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ABSTRACT 

A genre of Cuban music known as timba and a genre of Cuban social dance known as 

casino have often been mistakenly categorized as styles of salsa music and dance.  Because of 

this association, along with political relations between the United States and Cuba, these genres 

have been marginalized in favor of mainstream salsa.  In this thesis, I argue that casino and timba 

must be understood as distinct genres from an historical perspective.  Additionally, I examine 

casino from a linguistic perspective and apply principles of linguistic relativity to create a 

linguistic analogy for social partner dance.  By understanding casino and timba as separate from 

the international salsa phenomenon, we can study and appreciate them as the unique cultural 

forms that they truly are. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO CASINO 

One evening in December of 2010, I went with a friend of mine to a salsa club in 

Pasadena, California.  After parking in a garage in the downtown area we walked a couple of 

blocks to the club.  The woman at the door checked our IDs, collected our cover charge, and 

welcomed us into the establishment.  We immediately entered an area that was set up like a 

restaurant.  A bar protruded into a dining area with tables and chairs set up.  Some people were 

seated, finishing a meal of California-style Mexican food or talking quietly.  As we walked 

deeper into the club we could see the dance floor, which was populated by couples that were 

nearing the end of a bachata dance lesson. 

I was eager for the lesson to finish so that the social dancing could begin.  I had recently 

begun to learn to dance casino while in graduate school in Tallahassee, Florida, and I had been 

told that it was the Cuban style of salsa dancing.  About a year and a half earlier, I had also 

learned to dance L.A.-style salsa, along with several other kinds of Latin dance genres—

including bachata and merengue—although I had not danced L.A.-style salsa for about seven or 

eight months.  Even though I expected that most of the dancers who were there at that club 

danced L.A. style, I was not particularly worried about being able to dance with them. 

The friend that I went with that evening knew L.A.-style salsa but not casino.  She didn’t 

claim to be a phenomenal dancer, but my first dance or two that evening was with her.  It went 

just fine—pretty well, even!  Even though I was not yet terribly comfortable with my casino, it 

was great to be able to go out and dance with someone who was not from the dance company 

where I had stated learning casino.  I have never been particularly bold when it comes to asking 

strangers to dance, so after my first couple of dances, I took a break to watch from the sidelines.  

There were some great dancers there that night—some really great dancers.  I was dazzled by all 

the people spinning and turning, as I always had been when I learned L.A.-style salsa.  Once I 

finally mustered up the nerve to ask someone else to dance, I set out for the dance floor. 

The woman that I asked was good.  I had seen her dance earlier that evening, and she 

seemed like a very capable dancer.  I was a little nervous because I did not exactly know what to 

expect, since I mainly danced casino, but I was excited, too.  It was terrible.  I could see that my 
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steps confused her from almost the moment that we started dancing together.  Even though she 

didn’t say a word to me after we introduced ourselves to each other, I could see her furrowed 

brow trying to make sense of my steps and attempts to turn her, which she interpreted drastically 

differently from what I intended.  I did not think I was leading the turns poorly because I could 

dance with my fellow casino dancers (casineros) back in Tallahassee without a hitch.  There 

must have been something else going on.  When my attempts to turn her failed, I tried some 

slightly simpler figures.  Success, sort of.  At least, they were not as abject failures as my other 

attempts, which counted as improvement to me.  As the dance went on, we continued having 

miscommunications between what I intended with my leading and what she interpreted in her 

following.  Although we could do some of the very simplest combinations, the breakdown of 

communication was frustrating for both of us.  I knew that she had had enough when she broke 

away from me after a particularly bad attempt at a turn, clearly indicating that our dance was 

over. 

The rest of the evening continued in a similar way.  Even though dancing was something 

that I did for fun, after each dance where my partner and I had trouble after trouble in 

communicating, my resolve waned and it took longer and longer for me to summon up the 

courage to ask another person to dance.  By the end of the evening, I could not really say that I 

enjoyed the dancing, but I was thankful for the eye-opening experience that showed me that the 

casino that I was learning was somehow not transferrable when I was dancing with salsa dancers 

who knew nothing about casino. 

It was not for another month or two that I realized why I had had so much trouble 

dancing with those salsa dancers: we were speaking entirely separate languages with our bodies, 

which meant that the way that we encoded meaning about movement worked completely 

differently for my partner than it did for me. 

Part of my misconception was that I was dancing salsa.  This idea stemmed from the fact 

that I had been told that casino was a style of salsa, but in reality I was not dancing salsa at all.  I 

also thought that I was dancing casino, but I would later learn that I was not actually dancing 

that, either.  What I was dancing was a hybrid between casino and salsa that borrowed elements 

from both dances, which lead me to the questions: What exactly is casino?  What is salsa? 
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Background and Significance 

The name “casino” refers to a genre of social partner dancing that originated during the 

1950s in large dance halls in Cuba that were known as casinos.  Casino was first danced in a 

format known as a rueda (Spanish for “circle” or “wheel”), which involved many couples 

dancing together, their movements coordinated by a designated caller or líder, who would shout 

out the names of various moves and turn patterns.  All of the couples would then perform these 

moves together, and the rueda was a format that fostered a sense of community among dancers.  

Over time, dancers would also begin to dance in one-on-one couples apart from a rueda.  Casino 

derives its name from the first people who danced it, who would call out to each other, “Let’s 

dance in a rueda like we do in the casino” or “Let’s dance a casino rueda”1 (Balbuena 2008, 36). 

Salsa, on the other hand, refers to a genre of social partner dance that originated in New 

York in the late 1960s.  It has since developed into two different styles in the U.S., known as 

New York style and L.A. style.  These two styles share many traits in common and are primarily 

distinguished by the timing of the basic step.  I have taken classes and workshops on both styles 

of salsa and can do them, but I primarily consider myself to be a casinero.  Although casino is 

frequently referred to as a style of salsa, this is in fact a misnomer, as I will argue throughout this 

thesis.  Similarly, even though casino is older than salsa dancing by about a decade, it would also 

be inaccurate to call salsa a style of casino.  Rather, the roots of casino and salsa can both be 

traced back to the genre of the Cuban son, but their choreographies differ widely.  In this respect, 

they may perhaps be thought of as cousins or sister dances descended from a common ancestor. 

When I speak of “social partner dancing,” I mean an activity in which groups of 

individuals, usually in couples, engage in coordinated movements that are initiated by one of the 

individuals and performed in time with music.  There are many of these kinds of dance to be 

found throughout Latin America and the United States.  Casino and salsa are only two; others 

include swing, waltz, fox trot, and tango.  What is common among all these dances is that they 

feature partners who come together, usually in a social setting, and communicate ideas back and 

forth with each other that are expressed through their motions across the dance floor. 

The island nation of Cuba has had an exceptionally large impact on music and dance 

traditions in the western hemisphere.  In fact, it is no overstatement to say that Cuban musical 

                                                
1 “Vamos a hacer la rueda como en el Casino” and “Vamos a hacer la rueda del casino.”  All 
translations are by the author unless otherwise noted. 
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genres have left their impressions on the popular music traditions of nearly every country in the 

Americas.  Much music that is broadly called “Latin” has Cuban music at its roots, including 

salsa, mambo, chachachá, and American ballroom rhumba (which, for the purposes of this thesis 

will be spelled with an “h” to distinguish it from the Cuban rumba).  Latin jazz draws upon 

elements of Afro-Cuban music.  The late 1990s saw the explosion of the album Buena Vista 

Social Club, which achieved tremendous popularity and reminded listeners around the world of 

the sound of the Cuban music from decades past.  With regards to music that is not typically 

thought of as “Latin,” one need not look far to find the musical footprints of the largest of the 

Caribbean islands.  Carlos Santana adapted the chachachá into mainstream rock in songs such as 

his well-known renditions of Peter Green’s “Black Magic Woman” and Tito Puente’s “Oye 

Cómo Va.” 

Given the depth of the impact that Cuban music has had on Latin music in general, it is 

surprising to find that a survey of mainstream Latin music that one might hear in restaurants and 

dance clubs in the United States rarely includes Cuban musicians or bands from the past four 

decades, with the exception of some musicians who have left their home island.  In fact, as the 

Buena Vista Social Club phenomenon shows, American audiences have been out of touch with 

current musical productions in Cuba.  The album offers a snapshot of artists who had their 

heyday in the middle of the twentieth century, but it was accepted by U.S. listeners as a 

representation of the current state of Cuban musical affairs in the late 1990s.  Contrary to what 

has been suggested in the past2, Cuba has not undergone a dark period in which there has been a 

lack of musical creativity.  Rather, the political and economic situation between the United States 

and Cuba has made cultural exchange on a large scale difficult between the two countries since 

the 1959 Cuban revolution, and U.S. audiences have consequently fallen out of touch with more 

recent trends in Cuban music such as a genre known as timba. 

Just as music from Cuba has been marginalized in American markets, so have forms of 

Cuban social dance.  In particular, casino dancing has been obscured by the dominant hegemonic 

influence of salsa dancing on American dance floors.  This has largely happened because casino 

                                                
2 Vicenzo Perna (2005) cites a 1987 article by Peter Manuel and the first edition (1995) of the 
same author’s Caribbean Currents as suggesting that Cuban dance music had not progressed 
since the Cuban revolution.  The 1995 edition of Caribbean Currents was the only one available 
to Perna at the time that his volume was published, and the second edition of Manuel’s book 
(2006) corrects this error. 
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has been associated with salsa and is often referred to as “Cuban style salsa,” “casino salsa,” or 

“casino style salsa.”  In fact, casino is a completely different dance from salsa and, although the 

two have some similarities in choreography, must be treated as a unique genre of social dance all 

on its own if it is to be understood correctly. 

The communications scholar Sheenagh Pietrobruno compares popular dance traditions to 

oral culture (2006, 205).3  She argues that dance resembles aspects of orality in "how the dance is 

learned, how it is recorded in memory, and how its performance is shaped by consciousness of 

the present" (ibid.).  Like users of oral traditions, dancers communicate without using print or 

written texts.  Additionally, dance must be passed on through lived experiences because it does 

not exist in a highly standardized fashion except for certain ballroom traditions that have been 

appropriated into American competitions, which draw strict rules and regulations regarding how 

the dances should be performed.  However, these competitive forms of dance are not 

representative of most social partner dance genres.  Pietrobruno goes even further to draw a 

parallel between the acquisition processes of oral culture and dance.  She shows how the process 

by which a person who learns to dance by immersion with family as he grows up differs from the 

process of a person who engages in formal study, much like the process differs for an individual 

who is immersed in a language without formal training compared to someone who learned a 

language through a classroom environment. 

I will take Pietrobruno’s argument about orality and dance one step further.  Throughout 

this thesis, I will argue that casino and salsa are different dances from both an historical and a 

linguistic perspective.  I will argue that the two dances can be likened to different languages that 

communicate motions of the body and are therefore kinesthetic in nature.  Once I have 

established a linguistic analogy for social partner dance, I will draw upon principles of linguistic 

relativity to show how dance, like language, is mutually influential upon the construction of both 

collective and individual identity.  Finally, I will argue that both casino and timba have been 

victims of marginalization due to their association with the linguistic category of “salsa.” 

 

                                                
3 Pietrobruno has served as Assistant Professor of English at Fatih University in Istanbul.  She has 
conducted extensive field research on salsa dancing in the Montreal area. 
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Survey of Literature 

In his 1991 essay “Representation, Ethnicity, and the Precursory Ethnography: Notes of a 

Native Anthropologist,” José Limón discusses how the work that had been done by previous 

scholars impacted his own research.  He calls this preexisting body of scholarship the 

“precursory ethnography,” and he details how his own work is dependent upon it, but yet he 

seeks to distinguish his efforts from what has been done in the past.  In the same way, my own 

work relies upon and shaped by work that has already been done on Cuban music and dance.  

There is a wealth of information available on the subject, but relatively little of it examines 

Cuban music or dance since the 1959 socialist revolution in Cuba.  After that year, published 

research focuses mainly on music of Cuban ancestry that has been produced in the United States 

and around Latin America outside of Cuba.  Therefore, my work involves defining casino and 

timba against the dominant ideas presented by the precursory ethnographies that represent casino 

and timba as subgenres of salsa. 

Benjamin Lapidus (2005 and 2008) has done considerable work on the early genre of 

Cuban changüí.  This form of music and dance was born in Guantanamo, Cuba, on the eastern 

side of the island, but has not generally achieved wide international exposure except among 

some scholars.  The more well-known genre of the rumba, which might be more accurately 

described as a genre complex because of its distinct subgenres, has been documented by many 

scholars, among them Yvonne Payne Daniel (1991) and Robin Moore (1995 and 1997). 

Many works are dedicated to broad surveys of Cuban music and dance history, including 

traditions before and after the Cuban revolution, while other works incorporate a survey of this 

music within a broader scope over Latin America or the Caribbean in general (Delgado and 

Muñoz, 1997; Roberts 1999; Sweeney 2001; Roy 2002; Sublette 2004; Manuel 2006; Sloat 

2010).  Sublette’s work is a good example of the intertextual dilemma arising from work that 

falls silent on Cuban music after 1959.  Although his work is detailed and thorough, his volume 

concludes in the 1950s.  The last line of the text acknowledges that his work does not represent a 

complete picture of Cuban music: “To be continued…” (Sublette 2004, 586), but the volume 

ends there.4  Similarly, David F. García’s work (2006) is biographical in nature, but once his 

                                                
4 In the preface to his work, Sublette talks about his experience with modern Cuban music in the 
1990s and indicates that he intends to complete at least one more volume dedicated to continuing 
his story of Cuban musical history. 
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subject leaves Cuba and migrates to the United States, he begins to lose track of what was going 

on back on the island. 

Hosts of works have been published specifically relating to salsa music and dance.  An 

abridged list includes the likes of Blum (1978), Boggs (1992), Manuel (1994), Waxer (2002), 

Quintero-Rivera (2003), Pietrobruno (2006), Bosse (2004, 2008), Washburne (2008), and López 

Cano (2009).  The number of resources available that deal with timba music, whether 

specifically or in passing, is comparatively tiny and includes Froelicher (2005), Perna (2005), 

Moore (2006), and López Cano (2007).  While Perna’s and Moore’s works are both book-length, 

Perna’s is the only work of its kind that is a detailed study of the genre as a musical 

phenomenon, whereas Moore’s is the only one that surveys several genres of music from after 

the revolution and their connection with the political milieu in which they developed. 

General works on dance are widely available (Desmond 1997; Thomas 2003), and 

ethnomusicological and anthropological case studies are also plentiful.  For example, works by 

Zoila Mendoza (2000) on ritual Andean Peruvian dance and Henry Spiller (1999, 2010) on 

Men’s Sundanese dance examine how these social activities intersect with issues of gender, 

identity, and social norms.  However, these works primarily focus on dance in ritual or 

performative contexts rather than informal social settings.  Studies that deal specifically with 

casino are scarce.  While some writers mention casino in passing (Pietrobruno 2006, Chao 

Carbonero 2010), Bárbara Balbuena (2006, 2008, 2010) is one of the few scholars to address 

casino as the primary subject of her research.  The work of Fernando Ortiz (1951) remains a 

tome of valuable knowledge of early Afro-Cuban dance traditions, although his work predates 

casino.  Balbuena and Ortiz’s works are especially valuable, however, because they represent the 

voices of scholars in Cuba living with the traditions about which they are writing.  Ample 

material has also been written on Cuban identity or the relationship of music to national senses of 

identity (Kapchan 1993; Firmat 1994; Manuel 1994; Colman 2007). 

A limited amount of work has been done on the relationship of casino dancing to timba 

music, but this topic is usually not the primary focus of the author’s writing.  For example, López 

Cano, Perna, (both cited above) and Moore (2011) all briefly discuss how dancers might choose 

to alter their movements for various sections of a song, but they do so as part of a larger 

discussion of how timba songs are structured from a theoretical perspective.  Furthermore, even 

though they do mention how couples may break apart during the montuno section of a song or 
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during certain “gear changes” in the music, López Cano asserts, “In recent times, each dancer is 

free to choose what style they want to dance; timba does not establish strict rules for dancing”5 

(2007, 29).  While these writings are indeed valuable for their analysis of the structural elements 

of timba music, they are generally concerned with live music.  The vast majority of my own 

work has been with dancers who use recorded music, which creates a different dynamic between 

the dancers and music. 

Many scholars have placed particular emphasis on the Puerto Rican influences on the 

development of salsa in the United States.  In my work, I am interested in creating a picture of 

the Cuban dance and music phenomena that led to the creation of casino and timba in Cuba and 

salsa music and dance in New York in the 1960s.  The scholars that I have included above 

provide a rich historical canvas upon which my argument begins to take shape. 

 

Theoretical Approach 

In addition to an historical approach, my work involves a fairly detailed linguistic 

analysis of movement and motion.  The work of Adrienne Kaeppler (1972, 1978, 1987, 2000) 

includes a linguistic analogy for dance, but it is one that is primarily applied to ritual and 

performative dances.  Similarly, Anya Royce (2002) and Drid Williams (2004) have written 

about linguistic approaches to the study of dance, but have also generally been concerned with 

ritual or performance-oriented dances.  My own interests are not so much in these styles, but 

rather in social partner dance.  Although verbal language and social partner dance communicate 

different kinds of information, one abstract and the other physical, they both operate on 

principles and conventions that involved parties must share in order to communicate 

successfully.  I will develop my own linguistic analogy in detail in Chapter Three, but it will 

suffice to say here that my theoretical grounding comes from structural linguistics in the vein of 

Sapir (1921, 1929, 1949), Whorf (1941), de Saussure (1986), and Lee (1996).  Sapir and Whorf 

were two of the founders of the school of linguistic thought that later became known as linguistic 

relativism, which explores how language colors our perception of reality.  In turn, it follows that 

language also affects the ways in which one constructs his own notions of identity. 

                                                
5 “Actualmente cada bailador es libre de elegir el estilo del baile: la timba no establece reglas 
estrictas para ser bailada.” 
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This understanding of linguistic relativism has been augmented by the functional 

approaches of Grace (1987), Joseph (2004), and Winkler (2007).  Grace and Joseph explore how 

language functions in everyday use.  Joseph is especially concerned with how language plays a 

role in the formation of identity, a concept with which Megenney (1999, 2006) is also concerned.  

Winkler similarly examines how various structures that comprise language work together to 

create a coherent system of communication. 

In addition to the linguistic aspect of my approach, I draw upon issues related to 

exoticization (Said 1979) and power relationships (Gramsci 19996; Slobin 1992).  Peter Ives’ 

(2004) book examines how Gramsci’s ideas were influenced by his studies of linguistics.  These 

models of how power is distributed, structured, and divided help me to process information 

regarding the marginalization of Cuban music and dance with regards to the dominant 

hegemonic power that is present in the United States. 

 

Linguistic Relativity in the 21
st
 Century? 

Sapir’s hallmark work, Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech was written in 

1921—almost one hundred years ago.  Whorf’s ideas came along only a couple short decades 

later, making their works more than half a century old.  Nevertheless, their work has been the 

topic of much scholarly conversation and argument, and remains important and influential to the 

present day.  George Grace (1987) acknowledges the influence of Sapir and Whorf on his own 

work, as does John E. Joseph (2004).  In 1991, linguistic relativity was the subject of a Wenner-

Gren Foundation international symposium (Gumperz and Levinson, 1991), and Penny Lee 

(1996) has argued that most attacks on Sapir and Whorf’s ideas have been founded upon 

misreadings and misunderstandings of their ideas.  Furthermore, Lee (1997) argues that Sapir 

and Whorf’s ideas have found new popularity in linguistics and other fields, including 

anthropology, cognitive psychology, and education. 

Noam Chomsky has sometimes been referred to as “the father of modern linguistics.”  

His approaches to transformational and universal grammar have been highly influential among 

                                                
6 The volume to which I am referring here is a collection of writings compiled in 1999 from 
Gramsci’s prison notebooks.  While Gramsci died well before this collection was created, I cite 
the date of the volume’s creation for precision in referencing the particular edition that I 
consulted. 
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many linguists.  However, the idea that the deep structures of all languages are essentially the 

same and languages are only really different at the surface level is in direct opposition to 

principles of linguistic relativity.  Scholars are split between Chomskyan and relativist 

approaches, and debates between both camps can be heated.  One of the greatest challenges to 

Chomsky’s ideas has been Daniel Everett’s work with the Pirahã people of Brazil (Everett 2007).  

According to Everett, the Pirahã language does not have recursion—the ability to embed phrases 

within other phrases and sentences.  This would seem to undermine Chomsky’s notion of 

universal grammar and a large part of Chomskyan lingiuistics in general while pointing to a 

relativistic view of language along the lines of Sapir and Whorf’s work.  However, there is 

controversy over the legitimacy of Everett’s claims (Bartlett 2012), and so the issue remains 

unsettled. 

Although Chomsky’s ideas have dominated much of the spotlight of linguistic research in 

the second half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century, Sapir and 

Whorf’s ideas about linguistic relativity have never died away.  In fact, they are still relevant to 

current scholarship.  In an article in New Literary History, George Steiner (1972) writes, “It is 

worth emphasizing that the issues raised by Whorf and the methods he initiated are far from 

being exhausted or refuted.”  Although this statement is from several decades ago, it is still 

relevant today, as one can see in the work of scholars such as Lee and Joseph.  Therefore, the 

principles of linguistic relativity that I apply to dance are not outdated, but rather are in line with 

the trend of Whorfian linguistic research that Lee (1997) has outlined. 

 

Methodology 

My research involved ethnographic fieldwork among dancers of various backgrounds 

who had a wide range of experience with regards to their dancing.  While I primarily immersed 

myself in the casino community around Tallahassee, Florida, I also had contact with salsa 

dancers in the area.  I traveled to other communities, such as Atlanta, Georgia, and Pasadena, 

California where I danced with and observed other dancers, took classes and workshops, and 

attended dance congresses as well.  Although in a sense my fieldwork began back when I began 

to learn L.A.-style salsa, before I had ever conceived of this project, my first official fieldwork 

began as I learned a hybrid style of casino and salsa and then casino by itself.  As a result, I can 
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speak with experience about all those dance genres.  In addition, I have taken classes in New 

York-style salsa, although most of my social dancing experience has been with casino and L.A.-

style salsa. 

In addition to speaking with people and friends casually about their dancing experiences, 

I conducted formal interviews with several of my informants, whom I refer to in this thesis with 

pseudonyms to protect their privacy.  The interviews allowed us to discuss the way that dancing 

has played a role in their life and has contributed to their understanding of who they are.  In 

many instances, my informants expressed their enjoyment of the interview process and even 

thanked me for the opportunity to think and talk about their dancing in ways that they had not 

previously done. 

My main community of casineros in Tallahassee comes from the ¡Azúcar! Dance 

Company, a student organization from Florida State University that offers lessons and social 

dancing opportunities to the entire Tallahassee area.  It was with this group that I first began to 

learn a casino/salsa hybrid style and would later learn casino by itself.  All of the informants 

whom I interviewed were connected in some way or another to Azúcar.  Some of them had 

danced casino previously, some only had experience with other dance genres, and others had 

never learned to dance before they became involved with the group.  While they may represent a 

somewhat unique sample group of individuals, I attempted to interview individuals whom I knew 

had a wide range of approaches to their dancing.  In addition, I was able to talk with people 

outside of the dance company about their thoughts relating to casino to get additional 

perspectives, even though I did not officially get to record them in an interview setting. 

During the time that I have been involved with Azúcar, I have become an instructor and 

have helped, along with several other group members, to design the instructional program that 

the group currently uses.  I have had the unique opportunity to witness a recent shift in the group 

from teaching a hybrid style to casino that is not influenced by salsa dancing.  While this 

transition has not always been an easy one in the group, it has served to solidify my position on 

the relationship between dance and identity in the minds of dancers.  I am deeply indebted to all 

of my friends and fellow casineros who helped me along in the process of forming my ideas that 

have come together in this thesis. 
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Chapter Expositions 

I develop my argument throughout the second through fifth chapters of this thesis, and 

each chapter is dedicated to a particular aspect of the research problem that I have laid out in this 

introduction.  Chapter Two examines the historical development of music and dance forms in 

Cuba and the United States.  I begin by examining the histories side by side until they diverge 

after the Cuban revolution in 1959.  After that point, I look at the development of Cuban music 

and dance in the United States and Cuba separately.  Finally, I show how Cuban music and 

dance have been marginalized because of the hegemonic power exerted by the dominant dance 

forms in the United States. 

Chapter Three explores the idea of a linguistic analogy for social partner dance.  I begin 

with a detailed review of the linguistic theory that informs the analogy and then show how 

structures in the communicative mechanisms of dance align with those of verbal language.  I 

then show how casino, salsa, and a hybrid dance genre are like different kinesthetic languages 

because of the vastly different conventions of communication that are involved in each. 

Chapter Four extends the linguistic analogy to examine the role that language, and thus 

dance, plays in the formation of identity.  I explore principles of linguistic relativity to discover 

how language influences the ways that we categorize the world around us.  Extending these 

principles to kinesthetic languages, I show how casino and salsa inform how dancers conceive of 

themselves both collectively and individually. 

Chapter Five brings the previous three chapters together to discuss how timba and casino 

have been marginalized through their association with the linguistic category of “salsa.”  This 

chapter combines linguistic theory with ideas about power relations and hegemony to expose 

how both scholars and individuals outside of academia have largely overlooked these Cuban 

music and dance genres.  Finally, my work finds its completion with a brief concluding chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ON THE HISTORIES OF TIMBA, CASINO, AND SALSA 

The first time that one hears timba music, it is not uncommon to mistake it for salsa.  This 

is understandable.  The two genres have some similar features and are descended from similar 

Afro-Cuban musical genealogies.  Nevertheless, there are several distinct musical differences 

between the genres that result from their divergent histories.  Similarly, many people make the 

mistake of calling casino dancing a style of salsa.  While there are a few similarities between the 

two dances there are also critical differences, which are largely due to the varying historical 

development of the two dance genres. 

My relatively brief historical survey is in no way intended to be a comprehensive look at 

Cuban musical history nor is it intended to be an exhaustive treatment of the history of casino.  

Rather, in this chapter I seek to explore the history of Cuban music and dance with a particular 

eye toward differentiating the development of timba and casino in Cuba from salsa music and 

dance in the United States.  

 

Overview of Cuban Music and Dance 

The island of Cuba has a history stretching back many hundreds of years.  Beyond the 

late fifteenth century, however, we know relatively little because of the European extermination 

of the island’s native Taíno people.  While the legacy of the Taíno is relatively scant, Cuba, 

along with much of the New World, is said to be the beneficiary of a tri-ethnic heritage 

stemming from indigenous peoples, colonizing Iberian Europeans, and Africans who were 

brought in through the slave trade.  The Taíno were killed off before many of their musical 

traditions could be documented and their musical impact on musical culture of Cuba seems to be 

negligible.  The African and Iberian influences on music and dance, however, would blend 

together over time to produce traditions that would leave their imprints on the world even half a 

millennium later. 

Iberian instruments and ideas about melody and harmony came together with West 

African instruments, vocal styles, and rhythmic sensibilities in rich and varied musical forms.  A 
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variety of dance traditions would evolve as well, many of which combined aspects of European 

genres—such as the partner hold and upright posture—with movements drawn from Afro-Cuban 

religious dances.  The celebrated ethnologist Fernando Ortiz (1951) conducted substantial 

research on the history and origins of Afro-Cuban music and dance, noting the centrality of 

music and dance to these peoples’ ways of life. 

For our purposes I will begin by exploring the origins of partner dancing in Cuba and 

trace the development of both music and dance through several stages with an eye to how these 

genres contributed to the creation of the modern music and dance trends of timba, salsa (both as 

music and dance), and casino. 

 

Cuban Beginnings 

Throughout the majority of Cuban history, music and dance genres have gone together 

under common names.  One of the earliest of these music-and-dance complexes is the 

contradanza, which was descended from the English contredanse.  Popular in the eighteenth 

century, this dance featured groups of many people dancing together, guided by a bastonero, an 

individual who coordinated everyone’s moves with verbal commands.  The movements of the 

contradanza would trace complex patterns and shapes around the floor, and contact between men 

and women was relatively sparing—only occasionally would a couple grasp a hand or touch at 

the fingers. 

According to Bárbara Balbuena (2008, 20), the basic step in the contradanza was marked 

over eight counts.  The first four counts involved taking three steps, shifting one’s weight onto 

each foot during each step, and then simply placing or tapping one’s foot on the fourth count 

without putting weight on it.  The process was repeated to fill out an entire eight-count sequence.  

This configuration of steps and taps was an early antecedent of footwork in son, and then casino 

and salsa.  In fact, both casino and salsa use nearly the same organization of steps over an eight-

count, except that in casino a pivot sometimes replaces the tap and in salsa it is left out entirely, 

resulting in a “silent count” without motion. 

The early nineteenth century saw the invention of the danza, whose development was 

influenced by the waltz.  Unlike the contradanza, in which couples seldom made contact, the 

danza featured couples embracing in what we now term closed position.  This partner hold 
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would be carried over for use in later dances including the danzón, chachachá, son, casino, and 

salsa. 

From the 1880s through the 1930s, the popularity of the danza gave way to the danzón.  

This dance became highly popular in Cuba, featuring an instrumentation that included brass, 

clarinets, violins, string bass, guiro, and timbales or kettledrum.  Common as an upper-class form 

of entertainment, it found popularity in the United States in the early 1900s.  Soon thereafter, the 

danzón orchestra began to be reduced into what would become known as the charanga format, 

which replaced the brass with a flute to complement the strings.  Groups of dancers would 

sometimes come together and dance in a circular formation known as the rueda, which would 

also be used in chachachá later on and then casino as well. 

The Cuban son is perhaps the most well-documented form of Cuban music and dance.  

With its roots in guajiro (roughly “cowboy” or “country folk”) communities across rural Cuba, 

the son may have been created as early as the end of the nineteenth century (Balbuena 2008).  

The genre made its way to Havana by about 1909 or 1910.  The most popular myth surrounding 

the son’s migration to urban areas involves soldiers who put down civil disturbances bringing 

back instruments and songs, but Benjamin Lapidus (2008) asserts that genres could have moved 

around on their own easily without having had to be transported by the Cuban army.  

Nevertheless, once in Havana, the genre was shunned as a low-class activity until it made its way 

into upper echelons of society because of its affordability: small ensembles that played son were 

much more economical to hire than larger danzón bands. 

Son instrumentation varied over time.  Early groups might be comprised of only three or 

four musicians, such as the Quarteto Oriental in 1917, which featured musicians playing the 

Cuban tres, claves, maracas, and a bass instrument known as the botija (Sweeny 2001, 56).  This 

group would later expand to a seven-piece group.  One of the key figures in this expansion of son 

ensembles was Ignacio Piñeiro, who added a trumpeter to his ensemble (which included seven 

musicians after this addition) in the late 1920s—something that Phillip Sweeny describes as part 

of the “slow transmutation of son into salsa” (ibid.) 

The son soon outgrew these small ensembles.  By the 1940s, sones were played by 

ensembles known as conjuntos, which frequently included brass sections, piano, congas, tres, 

and vocals.  Arsenio Rodriguez was a key player in this process.  He is largely credited with 
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creating this instrumentation, and he became well known as a master of the conjunto along with 

figures such as Beny Moré and Dámaso Pérez Prado. 

Many regional variants of the son developed in rural areas of the country.  The most 

prominent of these variations were the son montuno (literally, “son from the mountains”), with 

which Rodriguez was primarily concerned, and the son urbano (“urban son”).  While the son 

montuno form became a great model for Cuban music at home and abroad, it was the urbano 

variant whose accompanying dance would most resemble casino and salsa.  The son urbano 

featured upright body posture with smooth movements, whereas the son montuno had a much 

bouncier feel to it with deep bends in the knees and large, exaggerated movements. 

One genre that is sometimes considered to be a variant of the son is a genre known as 

changüí.  This form started in Guantanamo, on the eastern side of Cuba, and featured a similar 

instrumentation to early son: tres, bongos, guiro, vocals, and a bass instrument known as the 

marimbula, which was similar to a large thumb piano that one could sit on while plucking out a 

bass line.  However, changüí differs from son in a critical aspect: it is one of the few genres of 

Cuban folkloric music that is not based on the clave rhythm.  Additionally, Lapidus claims that 

changüí predates the son tradition, so it is more accurate to think of it as precedent to the son 

rather than a variety of it.  Nevertheless, many scholars refer to changüí as a variety of the son.  

The changüí would come to play an important part in the development of Cuban dance music 

after the 1959 revolution, but never seems to have left much of a mark on the Latin American 

dance traditions that were popular in the United States. 

The son was one of the first Cuban music and dance genres to become popular in the 

U.S., albeit by another name.  Known as rhumba in the United States, the genre became a 

worldwide ballroom sensation by the 1930s.7  While McMains mentions the possibility that the 

American rhumba may have derived from the danzón rather than the son, one of the greatest hits 

of the rhumba craze was a son.  “El Manisero,” written in 1928 by Moisés Simons, was recorded 

by both Cuban musicians and American artists including Modesto “Don” Apiazu and the Stan 

Kenton Band.  Over time, the term “rhumba” came to be an umbrella term that referred to many 

kinds of Cuban dance music in the United States. 

                                                
7 The son also became known as “rumba” throughout central Africa, especially in the two 
Congos, although it took on a distinctly different character from the American rhumba.  For more 
on this, see Stewart 2000. 
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In Cuba, the rumba was an entirely different genre altogether, or, more precisely, a 

complex of three dances and their accompanying music that started to emerge in the late 1800s.  

Yambú was a genre that imitated the movements of elderly people.  Often danced by solo 

women, men, or sometimes a couple, the tempo of the dance was moderate; in the case of a 

couple dancing, contact between the two was rare.  Guaguancó, the best known of the rumba 

subgenres, was an energetic and fast flirtation dance.  The man would chase the woman while 

she led him from one part of the dancing area to another.  He would periodically attempt the 

vacunao, a gesture symbolic of sexual intercourse, signified by a movement of the pelvis, foot, 

or arm towards the woman, whose task it was to guard against such advances by deflecting his 

attempts away from her by shielding herself or turning away from him.  Columbia was a type of 

competitive dance in which males would showcase their virtuosic abilities in contest with one 

another.  This was the fastest of the rumba dances, featuring highly complex rhythms and 

interaction between the drummers and dancers.  Recently, women have started to dance 

columbia as well. 

Along with the danzón, rumba has achieved status as a dance of national importance.  

Rumba festivals are held both nationally and at local levels.  Like the son, however, it originated 

among low-class blacks and was first met with resistance from white elites.  The rise of the 

rumba as a visibly “black” musical genre has paved the way for increased acceptance and 

celebration of the African legacy in Cuba, although, socially speaking, racial equality in Cuba is 

simply not a fact of life (Moore 1997). 

In addition to the son (rhumba), one of the biggest Cuban dance crazes in the U.S. during 

the first half of the twentieth century was the mambo.  Although its exact origins are something 

of a mystery, this genre probably developed in the 1930s.  Arsenio Rodriguez, Israel “Cachao” 

López, and Dámaso Pérez Prado are all possible originators of the mambo, although Rodriguez 

and López both strongly criticized Pérez Prado’s treatment of the music, claiming that it was 

watered down and inauthentic. 

Like the son, mambo dancing was very different in Cuba and the United States.  The 

Cuban mambo was somewhat bouncy and often featured alternating steps that placed the body’s 

full weight on the foot with tap steps that only touched the foot to the ground without 

transferring weight onto it.  Internationally, however, the mambo took on a choreography related 

to the son, which started to lay the foundations of what would become salsa dancing after the 
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next few decades.  Sheenagh Pietrobruno suggests that elements from American jazz and rock 

and roll were incorporated into the mambo in New York during the 1940s (2006, 48). 

The chachachá was one of the last Cuban dance crazes to sweep the United States.  The 

genre found its way onto American dance floors by the middle of the 1950s, and was largely 

credited to the work of Enrique Jorrín.  The chachachá featured slower tempos and simpler 

rhythms than many other Cuban dances, which gave the dance a wider appeal to American 

audiences.  In Cuba the music and dance were highly popular as well, with bands such as 

Orquesta Aragón finding great success through the genre. 

As a dance phenomenon in Cuba, chachachá made critical contributions to the 

development of casino.  While the basic steps of the two dances differed somewhat, many of the 

turn patterns from chachachá would later find their way into casino.  Additionally, chachachá 

was commonly danced in a circular, multi-couple format known as the rueda, which would later 

become a prominent characteristic of casino.  In the United States, however, the basic step of the 

chachachá resembled the rhumba and mambo steps, which were both derived from the 

choreography of the Cuban son.  The rueda format was never used in the States during the 

1950s. 

Balbuena (2008) describes the repertoire of Cuban dance bands in the early 1950s as 

composed of primarily bolero (a kind of romantic song), danzón, son, guaracha (a genre related 

to the son), and chachachá.  This contrasts somewhat from the popular styles that were played in 

American ballrooms, including rhumba (son), mambo, and chachachá.  However, a genre called 

the pachanga also enjoyed a brief period of popularity in the U.S. when its creator, Eduardo 

Davidson, fled from Cuba after the 1959 revolution. 

 

Cuban Music Commercialized in the U.S. 

The commercial appeal of Cuban music to American audiences was evident since the 

1920s rhumba craze.  Spanish-born Xavier Cugat’s band began to take off by the 1930s, only a 

few years after it was formed.  Cubans often criticized Cugat’s music for being too simplistic, 

but it appealed to his audiences.  He became something of a sensation just as Desi Arnaz of I 

Love Lucy fame would in coming decades. 

The mambo wave was also an instance of Cuban musical commercialization.  Frank 

Grillo “Machito” was a prominent mambo musician by 1948, Pérez Prado by 1951.  Puerto 
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Rican giants Tito Rodriguez and Tito Puente would also ride to fame on the mambo wave and 

leave lasting marks on the Latin musical landscape for years to come.  Around the same time, 

from the 1940s through the 50s, Afro-Cuban jazz began to gain popularity with artists such as 

Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Palmieri.  In fact, Palmieri was a major organizer of descargas or 

jam sessions, which contributed to the development of early salsa music in the 1960s. 

As previously mentioned, the chachachá was one of the last music-and-dance crazes that 

was born on Cuban soil to be commercialized in the U.S.  Only five years after the chachachá 

came to the United States, the socialist revolution of 1959 would forever change political 

relations between the U.S. and Cuba.  As a result, cultural exchange became more difficult and 

music and dance began to diverge to an even greater extent than they had previously.  The 

boogaloo marks one of the first of the first Latin dance trends in the U.S. that did not come 

directly from Cuba and thus sometimes incorporated lyrics in English and musical borrowing 

from American soul and rhythm and blues.  Nevertheless, the Cuban influences in this music 

were impossible to overlook. 

All these dance and music trends up through the chachachá would come together in New 

York and contributed to the phenomenon that we know today as salsa.  People who had ancestry 

from many parts of Latin America had come to make the Big Apple their home, and among the 

first group of musicians and dancers to play early salsa were Cubans, Dominicans, Colombians, 

and even non-Hispanic people such as Jews and Italians.  The most prominent group of people 

who were instrumental in the birth of salsa were Puerto Ricans living in New York, a group that 

would later be designated “Newyorican.”  Regarding their affinity for Cuban dance music, 

Pietrobruno (2006, 50) writes, “Rather than their traditional music forms, such as the bomba and 

the plena, Puerto Ricans chose modernized Cuban dance music to express Latin identity and 

pride, particularly the son, which they had played and composed since the 1920s” and, “The 

sounds of the son, mambo, and rumba as well as other Cuban rhythms and forms, such as the 

guaracha, chachachá, and bolero, were fused under the single designation ‘salsa,’ a new name 

for a musical style that had existed since the 1950s, made famous by such artists as Puerto Rican 

Tito Puente and Cuban Celia Cruz.” 

The salsa explosion began in the middle of the 1960s and was significantly helped along 

by the founding of Fania Records in 1964 by Johnny Pacheco, a Dominican, and Jerry Masucci, 

an Italian.  Fania dominated the popular Latin music market in the United States and flourished 
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until the late ‘70s.  After its brief popularity, Fania folded in 1978.  In the 1980s, the Dominican 

genre of merengue began to gain popularity with the Latin market, and its smaller 

instrumentation made merengue orchestras cheaper to hire than larger salsa bands.  Nevertheless, 

Ralph Mercado created the RMM record label in New York in 1987 to attempt to revive salsa.  

Recording artists of such status as Tito Puente, Oscar D’Leon, Marc Antony, and La India, 

Mercado’s label started a trend known as salsa romantica (“romantic salsa”), which enjoyed 

some popularity throughout the 1990s.  Some artists pushed the love-laced lyrics of salsa 

romantica even further, creating salsa erotica, which dealt with more explicitly suggestive 

themes.  Even today, much of the popular salsa music that dancers enjoy is of the romantica or 

erotica variety. 

In addition to New York, Miami began to develop a scene of salsa music in the seventies 

and eighties as well.  Of the large numbers of Cuban refugees who fled their island home after 

the Castro revolution, some settled in New York or Los Angeles, but most made their home in 

Miami.  Artists such as Willie Chirino, Hansel y Raul (who had originally moved to New York 

in 1960, but then settled in Miami), and Emilio Estefan laid the foundations for salsa in Miami.  

Estefan founded the Miami Sound Machine and would soon marry his singer Gloria Fajardo.  

Now Gloria Estefan, she would go on to front the Miami Sound Machine as one of the most 

successful Cuban-American salsa musicians ever. 

All was not always rosy in the Miami salsa scene, however.  Political tensions between 

Cuban political exiles and refugees and the Castro government in Cuba created a deep 

resentment for anything associated with the dictator’s regime.  Once political relations between 

the U.S. and Cuba had eased slightly in the mid 1990s, some Cuban musicians and bands were 

able to tour in parts of the States.  Miami was largely resistant to these tours, however, because 

of the large population of Cubans who vehemently opposed Castro.  In 1999, one of the most 

well-known Cuban bands, Los Van Van, gave a concert in Miami, but as Sweeny records, “the 

two thousand spectators were outnumbered by protestors” (2001, 196). 

The story of how exactly salsa got its name is something of a mystery that scholars have 

debated at great length.  Some suggest that Ignacio Piñeiro’s first use of the word in his song 

“Echale Salsita” in 1933 inspired the later Fania producers to use the term for their music.  

Others credit Venezuelan DJ Phidias Danilo Escalona with referring to his music as salsa since 

the early 1960s, and still others claim that Johnny Pacheco himself, or perhaps Fania employee 
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Izzy Sanabría, coined the term for the label.  Some suggest that the word “salsa,” which means 

“sauce” in Spanish, was a reference to the various musical influences that came together to give 

the music its particular Latin flavor.  Others say that the word does indeed reference diversity, 

but that it refers to the varied backgrounds of the musicians who first played salsa in New York 

City.  Lise Waxer records Newyorican trombonist Willie Colón as saying that “Salsa is not a 

rhythm, it’s a concept” and Angel Quintero Rivera and Luis Álvarez as saying it is a “way of 

making music” (quoted in Waxer 2002, 6). 

Salsa is often celebrated as an expression of Pan-Latin identity that was created 

predominantly by Puerto Rican musicians living in New York City.  This is largely accurate, but 

many scholars seem to gloss over how closely salsa is related to Cuban dance music, particularly 

the son.  Some point to the of incorporation of Puerto Rican genres (such as the bomba and 

plena) or instruments (including the guiro and Puerto Rican seis) as evidence of the innovation 

of Newyorican musicians who developed the music beyond its Cuban progenitor.  Some cite 

subtle nuances in how Puerto Rican singers phrase the text as evidence of the Puerto Rican-ness 

of salsa music, but Peter Manuel takes a directly opposite approach in a 1994 article “Puerto 

Rican Music and Cultural Identity.”  He carefully and definitively shows that while there have 

been some Puerto Rican marks left on salsa, the core of the music remains the Cuban son, 

regardless of the addition of an extra instrument or vocal styling.  Nevertheless, the timbral and 

textual developments of salsa music, especially through its salsa romantica and salsa erotica 

phases, do show some sonic departure from Cuban music, even if the form, orchestration, and 

rhythms remain primarily Cuban in nature. 

One of the most problematic aspects of salsa music is its name.  While simply trying to 

trace the origins of the name is enough to confuse anyone who is not well versed in the history of 

the music, the question arises as to why the label “salsa” was needed to identify the music at all, 

especially in light of the fact that the single term came to denote several Cuban genres.  Several 

scholars believe that it was precisely because of the fact that the music was of Cuban origin that 

producers and marketers, such as Johnny Pacheco, felt the need for a new name to cover up the 

fact that salsa was, in reality, Cuban.  To this effect, Pietrobruno claims, “The use of ‘salsa’ as a 

marketable term became widespread with Johnny Pacheco’s founding of Fania Records in 1964, 

which promoted the son-mambo-rumba complex as salsa to downplay the Cuban origins of the 

music” (2006, 50).  Similarly, Robin Moore writes: 



22 
 

 
The remarketing of traditional Cuban genres under the name “salsa” by Fania and other 
record labels without any clear recognition of the music’s origins angered musicians and 
critics.  Many, including Antonio Arcaño, Rafael Lay, and Rosendo Ruiz denounced the 
term immediately.  More than a few suggested that salsa was an “imperialist plot” 
designed to further marginalize and disenfranchise Cuban artists under socialism.  (2002, 
62) 
 

Although the claim about salsa being an “imperialist plot” might at first seem to be a thing of 

conspiracy theories, it makes sense in light of the political situation between the United States 

and Cuba at this point in history.  The Red Scare and McCarthyism had left their marks on 

American social life, and after the Cuban government officially declared itself to be socialist, 

anything with overt connections to the island nation could be regarded with suspicion.8 

By calling their music “salsa,” the producers at Fania Records masked their music’s 

connection to Cuba, which was a country that was perceived as an enemy of the United States.  

In covering the roots of salsa, the genre could appeal to broader audiences and markets and thus 

attract more business from a wider customer base.  Additionally, the producers saved themselves 

any potential political strife from inquisitive government authorities that might be wary of 

potential connections between the Cuban government and U.S. citizens.  Thus, by making their 

music more marketable to Americans, the individuals who applied the name “salsa” to Cuban 

music effectively masked the history of the music and dance by creating a separate category in 

the English lexicon (“salsa”) that had nothing to do with Cuba. 

One additional instance of commercialized Cuban music bears mentioning here.  In 1997, 

the world music label World Circuit Records released an album entitled The Buena Vista Social 

Club.  This project, produced by Nick Gold and Ry Cooder, featured the work of many pre-

revolutionary Cuban musicians and thus was not representative of the current musical climate of 

Cuba.  Nevertheless, the album was a smash hit in the United States and sparked a revival of 

interest in Cuban music—from half a century earlier.  The Buena Vista Social Club phenomenon 

                                                
8 The precise categorization of the Cuban government deserves some explanation.  Manuel (2006) 
refers to the Cuban government as “communist” whereas Moore (2006) uses the label “socialist,” 
noting that under Marxist terminology “communism” refers to a phase after socialism in which 
the government is no longer needed to enact measures of social equalization.  Furthermore, the 
Cuban constitution refers to the state as both a republic and socialist, but acknowledges that the 
Communist Party of Cuba is the official political party and strives toward a communist society 
according to the principles of Jose Martí, Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and Vladimir Lenin 
(Constitución de la República de Cuba, 1976).  Thus, while an argument can be made for calling 
Cuba’s government either communist or socialist, I have elected to use the latter. 
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has been blamed for perpetuating the myth of a “Golden Age” of Cuban music from the 1950s 

(Roy 2002, 194).  Robin Moore claims that this gave rise to an “imperialist nostalgia” for pre-

revolutionary Cuba (2006, 132).  The impact of this album, which was then followed by the 

release of several other albums that used “Buena Vista Social Club” as part of their tagline, can 

be said to reflect the United States’ ignorance of what was going on in Cuba musically, socially, 

and culturally, in the decades following the socialist revolution. 

The Buena Vista Social Club received adoring praise from fans and even served to 

jumpstart the careers of the aging musicians who played on the record.  It was also the recipient 

of caustic criticism by those who saw through its commercial appeal.  In some circumstances, 

this included Cubans living on their home island.  Regarding its effect at home, Sweeny writes: 

Buena Vista was, however, an external phenomenon, not a Cuban one.  Until World 
Circuit donated the masters of the records to Egrem [the state-owned recording company 
in Havana] at the end of 2000 to release on cassette, the Buena Vista series had not been 
distributed inside the island, and those Cubans who had heard of the fuss about Ferrer, 
Segundo, et al were mystified that such a thing should be happening to singers they had 
long forgotten about.  (2001, 285) 
 

This image, of Cubans confused as to why musicians whose heyday had long passed were 

suddenly being elevated to the status of international celebrities, further demonstrated just how 

disconnected the musical culture of the United States was from the musical life in Cuba.  While 

there is certainly nothing wrong with enjoying the music of traditions that have fallen out of the 

spotlight, the problem with the Buena Vista phenomenon was that, for many Americans, it 

became representative of all of Cuban music because it was the only thing that people knew.  

Thus, the full richness of Cuban musical culture was overshadowed by this one single recording, 

which drew heavily on old-school son and bolero. 

Salsa music and the Buena Vista phenomenon represent two instances in which Cuban 

music was marginalized in favor of producing a commercially viable musical commodity.  In the 

case of salsa, the marginalization was due to an overt attempt to hide the Cuban origins of the 

music, but with Buena Vista it came from the producers turning a blind eye to modern Cuban 

music in favor of older styles.  In both cases, this marginalization resulted in mistaken 

conceptions about Cuban music in the minds of American audiences. 
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Popular Dance Music in Cuba Since the 1959 Revolution 

While Puerto Ricans were cooking up salsa from Cuban music in New York, Cuban 

music kept developing in its home country in relative isolation from the rest of the world.  In 

fact, Balbuena writes, “Outside Cuba, no one knew what was happening in Cuba.  Outside of the 

island, people kept listening to [Cuban] music from the 50s”9 (Balbuena 2008, 63).  While I will 

not attempt a comprehensive review of musical innovation in Cuba, I would like to highlight 

several particular developments that led to the genesis of timba music. 

Just as the Cuban son played a key role in the development of salsa in the United States, 

it remained one of the most popular genres in the Cuban música bailable (“danceable music”) 

movement after the revolution.  The son did not remain static, however, but rather continued to 

evolve.  By the late 1960s, most dance bands were using a charanga instrumentation, which 

featured strings and flutes as the primary melodic instruments along with vocals, percussion, 

piano, and perhaps tres. 

One prominent early figure in post-revolutionary Cuban music was Elio Revé.  Over 

time, he would have several bands, including Changüí 68, which was dedicated to modernizing 

the changüí genre from Guantanamo.  Throughout his musical career, Revé became known for 

his incorporation of changüí into larger ensembles, including Orquesta Revé and his later group 

Elio Revé y Su Charangón.  In fact, while his music drew from many genres and styles, 

including son and guaracha, he often referred to his changüí roots.  This appeal to his rural 

origins combined with the impeccable musicianship and musicality of his bands helped Revé 

become recognized as a prominent and important musical figure on the Cuban musical 

landscape. 

Orquesta Revé was an important ensemble that shaped many musicians who would later 

find prominent places in the scene of Cuban música bailable during the second half of the 

century.   One of these musicians was the bassist Juan Formell, who left Revé’s group to found 

Los Van Van in 1969.  Formell is still active today with his band, making Los Van Van one of 

the oldest Cuban dance bands that has constantly been active since the 1970s.  Formell was 

responsible for many musical innovations, including the incorporation of electric guitar and bass 

into the ensemble and the expansion of the string section.  Los Van Van would also develop a 

                                                
9 “En el extranjero no se conocía lo que se estaba haciendo en Cuba.  Fuera de la isla se sigió 
escucahndo la música de los años 50.” 
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new genre known as songo in the seventies by introducing the bass kick drum into the musical 

texture, filling out the brass section, and allowing the bass greater rhythmic freedom than was 

previously characteristic of the son. 

In 1973, pianist Chucho Valdés founded Irakere, which became known for its blending of 

son with orchestrations and harmonic ideas from American jazz music.  Irakere’s music would 

deeply impact later dance music from the eighties and nineties, although Valdés himself would 

generally tend to focus more on concert music.  Pianist Adalberto Álvarez founded his group Son 

14 (pronounced as in Spanish, “son catorce”) in 1978.  Like Formell and Revé, Álvarez would 

play a major part in later dance music and timba. 

The 1970s also saw the arrival of salsa music in Cuba.  Salsa became very popular among 

dancers, and casineros would enjoy dancing to this foreign music in addition to what was 

produced in Cuba.  In fact, in 1983, the Venezuelan salsa giant Oscar D’Leon performed in Cuba 

and is said to have left a mark on música bailable in general, including on the flutist Jose Luis 

Cortés. 

In 1988, Cortés, who later became known as “El Tosco” (“the rough one”), founded NG 

La Banda, whose initials stood for Nueva Generacíón (“New Generation”).  NG La Banda was a 

highly experimental dance band that owed much of its sound to Irakere and Los Van Van.  El 

Tosco is widely recognized as the creator of timba music, and his band was the first to be known 

as a timba band.  Over time, timba would come to be a voice of the marginalized black barrios, 

symbolic of youth and frustration with the living conditions brought about by the political 

quagmire in which Cuba found itself. 

Timba differs from salsa socially, culturally, and musically.  Salsa developed during the 

social and political upheavals in the U.S.  Many minority groups became politically active during 

this time, and salsa and other Latin music served as a cultural object around which Hispanic 

minorities could unite.  Salsa served as a symbol of ethnic pride, and songs frequently made 

comments on aspects of American society.  Musically, it drew heavily on Cuban genres and 

updated them with some Puerto Rican inflections with regards to subtleties of phrasing and 

instrumentation. 

Timba, on the other hand, developed among Afro-Cubans in Havana and other urban 

centers in the late 1980s and 1990s.  While timba lyrics frequently comment on Cuban society, 

they also commonly include references to Santeria, an Afro-Cuban religion derived from Yoruba 
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religious practices that were syncretized with Roman Catholicism.  Words or phrases are 

frequently sung in Lucumí, the syncretic Yoruba-Spanish language of Santeria, and the religion’s 

sacred batá drums are commonly incorporated into the timba band, adding additional rhythmic 

layers to the already complex son groove.  In addition to a full horn section, percussion, and 

piano, timba bands usually feature an additional synthesizer keyboard and a kick drum or drum 

set, which was first introduced by Los Van.  One of the most distinguishing characteristics of 

timba was the use of “gears,” or different grooves and combinations of patterns played by the 

rhythm section that were used to mark sections of the song.  When shifting from one gear to 

another, the rhythm section typically plays unison rhythmic figures known as bloques to make a 

smooth transition and to allow dancers an opportunity to interact with the extra hits.  In live 

performances, gears can be used to improvise the form of a timba song, and as a result live songs 

can sometimes go on for twenty minutes or more. 

The history of the term “timba” is ambiguous.  It seems to bear phonological similarities 

to words from the Yoruba language, although it may be related to the words tumba, or tambor, 

both of which refer to conga drums.  Before it was applied to the son genre, rumba musicians 

would use the word “timba” to describe a musician who played with exceptional rhythmic 

sensibility or groove, but the word was later used to refer to the climactic section of a son 

composition.  The name “timba” was first applied to an entire song or genre with the innovations 

of bands such as Los Van Van and NG La Banda. 

In some ways, “timba” has become something of a marketing term similar to “salsa,” 

although its purpose is nearly the opposite of what salsa’s was.  While “salsa” was originally 

intended to hide the Cuban ancestry of music being made in New York, “timba” was intended to 

create a linguistic category that could be used to distinguish modernized Cuban music from its 

cousin in the United States.  The economic importance of Cuban music has been readily apparent 

to musicians for quite some time.  In fact, with the loosening of certain economic restrictions on 

musicians, a musician who plays for tips at tourist attractions in Cuba can make a better living 

than a doctor.  The designation “timba” makes the music seem especially appealing to outsiders, 

who may see the musical form as something exotic that they wish to patronize. 

While not everyone in Cuba makes the distinction between timba and salsa—as 

evidenced by Bárbara Balbuena’s use of the word “salsa” to talk about artists such as Los Van 

Van, NG La Banda, Charanga Habanera, and Issac Delgado, who are generally thought of as 
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timba artists—the distinction has become more and more common over time.  Singers frequently 

make reference to timba in the lyrics of songs, but sometimes they also use the word “salsa” to 

make their music more marketable to a wider international market.  Nevertheless, the use of the 

word “timba” reflects some Cuban artists’ awareness of their marginalization in Latin music 

markets around the world due to the overwhelming influence of the American salsa market. 

 

Casino Set Apart From Salsa 

Just as musical forms developed separately in Cuba and the United States after the 1959 

revolution and the subsequent U.S. embargo and blockade, so the dance styles diverged even 

more than they already had.  Dance genres in the United States had been markedly different from 

those with the same name in Cuba since the son had become repackaged as the rhumba in the 

late 1920s, but the political isolation of casino from salsa after the revolution facilitated the 

independent development of both genres.  Two dominant styles of salsa dancing developed in 

America, New York style and L.A. style. 

Salsa dancing in New York was heavily influenced by the American version of the 

mambo.  The mambo choreography in the U.S., as mentioned earlier, was related to that of the 

rhumba, which was itself derivative of the Cuban son.  The son had a certain linearity involved 

in its choreography, and this was reflected in each of its American descendants, including the 

mambo and ultimately salsa.  In fact, New York-style salsa dancing is frequently referred to as 

“mambo” today, which can be confusing when trying to talk about the historical dance craze of 

the fifties rather than salsa.  New York salsa is danced on the second beat of the music (termed 

“On2” by dancers), which means that dancers execute their break steps (stepping forward or 

backward with one foot) on beats two and six of an eight-count.  Dancers of this style tend to 

anticipate beats one and five, taking away time from beats eight and four, which are usually 

“silent” (meaning that dancers do not step during them).  This stretching of time results in an 

illusion that dancers have more time to complete turns than they do in other styles of salsa.  New 

York-style salsa is typically known for being very smooth and involving many fast turns. 

L.A.-style salsa differs from New York style in several respects.  It is danced on the first 

beat of the music (“On1”) rather than the second, meaning that dancers break on the first and 

fifth beats.  No beats are anticipated or stretched in L.A. style, so the eight-count basic step 
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consists of three even steps with one silent count for every four beats.  Whereas New York style 

is very smooth, L.A. style is thought of as very showy; dancers, especially women, often add 

flare to their moves with flashy hand movements.  Both L.A. and New York styles are danced 

“in the slot,” which means that they are built upon a linear framework, which happens to be 

descended from the son.  Both styles of American salsa dancing are usually performed to 

commercial salsa music produced in the United States.  More specifics of L.A.-style salsa 

choreography will be discussed in Chapter Three. 

Casino differs from salsa in a number of ways.  While Graciela Chao Carbonero 

describes casino as “the most popular couples dance in Cuba,” she notes that it is not bound to a 

single genre of music, saying, “It can be danced to salsa, to a modern son, or to a timba criolla.”  

Additionally, she points out that “casino is a dance style born before salsa music” (2002, 65).  

While it is difficult to pinpoint an exact date for the birth of casino, it is generally accepted that it 

was established and understood to be a genre of its own by the mid to late 1950s.  It was first 

danced in ruedas in which all couples would perform the same moves together and change 

partners throughout the dance. 

Part of the popularity of casino can be attributed to the place of dancing in Cuban culture.  

While dancing is often looked upon as something of an exotic activity among Americans today, 

it is an important part of growing up in Cuba.  Children often learn or are exposed to dancing at 

family gatherings and other social events.  Balbuena emphasizes the importance of quinces, or 

celebrations of a girl’s fifteenth birthday party, in the history of casino.  She says that, in quinces, 

casino first appeared as part of choreographed rueda performances, but that later on individual 

couples might have also danced socially during the party.  She suggests that by 1956 the youth in 

Cuba would have recognized casino as its own genre of social dance. 

After the 1959 revolution casino continued to gain popularity.  Communities began to 

develop ruedas specific to their particular neighborhood, creating moves with specific names 

that dancers would only know if they lived in that area.  Casino began to have something of a 

territorial function in this respect when it was danced in a rueda format.  Some barrios were 

known for having better ruedas than others and competitions would sometimes be held to find 

out whose was truly the best. 

By the middle of the 1960s, casino had become a part of the curriculum of dance studies 

in the Escuela Nacional de Arte (National School of Art) in Havana.  This official entrance of 
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casino into the repertoire of dances that professionally trained dancers must know was a sign of 

its importance.  Balbuena records that rumba dance movements began to influence casino 

between the 1960s and the 1980s.  Additionally, she records several moves or figures that were 

added into the casino repertory around this time that figure very prominently in modern casino, 

including dile que no, adios, and enchufe (for a detailed explanation of selected turns and figures, 

see Chapter Three). 

By the late 1970s casino’s popularity had begun to wane among the youth because of 

foreign trends such as rock and roll.  In an effort to repopularize Cuban dances among young 

people, the television show “Para Bailar” was created to showcase various Cuban dance styles.  

The effort worked, and casino surged again in popularity.  Between the 1980s and 2000s, the 

formats in which casino was danced would continue to diversify beyond the single-couple 

dancing and ruedas to include groups of one man with two women and a format known as 

formación de calles, which involved two separate rows of dancers—one of men and one of 

women—performing footwork rather than partner work. 

During these last twenty years of the twentieth century, the rumba continued to influence 

casino choreography.  Footwork from columbia and body movements from guaguancó found 

their way into the dance, as did the vacunao.  Other forms of Afro-Cuban dance exerted 

influences as well, including orisha dances from Santeria.  Dancers began to interpret the 

harsher, aggressive sounds of timba with movements known as desplelote and tembleque, which 

involve wild movements and gyrations and shaking of the entire body.10  All these choreographic 

influences gave casino a distinctly different look and feel from its cousin in the United States, 

salsa.  Additionally, while New York-style salsa is danced On2 and L.A. is danced On1, casino 

may be danced On1, On2, and sometimes On3, with the couple primarily dancing on beats three 

and seven.  As Balbuena’s excellent history of casino makes clear, however, casino is not a 

codified set of rules that are immutably laid in the deep foundations of the earth; it is a process 

that is constantly growing and changing, adopting new elements as dancers please. 

Exactly when casino came to the U.S. remains unclear.  Since it was primarily popular 

with the youth in poor urban areas in the middle of the 1950s, it is possible that casino never 

made it to the United States before the socialist revolution.  In that case, it is also possible that 

                                                
10 Although Perna suggests that timba music was difficult for casino dancers to dance to, I have 
found quite the opposite to be true: Most (though not all) casineros that I know prefer to dance to 
timba over other kinds of music, and especially over salsa produced in the United States. 
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Cubans who fled in the mass exoduses of the 1960s first brought it with them.  Regardless of 

when it was brought to the United States, it seems that casino may have been referred to as 

“salsa” by the 1980s, although in Cuba it has always been called “casino.”  Pietrobruno suggests 

that casino may have only been called “salsa” after 1985 (2006, 60) and Balbuena, speaking of 

the early 1980s, says that casino “to this day has reached international dimensions under the 

name ‘salsa dancing’”11 (2008, 85).  However, with regards to foreign instruction of the dance, 

Balbuena relates, “It has happened that many unscrupulous people, true predators of art and 

popular traditional culture who are in a hurry to make money, teach ‘methods,’ ‘steps,’ or 

‘figures’ that have nothing to do with the reality of casino and other Cuban ballroom dances”12 

(2008, 123).  Her verbiage reveals that Balbuena perceives this commercial treatment of Cuban 

dance as an overt attack on the integrity of her home culture. 

That casino should be known as “salsa” might be in line with the custom of Cuban music 

and dance going together in a single genre that represents both, such as the son or chachachá.  

However, forcing casino into this box seems to go against the spirit of the dance itself.  While it 

is certainly a descendant of the son, it also borrows elements from chachachá, mambo, rumba, 

and even older dances such as the contradanza and danza.  While Pietrobruno claims that the 

“musical divide between Cuba and the United States has been waning” (2006, 62), and this 

statement could be understood to apply to the dances as well, I believe that she is mistaken.  It 

may seem as if the divide has been closing because both Cuban timba music and casino dance 

have been called “salsa” to make them appear to be equitable to the American genres, but this is 

in fact a misappropriation of the category of “salsa.” 

The divide between Cuban and American music and dance is exacerbated by the 

“predators of art” to which Balbuena referred.  Although speaking primarily about salsa in 

Montreal, Pietrobruno’s statement can be applied to cities in the United States as well:  

Instructors in salsa schools in Montreal and other cities throughout the globe often 
incorporate aesthetics and movement patterns derived from ballroom dance because they 
are more accessible to their clients, who are generally not well versed in African-derived 
movement patterns that characterize salsa thriving in lived circumstances.  This 

                                                
11 “Ha alcanzado hasta la actualidad dimensiones internacionales bajo el nombre de Baile de 
Salsa.” 
 
12 “Sucede que muchas personas inescrupulosas, verdaderos ‘depredadores’ del arte y la cultura 
popular tradicional, con el afán de obtener dinero, muestran ‘metodologías’, ‘pasos’ o ‘figuras’ 
que nada tienen que ver con la realidad del Casino y otros bailes de salón cubanos.” 
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absorption of the ballroom tradition in salsa schools enables instructors to more 
successfully “sell” the dance to Western clients.  (2006, 25) 
 

This repackaging of Cuban dance styles makes them easier to sell to non-Cuban audiences.  It 

seems that a similar process may have happened when casino was first brought to the United 

States, likely by Cuban immigrants.  Instructors in Miami, where the majority of Cuban 

immigrants settled, may have adapted casino to the abilities of the local dancers, who were 

already versed in salsa.  The result of this process would likely be a dance genre that borrows 

elements from both salsa and casino. It would likely look more linear than casino, but may not be 

danced in the slot in the same way that salsa is.  In fact, this perfectly describes a hybrid style of 

dancing that is variously called “casino-style salsa,” “casino salsa,” and “Miami-style salsa.”  

Furthermore, there is instructional material from certain prominent salsa schools in Miami that 

suggests that this blending of casino with salsa may be exactly what happened in creating the 

style of “casino” that this group teaches.  However, rather than making a Cuban cultural artifact 

available to American audiences, the creation of the hybrid genre has marginalized it by 

presenting an alternative dance style in its place, preventing many dancers from ever knowing 

that something else entirely exists in the middle of the Caribbean. 

 

Summary 

In some ways, the story of Cuban music is the story of fighting against marginalization, 

especially by the dominant force of the United States.  Since the appropriation of the son into the 

dance halls of the U.S. under the misnomer “rhumba” to the creation of the idea of salsa music 

and dance—which has enveloped son, timba, and casino—Cuban genres have been ascribed 

names for largely commercial reasons that ultimately serve to marginalize and obscure the 

proper origins of the genres.  There has been resistance against these attempts to lump Cuban 

genres in with their American cousins, and I align my own work here with such an attempt to 

combat the essentializing narratives about the development of casino and timba music.  In the 

following chapter, I will take an in-depth look at the differences between casino and salsa and 

develop a linguistic analogy that allows for the comparison of the two dances at the level of 

language. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

CASINO AND SALSA AS KINESTHETIC LANGUAGES 

In the previous chapter, I showed that timba and salsa music are distinctly different 

genres because of their historical development.  Likewise, I traced the origins of their 

corresponding dances, casino and salsa respectively, and showed that they, too, are distinct 

entities because of their historical development.  In this chapter, I will develop an analogy of 

social partner dance to language and examine the choreography of casino and salsa to show that 

they are best thought of as separate dances because of their structural elements.  Ultimately, I 

will make a case that casino and salsa are distinct kinesthetic languages, and I will further 

examine the linguistic relationship of casino to a hybrid genre of casino and salsa, known 

variously among dancers as “Miami-style casino,” “Miami-style salsa,” and “Casino-style salsa.”  

For the sake of precision, I will refer to this hybrid genre as “Miami-style salsa/casino.” 

 

Concerning Language 

In order to develop a linguistic analogy of social dance, we must first come to an 

understanding of what language is, what it does, and how it works.  Language, conceived in its 

broadest sense, could be described as a system of signification by which information is 

transmitted.  Scholars have variously narrowed or embellished upon this framework and 

explored exactly how language does what it does.  Elizabeth Winkler acknowledges that a 

language can simply be conceived of as “a system of communication” or more complexly as “a 

system of symbols, generally known as lexemes[,] and the rules by which they are manipulated” 

(2007, 1).  Edward Sapir wrote, “Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of 

communicating ideas, emotions, and desires by a means of a system of voluntarily produced 

symbols” (1921, 8).  In his General Course in Linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure defined 

language as “a system of signs expressing ideas, and hence comparable to writing, the deaf-and-

dumb alphabet, symbolic rites, forms of politeness, military signals, and so on” (1986, 15).  The 

common thread weaving through these several approaches is that language is a medium through 

which humans communicate according to various rules and conventions. 
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Some linguistic scholars avoid defining what a language is altogether, and even those 

who do provide a definition are generally quick to move beyond this task to examine more 

closely how language works.  Different linguists have varying approaches to studying language.  

Sapir was an early structural linguist who pioneered the beginnings of linguistic relativism 

(which will be addressed further in Chapter Four) and explored the relationship among sounds, 

signs, and meaning.  De Saussure is also well known for a similar approach and suggests that the 

study of language is best approached as the study of linguistic structure (1986, 9).  Winkler 

discusses the nature of the parts that constitute a language, saying that a more productive 

question than “what is language?” is “what is language made of?”  To this latter question she 

responds that languages have rules of sounds, a lexicon, morphology, and grammar.  George 

Grace takes a functional approach and draws two broad categories regarding how language 

works, which he calls the “mapping” and “reality-construction” views (1987, 6).  John Joseph 

identifies the two primary functions of language as communication and representation of the 

world to the mind (2004, 15). 

In my own understanding of language and how it works, I have found both structural and 

functional approaches to be very useful.  Sapir argues that language is not an inherent aspect of 

human existence, as opposed to a common motor function such as walking (1921, 3).  By this, he 

does not mean that not all people have language, which would be a self-evident error.  Any 

group of people must have a language in order to communicate.  Rather, what Sapir is saying is 

that language is not hard-wired into the human being in the way that motor functions such as 

walking are.  He makes the point that the action of walking is essentially the same among all 

humans, excepting individuals with disabilities or birth defects, because the human body is 

constructed in such a way that walking is the normal means of moving around from one place to 

another. 

Language is different.  Language is a learned behavior that is contingent upon the 

environment and culture in which an individual grows and matures.  Although all peoples and 

cultures have language, that language is not inherent in the human organism.  This is because of 

the way in which sounds and signs derive meaning from experiential associations (Sapir 1921, 

11).  There is nothing inherent in the word “tree” that conjures up the image of a woody trunk 

that branches out into a canopy of vibrant green leaves; this image only presents itself to a 

listener after one has associated its sounds with the physical object and forms a concept of what a 
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“tree” is in his own mind.  Even onomatopoeic words, which attempt to recreate sounds such as 

animal noises or weather phenomena (such as a rooster’s “cock-a-doodle-doo” or the “whoosh” 

of the wind), vary from one language to another.  Thus, while the capacity for language may be 

inherent in all people, specific languages are not hard-wired into human existence.13  If we begin 

to consider how social partner dances might have parallels with verbal language, we can see that 

while all people with normal motor abilities have the capacity to dance—and indeed could be 

said to be constrained and directed by certain factors that seem analogous to Chomsky’s idea of 

universal grammar (Chomsky 1972)—how exactly they move their bodies while dancing 

depends on patterns of movement that they acquire as learned behavior. 

One must not forget that the ultimate aim of using language is to transmit information in 

the form of ideas from one individual to another.  Sapir summarizes how this happens as follows: 

Communication, which is the very object of speech, is successfully effected only when 
the hearer's auditory perceptions are translated into the appropriate and intended flow of 
imagery or thought or both combined.  Hence the cycle of speech, in so far as we may 
look upon it as a purely external instrument, begins and ends in the realm of sounds.  The 
concordance between the initial auditory imagery and the final auditory perceptions is the 
social seal or warrant of the successful issue of the process.  (1921, 18) 
 

The main purpose of language is communication.  According to Sapir, the process of 

communication is realized when a message is received and the sounds that make up that message 

are interpreted through the listener’s linguistic framework.  He emphasizes the primacy of speech 

and the aural component of communication not to the exclusion of the written word, but rather as 

the original medium of abstract communication.  The process has only happened correctly when 

what the listener understands matches what the speaker meant.  This mutual understanding is 

what language seeks to achieve. 

Although Sapir’s quote does not explicitly indicate that communication begins with the 

formulation of a thought in the mind of the sender, de Saussure elaborates upon this fact in his 

idea of the speech circuit (1986, 11-12).  In de Saussure’s model, communication requires two 

parties, a sender and a receiver.  The circuit begins when the sender formulates a concept and 

encodes it into a sound pattern, or speech.  This sound pattern is aurally transmitted through 

                                                
13 Chomsky’s idea of universal grammar suggests that there are certain linguistic tendencies built 
into the human mind that influence the syntactical makeup of all languages, but this does not 
mean that Sapir’s ideas are invalid.  Universal grammar deals with the composition of language, 
not the ways in which languages influence how a person categorizes lived experiences. 
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vocalization to the receiver, who must hear the vocalization and decode the sound pattern into a 

concept.  The receiver may then respond by taking on the role of sender, formulating a concept, 

encoding it into a sound pattern, and beginning the circuit anew. 

De Saussure does not explicitly deal with the issue of intent and meaning in his speech 

circuit concept, but it seems to me that it is an important part of the communication process that 

must not be ignored.  Meaning plays a crucial role in the decoding of a concept in the receiver’s 

mind.  After a receiver first hears the sound of speech and decodes it into a concept or idea, he 

must extract meaning from it in order to make sense of what is being said.  Meaning is derived 

from various factors, such as context and prior experiences.  For example, a sarcastic remark is 

one whose meaning does not correlate with the concept that is expressed by a particular sound 

object.  In interpreting such a message, the receiver must judge whether it is meant literally or 

not based on whether or not it makes sense in the given context and what the receiver’s prior 

experience suggests could be meant in a sarcastic way.  This prior experience can pertain to 

similar contexts, uses of particular words and phrases, and even body language that may indicate 

a meaning other than the one presented by the words themselves. 

De Saussure is also well known for his distinction between the concept of language 

(langue) and the language as it is actually spoken, otherwise referred to as speech (parole) (1986, 

14).  His greatest interests are in the study of langue, or the concept of a language and its 

overarching structure.  This is where his structural interests are really brought to the forefront of 

his work.  De Saussure was a proponent of the study of signs and the study of meaning, which he 

called “semiology” and we generally call “semiotics” today (ibid., 67-68). 

Generally thought of as the study of signs and symbols, de Saussure’s notion of semiotics 

treats the linguistic sign as its own unit of meaning, which consists of the elements of 

signification and signal.  Signification represents the concept that a speaker or receiver has in his 

mind, and the signal is the sound pattern that is used to denote that signified object.  These two 

parts are taken together as a sign, and de Saussure emphasizes, as in my discussion of Sapir’s 

work, that the relationship between a signified object and its signal is arbitrary.  Furthermore, the 

linguistic symbol is distinct from the thing that it represents.  Neither the concept of what a tree 

is nor word “tree” itself are equivalent to the physical object. 

Thomas Turino (2008) draws upon the work of Charles Sanders Peirce in further 

discussion of signs and signification.  Whereas de Saussure recognized two aspects of the sign, 
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the signifier and the signified, Peirce recognizes a third one.  According to Peirce, the effect of 

the meaning that the relationship between the sign and its object has on the perceiver is a part of 

the signification process that is distinct from the sign and its object.  Furthermore, this 

relationship between the sign and what it represents typically comes about in three ways.  The 

first is by physical resemblance or similarity.  For example, a drawing of a tree resembles an 

actual tree, so the drawing is said to be a sign that represents its object as an icon.  A sign is said 

to be an index of its object when it gains association with the object because it is experienced 

alongside one another.  In this respect, Turino offers smoke as an index of fire or thunder and 

lightning as indices of a storm.  Finally, symbols are a kind of sign that must be given a linguistic 

definition, such as a written character or word.  Symbols do not derive their meaning from the 

same kind of experiential processes that icons and indices do, and because of this their meaning 

must be agreed upon by a group of people.  The advantage of symbols, Turino argues, is that this 

commonly understood meaning provides the grounds for relatively predictable communication 

among people who use any particular symbol. 

Symbols are the signs that are most commonly used in verbal communication because 

their meaning arises out of group consensus.  Later in the chapter, we will see how dance is also 

communicated through gestures and movements that act as signs with symbolic meaning, which 

must be shared between dancers in order for the flow of ideas to go uninterrupted. 

 

Components of a Linguistic System 

Elizabeth Winkler’s framework that divides language into sounds, lexicon, morphology, 

and grammar presents a familiar yet nuanced approach to the way that language is composed.    

As will be discussed later in this chapter, social partner dance genres also contain structures that 

correspond to phonology, morphology, and grammar.  By talking about the sounds that compose 

a language, Winkler is speaking of phonology, or the range of sounds that are considered to be 

distinct.  The human vocal apparatus is capable of making a nearly limitless array of sounds, and 

any particular language only employs a small fraction of them.  She gives the example of the 

rolled “r” sound in Spanish, which does not occur in English (if someone does use it, it is 

generally understood to have the same meaning as an unrolled “r” sound).  The rolled “r” sound 

is distinct in Spanish: whereas the rolled “r” sound makes the word carro, which means “cart,” 

whereas an unrolled “r” makes the word caro, which means “expensive.” 
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It is important to keep in mind that the phonology of a language is not the same as its 

alphabet.  For example, Winkler points out that the English alphabet uses twenty-six letters but 

more than forty sounds (2007, 2).  While alphabetic writing systems represent some sounds with 

individual letters, others are represented through combinations of letters, such as the sounds that 

“th” makes in the words “this” and “thought.”  Furthermore, some sounds are so subtle that 

speakers may not always be consciously aware of producing them, such as with aspirated “p” 

sounds, which are not phonologically significant in English, but may drastically change the 

meaning of a word in another language. 

The lexicon of a language can generally be described as the words that it uses.  These 

words are composed of the various phonological units that are distinct in a given language, and 

Winkler states that an individual who knows a language must know all of the sounds that can be 

used to make a word.  An individual person’s grasp of the lexicon of a language—a person’s 

“vocabulary”—does not need to be as comprehensive.  In reality, it seems doubtful that any one 

person could possibly have a working vocabulary equivalent to the entire lexicon of a language.  

This is partly due to the vast number of words found in many languages and partly to the fact 

that lexicons are constantly growing and shifting to include regional variants of words and 

phrases.  Additionally, words are frequently undergoing the process of gaining various meanings 

as they are applied to new situations. 

The concept of the ever-evolving lexicon is closely related to the idea of meaning that I 

outlined in my discussion of de Saussure’s speech circuit.  Different contexts give words and 

phrases different meanings.  Winkler gives the example of the phrase “The lights are still on” in 

two different situations.  In the first, guests have just arrived at a friend’s house at night; the 

phrase “The lights are still on” serves to indicate an expectation that the friend is still awake.  In 

contrast, if the phrase is uttered upon leaving a house to go on a trip somewhere else, it probably 

indicates that someone forgot to turn the lights off.  The same phrase here takes on new 

meanings by being applied in a new context, which is facilitated by the fluid nature of the 

English lexicon. 

Closely related to the range of words within a language are all the ways that those words 

can be modified to nuance or change their meaning.  The area of language is known as 

morphology deals with the combination of the smallest linguistic units that have distinct 

meaning, known as morphemes.  Prefixes, suffixes, infixes and root words are all types of 



38 
 

morphemes (English has very few infixes, most of which occur in slang usage).  Adding 

prefixes, suffixes and infixes to a root word effectively expand the lexicon by creating new 

words out of smaller parts.  In this sense, the lexicon can be considered to be a part of the 

morphological makeup of a language.  It should be noted, however, that a morpheme does not 

necessarily constitute a word in and of itself.  “Un-” is a common morpheme in the English 

language that has the meaning of “the opposite of” or “not,” but since it is not a word in and of 

itself, it is not a part of the lexicon.  Words can also be created when multiple words are 

compounded into new words, such as in the word “upload,” which is composed of the 

morphemes “up” and “load”—both of which are root words on their own, but which take on a 

new meaning when they come together. 

The last element of language that Winkler describes is grammar, which deals with how 

words and expressions (lexemes) are put together to form sentences that express ideas.  Grammar 

encompasses such areas as parts of speech, ordering of words, conjugation of verbs, declension 

and gendering of nouns, and other rules of fitting lexemes together.  Agreement of tenses and 

plurals and sentence structure are all other areas with which grammar is concerned. 

Native speakers seem to have an unconscious understanding of how the grammar of their 

native language works, with some exceptions (such as the use of the subjunctive mood in 

English, which many native speakers do not employ).  Winkler remarks that grammar is often 

one of the hardest aspects of a language for a non-native speaker to grasp, and in a way this 

makes sense.  In the framework for understanding language that she constructs, phonology 

operates at the smallest level–that of the individual sounds that are relevant in a language.  The 

lexicon and morphology are concerned with slightly bigger units, namely how different sounds 

come together to form units of meaning in words and idiomatic expressions.  Grammar deals 

with words, phrases, and expressions coming together to create sentences that relate meaningful 

ideas.  In order to begin to recognize and understand words, an individual must master the 

necessary phonology, and in order to make sense of sentences, one must master the morphology 

and develop a sufficient vocabulary from the lexicon. 

When we apply these categories of linguistic structures to dance, we will find that social 

partner dances have elements that are analogous to phonemes and morphemes and that these 

elements come together to create a lexicon of movements and figures that can be combined and 

manipulated according to certain grammatical principles.  In this respect, we will see that the 
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kinesthetic communication that occurs in dancing bears many similarities to that which occurs in 

speech. 

 

A Word About the Notion of “Dialects” 

In addition to discussing the composition of language, Winkler addresses the concept of 

dialects, which deserves some space here even though it will be explored at greater length later 

in this chapter.  According to Winkler, what sets various languages apart from each other is the 

way they make different use of their phonology, morphology (and therefore lexicon), and 

grammar.  Different languages sound different, different lexicons use different words to refer to 

similar things, and different grammar systems structure sentences in varying ways.  Winkler 

writes, “Linguists use the word language as an umbrella term that encompasses all the possible 

varieties of a language.”  While this definition of a language is circular and therefore problematic 

(because of using the word “language” as part of the definition of “language”), she continues,  

Dialects or varieties of a language may or may not have different names but are related in 
important ways and similar enough to be grouped together as parts of one language. … 
The more contact between speakers of different varieties [of a language or dialect], the 
more likely that their varieties will share features.  Speakers of varieties that have little 
contact will have greater difficulty understanding each other because they will have 
continued to evolve differently from each other. (2007, 12, original emphasis) 
 
So, in one sense, a dialect is a subset of a language; dialects of the same language are 

related to each other, even though they might not even be mutually intelligible.  The question 

arises, then, of which dialects are chosen to become the standard, formalized representations of 

the language as a whole.  To this, Winkler offers what she calls “The Golden Rule of Dialects”: 

1. Those with gold get to make their dialect the standard. 
2. A language is a dialect with an army and a navy. 

       (2007, 13) 
 

It follows, then, that a dominant dialect is not necessarily inherently better than any less 

dominant one; rather, the people who wield it are in a position of power, either politically or 

institutionally, and can put their version of the language into the mainstream. 

In the same way, with social dance various genres evolve from earlier forms.  These later 

dance styles could be said to be “dialects” of the earlier ones.  Just as some verbal dialects sound 

very different from one another even though they are part of the same language family, so are 
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some dance genres considerably different from each other despite their relationship to a common 

dance ancestor.  This idea, along with the entirety of the linguistic analogy for social partner 

dance, will be explored in greater depth later in the chapter. 

 

Functions of Language 

Communication is not the only function of language.  Perhaps less obvious is the role that 

language plays in representing the world in one’s own mind.  Language includes categories by 

which one comes to perceive the world; categories such as color, actions, and species of objects 

create patterns of thought that inform the ways that individuals create associations and draw 

meaning out of their experience of the world.  Drawing on Plato’s Cratylus, John Joseph remarks 

that, according to Socrates, “the purpose of words is for discriminating things from one another, 

and for teaching each other about those things” (2004, 15).  Before any group of people can 

“teach each other” about the things in the world, they must first arrive at an understanding of 

those things.  Language facilitates, perhaps even allows, this kind of understanding.  To rephrase 

Plato and Joseph together, language helps people sort out similarity and difference in the world 

and communicate with others. 

Joseph goes on to talk about three other functions that language seems to have but notes 

that they are not as critical as the two that I have already described.  In fact, I would suggest that 

these other functions are byproducts or manifestations of communication and representation.  

The first of these additional functions is that of expression.  This involves conveying emotion, 

feeling, or passion.  This function does not seem to be distinct from the primary two because it 

appears to be a particular form of communication.  Sharing one’s feelings through words is done 

by communicating ideas that express those feelings. 

The other two functions of language are primarily social rather than linguistic, but they 

still derive from the main functions of communication and representation.  Joseph addresses the 

so-called phatic function, which was coined by Bronislaw Malinowski: When speech is used in 

order to establish social connections or interactions rather than to convey a specific meaning, it is 

said to serve a phatic function.  Phatic speech is exemplified in small talk, such as remarks about 

weather or greetings that primarily serve as formalities or niceties (e.g. “What’s up?” or “Good 

day”).  I am not convinced that this kind of language is truly devoid of communicative intent, 

however.  Even the phrases “Hi, how are you?” and its canned response “Fine, thanks!” contain 
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information that is conveyed on the purely linguistic level, even if it is done out of habit rather 

than out of a profound series of thoughts.  Additionally, it seems impossible to entirely separate 

the communicative and phatic functions of language.  Any communication establishes a social 

relation between parties, even if it takes place between people who are separated by hundreds of 

years but connected through writings.   

The final function of language that Joseph points out is that of performance, crediting it 

to the philosopher J. L. Austin.  Language is performative when it is used to provide a 

performance rather than represent reality or communicate about a situation.  For example, the 

phrase “I challenge you to a duel” is not representing or describing a situation but rather is an act 

of performance.  In reality, however, there is still a message that is being communicated in this 

situation, albeit one that lies beneath the immediate meaning of the words.  In fact, this meaning 

is in a sense an expression of emotions or passions, but, as discussed above, the expressive 

function of language can be considered to be a subgenre of the communicative function. 

 

How Language Works 

George Grace provides two ways of thinking about how language works: the mapping 

and the reality-construction views.  The mapping view, which Grace considers outdated and 

inferior to the reality-construction view, posits that all languages map onto reality in similar 

ways.  This leads to the idea that Grace calls the intertranslatability postulate, the notion that 

anything that can be said in one language can be said in another one.  That is, according to the 

mapping view of language, any one linguistic system describes the world in ways that are 

analogous to how another language describes the world.  Grace illustrates this aspect of the 

mapping view by drawing upon the work of Eric H. Lenneberg, who wrote, “A basic maxim in 

linguistics is that anything can be expressed in any language” (quoted in Grace 1987, 15).  This 

contrasts subtly, but significantly, from a reference to Sapir’s work that Grace makes to illustrate 

ideas that would later give rise to the reality-construction view of language: 

To put this matter of the formal completeness of speech in somewhat different words, we 
may say that a language is so constructed that no matter what any speaker of it may 
desire to communicate, no matter how original or bizarre his idea or his fancy, the 
language is prepared to do his work.  (Sapir 1949, 153) 
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The key distinction between Lenneberg and Sapir’s ideas is that the former implies that 

language directly represents the state of reality as it exists externally to the speaker, whereas the 

latter emphasizes the fact that ideas are the product of an individual’s mind.  In Sapir’s mind, the 

capacity of language to express an infinite range of ideas is due to the way that linguistic 

structures (which is to say, phonemes, morphemes, and grammar) can be arranged in unlimited 

combinations and applied to various contexts to elicit any meaning of which a speaker could 

possibly conceive.  Sapir’s view of language is also particularly valuable because it emphasizes 

the role of the individual, which is one of the key aspects of what Grace calls the reality-

construction view. 

 

 Aspects of the Reality-Construction View of Language 

Unlike the mapping view, which holds that languages map onto reality in its entirety, the 

reality-construction view says that languages allow individuals to construct a model of reality.  

This model will necessarily be incomplete and incapable of objectively describing the external 

world because of subjectivites inherent in an individual’s experience of the world.  Grace names 

ten assumptions that define this perspective on language; the second five of these are derived in 

one way or another from the first five, so I will here only address the first five. 

The first assumption inherent in the reality-construction view of language is that “What is 

said cannot in any satisfactory way be separated from the way in which it is said” (Grace 1987, 

10).  For an anthropologically or ethnomusicologically minded person, this seems like a 

statement that is so obvious that it almost need not be said.  Context is critically important to 

understanding any sort of social interaction or cultural practice, and language is no exception to 

this rule.  Context is what allows for what Clifford Geertz (1973) calls “thick description,” or a 

perspective based on the meanings that apply to behaviors in certain situations.  Geertz’s famous 

example of the importance of context involves a wink of an eye, a simple action which may take 

on meanings as disparate as an attempt to remove a foreign object from one’s eye to a 

caricatured gesture intended to convey humorous faux sincerity.  In order to properly understand 

the meaning behind the blink, one must know the context in which it occurs and the events 

leading up to its happening.  The fact that language operates the same way is not hard to 

understand when one considers that a word or phrase can have multiple meanings, which I 

addressed in my discussion of the lexicon as a component of language earlier. 
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The second aspect of the reality-construction view of language is “that no clear boundary 

in terms of their functions can be drawn between the 'structure' of a language and its vocabulary, 

and therefore that the grammars of different languages are no more functionally equivalent to 

one another than are the languages as wholes” (Grace 1987, 10).  At first this statement might 

seem to suggest that the distinctions that Winkler made among phonemes, morphemes, and 

grammar are moot.  Such is not really the case because those categories are still useful for talking 

about the elementary pieces of language and how they come together in progressively larger 

units.  However it must be kept in mind that grammar governs such linguistic tasks as how 

morphemes come together to conjugate verbs and how prefixes and suffixes become attached to 

root words in creating a new word.  Sapir explains how the lines between grammar and 

vocabulary blur together when he says: 

In truth it is impossible to define the word from a functional standpoint at all, for the 
word maybe anything from the expression of a single concept—concrete or abstract or 
purely relational (as in of or by or and)—to the expression of a complete thought (as in 
Latin dico "I say" or, with greater elaborateness of form, in a Nootka verb form denoting 
"I have been accustomed to eat twenty round objects [e.g., apples] while engaged in 
[doing so and so].  (1921, 32.  Original emphasis and brackets) 
 

While we can certainly talk about vocabulary and rules of grammar as separate constituent 

elements of language, they functionally blur together in practical application because meaning is 

derived not only from the structure or words of a sentence but from the entirety of that sentence 

and its context.  In other words, language can only function when grammar and vocabulary work 

together. 

The third part of Grace’s reality-construction view is that “a language is shaped by its 

culture, and a culture is given expression in its language, to such an extent that it is impossible to 

say where one ends and the other begins, i.e. what belongs to language and what to culture” 

(1987, 10).  In contrast to this third proposition, Sapir suggests, “Language, race, and culture are 

not necessarily correlated” but adds the caveat that “This does not mean that they never are” 

(1921, 215).  I must side with Sapir and offer a qualification of this part of the reality-

construction model.  While it is true that language both shapes and is shaped by culture, Grace 

could be misunderstood to imply a manner of linguistic determinism, that is, that a language 

determines all aspects of a culture and that every culture has its own language.  While the 

exclusivity of language to a particular culture could be defended in one sense, justifying it is 
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beyond the scope of this thesis and goes against common conceptions of how languages’ areas 

are bounded.  Furthermore, it is an overstatement to suggest that all elements of culture are 

determined by language because traditions of cuisine and clothing are largely influenced by 

factors such as available materials and climate. 

The fourth part of Grace’s model is as follows: “It is impossible to draw a clear line 

between thinking, i.e. bringing a thought into being, and encoding the thought, i.e. putting it into 

words” (1987, 10).  Again, I must disagree with Grace here.  The phenomenon of having a 

thought that is difficult to put into words seems to disprove this element of the reality-

construction view.  Indeed, Grace even contradicts himself later on in the same book when he 

discusses how language affects thought and thought affects language.  In order for one to affect 

the other they must be distinct, otherwise it would be just as well to say that language and 

thought are one and the same and “it” influences itself. 

The fifth and final aspect of the reality-construction view that I will examine here 

explicitly denies the intertranslatability postulate that arose from the mapping view of language.  

According to Grace, “What can be said, and what can be talked about, may be quite different 

from one language-culture system to another” (1987, 10).  This can be seen in concepts that do 

not translate well or easily from one language to another.  For example, the Greek word agape is 

often translated into English as the word “love,” but it also has deeper meanings relating to what 

might be considered “brotherly love,” “caring,” or “unconditional love.”  The concept of what 

agape means does not have a precise translation in English, and so Greek can talk about ideas 

that are not available in English or require a great deal of explanation and qualification. 

Over the course of developing the reality-construction view of language, Grace makes 

reference to the work of Benjamin Whorf.  Sapir and Whorf together are often considered to be 

the first scholars who developed what would later be called principles of linguistic relativity.  

While I will examine these concepts in greater detail in Chapter Four, they do warrant a brief 

explanation here.  Sapir and Whorf both concerned themselves with the experiential aspect of 

human existence and the ways in which these experiences are represented and given meaning 

through language.  Different languages represent and describe existence in different ways, and 

this is part of the main thrust of linguistic relativity.  While Grace suggests that Whorf’s ideas 

amount to a degree of linguistic determinism, in fact this is not what he intended at all.  Penny 

Lee makes a note of this error in Grace’s understanding of Whorf’s ideas in The Whorf Theory 
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Complex: A Critical Reconstruction.  Lee clarifies that principles of linguistic relativity “operate 

by virtue of the way languages differentially elaborate facets of experience which are universally 

available to all human beings” (Lee 1996, 95). 

 

A Critique of Sapir and Whorf? 

Lee argues that many criticisms of Sapir and Whorf’s ideas stem from inaccurate 

readings of the scholars’ work.  One of the most common misconceptions is that the two posited 

a unified hypothesis about how language influences thought.  Both Sapir and Whorf did discuss 

the relationship between language and perception, but they both admitted that language was only 

one filter by which human experience was processed into perceptions and thoughts.  Thus, the 

claim that either scholar ever advocated something nearing the idea of linguistic determinism, 

which states that languages is the sole determinant of an individual’s thoughts, is an 

overstatement. 

Linguistic relativity has been somewhat “refined” over time, and Lee suggests that some 

scholars have come to a less “extreme” view than that which Whorf held.  It seems to me, 

however, that this “refined” or less “extreme” view is really what Whorf had in mind after all.  

When he discussed Hopi perception of time and said that they do not objectify time (Whorf 

1941), he did not mean to imply that they do not experience what we call “time” in English.  

Rather, they simply think about it in a different way, and their behavior reflects this difference. 

Chomskyan linguists have also taken aim at linguistic relativity with the idea of 

“universal grammar,” or the notion that there are certain facets of human existence that guide 

how languages are constructed and how people draw meaning out of them.  While I have already 

suggested that universal grammar need not necessarily contradict linguistic relativity, Daniel L. 

Everett’s work with the Pirahã people of Brazil seems to undermine Chomsky’s idea in the first 

place, opening up a space for discussion about principles of linguistic relativity and the creation 

of culture (Everett 2007). 

All this is to say that Sapir and Whorf’s works are still regarded with respect by many 

linguists today.  Regardless of what criticisms may have been leveled at principles of linguistic 

relativity, the ideas of these two scholars are particularly useful in thinking about how social 

dance genres are constructed, convey meaning, and influence how dancers think about the world 

around them.  As mentioned in the introductory chapter, principles of linguistic relativity still 
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have much to offer to scholarship in various fields, including ethnomusicology and dance.  This 

linguistic theory is relevant to my own work because when we begin to look at social partner 

dance from a linguistic perspective, we open up the door to all manners of linguistic analyses of 

movement.  Principles of linguistic relativity offer a tool that is particularly useful for thinking 

about how dancers understand their own place in the world in relation to other dancers and how 

they construct their identities based on their experiences with dance.  While these ideas will be 

discussed further in chapters four and five, we will first explore the relationship between social 

partner dance and language in order to justify my theoretical approach. 

 

A Linguistic Analogy for Social Dance 

Taking into consideration the various theories that I have just described regarding what 

language is, what it is made up of, what it does, and how it works, I define language as a system 

of signs and symbols that are ordered into phonological, lexical, morphological, and grammatical 

patterns and serve to communicate meaning though ideas and representations of the external 

world.  Although the study of language generally falls under the purview of the discipline of 

linguistics, it has potential for applications in any area where humans interact and communicate.  

This includes the realm of human activity that I defined in Chapter One as social partner 

dancing. 

In the following discussion, I will show how the structural makeup and functions of 

social dance are akin to those of language (described in the preceding part of this chapter).  

Certainly, as Sapir claimed of language, social partner dance is not an inherent part of human 

existence in the way that walking is.  Dances vary widely among peoples and cultures.  Although 

dance is not transmitted aurally, as is speech, a dancing couple engages in the process of 

communicating information back and forth with each other. 

The analogy that I will develop departs from the work of Adrienne Kaeppler (1972, 1978, 

1987, 2000), Anya Royce (2002), and Drid Williams (2004).  While these scholars discuss 

linguistic aspects of dance and make mention to phonemic, morphological, and grammatical 

aspects of dance, they do not develop these concepts with an eye to how dancers communicate 

with each other in the context of social partner dance.  I will explore these categories in my 

analogy, but I will also expand my comparison to the functional aspects of how language 
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influences how dancers think and identify in the world.  Because of my slightly different use of 

the categories of phonemes and morphemes in a kinesthetic context, I have chosen not to adopt 

Kaeppler’s terms of “kinemes” and “morphokines.”  Rather, I have elected to call these linguistic 

parts “kinesthetic phonemes” and “kinesthetic morphemes.” 

Social dance is not a verbal language, and as such it does not communicate abstract 

meanings that are transmitted through sound; rather, it is a kinesthetic language that 

communicates bodily meaning that is transmitted through movement in space.  Dancers 

communicate through contacting each other with their hands, positioning their bodies in certain 

ways, and making certain gestures that all have specific meaning.  Nonverbal languages are not 

at all uncommon today.  Body language is a form of nonverbal communication that is based off 

of established patterns and codes that are akin to those of language.  The lack of speech does not 

necessarily preclude the possibility that a system of communication can be considered a 

language. 

One other key distinction between the kinesthetic language of social dance and the verbal 

language of speech is in the nature of the communication cycle.  In a speech conversation, one 

party of the speech circuit plays the role of the sender while the other is the receiver.  The roles 

switch throughout the conversation as one person listens and then responds to what the other 

said.  Dance is different here.  A social partner dance with one couple involves one person, 

typically the man, who is the “leader” and another, typically the woman, who is the “follower.”14  

The leader initiates certain movements and turn patterns, which the follower receives and 

embodies on the dance floor.  In this respect, it might seem as if the leader is perpetually in the 

role of sender while the follower is in the role of receiver, but in reality communication goes 

both ways between the two dancers.  The way that the follower positions her body or presents 

her hands to the leader can have implications for what movements the leader may choose to 

make.  In reality, then, the leader and follower are in a constant exchange of information and are 

simultaneously in the role of sender and receiver of information.   

                                                
14 These gendered distinctions are not a hard-and-fast rule.  Although beginning dancers that are 
men usually begin by learning how to lead and women learn to follow, more-experienced couples 
will sometimes switch roles so that the woman leads and the man follows.  Additionally, 
sometimes two women will dance together or two men together, in which case the two decide 
who will lead and who will follow before they start dancing. 
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In fact, when we remember Sapir’s idea that the object of language is communication and 

that it is successful when an idea is “translated into the appropriate and intended flow of imagery 

or thought or both combined” (1921, 18), it seems very clear that social dance bears some 

striking resemblance to language.  Indeed, the phrase “intended flow of imagery” is an apt 

description of a couple engaged in a kinesthetic conversation, their communication being made 

visible in the flow of imagery created by their bodies coordinated in motion together.  

Furthermore, Sapir continues, “We shall no doubt conclude that all voluntary communication of 

ideas, aside from normal speech, is either a transfer, direct or indirect, from the typical 

symbolism of language as spoken and heard or, at the least, involves the intermediary of truly 

linguistic symbolism” (ibid, 21).  The communication that occurs in social partner dancing is 

only possible because of linguistic structures encoded in the langue of the dance, the conceptual 

framework upon which the dance hangs and is structured. 

 

Linguistic Structures of Social Dance 

The linguistic structures present in social dance are in many ways analogous to those 

found in speech.  Particular units of meaning can be likened to phonemes, which then come 

together to make larger units like morphemes, which are ultimately put together through 

grammatical concepts in order to find expression in dance (even though as Grace reminds us, the 

distinction between these various categories can blur at times).  Just as sounds are the most 

fundamental building blocks of spoken language, certain simple movements are the building 

blocks of kinesthetic language.  I will draw upon examples from casino, Miami-style 

salsa/casino, and L.A.-style salsa dancing to illustrate kinesthetic phonemes. 

 

Phonemes 

Simple steps are the most basic elements of social partner dancing that can be likened to 

phonemes.  One such characteristic step of casino is the motion of stepping backward.  This step 

in casino is borrowed from the Cuban son and characterized by tracing a half-circle with one 

foot, and placing the ball of that foot behind the heel of the other, and shifting the body’s weight 

onto that back foot.  Stepping backward is a less common motion in Miami-style salsa/casino 

and L.A.-style salsa, making it comparable to a phoneme that occurs more in one language than 

another.  However, there are multiple ways of stepping back in each of these kinesthetic 
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languages.  One form of stepping back, which occurs as part of the Miami-style salsa/casino 

guapea step and the open break step in L.A.-style salsa, simply involves moving one’s foot 

straight back from where it started.  Another of these backward steps, known as the cumbia step 

or “back rocks,” involves placing one foot at an angle behind the other so that the entire body 

shifts from facing forward to a diagonal. 

There are phonemic movements apart from those executed by the feet as well.  Another 

kinesthetic phoneme involves the act of raising the woman’s right hand just above her head.  

This movement is typically used to signal a turn, and while casino, Miami-style salsa/casino, and 

L.A.-style salsa perform turns differently, the act of raising the hand is a common phoneme 

among all three. 

The range of simple movements that the human body is capable of producing is as vast as 

the number of sounds that the vocal apparatus can produce.  The morphological structures that 

contribute to the composition of a language arise when these small units are imbued with 

meaning.  A morpheme can be composed of a single phoneme, as with the word “I.”  Likewise, 

each of the ways of stepping back can be said to have some morphological properties because of 

how they function within the dance.  For a table of selected kinesthetic phonemes found in social 

partner dances, see Appendix A, Table 1. 

The son step in casino is often used to change direction while maintaining circular motion 

(concepts which will be further addressed in my discussion of kinesthetic grammar), and so the 

use of a son step in casino does not indicate movement on a straight line.  The son step may 

occur with some frequency depending on the dancers, but it is typically uncommon for women to 

use the son step except in very particular circumstances.  The man may use the son step in order 

to get into posición de caída
15 (a particular position that will be discussed further in the 

discussion of grammar), but he may also choose to use step forward to achieve the same result.  

In this case, the son step and the alternate forward step serve as allophones.16 

This is in great contrast to the stepping straight back found in Miami-style salsa/casino 

and L.A.-style salsa.  The guapea step in the Miami dance is the basic form of movement while 

                                                
15 See Appendix B for diagrams of selected positions and figures. 
 
16 “Allophone” is a word that Whorf coined to describe sound complexes that are considered to be 
the same phoneme.  A classic example of allophones are the aspirated sound ph in the word “pin” 
as opposed to the unaspirated p sound in the word “spin.”  Both fall under the phoneme p in the 
English language. 
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couples are in open position (only touching at the hands) as opposed to holding each other in an 

embrace (referred to as “closed position”).  Guapea can be used as a “resting” step, meaning that 

the couple does not need to execute other turn patterns but can keep performing guapea over and 

over.  (In my fieldwork, I have heard it said that in Cuban Spanish, guapea roughly translates to 

something similar to the colloquial expression “to chill,” but I have been unable to determine of 

the truth of this statement).  In Miami-style salsa/casino guapea, each member of a couple moves 

in opposing motion, first away from each other (by stepping backward), and then toward each 

other (by stepping forward). 

The step backward in the Miami-style salsa/casino guapea has a markedly different 

meaning from the open break in salsa.  Guapea does not exist in L.A.-style salsa.  While in open 

position members of a salsa couple move in the same direction—the man moves forward while 

the woman moves backward, and then the man moves backward while the woman moves 

forward.  An open break occurs when the man moves backward instead of forward during the 

first part of the step in open position; this is used to generate energy that signals a powerful move 

that is usually used to propel the woman into a spin of one sort or another. 

 

Morphemes 

Many phonological units come together to create turn patterns or parts of turn patterns, 

which might be compared to morphemes like root words and affixes.  For example, the phoneme 

of raising the woman’s right hand just above her head occurs in all of the three kinesthetic 

languages that I have been describing, and it is generally used to initiate a turn for the woman, 

but exactly how that turn is accomplished varies from one language to another.  In casino, the 

move is called exhibe, which means “exhibit her” or “show her off.”  It is performed from 

posición de caída and involves the woman walking in a circle to her right over eight counts.  

Exhibe also occurs in Miami-style salsa/casino, but it is executed somewhat differently.  In this 

hybrid language, the move starts from closed position because posición de caída does not exist in 

Miami-style salsa/casino.  Whereas in casino the woman begins exhibe by walking to her right, 

in Miami-style salsa/casino she beings with a cumbia step that places her right foot behind her 

left and then returns to her starting position over four counts.  She then turns around to her right 

over the next four counts (see Appendix A, Tables 2, 3, and 4 for detail about which phonemes 
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come together to create morphemes.  Also see Appendix B, figures 18–21 for illustrations of 

exhibe steps in casino and Miami-style salsa/casino). 

The turn is different still in L.A.-style salsa.  Now referred to as simply a “right turn” 

rather than exhibe, the woman begins by stepping straight backward and returning to her initial 

position over the first four counts, as in the first part of the L.A.-style basic salsa step.  Over the 

next four counts, she steps forward with her left foot and then pivots around on her right to arrive 

back at her starting position.  This right turn can be performed from either closed position or 

open position, and the mechanics of how it is executed do not vary greatly depending on the 

position in which it is performed. 

Other fundamental morphological units of casino that also exist in related forms in 

Miami-style salsa/casino and L.A.-style salsa (although they are not called by the same names in 

L.A. salsa) include figures such as dile que no, enchufa (which is also known by the names 

enchufla, enchufala, or enchufe), adios, and vacila.  Many larger moves in casino are composed 

by combining or varying these turn patterns in myriad ways.  For example, the move adios con 

la prima is composed of an adios, enchufa, exhibe, and dile que no all strung together.  Most 

moves that start from open position conclude in that position also, but in during social dancing it 

is possible—and indeed common—for dancers to insert another move such as an exhibe before 

executing a dile que no and returning to open position.  Conversely, it is possible to only perform 

parts of some longer moves in isolation.  For example, ponle sabor is a figure that can be divided 

into at least seven smaller subunits, and it is possible to perform only the first or last three or four 

parts together without completing the whole move.  The practice of adding some figures onto the 

ends of others and shortening longer combinations is reminiscent of the linguistic processes of 

adding suffixes, creating compound words, and clipping long words into shorter ones (for 

example, “airplane” can be clipped to “plane”). 

Regarding the way language works to represent our understanding of reality, John Joseph 

remarks, “Language abstracts the world of experience into words” (2004, 11).  In a kinesthetic 

language, individual moves can be thought of as vocabulary and moves that are composed of 

strings of other moves can be thought of as either compound words or phrases and sentences.  

This analogy works because these moves are the physical manifestation (words) of the ideas 

behind casino (the language), which abstracts the spatial experience of the world.  However, 

attempting to discern whether a turn pattern is more representative of a word rather than a phrase 
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rather than a sentence misses the point because they can all be combined in endless chains 

according to certain rules that I like to think of as the grammar of the dance.  Of course, Grace 

once again reminds us that grammar and vocabulary often blur together, and such is the case 

with kinesthetic languages such as casino. 

Even in the course of studying verbal language, the distinction of what exactly constitutes 

a “word” as opposed to a phrase or sentence can lie in more of a grey area rather than a clear-cut, 

finite difference.  In his study of Slavic oral poets, John Miles Foley discusses the problematic 

notion of understanding the concept of the reč.  The word is typically understood to mean 

“word” and is often defined as such in Slavic-English dictionaries.  However, Foley 

problematizes the simple, equivalent translation by relating that a reč may in fact be made up of 

many words, phrases, or sentences and that the one reč may be made up of different words, 

phrases, or sentences at different times.  Ultimately, he settles on the notion of “utterance” as 

best to describe the meaning of reč, noting that what is ultimately important in unifying words 

into a single unit is a common idea, message, or spirit behind the words.  Sapir would likely 

understand the problems that Foley had in defining the reč.  Regarding the definition of a word, 

he himself wrote, “The best we can do is to say that the word is one of the smallest, completely 

satisfying bits of isolated ‘meaning’ into which the sentence resolves itself” (Sapir 1921, 34).  If 

the line between the lexicon and grammar of verbal languages is sometimes unclear, then it 

follows that the same should be true for kinesthetic languages as well. 

 

Grammar 

Many of the differences in how certain figures are executed in different dances are 

derived from the contrasting grammars of each of the kinesthetic languages.  The most 

prominent grammatical element that sets casino dancing apart from salsa dancing is its geometric 

organization, the shape of the dance.  Casino is a circular dance.  Nearly all the step patterns in 

casino are organized in circular arrangements, and the members of a dancing couple move as two 

points on an imaginary circle for the majority of the dance, rotating around each other as they 

trace curves all over dance floor.  The couple does not always end up facing the same direction 

throughout the dance, and it is very common for casineros to walk forward rather than stepping 

backward, with the son step being one of the few exceptions to this rule.  This gives casino a 
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flowing, rounded choreography that can easily cover a wide spatial area.  See Appendix A, Table 

5 for a comparison of grammatical concepts among casino, Miami-style salsa/casino, and salsa. 

The circular nature of casino gives rise to the three distinct positions that I have already 

mentioned throughout this chapter: closed position, open position, and posición de caída 

(literally, “falling position”).  In closed position (see Appendix B, figure 5), the couple is in an 

embrace where the man’s right hand holds onto the woman’s left shoulder blade and the 

woman’s left arm rests on the man’s left shoulder with her elbow on the outside of his.  The 

woman’s right hand is cradled in the man’s left at a height somewhere between her shoulder and 

eye levels.  The couple’s feet are approximately shoulder width apart and staggered so that each 

person’s right foot falls in between their partner’s feet.  In my experience, closed position is used 

fairly sparingly in casino.  It is sometimes used when a couple performs the son step in tandem 

or during a move called tiempo españa, in which the couple marches together either forward or 

backward. 

Open position in casino (see Appendix B, figure 2) involves partners facing each other 

with the man holding the woman’s right hand with his left.  Each person’s feet are in a position 

that resembles the letter T or L; the man’s left foot faces toward his partner while his right foot 

faces to the right and is positioned just behind his left foot.  The woman’s feet mirror the man’s 

so that her right foot faces the man and her left foot faces to the side and is place just behind her 

right foot.  Guapea (see Appendix B, figures 6-7) in casino involves a side-to-side motion that is 

unlike the forward and backward motion generated in the Miami-style salsa/casino version of the 

step that has been discussed previously.  Many moves begin from open position, including many 

that have already been mentioned, such as enchufa, adios, and vacila.  All of these moves begin 

with the couple walking clockwise around the imaginary circle. 

Many of the moves that start from open position arrive in or transition through the 

posición de caída (see Appendix B, figure 1), which is exclusive to casino.  Enchufa (see 

Appendix B, figures 16-17), for example is an eight-count move that begins with the couple 

walking around the circle for four counts.  During the last four counts, the woman continues to 

move clockwise, but the man enters the inside of the circle, sometimes using a son step to change 

his trajectory from moving along the circumference of the circle to moving in toward the middle 

of it.  When the man has done this, the woman pivots around so that she and the man are both 

facing the same direction.  When has happened, the woman ends up partly behind the man and to 
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his right.  Each person’s right foot is now in front of his left, and the couple has reached posición 

de caída. 

From posición de caída there are several movements that can be done, including abajo, 

which is the resting step in posición de caída, exhibe, which I have already described in the 

discussion of casino morphology, and dile que no.  The dile que no (see Appendix B, figures 10-

11), which literally translates to “tell her no,” has the effect of switching places of the partners 

and is often used to transition from posición de caída to open position.  One of this move’s 

unique characteristics is that it involves having the members of the couple move 

counterclockwise around the imaginary circle rather than clockwise; this is one of only a few 

moves that involves movement in this direction.17  The dile que no begins in posición de caída 

with the man inside the imaginary circle (for the man, this is sometimes known as posición de 

entrada, or “entering position” because he has entered the circle) and the woman on a point 

behind and to the right of the man, facing the clockwise direction.  On the first four counts, the 

man takes one step toward the middle of the circle and two steps back out to arrive on the 

imaginary circle while the woman takes three steps in the counterclockwise direction.  Over the 

next four counts, both the man and woman take three steps counterclockwise and arrive back in 

open position. 

In nearly every casino figure there is an emphasis on circular motions and walking 

forward.  Any of the figures that I have described as belonging in the various positions can be 

added into a larger move whenever the couple moves through one of those positions.  For 

example, the move paséala goes through posición de caída twice.  At any of those points, an 

exhibe could be added into the move because the grammar of casino is flexible enough to allow 

for just such an improvisation with the materials of the language. 

Unlike casino, salsa is danced “in the slot,” which means that its choreography is built 

around a linear framework rather than a circular one.  The slot tends to reduce the amount of 

space that salsa dancers typically use because their motion is generally restricted to motion back 

and forth on the line rather than around a circle.  While the couple may turn around each other 

occasionally during certain moves, the slot does not lend itself to allowing partners to revolve 

                                                
17 The available evidence that I have found seems to suggest that the name dile que no may be 
derived from the fact that the figure is the most common movement that involves 
counterclockwise motion between the couples, in a sense, “telling her no” to the typical direction 
of the dance. 
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around each other the way that the circle does in casino.  As a result, the couple frequently 

moves both forward and backward, whereas most of the motion in casino moves only forward. 

Another consequence of the linear aspect of salsa is that there is no need for the posición 

de caída, as there is no circular framework for the man to enter into in order to reverse the 

direction in which the couple is moving.  The salsa move that most closely resembles the dile 

que no is called the “crossbody lead” (see Appendix B, figures 14-15), which is often referred to 

simply as a “crossbody” because of how the man guides the woman across from his right side to 

his left, allowing partners to switch positions.  This is accomplished when the man steps out of 

the woman’s way and turns his shoulders parallel to the slot, opening up a lane down which the 

woman can walk.  When she does this, the man steps back into the slot, his shoulders now 

perpendicular to it as they were before the crossbody. 

The linear organization and the occurrence of forward-and-backward motions are the two 

primary principles that influence how turns and figures are built in salsa dancing.  They are also 

two characteristics of the dance that are drastically different from principles found in casino, 

namely the circular organization of the dance and the almost exclusive preference for moving 

forward at all times.  Because the dances have such contrasting grammatical principles, they use 

space differently and ultimately look quite different.  If we were to liken casino and salsa to 

verbal languages, we might say that they both work and sound like distinctly different languages.  

One is not necessarily better than the other, but it would be a mistake to call one by the other’s 

name.  Just as it does not make sense to refer to Spanish as English, it does not make sense to 

refer to casino as salsa or a style thereof.  Doing so would be like calling casino “merengue” or 

salsa “bachata.” 

So far, I have compared only the grammars of casino and salsa, and it seems clear that 

they are distinct kinesthetic languages.  The matter is complicated somewhat by the hybrid 

language of Miami-style salsa/casino.  As one would expect from my designation of the dance as 

a hybrid, Miami-style salsa/casino blends elements from both salsa and casino.  Miami-style 

steps are more linear than casino steps, but they are not bound to the slot in the way that they 

would be in salsa.  Although many figures have some roundness in their shapes, they also 

include motion going both forward and backward, which makes the roundness of Miami-style 

steps to appear more ovoid than circular.  Like salsa, Miami-style salsa/casino does not have a 

posición de caída.  The dile que no in Miami style ends up with a squarish or rectangular shape 
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because of how backward steps are incorporated into the choreography (see Appendix B, figures 

12-13). 

One of my informants likened Miami-style salsa/casino to Spanglish.  If casino could be 

compared to Spanish and salsa to English, his point was that Miami-style salsa/casino borrows 

some elements from one dance and other elements from the other dance but is neither fully one 

nor the other.  This illustration is useful for grasping the fact that the Miami style borrows and 

blends from each of the other languages, but whereas Spanglish does not have strict rules for 

how the Spanish and English are blended together, Miami style combines elements of casino and 

salsa in consistent and systematic ways.  In short, Miami-style salsa/casino is its own self-

contained, formally complete kinesthetic language that borrows elements from casino and salsa 

but remains distinct from both. 

Social partner dancing further exhibits language-like characteristics in the ways that 

individuals come to “speak” the language in their own “voice.”  I am not referring to the 

biological apparatus with which any particular person forms words; by “voice” I mean the 

unique, idiomatic way that each individual uses language.  For example, many people make such 

heavy use certain phrases and inflections in particular contexts that people who know them well 

can predict when such an expression will come out of the speaker’s mouth (for instance, a person 

might commonly say “Let me tell you something,” or “Believe you me” when he is about to 

make an important point in a conversation).  An individual can even be said to develop a 

personal voice while writing, even though the printed words do not make any sound.  Again, the 

idea of the authorial voice comes from the particular way that the writer chooses, orders, and 

puts words together to convey his ideas. 

Dancers similarly develop their own voices (although, like an author, these voices are not 

expressed through sound).  A dancer’s voice comes not only from the moves and step 

combinations he does regularly but also from how he inflects the moves with his (or her) body.  

One dancer may choose to move his shoulders or hips a lot while dancing, while another may 

move somewhat more subtly, while yet another may be well-known for incorporating intricate 

footwork patterns beyond what is normal for a given turn.  One of my informants referred to an 

individual’s unique way of moving the body as la gozadera, “the merriment” or “enjoyment,” 

emphasizing that “Every person has a different way of being merry when they dance, and you 
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can’t teach that stuff” (Lopez 2012a).  Similarly, it is often said that speakers of verbal language 

must “find their own voice” because it is something that cannot be taught. 

 

Kinesthetic Dialects 

If my linguistic analogy for social dance can be accepted, then the question may arise of 

whether or not the three languages that I have discussed might be considered dialects of a single 

language, such as salsa.  Although the differing historical development of the dances, which I 

presented in Chapter Two, ought to be enough to show that these dances are not dialects of salsa 

(rather, they would be dialects of the Cuban son, from which they all have descended), I will 

attempt to show here that the three dances, particularly casino and L.A.-style salsa, are also 

linguistically different enough to be considered truly separate. 

Earlier in this chapter, I made a mention of Elizabeth Winkler’s discussion of the concept 

of dialects.  According to her, dialects are sub-sets of a language that are all related in some way.  

She described the “Golden Rule” of dialects, which says that the dialect whose users hold 

political and institutional power is the dialect that is most likely to be held as the standard of the 

language in general and that other dialects would tend to be measured against this standard.  On 

the surface, this distinction between dialect and language seems to make sense; indeed, in 

general day-to-day use, this definition may serve us just fine.  However, Edward Sapir takes a 

closer look at the issue: 

To the linguist there is no real difference between a “dialect” and a “language” which can 
be shown to be related, however remotely, to another language.  By preference the term is 
restricted to a form of speech which does not differ sufficiently from another form of 
speech to be unintelligible to the speakers of the latter.  (1949, 83) 
 

Sapir follows this quote with examples of Great Russian and White Russian, which are both alike 

enough to be considered dialects of the Russian language.  Similarly, British English and U.S. 

American English are both dialects of English and Cuban Spanish and Mexican Spanish are 

dialects of Spanish.  While speakers of different dialects may not know the meaning of certain 

words or phrases, they are generally able to communicate.  The primary miscommunications that 

arise between speakers of different dialects typically result from differing usage of a certain word 

or phrase rather than a fundamental inconsistency in their structural makeup. 



58 
 

Sapir continues, “Literal mutual intelligibility, however, is not a criterion of great interest 

to the linguist, who is more concerned with the fact and order of historical relationships in 

speech” (1949, 83).  This is where the clear line between a language and a dialect begins to blur.  

Sapir relates that Venetian and Sicilian are both dialects of Italian while Russian, Polish, Czech, 

Bulgarian, and Serbian are dialects of a common Slavic ancestor, despite the fact that they are 

not mutually intelligible.  In this sense, the word “dialect” is used to relate languages together 

historically rather than semantically. However, it is important to keep in mind that they are 

dialects because of their relationship to another language, as if the two dialects were “sister” 

languages of the “parent” language.  To this end, Sapir states that 

If two obviously related forms of speech are spoken at the same time, the linguist does 
not say that one of them is a dialect of the other but that both are sister dialects of some 
common prototype, known or inferred.  When they diverge so far as not only to be 
mutually unintelligible but no longer to be too obviously related to each other, the term 
“language” is more freely used than “dialect” but in principle there is no difference 
between the two.  Thus, in a sense, all Romance languages, all Celtic languages, all 
Germanic languages, all Slavic languages, and all Indo-Aryan vernaculars are merely 
dialect groups of a common Aryan or Indo-European language. (ibid.) 
 

The two conditions that Sapir has set forth for referring to languages as dialects are that they be 

similar enough so as to be mutually intelligible and that they be obviously related to each other 

from a historical viewpoint. 

Sapir indicates that all Romance languages are dialects of a common parental language, 

and although this may seem somewhat drastic upon first consideration, it makes sense when we 

consider it closely.  Spanish and Portuguese are two Romance languages.  A Spanish speaker and 

a Portuguese speaker can carry on a conversation to a certain point because of similar lexical and 

grammatical structures that are common to both languages (or, more specifically to this 

discussion, to both dialects).  However, they are only mutually intelligible to a point; when the 

conversation comes to a subject matter that uses words or phrase structures that are unique to 

each dialect, the communication is likely to break down. 

With regards to the common usage of the world “dialect” as a way to distinguish one way 

of speaking from an established normative one, Sapir recalls the perceived inequality that 

Winkler indicated, saying, “Human speech is supposed to be differentiated and standardized in a 

number of approved forms known as ‘languages,’ and each of these in turn has a number of 

subvarieties of lesser value known as ‘dialects.’” (Sapir 1949, 84).  He then goes on to explain 
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that, from a linguistic perspective, the view of a dialect as an inferior form of a language is 

untenable.  From the linguist’s view, the dialects are not called such because they are inferior to 

the standardized language, but rather because they are related to a common ancestral language. 

With the linguistic analogy that I have drawn, we can apply the above discussion of 

dialects to casino and salsa.  Since these dance genres are historically related to the Cuban son 

both musically and choreographically, they should be dialects of the son.  Neither casino nor 

salsa is necessarily superior to the other, and they are distinct communication systems, similar to 

Spanish and Portuguese.  In fact, a dancer of casino and a dancer of salsa can communicate to a 

point similarly to the way that a speaker of Spanish and a speaker of Portuguese can.  Certain 

concepts are shared between the two dances—despite their drastically different grammatical 

structures—such as the basic step that lasts for eight counts with three steps performed on the 

first four counts and three steps performed on the last four counts.  Some turn patterns, or 

vocabulary, are conceptually similar between casino and salsa, and so if the casinero knows 

something about how salsa works, or vice versa, it is possible that the couple may be able to 

sustain a dance of simple steps.  However, complicated moves, like complicated words and 

sentences, will most likely not be possible because they require a deeper understanding of the 

inner workings of each dance—they require that each dancer speak the same kinesthetic 

language. 

The miscommunication that is likely to occur between a casinero and a salsero is due to 

the phonemic, morphological, and grammatical differences among the dances.  The step 

backwards is a perfect example of different phonemic meaning attributed to a simple movement.  

The step backwards in casino is, as has been explained previously, primarily used as a way to 

change direction to enter the circle while maintaining circular motion, but other than this use it is 

very rare.  In salsa, a step backwards is a normal part of the basic resting step: the man steps 

forward on the first and seventh counts and backward on the third and fifth counts and the 

woman does the opposite.  However, in salsa the man may step back on the first count (called 

performing an “open break”) to signal a particularly forceful move. 

On the morphological level, the basic resting step of casino is very different from that of 

salsa.  The guapea step in casino moves to the man’s right (the woman’s left) for the first four 

counts and back to the man’s left (the woman’s right) for the last four counts.  In the salsa basic 

step (see Appendix B, figure 9), the man moves forward and then backward (the woman moves 
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the opposite direction) over the first four counts, returning to nearly the same position before 

stepping backward and then forward for the last four counts. 

On the grammatical level, I have already discussed how casino is built around circular 

motions whereas salsa is shaped on linear movements.  Along with the phonemic and 

morphological discrepancies, these geometrical differences between the dances make it difficult 

for casineros and salseros to communicate effectively unless one or both dancers are familiar 

enough with the conventions of the other dance to adjust to their own choreography to fit with 

their partner’s.  This is similar to a Spanish speaker who knows enough about the Portuguese 

language to hold a conversation with a Portuguese speaker. 

Even the hybrid Miami-style salsa/casino might be considered a dialect of the son that 

historically developed from both casino and salsa.  However, the communication between this 

hybrid style and salsa or casino is not much better than that between casino and salsa by 

themselves.  The different meaning associated with the step back in Miami-style salsa/casino 

versus L.A.-style salsa can be cause for a miscommunication, much as it can between casino and 

salsa.  As I related in the opening anecdote in Chapter One, I discovered that some salsa dancers 

have a very difficult time adjusting to the hybrid guapea, which has the man and woman moving 

in opposing directions rather than the same direction.  To the salsa dancer, this kind of motion 

seemed like an endless series of open breaks, and so she expected certain powerful moves when I 

was simply doing the resting step for Miami-style salsa/casino, which is one of the simplest 

moves and does not necessarily signal the coming of such a combination.  I quickly learned that 

some dancers found this kind of miscommunication so disagreeable that they refused to dance 

with me at all. 

What follows from this examination of dialects, then, is that casino, salsa, and Miami-

style salsa/casino can all be considered to be dialects of the Cuban son because of their shared 

historical relation to that genre.  They may all be mutually intelligible to a certain point, but any 

communication between dancers of different languages will necessarily be limited in complexity 

because of the different linguistic structures of each dance.  Still, from the linguistic perspective 

that Sapir developed, their status as dialects (which we would call “languages” in the common 

sense) is dependent not upon their mutual intelligibility, but rather on their shared historical 

development. 
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Functions of Kinesthetic Language 

The remaining elements to address in the linguistic analogy of social partner dance are 

those of the functions of language.  Looking to Joseph’s categories of linguistic function, the two 

most distinct purposes that language serves are those of communication and of representation of 

the world to the mind.  I have implicitly addressed the issue of communication throughout the 

discussion of linguistic structures inherent in dance, but here I will attempt to make its 

expression in dancing very clear. 

The information that kinesthetic languages such as casino and salsa communicate is not 

abstract in the way that information communicated by verbal language is.  Kinesthetic language 

is not projected through the medium of sound (or reference to sound, as in writing, which stands 

for sounds and words) and so it does not resonate in the human ear.  Rather, dance communicates 

information that is expressed in bodies of dancers.  Instead of being transmitted through 

vibrating columns of air, its medium is motion in space.  Dance is a language of movement. 

Perhaps less apparent is the notion that dance somehow represents the world to the mind 

of the dancer.  Just as the words and categories of a verbal language influence the way that we 

perceive and categorize the world, so kinesthetic languages influence how we use our bodies in 

space.  As I began to learn Miami-style salsa/casino, I found that I became predisposed to step in 

certain ways while performing simple actions.  For example, while opening a door I might tend 

to tap one foot on the ground before walking through the doorway.  The tap is a simple motion 

that is found in the hybrid dance genre with considerable frequency, and to a lesser extent in 

casino, although it is not found at all in salsa.  Similarly, in casino it is common to use a pivot to 

change direction; I found that as I started learning casino, I began to pivot subtly while simply 

walking from one place to another.  Several of my fellow casineros have shared similar stories 

with me of times when they incorporated footwork from dancing into an everyday task, from 

taking items from one part of the kitchen to another while cooking to performing mundane tasks 

such as sweeping the floor. 

Kinesthetic languages also become a part of the way that a dancer thinks about space 

while learning a new dance language.  If a dancer attempts to learn a specific style of dance that 

is similar to one he already knows, the categories of movement that he is familiar with from his 

first kinesthetic language may help him to learn the new one.  I experienced this when I began 

learning Miami-style salsa/casino because I had already spent about a year learning L.A.-style 
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salsa.  Many of the basic steps were similar to what I had learned in salsa, even though the way 

that the steps fit together while dancing with a partner turned out to be different.  This familiarity 

with moving in certain ways helped me to learn the basics of Miami style quickly, which in turn 

helped me to learn more complicated figures quickly as well.  Several of my informants know 

multiple kinesthetic languages and indicated that knowing the basics of one helped them to learn 

another.  Conversely, however, knowing one kind of dance can also be detrimental in learning 

another one if the individual has a difficult time divorcing himself from the categories that do not 

translate from one to the other. 

At a deeper level, kinesthetic languages inform the way that an individual forms aspects 

of his identity; this topic will be the primary subject of the next chapter. 

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have developed a linguistic analogy for social partner dancing.  Based on 

the structural characteristics that languages have and the functional purposes that they serve, I 

have shown that dance genres have parallel and analogous forms and functions.  Simple 

movements (phonemes) come together to make turn patterns, which are larger units with 

meaning (morphemes).  The way that these pieces are put together is dependent upon a 

grammatical framework that allows for certain kinds of information to be exchanged while 

prohibiting others.  Different genres of dance can be related as dialects within a given language.  

The languages of casino, salsa, and Miami-style salsa/casino can be said to be distinct dialects of 

the Cuban son even though they may not be mutually intelligible to a great extent. 

Functionally speaking, kinesthetic languages serve to communicate embodied meaning 

through motion.  They can also serve to inform the ways that dancers categorize and use certain 

movements in their daily lives and attempt to learn new dance languages.  In the next chapter I 

will use a theoretical lens drawing on principles of linguistic relativity to further explore the 

ways that kinesthetic languages inform the identity of dancers. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

LINGUISTIC RELATIVITY AND IDENTITY THROUGH 

DANCE 

In the previous chapter, I developed an analogy showing that social partner dances can be 

understood as languages based on how they are structured, the way they communicate 

information from one individual to another, and how they shape an individual’s conception of 

space.  Working from the idea that dance can be considered a form of language, we should be 

able to apply linguistic theoretical tools to understand more about how it works as a social 

behavior among individuals.  In this chapter, I specifically draw upon principles of linguistic 

relativity to show how social partner dance influences not only how individuals perceive the 

world around them, but also how they construct both collective and individual identities for 

themselves and others.  In order to begin to understand the ideas behind linguistic relativity, I 

will first introduce two of the most influential thinkers to contribute to the school of thought, 

Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf. 

 

Linguistic Relativity 

Edward Sapir studied at Columbia University under Franz Boas, from whom he learned 

the importance of being immersed in the culture that one studies and the necessity of 

approaching cultures on their own terms rather than measuring them against the standards of 

another culture.  Benjamin Lee Whorf was a fire prevention inspector with a Connecticut 

insurance company and observed how the ways that people organized their thoughts into 

language affected their actions.  Whorf later became a student of Sapir’s at Yale, and the two had 

extensive experience with different Native American languages.  This experience with non-

European languages would prove to be of great importance in the development of each scholar’s 

ideas. 

The works of Sapir and Whorf are largely considered to be foundational in an area of 

linguistics known as linguistic relativism.  Their ideas have been brought together and labeled as 
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“The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis,” although neither Sapir nor Whorf seem to have ever applied 

such a reifying title to their theories.  Therefore, it should be remembered that the hypothesis is a 

creation of scholars who came after Sapir and Whorf—in fact it is generally said to be an 

invention of several of Sapir’s later students.   

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis is often talked about in two versions, a strong one and a 

weak one.  The strong version states that language dominates the thoughts and conceptual 

abilities of its users to categorize the world around them as they experience it.  According to this 

view, speakers are incapable of separating themselves from the categorical distinctions that are 

built into the structural makeup of their native language.  Therefore, learning a second language 

is contingent upon categories that the speaker understands in his native tongue.  In addition, the 

strong view of the hypothesis often suggests a measure of linguistic determinism over culture, 

which means that languages determine certain aspects of a culture based on what categories are 

available in that language. 

The strong form of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis stems from a misunderstanding of both 

Sapir’s and Whorf’s ideas.  In fact, Sapir was adamantly opposed to the idea of linguistic 

determinism.  We are reminded of a passage that I quoted in the previous chapter from Sapir’s 

Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech: “Language, race, and culture are not 

necessarily correlated.  That does not mean that they never are” (1921, 215).  Sapir’s own words 

indicate that the strong form of the hypothesis that is associated with his name actually goes 

against what his work suggests.  Similarly, in his essay “The Relation of Habitual Thought and 

Behavior to Language” (which was published in a volume dedicated to the Sapir’s memory), 

Whorf describes language as affecting behavior, not dominating it.  This is the essence of the 

weak version of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, which states that language influences the thoughts 

and categories of its user. 

While one’s native language certainly influences how one may learn additional 

languages, an individual is not entirely incapable of escaping the categories inherent in his native 

tongue.  Learning other languages can help to free one’s mind from the categories imposed by 

one’s native language, as Sapir and Whorf both testified with their mastery of many diverse 

languages of varying linguistic families and origins.  Again, the strong form of the Sapir-Whorf 

Hypothesis does not hold up to scrutiny. 



65 
 

Penny Lee dedicates an entire chapter of The Whorf Theory Complex: A Critical 

Reconstruction to the development of principles of linguistic relativity throughout history.  He 

acknowledges that the idea that languages give rise to differing perceptions of the world can be 

attributed to Wilhelm von Humboldt back in the 1700s, long before Sapir’s or Whorf’s time.  He 

explores different claims and readings on Whorf’s work but ultimately concludes that 

deterministic views of linguistic relativity are inadequate for understanding what Whorf wrote.  

In fact, he prefers to do away with the notion of the unified Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis altogether, 

electing to discuss Whorf’s ideas by referring to “the linguistic relativity principle” (a phrase that 

Whorf himself used to refer to his ideas) (Lee 1996, 68).  I find Lee’s characterization useful, 

especially in the light of the fact that neither Sapir nor Whorf themselves postulated a grand 

hypothesis of their own.  In fact, Lee explains that Whorf did not seem to conceive of his 

principle as a hypothesis at all, but rather as “summarizing a certain kind of observable regularity 

in linguistic data — a law which has to do with the relationships between language and the way 

we understand experience” (ibid., 85). 

There are two primary concerns of linguistic relativity that I have hinted at up to this 

point, but here I would like to address them directly.  They are, first, Whorf’s recognition of the 

value and complexity of non-Standard Average European (SAE) languages, and second, the 

specific ways in which languages inform different perceptions of reality. 

Whorf coined the use of the term “SAE languages” to describe the largest mainstream 

linguistic systems that had become accepted as many of the world’s major languages.  While the 

designations of “standard” and “average” certainly seem in a sense to be demeaning of the 

languages that fall under this category—including English, French, German, Latin, Spanish, and 

Portuguese, among others—his intention is to point out the fact that they are all related closely 

enough that they do not differ from each other nearly to the extent that they differ from unrelated 

languages, such as Native American or Asian ones. 

Whorf’s claims—that SAE languages could be grouped together and that non-SAE 

languages were just as valuable as SAE ones—was a bold one coming at a time in the twentieth 

century during which SAE languages were prominent throughout many parts of the world and 

when many Westerners thought them to be the most powerful and highly developed of all the 

languages on the planet.  His work comparing SAE languages to Hopi showed that the latter was 

not in any way inferior or simpler than the former, but rather that each was complex and valuable 
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in its own right.  Furthermore, by contrasting them with non-SAE languages, he was able to 

demonstrate that the rules and categories of the SAE languages came together arbitrarily rather 

than because they represented the epitome of greatness in human development, as many people 

thought at that time. 

Ultimately this realization offers an opportunity for reflexive examination of our own 

SAE languages.  Learning a non-SAE language helped Whorf to perceive how certain categories 

in English influence how we talk about and conceive of time and plurality.  Additionally, he 

describes how these categories condition individuals to act in certain ways depending on how 

their language influenced their thoughts.  To explain these concepts, he draws on a variety of 

examples, some of which come from his linguistic fieldwork and study of various languages 

while others come from his experiences as a fire inspector.  He points out that English has 

different kinds of nouns that express plurality in separate ways.  While countable objects, such as 

pennies, can be described as a plural with relative ease whenever there is a group of more than 

one together, something that cannot be counted so easily, such as water, presents more of a 

problem.  In a sense the noun “water” is inherently plural because it has an unbounded physical 

presence until it is specified to fit into a shape or container.  Whorf refers to these kinds of words 

as “mass nouns” because they refer to an unbounded object.  In fact, nearly all mass nouns 

require a container or body-type in order to give them meaningful presence in physical space 

(1941, 79-80). 

Whorf contrasts the use of mass nouns in SAE to the use of nouns in Hopi.  There are no 

mass nouns in this particular Native American language, which changes how people speak, when 

compared to SAE.  For example, whereas in English one might ask for “a glass of water” or a 

“piece of meat,” the same request in Hopi would translate to asking for “a water”18 or “a meat.”  

The difference between the Hopi and SAE expressions is subtle, but for Whorf the distinction is 

important.  It is precisely the subtle in difference between simple, common expressions that has a 

subconscious affect on how language affects how individuals categorize their actions in daily 

life.  Whorf says, “It is not so much in [the] special uses of language as in its constant ways of 

                                                
18 This expression is not the same as the way that we might ask for “a water” at a restaurant.  In 
English, there is an implied “cup or glass of” with the phrase, so that what we are asking for truly 
is “a [cup or glass of] water.”  This is the distinction that Whorf is making between Hopi and 
SAE. 
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arranging data and its most ordinary every-day analysis of phenomena that we need to recognize 

the influence it has on other activities, cultural and personal” (ibid., 75). 

Another example that is commonly used to explain what is meant by “categorizing our 

perception of reality” is found in the ways that different language groups describe color.  English 

has about eleven words for describing color based on primary and secondary colors.  What this 

means is that while we may have many more that eleven words to describe different colors, they 

all generally can be described as fitting into one of eleven categories.  In contrast, the people of 

the Himba tribe from northern Namibia use a language that only has four words to describe 

color.  The different ways that each language group divides up the concept of “color” into words 

affect the ways that individuals from either group may perceive and talk about color in general.  

In fact, when presented with several patches of color, all of which except for one are alike based 

on Himba categories, a Westerner may have considerable difficulty in determining which color is 

different from the others; likewise, a person of the Himba tribe presented with colors that are 

based on Western categories may not be able to distinguish an unlike color from the group. 

This is not to say that the Himba do not experience the full range of visible light in the 

same way that Westerners do.  Rather, the fact that the Himba language and English have 

different categories for color simply means that individuals from either group can only name 

colors that are distinctly represented in their linguistic makeup.  Certain colors gain meaning by 

having a word that describes their quality.  While it might seem that the Western way of looking 

at color is more natural because there are more words to describe color and our words seem to be 

roughly representative of the visible light spectrum (because we have separate categories for 

colors as their wavelengths become progressively larger or smaller), the fact is that Himba 

classifications simply work differently.  They have a category for most dark colors, called 

“zoozu,” which includes dark blues, greens, reds, and purples.  The category of “borou” includes 

greens and blues, but some other greens and blues are classified together with reds and browns in 

the category of “dumbu.” 

Elizabeth Winkler describes a similar phenomenon with the color vocabulary of the 

Kpelle language from Liberia, which similarly only has four words to describe color.  However, 

she mentions that some languages have more categories than English does for describing color.  

In a pithy summary, she states regarding linguistic relativity, “It’s simply a matter of how you 

divide up the pie” (Winkler 2007, 19).  If we take into consideration George Grace’s reality-
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construction view of language (see Chapter Three for a more detailed discussion of this subject), 

we might say that with linguistic relativity, it is a matter of which ingredients our language lets 

us recognize in the pie. 

Having laid out a linguistic analogy for social dance in the previous chapter, it seems that 

we should be able to apply principles of linguistic relativity to dance.  Before diving into this 

subject, however, it will be helpful to examine one more aspect of language: the role that it plays 

in constructing identity. 

 

Identity 

If language informs the way we perceive the world around us, then it follows that it 

would also affect how we think about ourselves and our place in the world.  In other words, 

language must shape identity in similar ways to how it shapes perceptions of the world.  John E. 

Joseph gives this issue considerable treatment in his aptly titled book, Language and Identity: 

National, Ethnic, Religious. 

Joseph begins his book by saying, “Put as simply as possible, your identity is who you 

are” (2004, 1).  Such an innocent statement is ripe for philosophical discussions in which the 

likes of Descartes, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, or Hume might become involved.  Rather than 

lingering on the existential and metaphysical ramifications of his opening sentence, Joseph 

moves to a more concrete notion of what makes up a person’s identity.  He names two parts to 

identity: the name and something deeper, which he calls the soul.  The name is the external way 

that a person is known and addressed by the world, but the soul represents the part of one’s 

individual being that captures the essence of who that person is.  He admits that it is a somewhat 

circular concept, but insists that it is generally easier to recognize identity than to describe it. 

Language intersects with identity in many ways.  Joseph points out that the kind of 

language a person uses when we first meet him—that is whether he speaks with formal or 

familiar language or slang—is likely to influence how we perceive him and begin to form a 

picture of that person in our own mind.  The picture we construct of the other person might turn 

out to be incorrect or incomplete.  One way we can find humor is by discovering that a certain 

person does not fit the identity that we have constructed for him in our mind.  One can think of 

the sweet, old grandmother who turns out to be some sort of war hero of the past or the gruff, 
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tough biker who turns out to be a big teddy bear at heart.  We create these mental images because 

of meanings that we have learned to associate with certain categories in our language. 

Here we arrive at a kind of identity that is separate from the identity of the self.  While 

the identity of the self can be known to a point simply because one is oneself, the identity of 

another person is necessarily imagined.  We analyze certain information that we are able to 

gather about that person, whether it is related to body language, the vocabulary that he chooses to 

use, or the clothing that he wears.  We begin to extrapolate what kind of person he might be 

based on this preliminary information and continue to refine our understanding of that person as 

we gain more information.  While this process might not seem to be inherently linked to 

language at first, it happens that the categories that we assign to another individual are bound up 

in linguistic meaning and associations with other categories.  For example, the idea of a gruff, 

tough biker likely conjures up categories of maleness, leather jackets, and perhaps Harley 

Davidson motorcycles and body piercing.  Since these categories are related both linguistically 

and culturally, it is easy to associate these qualities together. 

Another kind of identity that Joseph goes on to describe is that of a group.  This sort of 

identity arises from a collective of individuals that share some characteristic.  Drawing upon de 

Saussure’s concept of the linguistic sign, Joseph makes the claim that the group identity “begins 

as the signifier of a signified that exists initially only as a desire” (2004, 5).  This is an important 

aspect of group identities: they exist in the abstract, unlike a person.  Each individual of a group 

will have a somewhat different understanding of what exactly their group identity means, so in 

this sense the group identity is something that is imagined rather than physically real, a concept 

that is reminiscent of Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1981). 

According to Joseph, an individual’s “deep” identity, which may be as close as we can 

get to describing what he means by the elusive concept of the soul, is partly composed of “the 

various group identities to which [he] stake[s] a claim” (2004, 5).  This conglomeration of group 

identities is then augmented by an individual identity, including a name and whatever other 

characteristics are unique to the particular person.  The inclusion of group identities gives a 

person’s deep identity a degree of flexibility depending on context and relationship with other 

people who may be present in a given situation.  This identity is likely both to influence other 

people’s constructed version of who the person is and to be influenced by how people relate to 

him (based on their constructions of him).  For example, a class clown becomes known for being 
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a jokester in the classroom.  His fellow students start to construct an image of who he is based on 

what they know of him.  Provided that the jokester likes the niche he has carved out for himself, 

he may be more likely to act in ways that he knows will fit what they think of him because he 

knows what others think of him. 

It is clear that language and identity are closely related to each other.  They are not the 

same thing, but they are intimately tied together.  Just as a language provides categories through 

which we structure our perceptions of the world (as Sapir and Whorf argued), so does language 

influence how we perceive ourselves and our own place in the world.  As Joseph shows, 

language is a critical part of how we create our own identities, at both group and individual 

levels. 

 

Identity Constructed Through Dance 

Given that social partner dances are like languages in both structure and function, it 

follows that if language is highly influential on the construction of identity, then so is dance.  

The construction of identity through dance occurs in ways that are similar to identity 

construction through language.  Dance serves as a marker of both individual and collective 

identity based on kinesthetic patterns of expression that individuals recognize and with which 

they align themselves.  In addition, the dance carries symbolic meaning that contributes to what 

Joseph called “deep” identity, which is made up partly of a sense of belonging to various groups 

with shared characteristics. 

Someone who speaks a kinesthetic language, such as casino, creates his own individual 

identity through his experiences dancing with others in the same way that individuals construct 

their identities through verbal interactions and communications with others.  A dancer may take 

a sense of pride in the way that he dances when he achieves a level of mastery, or he may be 

eager to learn new concepts when he is just beginning to learn the language. 

This way of identifying oneself may change through time, but a person often maintains a 

certain attitude toward dancing based on certain aspects of his personality.  For example, several 

of my informants expressed their particular interest in performing.  Isabel Alcazar grew up 

dancing in Miami and related her sentiments to me: “I live to perform.  I love it so much.  That’s 

probably the top thing on my salsa list.  Performing, social dancing, teaching” (Alcazar 2012).  
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Her interest in performing was not confined to dancing.  She has been interested in performing in 

other areas, and she related to me how much she loved to perform on stage since she first joined 

the cheerleading team at her middle school.  In fact, she compared the emotion that she feels 

while dancing to that which she experienced while cheerleading: “I guess it’s because I miss 

cheerleading and those two minutes up there on the stage and that, the rush you get and that, oh 

my god, I get the same, almost the same when I perform in salsa” (ibid.). 

Isabel clearly identifies herself as a performer, or at least as a person who is primarily a 

dancer, because of her love of being on stage.  This is of course not to say that she never dances 

socially or teaches; indeed, I have both danced and taught classes with her myself.  However, 

performing represents an especially salient aspect of who she is as a dancer.   

The viewpoint of Damian Lopez contrasts greatly with what Isabel presented.   Speaking 

of performing, he says, “I was never a fan of it. … [T]he reason I’d perform was because it was 

required of me, not because it was something I enjoyed. … I do not see a need to perform.  The 

only thing that I would want to perform for and that I would do, because I’m working on it, is 

spreading it.  Spreading timba.  Spreading Cuban dancing” (Lopez 2011).  Damian’s dislike for 

performance stands in great contrast to Isabel’s love for it.  Having grown up in Cuba until his 

mid-teenage years, he saw casino danced in both performance and social settings.  His preference 

has always been to dance socially rather than on stage. 

Throughout my experience as a dancer of casino, salsa, and the hybrid Miami style, I 

have frequently heard it said that casineros tend to dance for themselves and care about their own 

experience with the dance while salseros tend to dance to look good or pretty for others and care 

about how they may be perceived while dancing.  Additionally, some people say that the main 

point of dancing is to show off the woman and allow her to demonstrate her sensuality and 

femininity, rather than for the dancers to engage with each other as a couple. 

These statements are not universal facts, of course, and they are not even known to all 

dancers.  In fact, while I was learning L.A.-style salsa, I had heard that salsa was all about 

showing off the woman.  When I started learning the hybrid Miami style I was told that the 

dance was all about dancing together rather than just providing the woman with an opportunity 

to do whatever she likes.  However, in an interview with another informant, Jackie Perez, she 

told me, “I was always taught that casino-style salsa, Cuban-style salsa is never about the boy.  

It’s to show off the lady” (Interview with Jackie Perez, Dec. 2, 2011). 
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Regardless of the fact that these concepts are not universally held by all dancers of one 

genre or another, they serve to illustrate the way that dancers seem to align their identities with 

certain aspects of the dances.  While these differences—preference for performance over social 

dancing, or whether dancing is about the woman or the experience of the couple together—may 

seem trivial, Isabel’s, Damian’s, and Jackie’s viewpoints represent distinctly different ways that 

dance has contributed to their individual senses of identity. 

Certain patterns of speech or ways of speaking serve as cultural markers for groups of 

people.  For example, national languages contribute to senses of national identity.  This is one of 

several types of ways that Joseph examines the use of language as contributing to group identity.  

While we must remember that language is distinct from culture, as Sapir tells us, boundaries 

between languages and dialects do often seem to follow cultural lines.  For example, one of the 

cultural indicators of British nationalism may be the use of the King’s English, and a speaker of 

American English in Great Britain will likely be recognized as coming from a different national 

culture. 

A similar principle applies to the formation of identity through dance, although it might 

not operate on the level of national identity.  Individuals who speak the same dance language 

develop a sense of community based on their common choreography.  Conversely, individuals 

who dance differently from each other quickly realize that they come from different dance 

cultures when they attempt to communicate.  Particular kinesthetic languages, such as casino or 

salsa, serve as indicators by which people begin to construct collective identities.  Hence, 

dancers often talk about the “casino community” or “salsa community” of a certain city or area.19  

These communities contribute to an individual’s overall sense of identity, just as Joseph has 

described.  These communities are not exclusive, and it is certainly possible for an individual to 

be a part of more than one.  This would be analogous to being bilingual (speaking multiple 

languages) in which case both languages would have an influence on the individual’s 

construction of identity. 

Languages serve to inform group identity at the symbolic level as well as the functional 

one.  In relating how a symbol works to foster group identity, Joseph writes, “In the USA, the 

instant proliferation of flags after the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on 11 

                                                
19 This goes for dances outside of Cuban traditions as well.  One can think of swing, ballroom, 
and tango communities as well as those that I have listed here. 
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September 2001 was a stark visual example of how we instinctively look to symbols of national 

identity in reaction to a national attack, which is what the destruction of these buildings was 

blatantly designed to be perceived as” (2004, 93).  In this example, the flag of the United States 

of America serves as a symbol of American identity.  The appearance of many flags across the 

country was evidence of the power that was ascribed to this symbol and the value that people 

placed on what it stood for in light of the attacks, which were symbolic action against the 

imagined ideal of U.S. national identity.  Symbols serve as markers of identity for many different 

groups other than nations, as well.  Joseph specifically addresses ethnic and religious identities, 

but one can think of other organizations whose identity is represented by a symbol: the American 

Red Cross is an organization that is named after its most obvious symbol; a pair of snakes 

wrapped around a winged staff has come to be called a Caduceus and is thought of as a symbol 

of the field of medicine.  These symbols not only identify a particular group or organization, but 

also represent a group of people. 

Music and dance both serve as symbolic markers.  In the ethnomusicological literature, 

there has been a large amount of work showing how a particular musical genre or instrument 

takes on symbolism representative of a country or ethnic group.  For an example of this 

phenomenon in Cuban music, one can look to Robin Moore’s Nationalizing Blackness (1997), 

which traces the development of the Cuban rumba.  Both a style of music and a dance, rumba 

began as a cultural expression of low-class urban blacks.  It was originally looked down upon 

with disdain by upper-class Cubans but slowly gained popularity until it was accepted by the 

mainstream of society and became adopted as the national dance. 

Just as a genre of music or dance can become a symbol of identity, so too can an 

instrument.  In Paraguay, the diatonic harp was introduced to the country by Jesuit missionaries 

but became a part of the folkloric music culture and was appropriated to represent the indigenous 

Guaraní communities.  Guaraní identity itself became symbolic of Paraguayan-ness, and so the 

harp became known as a symbol of Paraguayan national identity as well.  However, while the 

harp is widely recognized as a national symbol, the Paraguayan government does not officially 

recognize its status.  This demonstrates that symbols do not need to be institutionalized in order 

to achieve a wide level of recognition and to be very meaningful. 

Social partner dance carries symbolic meaning for those who speak one or more of its 

myriad languages.  For most dancers with whom I have spoken, casino represents Cuban-ness to 
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a degree.  Whether or not an individual is Cuban, by dancing casino he takes part in a Cuban 

cultural practice.  In Europe, casino is often referred to as “Cuban Salsa,” a label that makes 

direct reference to the origin of the dance.  Throughout my fieldwork, I have found that most 

casineros have an affinity, or at least a great appreciation for Cuban culture in general. 

While the casino tradition may be Cuban in origin, there is nothing about casino 

choreography that is inherently “Cuban.”  Joseph reminds use that “there are no ‘universals’ 

where language and [group] identity are concerned” (2004, 94), meaning that a symbol does not 

have innate meaning.  To use one of my earlier examples, there is nothing in the nature of the 

Caduceus that makes it automatically refer to the field of medicine.  In fact, it was previously 

associated with Greek mythology; the modern reappropriation of the shape to signify the medical 

field is a result of conditioned behavior and repetition.  The same is true for casino; its symbolic 

meaning as a signifier of Cuban identity derives from its association with Cuban culture since the 

middle of the twentieth century.  The persistence of the association of casino with Cuba seems to 

be facilitated by those who teach it.  In my experience, many casino instructors incorporate 

anecdotes, explanations, or stories about Cuban culture or the origins of casino into their lessons.  

By doing so, these instructors link the dance with the culture, whether or not the students realize 

it. 

In addition to a general affinity for Cuban culture, many casineros exhibit a preference 

for dancing to timba music over international salsa.  It was supposedly the aggressive sounds of 

timba that led to the incorporation of vigorous body movements—borrowed from the rumba 

genres—into casino, but the association of timba with Cuban identity (for more about this 

subject, see Chapter Two) may be related to the musical preferences of dancers.  Since casino 

and timba both represent a manner of Cuban-ness, and since timba was developed for dancers, it 

seems logical that they would go together.  In fact, one of my informants even attributed his 

preference for timba music to the way that it makes him want to move his body: “the [timba] 

music gets the movement out of my body” (Interview with Damian Lopez, Feb. 18, 2011).  

Whether or not there is a causal relationship regarding the casinero’s preference for timba music, 

I cannot say for certain.  However, I can confidently assert (based on my observations) that a 

preference for dancing casino often comes with a preference for dancing to timba music.  Based 

on the linguistic theory related to the formation of identity that I have used, it seems at least 
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possible that the meanings associated with casino dancing may predispose an individual to prefer 

this specific musical genre. 

Most of the casineros that I know, or know of, love to dance.  That is why they do what 

they do.  However, while dancing is a recreational form of entertainment, there is an inherently 

social aspect to it that allows individuals to come together to perform their group identity.  Since 

casino is a symbol of Cuban-ness, by dancing casineros align themselves with their own 

affinities for Cuban culture.  Indeed, for some people who grow up dancing, the activity is much 

deeper than simply getting together to have a good time; dancing is a part of who these people 

are, and it has likely been a part of their family traditions for several generations.  In the case of 

individuals who grew up around dancing, especially, the performance of one’s identity through 

social dancing is very much an expression of their deep sense of self—what Joseph termed the 

“soul.”  In addition to the way that casineros identify personally through their dancing, the 

format of dancing known as the rueda is a kind of dancing in which many couples come together 

and perform figures that involve changing partners or interacting with other members of the 

rueda (for a more detailed explanation of the rueda format, see Chapter Two).  Because learning 

the dance involves spending time together building a common repertoire of moves, both the act 

of learning and the act of performing in the rueda format contribute to a sense of collective 

identity that creates a bond between members of the same casino groups. 

Among Latin Americans, salsa is frequently viewed as a pan-Latin dance.  Thus, they 

perform a “pan-Latin” identity through their dance in a similar fashion to how casineros perform 

their Cuban-ness or affinity for it.  Among non-Latin Americans, many people tend to view salsa 

dancing as an exotic, sensual activity.  However, in my experience, salsa dancers do not 

generally seem to be as concerned with knowing where salsa came from as casineros do 

regarding casino.  This impression, although something of an overgeneralization, is supported by 

the fact that salsa instructors, by and large, do not make references to the history of the music 

and dance as commonly as casino instructors do. 

As with casino, most people who dance salsa do so as a hobby or recreational activity.  

However, many salseros did not learn to dance salsa at home while they were growing up.  

Rather, salsa dancers often learn to dance by taking lessons with a dance academy or company.  

This factor, combined with the perceived exoticness of the dance—which perpetuates an aura of 

sensuality about salsa dancing—seems to lead many salsa dancers to feel that they are 
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performing “the exotic” through their dance, which in turn becomes a part of their own identities.  

While a sense of community usually develops among dancers that frequent the same dancing 

establishments in a certain area, salsa dancers generally do not dance in a rueda format.  Since 

salsa is a primarily danced by single couples whereas casino is sometimes danced in ruedas, the 

sense of collective identity fostered among salseros often has a markedly different quality to it 

when compared to that among casineros. 

As the hybrid genre of Miami-style salsa/casino blends characteristics of casino and salsa 

choreography, so it blends aspects of how dancers identify through their dance.  Some hybrid-

style dancers may have learned casino or the hybrid style at home while growing up, but in social 

settings they may have also been strongly influenced by salsa dancing, since it is more common 

in the United States than casino is.  In this sense, they occupy a sort of liminal space between 

casineros and salseros: their dancing performs a deep aspect of their identity due to their 

childhood association with the activity, but they may also perceive it as a somewhat sensuous 

pursuit.  Dancers who do not learn to dance while growing up but then learn Miami-style 

salsa/casino often have similar attitudes toward their dance as non-native salsa dancers.  Miami-

style learners generally do learn to dance in ruedas, and so their expression of identity usually 

reflects this communal performance. 

I would like to mention a final word on the subject of individuals who learn to dance 

growing up but never learn through any formalized class lessons.  These people experience a 

closely a parallel relationship between their native verbal language and their native kinesthetic 

one.  Just as people are generally not aware of how their first language works until they 

undertake dedicated study of their own or another language, so dancers who never receive 

formalized instruction frequently do not know about the conventions that govern how the dance 

works.  I myself can think of several friends whom I have taught casino who were in this 

situation.  They were capable dancers, able to lead or follow, and they had a good vocabulary of 

moves they could perform.  However, they had never learned the theoretical principles behind 

the dance.  I can recall several instances when I explained how a step pattern works and the 

student lit up with excitement as they realized how they had been doing something correctly or 

incorrectly all along.  It is typically only after formal instruction that a competent dancer who 

does not know the rules behind the dance truly begins to understand what is happening on the 
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dance floor and becomes able to reach a new level of precision and creativity with his command 

of the language. 

 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have shown how dance informs people’s senses of identity, both 

individual and collective.  We examined principles of linguistic relativity and the implications 

that verbal communication has for constructing identity based on certain categories built into the 

structure of language.  Extending the linguistic analogy for social partner dance, I then showed 

how the use of specific kinesthetic languages and their symbolic associations with notions of 

collective identity influence people’s self-identification.  Specifically considering casino, salsa, 

and the hybrid Miami-style salsa/casino, I discussed how dancers perform their identities in 

differing ways using their particular kind of dance. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LINGUISTIC RELATIVITY AND THE MARGINALIZATION 

OF TIMBA AND CASINO 

Thus far, I have discussed the historical development of timba and salsa music and casino 

and salsa dancing (Chapter Two), the linguistic analogy for social partner dance (Chapter Three), 

and the ramifications that the analogy has for the study of dance in light of principles of 

linguistic relativity (Chapter Four).  In this chapter, I will show how the Cuban genres of timba 

and casino have been marginalized through their association with the category of “salsa” in 

common parlance.  I will combine linguistic theory with ideas about cultural hegemony to show 

how this association has been a product of diverse factors and has resulted in the alienation of 

timba and casino from Latin-American culture, broadly construed. 

 

Changing Languages and Dominance Through Translation 

Languages are not static objects.  New words are constantly being developed and added 

into the lexicon, dialects are generated through idiosyncratic uses by certain cultural groups, and 

contact with users of other languages affect people’s use of their native tongue.  Edward Sapir 

recognized how common such inter-lingual influence is, but noted that “[f]requently the 

influence runs heavily in one direction.  The language of a people that is looked upon as a center 

of culture is naturally far more likely to exert an appreciable influence on other languages spoken 

in its vicinity than to be influenced by them” (1921, 192, my emphasis).  This is not to say that 

peripheral languages do not influence the mainstream ones, but rather that the influence of the 

latter will tend to dwarf that of the former. 

Sapir uses English as a model example of a language that has been heavily influenced by 

other languages, especially French, Latin, and Greek.  This seems backwards compared to the 

largely unidirectional flow of influence that he described, but it must be clarified that he said that 

of languages that are perceived to be used by the people of a cultural center.  France was long 

regarded (and perhaps still is) as a Mecca of culture throughout the Euro-American world.  
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French artistry, poetry, and music have commonly served as an inspiration and model for the 

European or American connoisseur, and French intellectuals have had a profound influence on 

academics from all around the Western world.  Similarly, ancient Roman and Greek culture have 

left an indelible mark on Western thought and culture.  Likewise, from the naming of the planets 

in the solar system to the way that world history is taught in public schools, Latin and Greek 

names, phrases, and ideas are fundamental parts of the English language. 

The influence that Sapir speaks about can most easily be seen through the borrowing of 

words or morphemes across languages.  For example, the word “connoisseur,” which I used in 

the previous paragraph to denote people who take a keen interest in aesthetic pursuits is of 

French origin.  Countless English words are derived from either Greek or Latin roots, and in fact 

the influence that these languages have had is even greater than that of French. 

However, Sapir notes that English has spread widely over the world not because it has 

had a lasting influence on other languages but because “English [speakers] have colonized 

immense territories” (1921, 194).  The colonial nature of the spread of language may have been 

associated throughout history with the notion of superiority of the language and culture of the 

colonizing group.  Therefore, dialects other than the one used by the dominant force were 

ascribed a lesser value.  In response to this perception that non-standard dialects are inferior, 

Sapir asserts that  

Historically, this view is unsound, because the vast majority of so-called dialects are 
merely the regular, differentiated development of earlier forms of speech which antedate 
the recognized languages.  Popular confusion on the subject is chiefly due to the fact that 
the question of language has become secondarily identified with that of nationality in the 
larger cultural and ethnic group which, in the course of time, absorbs the local tradition.  
The language of such a nationality is generally based on a local dialect and spreads at the 
expense of other dialects which were originally of as great prestige as the culturally more 
powerful one.  (Sapir 1949, 84) 
 

Here, Sapir addresses inter-lingual influence, identity, and power relations all at once.  His 

description of how one dialect becomes dominant over others recalls Winkler’s “Golden Rule of 

dialects,” namely that the standardized dialect that is generally referred to in colloquial terms as 

“the language” is backed by both political and economic power.20 

Like Sapir, Winkler rejects the notion that the prominence of any particular dialect is 

related to any innate qualities that it might have.  In a statement reminiscent of Sapir’s, she says, 

                                                
20 For additional discussion of the “Golden Rule of dialects,” see Chapter Three. 
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“If you study any country's situation, you will find that what determines the standard language 

has everything to do with the social and political situation of the nation and nothing to do with 

one variety being better than the others in terms of having a systematic rule-based system and 

extensive vocabulary” (Winkler 2007, 13). 

The tendency for languages to influence one another seems to suggest that there might be 

a measure of universality in what languages can express, what Grace called the 

“intertranslatability postulate.”  This idea has been debunked in Chapter Three, but the concepts 

behind it betray a belief of the superiority of one’s own native language.  According to Naoki 

Sakai (2006), the act of translation must not simply be about establishing equivalence between 

languages, but rather must seek to reproduce the spirit of what was said in the original language.  

This will necessarily require a more nuanced reading of any text than can be achieved by 

assuming that one word or phrase can be said to be exactly the same as another word or phrase 

from another language.   Sakai argues that equivalency theories about the nature of translation 

are primarily a Western invention and that they seek to maintain a hegemonic order among 

languages that is reminiscent of colonialism.  This order essentially homogenizes languages into 

a single model that, as Grace would say, represents a certain construction of reality.  However, 

Joseph argues that “Human language has never homogenized because it cannot” (2004, 191).  In 

order for language to homogenize, cultures and worldviews would have to do the same.  This is 

impossible because of differences among individuals and the way that identities are constructed 

(through piecing together varying collective identities, such as national, ethnic, and religious 

ones, and augmenting them with a sense of individual identity generated through an individual’s 

unique experience of reality). 

 

Language and Hegemony 

Language is clearly intimately linked with power relationships.  In fact, Sakai’s 

distinction between “the West and the Rest” (2006, 76) brings to mind Edward Said’s 

Orientalism, in which he examined the hegemonic “othering” of “the Rest” by “the West.”  Said 

draws upon Antonio Gramsci’s work to explore how the relationship between the West and the 

Orient is profoundly shaped by colonialism and imperialism.  In some ways, “colonialism” can 

be said to describe hegemonic domination from the perspective of those who wield power while 
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“imperialism” references the same thing from the perspective of those who are marginalized.  To 

illustrate this nuance of meaning, I would like to draw upon one of Said’s examples, in which he 

discusses the British occupation of Egypt.  For a colonial (i.e. British) perspective, he refers to 

the suggestion of Arthur James Balfour to suggest that the Egyptians could not “appreciate or 

understand the good that was being done them by colonial occupation” (Said 1978, 33).  Said 

points out, however, that Balfour did not allow the voice of the Egyptians to speak.  If it had 

been, it may likely have illuminated a much different perception of the so-called “good” that 

British imperialism had brought. 

To better understand what exactly hegemony is, I draw upon Mark Slobin’s discussion of 

the issue in his 1992 article “Micromusics of the West,” the title of which alone is enough to 

imply a hegemonic theoretical lens to his work.  Slobing admits that he does not like to give 

terms specific definitions, but he describes the concept of hegemony by saying, “[T]here is 

unequal distribution of power within societies [which] is both formulated and contested on a 

daily basis by everyone, in both deliberate and intuitive ways” (14).  Slobin’s conceptualization 

is useful in many ways.  He highlights the fact that power is not distributed evenly.  This is an 

idea that follows from Said and Sakai’s work, but Slobin’s words capture the essence of the 

matter succinctly.  This power exists within societies, or groups of people, which are often 

conceived of on national, ethnic, or religious grounds (all topics of which Joseph examines 

closely).  The fact that hegemony is both “formulated and contested” shows that it is not static.  

Rather, it is constantly in a processual flux that may change from one day to another because of 

actions of certain individuals or groups (“subcultures,” to use the Marxist terminology). 

The final part of Slobin’s statement emphasizes that power can be managed either 

consciously and deliberately, or unconsciously and intuitively.  He further drives this point home 

by claiming, “Hegemony begins at home, with the penetration of ideology as part of every 

citizen’s inner life” (1992, 55).  Nearly any form of social interaction—whether between 

individuals (e.g., parents and children, customers and vendors, friends) or between groups, (e.g., 

ethnic or religious groups)—involves hegemonic power relationships whether they are obvious 

or not. 
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Dominance of “Salsa” 

With regards to music and dance, the word “salsa” has a complex, confusing, and 

convoluted history, some of which I unpacked in Chapter Two.  Its early use in the late 1960s as 

a marketing term to hide the Cuban roots of the music was almost certainly connected to the 

political tensions that had been brewing between the United States and Cuba after the island 

nation’s 1959 socialist revolution.   In addition to obscuring any potential political problems with 

the music, the term “salsa” also proved to be catchy; its marketing appeal was not only political, 

but also highly practical.  However, it also became a new linguistic category under which music 

could be classified.  Cuban musicians could only rarely gain access to the United States, and the 

production of salsa music by people of Puerto Rican, Dominican, Panamanian, Colombian, 

Jewish, and other ancestries caused music that was being produced in Cuba to be largely 

overlooked.  While political tensions between the U.S. and Cuba have eased very slightly since 

the 1960s, the amount of Cuban music that U.S. audiences have available to them is woefully 

small, especially with regards to the genre of timba music.  Writing in 1998, Deborah Pacini 

Hernandez related that many of the Cuban recordings available through the Descarga record 

label were either imported, licensed from outside the U.S., or from labels that were generally 

more associated with the umbrella genre of world-music rather than from major Latin labels like 

Fania (1998, 122).  Fourteen years later, the situation has only improved slightly. 

Timba recordings made by Cuban bands are very difficult to come by through American 

retailers.  Even online stores such as Amazon.com have limited availability of albums by bands 

such as NG La Banda, Los Van Van, or Klimax; many albums are not available directly through 

Amazon, but must be purchased through third-party suppliers in the Amazon Marketplace.  In 

contrast, commercial salsa recordings by non-Cuban artists are almost always readily available 

for purchase online and can also be found in retail stores.  On the rare occasion that a Cuban 

timba recording can be found in a retail store, it is usually cataloged under “salsa” or an even 

broader category, such as “tropical” or “Latin.” 

Applied to music, “salsa” was originally a broad term that approximately encompassed 

the kind of variety that “tropical” does today.  Musicians used to play various kinds of music 

such as Cuban son, rumba, chachachá, merengue, plena, and bomba, using the word “salsa” to 

describe it all.  This broad sensibility about salsa has generally fallen out of use, and the word 
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now primarily refers to a commercialized interpretation of the Cuban son that exhibits some 

influences from U.S., Puerto Rican, and Colombian aesthetics. 

Since timba music is less well known in the United States, and since the genre bears 

some musical similarities to salsa, is usually categorized as salsa by uninformed listeners or 

dancers in the U.S.  However, once a listener has repeated exposure to timba music, it usually 

becomes easier to distinguish the genres from each other.  I compare this phenomenon to the 

difficulty that some listeners have in distinguishing any kind of Latin American music from 

another.  Some of the many diverse musical traditions from throughout Latin America and the 

Caribbean have musical characteristics in common, but these similarities pale in comparison to 

their differences once a listener becomes familiarized with them.  For example, a casual listener 

may have difficulty telling Dominican merengue apart from Colombian cumbia.  The same 

principle applies to salsa and timba.  Throughout my fieldwork, I talked with many people who 

were relatively new to the genre of timba, and one of them said that she thought of timba as 

“busy salsa” because of its greater rhythmic complexity (Walker 2011). 

The use of the category of salsa has had an effect that can be compared to what Said calls 

“Orientalizing,” which is the process by which something is given the blanket category of 

“Oriental” (1978, 5).  Just as “the Orient” (or “the Rest,” to use Sakai’s terminology) is a 

problematically broad label, so is “salsa.”  Although in current usage, “salsa” does not generally 

refer to a complex of son, mambo, rumba, and other dances, it has subsumed casino under it.  

This is likely a result of power relationships between Cuba and the U.S., similar to how the term 

“salsa” served to cover up the genre’s Cuban heritage.  With the dance, however, reference to 

salsa as casino does not simply cover up history—although it does this as well—it applies an 

erroneous label to an entirely separate kinesthetic language and causes people to think that casino 

is something that it simply is not. 

One of the effects of the appropriation of the word salsa to describe casino is that casino 

is often thought of as a style of salsa dancing, comparable to the L.A. and New York sub-styles 

of salsa.  While I have shown that this categorization is an error both historically and 

linguistically, its linguistic effect is to suggest that casino is a dialect of salsa.  In the common 

usage of the word “dialect” this would imply that casino is somehow of lesser value than salsa, 

which is perceived to be the overarching language.  Although from a linguist’s perspective 
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dialects are not of less value than umbrella languages, the point is moot because the 

categorization of casino as a dialect (or style) of salsa is an error. 

Even though it is unsound from a critical standpoint, the mistake of calling casino a style 

of salsa is understandable when we take into consideration how languages are constantly 

impacting each other.  To augment the previous discussion of inter-lingual borrowing and 

influencing, I offer the words of Sapir: 

A community which takes on a language that is different from the one to which it has 
originally been accustomed will unconsciously carry over into the adopted language 
peculiarities of its own form of speech which are pronounced enough to give its use of 
the foreign language a dialectic tinge. (Sapir 1949, 84) 
 

L.A. and New York salsa dancing are styles that were born in the United States.  Casino comes 

from Cuba.  When U.S. Americans who knew salsa began to learn casino, it follows from the 

Sapir quote above that they would naturally inflect the dance with elements from salsa.  In fact, 

one of my informants and I suspect that the some of the first professional casino instructors in 

the United States adapted casino to salsa in order to make it more marketable to American 

audience.  By doing so, they were able to appeal to wider audiences who had already learned 

salsa or were at least familiar with the idea of what salsa is.  It was this blending of casino with 

salsa that, so my informant and I believe, gave birth to Miami-style salsa/casino.  Whether or not 

this is truly how the hybrid genre came about requires further investigation, but the fact remains 

that Miami style is still a blend of casino and salsa. 

The association of casino with salsa is not a phenomenon exclusive to uninformed 

salseros or dancers of the Miami hybrid style.  Even though most casino instructors that I have 

interacted with express a great interest in knowing and sharing the history behind casino, casino 

dance companies in the United States commonly refer to their dance as “Cuban salsa.”  Again, 

this use of the word salsa seems to make the dance appear more marketable to audiences because 

it creates a point of reference that people know about (Interview with Damian Lopez, Jan. 11, 

2012).  However, the fact that both casino and Miami-style salsa/casino are referred to by 

similar, and sometimes the same, terms can be cause for confusion among dancers.  Terms such 

as “Cuban salsa,” “Cuban-style salsa,” “Casino-style salsa,” and “Casino salsa” are all 

sometimes used to refer to either casino or Miami-style salsa/casino.  As a result, one individual 

who dances what I call “casino” in this thesis may attempt to dance with another individual who 
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dances the hybrid style because they both think of what they dance as “Cuban-style salsa.”  This 

can lead to miscommunications on the dance floor like those that I describe in Chapter Three. 

In some respects, salsa is best described as a social movement even more than it is a 

musical genre or a dance.  The history of salsa represents the creation of a Pan-Latin American 

sensibility around which people of many countries unite with a shared sense of collective identity 

(despite the fact that this sensibility was born in New York).  This is similar to what José Limón 

describes with regard to the Mexican corrido and polka: these genres of music and dance act as 

signifiers of the cultural politics that can be seen among Mexicans and Mexican-Americans in 

southern Texas.  Salsa is a marker of cultural politics throughout the United States and Latin 

America.  However, casino dancing and timba music also serve as signifiers of Cuban cultural 

politics as they exist in a dialogue with, and at times against, salsa. 

If the category “salsa” can be understood to be symbolic of the United States and 

“casino” of Cuba, then the hegemonic relationship between the two becomes readily apparent.  

The political dominance of the U.S. in the western hemisphere has influenced how the very word 

“salsa” functions in the minds of dancers.  When Cuban music (such as timba) and dance (such 

as casino) are included under the category of “salsa,” they are sublimated into a category in 

which they do not belong.  Since access to Cuban music and dance is relatively limited because 

of the political situation between the United States and Cuba, it is common for Cuban musicians 

to be excluded from American concert venues or playlists at clubs and salsa congresses.  

Similarly, casino is glossed over by many American audiences because it is assumed to be a 

form of salsa rather than a distinct dance genre of its own. 

Many casineros and proponents of timba music, including some of my informants, are 

aware of and recognize their own marginalization.  They have responded to their situation in 

several ways.  My friend and informant Damian Lopez has been a proponent of calling both 

timba and casino by their rightful names, rather than calling them salsa, in order to work against 

the hegemonic categorization that I have described.  Damian started regularly hosting social 

dances that exclusively feature music produced in Cuba, primarily in the timba genre, at his 

house.  Regarding these social dance parties and the importance of using the correct name to 

refer to the music and dance, he told me: 

You know, people didn’t know what timba was in Tallahassee.  You did, but most of 
them didn’t know what the hell timba was in Tallahassee.  And when I started doing my 
[timba social dance parties], that’s what I marketed it as.  I said, “one night of timba.”  I 
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didn’t say, “one night of Cuban salsa.”  I said “one night of timba.”  However, in the 
explanation part, with the invitation part, I said, “Timba, a.k.a. Cuban salsa,” here’s what 
it is.  So it created a point of reference.  Right?  Okay, timba is Cuban salsa.  To the point 
that people know what, when you say “timba,” people know what you are saying.  
Without having to say “salsa,” because you have this point of reference, people know 
what you are talking about.  Not only that, it makes them say timba, too.  So if nobody 
says timba, nobody will follow.  Somebody had to say it first.  And so that’s why I am so 
adamant about calling it casino, you know?  It is casino.  It is not salsa.  (Lopez 2012a) 
 

Damian exhibits an intentional attempt to throw off the categorization inherent in the linguistic 

status quo around him.  He is insistent on using the appropriate linguistic category that represents 

the fact that casino and timba are not salsa. 

There are other markers that suggest an intentional attempt among casineros to set their 

dance apart from the mainstream trend of salsa.  Salsa congresses are large events that are 

dedicated to dancing.  They often span a weekend or more, commonly lasting from three to five 

days, but they can also be longer or shorter.  Dancers come to take workshops and classes during 

the day to learn new moves, turns, techniques, and sometimes even new genres such as New 

York-style salsa, L.A.-style salsa, bachata, or chachachá.  Evenings are typically filled with 

performances by dance companies and social dancing where individuals may dance late into the 

early hours of the morning.  The main focus of these events, as their names would suggest, is 

salsa. 

Recently, casineros have been organizing casino congresses such as the San Francisco 

Rueda Festival—which is in its fourth year of existence in 2012—the SALSAtlanta 10.2 Cuban 

Party in Atlanta, and CUBAtlanta, which was first held in October of 2011 and is scheduled to 

happen again in 2012.  These events are characterized by a predominance of casino dancing 

rather than salsa, and the music that one encounters there tends to be predominantly produced by 

Cuban musicians.  Like salsa congresses, casino congresses generally feature various classes that 

emphasize different elements of dancing at various levels of difficulty.  When classes geared 

toward a dance genre other than casino appear at a casino congress, it is typically for another 

Afro-Cuban dance genre, such as son, guaguancó, orishas, or palo.  These dance genres, while 

not as widespread in the mainstream U.S. salsa market, have greatly influenced modern Cuban 

music and dance, including timba and casino.  The incorporation of other Afro-Cuban genres 

into casino congresses serves to emphasize how closely casino in general is tied to a sense of 

Cuban identity. 
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As I have mentioned previously, the word “salsa” is frequently used to advertise casino.  

This can be seen very clearly, for example, in the name of the SALSAtlanta 10.2 Cuban Party, 

which primarily features casino dancing and timba music.  The use of the term “salsa” has 

multiple functions in this context.  First, it makes the event seem more marketable since more 

people know what salsa is than what casino is.  Secondly, it covers up the name “casino,” which 

in English also means an establishment where people go to gamble.  This other use of “casino” in 

English can be cause for some initial confusion about the Cuban form of dancing for people who 

do not know what casino is, but that confusion is usually easily dealt with by explaining that it is 

a variety of Cuban social dancing.  Just as the name “salsa” was originally applied to a genre of 

music with at least partial intentions of covering up its Cuban heritage, so when the term is 

applied to dance it serves to cover up an alternate meaning of the original name of the dance. 

 

Summary 

Principles of linguistic relativity tell us that linguistic categories inform how we perceive 

and understand the world.  Salsa is a linguistic category that has informed how people perceive 

music and dance, and it has historically been used to obscure the Cuban history that contributes 

to the depth and richness of these traditions.  By understanding the role that politics and power 

have played in shaping how people talk about Cuban music and dance, we begin to see how both 

casino and timba have been marginalized because of their association with salsa. 
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CONCLUSION 

Casino and salsa dance are not the same thing, nor is one a style or variety of the other.  

Neither are timba and salsa music the same thing.  Casino originated before salsa dancing, and 

timba after salsa music.  Historically speaking, then, they must be regarded as separate, though 

related, entities.  They all have roots in the Cuban son, and so all can be said to be descended 

from that genre in one way or another. 

If the historical argument were not enough, a choreographic analysis of the conventions 

between casino and salsa clearly shows that they are distinct traditions.  In fact, the ways that 

these social partner dance genres communicate information among dancers are comparable to a 

languages.  If we liken both casino and salsa to languages, we find that they are distinct linguistic 

systems, although they could be said to be dialects of the son. 

The linguistic analogy for social partner dance that I have developed throughout this 

thesis is not by any means limited to casino and salsa.  Rather, it can be applied in any instance 

of social partner dancing in which individuals engage in nonverbal communication that finds 

expression through the movements of their bodies together through space.  The analogy is 

particularly useful because it allows us to use techniques of linguistic theory and analysis to 

study these systems of motion and meaning.  I chose to apply theories of linguistic relativity to 

show how dance and movement affect thought in similar ways to how verbal language affects 

the ways in which we categorize the world we see around ourselves.  Other linguistic theories 

could potentially be applied to dance to significant benefit.  Perhaps studies of language 

acquisition and psycholinguistics could illuminate how the brain functions while processing 

kinesthetic languages.  It could also be possible that techniques used in speech therapy could be 

applied for individuals with motor disabilities through dance.  Depending on how broadly social 

partner dance can be conceived, the implications for the linguistic analogy could open up wide 

new areas for the study of how humans relate to each other corporeally. 

Although James Joseph argued that languages naturally resist homogenization, my work 

in codifying aspects of casino into linguistic structures has, in a sense, moved toward a 

homogenous conception of what casino “is.”  This is of course beyond my intentions.  I have 

only sought to place casino in a linguistic framework enough to show that it is a complex and 

rich system of communication that is distinctly different from the system of salsa.  As Bárbara 
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Balbuena reminds us, casino, and indeed any other social dance, is a constantly evolving process 

that is always expanding in new directions and contracting in others. 

Ultimately, I have tried to distinguish casino from salsa enough so that there might be a 

greater awareness of the marginalization that many Cuban genres have felt in the wake of 

American hegemonic forces.  While the first use of the word “salsa” to cover up the Cuban-ness 

of its music may have been a concerted effort against Cuban cultural forms, I do not believe that 

this is still the case among most people who use the term “salsa” to refer to casino or timba 

today.  Rather, their thoughts have been so shaped by their learned linguistic categories that they 

do not realize that their categories are inadequate to describe these other genres that lie outside 

the scope of which their language is equipped to describe.  A solution to this problem is to 

actively use the proper words, “timba” and “casino,” to describe the appropriate genres of Cuban 

music and dance.  Only by persistent efforts can the entrenched category of “salsa” be refined so 

that it does not swallow up that which does not belong to it. 

Lest the reader think that I have blown the differences between casino and salsa out of 

proportion (or that the anecdote with which I introduced my own experience of clashing 

kinesthetic languages was merely a product of some bizarre idiosyncrasy that is exclusive to me), 

I would like to close with another brief illustration that demonstrates the fact that others can be 

made to understand the distinct natures of the two dances.  As I mentioned in the introductory 

chapter, Azúcar, the Tallahassee casino company of which I am a part, has recently undergone a 

shift from the hybrid Miami-style salsa/casino to casino.  I had begun dancing casino, as opposed 

to the hybrid style, well before we decided to make this official switch.  My friend Alison had 

joined the group shortly before the style shift, and I had shown her a couple of the differences 

between casino and the hybrid while we danced socially.  Still, she was sometimes a bit nervous 

to dance with me because, as she told me, I danced differently from most of the other people in 

the group.  She was absolutely right, because while I was one of only a few others who danced 

casino, most others were dancing the hybrid style. 

Shortly after the dance company underwent the style shift, Alison finally had the 

opportunity to learn in a class setting the steps that I had shown her while we were social 

dancing.  Something “clicked” in her mind, which I could tell the next time I danced with her.  

After she absorbed the new principles and vocabulary of casino, our dancing became much more 

fluid and precise.  We could suddenly perform more complex figures than before because we 
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were now able to communicate on a deeper level than we could previously.  I was happy for 

Alison’s newfound discovery, but she was thrilled.  She recognized the differences in how casino 

communicated information as opposed to how the hybrid style did.  Whether or not she 

necessarily thinks of dancing as language, her abilities to communicate on the dance floor are 

governed by linguistic codes and conventions for transferring ideas from one body to the next. 

 

An Opened Door 

In this thesis I have attempted to do several things.  First and foremost, I have tried to 

begin a dialogue about casino and timba as genres that are worthy of study in their own right, 

apart from their common identification with salsa.  Additionally, I created an analogy that allows 

us to think about social partner dance as having parallels with the structures and functions of 

language.  Finally, I showed how a particular kind of linguistic analysis might be applied to a 

genre of social partner dancing by drawing upon principles of linguistic relativity to explore how 

casino informs dancers’ perceptions of reality and construction of identity.   

While these points represent the culmination of this thesis, they offer tools for further 

exploration of related topics.  It is my sincere hope that more individuals might become 

interested in researching casino, and similarly I believe that the linguistic analogy that I have 

presented here may be of use for other scholars who work with social partner dancing genres—

even those outside of Latin American traditions.  While I have presented a case for using 

linguistic relativity as a particular theoretical lens for analysis of dance, a Chomskyan approach 

might also prove to be suited to studying movement.  Perhaps the human body itself could be 

considered the foundation for a “universal grammar” of human motion.  If nothing else, the 

linguistic analogy that I have proposed may serve as a launch pad for further study of dance and 

music. 

Speaking more specifically, the study of casino and timba still lacks detailed, in depth 

research on the precise relationship (if there is one) between the movements of the dance and the 

construction of the music.  Further studies could certainly be done to explore this relationship, 

and a linguistic approach could be one of many theoretical apparatuses that may be useful for 

such research.  Perhaps meanings could be coded in certain musical sections that reflect certain 
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dance movements or vice versa, and the interplay between the music and dance might be found 

to have further metalinguistic properties. 

Still another direction that is open at this point is the study of how and why casino 

choreography has changed over time.  As I mentioned earlier in this conclusion, casino is not a 

static and homogenous dance tradition, just like languages are not static and homogenous despite 

the fact that they may appear so because of institutionalization and codification.  The study of the 

forces that have caused casino to develop and diversify might be considered similar to 

“etymology” or “philology” of dance, or might draw upon methods from comparative linguistics 

to discover why casino is the way that it is today.  The impact of commercialism on casino as it 

migrated out of Cuba and into countries where it became a commodified cultural object could 

also provide insight into this topic. 

In short, while this thesis has come to a close, it has opened the door to a host of new 

directions and avenues for the further study of music, dance, casino, and linguistics. 
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APPENDIX A 

EXAMPLES OF PHONOLOGY, MORPHOLOGY, AND 

GRAMMAR IN KINESTHETIC LANGUAGES 

Table 1: Phonemes of Casino, Miami-Style Salsa/Casino, and Salsa Dancing 

Phonemes in casino are small movements such as one step or other simple movement.  

These phonemes usually do not take much more than one or two counts to perform.  This is not 

an exhaustive list, but rather names enough phonological structures to be representative of 

certain differences among casino, Miami style, and salsa.  All descriptions are necessarily 

incomplete as enumeration of every intricacy of movement is next to impossible. 

Phoneme Occurs in Description 

Alarde 
Casino 

Miami style 

A gesture where the man temporarily crowns himself 

or the woman but quickly undoes the crowning action 

Arm broken behind 

back 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Action that results in an arm bent behind the back.  

For example, when the right arm is broken, it crosses 

behind the back so that the right hand is on the left 

side of the body. 

Back step 
Casino 

Salsa 

A step that shifts the body’s weight straight back, 

usually done in the same direction as the partner’s step 

Crowning 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Placing a hand over and behind a dancers head 

Cumbia step 
Miami Style 

Salsa 

A step backward that crosses the center line of the 

body.  For example, a cumbia step with the left foot 

usually crosses to the right side of the body. 

Forward step 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

A step that shifts the body’s weight forward 
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Table 1: Phonemes of Casino, Miami-Style Salsa/Casino, and Salsa Dancing, continued 

Phoneme Occurs in Description 

Gancho 
Casino 

Miami Style 

Literally “hook,” where the arms of the man and 

woman become intertwined  

In place 
Miami Style 

Salsa 

Picking up the foot and replacing it in the same 

position 

Left to left 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Man’s left hand is connected to woman’s left hand 

Left to right 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Man’s left hand is connected to woman’s right hand 

Matching step 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Bringing one foot towards the other but not passing it 

Open break 
Miami Style 

Salsa 

A step straight backwards in opposing motion from 

one’s partner 

Pivot turn 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Pivoting to shift the orientation of one’s feet on the 

ground 

Raised hand 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

When a hand (usually the woman’s right) is raised 

above the head 

Right to left 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Man’s right hand is connected to woman’s left hand 

Right to right 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

Man’s right hand is connected to woman’s right hand 
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Table 1: Phonemes of Casino, Miami-Style Salsa/Casino, and Salsa Dancing, continued 

Phoneme Occurs in Description 

Side step Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

A step that shifts the body’s weight to the left or right 

Son step Casino 
A step that places the ball of one’s foot directly behind 

the other heel, typically tracing a circular path 

Turning wrist 

downward 

Casino 

Miami Style 

Salsa 

The man turns his and his partners wrists to point the 

floor; usually comes before or after breaking an arm 

behind the back 

 

 

Table 2: Morphemes in Casino 

Morphemes include motions that are composed of various phonological structures.  Some 

of the smallest morphemes are four counts long while larger morphemes are much longer and 

may be composed of other morphological units.  This is not an exhaustive list of all possible 

morphemes in Casino. 

Morpheme 
Man’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Woman’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Abajo 
Side steps 

Forward steps 

Forward steps 

Pivot turns 

Adios 

Forward steps 

Son step 

Raised hand 

Forward steps 

Forward steps 

Son step 

Forward steps 

Caída larga N/A 
Forward steps 

Pivot turn 
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Table 2: Morphemes in Casino, continued 

Morpheme 
Man’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Woman’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Dedo 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Right to right 

Alarde 

Enchufa steps (1-4) 

Ronde 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Dile que no steps 

Vacila steps (1-8) 

Raised hand 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Dile que no steps 

Dile que no 

Forward step 

Back steps 

Forward steps 

Forward steps 

Pivot turn 

Enchufa 

Forward steps 

Entrada clásica OR entrada 

moderna 

Dile que no steps 

Forward steps 

Pivot turn 

Raised hand 

Forward steps 

Entrada clásica 
Son step 

Forward steps 
N/A 

Entrada moderna Forward steps N/A 

Exhibe Abajo steps 
Forward steps 

Raised hand 

Guapea 

Left to right 

Forward step 

Side step 

Matching step 

Forward step 

Side step 

Matching step 

Forward step 

Side step 

Matching step 

Forward step 

Side step 

Matching step 
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Table 2: Morphemes in Casino, continued 

Morpheme 
Man’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Woman’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Montaña 

Right to Right over Left to 

left 

Dedo steps 

Crowning 

Dedo steps 

Crowning 

Ronde 

Forward steps OR Matching 

step with forward steps 

(Four counts to turn around 

360 degrees) 

N/A 

Setenta 

Left to left 

Right to Right 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Turning wrist downward 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Gancho OR Crown 

Dile que no steps 

Vacila steps (1-8) 

Raised hand 

Arm broken behind back 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Dile que no steps 

Sombrero 

Right to right over Left to 

left 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Crowning 

Dile que no 

Vacila steps (1-8) 

Raised hands 

Crowning 

Dile que no 
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Table 3: Morphemes in Miami-Style Salsa/Casino 

Morpheme 
Man’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Woman’s Phonemes and 

Morphological subunits 

Abajo 

Forward step 

In place 

Matching step 

Side step 

In place 

Matching step 

Cumbia step 

Forward step 

Matching step 

Cumbia step 

Forward step 

Matching step 

Adios 

Open break 

Forward Steps 

Back step 

Raised hand 

Forward step 

Matching step 

Open break 

Forward steps 

Back step 

Forward step 

Dedo 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Right to right 

Alarde 

Enchufa steps (1-4) 

Ronde 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Dile que no steps 

Vacila steps (1-8) 

Raised hand 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Dile que no steps 

Dile que no 

Forward step 

In place 

Matching step 

Side step 

Forward step 

Matching step 

Back step 

Forward steps 

Pivot turn 

Matching step 
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Table 4: Morphemes in Salsa 

In my experience, most figures in salsa do not have names that are as standardized as 

those in casino.  Therefore, I include here only a small number of basic figures that are known by 

common names among all salsa dancers. 

Morpheme 
Man’s Phonemes and 

Morphological Units 

Woman’s Phonemes and 

Morphological Units 

Basic step (open position) 

Forward step 

In place 

Matching step 

Back step 

In place 

Matching step 

Back step 

In place 

Matching step 

Forward step 

In place 

Matching step 

Crossbody lead 

Forward step 

In place (pivoted) 

Matching step 

Side step 

Forward step 

Matching step 

Back step 

In place 

Matching step 

Forward step 

Forward step (with pivot) 

Matching step 

Right turn for the woman 

Forward step 

In place 

Matching step 

Back step 

In place 

Matching step 

Back step 

In place 

Matching step 

Forward step 

Pivot turn 

Matching step (with pivot) 

 

 

 

 

 



99 
 

Table 4: Morphemes in Salsa, continued 

Morpheme 
Man’s Phonemes and 

Morphological Units 

Woman’s Phonemes and 

Morphological Units 

Enchufa 

Open break 

Forward steps 

Cumbia step 

In place 

Matching step 

Dile que no steps 

Open break 

Forward steps 

Pivot turn 

Raised hand 

Cumbia step 

In place 

Matching step 

Dile que no steps 

Exhibe Abajo steps 

Cumbia step 

In place 

Forward step 

Raised hand 

Pivot turn 

Matching step 

Guapea 

Left to right 

Open break 

In place 

Matching step 

Forward step 

In place 

Matching step 

Open break 

In place 

Matching step 

Forward step 

In place 

Matching step 

Montaña 

Right to Right over Left to 

left 

Dedo steps 

Crowning 

Dedo steps 

Crowning 
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Table 4: Morphemes in Salsa, continued 

Morpheme 
Man’s Phonemes and 

Morphological Units 

Woman’s Phonemes and 

Morphological Units 

Ronde 

Cumbia step 

Pivot turn 

Matching step 

(Four counts to turn around 

360 degrees) 

N/A 

Setenta 

Left to left 

Right to Right 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Turning wrist downward 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Gancho OR Crown 

Dile que no steps 

Vacila steps (1-8) 

Raised hand 

Arm broken behind back 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Dile que no steps 

Sombrero 

Right to right over Left to 

left 

Enchufa steps (1-8) 

Crowning 

Dile que no 

Vacila steps (1-8) 

Raised hands 

Crowning 

Dile que no 

 

Table 5: Grammatical Concepts in Casino, Miami-Style Salsa/Casino, and Salsa 

This table lists some of the grammatical concepts that dictate how certain steps are 

performed and linked together in each of the three kinesthetic languages I have described. 

Concept 
Appearance in 

Casino 

Appearance in 

Miami Style 
Appearance in Salsa 

8-count basic step 

framework 
X X X 
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Table 5: Grammatical Concepts in Casino, Miami-Style Salsa/Casino, and Salsa, continued 

Concept 
Appearance in 

Casino 

Appearance in 

Miami Style 
Appearance in Salsa 

Emphasis on 

circularity of motion 
X Less than in casino  

Emphasis on 

linearity of motion 
 Less than in salsa X 

Emphasis on 

walking forward 
X   

Emphasis on 

executing many 

turns 

 Less than in salsa X 

Emphasis on 

intricate arm 

movements 

X Less than in casino  

Frequent alternation 

of forward and 

backward motion 

 X X 

Movement based on 

imaginary circle 
X   

Movement based on 

the slot 
  X 

Beats four and eight 

used for 

Pivots, weight 

transfers, and taps 
Tap or silent Silent 

Use of closed 

position 
X X X 

Use of open position X X X 

Use of posición de 

caída 
X   
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APPENDIX B 

DIAGRAMS OF DANCE POSITIONS AND FIGURES 

The following diagrams offer visual representations of steps from selected figures of 

casino, Miami-style salsa/casino, and salsa dancing. 

Key to Symbols 

            

Man’s and woman’s starting positions 

             

Steps (number inside each foot marks the 

count) 

 

A pivot or spinning motion 

 

Imaginary circle (casino) 

 
 The slot (L.A.-style salsa) 
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Figure 1: Posición de caída 
 

 

Figure 2: Casino open position 
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Figure 3: Miami-style salsa/casino open position 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: L.A.-style salsa open position  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Closed position 
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Figure 6: Casino guapea, counts 1-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Casino guapea, counts 5-8 
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Figure 8: Miami-style salsa/casino guapea, counts 1-8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: L.A.-style salsa basic step, counts 1-8 
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Figure 10: Casino dile que no, counts 1-4 

 
 

 

Figure 11: Casino dile que no, counts 5-8 
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Figure 12: Miami-style salsa/casino dile que no, counts 1-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Miami-style salsa/casino dile que no, counts 5-8 

 

 

 



109 
 

 

 

Figure 14: L.A.-style salsa crossbody lead, counts 1-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: L.A.-style salsa crossbody lead, counts 5-8 
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Figure 16: Casino enchufa, counts 1-4 

 

 

Figure 17: Casino enchufa, counts 5-8 
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Figure 18: Casino exhibe, counts 1-4 

 
 

 
Figure 19: Casino exhibe, counts 5-8 
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Figure 20: Miami-style salsa/casino exhibe, counts 1-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Miami-style salsa/casino exhibe, counts 5-8 
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Figure 22: L.A.-style salsa right turn, counts 1-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23: L.A.-style salsa right turn, counts 5-8 
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APPENDIX C 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD FORMS
21

 

1. Human Subjects Committee Approval Letter 

 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673, FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 8/9/2011 

 

To: Brian Martinez [XXXXX@XXXX.XXX]  

 

Address: XXXXXXXXXX 

Dept.: MUSIC SCHOOL 

 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Identity and Meaning in the Linguistic Construction of Casino Style Salsa Dancing in the United 

States 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 

proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and one member of 

the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 

46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review process. 

                                                
21 Personal contact information has been redacted for publication. 
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The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 

weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk 

and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be 

required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent 

form is attached to this approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form may be 

used in recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 8/7/2012 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 

expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request 

renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by 

the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol. A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In addition, 

federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 

unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is 

reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 

human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 

the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 

Assurance Number is FWA00000168/IRB number IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Frank Gunderson, Advisor 

HSC No. 2011.6163 
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2. Behavioral Consent Form 

 

You are invited to be in a research study of salsa dancing in the United States. You were selected 

as a possible participant because you demonstrated involvement with a U.S. salsa dancing 

community. We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing 

to be in the study. 

 

This study is being conducted by Brian Martinez from the Florida State University College of 

Music. 

 

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to understand the role that salsa dancing plays in the lives and 

identity of salsa dancers and salsa communities in the U.S. 

 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: 

• Participate in an interview discussion about your own experiences with salsa dancing.  
Interviews may last between 30 and 45 minutes, but may be longer if you so choose.  
Interviews will be audio recorded. 

• If it becomes relevant to your responses to interview questions, you may be asked to 
demonstrate a turn pattern or other aspect of salsa dancing.  I will ask to video record 
such a demonstration. 

 

Risks and benefits of being in the Study: 

The study has no foreseeable risks beyond giving up 45 minutes of your time.  In the unlikely 

even that you should feel uncomfortable answering a question in the interview, you may choose 

to pass on it.  Similarly, if at any time you wish to discontinue the interview, simply request so.  

 

The benefits of participating in this study are primarily intrinsic.  By talking about your own 

experiences with salsa dancing, you may better understand the impact that it has had on your 

own life and sense of identity.  Additionally, you will be helping me in the creation of a 

document that may help salsa dancing to gain recognition in Academia. 
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Compensation: 

You will receive an honorarium of $10 for your participation in this study upon completion of 

your interview. Early withdrawal from an interview will forfeit conferral of your honorarium.  In 

the event that you should withdraw from your interview but wish to complete it at a later time, 

you will receive your honorarium upon completion of your interview.  In the case that additional 

follow up interviews may be scheduled, additional honorariums will be distributed upon 

completion of each follow up interview(s). 

 

Confidentiality: 

The records of this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law.  In 

any sort of report we might publish, we will not include any information that will make it 

possible to identify a subject unless you give consent to credit information (such as stories, 

stylistic markers, or experiences) with your name.  Research records will be stored securely and 

only researchers will have access to them. Recordings of interviews will be kept in the 

researcher’s possession where they will be used for transcription, study, and analysis.  Upon 

conclusion of the study, recordings will be retained in the researcher’s private possession and 

may be drawn upon for follow up study. 

 

__________ By initialing here, I grant consent to the researcher to credit information that I 

share in my interview to my name in publications.  I understand that if I do not grant consent, my 

name will not appear in any publications associated with information that I share, including 

stories, stylistic markers, or experiences. 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not 

affect your current or future relations with the University.  If you decide to participate, you are 

free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

The researchers conducting this study are Brian Martinez and Frank Gunderson, advisor.  You 

may ask any question you have now.  If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact 
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them at College of Music, Florida State University Tallahassee, FL 32306-1180; phone: XXX-

XXX-XXXX; or XXXXX@XXXX.XXX (Brian Martinez) or XXXXX@XXXX.XXX (Frank 

Gunderson). 

  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 2010 Levy Street, 

Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-644-8633, or by email at 

humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu. 

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I consent 

to participate in the study. 

 

 

________________________  _________________ 

Signature                                          Date 

 

 

________________________  _________________ 

Signature of Investigator                    Date  
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3. Interview Guiding Questions 

 

1. Please introduce yourself to me and tell me about your background with Casino style 

salsa. 

a. When did you first become interested in Casino?  

b. What first interested you about Casino?  

c. Did you dance before you started dancing Casino?  

d. Have you started dancing other styles since you started Casino?  Because of your 

involvement with Casino?  

e. Where did you first start dancing Casino?  With whom? (Instructors? Fellow 

learners?)  

2. What is Casino style salsa?  

a. What makes Casino different from other dances?  Other styles of salsa in general?  

3. How has dancing salsa enhanced your understanding of or place in the broader picture of 

Cuban or Latin American culture?  

4. How did you first start learning Casino?  

5. Do you make distinctions between aspects of dancing, such as basics/fundamentals, 

partnerwork, leading/following, and style and musicality?  

a. How did you and your instructors approach different aspects of dancing, such as 

basics/fundamentals, partnerwork, leading/following, and style and musicality?  

6. When you started to become more advanced, did your learning methods change?  How?  

7. How do you learn today?  

8. Has performing played a significant role in your learning experience?  How?  

9. Are there any elements of dancing Casino that cannot be taught by a teacher?  That is, are 

there some elements of dancing that can only be learned?  What are they?  Can you 

explain how they are learned?  

10. Dancers often talk about skill levels such as “beginner,” “intermediate,” and “advanced.”  

Can you describe what these different skill levels mean and perhaps give examples of 

what defines various stages in a dancer’s development? 

11. Please explain to me how individuals communicate with each other while dancing. 
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a. Can you speak about principles of leading and following? 

b. Why or how does this communication work? 

12. Are there any particular challenges that arise when dancing with a person who dances a 

different style of salsa than you do? 

13. Have you taught or taken lessons in different languages?  How has this affected the 

learning experience?  

14. Has language ever been a particular barrier in learning or teaching Casino? Please 

explain. 

15. How has explaining or learning the names of the various salsa figures been a part of your 

experience with Casino? 
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APPENDIX D 

ORAL SOURCES 

Alcazar, Isabel.  2011.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee, Florida. November 30. 

Lopez, Damian.  2011.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee Florida.  February 18. 

———.  2012a.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee, Florida.  January 11. 

———.  2012b.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee, Florida.  January 18. 

Pacheco, Darren.  2011.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee, Florida.  February 19. 

Perez, Jackie.  2011a.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee, Florida.  December 2. 

———.  2011b.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee, Florida.  December 11. 

Walker, Laura.  2011.  Interviewed by author.  Tallahassee, Florida.  November 26. 
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