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A B S T R A C T

Salsa, a global urban music and dance phenomenon, is an interesting
example for the emergence of transnational cultural spheres. Salsa has its
roots in the Americas and in many Salsa communities outside of Latin
America, the Spanish language is seen as the authentic means of expression.
However, attitudes to multilingualism can differ strongly from Salsa commu-
nity to Salsa community.

In this paper, the Salsa-scene of Sydney is introduced with its various
stances towards multilingualism. These are connected to different styles of
the dance, where one style is practiced in English only, while dancers of
another style are often bilingual speakers of Spanish and English. Monolin-
gualism and multilingualism here mediate the affiliation to different local
scenes. Simultaneously, both language ideologies relate to different global
discourses of competitive and cosmopolitan culture. It will be asked
whether the introduced language ideologies challenge traditional frameworks
of society and reified discursive concepts of language. (Multilingualism –

Transnationalism – Cosmopolitanism)*

I N T R O D U C T I O N

It is a commonplace that local social worlds becomemore diverse and multiple with
the accumulating material and immaterial flows produced by what is called globa-
lization. Although there is a general acknowledgement of themulticultural andmul-
tilingual nature of contemporary societies, popular and academic discourses are
often unable to overcome traditional frameworks of categorising theworld. Accord-
ingly, many studies on multilingualism in urban environments examine, for
example, language identities or the vitality of the language of an ethnic group
within a majority society, where the existence of separate ethnic groups is seen
more or less as given fact (see e.g. Extra & Verhoeven 1999; Fürstenau, Gogolin
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&Yagmur 2003; Gibbons & Ramirez 2004). In effect, although studies within this
approach can be highly empowering, they mirror a nationalist “container” perspec-
tive (Pries 2001), where the world is seen as consisting of separate cultural groups
that have come into contact only because of the intricate processes of globalization.

The study presented here documents an ethnographic research project that was
carried out in a transnational setting where people from various cultural but also lin-
guistic backgrounds intermingle and engage in a cultural practice that in itself has
transnational origins. Transnationalism is not understood as the simple act of cross-
ing national borders but as an approach that questions epistemological frameworks
which see the nation, its culture, its territory and its borders as given point of depar-
ture for social research (see Clifford 1994; Glick Schiller, Basch & Szanton Blanc
1997; Hannerz 1996a; Pennycook 2007; Wimmer & Glick Schiller 2002). In this
article, it is envisaged to examine language ideologies (Woolard 1998) and identi-
ties that are created in communities that are not based on national or ethnic affiliation
but have transnational ties. The paper introduces two different Communities of
Practice (CofP) (Holmes & Meyerhoff 1999; Wenger 1998) in Sydney, Australia,
that engage in, or are constituted through, Salsa dancing.

The existence of different cultural and linguistic groups, also of national groups, is
here understood not as the result of separation and difference but as the consequence
of relationality (Pratt 1987:59). The fact that humans form separate groups is not seen
as a result of essential differences but as being based in the enactment of difference
due to the fact that the very groups are in contact with each other. Notions of cultural
groups and their boundaries, but also of languages, as given systems, are thus seen as
an effect of socio-historical discourses. As any discourse, the discourses responsible
for the creation of groups and languages (as entities) are related to power struggles in
societies. In the era of nationalism, constructions of standardised monolingualism
have played a central role in the access to education, material and symbolic capital
and in entering key functions in the market economy and the state (Bourdieu
1999). National monolingual ideology, therefore, is crucially related to the access
to power and agency in contemporary contexts. It will be discussed whether the dis-
courses on language(s) as found in the transnational CofPs question monocultural,
monolingual ideologies and nationalist constructions of language.

In the following, I will give a short insight into the history of Salsa dancing, sec-
ondly, a discursive approach to language and identity will be illustrated. After-
wards, empirical data on the discourses and practices related to language in the
two communities is introduced and discussed. Finally, the outcomes of the study
will be related to the question whether the documented discourses challenge tra-
ditional hierarchies and monolingual frameworks of society.

S A L S A – A T R A N S N A T I O N A L P H E N O M E N O N

Salsa, a dance and music style, is a transnational phenomenon. While there are
discussions concerning its territorial origin, scholars usually agree that “even in
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its ‘birthplaces’, Salsa has always been deterritorialised: the history of Salsa in-
volves such intricate transnational connections that it is difficult to pinpoint its
‘original’ location” (Pietrobruno 2006:20). Thus Salsa is a “trans” phenomenon
in the first place, cultural roots of its rhythms and melodies cross not only the Car-
ibbean region and many parts of the Americas but are furthermore transatlantic as a
lot of its features relate to heritages of slavery in the Caribbean and thus stem from
African traditions. Further, there are elements of Jazz music that have had an
influence on Salsa (for a concise history of Salsa see Pietrobruno 2006:chap. 1;
Waxer 2002).

The emergence of Salsa in the 1970s is linked to political discourses, where
people of Latin American descent (mainly Puerto Ricans) in New York, fighting
for the just treatment of Latinos, tried to develop a pan-Latin consciousness in cul-
tural roots in order to express identity and pride (Pietrobruno 2006:50). Salsa’s mul-
tiple and political history contrasts with many mainstream conceptions of Salsa in
the US, in Europe and also in Australia. Here, its hybrid nature often becomes invis-
ible; it is mainly commercialised versions of the music, also called Salsa Románti-
ca, that are listened to, while older songs with political contents are mostly
unknown and newer versions, which integrate Hip Hop rhythms and other contem-
porary musical elements, are refused as unauthentic.

Salsa dancers, schools, parties, conventions, clubs, meetings, etc. can now be
found in many regions of the world, as in the USA, in Europe, in Japan, in some
African countries, such as Congo (Hosokawa 1997), and also in Australia. It is par-
ticularly the dance that has gained popularity worldwide and has entered the music
scene and nightlife in many parts of the world. Salsa identities in these scenes
convey a certain lifestyle, connected to images of happiness, sensuality and emotion-
ality. Inmany contexts, stereotypical images of “Latin” life, as created by commercial
agents from the realm of music and tourism, can be found. In geographical contexts
outside Latin America, many migrants of Latin American descent adopt a pan-
“Latin”1 identity only after having arrived in the host country (see e.g. Papadopulos
2003, Waxer 2002). The construction of “Latinness” partly relies on heterosexual
gender identity (see below) and visual codes and partly on language use. Lyrics of
Salsa songs are mostly – yet not always – in Spanish. The language and also the
rhythms of Salsa connect to a transnational “Latin” identity (Aparicio & Jáquez
2003; Pietrobruno 2006:17; Waxer 2002). However, the values and meanings at-
tached to Salsa dancing, the Spanish language, the styles of dancing and the repro-
duced elements of Latin culture differ strongly in the particular re-locations (see
Robertson 1998) of the cultural phenomenon in different parts of the world. In con-
trast to other transnationally adopted cultural practices (as, e.g. Yoga or Kung Fu),
Salsa, through the lyrics of songs, very often involves exposure to the “original”
language of the countries of origin of the music. It is thus an interesting phenomenon
to study the diverse effects of transnational culture on language ideology.

In this paper, a study of Salsa Communities of Practice in Sydney, Australia, is
introduced. Australia was chosen as national environment as its status as an
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immigration country, officially transcending ideologies of ethnic belonging (see
e.g. Commonwealth of Australia 2003), seems particularly enlightening for study-
ing relocations of transnational culture. The re-location of Salsa culture is not only
different in different countries but also differs significantly on very local levels,
which can be far below the size of a city. The Salsa CofPs of Sydney relate to differ-
ent styles of Salsa dance, which differ technically, in terms of dance moves, but also
in their histories and developments. The dance styles and CofPs have become
indexical of particular ideological trajectories and carry different relations to
language, nation, class, ethnicity and globalization. These relations are elucidating
in gaining insights into post-national linguistic identities and the development of
language ideologies in transnational culture. In order to study such developments,
Communities of Practice are useful units of analysis as the circular reproduction of
essentialist categories such as citizenship, country of origin or mother tongue can be
avoided (Barton & Tusting 2005; Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 1998; Holmes &
Meyerhoff 1999; Rampton 2000a).

The languages used in Salsa contexts differ according to the national environ-
ments; yet, next to the usage of Spanish in lyrics, empirical observation indicates
that in some Salsa CofPs, people are not only interested in dance but also in the
culture and language of its origin (see Papadopulos 2003; Schneider 2009 for the
German case; Pietrobruno 2006 for the Canadian case). In these communities,
there are many enthusiastic learners of Spanish who, to a certain extent, identify
with the language. This enthusiasm for language learning does neither stem from
their ethnic heritage nor from instrumental considerations, as for example enhanced
job opportunities. It is especially individuals who adopt practices that cross tra-
ditional (native) linguistic identities who make such Salsa CofPs a highly interest-
ing example of cultural and linguistic development in transnational cultural
contexts. Adding to that, there are also native Spanish speakers who are visible,
active and also central members in some of the multiethnic CofPs, which makes
the study of the Salsa phenomenon also vital in studying linguistic and cultural
contact zones (Pratt 1987:60; Rampton 2000a).

Before returning to the social meanings of different dance styles in Sydney in
more detail, a short outline of poststructural approaches to identity, as embedded
in ideologies and discourses, will serve as background for the empirical analysis.

D I S C O U R S E , L A N G U A G E A N D I D E N T I T Y

In contemporary poststructural theory, identities, ideologies and social reality itself
are understood as developed in interaction and as the historical result of societal dis-
course (see e.g. Berger & Luckmann 1987; Blackledge & Pavlenko 2001; Butler
1990; Butler 2003; De Fina, Schiffrin & Bamberg 2006; Djité 2006; Gay, Evans
& Redman 2000; Hall 2000; Joseph 2004; Le Page & Tabouret-Keller 1985; Pav-
lenko & Blackledge 2004). Taking identity – concepts for categorising individuals
into groups – as an example for the general perspective of discursive approaches to
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social reality, it becomes obvious that identities (as well as other categories) are not
given or simply inherited. Although there are certain types of identity that are hard
to negotiate in our everyday practice and often presented as given (see also Pavlen-
ko & Blackledge 2004), for example gender or ethnic identity, poststructural ap-
proaches to identity emphasise that no category is simply existent or natural. It is
through the constant performance of an identity, of its associated ways of dressing,
moving or speaking – through its “doing” – that it is reproduced and maintained
(Butler 1990). In this view, any concept or category is seen as constituted within
social, historically developed discourses that norm behaviour and thought in
relation to societal power struggles and ideologies2 (Foucault 1973, 1978 (2000)).3

Next to identities, within the study of language ideology (see e.g. Kroskrity
2000; Woolard 1998), the concept of language as given entity is also often ques-
tioned and understood as discursively constructed (see e.g. Gal & Irvine 1995;
Makoni & Pennycook 2007). The term language, in its understanding as a differ-
entiable, bounded object, as “Spanish”, “German” or “English”, is also seen as the
result of historical discourses that have constructed the object language in line with
interests of nations, whose existence often partially relies on this construction (e.g.
Blommaert & Verschueren 1998) 3. Likewise, the term multilingualism should be
understood as a contingent discursive construct embedded in a certain social and
historical environment.

The actual study of the discourses that construct language, identity and multilin-
gualism in a particular way, as it is presented here, is based on an ethnographic ap-
proach which is not so much interested in the language use of Salseras and Salseros
but more in the formation of the different communities and the different discourses
on language and identity that exist within them. Expert interviews with the
members of the scene – dance teachers, regular participants of Salsa events, organ-
isers of Salsa events – provide the main source of information. In total, 16 inter-
views have been conducted in two different communities based on Salsa and
with informants from the Colombian community of Sydney. Note that despite
the emphasis on the relational, non-essentialist character of groups, traditional cat-
egories like nation and ethnicity remain vital and ethnic identities of informants will
be mentioned if considered relevant. In this article, I focus on “expert interviews”
(Bogner & Menz 2005), interviews with professional Salsa teachers and dance
school owners and will leave aside the data from the ethnic, Colombian commu-
nities of Sydney.

The interviews have been accompanied by participant observation (attendance
of dance classes, Salsa events in clubs and at festivals, membership in relevant
newsgroups), observation of Internet resources and several unrecorded, more infor-
mal conversations have taken place. Participants have been informed about the aim
of the interviews and talks and gave their consent to publication of the insights
gained through observation and analysis. For reasons of privacy, I do not
mention the name of the dance schools and interviewees. The analysis is informed
by ethnography, with a focus on an analysis of the interview contents. As implicit
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discourses influence the being and acting of informants, elements from several
approaches of discourse analysis (see e.g. Cameron 2001) are taken as analytical
tools to complement the ethnographic approach.

The perspective from which the communities are analysed is, necessarily, con-
tingent and depends on the researcher’s own ethnic and gender identity. As in other
national environments (for Canada see Pietrobruno 2006; for Germany, see Schnei-
der 2009), the identity formation of Salsero or Salsera in Sydney expresses a strong
heteronormativity (Wagenknecht 2007), where female and male identities are
strictly separated and sexualised. This expression of sexualised and traditional
gender identities is part of the success story of Salsa, while the reasons for that
have to be discussed elsewhere (see Schneider 2009). As a female researcher
who appeals to the ideals of feminism, especially in the beginning of the research
phase, these identity performances brought along a relatively high degree of
emotional distance between me and the field. As I was not a Salsa dancer before
I started the study, my predominantly academic interest in Salsa, obviously, will
also have effects on the view on Salsa as it is presented here.

S A L S A I N S Y D N E Y

Approaching Salsa in Sydney as an outsider, the number of posters and flyers that
are found in the inner city area, or the Central Business District (CBD), of Sydney is
impressive. Also, there is a large number of Internet resources that give access to
dates and locations of Salsa events, newsgroups and also “meet-up groups”
where people arrange meetings and parties via the Internet.

The language of the products and communication materials of the Salsa CofPs in
Sydney is usually English but there are often singlewords or expressions in Spanish
(e.g. fiesta [party], picante [spicy], noche [night]). Yet, as has already been men-
tioned above, in general, the role of the Spanish language differs in different
CofPs. Multilingual and monolingual identities can be related to different Salsa-
scenes and, as this study brought to the fore, it is possible to distinguish different
communities of Salsa practice in central Sydney with different language ideol-
ogies.4 In the following, I will concentrate on two of these communities that
show particularly illuminating differences in language ideology that relate to differ-
ent ideologies on authenticity, competition and commodification, which are all vital
issues in the study of transnational culture.

C O M P E T I T I V E S A L S A – “ Y O U D O N ’ T N E E D T O
B E I T A L I A N T O M A K E A G O O D P I Z Z A ”

First of all, there is a Salsa CofP that I call the “competitive” community. It is the
biggest and most visible CofP in Sydney. Posters regarding the major events are
found everywhere in the centre of town; it is easy to find dance schools of this
type on the Internet, parties are major events that take place in elaborate and

652 Language in Society 39:5 (2010)

BR ITTA SCHNE IDER

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404510000643 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404510000643


expensive venues in the Central Business District. As a result, this community is
most likely to be the first one that an outsider gets into contact with – as it happened
to me in this research project. Due to my own particular, national and local back-
ground, where Salsa’s appeal depends on its ties to an imagined “Latin” culture
(Frankfurt, Germany), the absence of images that express Latinness on posters
and websites that relate to this CofP struck me as unusual in the beginning. As
this field note on my impressions in front of a L.A. Style party venue demonstrates,
the visual design of the parties, places and people does not relate to Latin culture:

“The bar in which the Salsa party takes place, where I will conduct my interview,
is very posh and bling-bling. It is certainly not a placewhere I would normally go
to and it is very different from the places I attended in Germany, with all its
glitter, its bouncers, the red carpet and the ladies and men who look as if they
would go to a prom. I am definitely under-dressed for the party later on.
When my interview partner arrives, I am astonished by his white suit and
business-like attitude”. (Fieldnote Passage, 14.09.2007)

The visual style has to do with the style of Salsa as it is practiced in this CofP. It is
called L.A. Style Salsa and has been developed in the transnational Latin context of
Los Angeles, U.S.A. (Pietrobruno 2006:66). It is influenced by Puerto Rican Salsa,
swing and ballroom dances and has showy moves and cabaret gestures (ibid.). The
influence of ballroom dance is characteristic of this style; which at the same time
makes it more accessible to a Western public. While other Salsa styles display
far more body contact, couples dancing L.A. Style usually do not touch each
other, only their arms and hands get into contact. Because of the influence of ball-
room dance, the steps and turns of L.A. Style are relatively elaborate, complicated
and technical. Whereas other styles are usually not performed in front of an audi-
ence, L.A. Style is also danced in global competitions so that the style has a
strong performance aspect.

This type of Salsa attracts a particular audience. All members of the community
that I meet in dance classes and parties are “white”5 and Asian Australians. The
general public here can be described as white-collar educated middle class; most
interviewees and other informants work in some kind of office, in banks, insurance
companies or advertising agencies. Their looks and attitudes are those of the Anglo-
Australian majority society. Consequently, L.A. Style Salsa parties exemplify
expensive, stylish looks, which, especially in the clothing of participants, mirrors
majority Australian culture, in which nightlife audiences often wear this type of
apparel. In contrast to my own presumptions, for the dancers of L.A. Style in
Sydney, Salsa dancing is not based on an “authentic”6 cultural experience of
Latin culture. As my informants explained to me, the focus and motivation is
here on the dance steps and the development of elaborate dance skill, rather than
on a cultural experience with the “Other”.

The dance classes that I attended in this community are thus related to other
majority activities of Australia, where sports take a prominent place. The classes
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take place in a community gym and do not share the stylish looks of the dance
parties but have the atmosphere of a fitness class. The main emphasis in the class
is on the techniques of the steps, and as the class is very big (about 40 people) it
is, at least for me, very hard to follow the instructions. Dancing Salsa is here rep-
resented as the ability to follow formal instructions on choreography. The strong
emphasis on dance skills has effects not only on the overall competitive nature of
this type of Salsa but also on the language ideology of the community.

In Sydney’s competitive Salsa CofP, people neither learn Spanish, nor do native
speakers of Spanish participate in that community. English is the normalised
medium of communication; for example, no Spanish names for dance moves are
used in the classes I observe. This monolingual language ideology is related to
various factors. As Salsa, after all, stems from a Latin cultural context and as, in
other CofPs, it usually appeals also to people of Latin American heritage, the com-
plete absence of Spanish-speakers is remarkable in a city like Sydney, where
Spanish is the 7th most widely spoken minority language (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2007). When asked about the role of Spanish-speakers and why they
are so remarkably absent in this CofP, an informant, himself a Salsa teacher of
Arab descent, is eager to express the ethnically inclusive nature of Salsa dance in
Sydney:

1 “You don’t need to be Italian to make a good Pizza”.

Obviously, there are other items, traits and actions than cultural authenticity that are
important in gaining status in this context. Considering the strength of ethnicity or
nationality in marking borders in many other environments (Barth 1969), this atti-
tude is indeed truly inclusive. It is not assumed that cultural genuineness leads to
acceptance within the scene but rather the ability to dance. Yet, the remarkable non-
attendance of Spanish and Spanish-speakers that I observed during my fieldwork
suggests that national/ethnic identity seems to be of relevance, albeit in an unex-
pected fashion. In contrast to my preceding assumptions, Latin descent seems
rather to function as obstruction than as incentive in becoming a member of the
L.A. Style community.While informants of the community maintain that the popu-
larity of the dance andmusic is rooted in its Latinness, the people of Latin decent are
represented as lacking skill on various levels.

First of all, Sydneysiders with Latin American background often dance a differ-
ent style of Salsa. A dance teacher, of Hungarian descent, refers to Colombian
Style, a variety of Salsa mainly practiced in Colombia but also by a lot of people
in the ethnic communities of Sydney, as

1 “backyard Salsa”.

Furthermore, she maintains that this style, being simpler in terms of technique, is
not “real Salsa” but something that

1 “hasn’t developed since the 1970s”.
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Next to the perceived backwardness of the dance style, the failure to commodify
Salsa in the local economy is seen as a further reason for the lack of Latin people
in L.A. Style Salsa. One informant is of Chinese heritage and learned to dance
from Colombians in Sydney. He is now engaged in leading one of Sydney’s
biggest dance schools and explains that the reason why people of Latin American
descent do not participate in this community is their lack of technicality and
professionalism7:

1 “Before that, all the things (0.5)”
2 they wére pássionate, and they were very very strong about their culture and
everything (0.5)
3 but they were not very (1) technicál.
4 And when we went and asked them, they said, ‘ah, follow your heart, follow
the music’
5 and we got soo frustrated.
6 We said ‘so how do you do the steps?’
7 and they couldn’t really break it down (1)
8 they’re not very technical”.

The informant criticises Latin American Salsa dancers, who obviously assume that
dancing is learned by imitation – which is how it is done in Colombia, where the
dancers originated from. In Colombia and in the Colombian community settings
of Sydney, there is no formal instruction and the dance is acquired at a very
young age (Pietrobruno 2006:3). The informant admits that “they” (“the Latin
people”) consider their culture to be important but fail in transmitting their knowl-
edge to others in an understandable way. It is especially the lack of a systematic
analysis of the dance steps that the informant criticises, as outsiders, according to
the interviewee are unable to learn the dance. The rising tone at the end of line 3,
making the passage sound like a question, is a typical Australian intonation in nar-
rative talk that seems to emphasise the utterance in seeking agreement with the in-
terviewer. This, together with the long pause before the word “technical”, can be
interpreted as the expression of a critical stance that is taken towards Latin American
Salsa dancers who simply engage in dancing but cannot explain verbally how they
actually do it. This is again mentioned at the end of the passage, where the infor-
mant concludes that “they” are not technical, this time using the present tense,
making the essentialist claim even stronger.

The fact that dancing Salsa within a local community in Colombia is embedded
in a different cultural context, with different cultural values (which maybe needs a
longer time to get acquainted with as it implies more than just the techniques of
dance steps), seems to go unnoticed as it is only the dance steps that the informant
focuses on. Consequently, he and his “business partner” – the other leader of the
dance school – not only systematically analysed the dance steps, they furthermore
broke down whole movements into smaller sections, as he says, “stripping down
things in a very detailed way”, before they developed a method of teaching these
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steps, implementing several “levels” according to which their dance classes are
structured.

Salsa, in a version that has been created in the U.S. context, is seen as commodity
to be sold to an audience that has the means to afford an evening in an expensive
inner-city venue. This approach to culture is tied to discourses of capitalism,
where culture itself, from material to immaterial traits to cultural practices, is con-
sidered in its capacity to be sold and consumed. The discourses seem to enforce
ethnic discrimination in which the non-commercialising forms of Salsa as practiced
by Latin Americans are seen as failure and backwardness.

Of course, this approach has to be understood in the context of a competitive
market economy, where the informants may have to compensate for their lack of
authentic cultural background. Additionally, the mainstream mentality in
Sydney’s inner city suburbs is in general very approving of people who adhere to
the competitive values of the market economy. Interestingly, this business mental-
ity is closely related to the usage of English.

The Spanish language is absent in the classy parties I attended and also in the
dance classes. There are some instances where Spanish language “tokens” are
used on flyers for parties (especially the term fiesta occurs) and the terms for
other dances are kept in Spanish (Merengue, Bachata, both dances which are
also popular with Salsa dancers). Other than that, no usage of Spanish can be docu-
mented. As has been mentioned, in the classes that I attended, the instructions of the
dance moves, if they existed before they were adapted to the needs of “customers”
of this variety of the dance, have been translated into English so that, according to
the Arab dance instructor:

1 “Everybody can understand them.”

Even though the majority of informants here are bilingual themselves, and have
native languages such as German, Hungarian, Mandarin, Arabic, etc., it is self-
evident for them that everybody speaks English and only English. During the inter-
views, when asked about the role of Spanish, informants did not seem to understand
the question; they do not see a point in speaking or learning Spanish, as nobody
does so in their local social environment. When asked if Spanish plays any role
at all in the community, the only reason that is mentioned is that it would give
access to the lyrics of the songs. But then, the dance instructor of Hungarian
descent assumes that

1 “They all only deal with love anyways, it’s pretty boring”.

The hegemony of English in this context is illuminating. The language seems to be
connected to ideologies of commercialism and capitalist success. Although not
spelled out explicitly, language is here only seen in its “usefulness”, as a tool or in-
strument that conveys information; the ability of language to convey other levels of
meaning, especially its ability to perform functions related to identity, become
invisible. Invisible are also the many indigenous languages of Australia and the
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fact that most of the members of this CofP are actually (at least) bilingual them-
selves. English seems to be the unmarked norm that functions in a discursive
environment that promotes economic success. Of course, the discourses of this
community are also tied to a national discourse in which participation in the Aus-
tralian society is considered to be at least difficult without a near native-like com-
petence of English (see e.g. Clyne 2005). As many informants belong to the first
generation of migrants to Australia, their language ideologies also have to be
reflected in the light of a relatively strong Australian monolingual language dis-
course that is imposed on recent immigrants.

Spanish, although omnipresent, seems to function more like a brand, rather than
as expression of culture or identity. Expressions like Fiesta or Una noche de Salsa
remind of themarketing strategies ofmultinational companies such as “Bacardi” for
the “Bacardi Feeling” (Bacardi image campaign 2008). The CofP thus belongs to a
global capitalist discourse in which ethnic identity is rendered invisible and subor-
dinated to the logic of commercialism. Simultaneously, Australian mainstream at-
titudes are reproduced, with their emphasis on ethnic inclusiveness – “You don’t
need to be Italian to make a good pizza” – but which strongly normalise the
usage of English.

There is, however, another community of Salsa-lovers in Sydney, where some
dancers with an ethnic Latin background use their “authentic” background as a re-
source. On the local dance school market of Sydney, this community serves a
demand of different “customers” of Salsa who use knowledge of “other” cultures
and languages to produce globalised elite identities.

C O S M O P O L I T A N S A L S A – “ E V E R Y B O D Y
S P E A K S S P A N I S H H E R E ”

My first contact with the Cuban Style dance school, which is the centre of the
second Community of Practice that I introduce here, is through a tiny flyer that I
find attached to a road sign, close to the Central Railway Station. The dance
studio is located in a loft in a small and dark street close to where I found the
flyer. The area is a poor neighbourhood that is most likely to be gentrified within
the next years due to its central location. The atmosphere of this school provokes
stereotypical images of the poor but passionate dancer as found in Hollywood
movies such as “Flashdance”. The logo of the school, a red star, relates to Cuba
and its Communist regime; but it is not only political connotations on which this
image is based, it is also because the school offers classes in Cuban Style Salsa.
As will become clear in the following, Salsa dancing within this CofP is related
to very different ideologies than in the L.A. Style environment.

Although the school also offers lessons in L.A. Style – the founder of the school
has a background in European dance and likes both styles – it is the specialty of the
school that it offers classes in Cuban Style. There are only two schools in Sydney
that I can find that offer this style. Students of L.A. Style from my data set are not
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aware that there are other styles than L.A. and thus do not know Cuban Style. From
the looks and symbols, the location and the dance style, the Cuban Style community
has to be considered a sub-culture in the Sydney context. However, professional
dancers do know that different styles exist. The L.A. Style teacher of Hungarian
descent referred me to the owner of this dance school when I asked about people
who dance Salsa and speak Spanish. There are contacts between the different
schools through public events like the Latin Fiesta, which is a festival organised
by the council of Sydney that promotes Latin culture and takes place annually at
Darling Harbour in the centre of the city (http://www.sydneyfestivals.com.au/
darling-harbour-fiesta.htm).

An obvious difference between L.A. and Cuban Style is the outward appearance
of dancers. Clothing is a lot more casual than in the mainstream CofP. The dressy
style of the L.A. CofP contrasts with the jeans and t-shirts that are worn here. The
casualty of clothing, the slightly shabby impression of the location, and the red stars
that are found on flyers and posters in connection with the interest in Cuban dance
express a more relaxed atmosphere. It might also be interpreted as expressing a
relation to left-wing discourses, where commercialism is criticised and commu-
nist/socialist ideologies are approached with a relatively positive attitude.

Amore relaxed attitude is also indexed by the dance style. While L.A. Style con-
centrates on intricate foot choreographies, Cuban Style Salsa focuses on the move-
ments of the body as a whole. Dance teachers emphasise that everybody has their
own way of moving. Complicated steps and turns, as produced in L.A. Style Salsa,
are also found but “holistic body movements”, as a teacher of this style describes it,
are very important. Furthermore, the couple engages in circular movements while
dancing, whereas L.A. Style is danced “on the line”; the couple here always remains
on an imagined straight line, which furthers an impression of accurateness.
Members of the Cuban Style community express a determined differentiation
from the competitive style, as can be inferred from the following passage from
an interviewwith a Cuban Style dance teacher. The dance teacher is of Chilean heri-
tage and relates his political (left-wing) aspirations to his love for Salsa. As L.A.
Style dancers show no interest in the political and cultural history of Salsa, he dis-
approves of this style:

1 “Then you have, on the other side (.)
2 the other, which is the L.A. style. (1)
3 which I respect (.)
4 but I personally don’t like.
5 I just think that it (.) takes away a lot of the (.) the (.) roots
6 and, and the rest of it, where Salsa comes from (0,5)
7 and tries to make it, um, globalize, ah, it globalizes it”.

As this teacher is aware of the political background of Salsa, he criticises the cultural
detachment that is produced within the practice of L.A. Style; later on he describes
L.A. Style as “technical” and “controlled”, which for him has negative
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connotations. The issue of authenticity also seems to be important here, the inter-
viewee talks about “the roots”, the cultural and social origins of Salsa. It is impor-
tant for him to see Salsa as embedded in its social, political and cultural history and
a boundary is marked towards the people who only learn the techniques of steps.
The opposing relationship between L.A. Style and Cuban Style Salsa is linked to
discourses of the wider Australian national context, where the adoption of a capi-
talist attitude belongs to the dominant values. One Cuban dance student thus de-
scribes L.A. Style Salsa, as it is practiced in the CofP introduced above, as
“McDonald’s Salsa”. Dancing Cuban Salsa expresses a differentiation from
dancers of L.A. Style but also from mainstream capitalist Australian values. The
usage of non-Anglo features of ethnicity and language seems to be crucial in
Cuban Style dancers’ performance of an identity that differs from L.A. Style
dancers and thus simultaneously from national mainstream competitive values
and English monolingualism.

Although people of many ethnic backgrounds intermingle in the L.A. Style
CofP, the Cuban Style CofP is different in that the celebration of ethnic originality
is an important aspect. “Real” Latin Americans consciously emphasise their ethnic
descent in their identity performance by using Spanish greeting formulae and
Spanish names. Members of this CofP are usually aware of who is “really” Latin
American and being “real” or having contact with “real” Spanish-speakers is of
high value. This is confirmed by the fact that this dance school deliberately
employs Latin Americans, even though their ethnic background does not mean
that they necessarily have learned Salsa as part of their heritage culture. The
dance class that I attended in this school was given by two teachers of Cuban
descent. Although the overall structure of the class is the same as in the L.A.
Style class, the atmosphere is very different. Not only is the location different
from a gym, the class is a lot smaller (there are only 10 people) and, accordingly,
the instructions are a lot more personal. During the class, the dance teachers chat
with each other and also with the students. All students are greeted with kisses
on the cheeks.While this expresses themore personal relationship between students
and teachers, it also involves the students in a culturally “other” environment.
Cuban Style students state that this is the actual reason why they learn Salsa:

1 “For me, the whole point was to get a connection with that culture”.

Interestingly, it is also mentioned that Anglo-Australian Cuban Style students often
acquire the language first or travel to South America and then started to learn Salsa,
while students of L.A. Style usually come into contact with the community within
Sydney. Thus, within Sydney, dancing Cuban Style also serves to take part in a cos-
mopolitan lifestyle with connections to other, “exotic” cultures. While ethnic be-
longing to Latin culture does not play a role in the L.A. Style scene, this
community celebrates ethnic authenticity of people of Latin background in order
to construct an identity in which the knowledge of other cultures and languages
is highly valued.

Language in Society 39:5 (2010) 659

MULT IL INGUAL COSMOPOL ITAN ISM

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404510000643 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404510000643


The owner of the dance school, a white Australian of Irish descent, emphasises
her close ties to people who are from Latin American countries and is at the same
time proud of her daily contact with Latin Americans, as musicians and dance tea-
chers often have a Latin background. This enthusiasm for the “other” intersects with
class identity. Her dance pupils are mostly white Australians, usually with a high
level of education; many pupils are university students. Next to these white Austra-
lian students, the majority of Latin Americans within the context, interestingly, do
not come from Sydney originally but are international students who have come to
Australia to study and who usually plan to return to Latin America when they have
finished their studies. I met only one Latin American in this context who grew up in
Sydney. Being of non-Anglo ethnic descent in Australia seems to be related to the
image of the lower classes recent migrant, which, for Latin Americans from Sydney
with a higher education, may make it unattractive to engage in a “heritage” practice
like Salsa dancing. Similarly to L.A. Style Salsa, national Australian discourses
have a strong influence on the formation of the Cuban Style community.

As a consequence of an educated interest in the “other”, it is important not only
to teach dance steps but also to immerse students in the whole culture that is seen as
being related to Salsa. For this, the presence of Latin Americans and also of the
Spanish language is crucial, although it does not denote the reproduction of Hispa-
nic heritage culture. It is thus revealing that many dance pupils see it as a goal to
acquire at least a limited proficiency in Spanish. The dance school has an agreement
with a language school, where discounts are given to dance pupils. The instructions
in the Salsa lessons are often in Spanish, the (Colombian) receptionist at the en-
trance of the school speaks Spanish with everybody who can speak it and the tea-
chers speak Spanish with each other during the class and also with those who speak
it. Although the medium of communication remains English, as many students only
understand bits and pieces of Spanish, being able to speak Spanish is a prestigious
activity. When I tell the owner of the school that in the beginning, I had difficulties
to find Salsa dancers who speak Spanish, she replies:

1 S: “Oh God, oh no, éverybody speaks Spanish /here”.
2 B: “/Oh, real|ly?”
3 S: “/not everybody but (.) almost”.

It is important for her to emphasise that “here”, in “her” CofP, Spanish is an impor-
tant part of the whole cultural experience. Even though she admits that her first
remark might have been a bit exaggerated, she then explains that at least some
Spanish is used even by those who do not speak it fluently:

1 “All the people here, that don’t speak Spanish in Salsa, are affected by Spanish
and use Spanish words (.)
2 all the time (1)
3 because it just comes up. (.) in Salsa”.
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This perception is obviously very different from the one that is found in the L.A.
Style CofP. Language crossing, the “use of a language or variety that, in one
way or another, feels anomalously ‘other’” (Rampton 2000b:55) has the function
of creating a sense of belonging to this particular local community; simultaneously,
the community thus connects to a global Salsa community. Yet, there are other
important aspects in the analysis of this form of language crossing, which relate
to the Australian national discourses on language. In the following passage, the
dance school owner suggests that the geopolitical situation of Australia makes
language learning a difficult enterprise after I had asked about the reasons for the
lack of Spanish-speakers in the other CofP. She here legitimises the low interest
in Spanish by many Australians:

1 “It’s different in Australia because it’s so far.
2 In Europe you can go for a month to a country. Or just in your holidays.
3 And and you can learn. You can go over the other weekend to Spain or
somewhere”.

The fact that Australia officially defines itself as being multilingual (Australian
Government. Department of Citizenship and Immigration 2007; Lo Bianco
2003) remains invisible here. Despite her everyday contact with people who have
native languages other than English, the interviewee explains the low numbers of
Australians who learn other languages (see also Australian Government. Australia
2020 2008:5) with the monolingual and far-off situation of Australia. On the one
hand, this may be related to my own presence, where the interviewee may feel
the need to defend monolingual Australians. At the same time, this leads to
second language learning as having the symbolic function of belonging to a privi-
leged class of language learners, as can be inferred from the following quote, which
was uttered directly after the above quote:

1 “Here, it’s a major commitment.
2 So (.) it’s usually life-altering. If somebody here decides to learn another
language, it’s life altering.
3 Cause you need to (.) you know (.) try to somehow to go to that other country. I
mean to really speak the language”.

In order to learn a language, the learner, according to this passage, has to go abroad,
which is, in the Australian context, very expensive and not affordable for every-
body. Learning a language, also a sign for being truly culturally interested, is con-
sequently related to the intersection of lifestyle and class. Within the perception of
the world as consisting of separate territories in which different cultures reside and
different languages are spoken, the ability to speak a second language fluently
seems to be determined by money and commitment. As Australia itself is indirectly
constructed as monolingual, other languages can only be used in other countries –
although this obviously contradicts the everyday experience within the CofP. Yet,
the identity that is performed by white Australians when they engage not only in
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Salsa dancing but furthermore in the acquisition of Spanish and extended stays in
Spanish-speaking countries is also an indicator of class. The culturally interested,
highly educated and rather affluent language learner could be perceived of as
what Hannerz has labelled “cosmopolitans”. Performing a cosmopolitan identity
is defined as

“… first of all an orientation, a willingness to engagewith the Other. It entails an
intellectual and esthetic openness toward divergent cultural experiences, a
search for contrasts rather than uniformity.” (Hannerz 1996b:103)

Although Hannerz has been criticised for his elitist view on cosmopolitans
(Römhild 2007), the definition of Hannerz reflects the phenomenon of the
Spanish-speaking Salsa-dancers in Sydney. Hannerz maintains that lower middle
classes and labour migrants are typically not cosmopolitan as cosmopolitans
have a special relationship to intellectualism, where the engagement with other cul-
tures is based on the idea of intention, rather than need (Hannerz 1996b:105ff.).
This has also implications for the cosmopolitan’s relationship to the own culture
of origin, as the cosmopolitan can “choose to disengage from it” (Hannerz:104)
and thus performs a prestigious position in which culturally decontextualised
knowledge –meta-cultural knowledge – is acquired. The ability to make “divergent
cultural experiences”, in this case with Salsa and Spanish, is thus an opportunity to
show economic as well as cultural capital (Bourdieu 1979).

In contrast to the study of language crossing by Rampton, where it is conceived
that dominated individuals cultivate solidarities through practices of crossing
(1995:294), the act of language crossing in this cosmopolitan context is not an
act of solidarity among the dominated – it is rather an appropriation from above.
The cosmopolitan form of crossing is not based on solidarity and is characterized
by choice. This choice instrumentalises cultural and linguistic forms in order to
create and perform cosmopolitan identity. “Social knowledge about ethnicity is ac-
tively processed” (Rampton 1995:283) but the participation in the other culture is a
temporary activity in which mainstream individuals can always switch back to their
“normal” self. The ability to switch, not the authentic production of ethnicity, is
vital in the expression of cultural capital. “The cosmopolitan may embrace the
alien culture, but he [sic] does not become committed to it. All the time he
knows where the exit is.” (Hannerz 1996b:104).

Relating this to the question posed at the beginning – do language ideologies in
transnational Salsa communities question monolingual nation-state, “container”
ideologies – we have to ask whether the ideologies are “liminal” (whether they
have a longer lasting effect on everyday reality) or whether they are rather to be un-
derstood as “liminoid” (where the effects are confined to the space of performance
itself) (terminology from Turner 1974 in Rampton 1995:233–237). Ethnic cat-
egories are usually not put into question and may even be enforced through the
romanticised, othering desire of the hegemonic majority. Spanish, as the “other”
world language, is appropriated by those who can afford a lifestyle that includes
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travel, culture and time to spend in dance studios and language classes. The degree
of subversion is very questionable if ethnic traits are consumed as lifestyle options
and where, despite claims to authenticity, “the consumer’s personal taste and pur-
chasing power matter as much or more than their early socialization.” (Rampton
2000b:55).

Nevertheless, there is an aspect of liminality that can be detected in the language
and dance practices of the Cuban Salsa community. Those who truly cross bound-
aries and transgress and transform everyday reality are, paradoxically, thosewho do
have an early socialization with Latin American culture. However, the boundaries
they transgress are not ethnic boundaries but the intersections of ethnicity and class
as they have developed in the Australian context of multiculturalism. Non-Anglo
ethnicity of Australians, instead of being related to aworking-class immigrant back-
ground, is here linked to cosmopolitanism. Latin Americans, due to their ability to
speak Spanish, their ability to perform ‘authentic’ identities, can reappropriate their
linguistic and cultural knowledge and become part of a global “‘new class’, people
with credentials, decontextualised cultural capital” (Hannerz 1996b:108).

C O N C L U S I O N

In Sydney’s Salsa scene, ideological positionings and language ideologies can very
often be detected from the body moves on dance floors:

The performance of L.A. Style hints to the perception of Salsa as a competitive,
consumerist action. This is related to a global hegemony of capitalist ideologies
where the commodification of culture is appreciated. Within this context, there is
an English-only ideology, where other languages are largely invisible as non-com-
mercialist, “ethnic” culture and the accompanying languages are constructed as
related to traditionalist values. Spanish words have the function of branding the
activity as “Latin”. Cuban Style expresses cosmopolitan values, where multilingu-
alism is useful in the construction of an elite identity. “Ethnic” culture and
language, formerly an expression of cultural identity, is here appropriated in the in-
terest of an educated, transnational upper-middle class.

It becomes obvious that attitudes towards language and language ideologies are
always embedded in complex cultural settings. Political, social and discursive
environments are in a reciprocal relationship to constructions of multilingualism
and their meanings. Differences between dance styles can convey meanings that
relate to attitudes towards language acquisition but also to much broader issues,
like cultural globalization and capitalist ideology.

Without doubt, there are intense forms of cultural transformation, cultural
mixing and also language crossing involved in the practice of Salsa in Sydney
but it remains unclear whether these transformations challenge the established
notions of national groups conceived as monolingual. The English-only ideology
of L.A. Style Salsa is ethnically inclusive but does not question the national
discourse on monolingual, English-speaking Australia and enforces globally

Language in Society 39:5 (2010) 663

MULT IL INGUAL COSMOPOL ITAN ISM

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404510000643 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404510000643


hegemonic cultural values of capitalism. The type of language crossing as it is
found in Cuban Style Salsa shows a certain disentanglement of language from
ethnic identity in the construction of a globalised, cosmopolitan elite identity. It
is nevertheless difficult to recognise this disentanglement, which seems to question
nationalist categories, as necessarily subversive in a political sense. Although cos-
mopolitan multilingual identity does not belong to the traditional national frame-
work of “one culture – one language”, the appropriation of a language in order
to participate in an elitist lifestyle does not overcome established intersections of
class and ethnicity. The re-appropriation of ethnic heritage as cosmopolitan
might here be interpreted as the most transgressive act, in which a restructuring
of established intersections of class and ethnicity can be found.

Concerning the deconstruction of consolidated language ideologies that concep-
tualise languages as given and distinct entities, these new types of multilingual
identity and multilingual language practices, irrespective of whether native or ac-
quired, do not seem to question standardised varieties of language that are seen
as “belonging” to one culture. The effects of this type of multilingualism seem
rather related to what Pujolar observes:

“[m]ultilingual policies may be devised in ways that ensure the privileged pos-
ition of dominant groups who foster knowledge of powerful ‘foreign’ languages
in their standard forms but delegitimize or ignore other languages and other
forms of multilingual competence and performance (e.g. code-switching, het-
erogeneous skills).” (2007:78)

It has to be noted that in the introduced context, it is two of the most widely spoken,
most prestigious languages of the world, where the other languages that are in-
volved – “native” languages of many of the informants, mixed codes, etc. – are
not even mentioned. So it seems that “… discourses on globalization can also be
used to […] construct new linguistic hierarchies that distinguish between ‘global/
cosmopolitan’ and ‘national/local’ languages.” (Pujolar 2007:83). These new lin-
guistic hierarchies, these cosmopolitan but standardised and reified types of multi-
lingualism, may produce a more plural but not necessarily a more equal world.
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1It has to be kept in mind that the term Latin in the US American understanding is different fromwhat
it denotes in Latin America itself, where the term is either not used or relates to working class US Amer-
icans with a Latin American background. The concept of a pan-Latin identity has also been influenced by
the US-based interest in creating “Latin” (rather than smaller, national) markets by music producers,
radio stations and other industries (see also Waxer 2002:9).
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2Ideology is here not understood in a Marxist sense, where a place “outside” ideology would be
assumed; for a discussion on the term in its critical and its Foucauldian understandings, see Mills 1997.

3An early study that was able to show the discursive nature of language in this “differential sense”
(Bauman 1999) has been carried out by Le Page and Tabouret-Keller in the 1970s (Le Page & Tabour-
et-Keller 1985) and it is characteristic that this took place in a (post-) colonial, multiethnic environment
where national categories had come into trouble at an early stage.

4There are communities based on Salsa dancing in Sydney that are not introduced here, and there are
also people who dance Salsa to reproduce their heritage culture or a nostalgia thereof.

5Note that the signifier “white”, in this and in its following appearances is, obviously, understood as
cultural construction.

6Principles of “authenticity” are mainly connected to the idea of being “true to one’s roots” and to
refrain from commercialisation (see Pennycook 2007:chapter 6). However, “authentic” culture is, ob-
viously, a cultural construct and often a major factor in the commercial success of cultural products.

7See below for transcription conventions.
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T R A N S C R I P T I O N C O N V E N T I O N S

(.) pause of less than a second
(1.5) approximate length of pause in seconds
(text?) speech hard to discern, analyst’s guess
text stressed, louder
téxt rising intonation
/ overlapping
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