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Japanese Perceptions of Argentine Tango: 
Cultural and Gender Differences

Etsuko Toyoda
The University of Melbourne

Dance of Passion

In Argentina and Uruguay, the tango, the dance of passion, is a deep- 
rooted tradition, closely related to the history of the region, and main-

tained for decades by afi cionados. In October 2009, the tango (widely known 
as the Argentine tango) was recognized by the United Nations as part of the 
world’s intangible cultural heritage (UN News n. pag., par. 1). This study in-
vestigates gender and cultural differences in perceptions about the Argentine 
tango danced by the Japanese and Latin Americans (hereafter “Latinos”). 
While the dance cannot be separated from the music, my focus is the dance. 
In this article the term tango refers to the Argentine tango dance, unless 
otherwise specifi ed. The fi ndings of my study suggest that, despite the clear 
division of roles, the female and male dancers’ perceptions are very similar. 
On the other hand, despite the tango’s long history and popularity in Japan, 
there are signifi cant differences between the two cultural groups, the Japa-
nese and Latin Americans, in their perceptions of the tango.

Gender Settings

In the Argentine tango, the roles played by the male dancer and female 
dancer are distinct. The male invites a woman to dance, embraces her, and 
confi dently leads by listening to and interpreting the music, and improvis-
ing steps to suit (Takahashi 91). During the dance, the male dancer is also 
required to create a peaceful, protective, and enjoyable environment for his 
partner while navigating across the fl oor. The woman accepts (or ignores) 
the invitation and returns the embrace. She is calm but alert so as to sense 
the male dancer’s marca (this usually involves an indication of the direction 
of the next step, but may include the direction of rotation, pauses, stops, 
timing changes, change of axis, and even passage of control from male to 
female). She then makes appropriate responses (in three dimensions and 
time) to the marca.
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The gender roles in the tango are seen by Elshaw to refl ect Argentine 
cultural values such as machismo (manliness):

To be macho the Argentinean way is to be self confi dent, to be certain 
of where a man stands and where he is going. He is in charge, he is reli-
able and accepts responsibility. He cares for the well- being, safety and 
happiness of his woman. (Elshaw n. pag., par. 3)

Although the responsibilities of female dancers are fewer compared to their 
male partners, the female role is certainly not passive. Olszewski claims that 
the role women play in the tango is also a refl ection of the Argentine cul-
ture, of the strong social norms that differentiate roles according to gender 
(75). The woman/mother/housewife is in charge of domestic work, and 
the man supplies the income for the family’s maintenance (Jelin 193). While 
machismo is valued, a woman’s role in society is no less valued. For this rea-
son, tanguearas, or female tango dancers, are tough, assertive, creative, and 
autonomous, both in their dance and in their selection of partners (Olszewski 
75). Thus, the tango is often described as “four legs, two heads, and one 
heart.” Although the man and woman have different responsibilities, they 
dance as one, actively collaborating in the creation of an ephemeral dance 
experience (Olszewski 71).

Cultural Settings

Japan fi rst encountered the tango as part of elegant French- style ballroom 
dance in the 1920s (Savigliano 239). At that time, the tango was a dance of 
the elite (Gambarotta n. pag., par. 3). By the 1930s, middle- class Japanese 
had access to the British- style ballroom tango (Savigliano 240). Even dur-
ing World War II when almost all pleasure was banned, listening to tango 
music was possible (Savigliano 243). After the war, a circle of tango lovers 
organized regular gatherings to listen to tango music and, to a lesser extent, 
dance to it, by copying the Argentine dancers seen on fi lms (Miura 22). As 
far as the general public was concerned, the key to the dissemination of the 
tango was the stage show “Tango Argentino,” which opened in Paris in 1983 
(Goertzen and Azzi 68), toured the world, and created an Argentine tango 
boom in Europe, North America, and Japan in the late 1980s (Takahashi 23; 
Manus n. pag., par. 8). Today there are numerous classes and milongas, or 
dance parties, held in dance halls all over Japan.

Despite the long history, until the late 1980s most Japanese dancers did 
not have opportunities to see Latinos dance the tango live. When a pioneer 
tango instructor, Kobayashi, started to teach the tango in Japan after having 
studied it in Buenos Aires, people were initially very reluctant to embrace 
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their partners, since showing affection in public was considered to be embar-
rassing (n. pag., par. 13). Today, tango students learn the authentic Argen-
tine tango, including the display of passion and sensuality, from Argentine 
teachers who are visiting or living in Japan and/or Japanese teachers who 
were trained in Buenos Aires. They also have abundant opportunities to see 
performances by Argentine tango dancers and Japanese dancers who have 
learned the dance from Argentine maestros. Nevertheless, Takahashi (25) 
claims that many Japanese people dance the tango aesthetically but with-
out sentiment, attributing this tendency to the infl uence of Confucian eth-
ics according to which Japanese people do not openly show their emotions 
(Takahashi 99). Savigliano maintains that “when Japanese perform the Ar-
gentine tango, incorporating all the techniques of passion they have learned 
from Argentine performers, they still look Japanese” (248).

Contrary to the surface difference, some Japanese tango dancers empha-
size the kinship between the Japanese and Argentinean cultures by pointing 
out their common sentimental and melancholic nature (Savigliano 245), and 
many believe in a special compatibility between the national psyches of Japan 
and Argentina (Goertzen and Azzi 71).

Survey

This survey aims to identify gender and cultural differences between Latin 
Americans and Japanese in how they dance the tango. A web- based survey 
with one hundred tango- related key words is used to investigate perceptions 
of the dance.

Participants of the survey are volunteers who have responded to my on-
line invitation to tango dance schools and individual tango teachers in Ja-
pan and in Argentina and its neighboring countries, and to tango- related 
websites and relevant mailing lists. The fi nal participant group consists of 
seventy- three tango dancers, comprising, by gender, forty- two females, thirty 
males, and one unknown; and, by culture, thirty- nine Japanese and thirty- 
four Latinos.

Gender and culture are classifi ed according to responses to questions in 
the survey. In the gender question, survey respondents click on a point on a 
band with male or female at either end. For cultural identity, each participant 
chooses the culture most infl uential in their character development, since citi-
zenship, blood, language, or ethnicity alone can no longer determine one’s 
culture (Mouer 121). The target culture, against which the Japanese culture 
is compared, has been widened from the Argentine to the Latino culture 
for two reasons. Firstly, the tango has permeated Argentina, Uruguay, and 
neighboring countries, and secondly, the Latin American countries share 
relatively homogeneous values and behaviors despite their minor differences 
(Nakagawa 40).
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The survey is web- based, it being a time-  and cost- effi cient method when 
participants are in various parts of the world, and is in two languages, Japa-
nese and Spanish, from which participants can choose. Translations of the 
words have been checked by one Japanese native speaker with some knowl-
edge of Spanish, one Spanish native speaker, and one Japanese- Spanish bilin-
gual speaker.

The survey uses 100 words selected from an initial pool of 172 words 
appearing in books and journal articles in the fi elds of tango dancing, Ar-
gentine culture, and Japanese culture. The list of words has been reduced to 
one hundred by removing less frequently appearing words in order to avoid 
possible fatigue effects.

The fi rst section of the survey has some questions designed to obtain 
background information about the participants. The second half has one 
hundred words displayed one at a time in random order (in order to avoid 
any presentation sequence effect). The participants are required to judge 
how much each word is important to their tango, in the range of unimpor-
tant to very important (0–5). While there is no time limit imposed, the aim is 
for judgments to be based on intuition (without deep thought); the sugges-
tion being that each word should take no more than six seconds, so that the 
survey can be completed in about ten minutes.

The participants’ responses are automatically recorded on the web server. 
The data set includes only valid responses (i.e., all one hundred words com-
pleted). Any individual’s responses where the rating of importance is con-
stant across many contiguous words are not included in the fi nal data set, as 
they could be ill- considered responses.

To compare the differences between female and male groups, and be-
tween Japanese and Latino groups, independent t- tests are conducted. 
P- value is set at 0.05. After the statistical analysis of the results of the survey, 
the fi ndings are interpreted and explained, fi rstly within each aspect of the 
fi ndings and secondly within the spectrum of discourse theory.

Results of the One- Hundred- Word Survey

The breakdown of the participants is shown in the following tables (tables 1 
and 2).

Both the gender groups (i.e., Japanese and Latino males and Japanese 
and Latino females) rate the following words as important (M � 4): Aesthetic, 
Authentic, Connective, Creative, Emotional, Emotionally Touching, Harmony, 
Inspiring, Intuitive, Passionate, Pleasurable, Respectful, Satisfaction (see table 
3). A signifi cant gender difference is found in one word only: Inspiring. The 
male group rates this word signifi cantly more highly than does the female 
group (Female M � 4.1, SD � 0.92; Male M � 4.5, SD � 0.68; conditions 
t(70) � 1.99, p � 0.05).
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The female group rates the words Comfortable, Integrated, Responsive, 
and Trusting highly as well. Although the means of the male group for these 
words are lower than those of the female group, the differences are not sig-
nifi cant (see table 4).

The words chosen by the male group as important to the tango are 
Confi dence, Enchanting, Intimate, Liberated, Loving, Natural, Relaxing, Ro-
mantic, Sensual and Sincere. Although the means of the female group for 
these words are slightly lower, there are no signifi cant differences between 
the two gender groups except for the words Liberated and Romantic (see 
table 5). In these two words, the means of the male group are signifi cantly 
higher than those of the female group (Liberated: Female M � 3.3, SD 1.33; 
Male M � 4.1, SD � 1.00; conditions t(70) � 2.92, p � 0.05); Romantic: 

Table 1: Participant Summary, Female and Male Groups

Female group (n � 42) Male group (n � 30)

Culture Japanese
Latino

27 (64%)
15 (36%)

Japanese
Latino

11 (37%)
19 (63%)

Age 40 or younger
41 or older

25 (60%)
16 (38%)

40 or younger
41 or older

11 (37%)
19 (63%)

Occupation
(top 3)

Dance
Arts
Business
Education
Health

11 (26%)
6 (14%)
4 (10%)
4 (10%)
4 (10%)

Dance
Architecture
Business
Info technology

11 (37%)
4 (13%)
3 (10%)
3 (10%)

Tango Experience 10 yrs or more
Less than 10 yrs

14 (33%)
28 (67%)

10 yrs or more
Less than 10 yrs

13 (43%)
16 (53%)

Tango Frequency Almost everyday
Less

12 (29%)
30 (71%)

Almost everyday
Less

15 (50%)
14 (47%)

Reasons for tango
(top 3)

Love dancing
Love tango music
Want to improve

29 (69%)
29 (69%)
23 (55%)

Love tango music
Love dancing
Want to improve

22 (73%)
16 (53%)
12 (40%)

Occupation
Architecture � Architecture/Building/Landscape
Arts � Arts/Design/Entertainment/Mass communication
Business � Business management /Admin. Services
Dance � Dancer/Dance education
Education � Education/Training/Child development
Health � Health/Medicine
Info technology � Information technology
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Female M � 3.6, SD � 1.17; Male M � 4.2, SD � 1.00; conditions t(70) 
� 2.39, p � 0.05).

For the cultural groups (Japanese and Latino), the words that are re-
garded as important (M � 4) by both are Authentic, Connective, Creative, 
Emotional, Harmony, Inspiring, Intimate, Intuitive, Passionate, Pleasurable, 
Respectful, and Satisfaction (see table 6). There are no signifi cant differences 
in the means of all these words.

There are many more words that the Japanese participants judge as im-
portant (M � 4): Adaptive, Aesthetic, Alert, Comfortable, Emotionally Touch-
ing, Enchanting, Euphoric, Feminine, Individualistic, Integrated, Loving, 
Natural, Relationship, Romantic, Sophisticated, Spiritual, and Trusting. Sig-
nifi cant cultural differences are found in some of these words (see table 7). 

Table 2: Participant Summary, Japanese and Latino Groups

Japanese group (n � 39) Latino group (n � 34)

Gender Female
Male

27 (69%)
11 (28%)

Female
Male

14 (41%)
20 (59%)

Age 40 or younger
41 or older

18 (46%)
20 (51%)

40 or younger
41 or older

18 (53%)
16 (47%)

Occupation
(top 3)

Dance
Health
Business
Economics
Education
Info technology

10 (26%)
4 (10%)
3 (8%)
3 (8%)
3 (8%)
3 (8%)

Dance
Art
Business

12 (35%)
5 (15%)
4 (12%)

Tango Experience 10 yrs or more
Less than 10 yrs

10 (26%)
28 (72%)

10 yrs or more
Less than 10 yrs

18 (53%)
16 (47%)

Tango Frequency Everyday/Almost
Less

12 (31%)
26 (67%)

Everyday/Almost
Less

15 (44%)
19 (56%)

Reasons for tango
(top 3)

Tango Music
Love dancing
Want to improve

30 (77%)
24 (62%)
23 (59%)

Love dancing
Tango Music
Want to improve

22 (65%)
21 (62%)
12 (35%)

Arts � Arts/Design/Entertainment/Mass communication
Business � Business management /Admin. Services
Dance � Dancer/Dance education
Economics � Economics/Finance
Education � Education/Training/Child development
Health � Health/Medicine
Info technology � Information technology



Table 3: Words Chosen as Important to Their Tango by Both 
Female and Male Groups (Mean Rate 4 or Above)

Female (n � 42) Male (n � 30)

Words Mean SD Mean SD Sig. Diff.

Aesthetic 4.0 1.13 4.3 0.91 No

Authentic 4.0 1.46 4.5 0.78 No

Connective 4.3 0.94 4.1 1.06 No

Creative 4.3 0.95 4.2 1.01 No

Emotional 4.1 1.02 4.0 1.00 No

Emotionally touching 4.1 1.21 4.1 1.07 No

Harmony 4.2 1.02 4.3 0.79 No

Inspiring 4.1 0.92 4.5 0.68 t(70) � 1.99 

Intuitive 4.1 1.08 4.1 1.20 No

Passionate 4.2 0.88 4.4 0.82 No

Pleasurable 4.3 0.94 4.1 1.28 No

Respectful 4.2 1.21 4.4 1.13 No

Satisfaction 4.2 0.90 4.4 0.86 No

Table 4: Words Chosen as Important to Their Tango by Female Group Only

Female (n � 42) Male (n � 30)

Words Mean SD Mean SD Sig. Diff.

Comfortable 4.1 1.32 3.9 1.73 No

Integrated 4.0 1.24 3.9 1.22 No

Responsive 4.0 1.17 3.6 1.57 No

Trusting 4.1 1.23 3.9 1.46 No



Table 5: Words Chosen as Important to Their Tango by Male Group Only

Female (n � 42) Male (n � 30)

Words Mean SD Mean SD Sig. Diff.

Confi dence 3.8 1.24 4.0 1.15 No

Enchanting 3.9 1.25 4.1 1.29 No

Intimate 3.9 1.03 4.3 0.84 No

Liberated 3.3 1.33 4.1 1.00 t(70) � 2.92

Loving 3.7 1.33 4.1 1.14 No

Natural 3.8 1.25 4.3 1.05 No

Relaxing 3.8 1.21 4.1 1.14 No

Romantic 3.6 1.17 4.2 1.00 t(70) � 2.39

Sensual 3.6 1.27 4.2 1.05 No

Sincere 3.6 1.45 4.1 1.29 No

Table 6: Words Chosen as Important to Their Tango 
by Both Japanese and Latino Groups

Japanese (n � 39) Latino (n � 34)

Words Mean SD Mean SD Sig. Diff.

Authentic 4.0 1.31 4.4 1.11 No

Connective 4.1 0.95 4.2 1.05 No

Creative 4.3 0.90 4.2 1.05 No

Emotional 4.1 0.90 4.0 1.11 No

Harmony 4.2 0.96 4.2 0.91 No

Inspiring 4.4 0.75 4.1 0.92 No

Intimate 4.0 0.97 4.2 0.98 No

Intuitive 4.1 1.09 4.0 1.18 No

Passionate 4.3 0.81 4.3 0.93 No

Pleasurable 4.3 0.87 4.1 1.29 No

Respectful 4.4 0.90 4.1 1.41 No

Satisfaction 4.2 0.90 4.3 0.88 No



Table 7: Words Chosen as Important to Their Tango by Japanese Group Only

Japanese (n � 39) Latino (n � 34)

Words Mean SD Mean SD Sig. Diff.

Adaptive 4.0 0.95 3.5 1.64 No

Aesthetic 4.2 0.84 3.9 1.23 No

Alert 4.1 1.00 2.7 1.73 t(71) � 4.29

Comfortable 4.4 0.87 3.5 1.90 t(71) � 2.45

Emotionally touching 4.3 0.77 3.8 1.42 No

Enchanting 4.3 0.90 3.5 1.46 t(71) � 2.87

Euphoric 4.1 0.80 3.2 1.65 t(71) � 3.29

Feminine 4.1 1.10 3.2 1.84 t(71) � 2.57

Individualistic 4.1 0.97 1.2 1.20 t(71) � 11.41

Integrated 4.3 0.97 3.6 1.40 t(71) � 2.40

Loving 4.4 0.81 3.2 1.42 t(71) � 4.23

Natural 4.1 1.06 3.9 1.31 No

Relationship 4.3 0.94 3.7 1.56 t(71) � 2.06

Romantic 4.1 0.90 3.5 1.31 t(71) � 2.11

Sophisticated 4.2 0.77 3.0 1.49 t(71) � 4.54

Spiritual 4.2 0.88 3.5 1.60 t(71) � 2.20

Trusting 4.3 0.96 3.6 1.56 t(71) � 2.50

Table 8: Words Chosen as Important to Their Tango by Latino Group Only

Japanese (n � 39) Latino (n � 34)

Words Mean SD Mean SD Sig. Diff.

Confi dent 3.6 1.25 4.2 1.04 t(71) � 2.36

Sensual 3.7 1.10 4.1 1.28 No
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The following words are regarded by the Japanese group as signifi cantly more 
important than by the Latino group: Alert (Japanese M � 4.1, SD � 1.00; 
Latino M � 2.7, SD � 1.73; conditions t(71) � 4.29, p � 0.05); Comfort-
able (Japanese M � 4.4, SD � 0.87; Latino M � 3.5, SD � 1.90; condi-
tions t(71) � 2.45, p � 0.05); Enchanting (Japanese M � 4.3, SD � 0.90; 
Latino M � 3.5, SD � 1.46; conditions t(71) � 2.87, p � 0.05); Euphoric 
(Japanese M � 4.1, SD � 0.80; Latino M � 3.2, SD � 1.65; conditions 
t(71) � 3.29, p � 0.05); Feminine (Japanese M � 4.1, SD � 1.10; Latino 
M � 3.2, SD � 1.84; conditions t(71) � 2.57, p � 0.05); Individualistic 
(Japanese M � 4.1, SD � 0.97; Latino M � 1.2, SD � 1.20; conditions 
t(71) � 11.41, p � 0.05); Integrated (Japanese M � 4.3, SD � 0.97; Latino 
M � 3.6, SD � 1.40; conditions t(71) � 2.40, p � 0.05); Loving (Japanese 
M � 4.4, SD � 0.81; Latino M � 3.2, SD � 1.42; conditions t(71) � 4.23, 
p � 0.05); Relationship (Japanese M � 4.3, SD � 0.94; Latino M � 3.7, 
SD � 1.56; conditions t(71) � 2.06, p � 0.05); Romantic (Japanese M � 
4.1, SD � 0.90; Latino M � 3.5, SD � 1.31; conditions t(71) � 2.11, p � 
0.05); Sophisticated (Japanese M � 4.2, SD � 0.77; Latino M � 3.0, SD � 
1.49, conditions t(71) � 4.54, p � 0.05), Spiritual (Japanese M � 4.2, SD 
� 0.88; Latino M � 3.5, SD � 1.60; conditions t(71) � 2.20, p � 0.05); 
Trusting (Japanese M � 4.3, SD � 0.96; Latino M � 3.6, SD � 1.56; condi-
tions t(71) � 2.50, p � 0.05).

On the other hand, only two words are regarded as important by the 
Latin group (M � 4) but not by the Japanese group (M � 4): Confi dent and 
Sensual (see table 8). The difference is signifi cant for Confi dent (Japanese M 
� 3.6, SD � 1.25; Latino M � 4.2, SD � 1.04; conditions t(71) � 2.36, p 
� 0.05), but not for Sensual.

Interpretation

As the well- known expression goes, “It takes two to tango.” The tango re-
quires two partners, in the normal case a man and a woman. However, the 
roles they take in dancing are distinct. The man needs to interpret the music 
and improvise the dance (Takahashi 91). He has to lead the dance fl awlessly 
while navigating across a crowded dance fl oor (Elshaw n. pag., par. 9). The 
woman usually closes her eyes, feels the music and the lead, and moves ac-
cordingly (Takahashi 91; see Chang n. pag., par. 7 for a personal account).

Despite the division of roles, the female and male dancers’ responses to 
the survey are very similar. Signifi cant gender differences are found in only 
three words, as is explained below.

While both males and females judge the word Inspiring as very impor-
tant, the male dancers rate it signifi cantly more highly than do female danc-
ers. It appears that the Argentine tango inspires both men and women, but 
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the impact is greater on men. There is a plausible reason why male dancers 
feel more deeply inspired. In dancing the tango, the partners dance without 
predefi ned choreography (Takahashi 91). The music inspires the male dancer 
(Elshaw n. pag., par. 9), and the music and the marca (indicating the direc-
tion of the next step) inspire the woman, and together they create a dance 
(Olszewski 69), which may be a very inspiring experience for both parties. 
However, while the woman can easily be oblivious to everything but the 
dance, the man has to be attentive not only to his dance and his partner but 
also to other people dancing around him (Elshaw n. pag., par. 9). Given this 
“multitasking” and the responsibility of leading, it is not surprising that male 
dancers fi nd the successful dancing of the tango highly inspiring.

The two words which male dancers judge to be signifi cantly more impor-
tant than do female dancers are Liberated and Romantic. The female dancers 
do not regard the concepts represented by these words as very important. On 
the surface, the results may seem counterintuitive. In fundamentally male- 
dominated countries such as Japan and Argentina (and other Latin coun-
tries), one might think men have more freedom and more opportunities for 
accessing the opposite sex. However, with the increase in the status of women 
in those societies (Jelin 194; Kumagai 145), a much higher percentage of 
women now have the freedom to do something besides taking care of home 
and family (Christopher 109). A 2001 Japanese government survey on time 
use and leisure activities shows that more women than men enjoy conversa-
tions and reading magazine articles (Linhart 223). Thus women have more 
opportunities to experience romantic feelings through talking and reading. 
On the other hand, it appears that men are still expected to be macho (so-
cial stereotype) even though, in reality, they are losing their power (social 
phenomenon) in Japan (Kumagai 152) and Argentina (Jelin 194). In danc-
ing the tango, men are able to feel that they can control, direct, guide, and 
protect women. Men can also express their emotions freely, and experience 
romantic feelings, without the pressure of hiding them. Pegorer hypothesizes 
that the Argentine tango may have become widespread because it symbolizes 
the image of the male- dominant (strong males looking after weak females) 
heterosexual relationship that many people can relate to (4).

Let us now look at the cultural differences between the Japanese and 
Latino dancers. In Japan, the tango has a history of nearly one hundred 
years (Manus n. pag., pars. 3–4). It appears that the tango style has been 
kept as authentic as possible in Japan for many years, particularly since the 
1990s when Japanese and Argentine dancers began to exchange visits, be-
cause the Japanese people usually remain extremely faithful to the original 
model (Hosokawa 519).

In addition to this long history and authenticity of the tango, there are 
other factors that point to minimal cultural differences between the Japa-
nese and Latino groups. Japaneseness has become ever harder to defi ne 
with the diversifi cation of the population of Japan through the increase in 
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international marriage, the naturalization of foreign- born residents, and the 
presence of both foreign workers (Mouer 121–22) and returnees (Japanese 
citizens who have returned to Japan having spent years outside the country). 
With respect to the differences between the Japanese and Latino cultures in 
particular, people in Japan nowadays have more opportunities to experience 
Latin people and culture, as the number of South Americans of Japanese 
descent, Nikkeijin, living in Japan has increased sharply since the early 1990s 
due to their privileged access to residential visas with no employment restric-
tions (Kashiwazaki n. pag., par. 4). Yet, a number of the words in the survey 
show signifi cant differences between the two cultural groups.

In this section, the survey results are interpreted mostly within the 
monocultural model. This is not to suggest a uniqueness of the Japanese 
culture and people. It is evident that the once- supported view that Japan 
is a monocultural society is one- sided (Sugimoto 1). In the mid- twentieth 
century, the popular view was that each society possesses a unique culture, 
and Japan was described and analyzed within the discourse of Japaneseness 
(Befu 25), which ignored diversity within the society. With the force of glo-
balization, Japan has become a society of cultural diversity. However, it is 
also true, as Sugimoto emphasizes, that the two models (monocultural and 
multicultural) coexist in rivalry rather than one completely overwhelming the 
other (Sugimoto 3). The differences between the responses of the Japanese 
and Latino groups tend to highlight the uniqueness of the Japanese society 
and culture.

The Japanese participants rate the following words signifi cantly more 
highly than do the Latino participants: Comfortable, Enchanting, Euphoric, 
Spiritual, Sophisticated, and Individualistic. At a glance, although the words 
appear to have no relationship with each other, they may have been born 
out of the same expectation, which is an escape from day- to- day stresses. 
Considerable stresses exist in the competitive schools and workplaces of 
Japan (Christopher 94). From childhood, Japanese students listen to the 
teacher and study hard as instructed, and try to get better results than others 
(Christopher 89). As grown- ups, employees work hard to outachieve others 
(Takahashi 150). On the other hand, those who are not active in the front 
lines may suffer from feelings of defeat and inferiority. In either case, people 
are under great stress, which often causes a somewhat depressed mood. In 
extreme cases, their “leisure time” could also be under stress, as some work-
ers, for economic reasons, spend their holidays in the leisure facilities that 
their companies provide (Linhart 231). The tango could be an escape for 
these people. The fi lm Shall We Dansu? (directed by Masayuki Suo), which 
was about a successful, but weary, middle- aged “salary man” (corporate em-
ployee) who takes up ballroom dance lessons to escape from the doldrums, 
won thirteen Japanese Academy Awards in 1996 (Sharp n. pag., pars. 2–3), 
which suggests that the movie struck a chord with a considerable number 
of people.
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Constrained human relationships are an exacerbating factor. After its in-
troduction by China in the fi fth century, Confucian ethics, which emphasizes 
hierarchy and loyalty, permeated Japanese society (Christopher 46; Kumagai 
136), and is still deeply embedded in the Japanese people (Chu, Hayashi, and 
Akuto 31; Kumagai 137) in spite of the modernization of the society. One 
aspect of this is revealed in the exchanging of name cards. When people meet 
for the fi rst time, they often exchange name cards which clearly defi ne their 
group membership and status, so that both parties can obtain information on 
how they should treat each other (Matsumoto 9). The reason is simple. Until 
a Japanese person fi nds out someone’s group affi liation and specifi c position 
within that group, he or she is unable to decide how much deference that 
person should be paid (Christopher 148). In other words, people do not 
meet an individual; they meet a member of a certain group. At milongas, 
I have seen people handing out name cards with no information on their 
company name or position in the company. This is very peculiar in Japanese 
society, as usually people pay more attention to the names of organizations 
and positions than to people’s actual names (Itasaka 181). Thus, it is plau-
sible that Japanese people seek an environment where they can be free of the 
binding stresses of social norms and expectations. The above words Comfort-
able, Enchanting, Euphoric, Spiritual, Sophisticated, and Individualistic may 
refl ect the Japanese people’s suppressed desires.

On the other hand, some words rated as signifi cantly more important by 
the Japanese group than by the Latino group show that Japanese dancers are 
not totally free from Confucian ethics. The high ratings for the words Alert, 
Integrated, Loving, Relationship, and Trusting show that they value good re-
lationships. The Japanese people are usually very faithful to the styles taught 
by masters (Takahashi 64). It is reasonable to expect that they will remain at-
tentive and alert to the authenticity of their dancing. However, keeping their 
dancing authentic is not the only aspect about which they may be circum-
spect. They need to be alert to any breakdown in the relationship with their 
master, and with their dance partners, which may be caused by doing some-
thing wrong (Takahashi 64). Personal relationships are extremely important 
in Japan, as discussed above. It is traditional that one should not stand out, 
but be integrated within the group to which one belongs (Takahashi 64). 
This requires the love and trust of the group members. Confucianism, with 
its emphasis on loyalty and personal relationships, seems to be refl ected in the 
words Integrated, Loving, Relationship, and Trusting.

Feminine is one of the words that the Japanese group rate signifi cantly 
more highly than do the Latino group. The central theme of the tango 
is the relationship of man and woman. Taylor describes the tango as “an 
encounter between the active, powerful, and completely dominant male 
and the passive, docile, and completely submissive female” (485). This im-
age of strong males looking after weak females in the dance is parallel to 
the Japanese traditional image of a “yamato- onoko” (masculine man) and 
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“yamato- nadeshiko” (feminine woman) (Takahashi 147). Interestingly, the 
word Masculine, which is the antonym of Feminine, is not rated very highly 
(Japanese M � 3.5). This may be due to the gender imbalance in the par-
ticipants: Japanese females (69 percent) versus Japanese males (28 percent). 
In fact, however, male participants show a tendency to regard Feminine and 
Masculine as important factors of the tango. The samples are too small for 
statistical analysis, but the mean score for Feminine in male participants is 
higher (Japanese male M � 4.6) than in female participants (Japanese female 
M � 4.0). Likewise, the mean score for Masculine in male participants is 
higher (Japanese male M � 4.0) than in female participants (Japanese female 
M � 3.3). It appears that Japanese men have a tendency to seek femininity 
in their female dance partners.

It is plausible to relate these results to the current status of males versus 
females in Japanese society. While male dominance is still an overwhelming 
reality outside the home (Christopher 104; Shirahase 395), the image of a 
dominant man and a submissive woman is no doubt weakening. Japanese 
fathers and sons are no longer authoritarian fi gures (Kumagai 152). On the 
contrary, fathers are, in some cases, given a lower status than mothers at 
home, and sons are protected and guided by their mothers (Kumagai 152). 
This paradox of being required to be a master at work and a servant at home 
seems to be a great source of stress for Japanese men. It may be the case 
that, for male dancers, the tango evokes nostalgia for feminine charm and 
submissiveness.

In contrast, Confi dent is the only one word rated signifi cantly more 
highly by the Latino group than by the Japanese group. While it is natural 
for the experienced dancers to regard Confi dent as important (Latino ex-
perienced dancers M � 4.4), the less- experienced dancers are of a similar 
mind (Latino less- experienced dancers M � 4.0). One possible interpreta-
tion of this result is that the confi dence is the product of the pride that the 
Argentines and Uruguayans share: pride in the tango that was born in their 
land and is part of their culture. Another important aspect is the image of 
the tango male that has been created through a long history. He is a porteño 
(which refers to a man living in Buenos Aires), who lives by his wits (no 
known source of income) but is always in control (not only of himself but all 
situations in which he fi nds himself), and can infl uence other people (Castro 
145). This is the image that he has to present externally even if the reality 
is far from it. In short, the porteño is “un hombre a la defensa” (a man on 
guard) (Castro 146).

This pride may be intertwined with the Argentines’ well- known pride in 
being of European descent (Matsushita 86). Due to the elimination of the in-
digenous population prior to the nineteenth century (Matsushita 95) and to 
the tide of immigrants from Europe, the majority of the population in these 
countries is of European descent (85 percent in Argentina and ninety per-
cent in Uruguay according to Encyclopedia.com). As featured in an article 
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in the New York Times (Sims n. pag., par. 12), the Argentines and, perhaps, 
the Uruguayans have been very proud of their European ancestry and cul-
ture, as few of them have mixed with the indigenous inhabitants through 
marriage. Argentines, in particular, have also been widely regarded as arro-
gant (Matsushita 86), which could be a camoufl age for insecurity about their 
real state of being among their neighboring countries (Faiola C01, par. 16). 
Faiola reports in the Washington Post that when Argentina, once one of the 
ten richest countries (Lewis 1), collapsed in the fi nancial meltdown and was 
forced to face the humiliation of poverty, one of the casualties of the crisis was 
pride in being descended from Europeans (Faiola C01, par. 4). The tango, 
however, is one of the remaining aspects of their culture of which they can be 
proud. The value placed on Confi dence may well stem from this pride.

Discourse

The tango is a dance created by a male dancer, who leads, and a female 
dancer, who follows his lead. Despite this division of roles, female and male 
dancers’ responses to the survey are very similar. On the other hand, despite 
the long history of the tango in Japan and the determination to retain the 
authenticity of the dance on the part of the Japanese dancers, a number of 
words show signifi cant cultural differences between the Japanese and Latino 
dancers. These fi ndings have been received by the members of various tango 
communities with surprise (personal communication with tango dancers), 
perhaps because the fi ndings do not refl ect their expectations which arise 
from the obvious differences in the roles of the male and female and the ob-
served similarity in dance styles between the cultures.

Most dancers in Japan learn the tango very diligently. They listen to 
their teachers’ explanations and observe their movements carefully. As a re-
sult, there are a number of dancers with advanced dancing skills (obser-
vation notes). However, it appears that the Japanese perceive the tango 
differently from those who acquire it in, or are strongly infl uenced by, the 
society where the tango was born and continues to fl ourish. This does not 
necessarily mean that all Latinos learn the tango at a young age; many come 
to it in late adulthood. What is different about them is that they are im-
mersed in the tango from birth as it is part of the social life of Argentina and 
its neighboring countries (Larrain 2). Even those who do not dance it un-
derstand the heart and soul of the tango through living in the environment. 
On the other hand, it is not easy for Japanese dancers to grasp the deep 
meanings attached to the tango in the “classroom” learning environment. 
This may be the reason why, emotionally, the Japanese interpret the tango 
in their own way, which refl ects their cultural values. It takes time to become 
acculturated to the tango culture.
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Gee calls the environment in which social practices are performed “Dis-
course,” which is composed of people, objects, and characteristic ways of 
talking, acting, interacting, thinking, believing, and valuing (20). The Japa-
nese tango dancers are apprentices of the tango Discourse, and at the same 
time they are members of Discourses outside of the tango (e.g., the com-
pany, school, neighborhood, or family). They face differences between the 
Discourse of the tango and the Discourses of Japanese society. On the other 
hand, the Latino tango dancers are less likely to experience this discrepancy 
as the tango Discourse is a part of their wider society, their environment. This 
may explain why the Japanese tango dancers rate so many words as important 
and the Latinos do not. For the Japanese dancers, the social practices in the 
tango are new and different (whether exciting or embarrassing). Therefore, 
they see a value in those things that they have not previously experienced, 
and in those with which they are familiar but that are not part of the new 
Discourse of the tango. In contrast, the Latinos do not see anything that is 
especially valuable, or discrepant, in the Discourse of the tango.

The Discourse differences related to gender in the tango community 
may be less obvious due to the male dominance that is part of both the 
Japanese and Latino cultures and which the tango emphasizes. This may be 
because the societal Discourses subsume the gender Discourses. Gee explains 
that Discourses are tied to particular social groups and the “identities” their 
members take on when playing their apportioned “roles” within the social 
practices of the group (104). Within the Discourses of the Japanese and La-
tino societies there are many sub- Discourses, of which the gendered Dis-
course is one. Members of a Discourse are trained to think in a similar way 
within their mental networks. Men and women are trained to be members of 
respective Discourses. However, people are also members of the larger Dis-
courses of society. The fi ndings of the current study suggest that differences 
in the Discourses of gender are smaller than the differences in the Discourses 
of societies or cultures.

While the analysis of the results of the survey reveals interesting fi ndings, 
shortcomings remain. For one, the meanings of words are created within a 
society; for example, abstract words such as “passion” have a range of mean-
ings according to the Discourses of that society. Deeper understanding of 
these meanings may be useful in designing future surveys that will reveal the 
cultural differences among Discourses.
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