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What is This? 
GRINDING ON THE DANCE FLOOR
Gendered Scripts and Sexualized 
Dancing at College Parties
SHELLY RONEN
Stanford University
In this article, the author explores the gendered dynamics of “grinding,” sexualized dancing common at college parties. Drawing on the observations of student participant observers, the author describes the common script for initiating this behavior. At these parties, men initiated more often and more directly than women, whose behaviors were shaped by a sexual double standard and (hetero-) relational imperative. The heterosexual grinding script enacts a gendered dynamic that reproduces systematic gender inequality by limiting women’s access to sexual agency and pleasure, privileging men’s pleasure and confirming their higher status.
	Keywords: 	culture; men/masculinity; race; class; gender; sexuality
I love the way you roll /on the dance floor
Take it nice and slow /Anything goes
—Beretta ft. Hot Dolla, “Grind On Me”
The lights are dim and the music loud, and university students at a campus-wide party engage in behaviors not to be mistaken for superficial social interaction and fun. The night goes on and the alcohol flows, students meet, flirt, and perhaps “hook up.” The hookup is a common practice among contemporary university students that has received increasing 
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attention in the past decade (Bogle 2008; England, Shafer, and Fogarty 2008; Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Paul and Hayes 2002; Paul, McManus, and Hayes 2000; Stepp 2007). As students use the term, a hookup can mean any sort of sexual encounter from kissing to intercourse (Bogle 2008; England and Thomas 2006; Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Paul, McManus, and Hayes 2000). Some hookups occur on dance floors at parties, while others are initiated there but concluded in private. Hookups that occur on the dance floor, facilitated by alcohol consumption, are often preceded by the sexualized dancing known as “grinding.”
Grinding is also known as “freaking,” “freak-dancing,” “dirty dancing,” “bumping,” and “booty-dancing.” This style of dancing is associated with club culture and hip-hop,1 the type of music commonly played at mainstream college parties. When using the word “grinding,” I mean to capture a common set of dancing behaviors that may nonetheless differ slightly across regions. Though different terms exist to refer to grinding, the sexualized nature of the dancing, and accompanying explicit gestures, are the defining characteristics. To date there has been little discussion of grinding in sociological literature, though it has been an object of interest in popular outlets, where parents sometimes express concern or outrage at what the Concerned Women for America characterize as the “explosive combination of skimpy clothing and erotic dancing” (Kleder 2002). Teachers and principals have banned grinding from middle school or high school dances, presumably because it appears too erotic (DiPaola 2002). Away from their parents’ prying eyes and disapproving minds, college students grind mostly free of denunciation. While some might argue grinding is just dancing, I will argue grinding on the college dance floor is a kind of sexual act that carries significant, socially constructed meaning and may influence behavior in other settings.
Grinding is more than just erotic dancing, just as Schwartz and Lever (1976) consider a social gathering to be more than merely fun sociation. In their study of the college mixer, they argue that dating scripts “carry great meaning for the individual and the group” (1976, 414). In an ostensibly recreational setting, participants strive for a balance of vulnerability and self-protection. Grinders on the dance floor encounter the same challenges of conveying both their openness to grinding and protecting themselves from potential damage to their self-image. They negotiate this status-grading social process and strive to conserve “interaction order” using stable interactional scripts (Gagnon 1990; Goffman 1983; Simon and Gagnon 1973, 1986). Grinding is sociologically interesting because it is a public manifestation of contemporary heterosexual scripts, which are a crucial site for the reproduction of gender inequality.
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The stakes are high on dance floors as students try to accomplish “face time,” get exposure (Stern, Callister and Jones 2005), and engage in “collective rituals of homosociality to perform heterosexual competence” (Grazian 2007, 237). “A range of threats to the bodies and selves” of potential grinders loom within the scripts of interactional possibilities (Snow, Robinson, and McCall 1991, 423). There is social danger in negotiating desires for and offers of grinding. One survival strategy for softening rejections and avoiding hostile reactions is “cooling out.” “Cooling out,” as Snow, Robinson, and McCall (1991) define the term, refers to the use of protective tactics to fend off unwanted advances, which minimize potential offense, therefore avoiding any “failure that reflects unfavorably” on the individual making the advance. Snow, Robinson, and McCall found cooling out strategies in nightclubs and drinking establishments, the public equivalents of the college party. They noted women in particular were likely to be in the cooling out role as a result of traditional “gender role norms” (1991, 426).
Though we might separate different sexual and romantic practices for some purposes, scripts governing interaction in one context, such as grinding, may continue into others, such as hooking up in private. Since Simon and Gagnon’s introduction of script theory (1973, 1986), it has been applied to sexual behaviors (Reid and Bing 2000; Rostosky and Travis 2000), such as dates (Pryor and Merluzzi 1985), consensual heterosexual intercourse (Edgar and Fitzpatrick 1993; Geer and Broussard 1990), and coercion (Kurth, Spiller, and Travis 2000; Popovich et al. 1995). According to the theory, cultural scenarios, “the ordering of representations of self and other,” organize interpersonal scripts (Simon and Gagnon 1986, 97). In turn, these interpersonal scripts construct individual identities because sources of sexual interest depend upon intrapsychic scripting “embedded within the stereotyped interpersonal script” (Simon and Gagnon 1986, 118). The involvement of all three levels—cultural, interpersonal, and intrapsychic—during scripted behavior leads Gagnon (1990, 1) to suggest that “potential changes in sexual conduct can emerge from changes at any level of scripting.”
Simon and Gagnon (1973) were among the first to bring sociology to the study of sex, seeing it as socially constructed rather than “natural.” Ridgeway and Correll provide a rigorous sociological model for investigating gender relations in interactions that may appear natural and voluntary. They argue interaction is a crucial site for the reproduction of gender and that even “voluntary choices are nevertheless socially constructed by the gender system, and must be analyzed as such” (2004, 524) (see also England and Browne 1992; Martin 2004; Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1999). 
Drawing on Sewell’s (1992) theory of structure, Ridgeway and Correll 
(2004) identify widely shared gender stereotypes (Eagly, Wood, and Diekman 2000) as the “cultural rules or instructions” that are essential for enacting social structure. The gender system implicitly constructs interactional outcomes even in the face of other salient identities (Ridgeway 1997; Ridgeway, Johnson, and Diekama 1993). In studies of gendered interaction in the workplace, Ridgeway (1997, 221) found that “men’s traits are generally viewed as more valuable than women’s, and men are diffusely judged as more competent.” These status expectations implicitly affect behavior in a gendered way, resulting in gender inequality. In this article, I extend this argument to college sexual interactions, and specifically to grinding, demonstrating that “sexual interaction is a critical location for the production of gender difference and inequality” (Hamilton and Armstrong 2009, 593).
Research on college sex presents evidence for a double standard in which sexually agentic women are judged more harshly than men (Bogle 2008; Crawford and Popp 2003; England, Shafer, and Fogarty 2008; Risman and Schwartz 2002). Little research has examined double standards enforced on the dance floor. Using Ridgeway and Correll’s (2004) and Ridgeway’s (2009) models of the gender system, I present an interactionist analysis of the heterosexual scripts in this sexual arena. I systematically describe grinding, as well as the gendered behaviors used to initiate it on the dance floor at college parties. I argue that gender beliefs, primed by heterosexual and heterosocial interaction, lead to a scripted interactional dynamic that as a gendered social process reinforces gender inequality in sexuality. Though the culture of hookups implies consensuality and possibly even egalitarianism in the pursuit of short-term encounters and unattached intercourse, like other studies of hookups (Bogle 2008; Crawford and Popp 2003; England, Shafer, and Fogarty 2008; Risman and Schwartz 2002), my analysis reveals that interactional scripts are subject to enduring gendered rules that restrict behavior and disadvantage women.
METHOD
During the fall of 2006, I and a group of other undergraduate students at an elite, private university attended campus parties that were open to all undergraduate students and engaged in participant observation. Participant observers received several hours of training prior to their fieldwork through class lectures and online training regarding the rights of human subjects. Each investigator spent at least 90 minutes in the field and wrote field notes immediately upon returning home. The data on which I draw in this article are made up of multiple investigators’ (N = 72) accounts of one time in the field, similar to Grazian’s ethnosurvey method (Grazian 2008). Students were instructed not to change their appearance or behavior from their norm and to respect the privacy of those being observed by avoiding recording identifying details. The assignment allowed both participant observation and observation without participation. Fifty-three percent of participant observers were men and 47 percent were women. The racial makeup of the investigators was 50 percent white, 17 percent East Asian, 13 percent Black, 10 percent Hispanic, and 10 percent other groups. Typically, there were four observers at a single party. They blended in as participants at parties with estimated attendance ranging from 100 to 350. We do not have any information about the racial makeup of students attending these events, but they were open to all undergraduates on campus. The racial makeup of the university in which this research took place at that time was 40 percent white, 25 percent Asian, 10 percent Black, 10 percent Hispanic, 11 percent other groups, and 4 percent unknown when this fieldwork was conducted (Common Data Set 2006).
All fieldwork was conducted within a two-week window. I compiled these field notes and merged those that were collected at the same or similar events. This analysis is based on data collected at mainstream parties: advertised through e-mail, posters, and word of mouth, they attracted the population of students particularly relevant to a study of heterosexual grinding. I excluded counterculture, “alternative” events or settings2 that were not conducive to dancing. The result was a sample of 72 documents, each collected by one student, from which I worked. Forty-seven percent (34 documents) were collected at five different fraternity parties. The remaining 53 percent (38 documents) were collected at campuswide events much like fraternity parties but hosted at non-“greek” residences, typically dorms. All parties included had similar music choices, available alcohol, a designated dance floor, and DJ. Field notes included both description of general interaction and specific exemplary moments. All identifying information was removed or replaced so that the accounts were confidential. I coded the field notes using NVIVO 7 software and compiled accounts of grinding and its initiation, acceptance, or rejection.
I acknowledge the limitations of these data as collected within a specific portion of college social life at one school, at one time. This university is a private institution, on the West Coast, with a relatively privileged and mostly white and Asian student population. These patterns I observed may or may not apply in other university settings, though “grinding” has been described as a relatively ubiquitous part of heterosexual culture among college students. Additionally, the method of participant observation restricted the amount of insight into students’ motivations. The majority of communication between observed dancers was nonverbal, and loud music prevented observers from clearly hearing many conversations on the dance floor. Presumably better-acquainted students would have been more at ease to converse verbally and initiate hookups by those means, so I make no claims about what proportion of hookups start with sexualized dancing, except the observation from my extensive conversations with students at this university that grinding is a commonly accepted pathway to hooking up in this college culture. Another limitation of the study is the possibility that gender biases of the student participant observers colored their interpretations of events. While we cannot ignore this possibility, the course instructor attempted to limit it by instructing students to focus on observed behavior in their field notes, making clear when they were guessing about motives.
THE LIFE CYCLE OF GRINDING
In this section, I use accounts to portray a life cycle of the most common grinding interaction. Behaviors on the dance floor appear fluid and transition seamlessly. However, in this analysis they have been separated into stages: pregrinding behaviors, initiation, acceptance or rejection, and heterosexual dyadic grinding. I begin by characterizing the outcome of the script—a heterosexual dyad engaging in sexualized dancing known as grinding. I then return to the behaviors that occur at the initial stage of the life cycle, prior to grinding dyads.
Two Is Company: Heterosexual Dyadic Grinding
Single-gender dancing in groups and grinding heterosexual dyads filled these dance floors. Successful instances of grinding dyad formation resulted from initiations in which a man approached a woman with the outcome of the pair dancing closely. No same-gender grinding initiations were observed;3 nor were any same-gender hookups on the dance floor. Heterosexuality was implied by these grinding conventions. As I will demonstrate below, gender determines the separate spaces that men and women occupy at the outset of these interactions’ life cycle and later during the scripted form of initiation.
Grinding, as it appeared at these parties, generally involved a woman rubbing her buttocks into a man’s groin and her back against his torso in a repetitive motion to the beat of the music. One account describes the most common formation, “they were generally grinding so that the girl’s back was to the guy’s front, and both parties were rolling their bodies in unison.” An alternative configuration involved the two partners facing one another and repetitively pushing their groins and chests into each others’ bodies. These two formations were sometimes interchangeable, but grinding dyads seemed to prefer the former configuration. Depending on the form of initiation, men were sometimes behind their grinding partner and sometimes facing them; “they started dancing facing each other then the guy put his hands on the girl’s waist and spun her around to start grinding.” Grinding movements were accompanied by touching. In one account, “the boy began moving his hand up the side of her leg,” while in another, “his hands started wandering over her breasts and waistline.” Sometimes the dyad leant against a wall while grinding, and “for the most part men are allowed to touch women in such ways that would otherwise be deemed inappropriate.” In both positions—whether face to face or not—grinding involved miming, alluding to, and representing intercourse. “There [was] a lot of hip thrusting and in the pelvic regions, and the man and woman [were] always touching.” Observers commonly noted pelvic thrusts, repetitive vertical movements in friction with a partner’s body, and pressure on hips, buttocks, or breasts. One movement involved women leaning forward, while men placed their hands on their partner’s lower back, pushing her buttocks into his groin. One account made the sexual nature explicit: “they were dancing with girls like they were having sex . . . guys lift[ed] girls off the floor but most of the time they just thrust on the girls’ butts.”
Men were predominantly the active partners. Women’s parts in grinding descriptions were limited to response. However, women generally appeared receptive to the movements once grinding had been initiated. According to one observer, “A lot of girls appeared to like it.” Dyads who danced together for longer showed more sexual interest; their moves became more suggestive and partners focused their attentions exclusively on each other. At one event, “by 1:00 a.m. the dance floor has largely emptied except for several couples, mostly visibly drunk, who were dancing especially closely and looked likely to hook up later that night.”
Observers noted kissing and fondling on the dance floor. Some students refer to these behaviors as a hookup.4 Other grinding dyads also left the event together, possibly to hook up in private. “There were a few people who kept grinding and making out. These people typically exited the crowd much earlier than people who were dancing to the music. They usually moved to the balcony area or left the party entirely.” Other grinding dyads exchanged contact information. “A man had asked [a] woman whom he had been dancing with if he could have her number. She agreed and . . . he told her that he would call her.”
Though we did not carry our observations beyond the dance floor, certain specific gestures, along with dancing, obviously indicated sexual interest:
Men would approach beyond “normal” interpersonal distance, maintain more constant eye contact, reach out to grasp waists/hands in order to get attention . . . smile with increased frequency.
These intimate gestures and prolonged proximity suggested sexual interest. For example, according to one report,
The longer they danced, the closer they became. The guy even pulled one of her legs up and wrapped it around his waist as he was grinding on her against the wall. They danced for nearly three hours before I glanced back at them and they were kissing.
Grinding dyads appeared more likely interested in hooking up, which suggests grinding behaviors were significant means of sexual signaling.
The progression from grinding to hooking up on the dance floor was not always seamless. As a demonstration of public sexuality, these behaviors were particularly fraught for women. One woman, having been grinding with and kissing a man, talked to her nearby friend about the interaction.
“Oh my god . . . I can’t believe I just did that . . . I feel like a slut.” Her friend responded, “No you’re not, don’t worry you’re having fun!” The girl continued, “Everyone’s looking at me . . . they think I’m a slut,” and the friend replied, “Who cares? . . . No they’re not . . . Just have fun.” After speaking with her friend, the girl began to make out with the guy again. . . . While the two students were making out, individuals in the vicinity gave them disapproving looks.
The distress this woman expressed implies that kissing this man on the dance floor was sexually meaningful; it carried significance enough for her to be judged as a “slut.” Furthermore, while she was worried by the prospect of being labeled a slut for her behavior, she then returned to the activity. Both this woman and the disapproving onlookers are enforcing a double standard. The woman worried, probably with considerable justification, that she would be judged more harshly than her hookup partner. We can presume this woman was not in a prior relationship with the man she was kissing, by her expressed surprise to be kissing him at the party. No doubt, this aggravated the situation because she was in violation of the relational imperative, which holds that women should only want to engage in sexual behaviors with someone in an attached relationship. This instance was a pressure point that revealed some of the conflicting gendered rules that structure behavior on the dance floor.
Central to an analysis of grinding is the question whether grinding is just a style of dance or a meaningful and intentional sexual act. In these observations, the music being played did affect students’ behaviors on the dance floor. Most songs encouraged grinding, but exceptions caused students to jump, point, and sing along. Such songs “had well-known dances associated with them, or a beat too fast to grind” and rarely encouraged the formation of grinding pairs. During certain songs, dancers already grinding in a pair “would immediately separate.” This suggests that lyrics and beat of the music determined dancing style. Though this might suggest grinding is merely a common style of dance, I suspect the relationship is more complex.
The highly sexualized movements that characterize grinding, and the connection to hooking up both publicly and privately, make grinding socially meaningful, especially for women risking harsh judgments when violating sexual standards. Grinding provides insight into implicit gendered inequalities within scripts that govern sexual interaction. These observations are even more powerful when considered in light of the larger sexual culture. Though a full discussion of the effect of music on dancing is not within the scope of this article, music that encourages grinding is a convenient facilitator of a public sexual act. The music legitimizes as dancing what might otherwise be seen as inappropriate public sexuality.
Showing Off and Looking On: Gendered Display and Coded Space in Pregrinding Behaviors
Gendered scripts designated appropriate preinitiation behavior at these parties. The life cycle of a potential encounter on the dance floor generally progressed in several steps. Women entered the dance floor with their friends, mostly other women. The dance floor initially held “mostly girls [dancing] with other girls.” These women were not invited onto the dance floor by anyone. Verbal requests to dance were not necessary, unlike the conventions of Berk’s (1977) singles dance. Nor were women expected to depend on male-initiated “protocols” such as those Bailey (1988, 35) discusses in a history of American courtship. On these dance floors, unattached women were not just granted access; they assumed ownership of the space. These women would be best described as dancing near one other, rather than with one other.
Same-sex groups . . . initiated, invented, and participated in dancing games and challenges. For example, a group of 10 women formed a circle and started a game where one person had to jump inside the circle and perform a dance move. The next woman had to repeat the move and then invent one herself. . . . This continued until someone forgot or failed to complete the sequence satisfactorily, at which point laughter erupted and the game restarted or the person was eliminated.
Women’s group dancing was nevertheless suggestive. Women moved their “hips seductively,” drawing attention to their bodies while dancing without a partner. Their movements were “independent of each other” but in close proximity. This form of dancing differed from heterosexual grinding in that most women stayed further away from each other than in grinding dyads, and avoided prolonged eye contact with their fellow dancers. Women often moved among their groups, rotating through closer proximity with different women throughout.
Pairs or groups of women sometimes mimicked heterosexual grinding and “danc[ed] on each other” or in “mini circles.” They synchronized movements dancing closely back to back, or in the formation normally taken by a man and a woman. These displays between women both already on the dance floor, however, were temporary and “often accompanied by jokes and laughing with each other so they were not as sexually charged,” suggesting they were acts of pretence—display—not genuine interest in grinding with other women. One observer noted, “any female-on-female dancing I observed was presumed to be playful friendly interactions, as this is a common socially accepted occurrence as well as a method of attracting male attention.”
Group dancing seemed designed to display these women’s sexiness for onlookers, rather than sexual interest between them. All group dancing, including mock-grinding dyads, involved suggestive gestures and open body language that welcomed initiation from men. These displays were visible enough such that men who were “awkwardly standing around the perimeter” could see them. Indeed, women were usually close enough to see their audiences. Men talked while at the outskirts, standing and facing in towards the dance floor. “There were about a dozen males leaning against the wall of the dance room either watching dancers or talking among themselves in small groups.” Others filed through the dance floors looking for women they knew or wanted to dance with; “guys seemed to prowl the exterior of the dance floor peering in at the different groups of girls searching for a girl to dance with.” Women used their bodies provocatively to encourage initiation. But they depended ultimately on men to approach; and far from being a transgressive indication of same-sex interest, women dancing with other women reinforced the heterosexuality of grinding conduct (Hamilton 2007).
While women appeared to enjoy the dancing, entering the dance floor without grinding partners, men never danced together in groups. Men depended on the women for motivation to leave the perimeter of the floor. Goal-oriented grinding initiations were the predominant reason for a man’s entrance onto the dance floor. The threat of being labeled as gay was too great and presumably damaging to heterosexual grinding initiation prospects. At one event, groups of men sought confirmation that there were women on the dance floor whom they knew before they joined in with the dancing. They “walk[ed] around the party until they recognized a female they were familiar with, at which point they began dancing.” Men sometimes looked for acquaintances on the dance floor, presumably to increase their chances of successful grinding initiation. In contrast, women danced without particular targets. The difference between single gender dancing for men and women highlights the gendered nature of homophobia. Men presumably avoided dancing with other men because this might signal homosexuality, while women dancing with each other did not signal lesbianism. Rather, women mimicking sexualized dancing functions as same-sex eroticism intended “for an audience of heterosexual men” (Hamilton 2007, 164). The performance of hegemonic masculinity leads to homophobia, as men reassert their own masculinity by ridiculing “men whom they perceive as not masculine” (Hamilton 2007, 146). Also, men entered the dance floor in individualistic, goal-oriented terms—to initiate—whereas women were communally engaged in group grinding. These motives were compatible with implicit expectations about gendered homosocial behaviors.
Making a Move: Initiation
Women were more often responsible for encouraging others to join them. This was done both directly and indirectly. Women took the center of the dance floor, making the space seem crowded and popular. They encouraged others to join the dancing simply by being there, as well as gesturing to friends and pulling them onto the floor.
One girl, apparently getting frustrated with the lack of male involvement, walked over to a group of four men and said to them, “There are tons of hot girls waiting for you to dance with them. What are you waiting for?”
Verbal encouragements were interpreted as general, not specific, and sometimes resulted in men entering the dance floor. A “what are you waiting for?” was not a direct invitation to dance with this woman, although she may have been conveying interest. The more common form of individual initiation was nonverbal.
Direct requests to dance, verbal or otherwise, were extremely unusual. When women initiated, they risked punishment for their gender incongruent agency. One example of such initiation reveals the boundary for women’s behavior, in an exceptional account that underlines the rule.
A very slutty sailor girl tried to pull a guy from the courtyard to the dance floor . . . it was clear that she was quite intoxicated. Initially it seemed like the guy was enjoying himself but as her dancing became more and more sexually intense, he bolted.
In this case the man was put off by this woman’s direct initiation. The student observer, also a man, was judgmental of her behavior, describing her as “slutty” despite the instruction to be objective in his field notes. This ethnographer and the man involved in the grinding are enforcing the implied gendered double standard. Women should be dancing, mimicking sexualized movements with friends, and displaying their sexiness as expressions of desirability. They should desire grinding initiations, but they should be objects rather than agents. A woman’s direct initiation is a behavior that must be excused with reasons such as intoxication or understood as the result of her loose morals.
Get Close and Anything Goes: Acceptance
Since erotic movements were the standard form of grinding, mere engagement in the dancing did not necessarily imply grinders’ sexual interest in dance partners. Rather, students signaled interest by allowing proximity to others and sustaining grinding for longer. Some women “danced provocatively, but refused to dance with a partner.” The incongruence between their dancing style and their actual interest in grinding highlights the ambiguity of sexualized dance displays. They are a meaningful mode of signaling to encourage initiations and yet provide women with a safety of a ubiquitous dancing style. In this sense, women are protected from the responsibility of directly encouraging an initiation. Also at play is the restrictive relational imperative, making grinding with a stranger a riskier choice than dancing provocatively with friends.
Observed initiation scripts were in some ways similar to a traditional request to dance. In the traditional formal dance the initiator is a man, and once he begins dancing with his partner or cuts in, he is “responsible for the woman until she [is] taken over by another partner” (Bailey 1988, 31). At our observed events, “requests” took the form of an approach rather than the traditional verbal invitation. There was “no clear form of asking for a dance . . . people simply pressed up on each other.” At one fraternity event—where men were also explicit hosts—they “were doing most of the initiation.” But in fact the same pattern of mostly male initiation was observed at all the parties, whether hosted by fraternities or coed dormitories. In virtually all cases observed, initiation was instigated by men, and verbal requests were unusual. Men entered the dance floor and danced their way towards women. Men did not speak, but attempted close physical contact with their chosen targets. Initiators never approached a woman if she was grinding with another man, presumably because this was a sufficient tie-sign. Entrance into a woman’s immediate surrounding space was interpreted as interest in forming a grinding dyad. In most cases, one man approached a group of women and selected one woman with whom to make contact. Alternatively, a group of men approached a group of women.
To form a grinding pair, men and women communicated nonverbally by use of body language and facial expressions, a characteristic feature of the contemporary hookup culture (Bogle 2008). During this tense period of negotiation, women deliberately controlled their space and attention. Loaded gestures included drawing closer to or further from an initiator and avoiding or reciprocating eye contact and smiles. Women “would signal acceptance by laughing or touching lightly.” Ethnographers did not portray women as powerless in these interactions. At one event there was a “large number of guys [for every] one girl. Girls here seemed to have all of the power.” However, this kind of statistical power—in which women had abundant choice—was dependent on men: women’s power was only accessible once men approached. The line for women’s agency was drawn at initiation, as they could only be powerful by submitting or withholding their bodies from initiating men. Once approached, therefore, women would choose compliance or cessation.
Conversely, men’s scripts offered little to no signaling prior to forming grinding dyads. In rare instances when women approached and initiated, men “convey[ed] their intentions with the women by scaling up or down the sexuality of the dancing.” Those few men who were disinterested in their grinding partners demonstrated nonverbal behaviors that revealed the rule.
If the guy was only dancing for fun, he would often raise his arms from the girl’s hips in order to show that he was only having fun and didn’t want it to be sexual [or] didn’t want to get aroused.
Such men avoided grinding in a remote part of the dance floor, preferring instead to stay close to other friends. Any increased privacy might have signaled interest; “Guys talked to nearby friends more when not interested.” Conversely, they were “quiet and focused on their body movements” when interested. Observed scripts seemed inflexible: When men violated expectations, such as not wanting to grind with willing women, they did not have a clear course to reject. Finding themselves dancing with women, men danced passively so as to perform the expected scripted behavior, while at the same time rejecting or preventing further pursuit.
Men approaching a woman controlled how much warning she received before the enforced proximity. When approaching from the front, men could seek some degree of permission, or at least provide women with a warning. Despite loud music and dark settings, some men sought a woman’s attention. These approaches sometimes included “minimal conversation,” but most often men sought eye contact and open body language that “demonstrated a woman’s availability.” If approaching from the back, men gave women little warning. In a surprise initiation, there was no opportunity to give permission, directly or otherwise. This surprise approach was, in fact, the most common one: most women were not aware of the initiation until physical contact. Men “just crept up on girls and started thrusting.” Some men were sometimes labeled “creepers” and were frowned upon. Men labeled as creepers often elicited looks of “disgust as women moved away.” Men who went “behind a female and grabb[ed] her and [started] grinding” were not as successful as those who initiated some eye contact and “small talk.” Women more likely rebuffed them with “defensive tactics” (Snow, Robinson, and McCall 1991), by “pull[ing] their unknowing friend towards them and shift[ing] away from the guy.”
Why did men choose the surprise approach most often? Whether men were interpreting invitations to initiate in women’s behaviors, enjoyed making women feel uncomfortable, or were simply too inept to approach women more directly, we cannot be certain. It is certainly a puzzling observation, given that surprise approaches were rarely successful. Men appeared to assume women were open to being approached on the dance floor. Snow et al. (1991, 428) suggest that “public accessibility of women is . . . heightened” in drinking establishments. This might be the case at college parties: a dynamic setting that makes all women “fair game” by virtue of their presence, for “why else would women be there if they didn’t want to be picked up [or equally, grind]?” (1991, 428). The structural arrangements of these events encouraged men to seek an unoccupied woman and “hope for a receptive partner.” These diffuse expectations might contribute to men’s sense that women are already giving implicit permission simply by dancing provocatively on the dance floor in plain sight.
The changes from traditional, and highly gendered, requests to dance, such as those at Berk’s (1977) singles dance, are evident in the move toward nonverbal and often unannounced initiations. Yet gender stereotypes endure within these heterosexual scripts. Men make active choices and agentic initiations, and women deploy their power as responses that indirectly express choice. Exceptions to these scripts reveal the implicit gendered rules that govern them. Women very rarely directly initiated dancing; for example, one woman “made her way to one man, tapped him on the shoulder, and then said something into this ear . . . the two started dancing and grinding.” In another instance, a man and woman “off to the side of the dance floor [were] talking and then the girl simply started to sway and dance a little and then grabbed the guy’s hand and said ‘come dance with me.’” In both these cases, women initiated once already in conversation with men. The relative traditionalism of these verbal initiations demonstrates the necessary compensation that these women must perform to outweigh a violation of the gendered script. These women’s direct initiation behaviors were incongruent with their gender stereotypes. To compensate, women used relatively traditional communications. Indeed, women were more likely the initiators in rare cases of observed verbal requests.
Getting It On: Acceptance as Compliance
Regardless of approach, if the interaction progressed beyond initiation, then a grinding dyad formed. Acceptance was seldom verbal. Most often, it took the form of a woman allowing the initiator to continue dancing in proximity and allowing him to touch her during dancing—that is, not rejecting him. One characterization described acceptance as the lack of opposition, saying “[the woman] didn’t oppose physically or verbally and began to dance.” Another observation cast the woman’s acceptance as more active: “If a woman accepted a man’s approach, she would shift her motions slightly so that it became clear that she was dancing with the man rather than merely next to him.” Particular interest in the grinding was communicated by an attentive reaction to initiation: eye contact and physical contact. Some women even turned around, smiled, and greeted the initiator. All responses to initiations by women were indirect, and most nonverbal.
Women’s friends also played a part in grinding acceptance. “The girl exchanged a look with the friend directly in front of her, and when her friend nodded the girl moved back and began grinding with the man.” The behavior of a woman’s companions was both influential in and indicative of a woman’s likely response to an approach. Women who were dancing with only one other friend were less likely to be receptive to initiations, because this would leave the friend on her own. If initiations separated pairs of friends, women were more likely to reject. Indeed, men increased their chances by approaching in groups: “two or three males who were friends walked up to two or three females.” This approach ensured that groups of women all had a partner, and no one woman was left alone.
Standing alone was uncommon for women, presumably because it was undesirable. “The only people standing alone were the undesirable guys hanging out along the edges of the dance floor.” At another event, “the girls at the party seemed significantly less comfortable when on their own. Boys found themselves on their own more often.” As Schwartz and Lever discuss, women might stand slightly apart so as to be available for approach, or stand together so as to be seen as desirable and indifferent to approach. Presumably standing alone made women uncomfortable because they seemed desperate, “alone and needing someone” (1976, 419). Alternatively, women might have preferred standing with friends to make use of their assistance during initiation. Women who were approached from behind by a man could not evaluate the initiator prior to contact. Some women turned to look at the men’s faces as soon as they felt them. Presumably they could then decide if they wanted to dance with them. Many women did not turn around, however, but relied on their nearby friends for information. “The female looked across to one of her girl friends for confirmation as to whether or not the guy was acceptable.” If women chose to grind with their approachers, friends moved away, allowing the grinding pair a zone of privacy. Women asked their friends—verbally or otherwise—to stay if they did not want to grind with initiators, or to leave if they did want to grind.
Calling It Off and Cooling Out: Rejection  as Deference to Outside Forces
Dancing initiations did not always lead to grinding pairs, particularly those following surprise approaches. Rejection behaviors followed consistent scripts to a greater degree than observed initiations; women used certain behaviors for rejection more consistently than men used particular behaviors for initiation. Just as the most common form of initiation was nonverbal, rejections were also mostly nonverbal. In the case of rejections too, women often relied on their friends for decision-making assistance. Dancing in a group better positioned women to cool out men when rejecting unwanted approaches. One woman
mouthed to her single friend dancing across from her “Is he hot?” The female friend mouthed back “No” and the woman grimaced. She then gently disentangled herself from the man’s hands around her hips and began provocatively dancing with her friend.
The presence of friends worked as a preemptive avoidance tactic.
Women most often used avoidance as a cooling out strategy. Flight was the most noticeable and immediate following an approach. Women “quickly rushed into the center of the circle [of friends] and away from the imposing person.” Women shifted attention away from initiators and toward their friends. Most often, a woman drew her friends nearer while still dancing; sometimes she stopped altogether and walked away with her friends. In one case, as a man approached her, “a woman reached out to a female friend in front of her, and the two began to dance with each other in the center of the group.” These rejections protected the woman from culpability and the man from embarrassment by having others disrupt the privacy of the proffered dyad and giving women an excuse to move away.
Women who could not preemptively avoid an approach had to respond to an initiation while already grinding. In these circumstances, women employed a number of avoidance strategies such as nonverbal cues of disinterest or excuses. Women danced disinterestedly—even limply—for some period of time with unwanted grinding partners before leaving or being left. Some women waited for the end of a song to break off and excused themselves; others acted immediately and left before a natural pause.
In the rare cases of verbal initiations, rejection was also verbal. This often took the form of making an excuse and often moving away. In one case, a man and a woman were introduced and had a short conversation at the edge of the dance floor. The man presumably asked the woman to dance during the conversation, as he gestured towards the dance floor. The woman then “gave him a small smile, shook her head, and gestured to the outdoor area. She then gave a small wave and walked outside.” These verbal rejections were unusual and seldom followed a nonverbal approach. Excuses were not always verbal but consistently pointed to intervening reasons that prevented grinding without making necessary any direct interaction. Two women communicated as the target woman “signaled to a friend to ‘save’ her and her friend came over and pretended they needed to talk.” In some cases, the woman being approached had friends pull her away from the approaching man, or stand in between them to prevent access to her; “one female was dancing near a friend and gestured to her that she was not enjoying herself. The friend grabbed her hand and said, ‘Come here, let’s dance.’ She pulled her friend away from the male.” Women thus achieved rejection in as indirect a manner as was possible. Women used apparently coincidental events, such as intervening friends, to prevent them from grinding.
Direct interventions most often involved women “saving” friends, but exceptions did occur among mixed gender groups. In these cases, women employed men who were friends as stand-in tie-signs. For example, a “friend . . . forced his way between the woman and the unwanted man and started dancing with the woman himself.” This signal was more powerful than a woman performing the same spatial intervention because it suggested that the target woman was “taken.” Boyfriend-and-girlfriend couples at these parties for the most part only danced with one another. Given the sexualized nature of grinding, it seemed that dancing with someone other than a partner could imply infidelity. One student expressed the loaded nature of grinding: “There’s no way I’m going on that dance floor. My girlfriend wouldn’t like it.” In one instance a man approached a woman standing with her boyfriend, and the “boyfriend responded by pulling her very close to him and dancing with her, sending the clear signal that the [other] man should back off.” In grinding initiations, as at the parties more generally, a man’s assistance was more effective in indicating a woman was unavailable rather than not interested, which reinforces the implicit understanding that men’s desire is consistently privileged over women’s.
Regardless of specific cooling out strategy, women showed consistent preference for rejections that suggested contravening excuses. Rather than polite refusals, which required conversation, women nonverbally cooled out their initiators. They avoided direct expression of their (lack of) desire. They avoided gesturing to any real preference to grind or not. 
These women had a vested interest in preventing humiliation and conflict with their initiators. These college parties were open only to university students, meaning some chance existed that these students would encounter one another in other contexts. While this is no doubt a strong motivation to preserve initiator’s face, the gendered nature by which face-saving is distributed reveals a systematic inequality in these cooling out strategies. Men initiated and women cooled out. This is the dynamic that reproduced gender inequality in this sexual script. Rather than risking commandeering the masculine role of agency and power, women sought feminine—deferent, submissive, communal—ways to express their own agency, and their refusal, while avoiding embarrassing men.
DISCuSSION AND CONCLuSION
The heterosexual grinding script at these parties reveals a gendered interactional dynamic that reproduces systematic gender inequality. The interactional dynamic is one in which men directly initiate, while women indirectly cool out unwanted approaches. In exceptional gender violations—when initiations do not follow the prevailing script—participants compensate with gender congruent behaviors.
Ridgeway and Correll (2004, 511) point to the significance of gendered beliefs that act as “cultural rules or instructions for enacting the social structure of difference and inequality” (see also Risman 2004). My analysis confirms the influence of gendered beliefs in grinding interaction. Hegemonic cultural beliefs about gender, primed by automatic sex categorization that occurs in mixed company in a sexual setting, activate cultural beliefs. These beliefs lead to expectations that men will be agentic and competent, while women will be communal and pleasant (Conway and Vartanian 2000; Eagly 1987; Ridgeway and Correll 2004; Rudman and Glick 2001). As a result, men initiate and women either accept or cool out as kindly and indirectly as possible. By doing this, men and women reproduce the institutional gender system that interactionally prohibits women’s access to heterosexual agency and pleasure, privileging men’s pleasure and confirming their higher status.
This gendered dynamic biases grinding towards male pleasure; women do not have equal access to direct agency and unpunished sexuality. Women reckon with the heterosexual relational imperative in which they are judged if they do not confine sexual behavior to committed relationships, but men are expected to pursue sexual behavior of all kinds (Byers 1996; Gagnon 1990; Greene and Faulkner 2005; Hamilton and Armstrong 2009). We can see this as interactional evidence of the relational imperative: Women on the dance floor should prefer to grind (and kiss or do anything sexual, for that matter) with a boyfriend or a man with whom a relationship is likely. Though women are ostensibly entitled to desire sexuality, signaling an increasingly liberalized sexual script, double standards identified in college courtship endure in this setting (Crawford and Popp 2003; Risman and Schwartz 2002). Women face the Madonna-whore dichotomy in which they must present themselves as sexy and sexually competent to be desirable for grinding but, in taking part in grinding, risk being seen as immoral.
What are the implications of grinding for gender inequality beyond the dance floor? While it is a question for future research, I suspect the scripts observed here have implications for gender and power that affect other interactional contexts. If women, themselves barred from direct heterosexual sexual agency, must enlist friends for assistance and engage in cooling out strategies to get men to stop thrusting, what sorts of deference behaviors are likely necessary for women interacting with men in other contexts, sexual or otherwise? Particularly in coercive situations, in which subtle cooling out strategies might not be effective, women may face greater impediments to making their disinterest understood by sexual partners who, in grinding interactions, assume receptivity merely by availability. Simon and Gagnon (1986, 106) famously noted that “private sexual cultures grow within the very heart of public sexual cultures.” Since gendered messages about sexual agency and entitlement to pleasure characterize grinding, they undoubtedly also affect college sex and hookup sex that occurs in private. In these encounters, men and women, accountable to onlookers, are also “doing gender” and doing heterosexuality in ways that mirror patterns of inequality in the family, in the workforce, and in culture.
NOTES
1. “Hip-hop” music is by far the most prevalent kind of music to which students grind.
2. These included dinner parties, off-campus bar nights in which there was no guarantee that the crowd was mostly made up of university students, and LGBTthemed happy hours.
3. LGBT students may feel uncomfortable at these mainstream party events; these students more often attend parties at cooperative houses, residences completely run and maintained by students, or LGBT happy hours.
4. The precise definition of “hookup” differs between populations and even individuals in this university’s community. For further discussion, see Glenn and Marquardt (2001) and Bogle (2008).
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