elsewhere and imaginaries of other places and 

lives play an important role in this process, as scholarship on migration and mobility 

has demonstrated (Riaño and Baghdadi 2007; Salazar 2011). In their analysis of 

ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȟ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÁÎ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÆ ȰÔhe 

material geographies ÏÆ ÌÁÂÏÕÒ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ȰÔÈÅ symbolic and imaginary 

geographiesȱ ɉ*ÁÃËÓÏÎȟ #ÒÁÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ $×ÙÅÒ άΪΪήȡ έɊȢ #ÏÎÔÒÁÒÙ ÔÏ Á ÓÉÍÐÌÉÓÔÉÃ 

understanding of people migrating solely due to economic hardship, these 

imaginaries that inform th e choices of individual migrants should thus also be taken 

ÉÎÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÎÇ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ  

4ÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÄ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÉÎ Ȱ%ÕÒÏÐÅȱ 

(imagined as a geographic unit) and their own careers as salsa dancers while they 

ÓÔÉÌÌ ÌÉÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÏÆ ÏÒÉÇÉÎȢ 4ÈÅ ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȱ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÄ 

salsa dancers imagined entails two dimensions: ideas of professional opportunities in 

                                                        
92 In his ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ άǎŎŀǇŜǎέΣ !ǇǇŀŘǳǊŀƛ όмффлΥ нфсύ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪǎ 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀǎ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘŜ ǎŎŀǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘ άƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ǿƻǊƭŘǎέΦ  
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the (European) salsa circuit and the dream of travelling. Furthermore, part of such 

imaginaries was also openness to meeting new people and newly arising 

opportunities (which shaped later mobility). While the notion of cosmopolitanism is 

used in many different ways in the literature, 93 a thorough discussion is not the goal 

of this ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎȢ 2ÁÔÈÅÒȟ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎÉÓÍ ÁÓ Á ȰÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ 

ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÏ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÙ ÔÏ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȱ ɉ.Ï×ÉÃËÁ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÖÉÓÃÏ άΪΪγȡ άɊȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ Á 

ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȱ ÉÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÖÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÏ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȢ  

The next section (7.1.1) considers the two dimensions of the imaginaries of a 

cosmopolitan lifestyle before I turn to a detailed discussion of the strategies some 

Cuban dancers mobilised to access the European salsa circuit. 

7.1.1 άL ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŀƭǎŀέΥ ƛmaginary travels 

Salsa dancers living in Latin American countries often knew about the European 

salsa circuit through the internet (via YouTube and Facebook) or the stories of 

others. Alejandro, a salsa dance professional who was born in Costa Rica, worked as 

a dance teacher in a dance school for tourists in Costa Rica, where he befriended 

some Swiss students who suggested he should come to Switzerland. I asked him 

about his plans before leaving Costa Rica and he told me that he thought that he 

would be able to teach and compete in other European countries: 

I knew that in Europe more salsa was going oÎ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÎ #ÏÓÔÁ 2ÉÃÁȟ ȭÃÁÕÓÅ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ 

ÏÐÅÎȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÄÏ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÅÖÅÒÙ×ÈÅÒÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅØÉÓÔ ÉÎ #ÏÓÔÁ 

Rica or in Latin America. When I left, there were two congresses: one in Puerto Rico 

and the other one somewhere in America, not ÍÁÎÙȢ ɏȣ] Nowadays you have 

ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÉÎ "ÒÁÚÉÌȟ !ÒÇÅÎÔÉÎÁȟ #ÈÉÌÅȟ 0ÅÒÕȟ ÅÖÅÒÙ×ÈÅÒÅȢ !Ô ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅØÉÓÔ 

yet. But in Europe they existed already, in Italy, in Germany, even in Switzerland. 

                                                        
93 .ŜŎƪ ŀƴŘ {ȊƴŀƛŘŜǊ όнллсύΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀǊƎǳŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ άƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻǎƳƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴƛǎƳέ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
sciences, while Nowicka and Rovisco (2009) distinguish between cosmopolitanism as a practice 
and as a moral ideal. 
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Before I came here they already existed and I knew that. And most important was that 

) ÈÁÄ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÆÒÏÍ 3×ÉÔÚÅÒÌÁÎÄȢ 3Ï ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÙ )ȭÍ ÈÅÒÅ ÎÏ×Ȣ 

As salsa congresses proliferated during the early 2000s in many European countries, 

Alejandro perceived Europe as more interesting in terms of salsa activity than Latin 

America. As he told me later on, though he knew about salsa congresses going on in 

the US, he had no chance to enter the country as he was not acquainted with 

dancers who would invite him to a salsa event. On the other hand, once in 

Switzerland with a tourist visa, he knew he would be able to travel to salsa events. In 

ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÓÅȟ ȰÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÏÐÅÎȱȢ (Å ÈÁÄ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÐÌÁÎÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÕÐ ÈÉÓ ÒÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ !ÌÅÊÁÎÄÒÏȭÓ 

explanation also identifies the importance of social ties ɀ his good friends from 

Switzerland ɀ in the construction of his imaginaries. Though not all dancers had 

such a clear idea of how they would proceed once in Europe, imaginaries of 

professional opportunities linked to salsa in Europe played an important role in their 

decision to try their luck in the European salsa circuit.  

Moreover, several of my interviewees dreamed of mobility from an early age. 

Yaimara had started imagining her own travels earlyȡ Ȱ7ÈÅÎ ) ×ÁÓ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȟ I always 

ËÎÅ× ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎÅ ÄÁÙȣ ) ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÖÅÌȟ ÇÅÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȱȢ 

This underlines the importance of imaginaries of a mobile lifestyle including 

ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÔÏ ȰÇÅÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× ÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȢ 

As the discussed cases illustrate, imaginary forms of participation in the salsa circuit 

are possible even for individuals who do not physically cross state borders. Urry 

ɉάΪΪαɊ ÁÌÓÏ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ȰÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÒÁÖÅÌȱ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȡ Ȱ3ÕÃÈ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ 

can sometimes substitute for physicÁÌ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ɏȣɐ ÂÕÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅ 

ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÂÏÄÉÌÙ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȱ ɉΫΰγɊȢ )Î ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÉÎÇȟ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÙ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ 
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and participation in the salsa circuit may be of high significance.94 However, this 

ȰÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÙ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÁÓ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌȟ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎ 

some cases leads to the construction of successful transnational careers. In this way, 

imaginaries precede travels but they cannot replace them in terms of the 

accumulation of mobility capital.  

The imagined mobility is further characterised by an idea of openness to self-

transformation through mobility. Lavinia, a dancer born in Mexico, met her Italian 

dance partner at a salsa event in Mexico when she was 21 years old. He asked her to 

move to Milan to work with him and his dance company. Although in this case, the 

ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÈÁÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȟ ÉÎ ,ÁÖÉÎÉÁȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÔ 

became a decisive element of self-transformation.  

Joanna: Can you tell me some more about the decision to move to Milano? 

Lavinia: Yes? Because of my personality, I always love challenges, like, when someone 

ÔÅÌÌÓ ÍÅȟ ȰÌÅÔȭÓ ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓȱȟ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÔÒÙ ÉÔȢ -ÁÙÂÅ ÁÆÔÅÒȟ ) ×ÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÉÔȟ ÍÁÙÂÅ ÁÆÔÅr I will, 

maybe not very much, but I always love to try things. And when this proposal came 

ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅØÐÅÃÔȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÓÁÙȟ ȰÍÏÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȱȟ ) ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ×ÈÙ ÎÏÔȱȢ ɏȣɐ ÉÔ ×ÁÓȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÂÉÇ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉty, 

ÍÁÙÂÅ ÔÏ ÏÐÅÎ ÍÙ ÍÉÎÄ ÏÒ ÍÙ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ ɏȣɐ !ÎÄ ÎÏ×ȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÆÉÖÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ ÈÅÒÅȢ 

In this case, although she had not imagined it as part of her career from an early age, 

Lavinia embraced the idea of moving to Europe and participating in the salsa circuit 

ÁÓ ÁÎ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ ÔÏ ȰÏÐÅÎ ÈÅÒ ÍÉÎÄȱȢ  

! ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ,ÁÖÉÎÉÁȭÓ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÙ ×ÁÓ ÈÅÒ ÏÐÅÎÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÎÅ×ÌÙ ÁÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȢ The 

above quotation also illustrates how ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÁÌÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ 

with new experiences and unforeseen opportunities, for instance arising out of 

encounters with new dance partners. Becker (1963) did not conceive of careers as 

                                                        
94 !ǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ άǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǘǊŀǾŜƭέ ό¦ǊǊȅ нллтύ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
the here-described άƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭέΦ !ǎ aŎaŀƛƴǎ όнлмрΥ нсуύ ǎƘƻǿǎΣ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ 
between dancers based in the USA and in Europe indeed played an important role in the 
development of the European salsa circuit in the early 2000s. However, when it comes to access to 
tƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘΣ άǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǘǊŀǾŜƭέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ to be of particular importance in my data. In this, the 
limited cases and the overrepresentation of Cuban dance professionals in my data may also play a 
role, as these dancers often had no access to the internet in their own country, unlike the dancers 
based in the USA studied by McMains.   
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linear processes, and the same holds for transnational careers of salsa dance 

professionals: they develop over time and allow for adjustments.  

7.2 A Cuban case study  

In Chapter 3 I discussed the importance of salsa hubs outside Europe, and in 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ (ÁÖÁÎÁȟ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÍÁÐȢ -ÁÎÙ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

professionals in the European salsa circuit are of Cuban origin. I will now turn to the 

conditions dancers had to meet and the strategies they mobilised to access the salsa 

circuit, with a focus on Cuba for the reasons outlined above. This section discusses 

the manifold ways in which four emerging dance professionals in Havana mobilised 

specific resources, which in turn allowed them to access the European salsa circuit.  

Before they could build up the necessary networks, dancers generally had to move 

from a village to Havana, where salsa tourism is established. As scholars of mobility 

studies have pointed out, internal movements such as going to live in a city can 

sometimes imply bigger changes than the crossing of a border (see Kalir 2013). For 

these dancers, their move to Havana and their activities in the informal spaces of 

dance tourism implied a decisive change in their career path. During this time they 

were able to build up relationships thanks to their teaching activities, which 

provided them with resources for their next career step. Gaudette (2013) shares a 

similar analysis in regards to Guinean jembe musicians who wish to achieve global 

ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÐÌÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÒÕÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ×ÈÏÍ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÒÉÇÈÔ ÔÉÍÅȱ ÉÓ ÃÒÕÃÉÁÌ ɉ'ÁÕÄÅÔÔÅ άΪΫέȡ έΪήɊȢ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃÉÁÎÓ ÉÎ 'ÕÉÎÅÁ ×ÈÏ 

strived to be present at jembe workshops in Conakry, the Cuban salsa dancers in my 

study had endeavoured to enter spaces of dance tourism in Havana where they could 

meet tourists. Once established as teachers of salsa dance in a tourist context in 

Havana, they had a privileged access to visitors. 

As argued above, the ability to move entails three elements: access, competence and 

appropriation. Access to different forms and degrees of mobility is constrained by 

options and conditions (Kaufmann, Bergman, and Joye 2004: 750). In the case of 

Cuban salsa dancers, legal documents and economic means to leave the country, 

cross national borders and enter other states are crucial resources. The second 
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element, competence, refers to the skills and abilities social actors need in order to 

be mobile. Kaufmann, Bergman, and Joye (2004) mention physical ability, acquired 

ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÒÁÉÎȱ ÁÎÄ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ 

acquire information (750). Besides physical ability, the dancers of this study needed 

skills specifically related to the acquisition of information in terms of their next 

move. The third element the authors mention is appropriation, which involves the 

×ÁÙÓ ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÌÅÃÔ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓȢ Ȱ!ÌÌ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÒÅ 

fundamentally linked to social, cultu ral, economic and political processes and 

ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÅÍÂÅÄÄÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÁÃÔÅÄȱ ɉ+ÁÕÆÍÁÎÎȟ "ÅÒÇÍÁÎ 

and Joye 2004: 750). However, I would argue that this model of motility omits an 

important element: the imaginaries of other places and different lives. Based on the 

above discussion, I would add imaginaries as a fourth element of motility, in line 

×ÉÔÈ !ÐÐÁÄÕÒÁÉȭÓ ɉΫγγΪɊ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÌÁÚÁÒȭÓ ɉάΪΫΫɊ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

imagination in structuring human mobility.  

By considering mobility as an unequally distributed resource that needs to be 

ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÓÓÅÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÙ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ situation , 

this case study demonstrates that Cuban dancers need to actively strategise in 

various ways to be able to access the salsa circuit. In this respect, as I will 

demonstrate, the mobility of others, in particular European salsa dancers, was often 

the condition to allow for the mobility of Cuban dancers, either through an 

invitation, (7.2.1), or a marriage, (7.2.2). Established networks of salsa students in 

Europe and cultural capital were also a door-opener to access the salsa circuit (7.2.3). 

However, in many cases the imagined move to Europe ɀ and thus access to the 

European salsa circuit ɀ does not wÏÒË ÁÎÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ȰÓÔÕÃËȱ ÁÔ the edge of the 

salsa circuit (7.2.4).  

7.2.1 WǳƭƛΥ ά¢ƘŜȅ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ƳŜ ŀ ƭƻǘέΥ Ƴobilising friendship networks 

Before my first research trip to Havana, I asked dancer friends and dance studio 

owners in Switzerland for their recommendations for dance teachers. All of them 

ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ *ÕÌÉȭÓ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÉÎ (ÁÖÁÎÁ ÁÓ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÌÅÓÓÏÎÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÈÅÒ 

efforts in building and sustaining networks in Switzerland. In Havana, I took several 
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lessons with Juli and other teachers at her school. I met Juli for an interview at her 

house in central Havana, after a day of work in her school.  

Juli started dancing at young age and later enrolled at the university to study dance 

at the National Arts School (ENA). During this time, in the early 1990s, she also 

ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÕÐ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÓȡ ȰI studied in the ENA, but I 

ÈÁÄ ÍÁÎÙ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȟ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÙ ÍÏÎÅÙȟ ) ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ×ÏÒËȢ 3Ï ) ÌÅÆÔ ÔÈÅ %.!ȟ 

) ×ÅÎÔ ÔÏ 3×ÉÔÚÅÒÌÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÒËÅÄȟ ÙÏÕ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄȢȱ 

Due to economic difficulties, Juli had to interrupt her studies and followed an 

opportunity to go abroad and teach dancing:  

4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÔÉÍÅ ) ×ÅÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÉÎ ȭγβȟ ) ×ÅÎÔ ÔÏ 3×ÉÔÚÅÒÌÁÎÄȢ ) ËÎÅ× Ô×Ï 3×ÉÓÓ ÇÕÙÓȟ (ÁÒÒÙ 

and Frank they are students of mine. They are very good ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ɏȣɐȢ ) ×ÅÎÔ ÔÏ 

Switzerland, gave classes with Barbara, a dance teacher in [Swiss city], she had a dance 

school. Barbara organised some work for me in Switzerland, in 1998, and I worked in 

"ÁÒÂÁÒÁȭÓ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÌÅÐÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄ (ÁÒÒÙ Ánd it was a great time. 

Because I worked a lot and I was very happy to be able to go to Switzerland, to get to 

ÍÅÅÔ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÅÁÒÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÍÏÎÅÙȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ I made 1000 or 2000 francs 

[at the time 1500 or 3000 Euro], it was a lot of money ȭcause here I had nothing. I will 

always be very grateful to Harry and Frank who helped me with this. I was there for 

three months, I worked with Barbara for one month and then I worked in other places 

as well, in [a smaller Swiss city]. There was a project of intercultural exchange, with an 

official contract with the state. They helped me always for the official part, the legal 

part, the school [name of Swiss dance school run by Cuban-born dancers]. Therefore I 

am very grateful to [name of dance school] because tÈÅÙ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÍÅ Á ÌÏÔȢ 3ÈÅȭÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ 

good friend of mine, she helped me a lot, until this day. 

Like many other dancers, Juli managed to meet enthusiastic students who invited 

her to travel to Switzerland and helped her with the administrative and practical 

questions. The money was not a lot in the Swiss context but it was a significant sum 

in Cuba, which allowed Juli to contemplate opening her own dance studio in a 

central house. She also relied on the help of others in her network to deal with the 

paperwork tÏ ÇÅÔ ÁÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭÓ ÖÉÓÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ #ÕÂÁ ÔÏ 

3×ÉÔÚÅÒÌÁÎÄȢ 3ÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÁÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÄÅÃÌÁÒÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ 

ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÁÓ ȰÉÎÔÅÒÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅȱȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÒÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ 
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legally during this t ime. In Switzerland, she obtained a tourist visa of three months. 

During this first trip, with the help of her former students, Juli taught successfully in 

different places in Switzerland and made new connections. Building on these, she 

was able to leave Havana again for a three-month visit to Switzerland one year later 

and then continued her teaching visits to Switzerland, and soon France, Germany, 

Spain and Denmark, extending her network of interested schools and students every 

time she was there. Soon, dance students who saw her in Europe started travelling to 

Havana in order to take classes in her school, attracted by her personality, dancing 

and teaching skills. After several years of travelling back and forth between Cuba and 

Europe, Juli was able to buy a house in Havana and subsequently enlarge the dance 

school with several floors. She relied on the help of her mother and her cousin in 

order to look after the school while she was abroad, as well as on her friend, a lawyer 

who helped her deal with the Cuban bureaucracy. 

Juli met her future husband during one of her teaching tours in Switzerland. Ten 

years after her first trip to Switzerland, they married and later had a child. Her 

husband also supports her teaching activities with his own network and knowledge 

of the language, and helps her organise teaching opportunities. Since her marriage, 

Juli spends half of the year in Havana and the rest of the year in Switzerland and 

Europe. This rhythm of a to-and-fro movement between two places allows Juli to 

keep her dance studio in Havana, where she manages a group of around 15 teachers 

and 10 assistants. During the interview she also stressed the importance of living 

near other family members and the emotional costs of being away from Cuba.  

At the same time, *ÕÌÉȭÓ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÆÏÒ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÍÏÎÔÈÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒ 

allows her to make more money than in Cuba as well as to attract new students to 

Havana. As she told me, her Swiss residence permit enables her to travel to other 

countries more easily and with fewer visa restrictions and difficulties than with the 

Cuban passport alone. When I met Juli, this model had worked for six years, but as 

their daughter grew older, she and her husband started to discuss where the child 

would attend school and the place the family should mainly live.  

4ÈÅÓÅ ÓÎÁÐÓÈÏÔÓ ÏÆ *ÕÌÉȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÁÎÃÅ 

professionals are able to mobilise networks they built up in Havana to access the 
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European salsa circuit. Only the initial invitation from someone established in 

Europe provided Juli with the opportunity to demonstrate her skills in dancing and 

teaching in dance studios and at small festivals in Europe and to subsequently 

ÅÎÌÁÒÇÅ ÈÅÒ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÉÎÖÉÔÉÎÇ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÏÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓȢ *ÕÌÉȭÓ ÓÔÏry also reveals 

the ways in which dance professionals can mobilise resources located in two places: 

not only did she develop her own career as a salsa teacher in Europe but at the same 

time she also attracted European students to Havana, where she built up a successful 

school with many Cuban teachers. In the literature, this form of regular movements 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Ô×Ï ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ *ÕÌÉ ÁÄÏÐÔÓ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ$ÕÁÎÙ άΪΪάɊȟ 

ȰÃÏÍÍÕÔÉÎÇȱ ɉ.Ï×ÉÃËÁ άΪΫέɊ ÏÒ ȰÐÅÎÄÕÌÁÒ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ-ÏÒÏËÖÁÓÉÃ-Muller 1999). It 

ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÕÐ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÌÉÖÅÌÉÈÏÏÄÓȱ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÈÅ 

means of subsistence across borders in situations where economic opportunities are 

not distributed equally between places (Duany 2002).  

!ÆÔÅÒ Á ×ÈÉÌÅȟ *ÕÌÉȭÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÏ became a salsa hub, bringing together Cuban dance 

teachers and European students. She proudly told me the names of all the Cuban 

dancers who had left Havana due to an invitation from or marriage with a European 

student they had met in her school. Despite this apparently successful transnational 

career, Juli experiences the incessant travel as extremely exhausting and is always 

under pressure to keep up her contacts. In her case, the mobilisation of her large 

network of people in Cuba and Switzerland enable her to keep up this business.  

7.2.2 ¸ŀƛƳŀǊŀΥ άL ŦƻǳƴŘ Ƴȅ media naranjaέΥ Ƴobilising family networks 
and transnational marriage 

Alongside cultivating friendships with foreigners, marriage was another strategy that 

often stood at the beginning of a transnational salsa career. Especially in the Cuban 

context, since the economic crisis in the 1990s and the increase in foreign tourism, 

marriage has become a way of leaving the island for many people. As Fernandez 

ɉάΪΫέɊ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ Ȱ"ÏÔÈ ËÉÎ-making and cultivating f riendships with foreigners have 

ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ËÅÙ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ #ÕÂÁÎÓ ÔÏ ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ ×ÅÌÌ-ÂÅÉÎÇȱ 

(281). For Cuban dancers, marriage is not only a way to leave the country, it is also a 

way to enter (and remain in) Europe legally. In fact, for people of non-EU origin 

countries, marriage is often a way to extend their legal stay in Europe and benefit 
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from the family reunification rights conferred to spouses of EU citizens 

(Andrigokopoulos forthcoming). DÕÅ ÔÏ %ÕÒÏÐÅȭÓ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓȟ ȰÆÁÍÉÌÙ 

migration is one of the only remaining open channels to enter Europe as the right 

for family is an international human right and regulated in Europe through the 

ÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÏÎ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÒÅÕÎÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ-ÏÒÅÔȟ Andrigokopoulos, and Dahinden 

forthcoming). The significance of a marriage with a European citizen will be 

demonstrated with the case of Yaimara. 

Yaimara met her future German husband, Felix, who was interested in Cuban music 

and dance when he was in HavaÎÁ ÔÏ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȭÓ ÇÒÁÎÄÆÁÔÈÅÒȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ 

friends, and whenever Felix was in Havana Yaimara helped him with his research 

projects. After a while they realised that they wanted to live together and Felix 

ÉÎÖÉÔÅÄ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁ ÔÏ 'ÅÒÍÁÎÙȢ Ȱ(Å ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÎvite me so that I could find out if I 

ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅÄ 'ÅÒÍÁÎÙ ÏÒ ÎÏÔȟ ÓÏ ÈÅ ÉÎÖÉÔÅÄ ÍÅȢȱ "ÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÐÌÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÏÂÔÁÉÎ Á 

ÖÉÓÁ ÆÏÒ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÔÒÉÅÄ Á ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÂÕÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÅÍÂÁÓÓÙ ÓÁÉÄ ÎÏȢ 4ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ɏ&ÅÌÉØɐ 

ÓÁÉÄȡ Ȭ/+ȟ ÓÏ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ #ÕÂÁȟ ×Å ×ÉÌÌ ÍÁÒÒÙȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ÎÏ ÁÎÙÍÏÒÅȭȱȢ 4ÈÅ 

couple thus married in Cuba but it took another six months before Yaimara could 

leave the country. As scholars of cross-ÂÏÒÄÅÒ ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÏÕÔȟ ȰÂÒÉÎÇÉÎÇ 

spouses from elsewhere into a European country is increasingly difficult, as many EU 

-ÅÍÂÅÒ 3ÔÁÔÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÉÇÈÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÉÎÇ ÓÐÏÕÓÁÌ ÉÍÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ 

(Charsley 2012: 8). Thus, going through the family reunification process is often an 

expensive and time-consuming enterprise, as Fernandez (2013) demonstrates for 

Cuban marriage migration to Denmark. This was also the case for Yaimara. As a 

further complication, she had applied for a Cuban foreign residency permit (permiso 

de residencia en el exterior), which (until 2013) was necessary to leave Cuba legally 

ÁÎÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÒÅÔÁÉÎ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÙȟ ÉÎÈÅÒÉÔÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ɉÃÆ 

Fernandez 2013: 277).  

Once Yaimara had obtained all the necessary documents, she settled in Germany 

where she soon got a job at a big dance school and after a while she started teaching 

regularly. She was also introduced to the festival circuit through an old friend of the 

family and thus started her career as a travelling artist  at European festivals, while 

teaching almost every day of the week in the dance school. After some years she also 
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started to organise dance holidays in Cuba, mobilising her networks in both places, 

bringing European salsa students to Havana.  

,ÏÏËÉÎÇ ÁÔ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ×ÉÔÈ Á 'ÅÒÍÁÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ 

capital she thus acquired and the subsequent relocation to Europe proved to be a 

turning point and the moment that opened the door to her successful transnational 

ÃÁÒÅÅÒȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȟ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰËÉÎ-ÍÁËÉÎÇȱ 

(Fernandez 2013) as a strategy to access Europe and its salsa circuit ɀ not exclusively, 

but importantly for Cuban dancers.  

Although I asked dancers a general question about how they had come to Europe 

and, due to time restraints, did not ask for an in-depth story of how they met their 

parÔÎÅÒÓȟ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÁÂÅÌ ÈÅÒ ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÁÓ Á ȰÌÏÖÅ ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅȱȢ $ÕÒÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ 

stay in Havana, and without me asking her, she told me:  

I am married because I love my husband! You can see how many people one can get to 

know here, there are many tourists, but this was never important for me. When I 

found my half-orange95, I went with him.  

Yaimara distanced herself from a supposed instrumental vision of marriage, a 

practice I also encountered in discussions with other salsa dancers. Though marrying 

a European is a common practice for both male and female dancers, many 

interviewees were somewhat hesitant to openly tell me in our first encounter that 

they were married, had come to Europe through the legal route of family 

reunification and had obtained residency rights through marriage. This reservation 

can be interpreted, first, as a result of public discourses about so-called fraudulent 

marriages and the politicisation of transnational marriage in many European 

countries (Beck-Gernsheim 2011). As Bonjour and de Hart (2013) demonstrate, 

increasingly restrictive family migration policies have been implemented in many 

European countries over recent years. This migration policy-making is shaped by 

and informs constructions of collective identities, through gendered and ethnicised 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÉÎÇȱ ɉ"ÏÎÊÏÕÒ ÁÎÄ ÄÅ (ÁÒÔ άΪΫέɊȢ -ÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ 

normatively evaluated ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ȰÁÆÆÉÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÍÏÔÉÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ 
                                                        
95 ̧ ŀƛƳŀǊŀ ǎŀƛŘ άƳŜƛƴŜ ƻǊŀƴƎŜ IŅƭŦǘŜέ ƛƴ DŜǊƳŀƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ mi media 
naranja, used in Spanish to describe άƻƴŜΩǎ ǎƻǳƭƳŀǘŜέΦ  
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a violation of the Western ideal of love, the breaching of a cultural taÂÏÏȱ (Beck-

Gernsheim 2011: 61). The salsa dance professionals I interviewed know about the 

politicisation of transnational marriage and distance themselves from practices that 

could harm their image.  

Second, this also points to the entanglement of emotions and instrumental or 

strategically motivated practices (see Charsley 2012). As critical scholarship on 

ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÓÈÁÍȱ ÖÅÒÓÕÓ ȰÇÅÎÕÉÎÅȱ ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅÓ 

draws on a distinction between interest and emotions (Andrikopoulos forthcoming). 

However, as Andrikopoulos (forthcoming)  ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ ȰÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÏÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȱ 

may circulate between spouses. Though a marriage may provide Latin American 

dancers with considerable advantages in terms of travel opportunities, residency 

rights or economic gains, the emotions involved should not be overlooked and 

9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȭÓ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ 

understanding and self-presentation.  

7.2.3 WǳŀƴΥ άL ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻǳǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ Lǘŀƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊƻǇƛŎŀƴŀέΥ Ƴobilising 
cultural capital  

For dancers with a professional background in dance or music, including a diploma 

from one of the national universities or art schools in Cuba, there exist other 

possibilities to leave the country and travel: the state grants selected artists and 

musicians a foreign residency permit to live abroad (Fernandez 2013: 277). Numerous 

Cuban dancers in the European salsa circuit do have formal training in so-called 

folkloric dances in the Cuban National Folkloric Company, the National Art School 

or graduated from the Cabaret Tropicana School in Havana and first travelled to 

%ÕÒÏÐÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ȰÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ #ÕÂÁÎ ÓÔÁÔÅȢ 3ÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÏÆ 

the interviewees left Cuba for the first time on an organised tour with their dance or 

ÍÕÓÉÃ ÅÎÓÅÍÂÌÅȢ *ÕÁÎȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÏÕÒÉÎÇ ÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ 

transnational career in the European salsa circuit. 

Juan, at the time of the interview in his late forties and often cited as being among 

the most influential professional dancers of Cuban salsa in Europe, grew up in 

Havana. He started dancing in a casa de cultura and became part of a group 

exhibiting performances for tourists in Varadero, the main tourist hotspot in Cuba at 
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that time (at the end of the 1990s). He started to make a living from dancing and 

soon became a member of the dance group at a well-known cabaret. Through his 

visibility as a dancer of this group Juan eventually became a dancer at the renowned 

Cabaret Tropicana in Havana, a theatre offering dance spectacles since the 1940s. In 

the beginning of the 1990s, dancers from this company were touring in Europe (Juan 

mentioned Italy, Spain, Switzerland and France). On one of these occasions, the 

director of the company was asked to recommend two Cuban dancers who wished to 

teach dance in Italy. Juan seized the opportunity and started teaching dance in Italy, 

travelling back and forth between Cuba and Italy for several years. 

Juan: He suggested a couple to teach in Italy: salsa, Cuban dances. My teacher [name] 

proÐÏÓÅÄ ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÇÉÒÌ ɏȣɐ ÁÎÄ ÓÏ ÍÙ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÉÎ )ÔÁÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄȟ ÌÅÔȭÓ 

ÓÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÓÏÌÏȢ ɏȣɐ 4ÈÅÎ ) ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× ÍÁÎÙ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

I worked across Italy, I started working in discos, did animations, taught. I started 

×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓȢ ɏȣɐ  

Joanna: So, the Tropicana was finished? 

Juan: I did six months in Italy, then I went back to Cuba to dance in the Tropicana, to 

see my family. And sometimes I did three months in Italy, then three months there, 

ÔÈÒÅÅ ÍÏÎÔÈÓ ÈÅÒÅȣ !ÎÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÍÙ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄȢ  

After several years Juan decided to stay in Italy full time. He married an Italian and 

slowly started to enlarge the circle of his own students and later founded his own 

school in Milano. He started with 200 students, and at its best times the school had 

about 1000 enrolled students. He also founded a dance company with Cuban dancers 

and nowadays he performs on festival stages worldwide. Juan himself became an 

important figure and his studio became a hub for other dancers who followed him to 

Italy, and especially Milan, which subsequently became a spatial hub for salsa 

dancers of Cuban salsa.  

Gaining access to the circuit through tours with a dance company is not uncommon 

for Cuban dancers. Similar to the two women before, Juan also had to build up 

networks and legal capital in Italy before he was able to start his own dance business 

and the subsequent transnational career. The strategy of leaving Cuba with an 
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officially state-sponsored company is possible for dancers with formal dance training 

and a diploma, whereas dancers like Yaimara (and to a certain degree Juli) had to 

rely on the informal networks and their reputation built up in Havana itself.  

!Ó *ÕÁÎȭÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ Á 

diploma is convertible into mobili ty capital. Another dance professional Vilson, 

whom I met in Havana, also rendered this explicit during the interview. Vilson, a 

ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ #ÕÂÁȭÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÅÎÓÅÍÂÌÅ Conjunto Folklórico in Havana, had 

already toured and taught Cuban dance in several European countries (mainly in 

established dance academies), always returning to Cuba after some weeks. When I 

asked him about his travels, he told me that for him leaving and returning to Cuba 

did not entail difficulties, at least not in terms of the necessary legal documents.  

I never had any problems, as I am a personality of the culture of this country I never 

had any problems, I left, came back, left again. This happens a lot more with the 

bailadoresȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÔÉÔÌÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÇÒaduated, you know? They have more 

problems to leave than the professional bailarínes.  

The distinction between professional dancers with institutionalised cultural capital 

(bailarínes) ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅÓ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÁÎÃÅ ȰÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔȱ (bailadores) here 

becomes an important criterion in the ways mobility and thus the European salsa 

circuit is accessed, as it influences the possibility of leaving Cuba through official 

routes.  

7.2.4 ²ƛƭŦǊŜŘƻΥ ά¦Ǉ ǘƻ ƴƻǿ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜƭέΥ 
teaching at the edge of the salsa circuit 

The previous cases demonstrate different strategies to leave Cuba and access Europe, 

all of which were important turning points in terms of the dance career in the salsa 

circuit . In this last part of what I call the Cuban case study, I will turn to those 

dancers whose strategies to leave the country and start a dance career outside Cuba 

do not work. They are Ȱstuckȱ at the edge of the salsa circuit, taking part through 

teaching tourists but unable to move outward ɀ as exemplified by the case of 

Wilfredo.  
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I met Wilfredo during an organised salsa holiday where he assisted as a dance 

partner for the female participants during the lessons. In his forties, Wilfredo has 

been dancing and teaching casino for over 20 years, after he had learned to dance 

ȰÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔȱȢ (Å ÎÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÂÕÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÓÈÏ× ÇÒÏÕÐÓ 

that performed in Varadero and Havana, both tourist hotspots in Cuba. Unlike Juan, 

he never danced in the Tropicana or another official dance company and had no 

diploma. Wilfredo, a bailador, was keen to present himself as a serious dancer 

throughout the interview with me, insisting on his professionalism with visitors, 

despite having no diploma to prove his skills. He referred to his Cubanness, and 

positioned himself as an authentic danceÒȡ ȰÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ casino ÉÓ ÍÉÎÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ #ÕÂÁÎȢ .Ï 

ÏÎÅ ÃÁÎ ÔÁËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÅȟ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÙ ÓÏÉÌȱȢ  

To distance himself from the numerous young men who, in his view, only dance to 

get to know tourists, he also positioned himself as a good teacher who knew a lot 

about the dance and wanted to share it with interested people. During the interview 

he criticised other Cuban teachers who, without having his knowledge of dance, did 

ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÊÏÂ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ȰÂÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÌÉÆÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÕÌÔÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ ȰÇÅÔ Á 

ÖÉÓÁ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÔ Á ÐÁÓÓÐÏÒÔȱȢ In his view, some young men in Havana are hired as dance 

teachers even though they do not dance very well just because they are needed as 

teachers for a tourist group. Talking about these men, he said: 

"ÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÃÏÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÄÅÁȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÙȩ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ 

them the passport and you are giving them the visa and everything you are giving 

them directly into their hands.  

Wilfredo, who has been dancing and teaching in Havana for many years, saw the 

informal encounters made possible during dance classes in Havana as a clear 

opportunity for some to leave the country. He has witnessed numerous times how 

young men who taught dance in Havana left the country because they had married 

one of their female students and, less often, young women who had married their 

male students. Wilfredo, instead, has rarely had the opportunity to travel and has 

only left Cuba twice. The first time was when he was working as a tourist entertainer 

on a cruise ship and the second time when he travelled with a performance group 

Juli had organised to Europe. Wilfredo came back to Cuba and continued teaching 
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salsa to tourists in a dance school in Havana as well as working as a dancer for 

organised salsa holidays. His second attempt to teach at a small salsa event in 

3×ÉÔÚÅÒÌÁÎÄȟ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ *ÕÌÉȟ ÆÁÉÌÅÄ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÎÉÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÖÉÓÁȡ Ȱ)ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ 

ÔÈÁÔ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÖÅÌȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÎÏ× ) ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÄÏ 

ÉÔȢ /ÎÅ ÄÁÙ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÏÍÅȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÄÅÓÐÁÉÒȢ ) ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅÄÁÙ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÉÔȢȱ 

Although Wilfredo would like to partake in the European salsa circuit, he has no 

possibility of doing so. Conscious of the economic differences between himself and 

his European salsa students, he was very clear that he would like to travel or live 

abroad only if he could also work there:  

)ȭÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ɏÔÒÁÖÅÌɐȟ ÂÕÔ ÆÏÒ ×ÏÒËȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÏÎ ÈÏÌÉdays. You know why? The 

moment I go on holidays, I depend on another person. You understand what I mean? 

4ÈÅ ÂÉÌÌÓ ÇÏ ÏÎ ÙÏÕȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÙÏÕ ÉÎÖÉÔÅ ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÌÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕȢ ɏȣɐ ) ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ 

ÈÁÖÅ ÍÙ Ï×ÎȢ )ȭÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÂÕÙ Á ÂÏÔÔÌÅ ÏÆ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ) ÂÕÙ ÉÔȢ )Æ )ȭÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÂÕÙ Á ÐÁÉÒ ÏÆ 

flip -ÆÌÏÐÓȟ ) ÂÕÙ ÔÈÅÍȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÁÉÔ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÏÒË ÁÎÄ ) ÓÉÔ ÁÒÏÕÎÄȟ 

chatting or watching the computer or the TV, or sleeping or eating, [wait for] you to 

buy something for me. No! I have two hands and two feet.  

Wilfredo is well aware of the difficulties he could have finding a job elsewhere and 

he wants to stay independent. In his statement, he points to the economic 

disparities between the European researcher or an eventual European girlfriend and 

himself. He also told me about his dream of having his own dance school in Havana, 

ÂÕÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ×ÏÒËÅÄ ÉÎ *ÕÌÉȭÓ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÊÏÉÎÉÎÇ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ 

organised by Yaimara.  

Wilfredo was able to access these job opportunities through his early contacts made 

at a young age in a dance company. However, for other bailadores even finding these 

teaching opportunities may be impossible. The dance schools in Havana, whose rise 

I have described above, tend to work with formally trained dancers with a diploma 

in so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÆÏÌËÌÏÒÉÃ ÄÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÒ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÒ ÂÁÌÌÅÔ ÁÔ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ #ÕÂÁȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ 

universities. In 2014 I overheard a discussion between dance school owner Juli and 

one of her teachers, who suggested she hire a dancer friend. Although he insisted on 

ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȟ *ÕÌÉ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ hire the dancer in question because he 

lacked the necessary licence to engage in private-sector activities. In a study on 
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ÒÕÍÂÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÉÎ #ÕÂÁȟ !ÎÁ ɉάΪΫαɊ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ (ÁÖÁÎÁȭÓ 

dance-ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÓÃÅÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÅØÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÅÁÄÓ ÔÏȡ Ȱ4ÈÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÅØÃÌÕÄÅÄ 

practitioners without formal training, as well as those who came from families of 

self-taught rumberos or acknowledged performers, who did not have the same 

opportunities to int ÅÒÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȱ ɉ!ÎÁ άΪΫαȡ ΫαάɊȢ 

7ÉÌÆÒÅÄÏȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙÓ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÉÎ (ÁÖÁÎÁ ÍÁÙ ÆÉÎÄ 

themselves stuck in a position at the edge of the salsa circuit: themselves hindered 

from partaking in transnational mobility,  they are dependent on the mobility of 

others. They can only dream of the mobility their international students take for 

granted. To fly to Cuba, holders of a European passport just have to purchase a ticket 

ÁÎÄ ÆÉÌÌ ÏÕÔ Á ÖÉÓÁ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ Á ȰÖÅÒÙ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌȱ ÁÓ 'ÁÕÄÅÔÔÅ ɉάΪΫέȡ 

302) calls it, pointing to the asymmetric power at work between Western students of 

jembe in Guinea and their teachers. Facing the same asymmetric power relations, 

Cuban salsa teachers in Havana depend on Cuban salsaȭÓ ÄÉÓÓÅÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ abroad, 

which attracts foreign students to Cuba.  

These dancersȭ situation is related to their position in a transnational field where 

class, age, unequal travel opportunities and gender intersect. In particular, I met 

male dance teachers of a certain age (such as Wilfredo) as well as younger female 

ÄÁÎÃÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÏÂÌÉÇÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ×ÈÏ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÓÔÕÃËȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ condit ion. They do 

not perceive their localised careers as dance professionals in Havana as satisfying, 

because they feel completely dependent on the flow of incoming tourists. Their 

ÓÔÕÃË ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅ ÁÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓȭ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÎ 

ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃȱ #ÕÂÁȟ ȰÆÒÏÚÅÎȱ ÉÎ ÔÉÍÅ ɉÓÅÅ #ÈÁÐÔÅÒ 4.3). In these unequal relations, 

dancers like Wilfredo redefine their position as legitimate dance teacher through 

reference to their Cubanness, embracing an essentialist position to legitimise his 

status as instructor. 

7.3 Consolidating legal status 

As became clear through the stories of dancers with Latin American passports, they 

were unable to mobilise their dancing skills and personal networks in Europe 

without the necessary legal documents. To access the salsa circuit for longer than 
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the duration of one tourist visa sooner or later, dancers need to consolidate their 

legal status in Europe.  

Scholars working on various economic activities related to mobility have emphasised 

the existence of circulatory migration patterns as an alternative to (sedentary) 

migration (Tarrius 1993, 2002). These authors have shown that individuals cross 

borders regulÁÒÌÙ ÔÏ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÓÕÉÔÃÁÓÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÎÇȱ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ 

the Mediterranean (Peraldi 2007; Schmoll 2005). As already discussed, many of the 

salsa dance professionals in this study developed similar forms of mobile activities, 

in the case of Latin American dancers initiated by a first migration to Europe. In a 

second step, these dancers may develop circulatory practices within and beyond 

Europe. However, in order to do this, they first need to establish themselves in a 

specific place. This is aÌÓÏ $ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎȭÓ ɉάΪΫΪȡ έέΪɊ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÎ ÃÁÂÁÒÅÔ 

dancers who circulate between different countries to work in different cabarets. As 

ÓÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȟ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȱ3ÅÔÔÌÅ ÄÏ×Î ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÙ ÍÏÂÉÌÅȩȱȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎ 

need to develop familiarity with the local context in order to keep up their 

circulatory movement between different places. As she states, ȰÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÒ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÓÏÍÅ ȬÓÅÄÅÎÔÁÒÉÚÉÎÇȭ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇȱȢ 3Émilarly, Qacha (2013), in a study on migration 

trajectories, illustrates how stages of sedentariness allow migrant women to acquire 

local knowledge, social networks and residency rights, which they later use to 

develop circulatory practices within Europe.  

While a detailed ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÅÄÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÓÔÁÇÅÓ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÉÓ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ 

the scope of this thesis, I will now address one element cited in the above studies: 

ÌÅÇÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÕÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÌÅÇÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱȢ -ÏÒÅÔ ɉάΪΫίɊ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓes 

ȰÌÅÇÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÁÓ Á ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÅØÐÁÎÄÉÎÇ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ 

conceptual framework of different types of capital. Building on her study on 

migrants of Somali origin based in Europe and their mobility practices, Moret 

demonstrates that legal status can be considered as a form of capital. For her 

research participants who engage in transnational mobility, international travel was 

difficult with the Somali passport. For them, it was crucial to acquire legal 

documents that grant the possibility of crossing borders. Ȱ,ÅÇÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÅÎÓÕÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ 
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ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓȭ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á ÇÉÖÅÎ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ 

of residence. In parallel, it is linked to the position of this state in geopolitical 

hierarchies of power, at a moÒÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÌÅÖÅÌȱ ɉ-ÏÒÅÔ άΪΫίȡ άΪΰɊȢ  

The acquisition of a residence permit or passport of a country that scores highly in 

terms of legal capital is essential for dance professionals who wish to travel to salsa 

festivals in the USA or Europe. Furthermore, they require legal documents in order 

to return to their place of residence. Riccio (2001) observes similar mechanisms in 

ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ 3ÅÎÅÇÁÌÅÓÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓ ÉÎ )ÔÁÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓȡ Ȱ)Ô ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ 

permit is obtained and the re-entry to Italy guaranteed that Senegalese can start 

ÇÏÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË×ÁÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ɉ2ÉÃÃÉÏ άΪΪΫȡ 

590). In other words, being undocumented does not allow for cross-border mobility  

in the ways I discussed above.  

In the next section I look more closely at the phase in which some dancers are stuck, 

without the right to stay or travel  (7.3.1). In this way, I shed light on the legal 

dimensions of mobility after an initial migration, and the importance of access to 

visa documents and residence permits in terms of working opportunities for salsa 

dance professionals. 

7.3.1 άL ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜέΥ ǎtuck in Europe 

Lavinia, at the time of the interview 26 years old, found herself in such difficulties: 

born in Mexico, she moved to Italy at the age of 21 in order to join a dance company, 

and started to work in Italy but had troubles regularising her status: 

4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÙÅÁÒÓ ) ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȟ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒ ÐÅÒÍÉÔȟ ÎÏ× ) ÈÁÖÅ ÉÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

years it was a little bit difficult to find a solution because the schools which I was 

working with, they were supposed to help me get my permit, but then after two years 

of working in the first school, we had some economic discussion, or difference, and we 

stopped working together. So then I lost two years of a possible, you know, because we 

ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÏÒË ÁÎÙÍÏÒÅ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȢ 3Ï ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÏÕÇÈȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏ×ȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȟ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ 

to wait and wait and pay, and pay, and wait. So yeah, bureaucracy is not easy, you have 

ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔȢ ɏȣɐ ) ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÉÔ ÁÌÌ ÂÙ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ɏȣɐ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ 

said, oh maybe you can do this. It was me that was always asking, what can I do, 

×ÉÔÈÏÕÔȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÓÉÅÓÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÄÏÅÓȟ ÉÓ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄȢ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 
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×ÁÎÎÁ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÉÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÅÅÍ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔ ÔÏ ÍÅȟ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÆ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ 

ÔÒÙ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ 3Ï ÔÈÅÎ ) ÁÓËÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒË ÐÅÒÍÉÔȢ !ÎÄ ÎÏ× ÉÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÉÎÇȟ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÓÌÏ×ȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ) ÈÏÐÅ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÌÌ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÔ ÓÏÏÎȢ 

From the above quote it does not become clear whether or not Lavinia has got an 

Italian residence permit, which includes the right to work. Some months after the 

interview she moved to another European country where she enrolled in a university 

to study dance, and resided with a student visa, another option Lavinia had besides 

marriage-based legalisation in Europe, which she refused due to moral reasons. 

,ÁÖÉÎÉÁȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÎÏÎ-EU nationals to regularise their 

status in Europe in order to participate in the salsa circuit. Although she was lucky 

and finally found a way to stay, others are not. Many dance professionals experience 

periods of irregular and precarious situations.  

Marcos, already introduced above, also recalled a difficult period when he was stuck 

in terms of his legal rights to stay in a European country: 

) ÏÎÃÅ ÈÁÄ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÙ ÖÉÓÁ ÉÎ 3×ÅÄÅÎȢ !ÎÄ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

one of the companies I was working with messed up with my taxes and I had to leave 

the country for a period of tÉÍÅȢ !ÎÄ ) ×ÁÓ ÐÒÅÔÔÙ ÓÈÏÃËÅÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÁÔ 

ÔÏ ÄÏȢ !ÎÄȣ ÇÏ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÍÙ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȣ ÃÏÍÅ ÏÎȣ ) ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔȢ 3Ï ) ÓÁÉÄ ȰÏËÁÙȟ 

×ÈÅÒÅ ÃÁÎ ) ÇÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ 3ÃÈÅÎÇÅÎ ÁÒÅÁȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ) ÃÁÎ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÔÁÙ ÆÏÒ Á ×ÈÉÌÅȩȱ ) 

called a friend from Slovenia, he ÓÁÉÄ ȰÌÉÓÔÅÎȟ ) ÍÉÇÈÔ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȢ $Ï ÙÏÕ 

ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÉÎ 3ÁÒÁÊÅÖÏȩ 9ÏÕ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ %ÒÉÃȩȱ ) ÓÁÉÄ ȰÙÅÓȣȱȢ Ȱ) ÔÈÉÎË ÈÅ ÃÁÎ 

ÈÅÌÐ ÙÏÕ ÏÕÔȢȱ 3Ï ) ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÈÉÍȟ ÈÅ ÓÁÉÄȟ ȰÙÅÓ ÍÁÎȟ ÃÏÍÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎ 

ÁÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔȱȢ !ÎÄ ) ÓÔÁÙÅÄ ÓÉØ ÍÏÎÔÈÓ ɏlaughs]. 

Marcos was thus able to mobilise his network of salsa connections in order to help 

him out of a difficult situation. During his stay in Sarajevo he taught salsa and 

helped to organise an event locally. After the six months he went back to Sweden, 

and at the time of the interview he had obtained a residence permit.  

For dancers who wish to make a living by teaching salsa, residency rights and the 

legal right to work are essential. Acquiring these is often difficult, as the dancers 

depend on employers to sponsor their quest for a work permit, and the stories of 

dancers who had to leave Europe due to visa issues are numerous. Only those who 
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acquired legal capital are able to build up a successful career in the European salsa 

circuit. Legal capital is also a resource that can be transformed into mobility capital, 

as many dancers can only travel to limited places. 

Such visa restrictions for the USA hindered Yaimara from performing at a festival 

she was invited to.  

Yaimara: For us Cubans it is unbelievably difficult. There are not many countries 

×ÈÅÒÅ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÎÅÅÄ Á ÖÉÓÁȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ 3ÅÒÂÉÁȟ 2ÕÓÓÉÁ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ɏȣɐȢ "ÕÔ ×ÈÅÎ ) 

×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÆÌÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȟ ) ÎÅÅÄ Á ÖÉÓÁȢ /Ò ÔÏ 4ÕÒËÅÙ ÏÒ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ɏȣɐ &ÏÒ 

example I wanted to go to the USA but they said no, just no.  

Joanna: And it was for a festival? 

9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȡ 9ÅÓ ɏȣɐ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÎÏ× ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 53!ȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÏÒÒÉÂÌÅȢ  

Yaimara refers to often-cited difficulties for dancers of Cuban nationality to travel to 

salsa festivals in other countries, whereby the USA is particularly difficult to enter 

due to the political relations between the two countries. To address these 

difficulties, the dancers as well as the inviting organisers usually try to request the 

necessary travel visa early, althÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ×ÏÒËȟ ÁÓ 9ÁÉÍÁÒÁȭÓ 

account demonstrates. 

7.4 Conclusion 

4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÁÌÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ 

transnational careers, particularly dancers with Latin American nationality. It 

discussed the ways they accessed the European salsa circuit, taking in account the 

opportunity structures and constraints related to diverse regimes of mobility .  

As I have shown, in order to access the European salsa circuit, Latin American dance 

professionals need more than dancing skills. Instead, they need to physically be in a 

salsa hub to mobilise manifold resources and build up social networks, mobility 

capital and legal capital to leave their country as well as consolidate their legal status 

to be mobile later on. To account for the related cross-border mobility of differently 

positioned salsa dancers I suggest apÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÅÎÔÁÎÇÌÅÄ mobilitiesȱ. In 
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this respect, the circulation of imaginaries and the mobility of salsa tourists play a 

crucial role.  

In addition, the strategies of the discussed dancers often included the mobilisation 

of resources in social networks, and thus have demonstrated the importance of 

social capital in accessing the European salsa circuit. As literature on migration has 

demonstrated, social networks are often vital in migration processes, as they provide 

information and facilitate migration (Massey et al. 1987). A large body of literature in 

ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ȰÃÈÁÉÎ ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎȱȟ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÎational 

ÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÃÈÁÎÎÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÅÖÅÒ ÄÅÎÓÅÒ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȱ ɉ0ÁÔÈÉÒÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ 

Collyer 2011: 318). This literature usually focuses on social relations between aspiring 

migrants and established migrants from the same country of origin, thus focusing on 

social capital present in family ties or ethnic ties, in short people of a supposed 

ȰÇÒÏÕÐȱȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ) ÓÐÏËÅ ÔÏȟ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ #ÕÂÁÎ ÄÁÎÃÅÒs 

already established in Europe were occasionally mentioned and proved helpful in 

only some cases. However, in many cases the dancers I interviewed relied on social 

ties they had created with European salsa students, who had come to Cuba to 

improve their dancing. Therefore, as I have shown, in the case of salsa dance 

professionals engaged in practices of circulation in or migration to Europe, social 

capital often derives from friendship, instead of family or ethnic networks, as is often 

assumed in migration studies (Dahinden 2013; Ryan 2015).  

3ÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÂÙ-ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȱ ɉ0ÕÔÎÁÍ 

1993: 4), in this case the relationship between a dance student and a dance teacher. 

However, as Pathirage and Collyer (2011) argue, building on Bourdieu, social 

ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÉÖÁÔÅÄȡ Ȱ9ÅÔȟ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓȟ 

particularly where social relations offer the only hope of an outcome perceived as 

highly desirable, social capital may result from deliberate and planned cultivation of 

ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÓȱ ɉ0ÁÔÈÉÒÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÌÌÙÅÒ άΪΫΫȡ έΫγɊȢ !Ó ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÃÁÓÅÓȟ 

contacts with salsa students were established and nurtured and in some cases 

proved highly effective in gaining access to the European salsa circuit.  
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Ȱ%ÎÔÁÎÇÌÅÄ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱ ÅÎÃÏÍÐÁÓÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ, they also encompass 

mobility capital . However, tÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÏÆ ,ÁÔÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ 

salsa dance professionals to access the European salsa circuit has also made clear 

that ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÃÁÓÅÓȟ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ Á ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȱ ÌÉÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÅ ÏÆ 

a first move into the direction of a transnational career. I would thus argue to 

ÅÎÌÁÒÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ɉ+ÁÕÆÍÁÎÎȟ "ÅÒÇÍÁÎȟ ÁÎÄ *ÏÙÅ άΪΪήɊ ×ÉÔÈ 

the dimension of imaginaries.  

Access to the European salsa circuit is but one passage in the transnational career: 

once invited to a festival or another salsa event, dance professionals need to build up 

their reputation in the festival circuit, a process entailing social capital and salsa 

capital, as the next chapter will explore. 
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Chapter 8 Building up reputation 

4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ 

transnational careers: the building and maintenance of reputation in the affective 

economy of the salsa circuit. !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ɉΫγγέȟ ΫγβΰɊ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȟ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ 

fields are characterised by struggles over reputation inside the field in question. In 

these struggles, a specific set of resources is particularly valuable, once recognised by 

other actors of the salsa circuit: social capital, but also ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱ ÁÎd 

bodily attributes. Following BourdieuȭÓ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ, the distribution of these 

ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÏÆ dancers in 

the salsa circuit. This chapter draws on a Bourdieusian perspective on the question 

oÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÌÁÒÇÅÓ ÉÔ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÄÏÉÎÇÓȢ 

RÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ 

together with  ×ÈÁÔ ) ÃÏÉÎÅÄ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱȢ  

Chapters 6 and 7 have both addressed the importance of social networks and the 

social capital therein. However, the notion of social capital has so far remained 

under-theorised. Drawing on parts of the already cited material, the first section of 

this chapter (8.1) therefore suggests an analysis of salsa danÃÅÒÓȭ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ 

through the  perspective of (qualitative) social network literature  (Dahinden 2010, 

2013; Ryan and Mulholland 2014; Schapendonk 2015). It asks how dancers access 

social capital embedded in their networks. 

The second part of this chapter (8.2) discusses the resources mobilised in the 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱȢ 3ÁÌÓÁ capital varies in volume and structure, and must 

be contextualised. Salsa capital is valid inside the salsa circuit, but difficult to 

transfer to other contexts. It has ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÁÔ 

events in the salsa circuit and dancers face a constant struggle to maintain their 

capitalȢ )ÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ ȰÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ-ÔÁËÉÎÇȱ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȟ hence actors 

strategise to mobilise resources and build capital (Bourdieu 1986). Salsa dance 

professionals endowed with a large volume of salsa capital are able to pursue 

successful transnational careers, including teaching and performance opportunities, 

thus converting salsa capital into economic capital, a process further discussed in 

ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ.  
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8.1 Social capital in the salsa circuit 

To construct a successful career, dance professionals need to create and maintain 

social relationships with a variety of other actors in and outside the salsa circuit. To 

theorise social capital in the process of reputation building, I draw on literature of 

qualitative social network analysis in migration studies (Dahinden 2010, 2013; Ryan 

and Mulholland 2014; Schapendonk 2015) and in studies of professions (Burt 1998; 

Granovetter 1983; Wagner 2006, 2015). The main goal of studies of social network 

analysis is to describe the embeddedness of actors in a web of specific social 

relations (Dahinden 2010). Social relations introduce possibilities and constraints 

ÔÈÁÔ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÓÃÏÐÅ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ɉ3ÃÈ×ÅÉÚÅÒ ΫγββɊȢ  

$ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȟ ,ÉÎ ɉΫγγγɊ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÓ Á 

ȰÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÁÓ ȰÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÅÍÂÅÄÄÅÄ 

in a social structure ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÅÄ ÁÎÄȾÏÒ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÉÖÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȱ ɉέίɊȢ 

In other words, Ȱ4ÈÅ ÃÏÒÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 

equipped with social resourcesɂin the sense of their social relations and the 

resources of others that they can draw uponɂwill succeed better in attaining their 

ÇÏÁÌÓȱ ɉ$ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎ άΪΫέȡ ήήɊȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ social net×ÏÒËÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ Á ȰÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÉÖÅÎȱȠ 

rather they have to be created and sustained, and are the product of maintenance 

work (Bourdieu 1980a: 2). Following the argument for a Ȱpractice approachȱ to social 

networks by Schapendonk (2015), I consider networks not as static structures but 

rather as dynamic. This approach is particularly well suited to analyse the ways salsa 

dance professionals build up reputation because it demonstrates in detail how 

ȰÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ ɉ3ÃÈÁÐÅÎÄÏÎË άΪΫίɊ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

careers.  

The first two parts of this section consider social relationships inside the salsa 

circuit, which provide salsa dance professionals with salsa-related resources. First, I 

look at the importance of co-presence and networking practices in accessing and 

building up relations with various actors (8.1.1). Next, I explore the ties to four 

categories of social actors that are crucial, as they may play the role of gatekeeper in 

the process of accessing performance and teaching opportunities, and thus gaining 

more visibility and recognition: salsa event organisers, promoters and dance 
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students (8.1.2), as well as fellow dance professionals (8.1.3). In the last section, the 

focus is broadened to include relationships with actors outside the salsa circuit, and 

a discussion of how such ties may actually hinder the development of transnational 

careers (8.1.4). 

8.1.1 άLǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ƎǊŜŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ 
ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪέ: networking practices 

To access the salsa circuit, dancers sometimes rely on the travels of others, as I 

discussed in Chapter 7. However, once they aspire to work at salsa festivals and 

construct a successful transnational career, dancers need to travel themselves, in 

order to access new networks and open up new working opportunities.  

Salsa festivals represent the most important hub where actors of the salsa circuit 

meet and exchange in co-present encounters. Building on Goffman (1963), Urry 

ɉάΪΪέɊ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ Ȱ4ÈÅÓÅ ÃÏ-present encounters are located within time and space, there 

ÉÓ Á ȬÇÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÇȭ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÎÄ 

ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȱ ɉΫΰίɊȢ )Î ÓÕÃÈ ÆÁÃÅ-to-face interactions, dance professionals exchange 

information, establish trust and build up their reputation.  

Yaimara, when I asked what travelling to festivals means for her, stressed several 

ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÃÅȱ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓȢ 

For me, these festivals mean a lot of fun, it also means I get to know a new culture, 

new people and it is a meeting place with the other Cubans who are as well dancers 

and musicians. And it also means work, the development of my style and my 

methodology [ȣ]. And for me it is important, to earn a living, that I am important, 

somebody calls me to work, to make myself a name with the time, this makes me 

happy. 

Travelling to salsa events thus serves concrete purposes, as Yaimara made clear in 

the above quote. Besides the fun of it, as well as the often-cited wish to make new 

experiences through travelling to other places, Yaimara also mentions the 

ÃÏÎÇÒÅÓÓÅÓȭ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÅÎÌÁÒÇÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÂÙ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ȰÎÅ× ÐÅÏÐÌÅȱ ÁÓ 

×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ȰÏÔÈÅÒ #ÕÂÁÎÓȱȢ As already shown, Yaimara mobilises these networks in the 

organisation of salsa holidays in Cuba, relying on other salsa teachers with their 
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contacts to interested students. Furthermore, she also mentions the artistic 

development of her dancing, like several other interviewees, who see the exchange 

with other salsa artists as an important source of inspiration for their work. To 

pursue these networking practices, Yaimara needs to travel to salsa events. Hence, 

social capital is accessed through the mobilisation of mobility capital. 

However, this relies on active networking strategies. As demonstrated in the last 

chapter, to access the salsa circuit in the first instance, gatekeepers need to be 

persuaded to invite a dancer to an event, and the same holds for further 

collaborations: once dancers have been invited to an event, other gatekeepers need 

to be persuaded to collaborate. The salsa dance professionals I interviewed all 

ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÒÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ )Î -ÁÒÉÁȭÓ 

×ÏÒÄÓȡ Ȱ)Æ ÙÏÕ ÃÈÏÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎternational events, then of course it's all 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÓȢȱ $ÁÎÃÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÏÆȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖÅ ÁÂÏÕÔȟ ÔÈÅ 

×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÅÄȱ ɉ2ÙÁÎ ÁÎÄ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄ άΪΫήȡ ΫίήɊȟ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÓËÉÌÌÅÄ 

ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔÓ ÉÎ ,ÏÎÄÏÎ ÉÎ 2ÙÁÎ ÁÎÄ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÙȢ $ÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË 

include dancing at and talking to other actors at salsa events, as illustrated by 

Alejandro.  

And once you dance at a salsa congress you get the possibility to meet people, and 

they will book you for another congress ÁÂÒÏÁÄȢ ) ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ɏȣɐ /ÎÃÅ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÁÔ 

a congress and you manage to make contacts, you can dance everywhere. You just 

ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÓȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× ) ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄȢ  

As first step, novice dancers need to access a salsa congress. Furthermore, as 

Alejandro notes, a specific set of (interpersonal) skills is necessary. Alejandro here 

ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÍÏÖÅ ×ÅÌÌȱȟ Á ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÄÏÕÂÌÅ 

sense. As a dancer, it relates to the way he moves his body on the dance floor or the 

stage of a festival. Alejandro is well-known for his dance skills, in particular his 

mastering of quick rhythmical steps and isolation of the upper body. The second 

meaning is related to the specific skills needed in order to make contactsȢ Ȱ-ÏÖÉÎÇ 

×ÅÌÌȱ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÎÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

actors in the salsa circuit and establish new contacts. Networking strategies rely on 

specific skills such as sociability and communication skills. The way Marcos put it is 
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ÔÅÌÌÉÎÇȡ Ȱ)Ô ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÈÏ× ÇÒÅÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËȱȢ "ÅÃËÅÒ 

(1963) describes a similar process in his study on (male-only) jazz musicians:  

In short, to get these job positions requires both ability and the formation of informal 

relationships of mutual obligation with men who can sponsor one for the jobs. 

Without the necessary minimum of ability one cannot perform successfully at the new 

level, but this ability will command the appropriate kind of work only if a man has 

made the proper connection (Becker 1963: 107).  

-ÁÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÔÈÕÓ ÓÔÒÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÒÏÐÅÒ 

connÅÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ  

As scholars of network social capital have demonstrated, social capital varies with 

network composition (Burt 1983; Dahinden 2013). Building social ties with a diverse 

ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ȰÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒÉÁÌ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙȱ ɉ"ÕÒÔ Ϋγγβȡ γɊȢ 4Ï 

construct a successful career, salsa dance professionals not only need large and 

expansive networks, but their networks also need to be diversified in terms of 

positions in the salsa circuit, as this guarantees access to different resources. The 

following sections focus on the different actors with whom salsa dance professionals 

form ties. 

8.1.2 άIŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ ŦƻǊ ƳŜέΥ ƻrganisers, promoters and dance 
students 

-ÅÎÇÅÒ ɉΫγγγɊ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÁÓ ÆÒÅÅÌÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ȰÍÁÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ 

ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÆÉÒÍÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÓÕÂÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ 

(546). In the ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȰÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ 

consist of event organisers and event promoters. Event organisers are often dancers 

themselves, who have been active in the salsa circuit for a long time and thus possess 

a large network of fellow organisers and dance professionals. They take charge of or 

delegate all tasks behind the organisation of the salsa event such as financial aspects, 

organisational tasks regarding the room location and publicity as well as the 

programme of an event, including the invitation of dance instructors and 

performers. Organisers work closely with so-called promoters, whose task consists of 

attracting paying guests to an event through advertising strategies in local dance 
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studios or at other dance events. Promoters are usually remunerated in the form of 

free entry tickets or a spot on a prestigious stage.  

For dance professionals, building direct ties to organisers may prove particularly 

beneficial as these actors, once convinced to collaborate, are in the position to help 

ÁÄÖÁÎÃÅ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÂÙ ÉÎÖÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅÖÅÎÔ, as seen in the case of 

Marcos who was invited to the US through a contact he made while in Japan.  

In the cases where dancers wish to participate at an event but have no direct contact 

to the organisers, other actors may become important. Here, the role of promoters is 

ÃÒÕÃÉÁÌȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÍÁÙ ȰÂÒÏËÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÌÏ× ÏÆ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ"ÕÒÔ Ϋγγβȡ βɊ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÅÖÅÎÔ 

organisers and salsa dance professionals. As scholars of social networks have argued, 

bridges in networks are essential in facilitating information and influ ence (Burt 1992; 

Granovetter 1983). For locating and obtaining resources, such as looking for a job or 

a better job, actors need to access and extend bridges in the network (Lin 1999: 34).  

It is precisely his relationship to an event promoter that enabled Alejandro to 

perform and teach at a prestigious festival. Karl, in his role of event promoter, told 

ÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÎ ȰÂÒÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÓÔÁÇÅȱ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÙÅÁÒȢ (Å ÈÁÄ 

mobilised about 40 paying attendees and could thus recommend a chosen salsa 

dance professional to the organiser of the event. Himself a dance student, Karl had 

known Alejandro for several years, and has taken private lessons with him. As he 

ÔÏÌÄ ÍÅȟ ÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÌÉËÅÓ !ÌÅÊÁÎÄÒÏȭÓ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȡ ȰÉÔȭÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÏÌÅÓÔ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓȟ 

thanks to its family-ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȱȢ +ÁÒÌ ÔÈus approached Alejandro, who was more than 

willing to participate in the festival. In this way, Alejandro and his dance partner had 

a chance to perform at a festival, which they would not have had without the ties 

built with Karl. In the salsa circuit, pro moters like Karl create links between different 

ÁÃÔÏÒÓȟ ÔÈÕÓ ÓÐÁÎÎÉÎÇ ȰÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÏÌÅÓȱ ɉ"ÕÒÔ ΫγγάɊȢ  

! ÔÈÉÒÄ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÉÎÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ 

networking strategies: students. After gaining their first access to the salsa circuit, 

dancers invest in their own careers and concentrate on jobs that contribute to their 

reputation building even if they have to work unpaid (for a similar observation see 

also Freakley and Neelands 2003: 55). In this way, dancers in the early stage of their 

career actively contact festival organisers and promoters and offer performance and 
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teaching ɀ for free. They also invest in their own travel and accommodation costs as 

well as entry fees, thus drawing on economic capital. Moreover, their ties to salsa 

students may be a crucial element, as the following explanation from an interview 

with a salsa promoter illustrates: 

 6ÅÒÙ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȢ )Î ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌȟ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ÎÁÍÅȟ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ 

ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȢ !ÄÄÉÔÉÏnally you even have to bring something to 

ÂÅ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍȢ ɏȣɐ )Æ ÙÏÕ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ɏÐÁÙÉÎÇ ÁÔÔÅÎÄÅÅÓɐȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ 

ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ɏȣɐ !ÎÄ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÍÁÙ ÐÁÙ ÆÏÒ 

your hotel. And if you really really bring a lot of people, like 50 people or maybe 35, 40 

people, then you get the hotel and the flight. And if you really want money, like 

[names some of the salsa starsɐȟ ɏȣɐ ÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÅÔ ÍÏÎÅÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÔÈÅÙ 

are the headliners, they bring people [through their reputation]. (Karl)  

Congress organisers always invite some of the well-known salsa stars to attract 

paying participants to their events. Salsa dance professionals of lesser reputation in 

the salsa circuit may nevertheless have a large group of local students at their 

disposal. As congress organisers wish to attract these students to travel to their 

event, some of them do promotional deals like the example described above. For 

dance professionals with teaching activities in a local school, this means that the ties 

they have built with their own students become a resource to mobilise in the process 

of the construction of a transnational career. Students become a resource only under 

the condition that they have the necessary resources and are willing to travel. As 

already discussed, dance professionals who teach in local salsa studios develop 

several strategies to keep their students interested and loyal: besides an evolving 

curriculum with ever new content, they organise monthly or weekly parties in their 

studio, go out together at weekends or organise dance trips to other countries. In 

this way, they nurture relationships with their students who then follow them to 

ÅÖÅÎÔÓȢ !Ó 2ÙÁÎ ÁÎÄ -ÕÌÈÏÌÌÁÎÄ ɉάΪΫήɊ ÁÒÇÕÅȟ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌ 

ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔȟ ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÐÏÎÔÁÎÅÏÕÓ ÂÕÔ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅ ÅÆÆÏÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÎÕÒÔÕÒÉÎÇȱ ɉΫήβɊȢ   
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8.1.3 ά²Ŝ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘƻǿέΥ Řance partners 

Besides ties to event organisers, promoters and dance students, building up 

relationships with a fourth category of actors in the salsa circuit is of high interest: 

other salsa dance professionals or peers. Dancers exchange information about job 

opportunities or they may introduce a new dancer to an event organiser they already 

now. Gary, who struggled to build up a salsa career after his arrival in Germany in 

the late 1990s, told me about his meeting with a more experienced dancer:  

!ÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ) ÍÅÔ ɏÎÁÍÅ ÏÆ Á ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒɐȟ ÈÅȭÓ Á ÌÅÇÅÎÄ ÆÒÏÍ .Å× 9ÏÒËȢ !ÎÄ ÈÅ ÔÏÕÒÅÄ 

in Europe and I was by chance in [city in Germany] and there I got to know him and 

he helped me, he opened up the door for me, to be solo at a congress for the first time, 

ÉÎ 'ÅÒÍÁÎÙ ÉÎ άΪΪΪȢ !ÎÄ )ȭÍ ÓÏ ÇÒÁÔÅÆÕÌ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȟ ×Å ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ Á ÓÈÏ×ȟ 

then I had my solo, I taught workshops and then it started rolling.  

Although the collaboration between Gary and the more experienced dancer lasted 

ÆÏÒ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÄÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÅÖÅÎÔȟ ÉÔ ÔÁËÅÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ 'ÁÒÙȭÓ 

description of his career. Through his performance on the stage of a salsa event with 

internatio nal outreach, being seen together with a well-known dancer, Gary was able 

ÔÏ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ÈÉÓ ÐÒÅÓÔÉÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȢ !Ó ÓÏÃÉÏÌÏÇÉÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔÉÃÅÄȟ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ 

ÓÅÅÎȱ ÉÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÇÈ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÆÉÅÌÄȢ Ȱ4Ï ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎȟ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅÄȟ 

to be attributed to the field or to be given the opportunity to take part of certain 

assets of the field, that is, to have symbolic capital, is of decisive importance in the 

ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒȱ ɉ3ÖÅÎÓÓÏÎ άΪΫίȡ ήɊȢ Furthermore, Gary made contacts with 

fellow dancers, and in this way his transnational career started unfolding. As this 

ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÓȟ ÆÅÌÌÏ× ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÍÁÙ ȰÏÐÅÎ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÏÒȱ ÆÏÒ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ 

and become gatekeepers to the salsa circuit. 

A specific form of the professional relationship salsa dance professionals engage in 

are dance partners, who are often decisive for reputation building and the 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÅØÉÓÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ 

of work constellations, from travelling and performing  solo to being part of a dance 

company, most salsa dance professionals perform and teach with another dance 

professional (most commonly of the opposite sex) for short or longer periods of time 

(see Picture 23)Ȣ 4Ï ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓȟ ) ÌÏÏÓÅÌÙ ÄÒÁ× ÏÎ 7ÁÇÎÅÒȭÓ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ 
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ȰÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÃÏÕÐÌÉÎÇȱȟ adding a focus on gender and romance, whose importance in the 

salsa couple is specific to the salsa profession. Career coupling is defined ÁÓ Á ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

process, which concerns the parallel professional routes of two or more actors who 

cooperate, each in their own specialty, during the time necessary for them to change 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÁÎË ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȱ ɉ7ÁÇÎÅÒ άΪΪΰȡ αβɊȢ 7ÁÇÎÅÒ 

develops the idea of career coupling in her analysis of the interaction between the 

careers of virtuoso musicians as well as elite scientists. The actors in her study 

collaborate closely and jointly build their careers, with the goal of moving up in the 

professional hierarchy of their respective field. In the professional fields of musicians 

and scientists, career coupling happens between people at different stages in their 

careers: newcomers and initiators, whereby both categories depend on the work of 

the other (Wagner 2006: 85). In the salsa circuit as well, newcomers strive to become 

the dance partner of an established dancer whose reputation and network may help 

to construct their own career. Established dancers may need to find a new dance 

partner after a break-up with a former partner or a change of location.  

 

Picture 23 Two dance couples performing ŀǘ ŀ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ {.{C ~ƛōŜƴƛƪ нлмт (© Steven Isaacs). 
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Obviously the process of career coupling in salsa dancing is gendered, as the roles 

during salsa performances and teaching are often highly gendered. Romance plays 

an important role  in dance partnerships: salsa couples often not only form a 

professional dance couple but also publicly share that they are involved 

romantically , for example on Facebook.  

)Î ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÈÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÃÏÕÐÌÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÁÔÃÈÉÎÇȱȟ Ô×Ï ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÄÅÃÉÄÅ 

to become professional dance partners. As I observed, salsa dancers often decide to 

perform together after becoming a couple in private life. In the process of matching, 

different criteria have to be considered, such as a similar dedication to construct a 

transnational career, including time and location constraints as well as questions of 

aestheticɀartistic elements. If dancers live in separate places, and wish to work 

together in a local school or with a local company, one of them may move to the 

ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÏcation, as seen with the case of Lavinia, who left Mexico and moved to Italy 

to work and train on a daily basis with her new dance partner. The same holds for 

Maria, who met her future dance partner at one of the festivals, whereupon she was 

offered a teaching job in his dance studio in Norway.  

During the phase of matching, dancers need to clarify and match their career goals 

and the ways they wish to work together, including the decision for a place to meet 

for joint trainings. Additionally, aesthetic elements are often mentioned as 

important criteria. Ajay told me how he met his current dance partner, with whom 

he has been working for eight years. 

[I found m y partner] at a salsa festival. She attended my workshop, I saw what she was 

doing and she picked up very fast, and her style and movement is very similar to mine. 

She was almost a carbon copy of what I was doing. So that really fascinated me, and 

she also liked my style in dancing a show. I asked her if she would like to work 

together, and she agreed. And the rest is history. 

Once two dancers match and decide to become dance partners, they enter the phase 

ÏÆ ȰÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ7ÁÇÎÅÒ άΪΪΰȡ αγɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉs phase, the other actors in the 

ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÎÁÍÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÏÒÓ ÁÒÅ 

ÊÏÉÎÅÄȱ ɉ7ÁÇÎÅÒ άΪΪΰȡ αγɊȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÎÏ× ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ 

reputation is attached to their joint names. In the salsa circuit, salsa couples are 
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announced in festival programmes and on stages with their names, for example 

Ȱ)ÁÎÎÉÓ ÁÎÄ !ÌÉÃÉÁȱȢ96 In this process, private and professional life often becomes 

intertwined, as famous salsa couples celebrate their love story on social media and 

romance becomes part of the marketing strategy of the couple. In this phase, dance 

partners travel together to salsa events, and they are able to build on the networks of 

both dancers, thus enlarging their job opportunities. The lesser-known actor 

becomes recognised in the salsa circuit through the well-known partner while 

established actors are able to maintain their reputation as travelling artists through 

the collaboration with a matching partner. Whenever a relationship ends, this also 

means that the dancers need to renegotiate their dance partnership, and often the 

search for a new dance partner begins. 

8.1.4 άLǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎh aƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜέΥ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ implications 

So far I have discussed social networks inside the salsa circuit as enabling dance 

professionals to access new resources and construct their transnational careers. 

However, as research on social networks has highlighted, social ties may also hinder 

actors from developing mobile careers. Faist (2000) argues that social ties are factors 

ÔÈÁÔ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ËÅÅÐ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÎ ÏÎÅ ÐÌÁÃÅȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ȰÌÉÆÅ ÃÏÕÒÓÅÓ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÆÕÌÌÙ 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÎÌÙȱ ɉ,ÅÅÍÁÎÎ άΪΫΪȡ ΰΫέɊȟ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÌÓÏ 

affect other family members or partners, as studies on the mobility of academics 

have argued (eg Leemann 2010; Schaer, Dahinden, and Toader 2017). 

In this vein, dancers mentioned challenges in terms of relationships related to their 

travelling to different salsa events. These difficulties are especially common in social 

relationships outside of salsa. Several of the interviewed dancers mentioned the 

inverse working rhythm they follow, which render meetings with non -salsa friends 

and family difficult as the dancers often work during the evenings (teach) and are 

away at weekends. Clara also told me that she really missed her dog during their 

weekends away, which was for her a reason to stay at home at least one weekend a 

month and travel less to salsa events. The constant travelling also influences the 

couple relationships. As mentioned above, some of the research participants 

                                                        
96 For a video of a show of a professional salsa dance couple, see rebrand.ly/salsa-16. 

http://www.rebrand.ly/salsa-16
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travelled with their partner, forming a dance couple as well. Others preferred to stay 

single in order to be independent. Andy, who pursues a solo career as dance teacher 

in the festival circuit, stated: 

9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ )ȭÍ ÇÏÎÎÁ ÓÁÙ ÉÔȟ )ȭÍ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÅÌÆÉÓÈ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÄÏ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÌÏÖÅ ÉÔ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈȢ 

!ÎÄ ÓÅÌÆÉÓÈ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÎÁ ÇÉÖÅ ÕÐ ÍÙ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÆÉÎÄ Á 

×ÏÍÁÎ ÏÒ ×ÉÆÅ ÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȟ ÙÏÕ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÐÒÏÍÉÓÅȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË )ȭÍ 

ready for that yet. So and )ȭÍ ÈÁÐÐÙ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÁÍȢ 

Several of the interviewed dancers felt that their transnational careers were more 

important to them than a stable relationship. Others wished to be in a stable 

relationship but accepted that it was not compatible with their trave lling.  

)ȭÍ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÉÎÇÌÅȢ !ÎÄ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙȣ )ÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÙÏÕ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ 

ÄÅÖÏÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÙÏÕÒ ÊÏÂȢ 9ÅÁÈȟ ÆÏÒ ÎÏ× ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ /+Ȣ 5ÎÔÉÌ ) ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÆÉÎÁÌly settle down, 

maybe it will be much easier.  

Like Marcos in this statement, several of the interviewed dancers affirmed that they 

see their mobile lifestyle as temporary due to the sacrifices it entails in terms of 

romantic relationships or starting a family. Studies of highly mobile professionals 

have indicated the difficulties related to such a mobile lifestyle. Lipphardt, in her 

research with EU-ÆÕÎÄÅÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȟ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ Á ÔÏÏ ÎÁÒÒÏ× ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ 

mobility: Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÇÅÔÓ ÌÏÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÏÆÆÉÃial narratives is an understanding of the highly 

ambivalent character of this lifestyle and work-mode: artists nowadays may indeed 

enjoy the most privileged form of mobility, but for many this also means to live 

permanently on the edge, financially, socialÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙȱ ɉ,ÉÐÐÈÁÒÄÔ άΪΫάȡ ΫάΫɊȢ 

While my data does not allow me to draw such a precarious image of salsa dance 

ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȟ ÎÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÈÁÓ ÉÔÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ 

and they are often articulated at the intersections of family life/partnership, gender 

and mobility.  

While male dancers mentioned the need to compromise between a partner and their 

transnational career, several female interviewees told me that they cannot imagine 

travelling to salsa events once they have children. Gendered representations of 
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childcare worË ÁÓ Á ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÉÎ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ 

discourse (see also McMains 2015: 307). The already cited case of Anna demonstrates 

this. A dancer in her late forties, Anna consciously changed her career from a 

transnational to a local one, due to her age and the birth of a child. As she explained 

ÔÏ ÍÅȡ Ȱ!ÎÄ ÎÏ× ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÁÌÍÅÒȟ ÎÏ× ) ÈÁÖÅ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȢ -ÁÎÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÃÈÉÌÄ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ Á 

career, but I had first a dance career and now a child, in the last moment [laughsɐȱȢ 

For Anna, the transnational career could not be combined with having a child, so 

she decided to travel less and concentrate on her own studio. In a similar vein, the 

young salsa dance professional Irena clearly sees her transnational career as 

temporary: 

I love dancing, thÉÓ ÉÓ ÍÙ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȟ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÍÙ ÌÉÖÅ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÂÕÔ ) ËÎÏ× ÔÈÉÓ 

is not really forever, you know. Especially for women. You know, you wanna have a 

family, you need to look after kids, all that and I definitely would love to have kids in 

the future. 3Ï ÔÈÅ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅ ×Å ÈÁÖÅȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÓÔÁÒÔÉÎÇ a family. 

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÁÌÌ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×Ȣ  

)ÒÅÎÁȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄȟ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÓÅÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ 

necessary for her work as incompatible with her wish to start a family, and relates 

this to her being a woman. Her partner, who was present during this interview, on 

the contrary, did not express the same concern for a more stable lifestyle in the 

future. Such gendered representations of childcare may therefore produce gendered 

practices of mobility, whereby female dancers choose to stop travelling and male 

dancers continue. It is beyond the scope of this study to examine gendered 

representations of childcare tasks and the ways they influence mobile careers. 

Nevertheless, my findings indicate the importance having children represents in 

ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ɉÃÆ -Ã-ÁÉÎÓ άΪΫίɊȢ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ ÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ 

members may therefore also lead to the abandonment of a transnational career.  

Although being mobile (or travelling ÉÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȭ ÅÍÉÃ ÔÅÒÍɊ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ 

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȟ 

for many dancers it is also a necessity, which affects other domains of their lives. In 

sum, to build up reputation in the salsa circuit, dancers need to travel and make new 

connections, but this travelling depends not only on themselves but also on other 
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actors such as friends, partners or other family members, and the transnational 

careers are thus gendered.  

8.2 Salsa capital in the salsa circuit 

$ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÇÏÏÄÓ ɉΫγβΪÂɊ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ 

ÂÙ 4ĘÒÎÑÖÉÓÔȭÓ ɉάΪΫέɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÉÎÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȱ ÏÆ !ÒÇÅÎÔÉÎÅÁÎ ÔÁÎÇÏ 

in Buenos Aires, this section explores the construÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

affective economy of the salsa circuit. Salsa capital is a form of capital dancers 

construct by mobilising different resources and forms of social and symbolic capital 

(as well as, less discussed in this chapter, economic and cultural capital). Bourdieu 

defines symbolic capital as follows: 

Symbolic capital is an ordinary property (physical strength, wealth, warlike valor, etc.) 

which, perceived by social agents endowed with the categories of perception and 

appreciation permit ting them to perceive, know and recognize it, becomes 

symbolically efficient, like a veritable magical power: a property which, because it 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÓ ÔÏ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÄ ȰÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓȟ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅÄ Á ÓÏÒÔ 

of action from a distance, without physical contact (Bourdieu 1998: 102).  

4ÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÌÏÏËÓ ÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ ȰÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÌÏÁÄÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ special 

significance. It explores different ordinary properties that are recognised as values in 

the salsa circuit, and thus figure as resources that dance professionals may use in the 

process of reputation building.97  

Salsa capital builds on the negotiations between differently positioned actors, 

whereby dance professionals mobilise various resources to distinguish themselves 

from other dancers. To be acknowledged as a legitimate salsa dance performer and 

teacher, dancing skills are crucial but they are far from the only skills their salsa 

capital is built on; salsa dance professionals also have to develop teaching skills, a 

                                                        
97 Chapters 4 and 5 respectively have explored in depth the ways in which gender and 
άŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅέ όōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀύ ŀǊŜ construed and negotiated between 
differently positioned actors in the salsa circuit. By focusing on how gendered, ethnicised and 
ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ŦƻǊƳ άǎŀƭǎŀ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭέΣ L now draw attention to the ways the outcome of 
such negotiations affects the construction of careers.  



 
291 

 

certain degree of entertainment skills and the comfortableness with being a public 

persona (Bunten 2008) at congresses, as the discussion of affective labour in 

Section 6.1.2 has demonstrated. This section discusses other resources dance 

professionals build on to construct salsa capital in the affective economy of the salsa 

circuit: visible geographical mobility  (8.2.1), as well as embodied (8.2.2), gendered 

(8.2.3), and ethnicised forms of resources (8.2.4). 

8.2.1 άhŦŦ ǘƻΧ ΚΚ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƭƻƭέΥ Ƴobility and salsa capital 

As argued throughout this thesis, mobility is an important resource dance 

professionals need to acquire, first, to access the salsa circuit and, second, to access 

new networks related to job opportunities  (social capital). This section examines in 

which ways mobility is a resource to build up reputation . Visible geographical 

ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÃÁÎ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÉÎ Ô×Ï ×ÁÙÓȡ ÁÓ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÃÒÅÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÆ 

their symbolic capital as well as a form of investment ÉÎ ȰÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȱȢ 

In interviews wi th dance professionals, being on the move was often represented as a 

sign of a successful career. I term this symbolic dimension of mobility  as a resource 

ÔÈÅ ȰÔÁÌÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ. AÓ )ÁÎÎÉÓ ÐÕÔ ÉÔȟ ȰÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÄÒÅÁÍȟ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ Á ÇÏÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

travel. When ÓÏÍÅÂÏÄÙ ÓÁÙÓ Ȭ) ×ÉÌÌ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÙÏÕ ɏÔÏ ÁÎ ÅÖÅÎÔɐȭȟ ) ÆÅÅÌ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÎÉÃÅȢȱ 

In the salsa circuit, the practice of regular cross-border mobility is not only part of 

the ÄÒÅÁÍ ÏÆ Á ȰÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅȱȟ ÉÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ×ÉÔÈ 

salsa capital.  

Joanna: And what are your actual projects right now?  

!ÎÄÙȡ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔȟ )ȭÍ ÂÏÏËÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÉÌÌ ÎÅØÔ /ÃÔÏÂÅÒȟ ÅÖÅÒÙ ×ÅÅËÅÎÄȢ 

Joanna: Every weekend? 

Andy: Yeah, we all travel every weekend, so everybody you see here this weekend, we 

arÅ ÂÏÏËÅÄ ÕÐ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÙÅÁÒȢ )ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÒÏÍ άΪΪΫȟ ) 

×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ×ÅÅËÅÎÄ ÏÆÆ ÆÏÒ ÁÂÏÕÔ Ϋή ÙÅÁÒÓ ÎÏ×. 

In this  quote from an interview during th e month of October, Andy boasts of his 

travelling to salsa events for the next 12 months. 4ÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÁÌÅ ÏÆ 

ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ demonstrated by numerous descriptions in artist biographies on 
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websites, on Facebook and in festival programmes and clearly illustrated by the 

ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅȡ Ȱ4ÁÕÇÈÔ ÉÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ αΪ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȱȢ  

To be recognised as a form of symbolic resource, mobility has to be rendered visible. 

3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÂÁÌÌÒÏÏÍ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓȟ -ÁÒÉÏÎ ɉάΪΫΪɊ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ Ȱ*ÕÓÔ ÁÓ 

the dancing costumes of ballroom dance competitors are designed to help them be 

seen on the competition floor, their wide-ranging travel raises their visibility and 

ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÁÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÒÓȱ ɉβɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÑÕÏÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÙ ÔÈÅ 

performative dimension of mobility. To add to their physical presence at an event, 

salsa dance professionals use Facebook as the main tool for self-promotion. Dancers 

here state where they will travel, sometimes putting a whole list of confirmed 

workshops, sometimes just letting their followers know where they will go next, such 

as this Germany-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÒȡ ȰÏÎÌÙ Ϋά ÈÏÕÒÓ ÁÔ ÈÏÍÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÏÆÆ ÔÏ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȱȢ 

Through such status news, the dancers not only demonstrate their importance as 

invited artists in such faraway places but also render their mobility visible for others.  

In this process, with the exception of Cuba and New York, the actual destination 

becomes secondary, as the following Facebook status of a travelling salsa artist 

ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÓȡ Ȱ/ÆÆ ÔÏȣ ȩȩ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÌÏÌȱȢ98 In terms of reputation building, the fact 

that a dancer travels to perform at salsa events is more important than the actual 

place or country of the festival. In the case of the salsa circuit, practices of cross-

border mobility are often reduced to a short period of time, such as teaching and 

performance opportunities at salsa events for three days or, in rare cases, up to a 

week (see Picture 24). This short-time travelling needs to be rendered visible 

through constant performance and repetition in virtual space.  

The phenomenon of mobility as a career-enhancing element and thus a form of 

symbolic capital is known from studies of other professional fields. Bauder, Hannan, 

ÁÎÄ ,ÕÊÁÎ ɉάΪΫΰȡ έɊ ÁÄÁÐÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÆÅÔÉÓÈÉÓÍȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÔÏ 

indicate the importance of mobility in the careers of academic researchers. As they 

×ÒÉÔÅȟ Ȱresearchers strategically pursue mobility to enhance their value as 

ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓȱ ɉ"ÁÕÄÅÒȟ (ÁÎÎÁÎȟ ÁÎÄ ,ÕÊÁÎ άΪΫΰȡ έɊȢ )Î Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÖÅÉÎȟ 3ÃÈÁÅÒȟ 

$ÁÈÉÎÄÅÎȟ ÁÎÄ 4ÏÁÄÅÒ ɉάΪΫαɊ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÉÍÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÉÎ 

                                                        
98 Lol is an often-used abbreviation in online communication, meaning άlaughing out loudέΦ 
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academia. However, in academia, the specific place or university a researcher goes to 

ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȡ Á ȰÐÏÓÔ-doctoral experience at a prestigious foreign university 

ÃÁÎ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅ ȬÒÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÈÉÒÉÎÇ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅÓȱ ɉ"ÁÕÄÅÒȟ 

Hannan, and Lujan 2016: 3). The same holds true for the processes of reputation 

building in the salsa circuit, where the travel to specific teachers or places ranked 

ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔȟ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÓÁȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ȰÒÏÏÔÓȱ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ 

specific geographic places, is significant. 

 

Picture 24 Flyer India Fiesta Latina 2015. 

Hence, secondly, mobility is used as an investment in authenticity: as seen, salsa 

dancers at an early stage of their transnational career often choose to take dance 

lessons at specific places that are historically associated with salsa. Greece-based 

Iannis told me why it was important for him to go to New York.  

Actually that summer I went to New York, again to take some workshops and to learn 

new things, I was at the congress there as well. And I was thinking of coming back and 

opening it [dance studio], because I wanted to do New York-style salsa. I wanted to 

ÂÒÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÎÅ× ÔÏ 'ÒÅÅÃÅȟ ÔÏ ɏ'ÒÅÅË ÃÉÔÙɐȢ ɏȣɐ ) ÈÁÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙȟ ÉÎ 
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other studios, and I had a degree in Latin International ballroom, you know. But I 

×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÓÏ ) ×ÅÎÔ ÔÏ .Å× 9ÏÒË ÁÎÄ ) ÓÁÉÄ )ȭÍ ÇÏÎÎÁ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÏ ɏ'ÒÅÅË 

city]. That happened in 2008.  

Taking lessons with teachers based in New York or Cuba does not only enhance a 

ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÓ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÅ ÂÁÃË ÈÏÍÅȢ !Ó )ÁÎÎÉÓ ÐÕÔÓ ÉÔȟ ÉÎ 

ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ȰÂÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÏ [Greek city]ȱȟ ÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÁÌÓÁ 

instructors in a specific place ɀ New York. Once they have bÅÅÎ ȰÔÈÅÒÅȱȟ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ 

ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄ ȰÄÁÎÃÅÄ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȱ ɉ&ÁÒÎÅÌÌ άΪΫΪȡ άɊ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î 

mobility and validate their teaching practices. The acquired dance skills as well as 

the fact that they have ȰÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȱ (Bizas 2014) throuÇÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÒÅȱ 

legitimises and authorises these dancers as knowledgeable.  

As the discussion demonstrated, mobility can be transformed into social advantages 

in form of reputation, and thus becomes mobility capital.  

8.2.2 ά{ƘŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŜȄƻǘƛŎέΥ bodies and salsa capital  

In her analysis of the intimate economy of tango in Buenos Aires, Törnqvist (2013) 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȰÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÌÅÓÈȱȢ 3ÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÁÎÃÅÒÓ ÅÎÔÅÒ 

into the tango with and through their bodies, implying that t he practice is primarily 

ÁÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÌÅÓÈȟ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅȱ ɉ4ĘÒÎÑÖÉÓÔ άΪΫέȡ 

ΰγɊȢ +ÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÍÉÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ɉÁÓ 

ÏÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÉØÅÄ ÔÁÎÇÏ ÓÁÌÏÎÓ ÏÆ 4ĘÒÎÑÖÉÓÔȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÄÅÓÉÇÎɊ, a similar claim can 

be made for salsa: bodily appearance matters. As in other parts of social life, popular 

physiognomic features may be an asset, as Hakim (2010) argues in terms of the 

ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÅÒÏÔÉÃ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÅÒÏÔÉÃ ÐÏ×ÅÒȱ ÉÎ ÌÁÔÅ-modern societies. In the 

affective economy of the salsa circuit, salsa capital can be enhanced through the 

values attached to bodies considered as beautiful and sexually attractive, defined 

along a salsa-related aesthetic sometimes including authenticity markers such as 

dark hair or dark skin (see also Törnqvist (2013: 69) for a similar discussion in tango 

tourism).   

3ÁÌÓÁ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÅÒÍÅÄ ȰÂÏÄÙ 

×ÏÒËȱ ɉ'ÉÍÌÉÎ άΪΪαɊ ÔÏ ÓÈÁÐÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ×ÁÙÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÅÎÇÁÇe in 
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techniques such as dieting, working out, hairstyling and hair removal, the 

application of cosmetics and cosmetic surgery (cf McClure 2015: 39). Dark 

sunglasses, fancy shoes and tight clothes are popular accessories among male and 

female salsa dancers alike. In addition, salsa artists need special costumes for their 

performances as well as their social dancing, as the parties at salsa events often 

propose a themed party with a dress code (see Picture 25). McClure even writes of 

ȰÔÈÅ ÉÍÁÇÅ ÅÒÁ ÏÆ ÓÁÌÓÁȱ (see also Marion 2014 for a discussion of glamour and style in 

dancesport). 4ÈÅ ȰÂÏÄÙ ×ÏÒËȱ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÁÉÎ Á ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ 

valued in the affective economy of the salsa circuit, which also changes with general 

trends in pop cultural and the fashion industry.  

Furthermore, bodies are used to construct specific looks with attached ethnicised 

and racialised meanings. Iannis and Alicia, a young Greek salsa couple, discussed the 

ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÌÏÏËÓȱ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ȡ 

Iannis: Another thin Ç ÔÈÁÔ ) ÌÉËÅ ɏÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÁÌÓÁɐȟ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÅ ÆÌÏÏÒȡ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȟ ) 

ÍÅÁÎ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ Á ÄÏÃÔÏÒ ÏÒ Á ÌÁ×ÙÅÒ ÏÒ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ Á ÐÁÉÎÔÅÒ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒȢ )Ô ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔȟ ÎÏ 

ÏÎÅ ÁÓËÓ ÙÏÕȢ )Æ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÂÌÁÃË ÏÒ ×ÈÉÔÅȟ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȢȢȢ -ÁÙÂÅ ÉÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ 

black. 

AlÉÃÉÁȡ )ÔȭÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒȦ 

)ÁÎÎÉÓȡ )ÔȭÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ɏÌÁÕÇÈÓɐ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÙÏÕ ÌÏÏË ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅ Á ,ÁÔÉÎÏȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÎÉÃÅȢ ɏȣɐ 

!ÌÉÃÉÁȡ )ȭÖÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÎ ÓÕÍÍÅÒ )ȭÍ ÅÖÅÎ ɏȢȢȢɐ ÄÁÒËÅÒ ɏÌÁÕÇÈÓɐȢ 9ÅÁÈȟ ) ÇÅÔ ÔÈÉÓ 

sometimes. Because you know, dancing, and the hair and... 

)ÁÎÎÉÓȡ 3ÈÅ ÌÏÏËÓ ÅØÏÔÉÃȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÙȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÔÈȢ 

Alicia: In summer maybe. 

Joanna: So is it a plus for a salsa dancer? 

Alicia: Yes, I think so, as a salsa dancer yes.  

!Ó ÔÈÉÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÔÏ ȰÌÏÏË ÌÉËÅ Á ,ÁÔÉÎÏȱ ÍÁÙ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÓÁlsa 

ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȢ (ÅÒÅȟ Ȱ,ÁÔÉÎÏȱ ÉÓ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÅÑÕÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÂÌÁÃË ÏÒ ÄÁÒË ÓËÉÎȟ Á ÓÔÁÔÅ 

Alicia reaches through tanning during the summer. The other signifier of Latinness 
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for female dancers is long, wavy hair, exactly the way Alicia wears it ɀ like many 

otÈÅÒ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÓÁÌÓÁ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÒÓȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÕÓ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÏÂÔÁÉÎ ÁÎ ȰÅØÏÔÉÃȱ ÌÏÏËȟ ÁÓ )ÁÎÎÉÓ 

puts it, a resource that is regarded as valuable in performing on salsa stages. 

 

Picture 25 Flyer Vienna Salsa Congress 2015. 

The interview extract exemplifies the ways that female bodies in particular are 

exoticised in the salsa circuit. However, it is not only female bodies that are 

exoticised and racialised, as ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ %ÒÎÅÓÔÏȭÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÙÏÕÎÇ ÂÌÁÃË 

#ÕÂÁÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÐÅÎ ÓÈÉÒÔÓȱ (who threaten his own career) in Chapter 4. Following 

%ÒÎÅÓÔÏȭÓ ÌÏÇÉÃ, Cuban salsa in the festival context is racialised and blackness may 




































































