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Abstract and Keywords

Through an ethnographic account of Alvin Ailey Dance Foundation (AADF), this article 
examines the tensions between the production and the liberation of the queer black male 
dancing body. Drawing from fieldwork conducted at the AADF during the summers of 
2005, 2006, and 2008, it exposes the politics between on- and offstage performances of 
masculinity in two sites; the studio and the 2009 Ailey Gala. Within this context, space 
becomes an important framework for observing the internationally recognized branding 
of black male dancers for the AADF. Organizational culture, gender norms, and the 
policing of masculinity reveal strategies of the AADF in which traditional signifiers of 
(heterosexual) masculinity are emphasized, praised, and rewarded. Straying from this 
script not only risks suspicion and rejection within the presumed queer space of dance, 
but also reveals the narrow definitions of gender performance and expression allowed for 
black male dancers in the twenty-first century.

Keywords: contemporary dance, gender performance, race, policing of masculinity, Western theatrical dance, 
Alvin Ailey Dance Foundation, ethnography, black male dancers, gender norms, organizational culture

Introduction
Hips swishing from side to side, Jake, a tall black dancer in colorful warm-up clothes, 
saunters into the studio. Spotting his best friend, Fred, at the barre, Jake waves demurely 
and sashays over. The friends hug and settle into their usual comic repartee, marked by 
broken wrists, side glances, and pursed lips. A high-pitched “oh-kay!” and “gurl, puh-
leeze” punctuate every other sentence. Jake whispers in Fred’s ear, and Fred cheekily 
slaps Jake on the shoulder, exclaiming, “Yaaasss, honey.” Then the ballet instructor calls 
out the first combination, and the conversation halts. Jake and Fred suddenly adopt the 
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solemn comportment of the other male dancers, and they take their places in line for the 
serious business of men’s ballet class.

To those who frequent dance studios, Jake’s instantaneous shift in gender performance at 
the start of ballet class, from “queer black male” to “serious (and implicitly heterosexual) 
male dancer,” is unsurprising. The very familiarity of the scenario suggests the degree to 
which the dance world is fraught with questions of identity performance. What does it 
mean, in such a context, to embody or perform the identities of queer, black, male, and 

dancer? How stable are these categories, and how fixed are the significations of the 
behaviors associated with each category? Foundational to queer theory’s claims is the 
challenge to the often presumed stable categories of gender, race, and sex. Indeed, 
scholars from Judith Butler to José Esteban Muñoz have explored how gender 
performances can be strategic, calculated to adhere to or challenge dominant notions of 
masculinity or femininity.  And yet specific gender performance strategies used by queers 
of color remain undertheorized.  Moreover, within dance scholarship the construct of 
whiteness, against which blackness is defined, also remains undertheorized.

What, then, is masculinity; what is black masculinity; and what is queer masculinity? In a 
context in which masculinity is varied and can overlap with many other categories, 
including queer and black, what does the performance of these intersecting roles look 
like? How do a queer black male dancer’s behaviors vary according to different kinds of 
spaces: public/private, formal/informal, disciplinary/liberated, straight/queer, on- and 
offstage? Do the queer black male dancer’s experiences of marginalization vary across 
these different spaces, and if so, in which spaces is he least constrained by gender norms 
and the policing of masculinity? What can the study of queer black men, especially 
dancers, reveal about performativity in general? Such questions have implications not 
just for Western theatrical dance, but also for the broader question of what constitutes 
Western masculinity, queerness, straightness, and blackness in a variety of settings. For 
this article, I define my use of these four contested categories to illustrate how the queer 
black male dancer performs masculinity in the context of American concert dance. Queer 
men of color, and their performances, whether on- or offstage, offer unique insights on 
contemporary notions of masculinity.

Masculinity

Psychologist Robert Brannon characterizes the American masculine ideal by four rules: 
“(1) No sissy stuff; (2) be a big wheel; (3) be a sturdy oak; (4) give ’em hell.”  Brannon’s 
definition, described by sociologist Michael Kimmel as the tenets of the “Guy Code,” 
expresses the masculine ideal as a repudiation of all things “feminine” or “gay.”
Masculinity has traditionally been conceived as the default gender. At least since the 
Enlightenment, the norm for subjectivity and personhood has been male: specifically a 
white, middle-class, heterosexual male. This ideology of masculinity functions as the 
invisible norm. It is taken for granted rather than being viewed as a concrete reality: 
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something people do. With foundations in the Greek masculine ideal, white men could 
masquerade as the universal subject, the ideal of beauty, because they were perceived as 
bearing no marks of physical and cultural difference during the Enlightenment.

Yet in my own conception of masculinity, I draw on sociologist Raewyn Connell’s 
influential theory of gender relations and power; her analysis differentiates four 
configurations of masculinity: hegemonic, subordinated, complicit, and marginalized.
Still, Connell’s model is limited by its Western, universalist approach to masculinities; her 
framework fails to account for the differences, tensions, and ambivalences among men 
that social theorist Victor Seidler calls “diverse masculinities.”  White masculinity, long 
treated as an abstraction, thus needs to be grounded in specific, daily reality, just as 
black masculinity is viewed through its material conditions. It is for this reason that 
ethnography, and dance in particular, which understands the materiality of the body 
better than any other disciplinary lens, is an appropriate method for studying masculinity: 
because to study masculinity in a grounded context is to situate it in reality, to expose its 
materiality and contingency, to refute whiteness as an unmarked, abstract, and 
disembodied ideal.

Queerness

In defining “queer,” I start with theater scholar David Savran’s claim that queerness 
“represents an attempt to open up a vista of multiple, shifting, and gloriously 
polymorphous bodies, pleasures, and resistances,” a move that “problematize[s] 1970s-
style identity politics and the minoritizing discourses that are associated with lesbian 
feminism and gay liberation. To this extent, it is part of a new universalizing discourse 
that includes in its rainbow anyone willing to renounce the claims and prerogatives of 
heteronormativity.”  Although Savran’s definition is useful, its deployment of 
universalizing discourse is troubling, as such discourse often excludes many of those it 
proposes to help: specifically for my purposes, people of color. Here, as an alternative, I 
find performance studies scholar E. Patrick Johnson’s “quare” theory useful as a “theory 
in the flesh … [that] emphasizes the diversity within and among gays, bisexuals, lesbians, 
and transgendered people of color while simultaneously accounting for how racism and 
classism affect how we experience and theorize the world.”  Queer communities of color 
need language, strategies, and tools that help shape and explain their lived reality in 
ways that the universalizing impulse of (white) queer studies fails to include or 
acknowledge. My definition also draws on dance historian Ramsay Burt’s use of the term 
“queer,” which challenges the dualistic division of mind and body espoused by the 
Enlightenment and Kantian model of aesthetic judgment.  For Burt, the queer male 
dancing body destabilizes normative conceptions of gender and sexuality. In Western 
culture, the gender binary views women as objects (historically identified with the body) 
and men as rational subjects that follow heterosexual norms of desire. Onstage, the queer 
male dancing body challenges this binary by privileging the male dancing body as an 
object of both the male and female gaze.
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Straightness

I contend that to be “straight” is to perform identity in a way that upholds gender norms; 
the construct refers not to sexual orientation, sexual identity, or sexual practice, but 
rather to gender performance. Rhetorical and declarative in its deployment, “straight” 
performances of masculinity, clearly achievable by gay and straight men alike, are used to 
enforce visual codes that uphold gender norms. In the context of theatrical dance, queer 
men and gay male dancers have long acknowledged the distinction between gender 
performance and sexuality and have successfully played “straight” roles throughout 
twentieth- and twenty-first-century concert dance. However, heterosexual men, aware of 
the power of effeminacy to shame and emasculate, engender a “natural” corporeality that 
reinforces traditional signifiers and representations of masculinity. That is, heterosexual 
men may be threatened by the idea of gender as performance, by the recognition that 
they do not have a monopoly on performing traditional masculinity—a fact that is 
underscored by the phenomenon of sexual passing—and the inability to determine 
relationships of homosociality and homosexuality. Indeed, achievements in gender and 
sexual equality over recent decades have made heterosexual and gay masculinities less 
distinguishable, thus posing a threat to dominant notions of masculinity.

In this context, to better understand the relationship of gay and straight masculinities, a 
critical analysis of the social body, its interaction, and its movement between on- and 
offstage spaces is crucial. To distinguish gender performance and performativity, here, is 
to bring attention to onstage representations routinely performed by gay and “straight” 
men alike, but with a pronounced effort of classifying the premium accorded to the 
dominant heterosexual masculine ideal, at the expense of and the categorical rejection 
and distancing from the “Other”: gay and queer masculinities. As I hope to show, we 
cannot talk about gender performance without talking about gay men; they are not 
marginal to the construct of masculinity, but central.

Blackness and Whiteness

In the realm of Western concert dance, whiteness implicitly governs our perceptions 
through modernist abstraction. Whiteness and masculinity function as the invisible norms 
against which all “Other” bodies are defined. American modern dance, based on 
abstraction that connotes immateriality, universalism, and disembodiment, is so 
thoroughly associated with whiteness that since the civil rights movement of the 1960s, 
intentional efforts have occasionally been made to render the black dancing body visible. 
On the world stage, the whiteness of ballet and modern dance, its aesthetic standards 
and values, still function as the invisible norm and historically have rarely been 
questioned. Given the continued limited representation of the black male body in concert 
dance, a black male dancer enters a stage dominated by Western ideals of masculinity, 
and he must constantly justify his presence within this binary construct. Responding to 
this problem in The Male Dancer, dance historian Ramsay Burt describes the need for 
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analyzing whiteness and white male dancing bodies in dance: “Black masculinity occupies 
an equally central position in relation to the construction of an unmarked, white, 
universal notion of masculinity…. [T]here is also a need to analyze critically the whiteness 
of white, male, dancing bodies.”  As prevailing histories of Western theatrical concert 
dance feature white men, a critical attention to how whiteness functions as a construct 
remains undertheorized in dance scholarship.  My theorization of white masculinity and 
the stakes involved for the black male dancing body argues that it must be named and 
interrogated. In doing so, this article exposes how the ideology of dominant masculinity 
functions, in an effort to give it materiality and form.

Questions of gender and sexuality have long been complicated in the realm of male dance 
as a discipline. The spectacle of the male dancing body in Western theatrical dance 
expresses, perhaps more vividly than in any other artistic form, the fragility of American 
masculinity.  That fragility is deeply tied to historical fears of homosexuality and 
effeminacy. For men in concert dance, this legacy amounts to a burden that they must 
carry both on- and offstage; men who pursue professional dance careers quickly learn 
that their chosen occupation reduces their masculine status.  This status reduction, 
whether perceived or real, inspires unique compensatory strategies to assuage anxieties 
of a consuming public and assure audiences’ concern that male dancers uphold 
traditional performances of (heterosexual) masculinity. Overcompensatory strategies 
emphasize, praise, and reward the dominant white heterosexual masculine ideal, while 
downplaying references to queer masculinities and gender nonconforming performances. 
These “straight” performances misconstrue the obvious: male dancers play roles. Yet 
onstage performances reveal a level of synonymity between role-playing and the dancer, 
often making it difficult for audiences to see their separation. The misperception fails a 
common understanding about dance and theater.

In a context in which many male dancers overdemonstrate their masculinity, gay and 
queer-identified men expose the illusions of gender performance. The investment in 
traditional performances of heterosexual masculinity by individuals and institutions alike 
not only conveys this premium, but underscores the error of confusing the attachment of 
the role with the individual character, sexuality, and gender performance of male dancers 
both on- and offstage. A fundamental tension exists between traditional masculinities and 
queer masculinities. My examination of the queer male dancing body exposes gender 
norms and the policing of masculinity in contemporary dance traditions of the West. I find 
evidence of a fundamental contradiction within American concert dance. It embraces 
male dancers on the one hand, while on the other hand it rejects any male dancers, but in 
particular, gay men, who “fail” to look or act “straight.” In fact, the stigma and the space 
are hostile to their presence.

To explore the questions I have raised above, I focus on a site that represents one of the 
most compelling loci of dance, race, queerness, and masculinity in America: the Alvin 
Ailey Dance Foundation (AADF).  Alvin Ailey (1931–1989) arguably did more to establish 
the image of the ideal black male dancing body than anyone else in the Western theatrical 
dance tradition of the twentieth century.  The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
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(AAADT) is unlike most other dance companies. Multicultural from its inception, the 
AAADT became a home for talented black dancers who could not otherwise find work in 
the racist, white concert-dance world. For Ailey, showing the beauty of African American 
culture countered the worst stereotypical portrayals of blacks. On stage and in public, 
Ailey would challenge and change perceptions about the black dancing body in the 
concert dance world, redefining the black masculine ideal. He focused on the beauty of 
African American dancers, from imagery that stereotyped and dehumanized black bodies 
as primitive, to what dance scholar Thomas DeFrantz called a “simmering, 
hypermasculine persona.”  In works such as Blues Suite and Revelations, Ailey drew on 
stereotypes of black men,  and he also emphasized traditional (heterosexual) masculine 
display of the body. As a progenitor of the black male dancing body, Ailey’s image worked 
to secure a public persona of heterosexual black masculinity.

But this public championing of hypermasculinity and heterosexuality contrasted with 
Ailey’s private life as a gay man. Ailey was, as noted by dance scholar Thomas DeFrantz, 
“a gay black man from dirt-poor, rural, Depression-era Texas, with limited dance training 
and no college degree, [who] found[ed] and [ran] the most successful modern dance 
company in the idiom’s history.”  And his homosexuality would remain an open secret 
until after his death from AIDS in 1989. Thus, Ailey’s life and work embody the gap 
between on- and offstage lived realities for black male dancers. His influence on the 
twenty-first-century generation of dancers is evidenced in the following ethnographic 
study.
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Ethnography of Gender and Sexual Passing
During the summers of 2005, 2006, and 2008, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork at the 
AADF studio, where dancers train, as well as at the site of the 2009 Spring Ailey Gala, 
where dancers took to the dance floor in an unofficial, offstage performance. By 
comparing the two sets of performances, striking variations on masculinity can be 
observed. I chose to perform an ethnography of gender performance due to the 
significant number of gay men at the AADF and the critical mass of black bodies. I 
wanted to know to what extent the male dancers understand the performance of identity, 
performance of masculinity, and performing a role, and the differences between each of 
them.

In this ethnography, my analysis is based on key events and key actors. I analyze key 
events to highlight how space becomes an important marker for the legitimatized and 
legible body, and how the embodied resistances of the queer male dancing body disrupt 
those boundaries.  Key events play an integral role in cultural studies. According to 
anthropologist David Fetterman, key events are “extraordinarily useful for analysis” 
because they not only “help the fieldworker understand a social group,” but also give the 
fieldworker a means of “explain[ing] the culture to others.” The key event “becomes a 
metaphor for the culture” and “illustrate[s] how participation, observation and analysis 
are inextricably bound together during fieldwork.”  I use the term “key actor” as 
opposed to informant due to the stigma attached to the historical application of the term, 
which Fetterman discusses.  The term “key actors” is also interchangeable with what 
sociologist Karen O’Reilly describes as “key participants.” She acknowledges that “the 
more equal relationship we attain between researcher and researched and the way that 
ethnography is a means of learning together.”  Throughout my ethnographic account, I 
use “key actor” for each of the study’s participants. This ethnographic study recognizes 
the importance of key actors and their contribution to analyzing the corporeality of the 
male dancing body.

My ethnographic study draws on the relationship between the researcher and the 
researched that engages E. Patrick Johnson’s use of Clifford Geertz’s concept of “fragile 
fiction.” Johnson argues:

To construe ethnographic practice as, in general, a “fiction” and, more specifically, 
a practice that is “acted out” or performed, is to liberate it from the assumption 
that the informant is a fixed object and therefore inferior to the ethnographer. 
Instead, the informant is recognized as a thinking, theorizing, and culture-
processing human being.

This description illuminates the requisite participation of both parties in constructing 
ethnographic accounts.
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Like any other ethnographer, I come to this analysis with my own positionality and 
multiple identity locations. Exposing my positionality gives visibility to my subjectivity, 
which might otherwise be taken for granted. In literary scholar Harold Rosen’s argument 
for the greater visibility of positionality, he notes that “a person’s knowledge can only 
exist by virtue of a vast range of past experiences which have been lived through, often 
with the most intense feelings.” Although we are taught to disguise these experiences, it 
is important to acknowledge them.

In the Studio: Production of Male Dancing 
Body Through Discipline and Training
I now proceed to my two ethnographic accounts: first, an account of how the dancing 
male body is produced in the studio through discipline and training, and second, an 
account of how the male dancing body is liberated offstage through an activity 
colloquially referred to as “carrying on.” These ethnographic accounts reveal a 
fundamental contradiction of the queer black male dancing body: the embrace and 
disavowal of the dominant white masculine ideal. Race and queerness function differently 
for white and black male bodies. White male bodies require no proof of legitimacy, 
whereas black bodies remain contested. On the one hand, the queer black male dancing 
body internalizes the oppressive masculine ideal, consciously or not, and gives these 
notions greater credibility by their performances onstage or in everyday life, often as a 
means of survival. On the other hand, the Ailey Gala dance floor reveals how the 
practices of the queer black male dancing body critique the oppressive white masculine 
ideal in alternative spaces where black gay men “carry on”—a phrase that can also be 
used, perhaps not coincidentally, to denote perseverance.

While taking classes at the AADF, my observations identified conventional depictions of 
masculinity, which include archetypal notions of strength, power, and athleticism, for 
which the Ailey brand is known. Among the dancers I observed, a strict conformity to 
these conventions was enforced, and deviations from it were reprimanded. By centering 
this first analysis on the studio, I show the reinforcement of traditional conceptions of 
masculinity within the Ailey school,  which has serious consequences for those men 
pursuing a career in dance. The AADF’s organizational culture consists of rules and 
expectations that circumscribe bodies and behaviors of black male dancers and the queer 
male dancing body; I regard the AADF as one of many places in which organizational 
culture regulates and approves which behaviors are acceptable for its workers.  I 
contend that organizational culture serves as the primary means of streamlining all 
endeavors and energies within AADF toward maintaining their products, which include 
the AAADT, Ailey II, the Ailey School, Ailey Arts in Education and Community Programs, 
and the Ailey Extension.
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A tension is observed between these individuals and the institution, as institutional 
spaces were seen to determine the embrace, disavowal, construction, and/or validation of 
certain forms of behavior. I consider this, as well as the implications of silencing, policing, 
and the resistance of the queer black male dancing body under these conditions. To make 
sense of the institutionalized discipline and training that take place in the studio, I draw 
on Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1977), in which he explains that the modern 
industrial age gave rise to the need for “docile bodies,” which are made docile through 
discipline. This discipline is embodied in institutions, such as factories and schools, and is 
implemented through constant observation and gentle correction such that the bodies 
internalize the discipline.  The organizational culture represents another critical way in 
which masculinity is reinforced and reproduced.

This section considers four instances of branding the male dancing body at the AADF. In 
the first example, a key actor describes what she refers to disparagingly as male dancers 
“dancing like girls.”  For her, the failure to perform “masculinity” has direct 
consequences for men pursuing a professional dance career. The second example centers 
on an encounter between pre-professional male dancers and their instructor in a men’s 
ballet class. The instructor uses the class to reinforce the dominant masculine ideal. In 
the third example, I report a discussion between two key actors. Both describe the 
gradual transformation in one male dancer’s performance from decidedly “feminine” to 
“masculine” qualities; this conversation offers a glimpse into the conditioning process by 
which the conventional male dancing body is produced. The final example is of a pre-
professional dancer who resists the norms of classical ballet.

Example 1: “They won’t get hired if they swish.”

A key actor, Deborah, who has been with the Ailey organization for many years and with 
whom I often engaged in conversations, stated “They won’t get hired if they swish.” Her 
comment, along with that by another key actor, criticized male dancers as “men dancing 
like girls.” This phrase gained a particular currency during my fieldwork. She later added 
that “men should be men” onstage. In this context, “swish” and “men dancing like girls” 
connote a negative stereotype directed toward an effeminate gay man; this derogatory 
language can refer to gestures, movements, or behaviors that are construed as 
flamboyant (e.g., sashaying or broken wrist). In effect, both phrases are associated with 
the demonstrably queer body.

My numerous exchanges with Deborah occurred in a variety of spaces, including the 
office, the dance library, and a break space outside of the building, which afforded us the 
ability to speak relatively freely and without feeling we would be overheard. Deborah’s 
remarks illustrate the career consequences for a dancer whose male body fails to perform 
traditional (heterosexual) masculinity. The significance of “swish” as a criticism is that it 
collapses effeminacy with homosexuality and deems both to be indicators of unacceptable 
gender performance in concert dance.
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This finding suggests a successful policing of the male body, via implicit homophobia, on 
the part of the institution.  In fact, based on my observations taking men’s ballet and 
Horton technique classes, I saw little evidence of swishing. The persistently negative 
perception of male dancers who “swish” or “dance like girls” reflects the anxiety 
surrounding male dancers who defy gender norms. Male dancers who resist gender 
norms may have difficulty finding employment as professional dancers.  This 
performance of masculinity enacts a certain kind of erasure.

Example 2: “Is this not a men’s class?”

In a men’s ballet class, the instructor asked us to perform a jump called double tours en 
l’air, which should begin and end in the same position and requires two revolutions in the 
air with feet in fifth position (the straightened legs appear as one). Observing our 
performance of the exercise, the instructor chided us by asking, “Is this not a men’s 
class?” This chiding reflected his frustration with our underwhelming execution of the 
double tours en l’air. The exercise requires great skill, power, and precision without 
stumbling on a controlled fifth-position finish. The class largely failed the last 
requirement. The instructor’s comment reflects the expectation that male ballet dancers 
will conform to and must perform the accepted standard. But even more, the weight of 
his words implied, it was not just the failure of our execution, but an equivalent failure as 
men.

The statement is also important on multiple levels, particularly for a ballet class. Ballet, 
more than modern dance technique, constructs the male body to fit a traditional mold and 
its conventions.  The focus on jumps, leaps, and turns emphasizes ballet’s inherited 
customs and societal conventions; these conventions are enforced and disciplined. The 
sense of achievement and pride gained by performing difficult combinations and 
executing them assures the dancer that he has attained a certain level of mastery of 
“masculinity.” Though this structure exists in other forms of dance, it is most pronounced 
in ballet.

Example 3: “Cleaning up” from feminine to masculine.

On other occasions my interaction with key actors Deborah and Carl focused on one male 
dancer in particular. Both observed how his dancing body changed over time, from “very 
feminine” when he began at Ailey to ultimately “masculine” after he worked on his 
technique. They said his performance of masculinity was largely achieved by his brilliant 
virtuosity. Both described his gradual change as a process of “cleaning up.”

What fascinates me about this story is the idea that masculinity is, in fact, constructed 
and is, in fact, learned. This key moment speaks to the process of unlearning and learning 
skills or behaviors in order to fit the Ailey brand. The episode demonstrates the 
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adaptability of the body. Masculinity can therefore be considered malleable, depending on 
context and purpose: through conditioning, whatever “needs cleaning up” can be 
changed to suit the purposes of the instructor, choreographer, and company.

Example 4: Is there such thing as “masculine” movement?

In 2008 I conducted an interview with John, a pre-professional dancer. He described his 
individual experience with a model of authoritative pedagogy—and his resistance to it—
which embodies freedom of movement.

I asked John to demonstrate a “masculine” movement or gesture. It took him awhile to 
respond to my question. It was clear from the length of time it took him to respond that it 
was something to which he had not really given much thought. After a brief period of time 
he said, “Wow,” then he eventually stated:

I don’t actually think there’s a move that’s defined as masculine unless you are 
talking about double tours and rivoltades and things like that that only men do, 
but women can do, they just don’t. I can always take it back to that whole brisé 
volé thing. I guess the way they want you to do it, like I said stiff arms 
[demonstrated the arms]. Not stiff arms. To me, they’re stiff arms. I should stop 
saying that cause that’s not what they are. But to me they’re stiff arms.

John then demonstrated the placement of the arms when performing the jump called 

brisé vole; although he only showed the arms, the feet are characterized by a diagonal 
outstretched leg with an inclined torso leaning toward the front leg. The arms are in 
fourth position, with one arm placed in second position side while the other is curved 
frontward. He revealed how the exercise is traditionally taught and performed to male 
dancers. In contrast to the “correct” execution, John provided his alternative. In his 
version, rather than solidly holding the fourth position, he introduced more fluidity and 
breath into the arms.

Observing the juxtaposition of the two versions of brisé vole illuminated several things. 
First, it was a clear example of how the construction of the male dancing body in 
American contemporary dance occurs. Second, it showed the agency of the individual 
dancer to interpret and challenge conventions. The resistance to the established norms of 
ballet’s whiteness demonstrates the tension between dominant masculinity and 
marginalized black queer masculinity. Third, it served as a metaphor for rigid notions of 
gender performance. To the spectator, what appears natural requires much repetition.

Training the male dancing body over time substantially conditions its appearance and 
reveals the blurred distinction between the performance of (heterosexual) masculinity 
and the assumption of a “gay” male dancing body. Furthermore, John’s agency reveals a 
contrarian view toward accepted ballet tradition and the execution of the brisé volé. 
Moreover, his statement about rivoltades offers further evidence to support classical 
ballet’s gendered repertoire. Finally, the example not only illustrates the rigidity and 
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conformity required of the male dancing body, but it also demonstrates John’s ability to 
question convention and its “correctness” and what the freedom to change that 
movement means. Hence, John’s awareness and actions both show a physically and 
metaphorically flexible approach to gender performance. For purposes of this article, the 
studio practices of the AADF reveal the locus of power at branding the male dancing body 
for which Alvin Ailey is internationally recognized. The daily practice, discipline, and 
repetition show how traditional heterosexual masculinity is reinforced for the main stage 
and yet how individual interpretative responses to gender performance can be resisted.

Offstage at the 2009 Spring Gala: Embodied 
Resistance of the Male Dancing Body Through 
“Carrying On”
In the preceding section, the dance studio provided a key site for observing the queer 
black male dancing body. Taken out of the studio and the officially sanctioned 
performance site of the proscenium stage, the body carries potential for different 
expressions. This section examines a space of liberation from the strictures of studio and 
stage, where black male dancers can perform gender in unconventional or 
nonconforming ways. “Unofficial” spaces display the queer black male dancing body in 
resistance to governing structures that regulate the body. The observations of black male 
dancers suggest the liberatory potential of queer spaces for black bodies. I use the term 
“queer space” to denote a suspension of authority, class distinctions, and time itself, 
rather like Bakhtin’s conceptions of carnival and the carnivalesque. Sociologists 
Michaeline Crichlow and Piers Armstrong describe the carnival “as twilight zone of 
possibility; a repressed sovereign popular will in opposition to conventional authority; 
[and] the inversion of the usual totemic and taboo status of certain social state stations 
and ethnic profiles.”  Considered as a carnivalesque event, the Ailey Gala functions as a 
queer space in which disciplinary restrictions and boundaries can temporarily be 
suspended.

A key event for my observation was the collective experience of black male dancers on 
the dance floor at the Ailey Gala. Held at the Apollo Theater, the 2009 Ailey Gala brings 
all levels of the AADF—including the AAADT, Ailey II, the pre-professional division, and 
the junior company—together to perform onstage.  Following the show, invited guests 
and other celebrants join for an after-party at which the artistic and political elites 
celebrate the company’s ongoing growth and success. The dancers captured the 
grandeur of the moment and evoked it in their dancing bodies. Conversations held 
between dancers, spoken and gestural; tipping and tilting heads; waving of hands and 
flexing wrists in the air; and shimmying torsos all demonstrated the overstepped 
boundaries for the conventional black male dancing body. The confidence and power 
projected by these queer black male dancing bodies marked the gala as a third space of 
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recreation and within a queer lifeworld: they demarcated the space and owned it—
temporarily.  Dance theorist Fiona Buckland argues that third spaces operate 
simultaneously, and even challenge the assumptions of boundaries, within the 
conventional parameters of the gala that defined normative behaviors of the respectable 
bourgeois body.

The young crowd at the party consisted mainly of the young pre-professional dancers. 
Although the dancers varied in racial and ethnic makeup, the spirit of the space could still 
best be described as queer—though admittedly not all readings that occur in this section 
are of the queer black male dancing body. Most of the action on the dance floor was 
composed of the younger pre-professional male students. It was here that the queer 
lifeworld existed most. These dancers exhibited freedom with their bodies as they took 
the dance floor. One by one, in duets, and in groups, the dancers occupied the space as 
they would at any nightclub. This queer space allowed them to let their guards down and 
reveal a side of themselves usually sanctioned against during the formal training process 
that occurs in the dance studio, the professional environment of the rehearsal space, and 
the proscenium stage.  These dancers brought all of their expertise and knowledge—
including their formal training—to the floor, displaying mastery of their bodies and 
eliciting commentary from those gathered around.

In dancer’s parlance, as well as black gay male vernacular, those on the dance floor 
engaged in “carrying on”—an activity characterized by a carefree attitude to life, 
abandonment of social conventions, and a critique of normative behaviors. “Carrying on” 
can occur in any space, but most often occurs in private spaces and gay spaces without 
the heterosexist and homophobic gaze of larger society. The male dancers lived for the 
moment to vogue, cut up, and dance with each other by parodying, mimicking, giving 
face, and runway-walking. Indeed, the space opened up for the pre-professional male 
dancers—or rather, they opened up the space in order to consider other possibilities of 
selfhood and expression. They released, had fun, and presented the body in a way that is 
not expected (or allowed from them). The bodies in close proximity to each other, the 
conversation between mannerisms of the hands, and the sashaying all relayed a shared 
intimacy between the men and women gathered. The queer black male dancing body 
marginalized in other spaces now occupied center stage. Here the body let its guard 
down, showed off, and upstaged others. “Carrying on” speaks to the ways certain black 
gay men manufacture identities in order to survive in hostile environments that critique 
or even parody certain conventions about the body, including mannerisms, expressions, 
and both physical and verbal gestures. Fittingly, the phrase “carrying on” can also refer 
to “persevering.”

One remarkable aspect of this queer space among the dancers was the open flaunting of 
gay sexuality and its staging on the dance floor in close proximity to the establishment 
elite.  Notably, the spring Ailey Gala draws some of the most powerful and influential 
people together for a night of celebration.  This juxtaposition of the most powerful 
against some of the most marginalized makes it worthy of further analysis. This moment 
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reveals a powerful irony in which the elite decide on what is acceptable in one space and 
unacceptable in another. Flaunting gay sexuality and “carrying on” is not characteristic of 
the Ailey brand.

As the dance circle opened up, I and others gathered around the dancers, who took to the 
dance floor to battle. For the most part, the dancers vogued to R & B and house music. 
Access to wealth, power, and privilege often eludes the grasp of those pursuing a career 
in dance. Hobnobbing with the connected and powerful offers a chance to change their 
access to wealth and the prestige it brings—or at least provides the illusion of doing so. 
Examining the proximity of these classed bodies significantly shows how the queer black 
male dancing body performs outside the boundaries where “proper” conduct is expected.

When removed from the proscenium stage, black male dancers use their bodies to 
declare their agency and voice. “Carrying on” embodies their resistance to erasure and 
silence. Those gathered around the dance floor marveled in delight. Their faces recorded 
pleasure, admiration, affirmation, and surprise. The Ailey Gala staged an opportunity for 
these bodies, otherwise chastised for not dancing “masculine” enough, to dance with all 
the panache, abandon, and verve they could. It is one of the few spaces, it seems, in 
which these bodies can contribute knowledge on the dance floor that is otherwise missing 
from dance classes and studio rehearsals. Moreover, the voguing gestures that read as 
gay disturb traditional performances of heterosexual masculinity. And thus, in this space, 
the policing of the queer black male dancing body meets the ultimate resistance to 
oppressive masculine ideals.

Through gestures and facial expressions, these performances stage the dancers’ personas 
in ways that are often masked or silenced. The personas on the dance floor evince 
comfort in voguing, prancing, and sashaying, which would be held in contempt in the 
studio or onstage. As such, their performances rebuff policing of the male dancing body 
despite the dancers’ knowledge of its relationship and performance to certain 
circumscribed spaces. The queer time and space of the Ailey Gala’s dance floor and the 
male dancing bodies that inhabited it revealed spaces that allowed for certain parts of 
dancers’ identities to be expressed without fear of being categorically denounced. Yet 
paradoxically, the dancers were in some respects onstage, for an audience watching with 
sheer pleasure and amusement.

One of the most poignant moments that night occurred between two members of the 
AAADT called Marcy and David. Marcy wore a pink silk chiffon dress and held a little 
clutch purse as she danced circles around those who were up for the challenge; her 
power and intensity brought the circle of those standing around to a heightened interest. 
The crowd cheered the salacious exchange between the dancers. In one striking moment 
of many, Marcy held her dress up high on her thighs (careful not to reveal too much) 
while maintaining a playfully intense focus on her partner. Her single determination was 
to outdance, upstage, and crucify her dance opponent. Marcy and David’s dynamism was 
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both tantalizing and fun, capturing the joyous energy of those in the circle and 
bystanders.

More important, the exchange revealed a temporary suspension of the formality found at 
the Joan Weill Center for Dance—a formality that recognizes a difference between office 
behavior and the informality allowed at an off-venue location. Neither dancer would 
normally engage in such behavior in the dance studio. Nevertheless, the suspension of 
time, space, and boundaries was evident that night. In actuality, the simultaneity of queer 
and “straight” time existed on the dance floor together. Discussing queer time, 
anthropologist Jafari Allen states:

Queer time for me is the dark nightclub, the perverse turn away … a theory of 
queerness as a way of being in the world and a critique of the careful social 
scripts that usher even the most queer among us through major markers of 
individual development and into normativity.

Without question, social scripts were turned on their head on the gala’s dance floor and 
through the audience’s response.

As the dance floor offered many opportunities for breaking boundaries, protocols, and 
hierarchical formalities, the policing of masculinity—normally constructed as being 
heterosexual and without signs of effeminacy or homosexuality—had no bearing on the 
queer male black dancing bodies on the gala’s dance floor.  The liberation of the male 
dancing body in this example shows what Jafari Allen calls the “courage to imagine a 
grace that would transcend stultifying hegemonies and abstractions that pretend to tell 
us who we are.”  Whereas the studio performances of masculinity can often go 
unquestioned, the offstage queer black male dancing body can be read as a “failed” 
performance of masculinity. This failure, under traditional standards, marks the gay, 
queer, or effeminate body as being incompatible with conventional masculinity. On these 
grounds, such bodies are marginalized—and yet the queer black male dancing bodies at 
the gala expressed a power different from that assumed during their studio 
presentations. The studio and offstage performances of masculinity reveal that diverse 
masculinities do in fact exist. The male dancing body on the gala dance floor greatly 
contrasts with—and even contradicts—the male dancing body in the studio: one was 
mainstream, the other an alternative space.

Conclusion
In this article I have considered the varied performances of the queer black male dancing 
body and its positioning within the institutional setting of the AADF. My ethnographic 
observations detail the production of the Ailey brand made within the studio. In one 
event, the male dancing body responds to methods of “cleaning up” from “very feminine” 
to “masculine.” Yet in another example, the male dancer defies the conventional mold of 
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ballet and exercises his agency to construct an alternative. These examples illustrate the 
tensions between dominant and marginalized definitions of masculinity, and their 
expression, within the studio setting. Outside the studio, the queer black male dancing 
body is seen contesting the rigid boundaries at the Ailey Gala—reveling in its expressive 
and liberatory potential. The gala, as a key event at which offstage performances occur, 
provides a clear contrast to the official branding of the Ailey organization. In either case, 
masculinity shows an adaptable relationship depending on the space. It defies 
conventions at the gala and yet embodies the ideal representation of black masculinity for 
the Ailey brand.

Black male dancers, and the gay men who experience the distance between the dominant 
masculine ideal and reality, make themselves perfect subjects for gender nonconformity 
and critiques of normativity. Their performances expose the illusion of gender 
performance as a stable construct. Yet these performances also attest to the punishment 
of those who fail to adapt to various situations. These men’s mockery of gender and their 
insight into its construction reveal that gender can be played with and be playful. Most 
distinctly, though, gay men’s ability to play with gender and its performance in society 
and culture, I argue, separates heterosexual and gay men’s different stakes and 
investments about masculinity. For many reasons, and due to heterosexual male privilege, 
heterosexual men rarely discuss gender privilege.  Heterosexual men tend to perceive 
the dominant masculine ideal as the measure of a “real” man and manhood. However, gay 
men’s “failed” masculinity shows a recognition of gender performance as fluid—and 
separate from one’s sexual identity.

As I have shown throughout this article, adaptability represents a core aspect of 
navigating on- and offstage performances of masculinity, as well as the performance of 
identity for gay male dancers. The ethnography underscores the power of the Ailey brand 
and its production of the male dancing body. These dancers embody dual tensions: one 
that exhibits the high premium accorded to the performance of heterosexual masculinity 
and another that shows their resistance to gender norms, homophobia, and the policing 
of masculinity. The persistence of the oppressive masculine ideal has devastating 
consequences for understanding the relationship of gender performance, power 
dynamics, and sexual identity. The existing norms of dominant masculinity and that 
masculinity’s fragility must be challenged. For Western theatrical dance, and institutions 
like the AADF, American contemporary dance continually lives out contradictory states in 
which black gay men are embraced and yet still disavowed.
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