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PR EFACE

This book did not begin on a dance floor or in an archive, but in my child-
hood Sunday school teacher’s home outside Nashville, Tennessee. Miss 
Reba was a wonderful storyteller who loved to talk about her youth, which 
was spent in the segregated American South of the early twentieth century. 
During one of our many afternoons together, she told me how, as a child, 
she spent hours practicing ballroom dancing—partnered only by her fam-
ily’s giant hall mirror. She waited until she was alone to put on records, one 
after the other.

What struck me was that Miss Reba didn’t put on a show for an imaginary 
audience, as I had done during my early dancing days—choreographing to 
the Grease soundtrack and other popular recordings. Rather, she embraced 
an imaginary partner:  When she closed her eyes, the mirror was trans-
formed into a dashing young man. I  left her bright yellow kitchen fasci-
nated, as I had never danced with a partner before, just with a group of 
girls in my local dance studio. From her description of the magic created 
between two dancers, I was sure I hadn’t felt anything like it before, but 
I knew I wanted to desperately.

Several years later, even after Alzheimer’s disease had fractured her 
memories, Miss Reba could still remember with clarity her dancing days. 
In addition to retelling stories of her ballroom dancing afternoons at home, 
she would sometimes chat about going out dancing with friends as a young 
woman in downtown Nashville. There was both pride and mock embarrass-
ment in her graveled voice as she described going to clubs where she wasn’t 
supposed to be.

Only on one occasion, though, did she tell me why her family would have 
objected to those dance clubs. With one hand resting on my knee and one 
perched on my shoulder, she leaned in and giggled the word “colored” in my 
ear—even though we were the only ones sitting in her living room at the 
assisted-care facility. Having grown up in recently desegregated Nashville, 
I knew that word and what it meant, although I had never before heard it 
from Miss Reba’s lips. For several moments, I sat there with my mouth open 
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trying to imagine this proper octogenarian sneaking around segregated 
dance clubs. Unfortunately, we were not able to discuss her cross-cultural 
dance adventures further that day or any other. The window to that par-
ticular memory closed shortly thereafter.

Because of her disease, Miss Reba was often mentally living in the 1920s 
and ’30s throughout most of the 1990s. And yet the similarities between 
her life experiences and mine were striking. She whispered “colored” to me 
in the same hushed tones that some white folks still used in Nashville dur-
ing my childhood when talking about any racially charged issue. Her fam-
ily wouldn’t have approved of her going to a social space where African 
Americans congregated any more than mine would have—be it a dance 
club, a neighborhood, or even a university. Implicit danger signs cordoned 
off my world into black and white, just as they did hers.

What surprised me the most, however, was my own reaction to her trans-
gressive dancing. I was absolutely stunned, as I had assumed that nobody 
in Nashville, the South, or even the U.S. was moving across racial lines that 
early in the twentieth century, either in terms of social space or social prac-
tice—especially not white middle-class girls. If my Nashville world was still 
segregated (in practice, not law) in the late twentieth century, hers had to 
be even more so, I had assumed.

Miss Reba’s story shattered my understanding of American dance his-
tory, which was rooted in my own lived experience of suburban dance 
studios, as well as my reading of dance history, both of which demarcated 
dancing into black and white categories. Indeed, the ways in which scholars 
have typically historicized social dancing in America give the impression 
that white people only did white dancing and black people only did black 
dancing—at least until the swing era, the twist, or disco, depending on 
which book you read. Yet, Miss Reba’s dance experiences suggest that we 
have left out an important part of the story.

That day, in her living room, she offered me only a quick glimpse of 
something that would fascinate me in the years to come: how social danc-
ing has provided a means of cross-cultural exploration, connection, exploi-
tation, contestation, and confusion throughout the twentieth century in 
North America. Whether dancers are simply trying on another culture’s 
dance moves, going to an “other” dance venue, or actually dancing with 
people who are culturally different from themselves, social dancing can cre-
ate a powerful space for body-based articulations of identities. Such physi-
cal encounters and expressions of self and other, however, are not always 
utopian in mission—modeling a world in which all people can interact free 
from oppression or stereotypes. Hegemonic values are often just as present 
in cross-cultural dance encounters as in other kinds, if not more so, and 
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rendered all the more powerful as they are manifested in seemingly harm-
less quotidian practices.

Miss Reba’s story reminded me that even when segregation might be 
the law or social expectation, dancing and dancers did not always obey. 
North American dancers of all kinds had observed each other’s movement 
practices since colonization, which eventually led to movements being 
borrowed, taken, or used as creative resources. For example, the cake-
walk demonstrates that African and African American slaves sometimes 
watched their masters’ formal balls on plantations, just as ragtime dancing 
confirms that European American people at times visited “colored” dance 
spaces. Such cross-cultural dance exploration, long before social integra-
tion was fully possible, is a key part of our dance history that is just begin-
ning to be written.
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Introduction

Dancing Race, Modernity, and History

Growing up in the recently desegregated South and dancing in a sub-
urban dance studio, I came to see dance as racially marked at an early 

age: All of my experiences led me to accept unquestioningly that ballet was 
white, tap was black, modern was white, and jazz was (mostly) black. Being 
primarily of European descent myself, and certainly being taught to regard 
myself as white, I felt entitled to learn and perform all these dances. Like 
most middle-class American girls, appropriation was part of what I did 
for fun every afternoon after school, an activity to which I did not give 
a second thought for many years. It was not until I happened to hear a 
research presentation by a dance scholar at Vanderbilt University—where 
I happily performed as part of the Danceline during halftime at football 
and basketball games—that I caught a glimpse of the politics behind my 
cross-cultural dancing, which by that point had come to also include Latin 
ballroom dances and even hip hop. Eventually, I came to ask a tangled web 
of questions: Why could I adopt any dance I liked, while African Americans 
were so often expected to dance “black”? What did dancing “black” even 
mean? How was that meaning entangled with stereotypes? Had dancing 
always been racialized in America? When did Americans begin crossing 
racial boundaries through their dancing? In the following pages, I try to 
answer some of these questions, at least in part as a way of understanding 
the historical roots of the interconnected dancing and race thinking I was 
taught as a child and many children continue to be taught today.
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This book aspires to be a desegregated history of modern American 
social dancing of the early twentieth century that looks critically at the 
appropriation of expressive culture without reducing it simply to stealing, 
although sometimes this was certainly what it was. It focuses instead on 
the kinds of cultural work accomplished by dancers drawing inspiration 
from one another’s moves. It explores: What ideas relating to self and other 
were constructed through cross-cultural dancing? What stereotypes were 
mobilized? What social aspirations and desires were expressed? What pro-
fessions were enabled?

Nonetheless, this is not a study of black or white dancing, though they 
were and often are imagined as distinct categories, but of race relations 
embodied in dancing. Most people, including scholars, would consider the 
dancing discussed here—blues and jazz dancing especially—to be black or 
African American in nature. However, these practices can all be produc-
tively understood as hybrid in origin and practice—which of course doesn’t 
make them any less racially marked or politically complex, as is made clear 
in the following chapters. I do not trace dance lineages or racially organize 
dance steps. Instead, I pursue how these dance forms can help us under-
stand the interrelationships between racial thinking and social practices of 
the early twentieth century.

And yet, to focus on race exclusively would leave out at least half of the 
story. Understandings of race then were as deeply entangled with notions 
of class as they are today. Among those who self-identified as white (or 
aspired to this marker of social status), dancing movement understood as 
black could be a statement of modernity, American citizenship, or civiliza-
tion, more so than of admiration or affiliation with African Americans. In 
a similar fashion, African Americans performing dance movements bor-
rowed from European dance traditions might proclaim their education, 
cosmopolitanism, urbanity, or elite status. By dancing cross-culturally 
in these ways, dancers certainly enjoyed a night out on the town—these 
dances were highly entertaining to do. At the same time, dancers could 
seize the opportunity to work toward their own sense of empowerment 
through the implicit performance of their social aspirations. For these rea-
sons, this study addresses the nexus between class and race concerns, as 
they were articulated in social dancing.1

The partner dancing of the early twentieth century also helped empower 
those who made social dance teaching and performing a new profession 
and built a new dance industry. Over time, these dance professionals of 
many racial and ethnic backgrounds transformed community dancing into 
dance products that could be more easily sold and consumed on a mass 
scale. Their authority as professionals rested on their ability to convince 


