Partners At Home

Tango in your home city is a lot different from tango at a festival or while visiting a distant city.  The difference I want to discuss is the question of selecting partners.  At home, you meet the same set of partners time after time.  This allows you to develop social connections, which makes tango richer and friendlier than dancing with strangers.  Dancing with strangers has an attraction of its own, but that is another discussion.

From a leaders point of view partners fall into perhaps 5 different types:  (1) good dancers you want to keep "sweet" so you can get dances with them; (2) women whom you might develop a romantic interest but are right now only the right age and look; (3)  partners you know socially, who you really don’t want to dance every chance you get, but who you want to keep as friends;  (4) partners who are connected with either good dancers or romantic prospects or both; and (5) beginners whom you encourage because you like them and their attitude --including the ones who act "impressed" with your dancing and make you feel good about it.   The sixth category is partners you would like to dance who have turned you down and you are trying to keep yourself from bothering them again.

A lead entering a familiar milonga scans the room for possible partners and stores away in his mind who is there.  He will be on the look out for a chance to partner the “good” dancers.   He will be saving the waltzes and the more melodic tandas for the romantic possibilities, if he can work up his courage.  He will remember which of his old friends he has not danced in a while and keep an eye out to see when they are left idle.   He will dance an occasional beginner when they look like they are feeling neglected, or just after they have suffered with a particularly hurtful lead.  And he will use the “friends of desirable dancers” as partners when the other categories are unavailable.

On a night with a good choice of partners, leads will hold off asking for a dance until the music starts and he has a feel for the mood of the particular tanda.   In this way he can suit the music to the partner.   Regrettably, when partners are in short supply it becomes necessary to arrange for a dance at the end of the previous tanda.   These become evenings when you dance whatever partner is standing reasonably close to you, and that’s life.

A good lead is torn between conflicting opportunities.  First, he wants to dance all his old partners, if they are available.  However, he also needs to reserve the occasional tanda for dancing someone not yet established as a partner.  This can be someone new, someone beginning, or someone visiting the dance floor from out of town.  It is easy, comfortable, and social to dance only the ones you know.  But it is a mistake—both a social mistake and a mistake in how to live.
The difficulty is not making anyone feel neglected, which we all tend to feel too easily.  As part of coping with that difficulty I have a policy of not dancing the same partner twice an evening when others are available, and of not dancing sweet young things when women of an age closer to mine are available.  As that behavior gets known, it comes out as being "his eccentricity" rather than "being snotty."  That means fewer bruised feelings.  At least that is the hope.

The follows viewpoint on these matters I can only report second hand.  Even where there are excess leads, I hear that follows dance with anyone they do not have a reason to avoid.  This surprises me.  Leads notice who you dance with.  Sometimes they conclude you will not appreciate their style.  And if you keep accepting known problem leads, they may think less of you.
There are common and excellent reasons to avoid a lead.  First would be inappropriate sexual touching, including leading lots of tangle-leg steps poorly or inappropriately.  Second would be a driving lead that ends up stepping on the follow, or requires active avoidance to prevent being kicked.  After these two, the list gets less critical.  Some decline leads who correct or criticize, which is certainly bad behavior.   Some decline leads when they ask for a second tanda.  This is correct and far-sighted: other leads will notice follows who stick with one lead and give up on them as partners.  When you dance the same lead past one tanda, you say to the world, “I am not interested in being available to dance with other leads.”   If the partner in question is a great lead or has a special relationship with you, no problem.  If the partner is just another lead, or a lead known to be pushy or awkward, it definitely discourages later invitations.  Beyond that, some decline leads having insufficient experience, or whose style is completely mis-matched to their own.  However, in general, follows seem to accept any dance that will not actively spoil their evening.  At least this seems to be the case in the United States.

Surprisingly, follows fail to cultivate partners they want.  Many greet their favorite partners when they first see them at a milonga.  This is an excellent way to line up future dances.  A few spend a little time in social chat, trying to get on the lead’s “A list” for future milongas.  A few more go to some lengths to praise a sweet lead, which is an effective way to gain dances on consequent nights.  But almost none go beyond that.  It is rare for a follow to use “the look” to draw an invitation from a lead, even though a frequent stare in his direction will often provoke a dance.  It is rare for a regular partner to directly ask for a dance with a comment like “are we dancing tonight?”   It is likely that some follows have given up trying to get leads to ask them to dance.  Women communicate with their faces and with indirect suggestions more often and much more subtly then men.  Men miss many “invitations.”   Working at the male level requires that invitations be clear, simple, direct, and with sufficient time to register and get a response. 

Overall, it seems to me strange that follows do not do more to get the dances they want, and accept fewer of the invitations they do not particularly seek.
Even more surprisingly, some highly desirable follows dance with only a small circle of partners, and often dance with them repeatedly.  A lead who did that would be considered impolite and possibly stuck up.  Many more follows seem to let themselves fall into this behavior, possibly thinking that since they are being asked, they should not say no.  Some follows only dance with a very short list of partners as a protection against accepting undesirable dances.   A better solution is for follows to seek the partners they do want.  It is also good for follows to sit out a tanda now and then, allowing some social time.  Otherwise they end up dancing only with the more aggressive personalities.   It is an odd story, but true outside of tango, that excessively beautiful women end up dating mainly jerks.   Because the nice guys won’t enter into to fierce competitions.  Unlike more ordinary women, beauties never learn to make the effort to be encouraging.
The leads view of a perfect follow is that she finds a middle ground—dancing a good number of suitable partners and only a few unsuitable ones.  I believe this is the behavior expected of a responsible lead, as well. 

One way or another, dancing tango regularly in your home town you will end up with a reputation.  It can be for courtesy and consideration, it can be as “filler” material, or it can be as one of the hazards of the floor.  You choose which of these by how you take the needs of all your partners, actual and possible, into account.  You will get it wrong some of the time, and you will be mis-interpreted other times.  But in the long run, you want your social leads to be a clear, comforting, and considerate as your tango leads.  And for follows, as receptive, responsive, and respectable as your tango follow.



