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Approaching Glen Echo Park on the night of my first visit in October of 2011 (and, I’ll admit, on 

subsequent trips as well), I was filled with a nervous anticipation and overall sense of dread.  The anxiety 

over this event was derived from a number of concrete factors: fear that my inexperience with social 

dance forms would impair my ability to participate or cause me to be ostracized by the community; a 

recent break up that had left me wanting to avoid contact with most humans, especially those of the 

opposite sex; and a sense that I was being somehow voyeuristic, exposing the secrets of an unsuspecting 

community in weekly essays and a final report.  There was also the sense of fear that came from being a 

solo woman alone at night in a new place, especially one with such a dark and creepy parking lot as Glen 

Echo.  Normally, I am not the unreasonably frightened type; however, there was something about this 

legendary old former amusement park, tucked away off the highway, and the act of going there to 

dance with strangers, that made that old sense of fearlessness disappear. 

I was pleasantly surprised, therefore, by how quickly the nervousness was abated as soon as I 

walked through the doors of the Park’s Spanish Ballroom.  With its golden hardwood floors and warm 

color palate, the building itself felt as welcoming as most of the people who filled it regularly on Friday 

and Sunday nights.  The night’s chill was rushed away by a blast of warm air, damp with sweat, as I drew 

closer to the dance floor.  The attendants who greeted me in the lobby seemed excited by the idea of a 

newcomer and a first-time dancer, which eased some of my fears about feeling unwelcomed and 

voyeuristic.    

Over a period of five weeks, I made four additional visits to Glen Echo Park, alternating Friday 

and Sunday nights.  Two contra dance events are held weekly in the Spanish Ballroom of the Park, the 

Friday Night Dance, hosted by the Friday Night Dancers, and the Sunday Night Contra and Square Dance, 

hosted by the Folklore Society of Greater Washington. The Spanish Ballroom is a huge space, with a 
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spacious dance floor that was often filled near capacity on my visits. This was especially true during the 

Friday night events, which are claimed to be the largest dances on the East Coast.   

Overall, there is a distinctively hometown atmosphere to the event.  Week after week, the same 

hundred or so regulars come to dance and socialize, and they quickly recognized at least my face, and 

sometimes even remembered my name. Lining up in the Hands-Four position – the basic starting 

position for many contra dances, with two couples facing one another and holding hands – felt in some 

ways like coming home.  There was usually small talk and a polite exchange of pleasantries among the 

dancers in the circle. Adding to the hometown feeling is the conservative nature of the event: family 

friendly, with dancers ranging from preteens and sometime even younger to the mid-eighties; 

traditional in as far as gender roles and a sense of “old-fashioned” values, and patriarchal, with men 

taking the lead in many instances.   

Like in many hometowns, underneath the observable friendliness of the Hand-Four at Glen Echo 

Park lie hidden cliques. Some long time dancers form seemingly judgmental, critical circles, and more 

than one “advanced” partner seemed to patronize me as a new dancer.  Their condescending remarks 

continued well into the dance - “Go this way now, sweetie,” with a pat on the back or hip – even as I was 

already half to the point of reference to which they were directing me.  While such small remarks can 

hardly be noticed through observation of the dance alone, I found them difficult to ignore in the midst 

of the practice.  

Perhaps it is because of these attitudes that the younger dancers rebel against the dance 

standards of these elders, adding lifts, spins and “cool moves” to this seemingly simple dance forms.  

The dance event often seemed spatially divided by age group, with the most of the younger dancers (or 

at least those young at heart) in the lines on the left side of the room, and most of the older dancers on 
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the right.  There were exceptions to this, of course, especially on crowded nights.  I assumed at first that 

this had more to do with social circles than dance practices, until I partnered with men of both groups.  

In general, I had a different dance experience when dancing on the left than on the right sides of the 

room.  Dancing with the men on the right side of the room, felt like more of a pedestrian experience.  

The rhythm was more strictly adhered to, there was a sense of easy energy and free flow, and steps 

were performed at their most simplistic level.  With many of the dancers on the right, the rhythm was 

pushed, the energy was more exuberant, and extra spins or transition steps were added to the basic 

movement.  I concluded therefore that the spatial division of the space may actually be intentional or at 

least subconscious, so that those who practiced what I perceived to be the more pedestrian (dare I say 

traditional?) form of contra were separated from those who favored a wilder, less controlled dance 

practice. From what I was told by an experienced dance named Tom, at one time this subtle segregation 

of the dance floor was apparently much more glaring and could even get hostile in days gone by.  On 

one visit, I was told by one man named Tom that at one time, the lines were in fact rather explicitly 

divided by ability and experience, with only the most advanced dancers lined up in the middle and those 

deemed unqualified occasionally “kicked out” of their line. 

Adding to the hometown feeling of the contra dance events, was a sense of the prevalence of 

conservative values.  I realize that apply such a generalization to an entire group of people is risky and 

probably unfair, but there are several key factors which indicated to me that such values may be at play.  

Furthermore, I in no way mean to imply that that these factors or traits apply only to those who identify 

as conservative, but that word came to mind when reflecting on the actions, appearances and attitudes 

of the majority majority of the people present at the events I attended.   First, no alcohol is allowed at 

the dance event, and none of the dancers I witnessed outwardly appeared to arrive under the influence 

of any substance, in spite of the popular association of social dancing and alcohol in contemporary 
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American culture. Secondly, I felt that the overall atmosphere to be welcoming and polite; “family-

friendly” is a word that comes directly to mind, and in fact there often were a few children as young as 

eight or ten.  I rarely, if ever, heard profanity or sexual innuendo being used by the participants or 

facilitators of the event.  In fact, there seems to be an overall denial of the inherent sexuality of the act 

of partner dancing - two bodies moving together in close contact.  Only once did I have a partner who 

acted in a way I considered to be overtly sexual.  In general, I see this denial of sexuality to be another 

aspect of the conservative, and the patriarchal, natures of the dance event.  The man may “accidently” 

graze a woman’s breast or press his genitals close to hers, but because the dance is not supposed to be 

sexual in nature, these moments go unnoticed, or at least un-spoken of.  Between the traditional 

inability of the woman to refuse a dance and the silencing of the sexual moments within the dance, I 

could have easily felt as though I was being taken advantage of, and wonder if other female participants 

would feel the same.  

The clothing choice of the participants could also indicate the conservative values fostered at 

the Glen Echo contra dance events.  While a few participants choose to wear unconventional clothing; 

the majority are clad very conservatively.  Especially among the “regulars” at these dance events, a 

certain dress code seems to be in effect.  Most of the women wear tea-length skirts made of a 

lightweight, fluid fabric, with a conservative blouse, light sweater, or tee-shirt.  The men generally fall 

into two categories: the jeans (or shorts) and tee-shirts fellows and the dress pants and polo shirts or 

button-ups group.  Of course, there are some exceptions: one or two men who dress in long flowing 

skirts like the women, women who wear jeans, and both men and women in tie-dye shirts and matching 

headbands.  During the course of my visits, the exceptions to the conservative dress have been rare, but 

are of particular note in that I think they may be representative of a larger contra dance culture outside 

of Glen Echo Park.  It also leads me to ask: Is the conservative aspect of the event a sign of another 
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“hidden” clique? I felt as though I could slips into the ranks of the majority at the dance event.  I, too, 

tended to wear neutral colors, high necklines, and sleeves, not wanting to draw too much attention to 

myself (although I know my slim cut jeans and sneakers may have given me away). How would I have 

been treated if I arrived in a short dress, high boots, and skull and crossbones around my neck? Is the 

welcoming, hometown vibe extended to all people or only those most “like” the conservative-appearing 

majority? 

I believe that this air of conservative values could be related to the patriarchal feeling that I 

experienced at the Glen Echo Park Contra Dance Events.  Much as the idea of the “hidden cliques”, this 

patriarchal nature is also not overtly recognizable through casual observation. In fact, I would argue that 

it is not until I participated a few times in the dance event that the phenomenon was even noticeable.  It 

was only after further reflexivity after the site visits that I could fully realize and name the phenomenon.  

On the surface, the dance appears almost gender-neutral, but I personally felt a sense of helplessness in 

the female role that left me ill at ease.     

Unlike some dance forms in which women are clearly manipulated by the male through a series 

of fast turns or explosive lifts, the contra dance movement palate at first glance looks to be one that 

promotes a sense of gender equality.  Both men and women perform the same basic steps, with few 

stylistic differences.   

Once inside the Hands-Four, however, I felt an obvious sense of domination by the majority of my male 

partners. To begin, in my experience it is the male who decides the amount and type of bodily contact 

that will be maintained throughout the dance.  The nature of the dance requires couples to enter into 

their partner’s intimate space, as defined by Edward T. Hall’s study of proxemics, but there was still 

variety within this close contact relationship.  Some men kept the woman at a further distance in the 
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swing, with almost no body contact between them except for their left hands on her waist and his 

shoulder and right hands joined to the side.  Other men drew the women closer, so that the left sides of 

their torsos and even hips came into contact as they swung.   

 It is also the man who controls the speed of the swings (a type of turn) within the rhythmic 

structure provided by the music: Will we fit one rotation in the eight-count measure provide? Two or 

Three? Will we end on count six to have time to prepare for the next movement or push up to and 

sometimes through the “eight-and-a-“?  I found that being pushed for more rotations and dancing 

through the eight count generally created a much more pleasurable dance experience.  Those partners 

that “played it safe” by rotating less and stopping the swing early sometimes left me feeling lost within 

the dance.  When I had too much time to think, I usually became disconnected from the flow of the 

dance.  However, when I had little to no chance to stop and think, I found myself flowing from one 

movement to the next easily.  Despite my preference, I felt as though the decision was very much out of 

my control.   

Almost every male partner with whom I danced seemed to exert this sense of control, leaving 

no room for the female to be involved in the decision making process.  I recall here a quote from a man 

named Chuck. “Don’t apologize if something goes wrong – you’ll make your partner feel bad, because it 

was probably his fault.”  While initially I believed this statement at the time to be a light-hearted remark 

meant to break the ice between us as we lined up for our first dance together, I am struck now by two 

particular aspects of it.  The more obvious is the idea that “It was probably his fault”, which indicates 

that the man is indeed responsible for the action of the dance.  The second is the notion that the woman 

should not make her partner feel bad.  Of course, it would be impolite and unkind to criticize someone 

for their dancing.  However, the implication that the woman should not acknowledge a mistake (be it on 

her part or on the part of her partner) exasperated my personal feeling of female helplessness.  I felt as 
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though I was being told to be sensitive to my partner’s feelings at the expense of my own, and that has 

really begun to bother me as I consider the weight of this simple statement.   

I should note here that I did not often deliberately try to “take over” the dance.  While this is 

probably due in part to the nature of my personality (not wanting to ruffle too many feathers in an 

unfamiliar environment), I do think it is also related to the nature of the dance culture.  On the few 

times when I did try to show more control of the dance, it was generally received with a sense of 

confusion, if not outright displeasure.  I can think of one memorable instance, with a novice dancer I’ll 

call Patrick.  Patrick seemed very good natured and sweet, and was actually a surprisingly adept dancer, 

considering it was only his second contra experience and he had no other dance experience. However, 

he had not yet caught onto the rhythm of the dance, and had an interesting habit of moving his torso 

from side to side during the swing.  It seemed to be preferred that the torso remains straight and 

immobile to allow for the centrifugal force needed to rotate efficiently.  In effort to help Patrick, I tried 

to work against the mobility of his torso by keeping mine exceptionally straight and applying increased 

pressure with my arms, against which he would have to work to move his upper body.  I also tried to 

keep us on the rhythm by paddling my feet on the beat through the swing and pulling out of it at the 

appropriate time. As previously mentioned, Patrick seemed to be a genuinely nice guy, and did not say 

anything about my subtle manipulations, but he seemed at times to be confused by them.  He was 

supposed to be leading me, not the other way around! I would have liked to talk to him about his 

technique and see what his reaction would be; however, he quickly moved to the next partner and I did 

not dance with him again during the night.  Perhaps this fact was the best indicator of his discomfort! 

While this idea of leadership by the male partner is certainly not uncommon in social dance, I 

want to reiterate here that what is most interesting to me is that this phenomenon is not glaringly 

apparent on simple observation of contra dance.  On the surface, it looks like a dance of relative 
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equality.  The man and woman generally perform the same movement vocabulary.  Each partner 

appears to hold his or her own weight; one partner does not lean on the other.  In general, the men do 

not lift the women or do much outwardly apparent manipulation of her movement.   It was not until I 

participated in the dance and reflected on this participation that I realized how powerless I felt in the 

female role.  

There are other aspects of the dance event culture that further indicate its patriarchal nature, 

but these are also shielded by an overall appearance of gender equality.  During the period over which I 

attended the Friday and Sunday night contra dances at Glen Echo Park, there were equal numbers of 

male and female callers and relatively equal numbers of male and female musicians.  The event is 

staffed by both male and female volunteers and attended most nights by an almost equal number of 

men and women, though on most nights it felt as though there were slightly more women.  It is in the 

interaction between these men and women, though, that the male dominance starts to become 

apparent once again.  

I had been told by one man that it was just as acceptable for women to ask men to dance as it 

was for men to ask the women.  However, in all of my visits to these dance events, I never once saw a 

woman ask a man for a dance.  Moreover, on my one attempt to ask a man to dance, I was turned down 

before the question had left my mouth!  I came to realize that perhaps such forwardness on the part of 

women was not as acceptable as I had been told.  Overall, there can be a sense of female helplessness in 

between dances.  Most of the women who had not danced the previous song stand in the back of the 

ballroom, waiting to be asked for this round.  Those women who had been dancing are either scooped 

up by a nearby male who asked them for the next one, or mill around the space until a new partner 

finds them.  Men sometimes also stand around shyly during this change of partners, but there is 

palpable sense that they are still actively looking for someone to ask, not waiting to be asked.  It is my 
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guess that any perceived shyness from these men comes from nervousness about finding a suitable 

woman in the crowd, rather than from the worry that she might refuse his offer. Such assurance could 

be based on one of the explicit rules of the dance is that it is impolite to refuse when asked to dance.  

This is such an important part of this particular event that it is listed among other rules on the webpages 

of both the Friday Night and Sunday evening dances.  It is also one of the few explicit rules that are 

followed consistently by the dance participants.    

Overall, my contra dance experience at Glen Echo Park was an enlightening one!  I learned a 

great deal about myself in the process.  During my visits and my self-reflection, I was pulled between a 

desire to fit in and a desire to be seen as an outsider.  I dressed just differently enough that it was clear I 

was not a regular, but not so differently that I drew too much unwanted attention to myself.  I tried to 

avoid small talk about my personal life, but was quick to admit I was there for a class project if pressed 

for details about my profession.  I was friendly with my partners and others around me, but spent many 

of the breaks (key social times) either out on the back porch or busy with note-taking.  I loved the event, 

but somehow did not want to be entirely part of it.  I am still grappling with the reasons for this 

dichotomy of feeling.  Is there something within the event that I do not want to be associated with (such 

as the sense of “female helpless and male dominance” detail above, maybe)? Or do I simply feel as 

though I were not yet fully accepted by the community, and choose to remain on the fringes for fear of 

rejection?  Perhaps I was turned off by the patriarchal nature of the event, the dreaded sense of female 

helplessness, while still at the same time loving the rush provided by the movement and music? 

Whatever the answers to these questions, mulling over the possible answers has been a rich experience; 

one for which I am grateful, even if I had to walk through the dimly lit parking lot to find it! 

 


