Always the Lead’s Fault
One of the “rules” of Argentine tango is that “it is always the lead’s fault.”   That means when the follow does not do what the lead intended, the failure was the lead’s failure to lead properly, and not the follow’s failure to understand the lead.  This is a nice, old-fashioned idea.   Charming in its way, for gentlemanly courtesy.  But it is my observation that it is both wrong and destructive to good tango.

The best tango is a partnership, with the lead listening to the follow and the follow sensitive to the lead.  If it is all one taking care of the other, it is not a partnership.  It is command and control.  So in a partnership, when the lead gets a different step from what he intended, he tries to follow the step he got and lead the next from there.  And the follow tries her best to restore the shared balance and keep still enough that she can follow what will necessarily be a catch-as-catch-can lead for the next step.  That lead may be against the music and the flow.

In point of fact, advanced follows are not passive at all.  On every step they are catching the spirit of the lead’s invitation and giving energy back on the second half, the completion of the step.  Advanced follows contribute to the timing and the choreography by how they complete each step.  At the least, they put the step on time, spacing, and balance.  At the best they almost back-lead the completion of the step.  This is all in addition to any “decoration” they may add.  In this way the “lead” passes back and forth between the partners during each step, and the dancing becomes mutual.  Often neither partner can figure out which one had the “idea” behind the steps.  It was a two-as-one experience.
The idea that the lead is always “at fault” is not the best route to this perfect tango relationship.  On the contrary, it will prevent it.

Looking at it from the other side, there are times when the follow is clearly at fault, and the fault needs to be corrected from the follow’s side or the dance will not develop.  A follow needs good posture:  alert, balanced, toned, on the inner balls of her feet, and correcting small dislocations from perfect balance by moving towards an upright position.   Leads can correct for bad posture, by adopting a bad posture themselves.  But the compromise will damage the connection.  Many moves will be impossible, or possible only in an ugly way.

A follow is also “at fault” if she anticipates the wrong step.  She can even be “at fault” if she anticipates the intended step, and takes it too early.  Anticipation can destroy connection or balance.  Sometimes this anticipation takes the form of not collecting, when the next step is expected to be a reversal of the previous one.  The basic rule for tango is the same one your mother said for dating: keep you knees together and resist.  In tango terms: collect and wait for the lead.  As one follow said, resistance is not futile; it’s essential.   It is the follow’s fault if she fails to offer the right, sensitive, balancing amount of resistance, even to a step she correctly anticipates is coming.

Follows do anticipate, because leads do pre-lead what they are about to do.  Sometimes that anticipation is a wrong guess.   Other times the anticipation is a right guess, but the step needs to change, due to a crowded floor.   A good partnership will either execute the wrong step, or correct mid-step and come out OK.  This is a working partnership.  If you do not make a few mistakes you are not taking enough risks in your dancing.  It will lack excitement and fun.   
A follow is also “at fault” if she leans her shoulders or hips instead of taking movements as displacements of the body as a whole.  A lean can be dangerous to the follow herself, if the lead cannot lift her out of it and she falls.  And it can be dangerous to the lead, because protecting the follow from falling often puts him in the direction of injuring his lower back.   

So the follow’s “faults” are faults of overall technique.  If her technique is good enough, then the faults of not taking the step the lead was thinking of are indeed faults of bad leading.  His to correct and not hers.  But follows are responsible for their faults; it is they who must correct them, for the sake of the partnership.
How this plays out in class when learning is different than at a dance.   Practices and classes are partnerships too.   Leads are in the difficult position of having to figure out both their steps and the follow’s steps.  Usually conditions are crowded enough that the combination cannot be executed without bumping into other learning couples.   It takes a great deal more space to learn a combination than to dance it when you know it and can bend it around a properly organized dancing floor.  So in class and in practice, the lead needs help.  He cannot be the expert he needs to be to lead the step in an it-is- always-his-fault environment.  

The follow can help with all this, and 99% do it graciously and well.  If you know your part of the combination, you can be willing to follow even a partially incorrect lead, during the learning process.  Time enough to force him to lead it cleanly when the spacing and musicality begin to develop.   The follow can help even more by figuring out  where to step, closer or farther, bigger or smaller, so that the next step is possible from a balanced connection.  Later, the lead will be to the right place, but not at the start.   Details aside, the follow helps by realizing the lead is “overloaded” during the learning process.  

Only once in my life have I had a follow who failed to support my struggles learning a class combination.  However it is common for female teachers to blame the lead when the couple does not succeed, ignoring the various “faults” that follows can have that make it difficult for any but a strong and experienced teacher to lead.  And it is further common for male teachers to desire to add navigation challenges to the complexities of a learning environment.   And bumping into someone is always the lead’s fault.

Most tango communities I have visited have a chronic shortage of leads.  Part of the problem may be that the lead is incorrectly made “at fault” for everything.   It is my opinion that this is tragically counter-productive.  It is bad for the learning process, because it mis-identifies what needs to be fixed, sometimes.  It is bad for the partnership, because it fails to share responsibility.  And it is bad for the tango community, because it discourages the scarcest resource--leads.  The situation for leads is more difficult at the start, and the formal idea that "the lead is always at fault" is unfair on top of it.  I think tango needs to change, at least in the class situation and even on the floor.  Follows who do not have basic competences in terms of posture, embrace, and the idea of collecting and following a lead are at fault and need to fix it.  The pressure should be on them to get lessons.  

The other side of the coin for follows is this.  If you want more dances, don’t buy a little leather dress.  Learn to partner better.  Homely women in modest flowered print dresses get all the dances they want, if they are sweet follows.   I like glad rags.  But women who count on them to get dances end up with the leads better follows have learned to avoid.  So by all means wear that little black dress.  But learn to dance, too.  And don’t count on the lead to compensate for basic errors of the embrace.
