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Abstract 
 

 

Argentine tango is a global social dance genre. This dissertation is a multi-sited 

ethnography of how this dance moves, both on the dance floor and transnationally. 

Research was carried out using multiple methods as ethnographic and 

autoethnographic data were collected through observant participation, sensory 

ethnography and interviews. Fieldwork took place between July 2017 and July 2018, 

of which the first six months were spent in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and the rest on 

multiple European tango festival locations. 

 Throughout this thesis I analyse and follow several tango journeys, starting 

from the learning journey of dancers to the transformative movement of old tango 

object into heritage. I approach these journeys through the lens of improvisation. The 

characteristics of improvisation in dance apply to everyday actions, career choices 

and transnational movements of my research participants. Just like choreographic 

choices in the moment form improvised dances, life choices form life stories between 

opportunities, constraints and unpredictable outcomes. 

The first journey follows the serious leisure career of aspiring tango dancers. 

The sensoriality and the emotionality of the learning process of dancing is revealed 

through experiences of tango students and autoethnographic material. Tango is 

(re)produced in the process of producing tango dancers in various kinds of dance 

classes. I contribute to the debate around improvisation and creativity by analysing 

dancers’ creative process on the milonga dance floor. The dance emerges as a co-

creation between dance partners making their choice of moves while finding 

opportunities among material, physical and socio-historical constraints. 

Improvisation in tango is an enskilled practice born out a mix of expected and 

unexpected elements, dancers taking risks and developing flexibility and perpetual 

readiness.  

 I then follow the trips of dancers into their professional careers. I devise a new 

analytical model to study creative labour, consisting of four dimensions: physical, 

emotional, aesthetic and organisational. A discussion on legitimacy sparks from the 

realisation that the route to professionalism in tango is not institutionalised. To 



 vi 

understand the transnational movement of tango, I focus on the intersection 

between the festivalisation of tango and the mobility of professionals. From the case 

studies presented, it emerges that transnational movement of tango teachers is the 

result of the intersection between life histories and personal agency with 

opportunities and constraints. Investigating issues of authenticity and authority, I 

discuss the role of the world championship, the Mundial, in affirming Argentines as 

the rightful owners of tango and in creating a particular aesthetic that is globally 

revered. At the same time, tango professionals use this competition to promote 

themselves internationally and expand the horizons of their careers. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

 

 

Buenos Aires, September 2017. 

 

She has been already an hour on the bus, slowly taking her close to her destination 

and making her sleepy. It’s nearly 9pm. She jumps off a few blocks away from the 

milonga. The night is dark and the street is poorly illuminated. The wind is blowing 

cold. It’s just three blocks but she walks fast, avoiding making eye contact with the 

other people sharing the narrow one lane street. This is not a good neighbourhood, 

she’s been told. She passes the university building, students are having a barbecue in 

the yard. They lit the fire directly onto the pavement and are cooking on a couple of 

large grills. She walks into the meaty smoke coming from the burgers, carefully 

avoiding the bikes parked all over the sidewalk. As soon as she passes the university 

she turns right into Umberto I street. There is no traffic, everything is quiet and dark. 

The rundown buildings stand impressive above her making her feel even smaller. After 

a couple of minutes, she finally reaches the wide entrance of the Region Leonesa 

Palace. She climbs the few marble steps to the small service door and walks into the 

elegant hall. Her eyes fall on the large remembrance panel celebrating the Spaniards 

that came to Argentina over 100 years ago. Following the music, she finds her way to 

the staircase, with its worn-out marble steps and the balustrade adorned with 

wrought-iron flowers. On the landing of the first floor, a man standing behind a 

wooden counter smokes and asks her 150 Pesos for the class. She gets into the hall 

through a burgundy curtain heavy with dust. The hall is massive with a stage at the 

far end. The pale-yellow paint on the walls is peeling off in places. There’s some rubble 

on a couple of chairs, she looks up at the hole in the ceiling high above her. ‘That 

wasn’t there last week!’ she thinks. The wooden floor is surrounded by two lines of 

tables. A couple of guys are still setting them up for the milonga that will start later, 

spreading black cloths over them, and placing a smaller burgundy one on top. Some 
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dancers have already arrived, she joins them to change into her tango shoes, waiting 

for the class to start.  

 

 

 

1.1 Tango and me  

 

Tango moves. It grasps your throat when you hear the lament of the bandoneon. 

Dancers become restless as the double bass marks the beat in time with their heart 

rate, their only balm is “salir a bailar”, to get up and dance holding another person in 

a close embrace. They are so focused on each other that they become oblivious of 

anything that is not the here and now. Tango moves on milonga1 dancefloors through 

the bodies that it entices to dance and it encourages them to travel in search of better 

dances and better futures. Tango moves with all the people who choose to make a 

living from it, while creating unexpected life and geographical trajectories for them. 

Tango moves in time and space as it shifts from an Argentinean urban dance form to 

intangible cultural heritage. This thesis is about all these tango travels. By closely 

looking at personal tango encounters and journeys, the mobility of this dance form 

will emerge in all its shapes and directions.  

My own tango journey started as a child when I saw a televised advertisement 

for an Italian liquor. The short commercial featured a couple dancing in a narrow, 

cobbled street at night. The camera following them from above, her polka dot dress 

flowing with each movement. The music hypnotised me just as much as the dance 

moves. I did not know that at the time but it was Astor Piazzolla’s iconic theme 

Libertango. Years later, when I was studying Spanish in school, I compiled a short 

essay on tango as a cultural tourist attraction in Argentina. The images I found on 

travel magazines captured my imagination. Google and YouTube were still a few 

years away from fruition, but I was desperate to see tango in movement. Eventually, 

I got news of a tango show coming to Milan and I asked my aunt, who lives there, if 

she could get me a ticket. She did. Finally, I was going to see it live. I was sixteen and 

                                                      
1 The milonga is the dance-event in which Argentine tango is practiced. 
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I was taking the train alone for the first time in my life to go see a tango show in the 

big city. This was effectively my first tango trip. Tango enticed me to go looking for it 

over two hundred kilometres away from my hometown, my resolution so strong that 

my parents eventually gave in and allowed me to travel on my own so young. The 

encounter was short but exhilarating. The music was not entirely what I was 

anticipating, but the dance exceeded my expectations. As I came out of the theatre, 

I resolved that I wanted to learn how to dance with a partner, intertwining our legs 

in dramatic sharp movements. I wanted to learn the tango. Instead I had to swallow 

my disappointment when I discovered this dance had not yet reached my small 

hometown, Treviso. It was the mid 1990s and tango had only reached the biggest 

Italian cities by then. 

I had to wait a decade before I managed to attend my first tango class in 

Barcelona. I convinced my partner to go with me and we enrolled in a course back in 

2008. Life was busy and the commitment to weekly classes too big, so we suspended 

our attendance after a few months. Argentineans say that tango waits for you, and it 

did. After moving to Belfast in 2012, our schedule was open enough to fit in regular 

tango classes. We dedicated ourselves to learning this dance properly, going to class 

every Monday night and to practice every Sunday afternoon. The more our skills 

grew, the more we ventured out of the small Belfast tango community to participate 

in social dances and tango events in Dublin, Galway and Cork. With every year of 

experience, our tango geographical boundaries expanded. We started taking our 

shoes on every work trip, family visit and holiday, just in case a chance to dance would 

present itself to us. Finally, we started planning dedicated tango trips to go to tango 

festivals and tango marathons in other parts of the UK and Europe with the sole 

objective to dance.  

Tango has also marked my academic career. All these years of dancing tango 

and travelling to dance it has inspired my anthropological research interests and 

informed my fieldwork, from the first undergraduate essays to the present post 

graduate endeavour. In 2015, I graduated in social anthropology with a thesis on the 

tango embrace, entitled ‘Embracing tango: Negotiating emotions and gender 

through dance’, compiled after conducting seven weeks of fieldwork in Buenos Aires. 

The following year I was awarded my Master of Arts in social anthropology, after 
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completing a thesis exploring the online dimension of tango: ‘The Threads of Tango: 

online dynamics of offline tango dancing’. During this fieldwork, I followed an Italian 

Facebook group of tango dancers, studied their interactions and interviewed them 

remotely. In the meantime, I prepared my application for a PhD project and again 

tango was my focus. 

 

 

 

1.2 Research questions 
 

The positive academic experiences and my own dancing led me to apply for a PhD 

project on tango. The idea for it came while observing dancers in a foreign country, I 

noticed how their way of dancing was different from the way people danced at home. 

Not much, just a little, yet it was different, but how? It looked like regular tango, I 

could still understand the lead of the men I danced with and my husband could lead 

any woman in the room without issues. Yet it looked and felt somewhat different. 

From this observation spurred the question: how does tango move from one place to 

another, and how does it change while moving? Does it have to do with teachers and 

classes?  

When the time to write my differentiation document came, my knowledge 

and experience of the dance guided me in elaborating and expanding the initial idea 

into a number of more detailed research questions which I arranged in three 

concentric circles targeting three different levels of social relations. In the middle I 

put the individual dancer and their experience of learning to tango. The middle circle 

related the individual to their dance partners and teachers, and how these 

interactions influence and mediate the learning process. Lastly, the two circles were 

encompassed by a larger one, consisting of the wider tango relations engendered by 

the transnational plane of tango. The three circles were meant to include all kinds of 

social relations that influence tango and contribute to its global (re)production.  

While I kept all my original questions in mind throughout my fieldwork, some 

of them lost relevance in the process of analysis and writing up, while new sub-topics 

emerged as crucially contributing to the main theme of the thesis: tango’s 



 5 

movement. The main and overarching question of this thesis is: how does Argentine 

tango move, on the dance floor and transnationally? Tango being an intangible art 

form, I looked for my answer by following the movement of tango dancers, teachers 

and objects formulating three sub-questions: 

 

1- How are tango dancers produced? And how is tango produced by 

improvising tango dancers? 

 

2- What kind of mobility characterises the profession of tango teachers? And 

how do international tango festivals shape such mobility? 

 

3- How does the movement of objects contribute to the movement of tango 

as heritage?  

 

My approach to research has been to observe and record embodied experiences, 

practices and discourses of tango (Svašek 2016, 3) and of ‘ethnographic determinism’ 

as I allow the theory to emerge from my ethnographic data (Bizas 2014, 4, citing 

Stilitoe 2003). The result is a theory of movement as improvisation. 

 

 

 

1.3 Fieldwork: methodology and ethical concerns 

 

My fieldwork officially started with my arrival in Buenos Aires on the 20th of July 2017. 

Carlos Gardel’s voice singing a famous tango was in the air welcoming me while I 

waited to collect my luggage and pass through custom checks. For the following ten 

months, I conducted research, experimenting with several ethnographic and 

autoethnographic methods to obtain the data I was looking for. Sarah Pink points out 

that research methods ‘must simultaneously be suitable for and amenable to the 

research participants’ (2015, 57). In practice, following her advice translated in 

concocting a mixture of methodologies, sometime following more traditional 

ethnographic data collection methods and sometimes experimenting with unusual 
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ones, like nomadic ethnography and learning journals, depending on the kind of data 

I aimed to obtain and who was participating in my research at different moments.  

I stayed in Buenos Aires for six months and continued my research in Belfast 

and other European locations until July 2018. In Buenos Aires, I regularly carried out 

observant participation at a weekly beginners’ class at the Fundació Tango Argentino. 

I first got in touch with the organiser via email asking for his permission to carry out 

research. Once he gave me the green light, I showed up for the class and explained 

my research aims and methodology to the teachers in order to both inform them of 

my aims and get their permission to study the class. During the hour and a half of the 

class, my goal was to sit at a table in a corner observing teachers and students while 

taking notes, occasionally engaging in conversation with tango students before and 

after the class hoping to recruit them for formal interviews. In practice, this was 

proven difficult, especially at the beginning when my voyeurism was often 

misunderstood. Possibly uncomfortable with my silent but observing presence, 

teachers kept trying to get me involved in the class and, during the practice time, 

dancers kept inviting me to dance. Since it just felt rude to keep declining invitations, 

after my first time attending the class just as an observer, I started bringing my dance 

shoes along and to wear them after the class finished so that I could have a couple of 

dances during the practice time. This allowed me to gain the trust of both dancers 

and teachers as they started to see me as a writer/dancer, instead of a weird voyeur. 

Once they all got used to my (for them unusual) routine, teachers and dancers would 

come and sit at my table to say hi and exchange some words, giving me the chance 

to engage them in conversation, to further explain my research, and to informally ask 

them questions about their relationship with tango and their learning or teaching 

process. 

In all other occasions, I have approached my fieldwork as an apprenticeship 

(Jenkins 1994, 451) participating fully in the activities I was also observing. When 

studying a physical activity, researchers need to be aware of the ‘limits of language 

for expressing embodied knowledge’ (Samudra 2008, 665) which means that 

observations, conversations and ethnographic interviews are often not enough to 

access information. In dance, a proportion of knowledge is experiential, sitting in 

practice, therefore the researcher is advantaged by getting involved first hand (Wulff 
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2008, 83; Pink 2015, 40). The challenge in dance ethnography is eliciting the tacit, 

since 'meaning is conceived as embodied and cannot be detached from the practices 

as they are realised in particular situations' (Gore et al. 2013, 129). As Pink puts it, 

‘[l]earning to sense and make meanings as others do thus involves us not simply 

observing what they do, but learning how to use all our senses and to participate in 

their worlds, on the terms of their embodied understandings’ (2015, 106, italics in 

the original). Thick participation is the method I have selected to achieve reaching 

such deeper understanding. Thick participation, as Samudra explains it, involves the 

recording of cultural knowledge in the body of the fieldworker (2008, 667). Such 

knowledge is then externalised in field notes for analytic purposes (ibid.).  

Throughout fieldwork, I have participated in various tango events, such as 

classes, social dance events (called milongas), and tango festivals. I took both group 

and private classes, in both leader and follower roles, while keeping a learning diary 

to record kinetic details, my experience of learning, and the way in which tango 

knowledge is shared by teachers to students. Such autoethnographic engagement 

has allowed me to gain the ability of communicating body-to-body with informants 

and of conducting somatic interviews (Samudra 2008, 670) in parallel with verbal 

ones testing my bodily knowledge against other bodies, by feeling their reaction 

when I performed an unexpected pause or movement when in the follower role or 

when I led movements in the leader role. The clear advantage of thick participation, 

compared to my experience of participant observation, is that my full involvement in 

dancing activities has allowed me to build immediate rapport and trust with 

informants (Skinner 2013, 118; Wulff 2013, 81). During tango events, I have regularly 

engaged in informal conversations with both amateur and professional dancers, as 

well as tango organisers, as a way of complementing the bodily aspect of this method 

of data collection. 

Participation in tango events has also allowed me to recruit fellow amateur 

dancers for formal semi-structured interviews (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983, 57). 

These were conducted in a location and time different from the tango events where 

I have recruited my informants, in a few occasions interviews were conducted 

through video calls. All interviews were audio-recorded allowing the conversation to 

flow naturally from my initial questions, and subsequently transcribed for analysis. 
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As for my professional informants, I first asked my own tango teachers for their 

availability to be interviewed. Very kindly, some of them introduced me to their 

colleagues so that I could carry out more interviews with them. When interviewing 

tango professionals, I aimed at collecting their life histories and trajectories in 

connection to tango, following the autobiographical narrative interview style as 

proposed by anthropologist Svašek and German sociologist Domecka (2013). In this 

style of interview, I invited participants to tell their life story as a narrative, without 

interruptions, allowing them to choose what they wanted to say about themselves; 

only after their narrative was over I spent some time asking specific follow-up 

questions on themes relevant to this project2.  

Upon my return to Belfast, I started teaching tango with my husband to a very 

small group of friends who agreed to participate in the research and who had never 

danced tango before. We carried out a weekly tango class for the duration of one 

hour, over three months. During this time, I asked my tango students to keep learning 

journals, and to write an entry after each class taking note in particular of the bodily 

feelings they experienced during the class. At the end of the three-month period I 

collected the journals, read them and carried out in-depth interviews. During these 

interviews, I asked my participants to dance a tango theme of their choice while I 

filmed them. I then used the visual material, as Pink suggested (2015, 88), to guide 

the interview as I showed them the recording and elicited their verbal commentary. 

During my European fieldwork period, I also carried out a “nomadic 

ethnography” (D’Andrea 2006, 113) with the aim of understanding both the mobility 

of tango as a cultural product and the mobility of tango professionals as well as the 

role of tango festivals in moving tango and tango bodies. D’Andrea points out that 

understanding highly mobile phenomena proves challenging for conventional 

ethnography and suggests that the researcher’s ‘methods of data collection must 

become more flexible, informal and context-dependent, partly mimicking mobile 

subjects being studied in their own suppleness’ (2006, 113). That involves travelling 

with and like informants, ‘swapping positions, perspectives and sites while on the 

                                                      
2 Ioannis Tsioulakis (2011) makes a case for considering life narratives in interviews 
not merely as ethnographic data but as discoursive forms of resistance. 
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move and throughout the uncontrollable and shifting circumstances of hypermobile 

field research’ (ibid., 114). My initial hope to follow a couple of tango teachers during 

their European tour proved impossible as they had to cancel their plans last minute. 

Instead, I travelled to several locations to carry out thick participation at tango 

festivals. Between March and July 2018, I participated at tango festivals in Cork, 

Oxford, Belfast, and Athens; I attended the UK preliminary competition for the 

Mundial, the tango world championship in London, and a charity milonga in 

Edinburgh. Travelling to so many different locations in a short span of time gave me 

a sense of what it feels like to sustain the highly mobile lifestyle of tango teachers. In 

addition, I have recruited further informants at these events and carried out several 

interviews with both professionals and amateur dancers. 

The research participants who have collaborated with me in this project 

sharing their knowledge and experiences were both amateur and professional 

dancers of various nationalities and ages, but all adults. Interviews and conversations 

were carried out in English, Spanish and Italian. When possible, I spoke the language 

of my informant, all other times the informant chose the common language. All 

interviews were audio-recorded with permission, then transcribed, and translated to 

English when necessary, by myself. In the following chapters, when I present a quote 

from an interview I indicate when this has been translated. The list of interviewees is 

presented in Appendix II, including the date of the interview and if the interview was 

carried out in person or otherwise. I have anonymised amateur dancers changing 

their names and other personal details in order to protect their privacy. I decided not 

to anonymise my professional research participants. The reason behind this decision 

is that it would be pointless to try and mask their identity while revealing details of 

their career as anyone familiar with the international tango community would easily 

recognise them. Nevertheless, I have anonymised some of the sensitive information 

and personal opinions these professionals shared during their participation in this 

research project. Professionals and amateur dancers with whom I only had informal 

conversations and interviews are not named in Appendix II. Permission to conduct 

research was sought from teachers during classes and, on this being granted, I also 

asked for permission to take photographs. I did not ask for permission to do research 

at events during which I was conducting autoethnographic data collection or when 
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taking part in public events, like festivals and milongas. All informants, even those 

engaged only in informal conversations, have been made aware of my research aims, 

methodology and anonymity strategy. During formal interviews, I have also asked 

informants’ permission to make audio and/or video recordings.  

Finally, a note on the use of foreign words: throughout the thesis, I present 

some tango jargon in italics. I explain these terms only the first time I use them. The 

reader can find all of them and their definition collected in the glossary in Appendix 

I. 

 

 

 

1.4 Reflections on Autoethnography 

 

As mentioned in the previous section, I have used an autoethnographic and reflexive 

approach throughout this project. Carolyn Ellis, Tony Adams and Arthur Bochner 

state that ‘[a]utoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to 

describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to 

understand cultural experience (ethno)’ (2006, 273). Basically, ‘as a method, 

autoethnography is both process and product’ (ibid.). I am aware that I have been a 

tango dancer before becoming an anthropologist, so rather than pretending to be an 

“objective outsider”, I explicitly claim to be a boundary-crosser (Reed-Danahay 1997, 

3), embracing both my dancer and my researcher (among others) identities in the 

field. Ellis et al. highlight how personal experience shapes and influences the research 

process and that the autoethnographic approach was developed to allow scholars to 

produce ‘meaningful, accessible, and evocative research grounded in personal 

experience’ (2006, 274). Autoethnography, in fact, challenges ‘binaries such as: 

self/other, inner/outer, public/private, individual/society’ (Short et al. 2013, 6). Such 

binaries fail to grasp nuances of social interactions. My autoethnographic reflections 

expose my multiple intersecting roles and identities in the field: dancer, researcher, 

observer, insider, woman, to name a few. 

As an innovative research and representational approach centred on 

reflexivity and personal experience, autoethnography has been at the centre of 
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heated debates. Short et al. state that subjectivity is considered by some as a threat 

to academic rigour (2013, 10). Sara Delamont (2006) strongly criticises 

autoethnography as unethical, narcissistic, and lacking rigorous analysis among other 

issues. I reject Delamont’s position, instead I argue that autoethnography provides 

useful insights, and researcher’s personal experience can be analysed in the same 

way we analyse our informants’ experiences, as the following discussion elucidates. 

Where appropriate, I will make this argument in more detail in some of the chapters 

of the dissertation, when discussing specific fieldwork encounters.  

During fieldwork, I kept two journals in which I recorded both my dance 

learning process and my private thoughts. While on site, I’ve used the dance learning 

journal as an ongoing reflexive exercise on the enskilment process which allowed me 

to identify embodied information and formulate precise questions for my informants. 

In the writing stage, I subjected this material to rigorous analysis, in the same way as 

I analysed my informants’ transcripts. Nigel Short and colleagues (2013, 1) suggest 

that: ‘autoethnography is a contemporary qualitative research methodology, 

demanding unusually rigorous, multi-layered levels of researcher reflexivity, given 

that the researcher/s and the researched are normally the same people’. This 

rigorous analysis is key to distinguishing autoethnography from biography (ibid). 

Some excerpts from my learning journal appear in later chapters accompanied by 

analytical reflections, for instance when describing my experience of learning to lead 

in section 2.5. In these passages, the embodiment of fieldwork (Coffey 1999) is 

highlighted through a detailed description of personal experience. Ellis (2004, 48) 

suggests that researchers use their bodies, senses and feelings to learn about the 

other and reflect critically on their own experience. This is not only true, but 

especially necessary when research centres on a bodily activity such as learning to 

dance tango. My physical involvement in the learning process has been essential to 

access and understand the sensorial and emotional dimensions of enskilment. This in 

turn has enabled me to formulate and pose accurate questions about bodily feelings 

to my research participants. Other ethnographic methods, such as interviewing, 

present limitations in accessing information stored within the body of the 

practitioner. Sensorial perception and physical sensations are often hard to translate 

into language. Bartleet and Ellis argued that  
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Musicians and autoethnographers grapple with the challenges of 

communicating and writing about their lived experiences. As these experiences 

are always dynamic, relational, embodied and highly subjective, they are 

difficult to express, particularly from a musical perspective where words are not 

the primary form of communication. (2010, 9) 

 

Similarly, for dancers and dance ethnographers it is challenging to access and express 

corporeal and embodied knowledge and experiences, so the use of their own bodies 

as a tool for fieldwork provides access to otherwise obscure insights. For instance, 

Zebracki’s autoethnographic research in the techno club scene provides him access 

to ‘the gendered/sexual dimensions of corporeal participation in techno-space’ 

(2016, 112). By using his body as the most grounded research instrument, he engages 

in self-subject-sensitive research (ibid., 114) and his biographical vignettes challenge 

traditional factual writing, making wordless encounters accessible to the reader. 

Potter also uses her body in her research of a contemporary dance school in London 

(2008). She highlights how her insider position as a dancer allows her to both observe 

and experience the training style she studies (ibid., 1). In addition, her sensorial 

engagement challenges visual bias by accessing non-visual ways of knowing (ibid.). 

Similarly, Van Katwik and Seko use an autoethnographic approach to access different 

ways of knowing about self-injury (2017, section 1). As non-dancers using dance-

based research they experience and reveal a vulnerability that has the power to 

decolonise the hierarchical relationship between researcher and participant (ibid.) 

 My second journal, containing my private thoughts and impressions of the 

field, has been an inspiration for experimenting with creative writing. Often 

autoethnographers make use of literary genres, from poetry to memoir, as a way to 

engaging the readers, activating their imagination and leaving them the power to 

decide what to make of the material (Moriarty 2013, 63). The wealth of sub-genres3 

in autoethnography which have appeared in (not so) recent years speaks not only to 

                                                      
3 For instance: meta-autoethnography (Ellis 2009), collaborative autoethnography 
(Carless and Douglas 2010), assemblage/ethnography (Gale and Wyatt 2013), exo-
autoethnography (Denejkina 2017). 
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the acceptance of this method within academia, but also to its flexible and 

experimental nature. My engagement with evocative autoethnographic prose is 

visible in the passage opening this chapter and in another milonga short story 

published in the Creative Ethnography special issue of the Irish Journal of 

Anthropology (Banfi 2019). In the latter, I describe the preparation and arrival at a 

milonga in Buenos Aires expressing my expectations and fears:  

 

She walks in and immediately hears tango playing. The expectations rise; will 

she get good dances? Will she get any dance at all? She hopes to see the familiar 

faces of people she has danced with already who may give her another chance 

(Banfi 2019, 191). 

 

These pieces expose my vulnerability and multiple identities in the field, hopefully 

giving the reader a sense of what my fieldwork felt like, transporting them to Buenos 

Aires through their imagination. Composing autoethnographic prose has been 

fundamental for me to further understand and discuss my position in the field. The 

process of creative writing, a form of improvisation in itself, becomes a form of self-

reflective engagement with the field and the research process. I did, however, decide 

to only sparsely use this method in this dissertation. Writing experiments are usually 

discouraged in doctoral theses, which most of all require explicit analysis and 

theorisation. 

A final note needs to be added on ethical concerns. Lydia Turner explores the 

ethics of doing autoethnography as authors relate personal experience that 

inevitably involve others (2013, 213), including partners, friends, informants and so 

on. In this case, not only autoethnographers need to ask their permission to be 

represented in the way we do (ibid.) but they should assume ‘an ethic of care, 

solidarity, community, mutuality, and civic transformation’ (Ellis 2004, 149). In the 

autoethnographic fragments presented in this dissertation, I focus on my own 

perceptions and experiences rather than those of my dance partners. I do this either 

as a way to protect them when anonymising was impossible, or because they were 

not aware of my research, as in the case of casual dance partners in milongas.  
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1.5 The study of dance in anthropology 
 

This section aims to provide a historical overview of the anthropology of dance and 

positions my own research. Historically, even though dance has been studied for over 

a century within anthropology, it has received superficial attention in classical works 

that usually framed it as an element of ritual and ceremony (Wulff 2015, 666). Dance 

anthropology only became a sub-discipline of anthropology only the 1960s. Geltrude 

Kurath was the first to write about the analytical potential of the study of dance in 

1960. As a dancer herself, she was also among the first scholars to consider dance 

training essential to the understanding of dance within its context. Her article allowed 

for the emergence of the anthropology of dance as a branch of anthropology in its 

own right. Only with the publication of Anya Peterson Royce’s book The anthropology 

of dance in 1977, the emergence of the discipline consolidated. The author suggests 

that dance needs to be analysed in its context and that researchers need to consider 

dance events as whole units (2002[1977], 10).  

 One of the first concerns of dance anthropology in the 1970s was to define 

‘dance’. In 1979, Hanna offers a definition of dance as 

 

a human behaviour composed—from the dancer’s perspective—of (1) 

purposeful, (2) intentionally rhythmical, and (3) culturally patterned sequences 

of (4a) nonverbal body movements (4b) other than ordinary motor activities, 

(4c) the motion having inherent and aesthetic value (1979, 316). 

 

From this perspective the body is to be considered an instrument of the dance. A few 

years later, Adrienne Kaeppler challenges this notion of dance, arguing that it 

reproduced a Western ethnocentric view: ‘the concept of “dance” appears to be an 

unsatisfactory category imposed from a Western point of view because it tends to 

group together diverse activities that should be culturally separated’ (1985, 93). By 

contrast, she used the phrase ‘structured movement systems’ to create a wider 

category that included non-Western native traditions of bodily movement (ibid., 92-
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93). In the 1980s, dance anthropologists were influenced by feminist theories, with 

the result that the almost exclusive focus on non-Western dances broadened to 

European folk and Western stage dance (Wulff 2015, 667).  

In 1993 Andree Grau noted that while the systematic study of dance was not 

yet established in the United Kingdom (1993, 22), the British ethnomusicologist John 

Blacking was rapidly becoming an influential scholar.  Blacking, who led the 

department of anthropology at Queen’s University Belfast from 1969 to 1990, argues 

that collective experiences of music and dance produce unique social processes and 

new cultural products (Grau 1993, 23), and ‘recognises that dance is symbolic, 

nonverbal communication’ (ibid., 24). Dance, in other words, is embedded in the 

language and culture of its makers which can sometimes transcend cultural 

boundaries. Blacking’s main contribution to the discipline is a dialectical approach to 

the study of dance, which attempts to create an exchange between researcher and 

informant so that two kinds of technical knowledge and experience are confronted 

in an ongoing process of analysis (ibid., 25).  

 Over the years, the main goal of the discipline has been to find out which 

insights an exploration of dance can provide into wider societal processes (Wulff 

2015, 666). As Hanna pointed out, dance anthropology has been influenced by all the 

main theoretical approaches in anthropology, all presenting some advantages and 

limitations. Functionalism, which considers dance as a function of its system, lacks 

comparison and fails to explain how dance fulfils function on physical movement. 

Structuralism, which identifies movement patterns, rarely links dance to its socio-

cultural patterns, putting emphasis on the product rather than the process. 

Phenomenology has a strong focus on experience, but often lacks consideration for 

cross-cultural patterns and neglects context and interpretation. Finally, 

communication studies apply a semiotic approach, attempting to decipher dance as 

a text. In doing so, it fails to relate the dance to its context (1979, 317-318). 

In 2000, Deirdre Sklar observes two new trajectories for American dance 

scholarship: the socio-political and the kinaesthetic. The former proposes to study 

dance as a socially constructed form of movement, in which the body performs 

identities of various kinds, from gender to ethnic. In this strand, scholars discuss 

globalisation, transmigration, de- and re-contextualisation, invented communities, 
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kinaesthetic homes, all of which address the way dance works and is worked upon in 

the changing contexts of world politics (2000, 70). The latter instead seeks ‘a deeper 

understanding of movement itself as a way of knowing, a medium that carries 

meaning in an immediately felt, somatic way’ (ibid.). Wulff instead identifies three 

kinds of anthropological studies of dance: the first deals with meaning, function and 

cultural context; the second focuses on choreographic form; and the third is a 

combination of both approaches (2015, 667).  

This thesis combines a number of the above-mentioned approaches. First, it 

analyses tango enskilment process through a phenomenological approach that 

highlights the physical and multi-sensorial experience of learning to dance, and 

explores improvisational dimensions of movement. Second, it brings into focus the 

cultural context to understand how dancers make meaning out of their experience. 

Choreographic form is given attention only when it helps understanding sensuous 

experiences of dancers and the leading/following dynamics rather than be analysed 

as a text (see chapters two and three). Following the leisure and professional career 

of dancers, the thesis also engages with the socio-political aspects of tango (see 

chapters four and five). We can therefore say that this is an ethnography of tango 

dancers, amateurs and professionals, rather than an ethnography of Argentine tango. 

 The representational elusiveness of dance has posed a challenge to dance 

anthropology since its establishment. The problem of conveying movement on the 

page has been tackled in different ways by scholars. Some have been using complex 

systems like the widely used Labanotation, for instance Daniel (1995) represented 

Cuban rumba patterns using this system although it only appears in appendix to the 

book. This is a system for analysing and recording human movement invented by 

Rudolf von Laban in 1928 and later reviewed by Guest (1954). It uses abstract symbols 

to record which part of the body is moving, the direction and level of its movement, 

movement duration and dynamic quality. These complex representational systems 

though pose a few problems. Wulff highlights how ‘[t]he period of organized training 

to master any of these systems completely is often said to be like that of learning 

another language’ (2015, 668). Not many anthropology departments offer courses, 

or support, to the learning any of these systems. As a result, not many young 

researchers will become proficient in their use. In the same way, not many readers 
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will possess the necessary skills to decode and understand the notations. As a result, 

one wonders what the usefulness of these systems is to communicate research 

results to the wider audience. In addition, these systems allow for a degree of 

interpretation, so that different researchers may represent the same movement in 

different ways (Wulff 2015, 669) posing problems of clarity.  

Because of these issues, some scholars have found their own way to represent 

movement effectively in their work. For instance, Deirdre Sklar designs her own (easy 

to interpret) movement system in Dancing with the Virgin, using symbols and arrows 

to represent dancers’ formation and direction in relation to the statue of the Virgin 

during the religious ritual of the ‘Fiesta’ (2001, 54-57). Another interesting example 

is Paper tangos by Julie Taylor (1998). In her book, we find a little black and white 

square photo of tango dancers at the bottom of each page and, by quickly flipping 

through the pages, the reader gets the illusion of their movement. Increasingly 

scholars are using photos and videos to document movement. In the following 

chapters, I use photos representing specific moments in the dance to illustrate 

dancers’ posture and movement as I describe them in the text. Other times, the 

photos I used have the purpose to portray the dance event as a whole, for example 

a class, a milonga or a festival. 

 

 

 

1.6 Social Dance 
 

The anthropology of dance encompasses the study of various kinds of dance 

performances, and anthropologists such as Wulff (2018) have emphasised that a 

main distinction has to be made between theatrical performances and social dances. 

Juliet McMains explains that social dancing is ‘an activity between or among 

participants’, meaning that instance, all participants engage in the act of dancing. 

(2006, 64). In social dance, the emphasis is on touch, what dance feels like in social 

participatory dance events or the experience of participants. By contrast, in theatrical 

dance, there is a clear distinction between performers and the audience and the 

emphasis is put on how its aesthetic value.  
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The literature on social dance reveals a consistent interest in various 

dynamics of identity formation and negotiation, from gender and sexuality to 

ethnicity. Globalised dance genres have inspired discussions of authenticity and 

authority in global and translocal processes. This thesis builds on the interest in social 

dance literature on identity formation and global movement by giving prominence to 

the social and participatory aspect of Argentine tango dancing and the inclusion of a 

tango competition in chapter five to reveal intertwined local and global dynamics. 

Furthermore, the analysis of Argentine tango labour in chapter four examines issues 

of authenticity and authority in connection with interpersonal and transnational 

processes.  

 One of the themes in social dance studies is societal transformation. Yvonne 

Daniel studies Cuban rumba (1995) and its ability to generate social change. Rumba, 

like Argentine tango, has both participatory and performance, or spectator-oriented, 

versions. The participatory events she analyses take place in the public space, like 

Cuban squares and streets, where people spontaneously come together to sing, play 

and dance improvised rumba routines. To understand how dance influences and is 

influenced by social change, the author takes a historical perspective in which 

differences between the rural and urban versions of rumba emerge (1995, 15). After 

the Cuban revolution, institutional interventions made rumba a national symbol 

aimed at including and glorifying black and lower-class heritage within national 

identity (1995, 17). Rumba here is studied as a representation of the lower-class and 

black population’s social values and identity, and the ways in which the dance 

changes over time inevitably reveals social change (ibid., 20). The main differences 

began to show between amateur performances in the street and professional 

performances by nationalised dance companies in theatres. The first retained 

traditional norms and dance criteria, events were spontaneous street happenings 

involving alcohol and resembling big street parties, which often evolved in street 

fights (ibid., 59). Instead ‘in theatrical settings, where control could be maintained 

over outside influences and distractions, rumba developed as political culture’ (ibid., 

65). In her symbolic interpretation, Daniel highlights how politicization of rumba 

changed its meaning and role: from entertainment to representation of the 
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government desire of affinity with the working class and African heritage (ibid., 117-

8).  

The author also touches on the role of globalisation and foreign influence on 

rumba as tourists, in search of the “authentic” Cuban experience, affected the 

organic development of spontaneous rumba events which became occasions for 

locals to interact with affluent foreigners and sell them rumba lessons (ibid., 124). I 

agree with the author’s conclusion that ‘traditional dance is not static, but part of a 

dynamic process’ of ongoing selection, presentation and manipulation of movement 

elements which are given social value (ibid., 138). Argentine tango and Cuban rumba 

share some similarities as tango was also selected by the state to represent Argentine 

identity. Furthermore, it also aims to promote its authentic character to the rest of 

the world, culminating with its inscription in the UNESCO Intangible Heritage list in 

2009. As discussed in later this chapter, the interaction between locals and foreigners 

in tango locations in Argentina has strongly influenced the development of the dance. 

Chapter five will highlight that interactions do not only occur in Argentina but all over 

the world, as Argentine professionals teach and share their tango across the world.  

 Juliet McMains presents an interesting analysis of ballroom Dancesport in the 

USA (2006). In her book, the author reveals how Glamour, with capital G, is the motor 

and mechanism that drives American ballroom industry. Her goal is to ‘explain and 

expose the political economy of Glamour in the American Dancesport industry’ 

(2006, 15), just like Marta Savigliano identifies Passion as the international pull factor 

for Argentine tango (1995). While McMains is aware that with its focus on 

competitions ‘Dancesport is not social dance’ (ibid., 64) and there is a clear 

separation between Dancesport and ballroom social dance, her ethnography is still 

useful to social dance scholars as it reveals how the Glamour of competitive dancers 

is a selling point which attracts social dancers to the world of ballroom. In 

competitions, Dancesport practitioners are evaluated for their skills and stamina, 

while social dancing ‘often emphasizes play, musicality, improvisation, subtlety, 

exchange between partners, leadability of vocabulary and the feeling of the moves 

for the dancers themselves’ (bid., 64). In ballroom competitions there is little room 

for improvisation. The emphasis is on aesthetics and technique, or ‘on predetermined 

steps and precision of body lines’ (ibid.) for a judging audience. Since the 1910s 
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ballroom went through a stylistic change and a process of standardisation centred 

around the elimination of improvisation because of its association with ‘animal 

dances’ (ibid., 71). Social ballroom, with its emphasis on having fun rather than 

aesthetic perfection, looks entirely different from its competitive Dancesport version. 

As I will show in chapter five, in Argentine tango competitions the improvisational 

aspect of the dance is retained. As a result, the aesthetics of tango in competition 

and in milongas are very much the same and influence each other.  

Some of McMains’ observations have parallels with my own research 

although there are substantial differences in our findings. The author looks at 

ballroom lessons, both group and private, as I do in chapter two. Her focus though is 

not on the enskilment process of dancers, but on the teacher-student relationship in 

which teachers capitalise on their students’ desire for emotional connection to sell 

them classes: lonely students receive affection in the dance studio to be then taken 

advantage of, as she puts it: ‘to squeeze their wallets dry’ (2006, 47). The interaction 

between students and teachers varies from casual and friendly to intimate and 

sexual, as students desire the glamorous bodies of teachers (ibid., 49). In this 

relationship, touch is not a fundamental part of the enskilment process like in 

Argentine tango (see chapter two in this thesis) but an intimate sexualised hook for 

students (ibid., 51). The author also reveals that ballroom social dancers only take 

lessons for a couple of months before leaving the dance school to enjoy social 

dancing, while only those students that are interested in becoming competitors are 

retained by ballroom schools for longer periods. This is in stark contrast to the 

experience of amateur tango dancers, who continue to take classes for many years, 

often all their lives, and would not dare joining milongas before several months—at 

least six, but often two years—from their entrance in the tango world. Throughout 

her ethnography, McMains looks at the dynamics of ballroom and Dancesport. She 

portrays dancers as naïve victims of the Glamour machine and its workings, rather 

than showing individual dancers’ personal experiences and motivation for 

participating in the ballroom scene.  

 Greg Downey’s Learning Capoeira (2005) has been very influential in inspiring 

my approach to the study of Argentine tango enskilment process. Capoeira is a 

Brazilian cross between dance and martial arts played as a participatory game in 
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which players and musicians form a circle (the roda) and take turns entering the 

middle space and confronting each other with attack and defence-like movements to 

the rhythm of traditional songs. This book follows the phenomenological turn in 

anthropology and intends to demonstrate the distinctive contribution it can make to 

the discipline (2005, 18-19). Downey’s goal is ‘to discuss the experience of learning 

capoeira at a personal, experiential level’ (ibid., 16), stirring away from classic 

anthropological themes like identity, imagination, and politics. The author recognises 

that only by ‘concentrating on the experience of learning could this book shed light 

on why players would devote so many hours, over so many years, and suffer so much 

to master this art’ (ibid., 8).  

Downey’s approach contributes to an understanding of experience from the 

inside out, rather than taking an outside in perspective to the practice and its context 

(ibid., 20). In my own research, I have privileged this inside out approach in my study 

of the enskilment process and the improvisational practice of Argentine tango. For 

Downey, choosing this approach was inevitable as he became more familiar with the 

practice and its practitioners. He could not ignore what they found most important: 

the learning and teaching process and their development. Downey explains: ‘I had 

imagined capoeira would be about self-definition in relation to society or declaring 

allegiance to a group; instead it is about perception, interaction and skill’ (2005, 17).  

Capoeira, like Argentine tango, is a lengthy, almost never-ending, learning 

process which has remarkable impact on the bodies, minds and attitudes of its 

practitioners. Similarly to tango, as further discussed in chapter two and three, the 

practice changes the body strengthening certain muscles and developing movement 

skills as expert players can summon their repertoire of reactions almost 

unconsciously (ibid., 26). Drawing on his own personal experience as well as that of 

his informants, Downey reveals how the biological and the cultural interconnects. 

The senses and perception play a fundamental role in bodily changes as they are 

‘moulded by the input we subject them to’ (ibid., 33). The learning process of 

capoeira has several similarities to that of tango, especially the requirement to 

imitate the master (2005, 44) and respond to verbal coaching (ibid., 45). In chapter 

two, I will explore how, as with capoeira, these techniques are essential to tango 
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instruction, resulting in a change of posture and stance. Physical changes need to be 

developed by each student through log-term practice (ibid., 48).  

An important contribution of Downey’s work is the understanding that 

‘capoeira training transforms practitioners’ comportment in everyday life, so that the 

cunning they learn in the game orients them outside it as well’ (ibid., 7). He recognises 

that changing one’s bodily habits is a colossal endeavour demanding constant 

vigilance, extensive social support and extraordinary sacrifice. Such deep change can 

only happen if one also transforms one’s mental attitude to conflict at the same time 

(ibid., 131-133). In capoeira practitioners learn to value elusiveness and flexibility, 

which are the main play strategies. Learning how to behave in the roda, players 

transfer these habits to their everyday: ‘In stories about their lives, famous 

capoeristas … flee from conflict and use trickery rather than fight against 

unfavourable odds’ (ibd., 134). Capoeira teaches its practitioners the skills of sensing 

danger, concealing their abilities and strategic thinking, which are useful both inside 

and outside the game. Similarly in Argentine tango, dancers learning to improvise 

acquire the skills of perpetual readiness and flexibility which are fundamental in the 

way dancers develop their professional career (see chapter four).  

 Eleni Bizas’ ethnography provides an interesting study to contrast with my 

own research findings. She carries out a comparative multi-sited study of Senegalese 

Sabar dance as practiced in New York City, USA, and Dakar, Senegal (2014). Her 

comparison between the New York and the Dakar settings is particularly interesting 

as it brings forward fundamental differences in how the dance is experienced in these 

places by different people. In the New York setting, Sabar dance students relate to 

each other in terms of hierarchies based on skill and commitment to the dance (ibid., 

39). Students distribute themselves in rows during lessons, with the more proficient 

ones taking up the front rows closer to the teacher, while beginners stand at the back 

(ibid., 44). In this use of the space, practitioners use both skill and attitude to 

negotiate their place and move line, or climb the Sabar hierarchy (ibid., 45). In her 

observations, skin colour plays an important role in the composition of lines as non-

African Americans are often excluded by African American dancers (ibid., 47). As will 

become clear in chapter two, this is in stark contrast to Argentine tango, where 

students form a circle and hierarchies are negotiated in milongas rather than during 
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lessons. In addition, skill and looks determine the popularity of dancers, while 

differences in skin tone are irrelevant in the process.  

Bizas also notices differences between different schools in New York: those 

situated Downtown emphasize a more inclusive and exercise-oriented environment 

that often attract non-African Americans. By contrast, those in Harlem revolve 

around feelings of belonging to the black community and a sense of enjoyment (ibid., 

50-51). In the New York context, practitioners also divide into traditionalists who seek 

authenticity and connection with Africa and their African origins, and innovators who 

acknowledge and embrace the difference between African and American bodily 

trajectories (ibid., 54). In Dakar instead, learning environments differentiate between 

those which cater to foreigners and those which cater to locals. The differences are 

not only evident in the composition of the student body but also in the moves that 

are taught by teachers (ibid., 81). In addition, while improvisation and rhythm are 

intrinsic parts of the learning process for locals, they are overlooked in the context of 

classes for foreigners which only focus on the transmission of movement repertoire. 

This is in stark contrast to Argentine tango where I have not found such differences 

in aims and content of lessons between Buenos Aires and elsewhere. Chapter two 

will elaborate how in Buenos Aires, foreigners take classes alongside locals and 

teachers do not adapt the content of lessons or their pedagogy to students’ 

nationality.  

Bizas also describes how colonial links sustained the export of the dance as it 

became a way out of poverty and out of Africa for some of its exponents (ibid., 24). 

Her analysis of transatlantic flows between USA and West Africa shows how 

American students go to Africa on trips organised by their teachers, which aim at 

giving them the “authentic” Sabar dance experience. During these trips, students 

take lessons with locals and get a ‘total’ experience of Africa and of the dance in its 

context (ibid., 72-73). The author recognises how relationships between foreigners 

and locals contribute to the transatlantic movement of people and dances (ibid., 78). 

She found that numerous female American students travel to Dakar with the hope of 

finding love and bringing home an African man. While she describes such love 

endeavours as deemed to fail due to cultural differences, Bizas recognises that these 

relationships constitute an opportunity for African men to get artist visas. Their aim 
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is to enter the USA and establish their own Sabar school with the help of their 

American contacts (ibid., 80-82). This is an interesting dynamic which presents some 

similarities but also some important differences with the Argentine tango context. As 

with Sabar, relationships with foreigners are important to Argentinean teachers for 

gaining access to foreign countries and markets. Argentine professionals, however, 

often possess European passports through their ancestral connections, therefore 

making travelling for work easier. On the other, they often work with their life partner 

so relationships with foreigners are often kept on professional and friendship terms. 

As I will show in chapter five, not all Argentine professional strive to relocate abroad. 

Instead, many Argentinean teachers prefer to travel to Europe and other locations, 

during lengthy tours, eventually returning home. 

 In the following sections, I develop my theoretical approach and set the 

context of this thesis by describing tango historical movements. 

 

 

 

1.7 A theory of movement as improvisation 

 

In answering my research questions my attention focused on various kinds of tango 

movement and their improvisational nature. Improvisation, in fact, goes beyond the 

dance floor to encompass most aspects of movement in life and work. The study and 

understanding of improvisation has not been straightforward and it is only recently 

achieving its multidisciplinary potential. Critics of improvisation of any kind, have 

often seen it as rejecting conventions and protocols, as requiring no prior thought or 

skill, and as having come out of nowhere (Fischlin, Heble and Lipsitz 2013, 33). In 

music, improvisation has been neglected because of its inferior relation to 

composition by Western standards. Guitarist Derek Bailey looked at improvisation in 

various genres from Indian to flamenco to Baroque and jazz (1992, first published in 

the 1980s). He tried to find commonalities among improvised musical performances 

of various kinds and identified few differences between what he calls idiomatic 

improvisation, that is the improvisation that follows a specific canon, and free 

improvisation. Bailey’s work is limited in its approach to analyse the finished product 
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of improvisation which, in his words, is ‘too elusive for analysis and precise 

description, essentially non-academic’ (1992, ix). Only in 2003, philosopher Bruce Ellis 

Benson tried to elevate improvisation by arguing that it ‘is not something that 

precedes composition… or stands outside and opposed to composition’ (2), in fact 

composition, performance and listening are forms of improvisation. He rejects the 

Western distinction between composer as creator and performer as reproducer. 

Instead he argues that the imprecision of scores always allow performers a degree of 

interpretation, therefore of improvisation (ibid.).  

 In anthropology, Hallam and Ingold tied improvisation to the study of 

creativity (2007). They aim at understanding creativity through improvisational 

processes that may lead to innovation (2007, 2-3). Such a proposition shifts the 

attention from the final product, which can be judged to be innovative or not, to the 

creative process. This approach is useful not only because it allows us to understand 

the improvisational process at a deeper level, but because it can be applied to any 

kind of action and movement. In tango, for instance, this means shifting the focus 

from analysing performances as texts, to analysing how they come to be, and what it 

means to improvise and uncover the skills that improvisation requires. In fact, far 

from being a thoughtless action, the authors explain that improvisation as process 

involves techniques of copying and reproduction, which in turn require high levels of 

skill (ibid., 5). Ethnomusicologist Paul Berliner has investigated improvisation in jazz 

(1994). He studied how musicians learn to improvise, first by becoming proficient in 

playing an instrument of their choice, then by copying other jazz musicians, and 

finally by experimenting within a range of possible variations to the original piece. In 

tango, learning to improvise follows a similar structure. Dancers not only need to be 

proficient in moving their bodies in a tango way but also need to learn a number of 

moves which form their movement vocabulary. Dealing with a specific form of dance, 

improvisation ‘does not refer to the freedom to play or dance whatever one wants, 

but rather to the skill of combining traditional rhythm patterns or movement patterns 

in a meaningful way’ (Elina Seye 2014, 68)4. Improvisation lies in the tension between 

                                                      
4 Seye did her research on Sabar dance events in Senegal. During these events both 
music and dance solos are improvised, and performers’ status depends on how 
profound their knowledge of tradition is. 
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the expected and the unexpected. While tango moves are not infinite they are, in a 

way, ‘expected’, and the combination of them is always different and arising in the 

moment, therefore ‘unexpected’. As Maruška Svašek suggests, the tension between 

experiences of (un)predictability and (restricted) choice is central to creative 

practices and improvisation must be understood as entailing both practices of 

repetition and repertoire-building that emerge during dynamic performances (2016, 

5).  

I agree with dance professor Vida Midgelow who defines improvisation as a way 

of going about things, an attitude, a prevalent and implicit feature of any everyday 

activity (2019, 2). Thinking of improvisation as an attitude, rather than only a process, 

allows us to ground improvisational movements onto everyday activities. In addition, 

seeing improvisation in this way means that it becomes a prerogative not just to the 

creative genius, but to anyone. As it will become evident in the following chapters, 

people who learn to improvise in tango, acquire specific skills that can be transferred 

from the dance floor to everyday life and career. Midgelow’s definition of 

improvisation is the most comprehensive to date as she refers to the work of various 

scholars, including some of those I just mentioned, to form a round definition 

combining six characteristics:  

• convergence,  

• irreversibility,  

• receptivity,  

• memory,  

• processuality, 

• emergent-construction (2019, 8).  

In improvisation, she explains, thinking and doing converge as they take place at the 

same time. Decisions, in other words, happen in action. Any action or movement is 

irreversible as it is impossible to go back in time and change it. In reflection, outcomes 

can be judged to be either successful or unsuccessful. This is why improvisation is 

both risky and subject to failure. To improvise is to be involved in a balancing game 

of trust and risk (Waterman 2015, cited in Midgelow 2019, 9). Even though 

irreversible, unsuccessful outcomes are not necessarily mistakes or closures, but they 

become openings to new opportunities. Any outcome is therefore an opening for 
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new movements, new directions, new possibilities. The third characteristic of 

improvisation refers to its phenomenological quality: to improvise is to be receptive 

of both internal and external worlds (Midgelow 2019, 9). Openness to and perception 

of the self, the dancing partner and the environment enable choice and build the 

dance. Improvisational choices combine the known and the unknown, the familiar 

and the unanticipated (Foster 2003, cited in Midgelow, 11). In fact, a certain degree 

of ‘preknowledge’ (De Spain 2003, cited in Midgelow 2019, 11) is necessary as the 

improviser draws on embodied memory and shifts between the known and the 

unknown in her movements. Hallam and Ingold (2007) agree that precision in the 

coordination between perception and action can only happen with practice (cited in 

Midgelow 2019, 12). In specific dance forms, like tango, established codes and 

techniques are part of improvisation, as we shall see in chapter three. Dancers 

borrow, recycle, copy and reproduce movements while at the same time allowing for 

their individual identity to emerge through their improvised choices and their 

reimagination of possibilities (Midgelow 2019, 11-12). Midgelow attributes a 

processual characteristic to improvisation (2019, 13). Improvisation, in her words, ‘is 

a process that unfolds while being invented, that occurs here and now and vanishes 

while it’s occurring’ (ibid.). The ephemeral nature of improvisation implies the 

acceptance of a state of continual change. Midgelow suggests that the construction 

process of a dance relies on the dancer making choreographic choices in the moment. 

The way such choices are made, gives the emergent-construction character to the 

dance (Midgelow 2019, 12-14). All of these characteristics emerge in my analysis of 

tango improvisation in chapter three, where I present an in-depth examination of 

tango improvisation supported by my ethnographic data. This approach to 

improvisation though, is not just useful to describe dancing, but also other kinds of 

improvised movement that I consider in this thesis, such as gaining prestige in the 

professional field, transitions from leisure activity to a professional career, the 

development of DIY careers across national borders (see chapters four and five).  

The potential of improvisation has been highlighted by Fischlin, Heble and Lipsitz 

in The Fierce Urgency of Now (2013), a study of jazz in connection to the human right 

movement in the USA. They see improvisation as  
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the creation and development of new, unexpected and productive co-creative 

relations among people. It teaches us to make “a way” out of “no way” by 

cultivating the capacity to discern hidden elements of possibility, hope, and 

promise in even the most discouraging circumstances. (ibid., xii) 

 

The authors see improvisation as a model for social change. Improvisation in music 

teaches disadvantaged people to think of life as possibility, to create opportunities 

and find new sources for hope (ibid., 36). Learning to improvise is learning to exercise 

agency, and therefore creates an engine for social change. Improvisation promotes 

‘self-representational counternarratives’ (ibid., 34) recasting identities and histories. 

The authors connect the experience of black slaves to improvisation in jazz, similarly 

improvised tango belonged to the experience and narrative of low status immigrants 

before becoming a prominent feature of the national Argentine identity and the 

object of global admiration. 

To understand the connection between improvisation, movement and life 

stories, I build on Hannah Arendt’s definition of “action”. In The human condition, she 

distinguishes three fundamental human activities: labour, work and action. Labour, 

for her, connects to the biological processes of the human body and the necessity of 

keeping oneself alive, fighting against the growth and decay of the human body 

(2018, 8 and 100). Work instead corresponds to unnatural activities, the production 

of things different from natural surroundings (2018, 8). Finally, action is the activity 

that connects human beings to each other without the intermediary of things or 

matter (ibid.). While labour is forced on us by necessity, work is prompted by utility 

and action is stimulated by initiative and desire (ibid., 177). Arendt describes “acting” 

as to set something in motion, to start moving. She explains the “unexpectedness” 

characteristic of action’s outcomes as these are placed in a web of human 

relationships with innumerable and conflicting wills and intentions. While individuals 

can exert their agency by choosing to act, if and in which way to act, how and when 

to set something in motion, the outcome of their actions is always unpredictable as 

it depends on an infinite number of variables. Additionally, Arendt mentions the 

impossibility to undo what is done: the irreversibility of action (2018, 236). These two 

characteristics which Arendt attributes to action, overlap with Midgelow’s 
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characteristics of improvisation. It becomes evident then that action cannot just be 

conceptualised as movement, but has an improvisational dimension as well.  

What is also relevant in Arendt’s writing, is the ability of actions to produce 

stories, in this case life stories (2018, 184), which connect to the emergent-

construction characteristic of dance improvisation as described by Midgelow. 

Choices, actions and unpredictable outcomes are interlinked in an endless chain from 

which the life story of the individual emerges, just like choreographic choices build a 

dance. In short: to act is to move, to move is to improvise, and to improvise is to 

produce a life story. There is no life without movement, just as there is no movement 

without improvisation and no improvisation without movement and action. The 

ethnographic material I present throughout the following chapters show these 

intersections of movements/improvisations with the choices of my research 

participants. Their choices, actions and movements contribute to the generation, not 

only of danced tangos, but also of life stories (chapter five). 

Throughout this thesis, I analyse tango movements/improvisations in their 

various interlinked dimensions as I explain in the next section. 

 

 

 

1.8 The dimensions of tango movement/improvisation  
 

In the previous section, I clarified that movement and improvisation are one and the 

same action. In the analysis of tango movements, several interlinked dimensions 

have emerged, each highlighting different kinds of improvisation. These are: the 

bodily, the choreographic, the social, the economic, and the geographical. Here I 

introduce each dimension in relation to relevant literature. A more in-depth analysis 

of these dimensions and the relations between them will follow in the upcoming 

chapters. 

The bodily dimension of tango movement comprises of the movement with, 

within and between bodies. It refers to a multisensorial process of enskilment in 

which the individual learns to make sense of internal and external stimuli as well as 

to manage the emotions that emerge in such processes. Practitioners of a physical 
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activity are involved in body work, producing the appropriate body for their activity. 

In his observation of flamenco tourists, Xavier Matteucci identifies how ‘their 

embodied experiences could be linked to three forms of body usage, which are 

deployed simultaneously: the body as disciplined; expressive; and consumptive’ 

(2014, 33). First, the disciplined body is produced through the acquisition of the 

technique and the learning to manage bodily feelings, including pain. Second, the 

expressive body becomes evident when informants become aware of what their 

bodies can do and feel through practicing flamenco, which allows for a creative 

engagement with the dance. Third, the consumptive body is formed through the 

purchase and wear of appropriate flamenco attire. Such a display helps dancers 

assert their flamenco identity and expose them to the gaze of others in a culturally 

appropriate way. Matteucci’s conceptualisation of the ‘flamenco body’ can be 

applied to the tango-body.  

With practice and repetition, the unknown stimuli which initially provoked 

surprise, discomfort or frustration, become familiar, part of the body’s memory and 

as a result the emotions towards these stimuli change. The more skilled one becomes 

in understanding their body and bodily perception, the more they will be able to 

finely attune responses to unexpected changes. The body is both medium and 

outcome as the practice of tango shapes it by modifying its posture and 

strengthening certain muscles. In this process, how is the tango body produced?  The 

way in which the tango body is presented is a socially acquired skill, how do dancers 

acquire such skill? Bodily changes provoked by the ageing process, injuries, 

pregnancies or any other (un)expected cause, highlight the ephemerality of the 

bodily dimension and the necessity for continuous adjustments to the way one 

moves and as their life story unfolds. 

 The choreographic dimension refers to the tango-specific moves of the dance 

and how they are combined in improvised dances. Choreographer Ivar Hagendoorn 

investigates the similarities between language and dance stating that both are 

founded on vocabulary, phrases and syntax (2010, 223): ‘[i]n dance, terminology 

movement sequences are often referred to as phrases, while the collection of 

individual positions and movements is referred to as a vocabulary’ (ibid). In dance, as 

in language, there are formation rules and a lexicon which are characteristic of each 
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dance style (ibid), from ballet to tango. Instead of words, dancers use movements to 

communicate in choreographic form. In her study of tango, Carolyn Merrit (2012, 55) 

has called the knowledge of available tango techniques ‘dance vocabulary’. It 

encompasses the techniques, shapes and styles that dancers learn in classes and later 

perform at dance events and it refers to both the movements and the name given to 

each tango move. Each dancer then, in the process of learning to dance, will acquire 

a personal repertory of tango moves. 

In what way the choreographic emerges in tango improvisations? On the dance 

floor, dancers share and co-create movements while holding each other in a close 

embrace. Dancers’ choreographic choices are continuously informed by their 

partner, the music and their surroundings. Each choice of movement is a 

demonstration of trust towards the Other, that they will understand the proposal and 

respond to it appropriately, the risk of failure is always present. What was surprising 

at first becomes familiar, part of the movement vocabulary of dancers. Feeling 

surprised ceases to be scary and becomes a welcome challenge. The skilled dancer 

responds to surprising moves with new unexpected movement options, testing their 

limits and their creativity. At the same time, the aesthetics of tango limits and moulds 

dancers’ choices, but is likewise shaped by them as new stylistic trends, embrace 

shapes, and sequences or embellishments enter the movement vocabulary of tango. 

Tango aesthetic has a life-story of its own which has evolved through tango 

representations and performances, and through processes of commoditisation and 

festivalisation. 

The social dimension reveals how individual action does not happen in a vacuum 

but is always placed in a web of social relations. Bourdieu states that ‘[i]ndividuals do 

not move about in social space in a random way’ (2010, 104) and defines habitus as 

a bridge between individual decision-making and supra-individual structures (Jenkins 

2002, 74). Habitus ‘determines what is appropriate or inappropriate, available or 

unavailable, and possible or impossible for individuals in a given situation’ (Lee et al. 

2014, 316). Bourdieu recognises the embodied nature of knowledge reflected in the 

habitus, its power ‘deriv[ing] from the thoughtlessness of habit and habituation, 

rather than consciously learned rules and principles’ (Jenkins 2002, 76). Actors carry 

out socially competent performances as routines without necessarily knowing what 
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they are doing. As a result: '[p]ractices are produced in and by the encounter 

between the habitus and its dispositions, on the one hand, and the constraints, 

demands and opportunities of the social field or market to which the habitus is 

appropriate or within which the actor is moving, on the other' (ibid, 78).  The field is 

a structure that shapes habitus, with its own rules, history and social orders. In it, 

habitus is formed, capitals are distributed, and their values determined (ibid, 317). 

As a social space, the field is occupied by social agents who use different strategies 

to accumulate economic—and other forms of—capital in order to improve their 

status (Thomson 2008, 69). In the global tango field, Argentinean tango dancers are 

often perceived by international dancers as embodying the tango essence (Skinner 

2018), which translates their “Argentinidad” into a form of capital.  

Starting to dance tango is entering a transnational community of dancers with its 

own rules of engagement and hierarchies. Dancers learn how to navigate tango 

sociality, what kinds of social interactions are required/frowned upon and how to 

climb the hierarchy by gaining status locally and internationally. Moving from 

amateur to professional dancer requires sustaining a specific kind of sociality with 

students, tango organisers and colleagues as part of tango labour. How do dancers 

transfer improvisational skills learnt on the dance floor to the social arena? Career 

choices and life choices interlink as individuals choose their next move as 

opportunities presents themselves. Opportunities, choices and (unexpected) 

outcomes are chained together in the emergence of personal life stories. 

 The economic dimension of tango movement refers to the transactional 

exchange of money for tango knowledge between professionals and amateurs. 

Sheenagh Pietrobruno has studied the commodification of salsa arguing that 

Caribbean culture is transformed into a product, a commodity, through the format of 

dance classes (2006, 3). The crystallisation of dance moves that takes place during a 

dance class, transforms such dance into a product. Nevertheless, Pietrobuno argues 

that salsa is simultaneously a “product” as well as a practice that escapes 

commodification (ibid, 7). The commodification through dance classes of a dance 

culture, such as salsa or tango, calls for a reflection on the labour of dance teachers. 

Dance anthropologist Dunja Njaradi identifies dance labour as immaterial labour, 

that is a labour that produces a cultural product or a service, rather than an object 
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(2014, 80). Working with modern dance performers, she describes their immaterial 

dance labour as characterised by economic instability, high mobility and by a 

dissolution between work and leisure time (ibid, 138-140). Njaradi’s work, though, 

only takes into consideration dance labour as performance and as original 

choreographic creation, leaving out teaching as dance labour. As it will become 

apparent in the following chapters, teaching is a substantial aspect of professional 

tango careers.  

The economic dimension of tango encompasses the movement across locations 

of both tango products, and professionals as they travel to teach and perform, as 

they exchange the cultural and social capital of tango for an income. The 

improvisational and processual nature of a tango career manifests itself in a variety 

of ways, from the absence of a fixed career trajectory, to the changing economic 

opportunities inherent to fluctuating international markets. Tango dancers who 

aspire an international teaching career do not only look at other successful traveling 

teachers, but also take up unexpected opportunities. While growing experience and 

enskilment as dancers and teachers helps them to make choices, the outcomes are 

always uncertain and risky, adding precariousness to professionals’ life stories. How 

is improvisation helping them making their choices? 

The geographical dimension considers the routes of tango movements. Dancers 

and teachers move across locations to dance, teach, perform and compete. Dancers 

travel in search of new dance partners and embraces, professionals to build their 

career and increase their income. Priya Srinivasan states: ‘If the dancing body’s 

labour is accounted for in politico-economic terms, we begin to see her work within 

the larger structure of production, labour, and migration’ (2012, 11). Through the 

materiality of dancing bodies, it is possible to see how discourses, practices and 

embodied experience interact with globalising forces, thus we can think of a 

“bodyscape” or a “tangoscape”. I refer to Appadurai’s concept of –scape. He 

identifies five dimensions of scapes (ethnoscape, mediascape, technoscape, 

financescape, and ideoscape) as a framework to explore the new complex global 

economy (1996, 33). The suffix –scape suggests the fluid and irregular character of 

such flows ‘along which cultural material may be seen to be moving across national 

boundaries’ (ibid, 46). Urry introduces the notion of “dwelling-in-motion” (2007, 11), 
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rather than dwelling-in-place, calling for an attentive study of what happens during 

spatial movement as ‘each case of movement is socially and materially organized and 

only rarely and exceptionally is it merely a way of getting from A to B as fast as 

possible’ (ibid., 59). The mobility of tango professionals is a form of dwelling-in-

motion and their movement is ongoing and transient. Gomes uses transience as a 

conceptual lens that allows us to study different kinds of transnational migrations 

that neither temporary nor permanent (2019, 2). Transience allows us to capture and 

analyse ‘transnational migration where individuals not only function as boomerang 

migrants, but also criss-cross nations in unpredictable patterns, may be aspirational, 

necessary and/or forced’ (ibid., 4). 

As dancers move across national borders, new routes sometimes establish 

themselves as routines, or geographical choreographies, with each recurrent 

journey. Like in dance, what kind of geographical routes evolve over time as dancers 

follow openings and pursue opportunities? Do these change shape as professionals 

avoid closures and obstacles? Dancers are simultaneously moving along these 

geographical routes and creating them as they travel. Routes are emergent and in 

time and space as well as being processual, destinations might be known, but what 

will happen in transit and at destination is unknown and requires all the readiness 

and skills of expert improvisers. 

 Throughout the thesis these dimensions will emerge as interlinked processes 

that weave together the actions, movements and improvisations of my research 

participants. To create a better understanding of 21s century tango practices, the 

next section will discuss the main historical developments, from its birth in the late 

nineteenth century to its recent transformation into a commodity. 

 

 

 

1.9 A brief history of tango 

 

Argentine tango history is characterised by movement across national borders and 

social boundaries. At first, Argentine tango was established at the margins of society 

from a mix of different cultural elements. Donald Castro places the origins of tango 
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between 1865 and 1895, when ‘various musical traditions and influences mixed, 

blended, and eventually formed what could be identified as the tango criollo [creole 

tango]’ (1990, 94). During this period tango was associated with the underclasses, in 

particular with the creole population of Buenos Aires and the new immigrants living 

around the port area. Argentina’s necessity of immigrant labour is captured in its 

Constitution, stipulated in 1852, which states that the Government is not only to 

encourage European immigration but also to avoid burdening with taxes any 

foreigners entering the country to work (Gonzales and Yanes 2013, 14). In 1862 the 

Argentine elites elaborated a policy of capital importation and massive immigration 

to populate and "whiten" the nation (Castro 1990, 90). As a result, during those years 

three out of four citizens were born outside Argentina, and the majority of them were 

men. They arrived hoping to acquire new land, but instead faced disappointments 

and hardships when their dreams did not come true. Following this wave of new 

immigrants from Europe, tango afforded a cultural space for the expression of the 

frustration and alienation of urban life (ibid., 7). In fact, 

 

The immigrants met, or clashed, in the unlit streets close to the river. 

They shared neither a language nor a history at first, yet eventually in 

these crowded alleys they, their cultures, their languages, and their 

rhythms would merge as they learned to dance –and survive –

together (Gonzales and Yanes 2013, 23). 

 

The high concentration of male immigrants, who were effectively 

marginalised from the hosting culture, fostered repressed sexual desire, male 

competition and ritual violence, as well as levels of demand that resulted in a 

booming sex industry (ibid., 24). It should not be surprising then that tango evolved 

from the houses of prostitution and from the cafetines cantantes5, in the 

neighbourhoods around the port of Buenos Aires. It migrated slowly towards the 

centre of the city and towards decency (Castro 1990, 102). The humble and racially 

mixed origins of tango were problematic for the elites in Argentina, who were 

                                                      
5 These are bars where live music was played. 
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preoccupied with creating a civilized society modelled on Europe. Another 

problematic issue was the use of lunfardo in tango lyrics, a language associated with 

the lower classes which was effectively considered a “criminal lexicon” (Conde 2014, 

40). Oscar Conde describes lunfardo as a “lexical repertoire” linked to the Argentine 

capital and representing the incredible mix of people living there by borrowing words 

from different languages. The repertoire includes words from European languages 

like Italian, Polish and English, words from African languages as well as from other 

indigenous American languages. All of them mixed with Spanish (ibid., 41). The word 

tango itself is a lunfardo word and its uncertain etymology hints at its multiple foreign 

roots. There are two competing hypotheses: the first traces it back to Portuguese, 

from the Latin verb tangere (to touch); the second—and more uncomfortable at the 

time—links it to certain African languages in which tango appears to mean ‘closed 

place’, in addition in both Mali and Angola there are villages called Tango (Collier 

1995, 41). With such past and bad reputation, it took a geographical round trip to 

Europe to propel tango’s social elevation in Argentina.  

 What helped improve the image of tango in Argentine elites’ eyes, in fact, was 

its incredible success within Parisian society. Marilyn Miller describes how Algerian-

born Jean Richepin organised the stage show Le Tango, which was preceded by a 

lecture at the Institute of France in Paris in October 1913 securing the show’s success 

(Miller 2014, 5). Tango gained further publicity in France when the Cardinal of Paris 

publicly stated his aversion to the dance, prohibiting it for the faithful (ibid.). When 

World War I broke out, the Hispano-American community returned to Buenos Aires, 

bringing a refined version of tango back home (Azzi 2002, 26). By the 1920s, tango 

had reached popularity across all social classes in Buenos Aires. Marta Savigliano 

underlines how class distinction and rigid moral codes had prevented Argentine 

middle and upper classes from engaging with tango up to that moment (1995, 137). 

Though, 

 

[o]nce exoticised - that is, transformed into an enjoyable and exciting 

practice through a careful screening of “indecent” features as well as 

through the establishment of a distance/difference between the ways of the 

“primitive” and the ways in which “primitiveness” could be appropriated by 
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the “civilised” - tango was accepted by the Argentinean elite as a legitimate 

practice. Although tango had been enjoyed by elite men before the Parisian 

verdict, dancing tango was a somewhat clandestine undertaking shared with 

lower-class women. (Savigliano 1995, 146) 

 

1917 marked the start of the Golden Age of tango with the first tango canción, a 

tango theme containing lyrics created for a listening audience. As Mike Gonzales and 

Marianella Yanes declare, ‘tango had certainly broken out of the barrio – but it 

remained at its heart the expression of an urban experience of solitude, of nostalgia 

and loss’ (2013, 79). Such emotions are often present in the lyrics and represented 

by the bandoneon’s lament. In this period, the typical tango formation developed in 

the Orquestas típicas, large ensembles consisting of four violins, four bandoneons, a 

piano and a bass, and occasionally a singer (Luker 2007, 71). These ensembles 

became a common sight in Buenos Aires’ cafes. But it was only with the singer Carlos 

Gardel (figure 1.1) and the advent of the radio and television, that tango gained the 

favour of the masses and of the international public. Gardel has become such an 

iconic figure of tango that he has two dedicated museums, one located in his home 

in Buenos Aires and one in Medellín, Colombia, where he died in a plane crash at the 

height of his career in 1935. 
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Figure 1.1 Mural of Carlos Gardel in the neighbourhood of La Boca (Photo by Federica Banfi, 2015). 

 

Castro traces the end of the golden Age and the start of tango’s decline in 

1943 after the military coup. The military nationalised the radios and issued a decree 

regulating what they should transmit, limiting tango airtime. It additionally abolished 

the use of lunfardo in tango lyrics. Miller, instead, proposes that popular tango 

started to decline from the 1950s when another coup established a dictatorship. The 

new regime put restrictions on free assembly, making milongas illegal, and 

considered tango music to be subversive, which resulted in the imprisoning of many 

musicians of leftist views, including famous pianist and tango orchestra director 

Osvaldo Pugliese. At the same time, tango had started to compete with new genres 

of popular music and the flourishing U.S.A. recording industry (Miller 2014, 17). The 

media had a prominent role both in promoting tango, nationally and internationally, 

as well as in its decline through censorship. As a result, in the 1980s only a few people 

still played and danced tango in Buenos Aires and Montevideo. 

Tango was destined to move again to France and back to re-gain its appeal, 

repeating its history. In 1953, when tango was losing popularity at home, the 
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bandoneon player and composer Astor Piazzolla travelled from Buenos Aires to Paris 

to perfect his skills in classical music. There he was encouraged to develop his own 

music, incorporating tango, jazz and classical elements. The result is tango nuevo, a 

new tango style enjoyed by European listeners but never fully accepted by 

Argentineans (Miller 2014, 16-7). In 1983 Argentine exile Claudio Segovia, took the 

risky decision to bring tango back on the Parisian stage with the show Tango 

Argentino. Tango dancer Carlos Copes choreographed the show, and many others 

joined the company, including famous dancers Miguel Zotto and Milena Plebs. It was 

a huge success. From there the show travelled to Italy and to the USA, ending its first 

tour in Broadway in 1985. Tango Argentino was followed by other shows6 which were 

all international successes. These shows placed tango dancing back at the centre 

stage, bringing it to remote places: ‘If twenty-first-century fans can find milongas in 

such distant sites as Verona or Alaska or even Buenos Aires (where the production 

arrived ten years after its Paris debut), then much of the credit undoubtedly must go 

to Segovia's initial staging of Tango Argentino’ (Miller 2014, 20).  

Looking at tango through the perspective of globalisation is useful to understand 

its circular history of outwards and inwards travels across national borders. Tango’s 

global popularity of the 1990s, continues to expand today thanks to the increased 

travels of tango teachers reaching all continents, as I will develop further in chapters 

4 and 5. In order to trace this bilateral movement of tango as a cultural product, this 

research project will show how it is directly linked to the bodily movement of people 

and the imagined movement afforded by different media.  

 

 

 

1.10 Capitalising on the exotic 

 

Tango has shown a remarkable ability to capture the imagination of diverse 

audiences. Today the number of foreigner aficionados outbalance Argentine ones, 

                                                      
6 Miller mentions the following shows: Forever tango, Tango Inferno, Tango Fire 
(2014, 19). 
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and even in Buenos Aires today foreign tango tourists outnumber the locals in many 

milongas (Miller 2014, 20). The global circulation of tango has much to do with its 

representation in the media and its commoditisation. Throughout her ethnography, 

Kathy Davis (2015) refers to several films7 about tango, underlining the role of media 

representation in the construction of tango imaginary. It is notable that none of those 

movies originates from Argentina. Melissa Fitch studied how tango has been 

represented around the world and appropriated across media, from books to films 

and commercials, as well as social media. As already discussed in the previous 

section, tango is often portrayed by Westerners as primitive and exotic (2015, 14). 

She mentions several American shows, especially Dancing with the Stars, in which an 

exoticised style of tango becomes a normalised stereotype. Such stereotypes are 

then repeated in tango novels, where authors recount their exotic/erotic adventures 

in the milongas of Buenos Aires, expanding on the neocolonial gaze described by 

Savigliano (1995). In these novels, the economic inequality between the American 

authors and the Argentinean dancers becomes apparent as the economic crisis of 

2001 is depicted as a shortage of fancy cheese. Fitch concludes that these novels 

‘exhibit the neocolonialist impulse to “discover” the Other, and then share the 

discovery with other compatriots through writing about it in ways that confirm to the 

circulation of signs in the global imaginary’ (2015, 84). Fitch underlines how 

Argentines are guilty of self-tropicalisation too, or self-exoticisation as Savigliano 

would say, as they perpetuate such stereotypes by tailoring tango shows to satisfy 

and cash in on the expectations of the foreign gaze (2015, 19). The figure below 

(figure 1.2) illustrates the representation of tango by the American show Dancing 

with the stars and by an Argentinean tango show that has toured internationally in 

2014. If the first image shows clearly how tango is exoticised and eroticised on 

Western media, the second presents the result of self-exoticisation.  

 

                                                      
7 Movies referred to by Davis: The four horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921), Shall 
we Dansu? (1996) Japanese remake of 'Shall we Dance?’, Scent of a woman (1992), 
Happy together (1997), The tango lesson (1997). 
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Figure 1.2 Tango on 'Dancing with the stars' (left) and Argentinean tango show poster (right). Photos available at 
http://sflovestango.com/tango-with-the-stars/ and https://www.partedelshow.com.ar/noticia/mora-godoy-
reestrena-chantecler-tango 

 

Often, as the theatre show Tango Argentino demonstrated, those productions 

are the point of entry for outsiders to the tango world and contribute building up 

specific expectations about the dance, about Argentina and Argentinean people. Ana 

Cara identified two kinds of tango: export tango and home tango, these 

 

are not culturally incongruous; they feed and respond to each other, and 

both emerge from a common cultural source. Export tango capitalizes on 

the externalized “explicit, explosive, passionate, provocative” aspect of 

this tradition. The home tango internalizes these dimensions, producing 

over the decades since its mid-nineteenth-century inception a more 

intimate, playful, and secret but no less contestational or intense 

rendition of tango. (Cara 2009, 439) 

  

Whatever the form, tango represents a source of income that Argentina needs. Fitch 

states that ‘[t]he Argentine government realized that selling the brand of Buenos 

Aires-through-tango could provide a steady cash flow’ (2015, 61). Consequently, in 

1998 the Argentinean capital city council passed a law, known as the “tango law”, in 

which it vowed to promote and protect the tango and tango venues to attract 

tourists. One of such resolutions was the sponsorship of an annual international 
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festival and championship, the Mundial (ibid.), which I discuss in chapter 5. The 

author puts together some impressive figures for the revenue of the tango economy: 

$195 million per year from tango shows, $40 million from tango classes, $28.50 

million from milongas' entrance fees, are just some of the revenues connected to the 

tango economy (ibid., 62). To further affirm the value of tango internationally, in 

2009 Argentina and Uruguay jointly and successfully applied for the nomination of 

tango dance and music as world cultural heritage to UNESCO’s Intangible Heritage 

Committee (Miller 2014, 1).  

As in other contexts8, this flourishing tango economy goes hand in hand with 

locals' concerns about the commodification of their culture and their shrinking 

economic power after the 2001 crisis. Many tango activities are becoming too 

expensive for locals and some of them are accessible only to wealthy global 

tourists. For instance, a dinner and show at a “casa de tango”, tango house, is 

priced at around US$100, a sum well over the accessible range of a middle-class 

Argentinean. Secondly, Argentineans worry that the commodification of their 

culture has cheapened the meaning of tango as it focuses more on making money 

than on its cultural value (Fitch 2015, 68). The issue is also discussed by Carolyn 

Merritt who, talking about the number of foreigners in Buenos Aires’ dancing halls, 

states: ‘the large foreign community reinforced the idea that place does 

matter…[though] foreigners and locals alike noted that the trend seemed to be on 

the rise, presenting a certain threat to the “authenticity” of the tango experience 

in Buenos Aires’ (2012, 22). 

Nevertheless, the tango economy has sustained the city through the 

economic crisis with the creation of job opportunities around the tango scene. For 

instance, the controversial profession of “taxi dancer” has appeared. This is a dancer, 

usually male, that caters to foreign tango tourists, usually female, providing them 

with a dancing partner during their stay in Buenos Aires (ibid., 69). Maria Törnqvist 

(2012) analyses the phenomenon of tango romance tourism9 as a growing number 

of affluent Western women travel to Buenos Aires to engage with the local culture 

                                                      
8 For studies on the tension between tourism and tradition see also Malefyt (1998) on flamenco, Cooley 
(2005) on Górale music, and Goertzen (2010) on Mexican crafts. For further discussion see section 1.4. 
9 For other studies that look at sex tourism and female romance tourism see also Williams (2013) in 
Bahia, Weichselbaumen (2012) in Trinidad and Tobago, Spencer and Bean (2016) in Jamaica. 
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but find it difficult to dance once there. These women appear to travel to the world’s 

tango capital to flirt and dance, that is to live the romantic fantasy sold by the media. 

As their partners are less affluent Argentine men, the resulting emotional economy 

is characterised by economic inequality (ibid., 27). Törnqvist refers to a market of 

intimate dance services, which rarely result in sexual intercourse but nevertheless 

rely on the sensual intimacy of the dance. In this economy, ‘sexual capital, involving 

looks, body language and verbal flirting, instead of economic capital, could be used 

as a currency’ (ibid., 102). Similarly, Fitch notices that many tango jobs are low-skilled 

and perpetuate global social inequalities and the colonial myth. In addition, locals 

feel ‘a pressure to acquiesce to the colonial myth for the purpose of ensuring 

commercial success’ (Fitch 2015, 69). Nevertheless, self-tropicalisation should not be 

seen exclusively as a marketing strategy, since such notions might have become 

internalised by Argentines (ibid., 79). Kathy Davis treats ‘tango as a contact zone for 

transnational encounters, whereby differently located people come together in a 

space that is "already invaded" by a history of affiliation across borders’ (2015, 168). 

She asks if the latest global revival of tango is a replica of the exoticisation 

characterising the first wave of internationalisation or is it a mutually beneficial 

cosmopolitan encounter between global citizens. Davis concludes that tango as a 

global dance provides a mutually beneficial transnational space in which both 

Argentineans and people of other nationalities are actively involved in processes of 

exoticisim and othering in order to keep the tango encounter passionate. I argue that 

exoticisation is not the only dimension in which tango’s transnationalism is a mutually 

beneficial space. Other dimensions, such as the economic and the status related, are 

involved in the exchange as well, as it will become clear in chapter 4. Howard Becker’s 

notion of ‘art world’ (1982) can be applied to tango in order to better understand 

these dynamics. He assumes a sociological approach to art production paying 

attention to the division of labour and to each individual involved in the production 

of art: ‘[a]rt worlds consist of all the people whose activities are necessary to the 

production of the characteristic works which that world, and perhaps others as well, 

define as art’ (ibid., 34). In the same way, we may identify a ‘tango world’, in which 

we find different players linked by different kinds of (power) relationships: 
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teachers/students, taxi dancers, milonga and festival organisers, shoe and clothing 

producers, travel agencies, and so on.  

 

 

 

1.11 The commodification of tango 

 
While globalization is often thought to bring about cultural homogenization, there is 

an increased demand for authentic cultural experiences10. Such demand ‘reinforces 

the need for local cultures to establish links to export markets for their survival, 

thereby introducing awkward global-local tensions which are often paradoxical to 

their place-based identity’ (Aoyama 2007, 103). Chapter 5 looks in more detail at the 

festivalisation of tango as a phenomenon that stimulates the transnational 

movement of teachers and students, and that facilitates the encounter between 

dancers of different nationalities. Yuko Aoyama analyses the case of flamenco from 

Southern Spain as a cultural industry. The author demonstrates how ‘the diffusion of 

a cultural product interacts with contemporary globalization and ends up 

transforming itself from a regionally embedded art to a viable export commodity 

through tourism’ (ibid., 104). Flamenco's popularity was built on the myth of the 

romanticized "free-life" of Spanish gypsies. The increased demand for flamenco by 

tourists shaped gypsies’ identity and their relationship with flamenco: '[t]his suggests 

that flamenco is in fact not the product of an ethnic group, but of the interplay 

between the producers and its consumers' (ibid., 106).  

The paradox for contemporary cultural industries is to retain a place-based 

identity while attracting foreign markets in order to survive (ibid., 106). To underline 

the commodified nature of flamenco, Aoyama compares flamenco classes in Japan 

and in the USA revealing how they have been adapted to suit the local culture:  

 

                                                      
10 On the topic, Hannerz (1996) has looked at ‘cultural flows’ across national 
borders and Appadurai (1996) at several forms of ‘-scapes’ to describe transnational 
movements of different kinds. 
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Unlike classes in Japan, where hierarchy between advanced and beginner 

students are established and unquestioned, and where instructors have an 

absolute control over classes and force students to endure long repetitive drills 

and practices, flamenco classes in the United States are far more consumer-

driven, oriented toward customer satisfaction than mastery of skills and 

techniques through grueling, occasionally humiliating process. Most classes can 

be taken on a "drop-in" basis, and neither regular attendance nor commitment 

to a particular instructor is expected from students (ibid., 111). 

 

Similarly, Sheenagh Pietrobruno investigating the globalization of salsa dancing 

argues that dance classes are what transforms an intangible cultural heritage like 

dance into a sellable product (2006, 4). Pietrobruno finds that the transformation of 

dances into movement patterns that can be “sold” and “bought” through dance 

classes—as we will see in Chapter 2—displaces traditions into the realm of modernity 

(ibid., 8). Both Pietrobruno and Aoyama (2007) find that the authenticity of the 

commodified dance lies in its place of origin, or in its “roots” as Gilroy (1983)11 would 

say. Places of origin are seen as shrines of tradition, and practitioners as guardians of 

such traditions. Thus, dance teachers coming from those places of origin embody an 

authenticity that goes beyond their skills, regardless of where they have learned to 

dance (Pietrobruno 2006, 111). In addition, foreign practitioners often feel that 

traveling to such a place of origin is necessary to refine one’s dancing skills (Aoyama 

2007, 107). This creates new “returning” routes for these dances, as foreigners go 

looking for the authentic dance form in its birthplace. The desire to visit the place of 

origin of a dance form manifests itself not only among flamenco dancers, but appears 

to be shared by practitioners of other dance styles12, including tango. 

 Carolyn Merritt describes how tango classes were established in Buenos 

Aires. While in the old days milongueros/-as13 would learn to dance informally from 

                                                      
11 Gilroy contraposes “roots” and “routes” of identity, the first sees identity as 
embedded in place and static, the second takes a processual approach to identity 
(1983: 19). 
12 For instance: Capoeira (Griffith 2016), Sabar (Bizas 2014), Tango (Törnqvist 2013). 
13 Milongueros/-as define regular milonga-goers.  
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each other, the return to democracy in 1983 saw the government encourage 

Argentinians to reclaim public space by organising free tango classes in 

neighbourhood cultural centres (2012, 42). By the end of the 1980s and beginning of 

the 1990s, a group of passionate young dancers and tango teachers, known as the 

“Cochabamba investigation group”, started deconstructing the dance to understand 

its mechanics (ibid., 46). Among them there were the famous Gustavo Naveira with 

his wife Olga Besio and Fabian Salas. What they achieved in their de-constructions 

and re-constructions was a new way of teaching tango. Rejecting teaching through a 

prearranged collection of steps, they were breaking down the dance and explaining 

its basics elements: 

 

[s]implifying and standardizing tango pedagogy thus facilitated the 

development and sophistication of the dance in a remarkably short 

time. The new approach quickly produced autonomous students who 

were able to improvise, play, and introduce their own ideas into the 

dance’ (ibid., 48).  

 

In my own experience of taking classes with different teachers for over nine years 

and across four countries (Spain, Ireland, UK and Argentina), Argentine tango 

teachers mix the two styles of teaching, privileging the “show and copy” model for 

beginner students and moving on to a more in depth deconstructed analyses of the 

movements in private lessons. These differences are presented in more detail in 

chapter 2. 

 

 

 

1.12 Conclusions: movements and chapters 

 

I started this chapter introducing my multifaceted relationship with tango and how it 

has been marked by multiple movements. My position in relation to tango has been 

fundamental in elaborating my research questions, in gaining access and in 

implementing my preferred methodological strategies to collect meaningful data. 
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This introductory chapter intended to provide the reader with the necessary 

background to this thesis by highlighting the most relevant phases of tango’s history. 

It clearly appears that tango has always been on the move, rather than being a 

contemporary characteristic facilitated by recent globalisation processes. While in 

the previous pages, the movement under scrutiny has been primarily that of tango 

as a genre, the following chapters will look at the movements of people through 

whom tango moves. Furthermore, this introduction has provided a partial overview 

of the literature on Argentine tango, with a focus on the topics that relate to this 

thesis, and the theoretical frame of movement as improvisation that emerged from 

my analysis. 

In Chapter two I follow the steps of tango students learning to dance. The 

focus is on amateur dancers and their personal learning journeys. The bodily and 

social dimensions of tango improvisation emerge in this chapter. Personal accounts, 

observations and my own autoethnographic notes are woven together to analyse 

how knowledge is transmitted in different kinds of tango classes. Focusing on the 

experience of learning to dance tango reveals how the senses are honed and the body 

shaped by this learning process. This is a process in which tango dancers are 

produced. The intense body work of learning to tango interlaces with the emotion 

work of managing frustrations and the desire to become a better dancer. 

 The movement of tango on the dance floor takes the stage in Chapter three, 

as it aims at understanding how improvisation develops and works in practice. The 

discussion starts by applying Midgelow’s multifaceted definition of improvisation to 

tango. The choreographic dimension of improvisation emerges clearly as the chapter 

considers the constraints and the opportunities that dancers face while on the dance 

floor and that both enable and limit their creativity and freedom of movement. A 

deep understanding of the mechanics of tango improvisation allow us to question 

the unequal relationship between the gendered roles of leading and following, 

showing how both roles are active and participate in the creation of the dance (social 

dimension). By learning to master improvisation, dancers develop flexibility and 

perpetual readiness which are fundamental life skills when it comes to manage a 

professional career in tango as it becomes clear in the following chapter. 
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 Chapter four is dedicated to the analysis of tango as labour and where the 

economic dimension of improvisation comes to light. The dichotomy 

constraint/opportunity and the skills learnt by dancing characterise the improvised 

life histories of tango professionals who develop their career by making up their path 

as they go along. Their job is analysed using a theoretical frame that considers four 

dimensions of labour: the physical, the emotional, the aesthetic and the 

organisational. Throughout the chapter, it becomes clear that travelling is an 

important aspect of the development of a professional career in which job precarity 

fosters geographical mobility, which is the main topic of the following chapter.  

Chapter five delves into tango’s geographical dimension focusing on 

professionals’ mobility. The analysis highlights how different mobility styles depend 

on personal opportunities, circumstances and preferences, interlacing the social with 

the geographical dimension, and at the same time it shows how the interplay 

between Argentinean identity and the festivalisation of tango renders professional 

hypermobility possible by creating job opportunities, interlacing with the economic 

dimension. The chapter also analyses the role of the festival of festivals—the 

Mundial, or the tango world championship—in the development of professional 

careers. 
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Chapter 2: Learning to dance tango 
 

 

 

Se puede aprender a bailar, pero hay que trabajar mucho y además se tiene que 

sentir la música. El tango no viene de golpe.14 

 Petroleo, tango dancer 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

There was a period when I was working very late, extremely long hours, and 

I… it was coming up to my wife’s birthday and she’d agreed what it was that 

she wanted me to buy her for her birthday. But due to logistical problems I 

couldn’t get it on time. I was worried now, yeah? I was going to be late. Ehm… 

and I was working very late hours and two Friday nights in a row I cycled home 

at about 11 o’clock from the office, along this country lane, very dark. And 

this women’s hall is lit up and the car park is full of cars and there’s a banner 

out front that says: TANGO. Tango, I start to think. Well, she’s been nagging 

me for nearly 20 years to take her dancing, maybe this is my get out of jail 

card for her birthday. So, after two nights noticing of this tango going on, I 

thought I’ll contact the organiser. I give her [wife] this card, I have my heart 

open, I risk everything here. She opens the card and she goes: “Tango? I don’t 

wanna do tango! I was hoping more like Ceroc or salsa”. Hem, anyway, we 

                                                      
14 “One can learn to dance, but you have to work for it and what’s more you need 
to feel the music. Tango doesn’t come at once”. Petroleo, tango dancer (1913-
1995). Full interview, originally published in 1992, available at 
http://www.todotango.com/historias/cronica/447/Petroleo-Entrevista-a-un-
bailarin/ 
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show up at this class 6 o’clock on a Saturday, we go down, we’ve done no 

investigation, we’ve got no expectation of what the code is. We hadn’t done 

any research, we went in with no expectation… So, this retired couple in their 

seventies started striking up a conversation, they’re now friends, they said: 

‘What other codes do you do?’ ‘What do you mean other codes?’ ‘Oh, we’ve 

been doing ballroom for 40 years and now we think it’s time to try tango. That 

we’re good enough to try tango.’ ‘Oh really?’. This is the… this is the pinnacle 

of social dancing and we haven’t started at the bottom of a small hill, we 

accidentally chosen to go to the Everest. Then every Saturday there is this 

battle, whether we’re going to go again. And that was really how it started. It 

was a complete accident. 

(Bill, England, 50 years old, amateur dancer, interview A7) 

 

The testimony above illustrates Bill’s first encounter with tango. Often students, like 

Bill, arrive at their first tango class not knowing what to expect, unaware to be 

embarking on a never-ending learning journey. Other times, students arrive at their 

first class after having seen tango on a stage or on a screen, with a stereotyped idea 

of what tango is and false expectations about the dance. For Bill the opportunity of 

learning to tango happened by accident when looking for a last-minute birthday gift 

for his wife. Without expectations and without knowing much about the dance, they 

started an enskilment process that lasts for years and requires serious commitment. 

They made a choice with an unpredictable outcome and their life story took an 

irreversible turn. Bill and his wife understood right away that mastering tango was 

going to involve much effort, not only from what the seasoned ballroom dancers told 

them, but from their own experience of their first classes as well. The difficulty of 

learning tango becomes immediately apparent to those taking up classes, as this 

chapter will explore in detail.  

 This chapter accompanies students along their learning journey, what does 

learning tango entail? How are tango dancers produced? The interconnection 

between the bodily, social and economic dimensions of tango improvisation also 

come into focus in this chapter. The theoretical frames of serious leisure (Stebbins 

2007) and community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991, Wenger 1998) are helpful 
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to analyse in depth what learning to dance tango involves. Vicki Harman also used 

the serious leisure frame in her study of ballroom dancing (2019). Robert Stebbins 

defines serious leisure as ‘the systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist, or 

volunteer core activity that people find so substantial, interesting, and fulfilling that, 

in the typical case, they launch themselves on a (leisure) career centered on acquiring 

and expressing a combination of its special skills, knowledge, and experience’ (2007, 

5). He further lists serious leisure qualities: 

 

• it involves the need to persevere;  

• a leisure career is available; 

• it involves significant personal effort in acquiring knowledge, skill, experience 

or training;  

• it offers durable benefits, like self-fulfillment and a sense of belonging; 

• it has a unique ethos, a spirit of community with shared values and goals; 

• it offers a strong sense of identity (ibid., 11-12). 

 

Tango fulfills all these characteristics. This dance form is known to be amongst the 

most difficult social dances to learn and perform, and it requires a serious 

commitment in order to gain the necessary skills to dance. Tango students can 

advance from beginner to advanced level, and even become professionals, 

developing a serious leisure career. In addition, tango dancers, through their 

practices, become members of a community that values social dancing. The tango 

social group can be identified as a community of practice within the learning 

environment of tango classes. Wenger looks at learning as social participation, which 

he describes as the ‘process of being active participants in the practices of social 

communities and constructing identities in relation to these communities’ (1998, 4). 

The concept of community of practice integrates the following components: meaning 

(learning as experience), practice (learning as doing), community (learning as 

belonging), and identity (learning as becoming) (Wenger 1998, 5). Through 

participation, students are able to learn explicitly the knowledge of the dance 

transmitted by the teachers in the form of movement vocabulary and technique, and 



 52 

implicitly the values, language, and proper behaviour that will transform them into 

full-fledged members.  

Using data collected mainly in tango classes and through interviews, this 

chapter follows students from their first tango steps to the more advanced classes. 

This chapter not only contributes detailed ethnographic data about the tango 

learning process, but it also demonstrates how tango classes are places in which 

tango knowledge is (re)produced through the production of tango dancers.  

 

 

 

2.2 Finding tango 
 

Sitting in cafes, over a cup of coffee, I always started my interviews asking dancers 

how did their tango journey start and what they remember of their first class. My 

informants’ narratives point to how their love for the dance did not always happen 

immediately, instead it developed over time. These narratives highlight how their 

choices shaped their life stories around tango. Students starting to dance find that 

they need a strong motivation to stick to classes. Like Bill, Pablo encountered tango 

by accident, while he looked for a distraction from a break-up and a new way to keep 

exercising. After a few months, he realised that to properly learn to dance he needed 

to take his learning process seriously: 

 

I started tango by accident. I was doing karate, but I argued with my teacher, 

so since it was weird for me to train somewhere else, a friend brought me to 

tango. This was three years ago. I was going through a difficult breakup so I 

needed a distraction. At the start, I liked it because I was still very shy with 

women, and I thought it could help. Also, I saw it as a way to keep exercising. 

Honestly, I didn’t even like it. I kept going because my friend was going. Just 

that. Of the first classes, I remember the little discipline of the students and 

the little attention the teachers were giving us. It was a bad place to start, 

everyone was too busy picking up girls rather than to learn dancing. After six 

months, the discipline itself started to appeal to me… more than the girls. It’s 
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been a long process because I was going to many classes, but with another 

aim, not to dance. After six months, a friend from outside Buenos Aires, told 

me: ‘look, if you want to learn you can’t with bad teachers’. So, he suggested 

a better school. That moment was a turning point for me. I don’t know… 

suddenly the frustration started and with the frustration I wanted to learn 

[dancing tango] for real.  

(Pablo, interview A5, translated) 

 

Pablo’s experience highlights that students who start tango without expectations 

about the dance, reach a pivotal moment in which they realise they need to seriously 

commit in order to become a good dancer. While many people just give up tango 

altogether after this realisation, others decide to become the best dancer they can 

be.  

For a few Argentineans, the choice of taking up tango is not even their own. In 

Argentina, it is possible to find tango classes for children and often it is parents that 

push their children towards the dance. Professional dancer German Ballejo started 

tango in his childhood but got really hooked only when he started to compete as a 

young teenager: 

 

I was born in the interior of Argentina. I was nine when my mother… my 

mother brought me and my brother to a tango class. Well, she took me to this 

Italian club where older people went to do physical activities. A tango group 

had just started and my mum brought us there. I had no idea of tango at the 

time. I was a child, I only wanted to play football with my friends. I remember 

there was a group of very old people dancing with their partners, and then 

there was a younger group. There was no one in the middle, of the age of my 

parents let’s say. I remember that I liked the first class, I liked the music, I liked 

what they were doing with the steps… I couldn’t understand why an old man 

was dancing with a young girl, or an old woman with a young boy… Everybody 

was there to dance tango. I started to enjoy it more when it started to become 

more competitive and I got the fever to learn. I wanted to become as good as 

the best dancer there. I never missed a class!  
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(German Ballejo, interview B2, translated) 

 

German not only ended up becoming a professional tango dancer, but won the 

World Championship in 2017.  

One of the ways tango has become a global commodity is through tango classes. 

Sheenagh Pietrobruno advocates that the crystallization of dance forms into a 

selection of moves that can be “bought and sold” as dance classes, transforms 

cultural heritage into a commodity (2006, 4). Commodification itself, though, affords 

cultural production. Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood identify modes of 

consumption as modes of cultural production as these are guided by choice (1979, 

57). What they mean is that when consumers make their buying choices, they not 

only consume services and goods, they produce their own consumer’s culture at the 

same time. While the authors refer to material goods, this idea likewise applies to 

cultural commodities, like tango classes, in three ways. Firstly, it is possible to 

recognise the choice of consuming tango classes as a lifestyle choice. David Chaney 

identifies lifestyles as patterns of action, that is pattern of choices of consumption, 

that differentiate people in terms of values and tastes (1996, 4). Kathy Davis identifies 

tango ‘trajectories’ of dancers who take up tango to try something new and end up 

with a new lifestyle where tango takes on their social lives, as friends are replaced 

with tango friends and all free time is dedicated to tango: 

 

Tango not only drives out all other activities and interests. It also changes the 

way a person lives. Many dancers organize their living spaces with an eye to 

their commitment to tango (2015, 86).  

 

She mentions how living rooms are changed into dancing rooms, with as much 

space as possible left free for dancing, floors changed into wooden floors, and 

tango art decorating walls. I have noticed how this has happened for many of my 

informants and tango acquaintances, both professionals and amateurs, including 

amateur dancer Bill, for instance, who runs with his wife a monthly milonga with 

forty to fifty guests in their living room space, which is adorned with large tango 

prints. They select carefully their guests among their tango acquaintances, some 
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of them drive for miles to dance there, bringing food and drinks along with their 

tango shoes. Some tango dancers travel nearly every weekend to tango events, 

using up all their holidays for dancing. 

Secondly, the tango class is the locus of cultural production as this is where the 

dance takes the form of a set of moves. The intangible tango knowledge of teachers 

transforms into sequences and tips around posture, intention and musicality during 

classes as I explain later in the chapter. Often workshops revolve around a specific 

theme or teacher’s signature movements, which is broken down for pedagogical 

purposes. Knowledge of the dance is transmitted then to students during such 

classes. It is important to notice though, that this crystallization is not fixing tango 

into a rigidly codified dance form. The lack of written standards allows for the dance 

to evolve and change as dancers’ taste and aesthetic preferences evolve.  

Finally, considering the tango class as a community of practice affords 

understanding it as the locus in which values and implicit knowledge are shared and 

produced through the production of dancers. As Heike Wieschiolek noted for salsa 

(2003, 124), tango students also are a heterogeneous group of people, with different 

backgrounds, education level and different ages, often united only by their interest 

in the dance. Throughout the chapter, it will become clear how new dancers pick up 

information about how to behave and how to dress, as well as other tango codes, 

from more experienced dancers and teachers by observing their behaviour in tango 

settings. 

Group classes are nowadays a common way of accessing tango knowledge for 

the first time. Usually classes are divided into levels of ability: beginners, improvers, 

intermediates, advanced. Each school, or community, may use a different 

terminology and name successive levels differently, but it is fairly common to 

encounter a division of sorts. It is appropriate to note here, that the learning process 

of tango is a lengthy, almost never-ending one, in a way that is similar to capoeira as 

highlighted by Downey (2005, 22). By contrast, ballroom social dancers, as noted 

both by Marion (2008, 21) and McMains (2006, 94), only take classes for a couple of 
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months before leaving their dance school and only enjoy their dancing in salsa 

clubs15. 

In Buenos Aires, classes are held either in dance studios or at the milonga just 

before it begins. While dance studios offer classes for all levels, it is more common 

that the classes preceding milongas are aimed at more experienced dancers. Classes 

are advertised throughout the tango circuit in specialised free magazines, which 

feature the list of classes and milongas, as well as advertisements (figure 2.1). Lists 

tend to be dull and long, written in small print both in Spanish and English to be 

understood by both locals and tourists, covering exhaustively what goes on, when 

and where. Adverts, instead, include photos of the teachers posing in eye-catching 

tango positions and are aimed at gaining more visibility, therefore attracting more 

students. Moreover, online it is possible to find information through Facebook or on 

dedicated websites, such as www.hoy-milonga.com. 

 

 
Figure 2.1 List of classes and class adverts published in tango magazine La Milonga N 141, November 2017. 
(Federica Banfi, 2018) 

 

 

 

2.3 The first tango steps 
 

                                                      
15 Salsa is one of the Latin styles of ballroom dancing. 
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During my fieldwork in Buenos Aires, I regularly attended a beginner class at the 

Fundación Tango Argentino in Avenida Córdoba, every Monday from 5 to 6 pm. The 

Fundación is directly on the street, the big windows overlook the busy avenue. Inside 

sturdy wooden tables and chairs are pushed against red walls, decorated with 

paintings and posters (figure 2.2). The bar is at the far end opposite the entrance and 

supports the computer from which the music is played. The wooden floor is rough 

and dusty, but slippery enough to dance. The class is free and is carried out informally 

by a couple of teachers in their sixties. The people attending include both beginners 

and more experienced dancers, alongside newcomers with no familiarity with tango 

dancing. The drop-in system does not allow for a structured course, instead students 

practice freely while the teachers dedicate their attention mostly to newcomers. As 

the class is free and takes place during office hours, it is mainly attended by 

pensioners with some experience of dancing and university students in their early 

twenties who have only recently started to take classes.  

 

 
Figure 2.2 Fundación Tango Argentino (Federica Banfi, 2017). 

 
Beginner and intermediate dancers bring their dancing shoes in purpose-

made bags, find a chair and change immediately into them before joining the dance 

floor in couples. Newcomers often take a seat, looking around disoriented. Most 

pupils are regulars, coming every week to enjoy an hour of socialising and dancing. 
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Upon arrival, they greet each other and the teachers with a hug and a kiss on the 

cheeks. Every week, newcomers join in for their first tango class. During the course 

of my fieldwork, I saw some of them coming back regularly and others disappearing. 

The difference between habitual dancers and newcomers is clear in the way they 

behave. Jonathan Marion describes as “intangibles” those elements that make a 

dancer look like one in the context of ballroom competitions (2008, 51). Intangibles 

in the tango setting of a class or a milonga include how familiar dancers are with the 

venue and other dancers as well as practices, such as the dancers changing into tango 

shoes upon arrival at the class. These intangible elements of the dance help 

constitute the tango scene as a community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991, 98) 

in which knowledge, values and discourses are learnt through participation in the 

community. While dancing skills are explicitly taught during classes, practices, values 

and discourses are learnt by observing and socialising with other members of the 

community. 

At the Fundación, the female teacher is in charge of introducing new students 

to tango. She goes around the room introducing herself to people, and brings them 

into a corner of the room, beside the bar, where she carefully starts explaining the 

proper tango posture: back straight, weight forward on the ball of the feet, shoulders 

relaxed, hips and chin parallel to the floor. As she describes and shows how to hold 

herself, newcomers listen carefully and try to copy her stance. Women are instructed 

to stand on their toes, a posture most of them find it difficult to keep when wearing 

heels. The teacher explains that tango has a basic sequence, called paso basico, 

consisting of eight basic movements or steps (figure 2.3). She then starts performing 

them by herself in the follower role as a demonstration. The first time she performs 

the sequence, she stands with her back to the students. The women are then invited 

to copy her.  

One. Step forward with the left. 

Two. Right foot steps to the right. 

Three. Step back with the left and twist the upper body to the right. 

Four. Step back with the right. 

Five. Cross: the left leg crosses in front of the right, change the weight to the left. 

Six. Step back with the right. 
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Seven. Left steps to the left. 

Eight. Close your feet together. 

The teacher repeats this sequence several times, while the women copy her 

movements behind her. She also uses her voice to guide them through the moves 

and her arms to signal the direction of the next step. Once all the female dancers 

have memorised the movement fairly well, she asks them to keep practicing on their 

own while she moves on to explaining the same sequence in the leader’s role to the 

men. 

One. Step back with the right. 

Two. Left steps to the left and twist the upper body to the right. 

Three. Step forward with the right. 

Four. Step forward with the left, keep the upper body twisted. 

Five. Close feet together and bring the imagined follower back in front of you. 

Six. Change the weight, step forward with the left. 

Seven. Step to the right with the right.  

Eight. Close feet together.  

The men too are asked to repeat the sequence several times on their own in order to 

memorise it, while the teacher checks their moves.  
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Figure 2.3 Vereda del Tango: graphic illustration of tango’s paso basico, several of these illustrations can be found 
on Buenos Aires pavements (Martín Mallet, 2018) 

 

After around ten minutes of solo practice, the male teacher joins the class to 

demonstrate the same sequence as a couple. They start explaining and showing how 

to embrace and how to keep the right posture while in the embrace. They show the 

open embrace, in which the torso of both dancers remains at a distance: in front of 

each other, the follower’s left arm rises and rests on the back of the man while the 

right hand rests in the man’s left hand without weight. The man’s left hand reaches 

below the woman’s arm and behind her back, holding her below her shoulder blades. 

The teachers then explain that the embrace has a lado cerrado16, where the arms 

reach for each other’s backs, and a lado abierto17, where the arms extend outwards 

and the dancers hold hands (figure 2.4). Finally, they proceed to show the paso basico 

                                                      
16 Lado cerrado translates as the closed side of the embrace. 
17 Lado abierto translates as the open side of the embrace. 
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in the embrace three or four times, so that students can fix the movements in their 

memory before trying to copy them. Afterwards, the teachers encourage the pupils 

to pick a partner and try the sequence together. Those finding themselves without a 

partner wait at the edges of the room, either looking at what the others are doing or 

trying the sequence on their own until a partner is available.  

 

 
Figure 2.4 The two shots show the two sides of the embrace: lado cerrado on the left and lado abierto on the right. 
Dancers: Ricardo and Jenny Oria performing at Cork Tango Festival, April 2018 (Federica Banfi: 2018). 

 
In the meantime, the teachers observe the pupils and help those showing 

some difficulty. They adjust the posture of the students by moving their arms into 

the correct position and give verbal suggestions: “Don’t look down at your feet, keep 

your gaze ahead”, “Keep your weight on your toes and your back straight”. Pupils 

tentatively try the sequence, taking each step looking like penguins walking on ice, 

trying hard to remember what comes next or where exactly the foot should land, 

trying to make sure it is not on top of their partner’s foot. If a couple gets stuck, 

unable to recall the steps, one of the teachers gets close and guides them verbally. If 

that does not work, the teacher dances with each pupil, as a way to sense what is 

wrong in the student’s movement and make them feel the correct movement. The 

teacher finally encourages the couple to try the sequence on their own again under 

their watchful gaze, before moving on to the next couple in need. 

In a tango class, the bodily dimension of tango is clearly evident as pupils are 

fully immersed in sensorial stimuli while they learn how to dance. They observe a 

movement, they copy it, they listen to directions and ask questions, they hear the 
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music accompany their movements, while at the same time they sense how the 

leading and the following feel. The next section highlights the sensorial aspect of 

learning to tango. 

 

 

 

2.4 Multisensorial enskilment  
 

Learning to dance tango is a multisensorial activity. The senses are stimulated in 

order to pass on knowledge of the dance. Tomie Hahn looks in depth at how 

sensational knowledge is transmitted in Japanese dance (2007). Many of the teaching 

techniques she observed in Japanese buyo dance classes are similar to those that I 

observed in tango classes, as it will emerge throughout this chapter. She identifies 

three modes of transmission: visual, tactile, oral/aural18. Visual transmission is 

carried out as teachers show the movement to students so that they can copy it. 

Visual awareness of students grows with practice as they learn to see and repeat 

movement19. This learning mechanism of visual imitation and repetition allows for 

dance information to imprint in the student’s physical memory (Hahn 2007, 83, and 

Wacquant 2004, 69) and to set the basis for improvisation. Oral/aural transmission 

happens when teachers use their voices to guide the movement of students or to 

explain what they are doing when dancing, contextualizing mimetic gestures (Hahn 

2007, 120). Over time, students learn the specific language, or dance vocabulary20, 

used by teachers as well as  familiarising themselves with the music played in class, 

starting from recognising the rhythm to understanding the nuances of different tango 

orchestras. Finally, tactile transmission happens when teachers use touch to convey 

information about posture and movement, like positioning the student’s body in the 

right posture or dancing with her. Hahn sees touch as the sense that reveals 

corporeality, exposing the union of dance and the corporeal body: ‘[t]hrough 

embodiment, touch denies their separation—the body simultaneously exists as the 

                                                      
18 Tomie Hahn, 2007. Sensational knowledge, chapter 4.  
19 See also Wacquant (2004), Hahn (2007), and Grasseni (2007). 
20 Dance vocabulary refers to the name of each dance movement. 
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art object of performance, as the direct transmitter of the art, and as an individual 

self’. (2007, 101). Since tango is a couple dance, touch is constantly stimulated 

throughout the practice. Students learn how to embrace and feel the other in the 

embrace, to pass/perceive the lead of the dance, becoming more and more aware of 

its subtleties, like perceiving the leader’s leg projecting sideways through the 

embrace without seeing it moving. This is when students familiarize themselves with 

the receptivity characteristic of improvisation. As a way of attending to touch, 

beginner followers are often advised to keep their eyes closed when dancing so that 

they can focus more on their sense of touch, cutting out visual distractions. 

 Tim Ingold argues that the senses are necessary for the enskilment process, 

as they are a way of discovering the world (2000, 21-22). The senses are honed: one 

learns to see, hear, and touch and “such learning involves a fine-tuning of the entire 

perceptual system’ (Ingold 1993, 220). The honing of the senses, therefore, goes 

hand in hand with learning by doing in the process of enskilment. The more a student 

practices the more her senses sharpen. This process has been observed by several 

authors21. Cristina Grasseni also observes that ‘once acquired, skill is an essential 

aspect, an element of practice, a taste and a meaning-making attitude that is 

developed and applied through everyday life, thus amounting to a sense of 

identification and emplacement’ (2007, 10). Sensorial learning equates to the 

enskilment of the senses. Dancers use their senses to learn to dance, at the same 

time, this attending to their senses, sharpens them. Grasseni notices that “skilled 

practices literally shape the way we look at the world” (2007, 11). As dancers learn 

tango, and their senses sharpen, they learn how to see and judge performances.  

 In the following sections I consider the process of tango enskilment revealing 

further the bodily dimension of tango through a focus on the process of honing the 

senses through repetition, practice and attending to bodily feeling. 

 

 

 

                                                      
21 Wacquant (2004), Grasseni (2007), Hahn (2007), Andreasson (2014) and others. 
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2.5 ‘If you can walk, you can dance’  

 

A popular discourse in tango advocates the naturalness of the dance. The claim “if 

you can walk, you can dance” hides the actual intense bodywork involved in learning 

to move and stand as a tango dancer. In fact, observing pupils partaking in their first 

tango classes highlights how tango movement becomes natural only after an intense 

process of enskilment. Loïc Wacquant notices how boxer’s gestures and moves are 

deceptive as they may look natural and self-evident, but actually require intense body 

work to be properly executed (2004, 69). Similarly in tango, non-experts may be 

deceived by an apparent ease of certain movements when performed by experiend 

dancers. In this section I draw on several sources to highlight the difficulties students 

encounter in their first classes to explore what such bodywork entails, and the 

challenges faced by beginners. I will focus on complete beginner classes that took 

place at the Fundación Tango Argentino between September and December 2017. I 

base the analysis on informal chats and formal interviews with tango teachers and 

dancers at various stages of their apprenticeship, and will use my own 

autoethnographic notes on the classes I took in the leader’s role in Belfast between 

January and May 2017.  

The close physical nearness between dancers is the first hurdle one needs to come 

to terms with. While it is true that everyone can embrace, it is also true that we do 

not go around the world embracing strangers, nor embracing them according to the 

principles of tango. The tango embrace is characterised by a close proximity in which 

the chest and the head of the dancers are in contact (figure 2.5). Even if it is common 

to start learning to dance in the open embrace, which involves a certain distance 

between the two bodies, the space between bodies is reduced compared to any 

other social situation in which two strangers come face to face. Often the proximity 

of a stranger is cause of discomfort for a beginner dancer. This may be due to 

different cultural habits and personal predisposition. 
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Figure 2.5 Couples dancing in the close tango embrace, Cork Tango Festival 2018 (Federica Banfi, 2018). 

 

As in the case of Bill, a married man in his fifties from New Zealand. We met at a 

tango festival in London and after sharing a couple of dances I asked if I could 

interview him in the following days as I did not want to take time away from his 

dancing weekend. To overcome distance, we set a Skype appointment so that we 

could talk. Discussing the first class he took with his wife, Bill remembers the shock 

of the unexpected partner change: 

 

Halfway through the class, the teacher says ‘now change partner’. 

Wait, what? I hadn’t held another woman in 20 years, and there’s this 

bombshell now in front of me. I know her now, we’re friends. I grew 

up in a culture in which we hardly touch other people, we shake hands 

maintaining the biggest possible distance. So being this close is 

awkward.  

(Interview A7) 

 

As Bill’s example demonstrates, even going to a class with a partner does not 

avoid having to get close to other people. Changing partner is a common practice in 
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tango classes, and it is done to familiarise students with the social practice of dancing 

with different people at milongas. In ballroom lessons instead, where a competition-

oriented culture dominates, coupled dancers stick together, while swapping only 

happens between un-partnered pupils (Harman 2019, 62). Claire, a 23-years-old 

French woman finding herself in Buenos Aires on an exchange programme, told me 

she went to her first class with her brother, who was visiting her for a couple of 

weeks, and that made her feel more comfortable at the beginning. I met Claire at the 

Fundación Tango Argentino, where she took her first tango classes, and interviewed 

her after a class a few days before she left to return home (interview A1). She recalls 

when her brother left to return to France, she continued attending classes on her 

own and had to face the awkwardness of embracing total strangers slowly 

overcoming it by becoming familiar with the other pupils in the class. For Marta, who 

goes to classes without a partner, some issues can arise in the embrace when you are 

not comfortable or when you do not like the person you are dancing with, even if you 

are culturally used to embracing other people: 

 

Sometimes you get a man that is holding you too tight and you cannot 

move properly, or maybe you dislike him because he has a bad breath, 

or he makes you feel nervous with a bad attitude, or something like 

that. There is always the chance that you will have to dance with 

someone with whom you don’t feel comfortable. When it happens, I 

find it difficult to abandon myself in the embrace, to let him lead me 

properly and I don’t enjoy it at all. 

(Interview A4, translated) 

 

In her account the social and the bodily dimensions of improvisation are 

clearly connected, as dancers need to find a way to adapt to the embrace with 

different partners. Familiarising oneself with the tango embrace involves serious 

emotion work for many people as it breaks with common social rules of body 

distance. Arlie Hochshild talks about emotion work as those acts of emotion 

management one does to feel the appropriate emotion in a social situation 

(2012(1983), 18). The awkwardness and the anxiety provoked by being in contact 
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with unfamiliar people are out of place when dancing tango and need to be managed 

by pupils to conform to the new feeling rule22. The most celebrated feature of tango, 

the close embrace, poses to beginners one of its biggest obstacles. Learning to 

embrace without shame or awkwardness is a personal journey that evolves alongside 

the building of other dancing skills. Emotion work becomes emotional labour when 

feeling management acts are directed outwards ‘to induce or suppress feeling in 

order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in 

others’ (Hochschild 2012(1983), 7). Emotional labour is part of the job of tango 

teachers in their relationship with students as I will explore in chapter 4.  

Another big issue for beginners is learning to keep the right posture: in my 

leading classes journal I found many references to the physical pain I experienced 

during them. My left arm hurts, trying to keep it up for an hour, and often bearing 

the weight of my follower’s arm. My back hurts as I assume a different posture from 

that I usually keep in the follower’s role, and as I have to use my strength to lead and 

support inexperienced followers. During our conversation over a smoothie after a 

beginner class, Claire states that the effort of maintaining the posture as instructed 

by the teachers is intense as you have to remember and pay attention to several parts 

of your body at the same time, while performing the steps that you are being led: 

 

The paso basico didn’t seem difficult, but the posture… keeping the 

posture, all the time with the weight on your toes, that’s what I found 

difficult from the start. And the head… everything, every detail. Also I 

find the ocho adelante23 awkward because you’re supposed to keep 

your foot sliding on the floor and I forget that and just step normally 

lifting the foot when I walk. And teacher keeps repeating: ‘look ahead, 

keep your belly in, the weight on the toes’. That is already difficult, 

and on top you have to dance doing all this.  

                                                      
22 Feeling rule is a term by Arlie Hochschild, defined as the ‘standards used in 
emotional conversation to determine what is rightly owed and owing in the 
currency of feeling’ (2012(1983), 18).  
23 Ocho adelante, translated as eight forward, is a tango step that combines a step 
forward with a pivot, so that the dancer draws an eight on the floor with her feet.  
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(Interview A1, translated) 

 

Paying attention to these details and learning how it feels to keep a certain 

posture or move in a certain way is a way of attending to the body24 and familiarising 

oneself with how each part of the body should feel. Greg Downey, writing about 

capoeira, supports the idea that ‘the control of one’s movement and limbs is not 

hardwired, but rather requires an active exploration’ (2011, 85). This involves 

changing engrained habits or involuntary postures one takes while dancing, as I took 

note myself: 

 

In many instances I have realised that in tango the devil’s in the details. 

And I face it again when Diego [Converti] comes close to me telling not 

to point my left foot when leading the cross. I haven’t even noticed I 

was doing it. Instead he says I need to step normally, heel first on the 

floor. He argues that the pointing gives the follower a completely 

different feeling of the lead, making it unclear. I am puzzled, but I 

oblige. Obliging means to pay attention to a movement I have been 

doing without being aware of it and change it. I have to attend to my 

left foot and concentrate on moving it as suggested by the teacher. 

Needless to say, this requires an enormous effort and if I fail to focus 

my full attention on it, the foot points again and I notice it only when 

it is too late to make any changes. This is a big source of frustration.  

(Leader’s journal 24/01/2017) 

 

While students have to attend to their own body in order to achieve and 

maintain the correct posture, they also need to attend to the body of their partner 

while dancing. Learning to perceive one-self and the other is a fundamental skill in an 

improvised couple dance. Midgelow’s definition of improvisation includes receptivity 

(2019, 9), or the phenomenological understanding of and reaction to one’s own and 

                                                      
24 Valerie Preston-Dunlop proposes that ‘the act of attending is intentional, we need 
to attend to certain sensations to realize we have them’ (2014, 42). 
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one’s partner’s body and they are essential to improvisation. The implications of 

developing the ability of perceiving the other person in tango will be further 

discussed in chapter three. In addition, repetition creates bodily memory (ibid., 11) 

which is also essential to the improviser. 

 Finally, another common complaint raised by tango students is the difficulty 

of understanding the specialised language of tango. To become full-fledged members 

of the tango community of practice, it is important for dancers to learn both the 

language and the discourses of this community (Lave and Wenger 1991, 109). Pupils 

starting tango learn the name of each movement at the same time as they learn to 

perform them. This allows them to create a dance vocabulary which is necessary to 

understand and decode teachers’ explanations. Alongside terms like paso basico, 

ocho adelante, cruce and so on, teachers tend to use figures of speech to try and 

explain what a movement should feel, as in “being grounded” or “dense hip 

movement”. Students do not only need to understand these idioms, but also face the 

challenge of translating them into movements and corresponding bodily feelings. Bill 

expresses his frustration: 

 

I struggle with things like… ‘you need to get into the floor more’. What 

does that actually… ‘you need to be more grounded’. What? ... and I 

asked people, what does that mean? Because not having any dance 

training I don’t have any vocabulary either. Teachers use to tell me 

‘you’re bouncing’, but then do not explain how not to bounce. 

 (Interview A7) 

 

In the tango circuit it is well established that bodily feelings and subtle 

movements are difficult to translate into words, which means that every teacher has 

their own way of explaining them. It is also widely agreed that a pupil can benefit 

when a concept is explained by a different teacher, as a different explanation can 

bring a new understanding of the movement.  No single description is inherently 

better than the other, but different explanations of the same concept can resonate 

with different learners. This idea feeds the discourse that it is important in the 

learning journey of pupils to take seminars and workshops with different teachers, 
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trying different styles of teaching, which helps improve their understanding of tango. 

The discourse is shared both by teachers and experienced dancers. While it may seem 

economically counterproductive for teachers to send their students away, they 

actually refer their students to special workshops and events. As most professionals 

share this discourse with their students, they actually create job opportunities for 

each other, generating the need for special classes. I will look into more detail at this 

these as the economic dimension of tango improvisation later in the chapter and in 

chapter 5 where I write about the phenomenon of festivals.  

Tango is not a dance that one is able to perform after just a few classes. Even 

if students are experienced in other dancing genres, tango requires them to develop 

a complex and unique technique, as well as becoming familiar with a specific 

movement vocabulary. The difficulty of learning tango often discourages people in 

search of an easy leisure activity, while it retains those that are prepared to invest 

much time and effort in this genre, as I discuss in section 2.6. 

 

 

 

2.6 It takes more than two to tango 
 

The saying goes “it takes two to tango”, but it actually takes at least three: two 

dancers and the music. In this section I explore the relationship between pupils and 

music, and show how musicality is also a honed skill. During classes, sequences are 

practiced both without and with the music. Teachers show the sequence first without 

the music while they explain it and later show it with the music without talking. The 

music plays again while students try the steps. Traditional tango music is played by 

orchestras, called orquesta típica, usually made up by a piano, a double bass, four 

violins, and four bandoneons, sometimes they also include a singer. The rhythm is in 

4/4, and it can be played by emphasising all four beats, or the first and third beat. 
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Songs can include rhythmic variations, like the síncopa25, which can be highlighted in 

the dance.  

What I have observed in beginner classes is that students on their first 

attempt to tango do not listen to the music while trying a sequence. The ability of 

stepping on time with the music is another skill that pupils develop over time. 

Oftentimes, for them it is difficult to identify the beat and they lack the confidence 

of believing they will learn to recognise it. Musicality exercises often involve working 

without a partner, practising walking around the room stepping with the beat. More 

advanced exercises may include stepping on double time or slower than the beat. 

After one of these musicality exercises, Pablo confesses to me that he never thought 

he would be able to dance because he has no sense of rhythm: 

 

I thought I couldn’t step on the beat. I thought I was desperately 

hopeless, in fact I’m realising I’m only hopeless, which is a huge 

improvement. I feel like when I start moving it gets easier to follow 

the beat. It feels more natural than I thought, but I also can improve it 

with some effort. Maybe we all have a little musical sense, like we all 

have a little balance, then with a little nurture it becomes better. 

(Informal conversation, November 2017, translated)26 

 

In the first classes, most teachers do not pressure beginners to follow the 

music. The attention to the music is something that becomes more important as 

tango movements become incorporated through physical repetition27. Most people 

coming to tango classes are not familiar with tango music, even in Argentina, and 

some dancers confess they do not even like it much. Familiarity with the music, 

                                                      
25 Morgan Luker explains the characteristics of tango music. He describes the 
síncopa as a variation in the basic rhythmic form of a 4/4 bar: eighth note, eighth 
note, eighth note rest, eighth note, quarter note, quarter note rest [2014, 205]. 
26 Pablo accidentally referenced John Blacking, How musical is man: “There is so 
much music in the world that is reasonable to suppose that music, like language and 
possibly religion, is a species specific trait of man” (1974, 7). 
27 Training is an incorporating practice that enables mastery of movements without 
the need of constituting them in consciousness, the knowledge flows straight from 
the body (Wacquant 2004, 69). 
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though, does not guarantee an easier learning trajectory as a bandoneon player in 

his seventies told me: 

 

I have been playing in a tango orchestra for around forty years. We 

played in theatres and in casas de tango28. But I never danced. Now 

that I’m retired I want to learn to dance. I’ve been coming to class for 

a few months now. The thing is… listen to this… I can’t disconnect the 

music from all the emotions and memories I have. I know all the songs 

very well as I’ve been playing them for so many years and it’s so 

frustrating that I’m still not good enough to express what I feel. I’d like 

to do them justice but I don’t know how.  

(Informal conversation, October 2017, translated) 

 

In addition, it is often believed by beginners that following the music is the 

sole responsibility of the leader. Leaders find themselves in charge of deciding which 

steps to take, leading their partner, stepping on time with the music, and not crushing 

into anything or anyone while doing it. By contrast, the only responsibility of the 

follower is to relax and follow her partner29. The roles of leader and follower are 

traditionally gendered as man/leader and woman/follower, and in most classes, this 

gendered distinction is respected by students. Nevertheless, the more tango 

students progress, the more these gendered differences that characterise the leader 

and the follower roles become blurry, as I will discuss in more detail in the next 

chapter.  

 

 

 

2.7 The emotion work of dealing with frustration 
 

In learning tango, the difficulties encountered by dancers are many, as revealed 

above. Many tango pupils expressed to me how disheartening classes often were at 

                                                      
28 A casa de tango is where tango shows for tourists are carried out in Buenos Aires. 
29 María Julia Carozzi reports this discourse in Aqui se baila el tango (2015). 
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the beginning. Matilde has been taking classes with her husband for ten years. They 

are both in their late sixties and had danced rock and other dances for many years 

before taking up tango. This is generally a stage in life when people look for a calmer 

dance. She remembers the initial phase of their journey as a difficult one: ‘You need 

to have a strong will [to keep going to classes] as it’s so difficult, it takes a lot of effort 

to learn tango. The first months, after every class I thought: “this is the last!” 

(informal conversation, October 2017).  

 Many tango students mentioned a strong will to learn and identified discipline 

and perseverance as the main qualities tango students need to have to stick to tango 

long enough to start enjoying dancing. Professional dancer Noelia Barsi (37 years old) 

has many years of experience in teaching tango. She started dancing with her brother 

when she was just eleven years old, and later continued her career as tango dancer 

and teacher, occasionally working with different dance partners. She is aware that 

tango may look easier than it actually is to beginners: ‘a beginner sees an experienced 

couple dancing and it looks so easy, they make it look like it’s natural. But that’s not 

the reality, that is the reality after working on it for a long time’ (interview B1, 

translated). She underlines the role of the teachers in guiding students in those 

moments of frustration, and make them understand that frustration is part of the 

process of learning tango: 

 

What one has to understand, what I try to teach from the first day of 

class, is that frustration is part of tango. Like in life. So you don’t 

become demoralised, you accept it and, well, today is like this, 

tomorrow I’ll be the best in the world. After you’ve been dancing for 

twenty-five years, you still have those days when you think “What a 

disaster I did today”. But I think that and I laugh… “Well, tomorrow 

will be better”. You still get that feeling of thinking “oh no, today it’s 

not my day”, or going to the milonga and say I’m not dancing anymore 

because today I’m a disaster. But maybe when you’re still learning and 

you’re demanding too much of yourself, you think you’ll never dance 

well, and… Nothing, it’s about accepting what you have and that’s it. 

And understand that it’s part of the learning process. I tell this to the 
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men especially, “you’ll get frustrated, but it doesn’t matter, you need 

to understand that’s part of it. It’s happening to you, it has happened 

to everybody that keeps on dancing”. 

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

Noelia touches on tango students’ expectation of a linear improvement in 

their learning journey and the frustration that arises when they are met with the 

reality of a non-linear advancement. Because tango requires full attention and 

concentration, it takes very little for anyone to have a bad tango day. Sometimes 

worries at work, low mood, or plain tiredness cause a drop in performance. Teachers 

and long-time dancers are aware of this dynamic and their authority comes from their 

own experience of frustration. Their advice on how to deal with it, guide the emotion 

work of less experienced dancers and introduce them to the ‘feeling rules’ of tango. 

The intense effort of learning tango, though, may have its positive effect on 

some pupils as Bill recalls: ‘I needed to switch off, and tango was allowing me to do 

that. I didn’t think of work in class’ (interview A7). The intensity of the effort one 

needs to put into classes results in some students letting go of everyday worries. 

Frustration, however, does not erase pleasure. Wacquant notices how the hardship 

and the monotony of boxing training grants boxers to find pleasure in the friendship 

and sense of belonging they find at the gym (2004, 68). For tango dancers, it is the 

same as frustration and pleasure alternate and balance each other. 

 

 

 

2.8 Continuing the journey: enriching the movement vocabulary 

 

Group classes are nowadays the main source of tango knowledge for most tango 

pupils living in places where a tango community is established. Group classes aim at 

building a general knowledge of tango technique and musicality through the learning 

of sequences. Attending group classes warrants pupils to build a movement 

vocabulary, made of both single elements of tango movements and sequences that 

combine such elements. The sequences taught in group classes become more 
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complex and demanding in terms of technique with the advancing of the level from 

beginner to advanced.  

 

 
Figure 2.6: Group class in Buenos Aires (Federica Banfi, 2017). 

The photographic sequence in figure 2.6 shows how a group class normally unfolds. 

The photos were shot during an intermediate/advanced class in Buenos Aires taught 

by Ernesto Balmaceda and Stella Baez in November 2017. The teachers show a short 

sequence while students surround them and watch their movements with attention. 

The teachers repeat the sequence while explaining it verbally a few times for both 

leading and following roles. Students are then permitted to practice the sequence in 

couples, while the teachers walk around the room to get an idea of the major 

common issues. If necessary, they will interrupt the practice several times to give 

more instructions to correct the common mistakes. During practice time, they keep 

walking around the room helping each couple getting the movement right. When 

needed, teachers dance with students to give personalised feedback, breaking down 

the sequence into smaller sections of movements and allowing the pupil to check 

what each body part is doing at each step. Then the learning couple is encouraged to 

try the sequence again while the teachers watch them to check the sequence is now 

correctly executed. If that is the case, the teachers might encourage students to find 

alternative endings or beginnings, in order to encourage the leaders to incorporate 

the new sequence in their own movement repertory, making the sequence their own. 

At the end of the class, the teachers will repeat the sequence and all the variations 

they showed during the class. This is a summary of the material covered in the 

previous ninety minutes. Often students film this last part of the class for future 

reference, creating a video-library of sequences they can use as learning tool when 

memory, the fourth improvisation’s characteristic, fails (figure 2.7).  
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Figure 2.7 Students filming the demo by teachers at the end of the class (Federica Banfi, 2018). 

 

Noelia explains how teachers need to be flexible30 and prepared to adjust the 

level of the class to the ability of the group of pupils they face, rather than entering 

the class with a definite plan. The sequences proposed are different every time, so 

that the class remains entertaining to pupils, however teachers tend to have a specific 

technical element in mind they want to work on: 

 

I treat my pupils as if they were little children, they need to learn 

without noticing, they need to have fun in class. Most pupils are 

adults, you cannot keep them five hours working on the walk. At least 

not when they are beginners, right? Especially if they don’t even know 

yet if they want to continue with tango or not. You can’t keep them 

much time with that [the walk], and neither you can show them 

impossible stuff that they won’t be able to do. So, every time is like: 

look I’ll show you this [sequence], and what do we have within this 

                                                      
30 As we will see in chapter three, flexibility and perpetual readiness are skills that 
develop through learning to improvise. Such skills become important in the 
development of a tango career in general, as chapter four will show, not just in the 
running of a tango class. 
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[sequence]? A giro. Well, let’s see how the giro works. So you are 

always mediating between what they want [to learn] and what they 

need [to learn]. But if you keep a beginner walking for five hours… [she 

shakes her head]. Later, the time will come when they understand on 

their own the importance of the basics and they will come to you 

asking for them, but it takes time. And you have to be a little… because 

if you’re too strict, people will get bored and leave. 

 (Interview B1, translated) 

 

Nevertheless, the constant focus on sequences during classes is a cause of 

confusion for some students, as Bill points out to me during our interview:  

 

Early on it was very difficult to understand what you needed to focus 

on. Everybody says it’s not about the steps and yet every week the 

teachers come and give you another sequence. How can it not be 

about the steps? Then teachers and other dancers would tell you: “you 

don’t need so many sequences to have a good dance.” “What do you 

mean ladies are just happy to walk?”, “hey, you bet it buddy!”. 

(Interview A7) 

 

During classes, a discrepancy between teachers and students’ goals emerges. 

Tango teachers clearly know that sequences are a teaching tool through which they 

can pass on more fundamental knowledge about technique, while students that are 

able to reproduce a sequence leave the class with the impression that they have 

learnt something. After all, the number of sequences a pupil is able to perform is a 

more quantifiable goal, compared to how much your ability to pivot keeping a perfect 

axis has improved after each class. Therefore, teachers mask their main aim, which is 

working on a specific technique, within a sequence that consents pupils to both build 

technical skills and go home with a new sequence enriching their movement 

vocabulary. In this sense the bodily, the choreographic and the economic dimensions 

of tango improvisation connects as teachers are aware that, to retain students 

(economic goal), classes need to be enjoyable and rewarding, and that means that 
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everyone should leave being able to perform the sequence (bodily and choreographic 

goals). However, Carolyn Merritt reports criticisms to this kind of pedagogy as it both 

sidesteps improvisation and creates dependent students that will always need to go 

to classes to get new sequences (2012, 47-48). If that is indeed the case, then 

teachers would gain an economic advantage in creating dependent students, 

therefore explaining why this teaching method is so widespread. 

 

 

 

2.9 Wanting more, fixing problems and going back to the basics 
 

There is a saying in the tango scene that goes like this: beginners want to take 

intermediate classes, intermediates want to take advanced classes and advanced 

dancers want to take beginners classes. Noelia Barsi points out in the interview 

extract above that, once students reach a deeper understanding of the dance, they 

will ask teachers about the basics and the details of tango technique on their own 

accord. When they reach this point in their tango apprenticeship, dancers start 

looking for different avenues to get new information, avenues that can provide them 

with more details and challenges than what they get in a regular group class. This is 

when workshops and private classes first appear in their tango journey.  

 Workshops are held as special events, often throughout festival weekends, 

during which guest teachers are invited to give seminars on specific topics. In a 

workshop, teachers would pass on a wealth of information that would be considered 

overwhelming in a regular class. The aim of the workshop is not for each student to 

be able to perform the movements perfectly at the end of it, but to give them enough 

material to work on their own afterwards. The result is that workshops are usually 

very intense and the body work is demanding. The teaching style of a workshop, show 

and copy, is the same as that of the group class, but instead of working on one 

sequence, pupils may be asked to work on three or four variations of the same 

sequence or, in the case of technique workshops, to focus on the subtle details of 

technique (figure 2.8).  
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Figure 2.8: Marcelo Ramer and Selva Mastroti giving a technique workshop on pivots at Oxford Tango Festival 
(Federica Banfi, 2018) 

 

While doing a workshop for advanced dancers on adornments31 in Buenos 

Aires, I remember the teacher stopping our practice, lamenting she had just been 

asked for help by a student that could not perform a certain move. She made clear 

to all of the other students that this was not the place to fix individual problems and 

that, for the level of the workshop, those attending should already be able to fix 

similar problems on their own. She concluded that she was not going to help with 

such issues. While the reaction of the teacher may seem harsh, it signalled the 

difference between a regular class, in which the teachers are there to help fix issues 

whatever the level of the dancer, and a workshop for advanced dancers, in which 

teachers expect students to have the right skill level for the workshop. This teacher 

also stated that the time was too limited to indulge in correcting any personal issue 

and that they would rather give the students as much material as possible in the short 

time available. Pupils are supposed to continue working on this new material on their 

own later. When issues arise, students are expected to work on them with their 

regular teachers or during private classes. Considering the fact that workshops are 

                                                      
31 Adornments in tango are those movements dancers make in between steps, to 
adorn and decorate them [source Graciela Gamba, interview B9]. 
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up to three times as expensive as regular classes, those in attendance are also 

expecting to get more out of them.  

Another source of detailed information and personalised training comes from 

private classes. Private classes can be carried out in dance studios, rented by the 

student, or at another space the student provides, like their home. During private 

classes pupils are able to request teachers to teach them what they want or to correct 

anything that the teachers judge as in need of correcting. While in Buenos Aires, my 

partner and I took several private classes with a couple of teachers we have been 

working with for several years. This excerpt from my fieldnotes shows how a private 

class unfolds and what kind of knowledge is transmitted: 

 

Last night we had a private class with Diego and Graciela32 at our 

place. We moved the bed to make room for dancing, changed shoes 

and connected the laptop to the speaker. To start, they asked us to 

dance one tango, as usual. We knew from the Tuesday class that we 

wanted to look at a movement that was not working well, but a closer 

look at the dance in general is always a good start to pinpoint any error 

or bad practice that we are not aware of and needs correcting.   

We finished our first song and they started whispering to each other. 

They asked us to dance another song, to make sure of what they saw. 

So we did, while they observed and kept whispering to each other. 

Even though I couldn’t get what they were saying, the feeling of being 

under examination like that made me extremely 

uncomfortable. Graciela said they are happy enough with my 

progress. They wanted me to start adorning more, to relax my legs so 

they would be freer to engage in decorations. My posture and 

embrace look fine. When I dance with Diego, he doesn't tell me 

anymore that I'm heavy or pulling him, like he used to tell me three 

years ago. I'm also a lot more secure in my axis, it almost never 

happens now that I step too short or too long than what is led and lose 

                                                      
32 I refer to teachers Graciela Gamba and Diego Converti. 
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my axis. Though I feel like I always do the same adornments and I am 

starting to get bored with myself. I need more time and more 

confidence to try new things.   

Gabriele though still has some issues with the embrace. They are 

happy with many things that they had pointed out in July, like the 

pauses and other musicality issues, which have considerably 

improved. The issue with the embrace was the problem we focused 

on last night. The more they tried to correct it, the closer we got to 

finding out the source of the problem. At times the embrace is not 

very round, especially when his arm needs to slide across my back, the 

movement loses elasticity and we lose the connection for a second.  

A class like this is very demanding. You need to concentrate very hard 

on your body and start feeling in each movement exactly how each 

limb and muscle feels, and then change what is wrong. It is hard work 

connecting to your own bodily sensations and finding the way to 

correct and change the feeling without having a clear reference on 

how to do it. The only guidance is the vocal advice of the teachers: 

'relax your arm, slide it, don't lose contact with the back, make it 

round'…. How do you do all those things and how they are supposed 

to feel is to be discovered by doing it.  

(Fieldnotes 2/10/2017) 

 

As my fieldnotes show, during the class we did not learn any new sequence 

or movement, focusing instead on the details of the embrace technique. During our 

first dance, the teachers identified something they wanted us to fix and that became 

the focus of the class. For an hour, we worked on just that tiny detail of the embrace, 

its elasticity, dancing among ourselves and with the teachers, who gave us 

continuous feedback and advice. The body work involved in these kind of classes is 

intense and requires attending to subtle bodily feelings in order to be able to change 

a bad habit. Private classes allow pupils to get personalised attention of teachers for 

a length of time that permits going into technical details of movements, the ultimate 

goals are fixing issues and improving one’s level of dancing.  



 82 

Continuing to take classes along practicing and dancing socially is therefore 

necessary to continue improving one’s tango. Teachers argue that the moment one 

stops going to classes, their tango becomes pale and stops evolving. This argument, 

while being often true, is also a way to generate income by keeping students coming 

back for more advice. Professionals are aware that the more a dancer is able to 

develop their technical tools and movement vocabulary, the richer their dance will 

be. In fact, many professionals keep taking classes themselves and work on their 

tango to keep improving. 

As learning environments for the tango community of practice, workshops 

and private classes further shape the relationship between students and teachers. 

Teachers’ authority is seldom challenged by students during a class. Students instead 

obediently do what they are told by the teachers. In fact, usually students do 

workshops and private classes with professionals whom they know already and 

respect. In that case, they trust these teachers completely and follow their advice 

obediently. If students are unhappy with the way a teacher behaves in class or with 

their teaching style or content, they will look for different teachers for their next 

workshops or private class. 

 

 

 

2.10 Producing the tango body 
  

“How is it possible that you can recognise that some people are good dancers even 

before watching them dance?” my husband asked me during a break at a practice in 

Buenos Aires. A young woman had just entered the room and caught our attention 

as she was looking around to find her friends. She was wearing her winter 

coat, leggings and sneakers. No obvious sign that she was a tango dancer. 

Nevertheless, her walk and her posture, the chest forward, the upright back and her 

light feet gave away her profound awareness of her own body, extending from the 

top of her head to the tip of her toes. She had a tango body. 

Jennifer Roche argues that ‘[d]ancing bodies are formed by the systems they 

practice' (2015, 11). She cites Foster to define the dancing body as 'emerging through 
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the engagement with a technique, which assumes a pre-existing body to be shaped 

in different ways according to each training’ (ibid.). The tango body is a disciplined 

body and is produced through apprenticeship in tango classes. In Discipline and 

punish, Foucault explains how disciplined bodies are produced through three 

technologies: gaze, normalizing judgement and examination (1991). Matteucci 

demonstrates how flamenco dancers’ bodies become disciplined through dance 

training (2014). During such classes, the novices learn to move their bodies in a tango 

manner: by copying the teachers’ steps and sequences, following their advice, and by 

modifying the posture to reach the perfect tango posture. The process is slow and it 

is easy to have it go unnoticed. Observing beginners dancing and taking classes, it is 

possible to notice how their bodies have not yet developed the tango stance and the 

necessary self-awareness to reach it. 

 

 
Figure 2.9: Comparing postures. The first two shots show beginners dancing, while the last shows professional 
dancers Graciela Gamba and Diego Converti. Photographer: Federica Banfi 

 

In beginners, common issues are: a collapsed core, looking at the feet (see figure 2.9, 

the lady in the red dress), walking without extending the legs fully and without 

collecting the ankles at each step, feet pointing inwards (see figure 2.9, the lady in 

the central shot) and tension in the shoulders and back (see figure 2.9, the man in 

the first shot). With time and practice, pupils’ self-awareness starts to grow and 

extend to all their body parts, their posture slowly transforming into the tango 
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posture (see figure 2.9, in the last shot professional dancers maintain their weight on 

the toes, shoulders relaxed and feet elegantly pointing at the floor). Shoulders tend 

to relax as the core gets stronger, improving balance and posture. The embrace 

becomes firmer without the need of using strength and the lead is transmitted with 

the chest rather than with the hands. Most importantly, an improved self-awareness 

and balance afford reaching a higher control over movements during the dance.  

Overtime the effects of tango dancing start to become visible in/on the body 

of the dancer, as my informants noted in themselves33. As the posture improves, with 

the back getting straighter and the shoulders opened, also the balance gets better. 

Marta tells me how her improved balance makes her feel lighter, in addition to still 

recovering from an accident, she noticed the effect of dancing on her feet as they get 

stronger in sustaining her weight and keeping her in better balance. She adds: ‘this is 

a good way to get a nice figure. Have you seen the older ladies in the milonga? I want 

to be like them when I’m old. I want to have their legs! I don’t have them now’ 

(interview A4, translated). Bill also noticed how tango shaped his legs as he learned 

to walk in the tango style: ‘It was another tanguera who told me “you’re still 

bouncing” … Teachers say tango is just walking. No, it’s not. Tango is a style of 

walking, it’s not just walking. When I started doing the right tango walk, and stop 

bouncing, my calves shrank down’ (interview A7). 

The importance of this intense body work in producing the tango body is 

clearly explained by Noelia Barsi. Noelia talks about the need to connect with one’s 

own body in order to be able to connect with the dancing partner: 

 

I am convinced that, to connect with your partner, you need to be 

connected with yourself first. The idea of… waiting that things happen 

on their own, it’s not true, and people get it wrong. I see people saying 

they connect when they dance, but how can they do that when they’re 

standing like jelly? If you start like that it’s impossible to connect with 

anyone, you understand? That’s why I think that the key to be able to 

                                                      
33 Various authors studying physical activities have reported changes in the body of 
practitioners, see Wacquant (2004), Downey (2011), Andreasson (2014) 
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connect with the other person is to be connected with yourself. It’s 

nothing more than that. It’s learning to stand straight, or that an arm 

moves when the torso moves, or not if you dissociate. It’s like putting 

elements in a body that believes that dancing is simply to grab and 

move with another person. And it’s not really like that, there’s a 

process. That’s why people fall in love with tango, because that’s what 

happens, they start to connect with themselves, and in tango that is 

marvellous.  

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

For Noelia, disciplining the body through tango training, rather than 

reducing its possibilities to express itself, allows dancers to reach a deeper 

connection with themselves and with other dancers. The disciplined body is a 

precondition for the emergence of the expressive body defined by Matteucci 

as ‘an affective body, which relies on the body’s sensory functions’ (2014, 36). 

Once dancers have incorporated the dance technique of tango, they are free 

to express themselves through the art form.  

 

 

 

2.11 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has illustrated the journey dancers embark on when they decide to learn 

to dance tango. The detailed ethnographic data reported here show the body and 

emotion work that learning the moves entails. While the concept of community of 

practice (Lave and Wenger 1991 and 1998) is useful to analyse the learning 

environment and techniques, the notion of serious leisure (Stebbins 2007) helps us 

to understand why tango students stick to this activity even when difficulties arise. 

Within a class, students not only learn explicitly how to dance following teachers’ 

instructions, but also how to be part of the tango community and its values by 

observing and talking to more experienced dancers. Learning to dance involves 

honing the senses. Following Hanhn (2007), this chapter identifies how each sense is 
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involved in the teaching/learning process: vision when teachers show a movement, 

touch when teachers correct the posture of or dance with pupils, and finally 

aural/oral senses when they explain verbally the bodily movements and posture 

necessary to perform a tango sequence. Filled with frustration and obstacles, as well 

as pleasures, this journey allows dancers to find a strong connection with their own 

body, to learn to feel the movement in their bodies, and in the body of those they 

are dancing with. Through different kinds of classes—group, private classes and 

workshops—tango pupils advance in their learning process gradually building their 

knowledge of the dance on multiple levels, including: movement vocabulary, dance 

specific idioms, knowledge about the music and behavioural codes in social tango 

settings. The disciplining of students’ bodies transforms them into expressive bodies, 

into dancers. Throughout the chapter the bodily, social and economic dimensions of 

tango, and their interconnection, emerged. The profound emotional and musical 

connection that may develop between two persons during a dance is the basis on 

which joint improvisation can develop, as we will see in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Improvising tango 

 

 

 

El tango es una emoción contenida que después explota. No se puede decir así se 

baila el tango, uno lo baila como lo siente, es una creación. 

 Petroleo, tango dancer34 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

 

Social tango dancing is conventionally described, by its dancers and in the 

literature35, as an improvised dance. Virginia Gift describes the improvisational 

aspect of tango, in contrast to the highly codified ballroom tango, by saying ‘Tango 

dancers can invent new steps at any time and use any steps in any sequence’ (2008, 

XXI). A popular tango joke states that if you do the same mistake more than twice, 

you have invented a new sequence. People take to the dance floor and start dancing 

in couples without a choreography in mind, movement emerging in the moment in a 

way that no two tangos are ever the same. Nevertheless, choreographic choice is 

somewhat contained as, whatever dancers do on the dance floor, the resulting moves 

still need to be recognised as tango.  

                                                      
34 “Tango is a contained emotion that later explodes. You cannot say this is how you 
dance tango, everyone dance it in the way they feel it, it is a creation” (my 
translation). Petroleo, tango dancer (1913-1995). Full interview, originally published 
in 1992, available at:  http://www.todotango.com/historias/cronica/447/Petroleo-
Entrevista-a-un-bailarin/ 
35 Savigliano 1995, 17; Olszewski 2008, 64; Cara 2009, 456; Merritt 2012, 3; Carozzi 
2012, 23; Soares 2015, 22; Davis 2015, 1; Ravn 2016, 120; Törnqvist 2018, 364. 



 88 

The goal of this chapter is to contribute to the ongoing discussion about 

creativity and improvisation by understanding how tango dancers improvise. Both as 

dancer and as researcher, I have asked myself: How does improvisation work in 

tango? I apply Vida Midgelow’s (2019) definition of improvisation to tango in section 

3.2 to show how each of the six characteristics of improvisation that she lists are 

relevant to understand and unpack what happens on the milonga dance floor.  

Throughout the chapter the bodily, choreographic and social dimensions of 

improvisation emerge as I discuss the constraints that dancers have to juggle with in 

order to find opportunities to move. Here I also pay attention to the gendered 

dynamics within the dancing couple trying to find an answer to the question: who 

can improvise? As we shall see, the improvisational process is guided by the dancer’s 

senses and shaped by both interpersonal relations and the environment in which the 

dance takes place.  

The discussion that follows attempts to answer these questions through the 

analysis of my own dance experience, ethnographic fieldnotes, and interviews. 

 

 

 

3.2 Improvisation in Argentine tango 
 

 

In the introduction to this thesis, I proposed to use Vida Midgelow’s definition of 

improvisation (2019, 8-15) as a theoretical frame of analysis for the improvisational 

aspect of social tango dancing. She approaches improvisation as a process, as an 

attitude and a way to go about things (ibid.). In the previous chapter I showed how 

the enskilment process is necessary to enable tango dancers to improvise during 

performances. In this section, I discuss in more detail how the six characteristics of 

improvisation that Midgelow identifies apply to tango by supporting my discussion 

with ethnographic examples. The emic definitions of improvisation that I collected 

from my research participants illustrate her points and ground the theoretical 

analysis into the lived experience of tango dancers.  
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Midgelow identifies the first characteristic of improvisation as convergence: 

‘Entailing the manifesting of actions in real time, improvisations are contexts in which 

process and its realization is one and the same generative act, wherein making and 

interpreting become simultaneous’ (2019, 8). Convergence suggests that thinking 

and doing are happening at the same time as decisions happen in action. Professional 

dancer Veronica Vazquez highlighted this aspect of improvisation in tango during our 

interview. When I asked her what improvisation is in tango, she told me: 

 

It's being able to express what you feel in a specific moment. One keeps 

building and acquiring information, posture, technique and movements so that 

finally one can choose [the movement] that best expresses what one feels in 

the moment without thinking. 

(interview B5, translated) 

 

Veronica identifies being able to dance without thinking, to choose movements 

and perform them at the same time as fundamental to tango improvisation. She also 

recognizes the necessity of incorporating the tango technique and of building a 

movement vocabulary as a precondition for convergence. In section 3.5 I propose an 

extended version of her quote to discuss this point further as part of the analysis of 

the physical technique one needs to dance tango. 

 During the performance of a dance, the convergence of thinking and doing 

leads to the irreversibility of improvisation, the second characteristic mentioned by 

Midgelow (2019, 8). Whatever is done cannot be undone or reshaped making 

improvisation risky, that is at risk of failure. The fear of failure was highlighted to me 

by the beginner dancers that I interviewed. I filmed beginner dancers Francesco (39) 

and Sara (29) while dancing one tango in order to ask them to comment on their 

dancing during the interview setting. While I was showing them the recording, 

Francesco noticed how suddenly their dance broke down and commented: 

 

We are not understanding each other, that’s because I’m not leading you 

[talking to Sara] right, see? Look, that is my indecision! I don’t know what to 

lead and we made a mess! 
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(interview A10, translated) 

 

In this quote, Francesco notices how his inability to think in action (convergence) 

leads to what he feels is a mistake in the dance. Pablo (36) has been dancing for a 

couple of years, which in tango years means he still is an intermediate dancer. He is 

highly aware of the risk of failure inherent in improvised tango and explains that in 

the milonga he is careful to avoid taking risks: 

 

If I’m dancing with someone I don’t know, I try not to take any risks. I take my 

time, usually at least the first song of a tanda, to see how my partner reacts to 

my lead. I’d need to be really drunk to do whatever crosses my mind with a 

partner I don’t know. 

(interview A5, translated) 

 

In a social situation like the milonga, taking too much risks for dancers can be 

counterproductive as mistakes, or closures, can lead not just to a break in the dance 

flow, but also to a loss of face if the dancing partner decides you are not good enough 

and leaves you alone on the floor mid-tanda. Experienced dancers, though, embrace 

the irreversibility of improvisation as they manage to create new opportunities from 

misunderstandings. I explore this aspect of tango improvisation further in section 3.7 

on gender and the relationship between leader and follower in the dancing couple.  

 Embracing irreversibility is not just about virtuosity or audacity, it is mostly 

about receptivity. As the third characteristic of improvisation, receptivity is the ability 

to ‘being open and responsive to interior and exterior worlds’ (Midgelow 2019, 9). 

Midgelow refers to dancers’ proprioception as well as the skill to work within a 

context. In tango, the analysis of receptivity in improvisation must include internal 

factors, such as personal technique (see section 3.5), as well as the material 

conditions of the context of the dance, one’s clothes and shoes (see section 3.4) and 

the dancefloor (see section 3.3) as well as the partner (see sections 3.6 and 3.7). 

Receptivity requires the honing of the senses, as explained in chapter two, in order 

to interpret the situation and to find opportunities for movement. The following 

quote highlights how receptivity is central to tango improvisation: 
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Let’s see… there’s a saying that goes ‘my freedom ends when the 

freedom of another begins’, or something like that. To me, that’s 

improvisation. I improvise as much as my dance partner allows me to. 

If the other person allows me to improvise, doing what my body wants 

to do, in dance of course, let’s go! If I can’t generate something is 

because the other person is telling me not to. It’s feeling freedom in 

the body.  

(Miguel, interview A6, translated) 

 

Amateur tanguero Miguel (38) explains that what he can do on the dancefloor 

emerges freely from his own body but movement finally depends on his follower’s 

ability and desire to respond to his proposition. The dance is therefore a co-creation 

as both leader and follower are actively involved in the improvisational process of 

selecting and performing movements. 

Improvisers continuously move between the expected and unexpected, the 

known and the unknown, as any movement they choose leads to a new opening. 

Their movements, indeed, do not happen in vacuum but relationally to the known, 

to one’s previous experience and body memory (Midgelow 2019, 11). Midgelow 

draws on Hallam and Ingold (2007) to highlight the importance of embodied memory 

in improvisation as they notice how fluent improvisation requires a precision in the 

coordination of perception and action which can only be achieved through practice 

(Midgelow 2019, 12). In the previous chapter, we saw how practicing by copying and 

reproducing the movements proposed by teachers is at the basis of the tango 

learning process. On the dance floor, dancers perform their movement vocabulary 

acquired in class with more or less proficiency and variety depending on their 

experience. In the quote below, Pablo suggests an emic definition of tango 

improvisation in which dancers improvise by picking and choosing sequences from 

their movement vocabulary and assembling these differently every time.  

 

I don’t know if I improvise yet. I don’t have enough tools to improvise. It’s 

quite like playing an instrument… I mean… there can be improvisation within 
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the scale and the phrase that one knows. In my case, I end up using the steps 

I’ve been taught as phrases, as sequences. Right now my creativity limits to 

knowing if [a sequence] fits or not [within the musical phrase].  

(Pablo, interview A5, translated) 

  

Pablo’s quote not only draws our attention to the role of memory in tango 

improvisation, but also to the processual aspect of developing the dance in the 

moment. Midgelow suggests that improvisations are processual as they unfold while 

being invented, they occur in the moment and vanish while occurring, drawing our 

attention to the lived experience:  

 

Through feedback loops, the improviser tracks back and forth, making choices 

and changes of direction—choosing to stay with something or initiate anew, to 

change location or relate to others’ (2019, 13).  

 

I found that the processual quality of tango improvisation emerges clearly 

during pauses. In section 3.6, I analyse the pause as a core element of tango that 

affords self-expression and connection with the dance partner, as well as stimulates 

changes of direction and the break of movement habits.  

Midgelow suggests that the emergences that result from the improvisational 

process are at the basis of a construction process. The final characteristic of 

improvisation she identifies in an attempt to avoid a hierarchical division between 

choreography and improvisation is emergent-construction. This characteristic is 

meant to highlight ‘the values, meanings and structures of the dancing’ (2019, 14).  

  In the following sections I delve deeper into the specific aspects of tango 

improvisation as they were brought to my attention by my participants during 

fieldwork. 

 

 

 

3.3 Walking: relationscapes and place-making 
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With reference to receptivity, the environment both shapes and is shaped by the 

dance that takes place in it. Anthropologist and tango ethnographer Maria Julia 

Carozzi states that the walk is often described by older Argentinean dancers as the 

essence of tango (2015, 104). The tango walk, dense and paced, is considered to be 

the basis of all other tango movements. As a core element of the genre, it features 

prominently in the dance. Tim Ingold highlights the perceptual aspects of walking and 

its sensoriality. Drawing on Goffman, he shows how vision is necessary to avoid 

obstacles and other people as we walk on the street (2011, 43). Touch, instead, grants 

us to feel the floor under our feet. The moving body generates as it perceives the 

world around it: ‘[t]hrough walking, in short, landscapes are woven into life, and lives 

into the landscape, in a process that is continuous and never-ending' (2011, 47). 

Ingold returns to the walk in Lines: a brief history to highlight its ability to create 

paths, from what he asserts that ‘[l]ife develops along a path that we cannot foresee 

but it is generated by our perception of the environment’ (2007, 81). In this last 

remark, Ingold infers the improvisational aspect of walking, movement is generated 

and shaped through the perception of the environment as well as to the 

unpredictability of the outcome of movement. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone declares 

that ‘[a] dance improvisation is the incarnation of creativity as process’ (Sheets-

Johnstone 1999, 485). An improvised dance unfolds in the moment, the dancer does 

not know what will happen next as she is thinking in movement. Sheets-Johnstone 

highlights how thinking and doing are not separate, in fact the thinking itself is kinetic, 

‘at once spatial, temporal, dynamic’ (ibid., 486). In the same way, sensing the world 

and moving within it are interwoven. As a result, creating the dance is to explore the 

world in movement (ibid.). 

Cultural theorist, political philosopher and dancer Erin Manning has further 

explored the sensing body in movement, which she refers to as an improvised body 

(2007, xiv), paying particular attention to the sense of touch. She introduces the 

notion of “relationscapes” in dance, by which she proposes movement as creator of 

space which is simultaneously being perceived by the body-in-motion:  

 

My movement creates the space I will come to understand as “the 

room.” The room is defined as my body + the environment, where the 
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environment is an atmospheric body. Without that particular moving 

body that particular environment does not exist (2009, 15).  

 

The notion of relationscape, which I will investigate further in the next 

section, becomes relevant for place-making in tango. Tim Cresswell refers to place-

making as the process by which people give meaning, through naming for example, 

and develop a form of attachment to space (2015, 16). Any space in which 

milongueros dance tango becomes a milonga. For instance, the Oxford Tango 

Festival’s venue, which I attended in April 2018, was St Columba’s United Reformed 

Church in Alfred street, Oxford. The festival organisers took care of rearranging the 

space: chairs that were aligned in rows facing the altar were moved close to the walls, 

and set into a circle, leaving an empty space in the middle which became the dance 

floor; round tables covered with a red cloth were added to support dancers’ drinks 

and fans; and the pulpit became the tango-DJ’s work station (figure 3.1). The 

practices and movements of tango dancers transformed the church into a milonga 

for a few hours. If you asked any of them ‘Where are you?’, they would have replied 

‘At a milonga’, forgetting the original religious purpose of the space. Tango dancers 

often cannot count on dedicated tango places and therefore resort to transforming 

any kind of suitable space—dance studios, churches, city halls, band stands just to 

name a few—into tango places, into milongas. The transformation goes through the 

adaptation of the space but is completed only when tangueros/-as start to dance. 

A milonga is an “embodied space” as defined by Setha Low: consisting of 

human and non-human bodies; forms of embodiment and sensorium; and a location 

‘where human experience, consciousness and political subjectivity take on material 

and spatial form’ (2017, 95). As such, the physicality of the dance environment 

presents several kinds of opportunities and constraints to dancers-in-motion as I 

analyse in the next sections.  
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Figure 3.1 A church used as Oxford Tango Festival’s venue (Dante Culcuy, 2018). 

 

 

 

3.4 ‘Los factores externos’: material conditions 

 

Observing and interviewing dancers of all levels of ability has allowed me to identify 

several possibilities and limits, or constraints, that affect their dancing. Dance scholar 

Danielle Goldman describes constraints as “tight places” (2010, 3) that highlight the 

political dimension of improvised dancing. She refers to socio-historical and material 

conditions as well as physical technique. She states that to ignore dancers’ 

constraints is to deny the conditions that shape daily life, ‘it is also to deny 

improvisation’s most significant power as a full-bodied critical engagement with the 

world, characterized by both flexibility and perpetual readiness’ (emphasis added, 

2010, 5). Spatial, physical, emotional and political constraints affect and shape both 

the dance and the dancer, who needs to decide how to move in relation to them, 

leading therefore to movement opportunities. To better understand the process of 
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improvisation, it is then useful to understand what are these possibilities and 

constraints that influence dancers’ creativity, enabling or obstructing their 

movement options. 

The environment in which the dance takes place shapes the dance by limiting 

the choice of movement available to dancers. I refer here to what Goldman has called 

‘material conditions’ and professional dancer Diego Converti named ‘los factores 

externos’ (translates as: external factors). Rather than depending on dancers’ skill 

level, these constraints are environmental: is the floor smooth to consent pivoting 

easily? Are the shoes I am wearing comfortable and well balanced, with a proper 

sole? Is the dancefloor crowded? Are people around me dancing respecting each 

other’s space, how much space are they taking up? Some of these constraints are to 

some extent controllable, like the shoes and clothes one wears for dancing, others 

are not, like the shape and size of the room and what other dancers are doing. 

As noted in chapter 2, changing shoes is part of dancers’ routine to get ready 

for dancing. Most dancers find that shoes have fundamentally a utilitarian aspect as 

they can help or hinder their movement and balance. When I ask Pablo about his 

shoes at the end of our interview, he recounts the search for the right pair of shoes 

as a difficult one. At first, he did not want to spend too much for dance shoes as his 

economic resources are limited and he was not sure if he was going to continue with 

tango, but he soon realised that investing in a good pair was necessary to get the 

right support for his feet: 

 

I own a few pairs of tango shoes, but ultimately the ones I dance better 

in are also the most expensive ones. I have practice-sneakers, which 

are cheaper, but they are far from being up to the standard of a proper 

shoe. I even have a pair of tailor-made shoes that weren’t that 

expensive, but still are inferior in quality to the more expensive ones. 

(Interview A5, translated) 

 

Tango sneakers are available to both women (figure 3.2) and men (figure 3.3) 

and present the same advantages and disadvantages in terms of comfort and 
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support. In Buenos Aires, it is possible to purchase tango sneakers in the same 

specialised shops that sell tango shoes. 

 

 
Figure 3.2 An example of tango shoes for women: sneakers, on the left, and shoes, on the right (Federica Banfi, 
2018). 

 
Figure 3.3 An example of tango shoes for men: sneakers, on the left, and shoes, on the right (Federica Banfi, 2018). 

 

Pablo’s experience resonates with my own, as I recorded the effects of wearing 

sneakers in my fieldnotes: 

 

Tonight I wore a pair of dance sneakers in class. They have a 5cm heel, 

thick enough to be comfortable, and have laces like regular sneakers 

[same model of figure 3.2]. The problem is that these shoes are not 

well balanced and I tend to lose my axis a lot, even in simple exercises 

during which I’m stable wearing my sandals with 8.5 cm thin heels. I 
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bought them hoping to wear something more comfortable for classes 

but in fact I feel like I wasted my money. 

(Leader’s journal 21/02/2017) 

 

In a similar way, clothes do not just have an aesthetic function but a functional 

one too, with dancers preferring to wear comfortable clothes in classes and purpose 

made ones for milongas. It often happens that beginners attend their first classes 

wearing their everyday clothes, to find out these are not suitable for dancing. During 

one of the beginner’s classes I held in Belfast, I was showing a leg movement that 

involved pivoting on one leg while extending the other to draw a wide circle on the 

floor. Sara, one of the class attendees, tried to copy my tango step but noticed how 

her clothes hindered her movement: ‘I can’t do it properly, these jeans are too tight! 

Next time I’ll wear a skirt or something in a softer fabric’ (fieldnotes 06/03/2018, 

translated). Dancers need to have complete freedom of movement for their legs, thus 

women prefer to wear skirts or leggings made in soft and elastic fabrics and men wear 

trousers with wide legs. 

The main external condition, over which dancers have no control, is the 

environment of the dance floor. Social tango dancers are required to respect the 

ronda, a set of rules of circulation: follow an anticlockwise direction on the 

dancefloor; keep to an imaginary lane, limiting sideways movements that occupy 

other lanes; keep moving forward, one step backwards is sensible but best avoided 

nonetheless; and keep a steady distance to the couple in front, avoiding getting too 

close or leaving a large gap. Depending on how many couples share the dance floor 

and its size, a ronda can have more than one lane—the external one for the best 

dancers, and the internal ones for beginners and intermediate dancers—and the 

distance between couples can be as small as a few inches in very crowded milongas. 

The ronda is tango’s relationscape, as dancers move along the dancefloor they create 

the space around them at the same time their dance is shaped by it. The ronda also 

highlights the interconnection between the social and the choreographic dimensions 

of tango improvisation. Figure 3.4 shows a perfect ronda in a milonga of Buenos 

Aires: the couples are dancing on one lane, leaving regular space gaps between them. 

This particular night, at this particular moment, the dance floor was not crowded, so 
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dancers avoided using the inner circle and were able to leave plenty of space between 

them. 

 

 
Figure 3.4 The ronda in a milonga of Buenos Aires (Federica Banfi, 2017). 

 

The ronda is a system of circulation specific to Argentine tango. Other social dance 

forms use the dance floor space differently, for instance in lindy hop people dance in 

separate couples maintaining the same place for the duration of their performance. 

Nevertheless, Keevallik and Ekström notice that towards the end of the night it is not 

unusual for Jam Circles to emerge (2019, 425). Organically, dancers move to the side 

of the dance floor and stop dancing leaving room to one couple performing in the 

middle of the circle. In these Jam Circles, couples take turns dancing in the middle of 

the circle following tacit norms of behavior (ibid., 426). 

In tango’s ronda both the physical presence of other dancers, and the 

direction in which they move, limits choice of movements for dancing couples. 

Experienced leaders, though, know the tricks that allow them to take several steps 

backwards or sideways, without losing the ronda direction. Leaders can keep moving 

sideways by giving their back to the centre of the dance floor. If they turn their back 

to the couple in front they can walk backwards without stealing space from the 

couple following them. Such tricks are rarely discussed and exercised in classes, more 

often leaders learn them through observing more experienced dancers in milonga. 
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On a crowded dancefloor, couples are obliged to take smaller steps and avoid 

adornments that take too much space or involve lifting the feet. An orderly ronda is 

preferable and dancers find it pleasurable when each couple respects the space of 

the others. During our interview, Bill remembers an episode in which he had a slower 

leader in front of him: 

 

I had this guy dancing in front of me who was very slow, and a large 

gap formed in front of him while behind we were dancing all quite 

close together. In between songs, his dancing partner, must have been 

his wife, told this guy, "look! You're slowing everybody down!". But I 

told her I didn’t mind, and the guy behind me didn’t mind. We were 

all dancing at the same pace, together, sharing the space. You should 

look at the dance floor and it should be like watching a field of wheat 

in the summer breeze just before the harvest, and all the heads 

swaying together in time with the music. 

(Interview A7) 

 

While Bill’s advancement on the dance floor was slowed down by the couple 

in front, he took pleasure into finding a way to follow them maintaining a respectful 

distance. Instead, a messy ronda can become unpleasant as other couples invade 

your space, bump into you, or kick your legs with flashy adornments. Diego Converti 

underlines how important it is to have a respectful interaction with other dancers, 

and how the skill level of those around you impacts on your dancing: 

 

what happens around you is important. If a dance floor is too crowded, 

it is more difficult to master navigation. Or if it’s full of beginners [who 

haven’t learned yet how to navigate the floor properly], you can’t 

dance much because they bump into you.  

(Interview B10, translated) 

 

Material conditions shape tango improvisation in various ways. Some of the 

external factors are not always possible to control, like the condition of floor and 
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shape of the room, as well as the ronda and how many other couples are sharing the 

space at the same time. Dancers’ choice of movement is closely related to what is 

afforded by the size and shape of the space they can safely occupy on the dance floor. 

When it comes to what they wear, dancers have more control and are prepared to 

invest, within their economic power, in comfortable and purpose-made shoes and 

clothes in order to obtain the maximum freedom of movement and support for their 

balance. In the next section I proceed to investigate physical technique as constraint. 

 

 

 

3.5 ‘Los factores internos’: physical technique 

 

In the previous chapter, I showed how tango students develop their tango technique 

through intense body work. Technique empowers dancers to dance better as it 

permits them to be in control of their movement. A poor technique, on the contrary, 

affects the possibilities not only of their own movement but also of their partners, as 

I recorded in my Leader’s journal: 

 

My ability to step in the direction I want depends on my follower’s 

skills. If she is precise in her steps and ready to follow me, I have plenty 

of possibilities ahead, both as in movement and direction. Instead, if 

she is falling into the next step with all her weight, she pulls me with 

her into a step I had not planned. Likewise, if she cannot keep the 

balance on one leg while pivoting for an ocho and changes the weight, 

the flow of our movement stops and I have to make her shift her 

weight or shift my own to continue dancing.  

(Leader’s journal 24/01/2017) 

 

As a leader, I felt the technique of my follower could limit or enhance the 

possibilities for my next steps. Technique is where the bodily and the social 

dimensions of improvisation overlap. On the one hand, technique requires the 

engagement of the body on both physical and sensorial levels, on the other the 
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understanding of bodily technique comes from the socialisation as part of the tango 

community of practice. From my experience and observations, being able to control 

one’s own movement and a constant state of readiness and receptivity are the 

necessary ingredients for improvisation. Followers’ technique is especially evident in 

their perceived sense of weight. Followers are often described as heavy or light by 

leaders36. Lightness is a desired quality, while heaviness is despised. The felt weight 

has nothing to do with the actual body weight of the person, instead it refers to the 

ability of a follower to sustain her own weight. She can do that by having a good 

tango-body alignment all the time, rather than counting on the leader’s strength to 

sustain her, and by supporting the weight of her own arms, rather than resting them 

on the leader’s shoulders. A heavy and unsteady follower not only limits the 

possibilities for the next move, but also becomes unpleasant to dance with. I was 

sharing my experience with tango teacher Diego Converti during a conversation on 

Skype, telling him how I could not control the movement of unskilled followers and 

how I felt limited in what I could do because of their heaviness. Agreeing, he shared 

his experience with me: 

 

Being a professional I feel that when I dance with someone that knows 

who I am and has a lower level of ability, she either gets nervous or 

overexcited and wants to do more than she actually can. She starts 

adorning too much while unable to keep her axis. In the end, I feel like 

she’s using me as a support and nothing else, and that’s not 

pleasurable. I keep dancing and supporting her because I am in the 

leader’s role and I do my best to make her comfortable, but the truth 

is she’s having a ball, doing all the things she can’t do with other men, 

at my expense.  

(Interview B10, translated) 

 

                                                      
36 Maria J. Carozzi discusses the lightness/heaviness of followers (2012). She 
describes how men, leaders, prefer lighter women, followers, because they are easier 
to lead. 
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Controlling one’s axis is the first step to get in control of one’s movement: 

taking a step and landing in axis allows the dancer to be ready for the next one. A 

change of direction or a pivot might be what the leader has in mind, but if the follower 

cannot control her axis and falls into another step, the leader is then constrained by 

that follower’s unplanned movement. As Diego points out above, a solid axis is also 

necessary to start making adornments without weighing on the leader and 

constraining his movement. Only when tango dancers are fully in control of their 

movement and sure in their axis, they can start enriching the basic steps with 

embellishments. This is true for both leaders and followers. Being in control of the 

axis is doubly important for leaders, as they need to be in control both of their own 

movement and of their lead. For instance, if a leader’s pivot is wobbly, his lead jerks. 

As a result, the movement will not flow and there is even the risk he will push his 

follower out of balance. Talking about the importance of learning tango’s technique, 

Pablo, who defines himself as an intermediate leader, states: ‘I’m at a stage now in 

which I need to overcome the limits of my body so that, in some way, I can start to 

interpret the music in my dance’ (interview A5, translated). Dancers show an 

awareness of what their bodies permit them to do and work hard to improve their 

bodily skills in order to develop their ability to perform with precision all the moves 

in their movement vocabulary. 

Another constraint is the breath of dancers’ movement vocabulary. The more 

tango moves a dancer is able to perform, the more options he or she will have on the 

dance floor. Veronica Vazquez compares dancing tango to speaking a foreign 

language, an activity in which the vocabulary one knows is essential to express 

oneself and create full sentences:  

 

Improvisation is being able to express what you feel in a particular moment. 

In my opinion it’s like learning another language, little by little you learn the 

words and the structures to be able to express yourself. At the beginning you 

learn basic, simple, structures and repeat them… repeat, repeat, repeat… 

until they become familiar. And that’s when you realise you can add more to 

them to express yourself better. Perhaps there are moments in which you’d 

like to express something, but you still don’t have the tools. What’s more, one 
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needs to develop a bodily awareness, that at the beginning one doesn’t have, 

to be able to develop their language, and to be able to express what they 

want. It’s like modern artists that paint three lines on a canvas. Before getting 

there, they have learnt many painting techniques - realism, impressionism - 

and at the end they chose the technique that allows them to express 

themselves better. The same goes in dance. One keeps building and 

incorporating the information, the posture, the technique and the 

movements, so that in the end one can choose without thinking what best 

expresses how they feel in that moment.  

(Interview B5, translated) 

 

The metaphor of language is often used to talk about tango dancing. Learning 

new movements is compared to learning a new language, and the improvised 

dancing as a conversation between leader and follower. Berliner (1994) and Monson 

(1996) find that jazz musicians also use language metaphors when talking about 

improvised music making. Monson argues that, on the one hand music and language 

are cross-culturally associated for their communicative quality, and on the other 

hand, that associating musical ideas with conversation stresses the interpersonal 

dynamic of improvisation (1996, 78). The same can be said about tango, only the 

dancer’s body and touch, instead of sound and he oral/aural senses, are the mediums 

through which communication happens. Learning to use the body in a tango manner, 

incorporating element after element, is paramount to improvise a tango with a 

partner. Ivar Hagendoorn states that ‘the language metaphor may highlight the fact 

that dance employs gesture to express and communicate intention and emotion’ 

(2010, 222), and it is sustained by structural similarities of dance and language (ibid., 

224). 

Language metaphors used by my informants reveal how they use their 

familiarity with speech to explain tango improvisational process in various ways. First, 

the perceived naturalness of speaking is paralleled with the naturalness of walking. 

Both speaking and walking in a tango manner though are not so natural and require 

specific learning and training. A child learns her parents’ language, not any language, 

during her first months before she starts speaking. A tango dancer learns a specific 
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posture, and to walk while holding the tango embrace, leaders mainly walking 

forward and followers mainly walking backwards, in such a way that keeps dancers’ 

chest in contact while making enough room for their feet to move without stepping 

on each other. Secondly, often learning to dance a specific style, like tango, is referred 

to be like learning a foreign language, as Veronica Vazquez states above. In contrast 

with the naturalness recalled in some instances, this metaphor highlights how 

dancers need to learn specific ways of moving their bodies in accordance to the dance 

style. One can learn to “speak” tango, salsa or kizomba with their body. Each of these 

body languages, or dance genres, encloses a specific culture made of its history, 

connotations, rules and aesthetic that make up that ‘dance-culture’37, and which are 

learnt as part of the dancer’s enskilment process and finally make the dance 

meaningful. Thirdly, the similarity between tango improvisation and verbal 

communication gets highlighted by how speech and dance structure work. Words 

and punctuation create meaningful phrases just like movement and pauses create 

the dance (see Graciela Gamba’s quote below). Finally, a dancer’s personality and 

style emerge through movement just like they emerge through voice and tone. 

Individual uniqueness and personal style have room for expression in dance, as 

dancers choose which movements to perform and how, just like in speech they 

choose their words and how they say them. 

Only with experience, dancers can start fluidly using tango moves as a tool for 

expression. Initially instead, these moves are the necessary tool to keep dancing and 

moving around the dance floor in the proper direction. In my journal notes I report 

my frustration as a beginner leader in combining movements to manage the direction 

of the dance, self-expression at this stage remains still a distant goal: 

 

In today’s beginners class the teachers demonstrated a short 

sequence that involved a change of direction. Everyone was trying it 

out in every direction in the room, creating a chaos of couples dancing 

everywhere. As we are still supposed to circulate anticlockwise, I felt 

                                                      
37 I make reference to Titon and Slobin’s concept of music-culture: ‘to 
mean a group’s total involvement with music: ideas, actions, institutions, material 
objects—everything that has to do with music’ (1996, 4).  
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returning to the direction of the circulation as a challenge. I tried to 

improvise ways to solve the problem by repeating the sequence a few 

times to reach a full turn or by combining it with other rebound steps 

that so far I have only experienced as a follower. Nevertheless, most 

times I was not successful, and I felt stuck by my lack of tools to keep 

dancing and to navigate the room better.  

(Leader’s journal 24/01/2017) 

 

While I agree with those tango dancers that advocate that one can have a 

good dance by “just walking”, there is quite a difference in how pleasurable a dance 

feels if you choose to “just walk” a tango or if you do it because you don’t know any 

other moves. Dancers can in fact express their creativity using only the walk by 

playing with the rhythm of the music, like stepping on the first and third beat, 

introducing pauses and syncopations, or interpreting one or another instrument. I 

will discuss the pause in the dance as an element of tango improvisation in the next 

section. 

Physical technique as a constraint refers to both the personal skills and 

abilities of dancers, and their knowledge of the dance. With little skills and 

knowledge, dancers feel highly constrained in what they can do, while a higher level 

of skill and knowledge opens up more movement options.  

 

 

 

3.6 A core element of tango improvisation: The pause 

 

Among the more experienced dancers at the Fundación de Tango Argentino, a place 

I visited every Monday evening during fieldwork, there is an older dancer. His snowy 

hair and dance style earned him the nickname Slow White in my fieldnotes. He always 

looks tranquil and elegant, even wearing casual clothes. His embrace has a soothing 

effect that every week makes me hope to get a dance before the practice is over. One 

day, while we were dancing, I gave voice to my thoughts: ‘You take many pauses in 

between steps’. His expression became suddenly serious. From behind his glasses, he 
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looked at me in the eyes and said: ‘I don’t like to dance fast. I don’t step on each beat. 

I like to take my time, to feel the music. Tango is like life, you have to savour every 

moment’ (fieldnotes, 11/09/2017). Tango is often associated with unique flashy 

movements, like ganchos and voleos. And yet many experienced milongueros declare 

that the pause is something that needs to be part of the dance, or even the most 

important part of it. Teachers try to transmit to their students the importance of the 

pause by urging them to slow down, to take a moment to breathe between steps. 

I ask Diego Converti to define a pause in the dance, to help me understand 

when it is appropriate to take one, and what it generates in the creative process of 

dancing. He explains that, 

 

you can take a pause to give time to the woman to make adornments, 

to adjust the embrace and regain connection if it got interrupted, to 

breathe. Sometimes just one of the dancers makes a pause while the 

other moves, other times both dancers stop moving. On the level of 

musical interpretation, if the music slows down, one can take a pause 

to reflect this adagio moment. Sometimes there are silences in the 

music, so it is appropriate to take a pause there, rather than keep on 

dancing. But that is very personal, there is no right or wrong, just 

different ways of interpreting the music. A typical moment to take a 

pause is just before the singer starts to sing. We say “you let the singer 

to enter”38, it’s a way to respect him and his moment in the song. 

(Interview B10, translated) 

 

The pause is often associated with a mature dancing style and a more 

nuanced dance. Diego’s wife and dance partner Graciela Gamba adds: 

 

It’s like the difference between reading through a story without 

stopping, and reading it with commas and full stops. The pauses in 

dance are like those commas and full stops. They give nuance to the 

                                                      
38 Original wording: ‘al cantante se lo deja entrar’. 
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dance. Making a pause is to try and interpret the music. As a follower, 

I can take advantage of it to make some adornments, or to send a 

message [without words] to my partner: “look, you’re rushing. Slow 

down!”. And sometimes men get it. The ideal would be to listen to 

each other when you dance, respecting each other’s space, and of 

course it may lead to new movements in the improvisation.  

(Interview B11, translated) 

 

As Graciela suggests, pauses allow for creativity to emerge as dancers have 

more time to feel their movement options. She points at the processuality of 

improvisation, as dancers make their choreographic choices in relation to each other 

and to the music while using the pause as a moment to regroup, find and feel each 

other, before moving again. It often happens that, to keep a steady flow, rushed 

dancers keep using the same few movements over and over again, going back to 

sequences that are strongly engrained into their bodies and memories. Making a 

pause in between movements free up different ideas to emerge and give dancers 

time to consciously experiment with different moves. I had the chance to experiment 

with this idea during a night out in Buenos Aires. In October 2017, I was at Yira Yira 

milonga dancing with a partner that I did not know when he led a parada39, which is 

a very common movement. It involves the leader catching the foot of the follower 

with his, the follower then pivots on the caught foot to step over the man’s leg [see 

figure 3.5 for examples of paradas]. Trying to implement my teachers’ suggestion to 

improve my dancing style by adding more pauses, instead of stepping over his foot 

straight away, I took my time making an adornment, drawing a little circle on the 

floor. Seeing I was not doing what he expected, my dancing partner started leading a 

calecita40, a movement in which the leader keeps the follower in her axis and start to 

pivot her by walking around her. My dance partner took advantage of my pause to 

change the resolution of the parada. I thought: ‘how interesting!’, and tried the same 

strategy with different dancers, in different places, often with the same result. My 

                                                      
39 Parada: literally means ‘stop’.  
40  Calecita: literally ‘carousel’. 
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little trick of taking a pause at a specific time in the dance when, as a follower, I was 

expected to do a certain move inspired some leaders to try something different. It 

also made me realise how I can subtly influence the leader’s improvisational process 

by doing something unexpected. The choreographic dimension of tango 

improvisation is highly interpersonal and social in its process.  

 

 
Figure 3.5 Examples of Parada. From left to right: Selva Mastroti and Marcelo Ramer, Veronica Vazquez and Dante 

Culcuy, Jenny and Ricardo Oria, Josefina Bermudez and Fabian Peralta. (Federica Banfi, 2018) 

 

In practice, the pause then is both a tool to stimulate creativity, and to give 

nuance to one’s dancing style. For one of my informants, an amateur male dancer, 

the introduction of the pause in his dance was not only a sign of a more mature dance 

style but also a way to counter boredom with his own dance.  

 

In tango the follower follows and as each leader has his style and way 

of interpreting the music the follower experiences variety by dancing 

with different leaders. In contrast the leader is stuck with his own 

dance. Very good leaders that have a big repertoire of steps probably 

don't get bored, at least I never heard a top leader complaining about 

boredom. However, my repertoire of steps is small and I have an easily 

bored personality so I get bored with my dance. The solution will 

necessarily include increasing my repertoire of steps however I find 
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this as difficult now as when I started dancing. Learning how to pause 

and wait has made my dancing less boring.  

(Pablo, interview A5, translated) 

 

The experience of the pause as an advanced move is shared by Bill, who 

recalls how his dance developed: 

 

Beginner leaders… well, me as a beginner leader, had a terror of not 

leading. I had to keep doing something, otherwise the lady, the 

follower, would get bored, or… It's my job to make sure that 

something's happening. Teachers always say "take time, make a 

pause. It's all part of tango". Which is easy to say, but it's hard to 

convince a beginner that it's important just as much as moving. The 

pause requires actually quite a lot of skill, it's not a simple thing. It 

involves a lot more skill than what people would tell you upfront. You 

need to have complete calm, and you need to have complete stability. 

I think the dance word would be “grounded”. But stability is more 

understandable, and you don't just need stability on your own, but 

stability in the couple and with the surroundings as well. But... having 

developed the pause and practicing it, it now has become a door for 

the connection coming through. But it's an advanced move and I think 

it requires a lot of confidence. Actually, some musicality to do it with 

the music as well. Ehm, but yes, it's a vital part [of tango]. That's when 

I get to feel that my heart is skipping a beat. 

(Interview A7) 

 

Bill’s words turn the attention to the emotional aspect of the pause, and to 

the emotion work needed to dominate it. The pause is a moment of calmness during 

which dancers can feel full connection between them. Therefore, less confident 

dancers experience it as an exposure of both their skills and personality.  

The pause in tango improvisation, draws our attention to the temporality of 

dancing. What happens in the moment cannot be replicated, it is time-specific. As 
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Midgelow suggests, improvised dances vanish the moment they are created (2019, 

13), therefore the time shared in the embrace becomes precious and is given 

meaning through the pause and measured movements. I was recalling an older 

couple dancing when I wrote in my fieldnotes: 

 

 They feel the music rather than the rhythm, and move when they feel 

the song is asking them to move. Their dance is full of pauses. The 

pause is a dancing moment, it is a moment for being with each other, 

for connecting. It's a statement to each other: there's not place I'd 

rather be than here and now. There's no need to go anywhere, to do 

anything. It takes time to get there. To get at the stage in which you 

recognise the pause as the most significant moment of the dance. 

(Fieldnotes, 01/11/2017) 

 

The expressive function between the pause in dance and the silence in music 

is similar. In his study of Beethoven uses of silence, Barry Cooper explains that in 

music  

 

a 'dramatic' silence can occur in the middle of a phrase, as well 

as at the end of one, and it consists of delaying the expected 

continuation for expressive purposes — a kind of metrically disruptive 

pregnant pause that intensifies the power of what follows. (2011, 25) 

 

Like silence in music has the power of highlighting sound, the pause in dance 

has the effect of highlighting movement. Furthermore, the pause brings the attention 

to the relationship between dancers within the dancing couple. In the next section I 

analyse how this relationship may be shaped by socio-historical processes. 

 

 

 

3.7 A socio-historical constraint: Gender 
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In section 3.4 I have discussed how dance partners’ ability influences the variety and 

quality of movements that they can perform together. Here I look at the gender 

politics of dancing tango. A closer focus on the workings of the lead 

transmission/perception uncovers not only the dynamics of improvisation, but also 

gender dimensions that shape the relationship between dancers, especially because 

leaders are usually male and followers female. Ted Polhemus has highlighted how 

dance performances reflect society’s gender values (1993, 12). As a couple dance, 

tango is especially well suited to investigate gender politics. 

Drawing on Goldman (2010), I consider gender in tango as a socio-historical 

constraint: how gendered dance roles are perceived and in what way different 

genders should interact is socially sanctioned and changes over time. Gender as a 

constraint/possibility to dance improvisation, determines which dancer has the 

creative power of generating movement and the freedom to move. The temporal 

dimension of this constraint is highlighted comparing dancers’ accounts reported in 

anthropological literature and other documents, with current dancers’ testimonies. 

The comparison emphasizes how the dynamics between leaders and followers have 

changed over time. In the documentary Our last tango (2015)41, dancer Juan Carlos 

Copes describes his dance partner, Maria Nieves Rego, as his ‘Stradivarious’. The 

Argentinean couple, now in their eighties, started to dance and perform when they 

were very young, soon reaching Broadway and worldwide fame. The documentary 

tells their lives in their own words through interview extracts that are collaged 

together and juxtaposed to both original and recreated footage. Throughout the film, 

Copes portrays himself as the creative force of the couple, and even declares to have 

invented tango himself. In his account, Maria Nieves Rego was only the instrument 

of his virtuosity. Older generations of dancers perceive the gendered roles in tango 

as asymmetric in their creative power, not just on stage. In the film The tango lesson 

(1997)42, Sally Potter comments on the power struggle between herself, the film 

director, and Pablo Veron, the tango dancer. He leads her in tango, she leads him in 

the film. Both characters find it difficult to adjust to the role of passive follower. In a 

                                                      
41 Our last tango, 2015 (film). Directed by: German Kral. Germany, Italy, Argentina: 
Lailaps Pictures. 
42 The tango lesson, 1997 (film). Directed by: Sally Potter. UK: Adventure Picture. 
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scene of the film, Pablo, Sally and other two male dancers work on a choreography, 

but Sally is quickly sidelined to a corner of the room where she sits on the floor while 

the three men give shape to a dance sequence. Again, tango creativity is represented 

as a male domain, in which women have no part. Similarly, Carozzi writes how older 

milongueros declare that to dance in the role of the woman, one does not need any 

knowledge. These older dancers systematically erased the role and knowledge of 

female tango dancers, while attributing themselves a ‘supercompetence’43 (2015, 

177-78). During classes instructions were only given to men on how to lead, while 

women had to find out for themselves what they were supposed to do and how to 

decode such lead (ibid., 182). Such dismissive attitude towards women’s role in tango 

emerges in the memories of Marta’s first dances when she was attending evening 

tango classes in her neighbourhood club. Now forty years old, she recalls her 

beginnings in tango in her mid-twenties: 

 

Things were different back then. Finding a man to dance with was 

difficult, and the stereotype was that if something didn’t work, it was 

always the woman’s fault. Always. It wasn’t happening only to me. As 

a woman, you needed to endure a lot of negative things to get 

something that is so beautiful. I didn’t care too much though, as 

dancing was so beautiful that it made up for it. But you had these old 

men looking at you like this [she assumes a look of disdain] and telling 

you: ‘Girl, you know nothing! I know more than your teacher’. They 

knew nothing really, but you had to take it if you wanted to learn and 

to dance in milongas.  

(interview A4, translated) 

 

These testimonies portray an unequal relationship within the dancing couple, 

in which arrogant older men danced with younger submissive women. Such 

portrayals are very much in line with July Taylor’s description of the dancing roles in 

                                                      
43 My translation, the author in the original Spanish text uses the term 
supercompetencia to describe men’s ability to make any woman dance. 
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Buenos Aires during the 1990s: “The dance portrays an encounter between the 

powerful and completely dominant male and the passive, docile, completely 

submissive female” (1998, 10). She continues arguing that such male behaviour was 

only a façade, hiding insecurities and bitterness, and that Argentine women 

expressed to her their discomfort in performing such gender inequality (ibid., 14). 

Instead Savigliano writes about women’s ability to subvert and negotiate and states 

that ‘women have never been just “docile bodies” or “passive objects”’ (1995, 69).  

The more tango internationalised and as younger people entered the tango 

scene in Argentina and beyond, gender attitudes in tango started to change. Gender 

ideologies that were tolerated in Argentina, were considered unacceptable in 

Europe. I recall clearly a class with an Argentinean guest teacher that took place in 

2013 in Belfast. He started describing the gendered roles in tango as biological: in the 

dance the man takes care of the woman, a delicate being, while she makes things 

beautiful using her femininity. This commentary was not taken well by most students. 

I remember their stunned expression as if they were thinking ‘is he really saying 

that?’. One female student abandoned the class obviously upset by the sexist 

comment. Nowadays many professionals, especially those who work outside 

Argentina, are rejecting this machista44 image of tango, and promote a different 

gender relationship amongst dancers. The change clearly emerges in the language 

used to describe the dancing roles: formerly ‘man’ and ‘woman’, these are now often 

described with the more gender-neutral terms ‘leader’ and ‘follower’. While these 

new terms disconnect gender from dance role, they still imply a power imbalance 

suggesting that the leader is in full control of the dance, while the follower sheepishly 

responds to the lead. During my fieldwork, I have only heard once a teachers’ couple 

using the terms ‘proposer’ and ‘interpreter’, to hint at a more equal relationship 

between the two roles. It has to be noted that these teachers are a same sex couple 

of Argentinean origin living in a European capital. 

Another way in which change is manifesting is how, during classes, the lead is 

often described as a proposal of a movement, which the follower interprets and 

responds to. As a result, both dance roles are perceived as active. Furthermore, such 

                                                      
44 Male chauvinist, sexist. 
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interpretation of the lead permits to break the dancing process down into three 

distinct moments: the proposal by the leader, the response by the follower, and the 

follow up of the leader. For instance, the lead for a step forward breaks down like 

this: 

 

1- the leader proposes a step forward (backwards for the follower) transmitting the 

intention with his chest to the follower, 

2- the follower interprets the proposal and projects her leg backwards creating the 

space for the leader to move, 

3- the leader feels the follower moving and then takes the step, their feet land 

together on the floor, finally becoming one fully connected body-in-movement.  

 

Such awareness of the lead’s detailed dynamics allows to answer the question of who 

has the power to improvise. Reconsidering gendered roles as more balanced than 

what they appear at first sight, permits to identify leader and follower as co-creators. 

Improvisation not only it implies a mutual constant active perception, but it opens to 

the option of a counterproposal by the follower in the moment between the leader’s 

proposal and his follow up. It is important to note that the shape of the embrace and 

the direction of the ronda still largely shape the creative power-sharing between 

follower and leader. In fact, as the follower does not see where he/she is going most 

of the time, the leader needs to take charge of the direction of the movement for 

both dancers. This translates into limited possibilities for counterproposals by 

followers. 

Nevertheless, seeing the dynamic in its details eliminates the idea of the 

follower committing a mistake when the lead does not work. Dancers are considered 

responsible in the same measure for their moving together and keeping the 

connection. If the leader is also actively perceiving the follower, he will be able to 

interpret her counterproposal and adapt to it, endorsing a co-creation of the dance. 
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Ivica dedicates a blog post on ‘Tango Mentor’45 on this topic, calling leaders to 

become good followers if they want to improve their dancing. He writes: 

 

If a man wants to become a good tango dancer, he has to become a 

follower. Many will say “of course, I’ve heard that learning to dance 

the follower’s step can help”, but I am not saying it the way you think. 

Guys, it is not necessary for you to learn how to dance the female role 

to become a good dancer: my point here is that you have to be able 

to read the woman in your embrace and to follow the information you 

get from her. (Ivika, 2017) 

 

His observation invites male dancers, who usually dance in the role of leaders, 

towards an active perception of their partner. While in the main discourse, following 

is what women do, in practice leaders also act as followers to some degree. Since 

leading and following are so different, only a few dancers can dance both roles and 

are able to swap them in the middle of a dance46. When this happens, it is a 

convention to also change the shape of the embrace. This is a different dynamic 

which only implies an alternating power-sharing, but not necessarily relies on co-

creation as explored in this section.  

During my fieldwork, I have asked dancers what they do when 

misunderstandings happen while they are dancing. Depending on dancers’ skill level, 

misunderstanding can have different endings. For beginners with limited perceptive 

skills and little movement vocabulary, the only option is a closure: to stop, regain a 

neutral position and start over. Instead, more advanced dancers are able to generate 

new movements from misunderstandings or intentional counter-leads. In contrast to 

what Marta has experienced in the past, many leaders nowadays do not consider 

misunderstandings as mistakes. Instead, they are keen to adapt to the unexpected 

                                                      
45 Ivika, 2017. Why a man in tango is a follower?. Tango Mentor. Available at 
http://tangomentor.com/man-tango-follower/ [accessed 11/11/2017] 
 
46 Although still uncommon, increasingly more teachers nowadays have their 
students learn both roles at the same time. 

http://tangomentor.com/man-tango-follower/
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movement propositions. This was also confirmed by Ireland-based professional 

dancer and teacher Enrique Ringa during our interview: 

 

When I dance socially if the woman gets lost, I follow her. Dance is a 

dialogue, the man proposes [a movement] and it’s not the end of the 

world if she doesn’t get the lead. In my opinion, you always have to go 

on. If the man gets lost, the woman also has to follow. There are no 

mistakes.  

(interview B 7, translated) 

 

In this section I have investigated the mechanics of the improvised lead, and 

how these inform the discourse about gendered roles in tango. Over time, these have 

changed from an unbalanced power relationship, which saw men as strong leaders 

who were always right and women as passive followers who were always wrong, to 

a more equal relationship on the dance floor, in which leaders and followers are co-

creators of the dance and mistakes do not exist. This section shows how the 

choreographic and social dimensions of improvisation are at work together as the 

dance emerges. The following section explores how the ongoing mutual perception 

is experienced by dancers and how it can transform into emotional connection. 

 

 

 

3.8 A comparative review of gender in other social dances 

 

Gender is a recurrent theme in anthropological social dance studies. While many 

scholars have approached the analysis of gender in social dance as a way to 

understand how dancers develop, construct, and negotiate their gender identity, 

fewer focus on and explain the lead/follow dynamic in detail. This section presents 

some examples of such studies, with the aim of allowing a better understanding of 

how the lead/follow dynamic as presented in the previous section is different in 

tango in comparison to/with other dances. 



 118 

In many instances, the prescribed division of roles in partner dances, which 

sees man as leader and woman as follower, creates a tension in practitioners. 

Wieschiolek’s ethnography of the salsa scene in Germany (2003) highlights such 

tension as she explores the popularity of salsa in spite of its rigid gendered roles. She 

states that many Germans ‘have great difficulties accepting [salsa] prescribed roles 

for men and women’ (2003, 127) and it is not uncommon for men to ask permission 

to lead certain moves, and for women to stress their independence (ibid., 128). For 

these dancers, salsa presents a form of escapism where women can dress 

provocatively whilst challenging the prevailing ideology of gender quality (ibid., 130). 

Nevertheless, German women reject the stereotype of passiveness attached to the 

follower role taking the initiative to ask men for a dance (ibid., 131).   

 Bosse (2015) finds a similar incoherence when studying ballroom in an 

American town. She notices the struggle of female dancers to reconcile their follower 

role with ideals of female strength and independence and identifies ballroom dance 

as ‘one place where individuals can work out the tension between the inherited 

legacy of sexism and the desire for a more equitable future’ (2015, 77). Bosse 

describes how ballroom sequences are taught separately to male and female 

dancers, each one learning their role independently from each other, and then 

encouraged to reproduce the movements together (ibid., 81). This causes a lack of 

understanding of how the lead/follow dynamics work which is evident in the author’s 

statement: ‘synchronicity is mysterious’ (ibid., 77). The legacy of ingrained social 

constructs about gender is evident in the widespread belief that women are more 

competent when it comes to dancing (ibid., 86). This feminine competence can be 

seen when a woman assumes the lead from the follower position, when dancing with 

a less adept partner (ibid.). In Bosse’s ethnography, only advanced dancers perceive 

ballroom as egalitarian by concurring that two roles, even though different, are 

equally challenging, and that each partner contributes in equal measure to the 

success of the performance (ibid., 87).  

 Recently, Kaminski (2020) states that many partner social dances—including 

tango, kizomba, salsa and lindy hop—are dialogic, with leaders not only guiding but 

also reacting to the movement of their followers (ibid., 133). In fact, he suggests that 

the very use of terms like leader and follower might have produced more passive 
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followers and more autocratic leaders (ibid.). Kamiski proceeds to analyse the 

lead/follow dynamic, distinguishing between conventional and physiological cues 

(ibid., 134). Conventional cues, typical of salsa, are semiotic cues. For instance, when 

the leader lifts his left arm during the basic step, the follower knows she has to 

perform a turn. Physiological cues, typical of tango, compel action: if the partners are 

connected at the chest, a step forward of the leader compels a step backward of the 

follower. The success of the lead/follow dynamic, in both cases, is dependent on 

followers’ ability to interpret these cues (ibid., 135). In his understanding of the 

lead/follow dynamic he argues against the lead as an invitation because ‘lead and 

follow in practice are simultaneous’ (ibid., 137) leaving little to no room for followers 

to influence movement. This leads him to believe that, in tango and other dances, 

the lead/follow system is ‘ideological in nature’ (ibid., 4) enforcing heteronormativity. 

Man (the leader) always controls woman’s (the follower) movements and by doing 

so he also controls her sexuality by deciding when and if she is allowed to open or 

cross her legs (ibid., 3). Kaminski’s analysis of the lead/follow dynamic only considers 

two moments: the lead and the follow. He ignores the moment of the proposition of 

a movement. As I explained in the above section, in tango the lead/follow dynamic is 

composed by three moments. In the moment of the proposal—which precedes any 

movement—skilled followers feel the intention of the leader and have the power to 

accept, reject or propose a different movement.  

 Wade (2011) understands the lead/follow dynamic in a similar way to mine. 

In her study of lindy hop in the USA, the author finds that dancers with different skill 

levels perform the lead/follow dynamic in different ways (2011, 230). Wade describes 

the lindy hop scene as a feminist-friendly community in which new dancers are 

socialised into challenging gender binaries and stereotypes (ibid., 230). Lead and 

follow are degendered during classes, and it is common to see performances of same-

sex couples or in which female followers demonstrate their strength by lifting and 

throwing their male partners (ibid., 131). The author demonstrates a deep 

understanding of the lead/follow dynamic by explaining the importance of weight 

and upper body connection. In lindy hop, body weight is projected backwards, and it 

is used both to communicate one’s stance to the dance partner and to contrast the 

centripetal force created by movement: the couple dances in counterbalance (ibid., 
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135). Contact is created at the back of dancers’ bodies and communication happens 

through the hand placed on each other’s back. Like in tango, for beginner dancers 

the lead/follow dynamic is straightforward: the leader leads through cues and the 

follower follows by interpreting such cues. At intermediate level, dancers start to 

disrupt this hierarchy through disconnection: ‘the suspension of leading by leaders 

and ignoring the lead by followers [which] create space for individuals to dance as 

they like’ (ibid., 237). Advanced dancers use connection, which the author describes 

as ‘the melding of two bodies into one to create a single dancer that cannot be 

fragmented into a leader and a follower’ (ibid.). Like in tango, in lindy hop connection 

is an advanced skill that shifts the lead/follow hierarchy towards cooperation: ‘[o]nce 

the partners become one body [italic original] there is no leader and no follower, just 

one very complicated, cooperative dancing machine’ (ibid., 240). Wade reports that 

lindy hop dancers understand the basic lead/follow dynamic as a boring monologue 

and are happy to embrace connection to make the dance a more interesting 

conversation, ‘trading control for spontaneity and unpredictability’ (ibid., 243). In the 

following section I explore the experience of connection in Argentine tango. 

 

 

 

3.9 Improvising with a partner: from perception to connection 

 

The tuning in of two bodies is a subtle matter. Dancers need to acquire a certain 

sensibility to consciously perceive their partners, a skill that is developed through 

experience and practice.  In this section, I build on choreologist Valerie Preston-

Dunlop’s idea of “active perception” (2014, 41). She argues that when a stimulus is 

strong we have no choice but to perceive it. If an ambulance passes us on the street 

with the siren on, we have no choice but to hear it. If someone pinches us, we feel 

the pain. But what happens when perception is a matter of finesse? When the 

stimulus is so subtle that we may miss it? When you embrace someone, eyes closed, 

can you feel on which foot they have their weight? Can you feel the tension in their 

shoulders through their clothes? Preston-Dunlop argues that, when stimuli are 

subtle, ‘experiences have to be sought by actively searching for the sensation’ (2014, 
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41). Dancers need to push their receptivity in couple improvisation to its full 

potential. The senses need to be activated and alert to perceive the slightest change 

in the dancing partner’s body. Dancers use their whole body and actively attend to 

these stimuli in order to perceive the other. Cynthia Novack, describing the 

experience of dancing contact improvisation47, writes: 

 

when I came into contact with another dancer, I was intensely focused 

on moment-to-moment awareness of change. My sensitivity to touch 

and weight made me responsive to subtle shifts in my partner's 

actions. I then began to experience periods of an effortless flow of 

movement, not feeling passive, and yet not feeling actively in control 

either. The sensation of "being guided by the point of contact" with 

my partner fitted the description of "allowing the dance to happen" to 

me. … I also experienced a strong sense of communion with my 

partner, even if I had never met him or her before (Novack 1990, 152). 

 

Novack’s description of how her experience of mutual perception and 

improvisation led to emotional connection with a dancing partner, fits with the 

experience of dancing tango, as it is described by my informants later in this section. 

 

 
Figure 3.6 Emilia Andrada and Pablo Martinez embracing at the beginning of their performance at Cork Tango 

Festival 2018. (Federica Banfi, 2018) 

                                                      
47 Contact improvisation is a genre of improvised modern dance that originated in 
the United States in the early 1970s. This experimental dance explores movement 
from contact points, the sense of touch is therefore cultivated to understand both 
movement and the dance partner (Novack 1990, 3). 
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In tango, dancing partners first embrace without moving, waiting for the 

introduction of the song to end before starting to dance. During this short period, 

their senses activate to perceive each other. Figure 3.6 shows professional dancers 

Emilia Andrada and Pablo Martinez as they embrace, getting ready to perform an 

improvised tango at Cork Tango Festival 2018. 

 

An experienced dancer is able to guess their partner’s skill level during this moment, 

through touch, where their bodies are in contact. From her many years of dancing 

experience, Marta declares: 

 

The moment I lay my hand on a man’s back, I know if he’s a good 

dancer. I can feel if he’s in axis, if the axis is solid, if he’s tense or 

relaxed’.  

(interview A4, translated) 

 

The moment before starting to move allows dancers to tune in with each 

other and measure each other's intensity. This creates an initial expectation of what 

is going to happen and is the means through which an “emotional connection” can 

be established between dancing partners. With emotional connection, I label a 

special kind of intimacy described as “transitory voluntary attachments” (Törnqvist 

2018, 359), an “experience of one-ness” (Davis 2015, 65), a strong experience of 

“beingness in the here-and-now” (Warburton 2011, 68) that lasts for the duration of 

the dance. During my undergraduate research, I found that contención is often 

mentioned by women to describe the feeling of being contained in the tango 

embrace, an emotion that makes them feel safe but not constrained. Contención can 

help dancers build trust in their partners and let go. Emotional connection has the 

power of dissolving bodies’ physical boundaries (Davis 2015: 65), giving dancers the 

impression of sharing the same emotions. The first step in building such intimacy is 

to actively perceive the other in order to know what to expect from them. Miguel 

points out that, as a leader, he is aware that not all women perceive the lead in the 

same way, so he needs to adjust it to each person he dances with:  
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one needs to think how the woman will perceive the movement, 

because not every follower feels the same. And that’s something you 

have to work on. 

(Interview A6, translated) 

 

When the perception is activated and the tuning in is established, there is a 

chance for the emotional connection to emerge. During our time together in 

interview, I ask professional dancer Noelia Barsi about how connection works. 

Stirring her coffee her eyes light up and she explains: 

 

I believe that reaching a connection is a two ways thing. It’s useless if 

I put all the effort and the other is totally ignoring me. I tell women: 

“when you embrace someone you need to feel them. You have to 

realise if they’re soft or strong, if they are going to lead you with 

strength or gentleness”. Equally, I tell men: “when you embrace a lady 

you need to feel if she’s relaxed or not, and realize how much strength 

you need to use to transmit the lead”. Then everything else flows… 

[Noelia lowers her voice] To be honest, one doesn’t connect with 

everyone. It’s like in life. You meet a lot of people but not all of them 

become close friends. Nevertheless, one keeps looking for it [the 

emotional connection]. It’s like the first kiss or the first time you fall in 

love. It’s a marvellous feeling and you keep looking for it. You think: “I 

want to feel that again!” You may get fifty failed relationships, but you 

keep looking. And in tango is the same, you try to connect emotionally 

with another person, but it doesn’t always work. The thing is that in 

tango it’s all very obvious, because the other person is so close to you. 

You can feel all the good things at once, and the bad things too.  

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

Noelia touches on the addictive power of tango and its dependence on the 

transitory attachments discussed above. As she explains, past experiences (memory), 
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imagination and expectations come together in the desire to connect with another 

dancer through tango. The search is not always successful but fuels a desire to dance 

more and with new partners. Many of my research participants, like Kathy Davis’ ones 

(2015, 85) and Marta Savigliano (1997), refer to tango as an addiction, and describe 

as “tango high” that overwhelming feeling of joyful bliss reached through emotional 

connection. Savigliano argues that this “high”:  

 

comes, takes hold of the tango dancers somewhat like a trance, a state 

of possession that is achieved with much effort and usually not at all. 

The tango 'trance' is, thus, a promise, nurtured by the milongueros/as' 

memory of past experiences. (1997, 45) 

 

The short-lived uplifting feeling leaves in dancers a sense of loss so that they 

have to dance again to satisfy their need for emotional connection. As Savigliano puts 

it, by dancing, tango dancers simultaneously produce the drug and the addiction 

(1997, 46). Noelia describes above how such emotional connection developed in the 

tango embrace can be so strong and uplifting that pushes dancers to come back for 

more in the constant search for the “tango high”. In this never-ending search, the 

milonga becomes for many a way of life. 

Amateur dancer Bill comments on the sense of one-ness experienced in tango 

and agrees that the closeness of the embrace is revealing. In the embrace dancers 

are completely exposed to each other: 

 

In tango you can’t hide anything from anyone. It is... you know… a 

complete exposure. Even without talking, you know who I am, and you 

know whether you want to spend more time, or less time, with me. 

(interview A7) 

 

Through practice, tango dancers hone their sense of touch and increase their 

ability to feel the other, rather than to see the other. Anthropologists focusing on the 

study of the senses have showed how senses are of primary importance to perceive 

the world, furthermore, the social dimension of the senses becomes important to 
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give meaning to sensorial experiences (Classen and Howes 2005; Pink 2015; Breton 

and Howes 2017). Findings in neuroscience suggest that neurological touch maps are 

not permanently defined but can change overtime according to individual sensory 

experience (Linden 2015, 69). This idea confirms anthropological findings on how 

touch can be honed as knowledge gets acquired through the haptic sense (Howes 

2005, 27; Hinojosa 2002). Dancers learn how to exchange information about the 

dance, to transmit and decode the lead, through touch rather than through visual 

clues or oral/aural exchanges. Throughout the dance, touch is fully engaged in the 

process of perceiving the other. In milongas, it is common to see couples dance with 

their eyes closed, or with their gaze lowered, to filter visual distractions and 

concentrate on the stimuli felt through their skin (figure 3.7). In addition, such 

heightened sense of touch allows them to pick up clues about each other’s 

personalities and emotions in the embrace. 

 

 
Figure 3.7 Dancers with their eyes closed. (Federica Banfi, 2018) 

 

The practice of active perception is intense, as I record in my fieldnotes of a 

class during which students were required to pay special attention to the connection 

with their partner: 

 

The connection between us [my dancing partner and I] must be 

continuous and fluid throughout the dance. It is a highly demanding 

practice. You cannot relax one second. Every moment becomes 

intense in the embrace. You focus so much on perceiving your partner 

that it feels like nothing else exists but this energy between us. 

(Fieldnotes 2/11/2017) 
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While dancers can learn how to sense movement through touch, the 

perception of the partner does not always translate into emotional connection, as 

Noelia expressed above. Sometimes, with some partners, the emotional connection 

can be stronger, other times only superficial or none at all. This is not necessarily 

related to lower dancing skills; in fact many dancers have expressed to me how skill 

and the ability to connect emotionally are not interconnected. Instead, emotional 

connection may be aided or hindered by personal differences. Taylor describes the 

multifaceted possibilities of the tango embrace: ‘This embrace can be danced to 

enact exaggerate exclusion not inclusion, objectification, not intimacy, difference not 

sameness’ (1998, 66). Part of the social dancing experience is to dance with new 

partners, the novelty of silently exploring another person through active perception, 

of looking for a way to connect emotionally with them. The phenomenological aspect 

of it is reflected in dancers’ openness to explore and be responsive to themselves, 

internal stimuli, and to the other and the environment, external stimuli (ibid.). In 

tango, the sensorial experience of the embrace as an exploration of the other refers 

to Midgelow’s receptivity characteristic of improvisation. As suggested in this section, 

emotional connection can be highly successful and provoke a ‘tango high’ or fail 

miserably resulting in an unpleasant experience. Dancers are aware that to dance 

with new people involves taking some risks, so they have developed ways to manage 

them, as I explore in the next section. 

 

 

 

3.10 Risks management 

 

‘You dance well!’ he says sounding surprised in between songs, ‘I took a risk inviting 

you… As you did in accepting, of course’. I am at a milonga in Buenos Aires when my 

dancing partner makes this comment. I do not know if I should take it as a 

compliment, nevertheless it is a valid observation. The irreversibility of 

improvisation, the second characteristic mentioned by Midgelow (2019, 8) influences 
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dancers’ attitude towards taking risks. All dancers aim at getting a “good dance” 

when they invite someone or accept an invitation. Though, when you dance with a 

person you do not know, you cannot entirely predict if you will enjoy dancing with 

them, and therefore a degree of risk is always involved. Dancing with strangers is part 

of the social dynamics of tango dancing and of the attractiveness of tango. Dancers 

learn this dynamic in classes by changing partners often. This is a way to get students 

used to dance with different people and to encourage them to try and dance with 

strangers at milongas. Taking the risk of dancing with a new partner can be highly 

rewarding if you get a good dance. A good dance can be characterised by: a 

comfortable embrace, mutual listening and understanding, a shared musicality, and 

by establishing an emotional connection. An improvised tango has to involve surprise 

and playfulness, a mixture of expected and unexpected elements (Harstrupp 2007, 

200) as ‘[c]onscious or less conscious choices should then be made between ‘more’ 

and ‘less’ predictable alternatives’ (Svašek 2016, 5) available in a dancer’s movement 

vocabulary. Lacking some or all the characteristics just mentioned, a bad dance has 

the power to make the twelve minuets of a tanda48 seem endless. Therefore dancers, 

while being willing to take risks, have also developed strategies to avoid, or at least 

minimise, bad dances. Teachers and experienced dancers transmit to newcomers 

these strategies as part of transmitting the milonga codes of behaviour. This section 

discusses some of them. 

To avoid unpleasant surprises, some tangueros/-as only dance with their 

partners and friends. Others instead try to assess the skill level of potential dance 

partners by observing how they dance before inviting them or accepting their 

invitation. Usually partners, or friends sharing a table, dance together at the 

beginning of the milonga to show off their skills in order to attract invitations from 

other tables. This is a practice though that do not always apply everywhere. Many 

tangueros/-as like to mix dances with known and unknown partners, intensifying the 

expected/unexpected potential of improvisation. In large tango communities, going 

to a new milonga on your own, in fact, can be challenging as you need to wait for 

                                                      
48 A tanda is a set of three or four tangos played at milongas. Dancers invite each 
other at the beginning of the first song and are compelled to dance together until the 
end of the fourth song. 
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someone brave enough to dance with you and test you out for everyone else to see 

you dance. In small communities instead, the novelty of a new visitor can push up a 

stranger’s invitation rate. In tango, the traditional way of invitation is called cabeceo. 

This technique involves locking eyes with a potential partner, while keeping at a 

distance, and sustain the gaze to communicate the interest in dancing together. 

Usually, the man nods first as means of invitation, then the woman nods back in 

acceptance. Breaking eye contact at any moment indicates a refusal to dance. While 

in other dance scenes with no prescribed rule for inviting partners, refusals are seen 

as rude, in tango cabeceo consents to elegantly refuse invitations, without other 

people noticing. In traditional milongas, especially in Buenos Aires49, direct verbal 

invitations are usually sanctioned with refusals, unless the two dancers already know 

each other. This is because dancers consider that a person who does not use cabeceo 

properly has little knowledge of tango codes, and therefore they assume (without 

being necessarily right) that he or she is a beginner, or is desperate to get a dance, 

and therefore a bad dancer. Cabeceo not only is used to avoid bad dances, but also 

to manage the risk of losing face before the other dancers when invitations are 

refused. 

Another milonga code suggests that, when dancing with someone new, 

leaders should dance the first song of a tanda using very simple steps and sequences, 

slowly increasing the difficulty according to the skill level of their followers. Many 

experienced leaders told me they do this, though they do not need a whole song to 

assess their partner’s skill level and, if possible, soon move on to more complex 

movements according to their follower’s level. Unfortunately, followers have little 

control over the movements they will perform following the lead, because of the 

gendered dancing roles. It is not uncommon then, that many beginner followers 

declare their level beforehand to the man that invited them. As already discussed 

above, experienced dancers do not need to be told verbally, but beginners do not 

know this yet. It is also possible that this warning implies a request to leaders to lead 

simple steps. Respectful leaders tend to adapt their dance to their followers’ skill 

                                                      
49 In milongas outside Buenos Aires, as well as in relaxed milongas in the Argentine 
capital, codes are often more relaxed and verbal invitations are not always 
sanctioned.  
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level, selecting from their vocabulary only the movements that she is able to follow. 

In this way, there is a higher chance that the dance will be perceived as pleasurable 

by both dancers. Teachers often suggest, when dancing together for the first time, 

dancing partners should gradually test each other’s limits, or physical constraints as 

discussed in section 3.4, and try to co-create a dance that is pleasurable for both. 

Even when dancers have the same skill level, personal differences in taste, 

style and musicality can hinder chances of having a good dance. When this happens, 

it is nearly impossible to reach an emotional connection. The variables that 

determine a good dance with emotional connection are so many, that chances of 

getting the perfect dance are low. Nevertheless, the bliss of the perfect dance 

described in section 3.8 is so strong that dancers are willing to take the risk. As Noelia 

Barsi expressed above, dancers keep looking for that blissful feeling even if they have 

to go through many failed attempts. 

 

 

 

3.11 Nothing ventured, nothing gained 

 

During the celebration of the annual Festival y Mundial de Tango50 in August 2017, I 

sat with the public to listen to a few well-known old milongueros talk about their 

experience of tango over the decades51. One by one, professional tango dancers and 

amateur tango lovers take place side by side on the terraces in the small auditorium 

within the beautifully renovated Usina del Arte. On the stage a table and four chairs. 

Glasses of water and microphones are the signposts for the four tango celebrities we 

are all waiting for. After a short introduction by the festival organiser, one by one the 

experienced milongueros are called on stage followed by thunderous applauses. They 

                                                      
50 The Tango Festival and World Championship takes place every year in Buenos Aires. 
Subsidised by the local government, it features a dance championship, as well as 
concerts and, other tango related activities. 
51 I refer to the event “Charla con milongueros”, led by tango professional Fernando 
Galera in conversation with milongueros Chino Perico, Cley Rugnone, Osvaldo Agudio 
and Ofelia Rosito. 



 130 

approach the stage accompanied by milonguero and tango professional Fernando 

Galera who is going to moderate the conversation.  

‘What is a milonga?’ Asks Fernando.  

‘It’s a place for emotions. I’ve been going to the milonga every night for seventy-one 

years. A day without milonga is a sad day’ one milonguera says.  

‘It’s the space of creativity’ follows another milonguero, while all the others nod in 

agreement. The grey-haired dancers start sharing their memories of a time, during 

the 1930s and 1940s, when social dancers competed on the dance floor to be the 

best, while young women fought with each other to dance with the most virtuoso 

dancers. Some of these then young men would invent new sequences and show them 

off on the dance floor, but others were jealous of their inventions and would avoid 

performing them in public, fearing other dancers would “steal” their moves. Their 

reputation of virtuoso dancer at stake, the proudest amongst them were prepared 

to defend their signature moves with knives. To what extend this claim is true is 

difficult to assess, nevertheless it is significant that older dancers remember a time 

in which the creation of movement was something to be defended rather than a 

marketing tool to sell classes.  

Today no dancer, amateur or professional, would go to such length, but the 

reputation of being a good dancer is still at stake and it requires to be continuously 

proven on the dance floor. The choreographic dimension of tango improvisation is 

important in establishing dancers’ hierarchies, which in turn influence the social 

dimension of improvisation. Being recognised as a good dancer, not only increases 

one’s status in the tango scene, but also translates as an increased power when it 

comes to selecting dance partners. The better you are, the higher will be the chances 

to dance with someone of your same stature, maximising the chances of having a 

good dance. Ellen Waterman, talking about musical improvisation, highlights that the 

risk involved in improvisation is what renders it virtuosic, but: ‘[t]he possibility of 

failure is always imminent, because the process [of improvisation] demands such a 

high degree of self-exposure’ (2015, 59). Improvisation is about risking failure. Taking 

risks implies both exercising trust, as suggested by Waterman in her study of acting 

and music (2015, 60), and a perpetual state of readiness, as Goldman observed in her 

research on mambo dancing (2010, 5). In tango, the process of improvisation is an 
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exploration of the constraints examined above, within which dancers create their 

dance, and when successful, they also create themselves as good dancers.  

In learning how to improvise, tango dancers develop these skills of perpetual 

readiness and flexibility throughout their learning process and their dance practice. 

Learning to value and navigate the unexpected, as well as taking managed risks 

become the necessary skills for the tango lifestyle. For those tangueros/-as who 

develop a professional career, these skills are invaluable and necessary (see chapter 

four). A career in tango will see them dealing with an insecure and flexible job market 

and a highly mobile lifestyle, as I will explore in chapter five. 

Improvisation, with its risky and playful character, can lead to innovation. It is 

not uncommon that a misunderstanding between leader and follower leads to a new 

and unexpected move. At other times, dancers, especially if they are professionally 

invested in the dance, experiment with moves, testing boundaries or working with a 

specific movement idea in order to create new sequences that have the potential to 

become their signature moves and distinguish themselves as exceptional dancers on 

the global tango scene. Such innovations, though, are always monitored and judged 

in Buenos Aires milongas. Experienced milongueros watch over younger dancers and 

comment upon their achievements in tango. Like in a gerontocracy, the older 

generations of dancers exercise their authority through their judgement of 

innovative movements in tango. They exercise their authority informally by 

commenting on dancers moves while sitting around the dance floor, and more 

formally throughout the year when milongas host competitions, during which the 

public is invited to vote their favourite couple. The annual world championship is 

another venue in which a small group of experienced professional dancers exercise 

their authority, establishing the canons of tango. A more detailed analysis of this 

event will follow in chapter four. 

 

 

 

3.12 Conclusion 
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This chapter aimed at identifying the improvisational process of tango dancing, and 

how the dance emerges from a combination of improvisation’s characteristics. In my 

analytical approach, I have started from Midgelow’s definition of improvisation 

(2019) as a way to go about things, comprising of six characteristics: convergence, 

irreversibility, receptivity, memory, processual and emergent construction. 

Throughout the chapter, ethnographic examples have shown how the choreographic, 

bodily and social dimensions are interlinked and enmeshed in the improvisational 

process of tango dances. The dancer’s ability to create, that is to improvise, a tango 

in fact relies on finding opportunities for movement within several kinds of 

constraints: internal, external and socio-historical. As tango is a couple dance, the 

interpersonal relationship between dancers is brought to the fore. On the one hand, 

the gendered power relationship between leader and follower is regulated by wider 

cultural norms that have evolved to see the follower as a co-creator rather than a 

passive female body in the hands of a dominant male leader. While in chapter two all 

senses were honed in order to learn to dance, in improvised tango dancing touch 

becomes the primary sense used to perceive both the dancing partner and the 

environment. The notion of active perception (Preston-Dunlop 2014) helps 

understanding how the relationship between dancing partners become so absorbing 

that it gives way to transitory intimacy and, occasionally, to emotional connection. 

When tango is danced socially, it is customary to change partners often and to dance 

with strangers. This practice adds to the thrill of improvisation. Dancers not only do 

not know how the dance will take shape, they also do not know what their partner 

will contribute to the shared enterprise. As a result, dancing tango always involves 

risks: the risk of the unexpected, that of self-exposure and the risk of failure 

(Waterman 2015). By learning to improvise, tango dancers also develop the skills of 

flexibility and perpetual readiness (Goldman 2010) which will become useful to 

develop a career as tango teacher, as the next chapter explores. 
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Chapter 4: The labour of teaching tango 
 

 

 

Improvisation provides important training for life. 

 Fischlin, Heble, and Lipsitz (2013, xiv) 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

We are used to extremes in this job. It can happen that you go to a 

festival and the organiser makes you sleep on the floor, or you get to 

a class after travelling twenty hours and they don’t offer you even a 

glass of water. Then suddenly we’ve been invited to dance at the 

birthday party of the president’s daughter. We had to take 

three flights to dance four minutes. All expenses were covered, we 

stayed in a five-star hotel for a week and we got paid too.  

(Daniela Kizyma, interview B4, translated).   

  

In the testimony above, Daniela Kizyma describes the tango career as one of 

extremes. The glamourous cover of this profession “hides” its intense and 

multifaceted labour. When thinking about tango professionals, images of beautifully 

dressed couples spinning around a dance floor in front of a captured audience come 

to mind. If you are a tango student, you will also draw on vivid memories of tango 

classes, where tango dancers perform teaching roles, passing on knowledge about 

tango dancing through verbal explanation and physical demonstration. In fact, 

performing and teaching tango are the most noticeable activities of tango labour. My 

in-depth ethnographic research, however, reveals that a job in tango teaching 

involves much more. Equally essential are touring, as well as several organisational 

and marketing tasks that this chapter will explore in detail. While Chapter 2 looked 
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at tango as a leisure activity, this chapter concentrates on tango as a professional 

career, focusing in particular on the labour of tango teaching. In this chapter, the 

perspective of tango labour offers the chance to understand how the economic, the 

bodily and the social dimensions of improvisation are interlinked in professional 

tango careers. 

Dance historian Mark Franko draws on Hannah Arendt to conceptualise 

labour as a process. He distinguishes work, as a productive activity, from labour, as 

the force that accomplishes it (2002, 2). Franko critiques the little attention paid in 

the literature to dance as labour52 and attributes this fallacy to the tradition of 

associating dance with play (ibid.). In 2014, Dunja Njaradi observes the labour of 

modern dancers stating that  

 

Dance ‘skill’ is no longer defined by what the body can do, but by the 

way this body interconnects with other bodies and spaces and this is 

where the importance of the dance labour should be discussed (2014, 

9). 

 

In her ethnographic research, Dunja Njaradi (2014) has looked at the lives of Eastern-

European professionals involved in contemporary Western theatrical dance. She 

describes the constant insecurity and mobility of her informants’ lives: ‘[n]one of 

them has a permanent, fixed-salary job’ (2014: 137). At the same time, the distinction 

between work time and free time are blurred, their private and professional lives 

become a continuum linked by the constant anxiety of finding another engagement. 

These three characteristics apply also to tango labour, as this chapter will bring to the 

fore.  

 The labour of social dance professionals has not been the focus of 

ethnographic research until recently. Joanna Menet (2020) researched the labour of 

salsa teachers in her ethnography Entangled mobilities in the transnational salsa 

circuit. She states that some researches acknowledge the existence of a transnational 

                                                      
52 As far as tango is concerned, few authors focus on professionals’ life and work 
experiences, among them are Viladrich 2005 and 2013, Khlif and Pousset 2014. 
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salsa circuit but most authors do not develop any research on how professional 

careers develop within such circuit (2020, 17). For instance, Marion touches on the 

professional side of ballroom careers only by stating that there is no clear path, apart 

from participation, to becoming a ballroom professional (2008, 29), while McMains 

quickly mentions the exploitative working conditions of ballroom teachers until they 

become independent and able to open their own studio (2006, 6). Menet’s research 

with salsa professionals aims at understanding how careers in salsa develop. Menet 

identifies three main stages: ‘becoming a salsa dancer professional, accessing the 

(European) salsa circuit and building up reputation’ (2020, 122). She defines salsa 

careers as transnational, characterised by both geographical mobility and non-local 

forms of reputation building (ibid.). This and the following chapter elaborate on the 

transnationality and mobility of tango professionals revealing some similarities 

between salsa and tango careers. This chapter in particular aims at analysing the 

various dimensions of tango labour. 

 

 

 

4.2 Working in tango: a DIY career 
 

In tango, there are two categories of professionals. First there are dancers, working 

with theatre companies and casas de tango, performing choreographies on a stage 

and benefitting from a certain stability. The second category consists of teachers, 

who are self-entrepreneurs, teaching social tango in their hometown and abroad and 

occasionally dancing both choreographed and improvised performances in the 

context of milongas and festivals. These two categories are relatively permeable as 

there are many instances of tango professionals moving between them, temporarily 

or otherwise. This chapter focuses on the second group of professionals, the teachers 

and milonga performers with whom I conducted my research.  

Franko suggests that ‘[a]ny treatment of the relation of dance to labour surely 

must take concrete issues of employment into consideration (2002, 145). Daniela 

Kizyma has been dancing in casas de tango and with theatre companies for many 
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years, as well as working as teacher in tango festivals abroad. She describes the two 

kinds of work as very different:  

 

If you work for a show, they [the company] think about everything. 

You only need to take your body [to the stage] and dance, everything 

else—pay, travels, meals, accommodation—is sorted. If you work on 

your own, instead, you need to organise all of that yourself. 

(Interview B4, translated).  

 

Tango labour includes many regular tasks, necessary for tango teachers to build their 

career. Due to the nature of the dance, most professionals work in couples, often 

with their life partner, although there are cases of teachers working on their own 

who only occasionally couple with other professionals for dance performances and 

teaching jobs.  

All the professionals I have interviewed started to dance tango as a leisure 

activity, that became increasingly serious. The jump from leisure career to 

professional career is made when dancers start to perform and teach in exchange for 

money. This section investigates the reasons behind the decision to start a 

professional career.  

Sociologists have recently started to pay attention to DIY careers as 

alternative paths to work and success. Andy Bennett finds the use of the term ‘DIY’ 

growing in the early 20th century in relation to the activity of home improvement 

while, during the 1970s, the term acquired relevance in music with punk culture 

(2018, 133). Ross Haenfler suggests that learning skills through participation in sub-

cultures contributes to career development in which those skills are creatively 

activated in order to transform cultural capital into economic capital (2018, 176). 

Music sub-culture participants acquire qualities such as self-reliance, strong work 

ethic and adaptability which are necessary to DIY entrepreneurships (2018, 182). DIY 

careerists also learn to be confident, which helps them tolerate the high risk of failure 

and the instability of this line of work (2018, 183). Finally, they informally learn 

practical skills of management and organisation, as well as self-marketing, through 

their participation in the music scene. These skills can then be put to practice in the 
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development of a DIY career in music (2018, 184). DIY careers can be considered 

improvisational processes, sharing the same characteristics of improvised tango 

dancing, as it will become clear in the following discussion.  

For prospective tango professionals, participation in the transnational tango 

scene is essential to start developing a tango career as it allows them to both acquire 

the necessary skills and to network with key individuals, like prospective students and 

milonga and festival organisers. In the previous chapter, I have argued, drawing on 

Goldman (2010), that improvisation fosters the qualities of flexibility and perpetual 

readiness in dancers. In addition, following Midgelow (2019), I argued that 

improvisation can be considered an attitude. By learning to improvise, tango dancers 

learn to move within limitations, finding opportunities within constraints. In my view, 

these specific skills learnt in the tango scene aid the building of a professional DIY 

career as a tango professional. 

Some Argentinean dancers did not consider becoming a professional, and the 

idea only arose when a more experienced professional opened this path to them. 

Veronica Vazquez is an example. From Buenos Aires, she started taking classes at 

twelve years old, after seeing her aunt perform on the stage of a casa de tango. Only 

when she was eighteen, she started frequenting milongas regularly. For many years, 

tango was a serious leisure to her while she pursued her studies.  

 

I started going to the milongas very often when I was eighteen. I was 

going with my aunt who would introduce me to many other dancers, 

and because I was young and light, they would always invite me to 

dance. It’s only many years after that the idea of becoming a 

professional dancer crossed my mind. Actually it was Alejandro 

Beron53 who proposed it to me. He was already teaching and asked 

me to work with him. He told me “You already are a professional. You 

have been dancing for so many years, you’re always in the milonga. 

You only need to believe it.” That’s when I started to think about it. I 

                                                      
53 Alejandro Beron is an Argentinean tango professional. Veronica and Alejandro 
danced professionally and taught together for a few years. Their professional paths 
separated in 2015. 
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didn’t think you could earn a living from it, from tango. In my family, 

everyone is a doctor or a lawyer, I’m the black sheep. Then when I was 

twenty-eight, in 2010, Ale comes and tells me that. Up to then, I hadn’t 

found a career that I loved, and had tried different things. So, I 

accepted his proposal and we started teaching together.  

(Interview B5, translated) 

 

 Experience in the practice of tango dancing is a valued attribute for dancers 

who want to become professionals. Gaining dance experience in Buenos Aires is 

achieved by participating regularly to milongas and getting to know other dancers, 

including professional ones, who may encourage and help you find your way into a 

professional career path.  

Enrique Ringa is from Mar del Plata, Argentina. He was playing football 

professionally when he had to take some time off the sport and got involved in a 

theatre company. A theatrical show in which he was performing introduced him to 

tango when he was 18, in 1995. He remembers at the time there was only one place 

to learn to dance in his hometown, and very little chance to dance it socially:  

 

Back then, I wasn’t thinking of tango as a career, during the day I was 

studying at university and working in a petrol station the evening. 

Tango was a weekend activity. Like my friends, I only wanted to dance, 

but it was difficult. We tried to go to a milonga in Mar del Plata but we 

weren’t let in because we were too young. We were all wearing jeans 

and T-shirts and you needed to dress formally to get in. So we decided 

to start our own practice. We weren’t thinking of it as a business, we 

just wanted to dance with people our age and have fun. On weekends, 

we were going to Buenos Aires to dance and take classes. Then back 

home, we started to teach free classes at the university and had up to 

a hundred students coming every week, people our own age. In each 
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class, we showed what we had learnt during the weekend in the 

capital. Once we had built a nice group, we started our practice54.  

(Interview B7, translated) 

 

 Enrique started teaching and organising tango events for free, starting to 

charge students only when an experienced tango organiser encouraged him to do so. 

Enrique recalls this man asking him: ‘Why are you not charging students if what 

you’re doing is good?’ Receiving the man’s endorsement, gave Enrique the legitimacy 

to start charging his students and to start seeing himself as a tango teacher. Enrique’s 

experience is typical of those dancers who are not from the Argentine capital. Outside 

Buenos Aires, the chances of dancing tango socially in the 1990s and 2000s were 

minimal, especially for younger dancers. The transition from amateur to professional 

dancer and teacher for Enrique was pushed by the desire of building a younger 

community of people to dance with. This dynamic is also common outside Argentina. 

Many communities in Europe and beyond were born out of the effort of amateur 

dancers that turned teachers and organisers during their free time from work in order 

to give birth to a tango scene close to them. When a community is big enough it 

becomes sustainable to invite Argentinean teachers for a few months to teach 

regular weekly classes or for special workshops weekends and festivals.  

 Veronica and Enrique’s narratives highlight how they started building their 

own tango career by actively participating in their local tango scene and starting to 

organise events and teach, learning the necessary skills on the job. Commitment to 

tango and to building a career from it is a necessary prerequisite for new careerists. 

The tango career path is not formally institutionalised. There are no official 

academies in Argentina where you can learn how to dance and teach, and 

consequently there is no formal “tango teacher” title. As potentially anyone can 

                                                      
54 During the 1990s, tango practices started to appear in Argentina. Younger 
generations of dancers felt uncomfortable with the strict codes of milongas, which 
they saw as places for old people governed by antiquated rules of behaviour. 
Practices are less formal both in codes of invitations and clothing, therefore attracting 
younger dancers. Today, even though dancers of all ages attend milongas, practices 
are still popular among those dancers that look for a more relaxed social dancing 
experience. 
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decide to start teaching, this dynamic opens questions of legitimacy: who is a proper 

teacher? How does one gain the necessary endorsement to be considered a 

legitimate teacher? The lack of formal training and the acquisition of the necessary 

skills through involvement in the tango scene, makes this a DIY (do-it-yourself) career 

(Haenfler 2018). The next section scrutinises the legitimacy issue in more detail. 

 

 

 

4.3 Legitimacy in the tango DIY career 
 

Lauren Miller Griffith (2016) explores issues of legitimacy in the teaching of capoeira 

and traces a new model to understand it in terms of commitment and through the 

relationship between the mestre (capoeira teacher) and the student. For her, 

acquiring cultural knowledge and learning the values of capoeira give legitimacy to 

the player, which in turn bolster commitment (see Figure 4.1). 

 

 
Figure 4.1 Griffith's legitimacy model (2016, 42) 
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The process of legitimisation in tango fits well with Griffith’s model. Nevertheless, 

legitimisation is not always straightforward in tango because of dancers’ self-

promotion to professional status. Established teachers, those who have been in the 

profession for many years, are aware that dancers often proclaim themselves as 

teachers without having enough cultural knowledge of the dance and lacking 

experience in the tango-field—at least for their standards. Some seasoned 

professionals criticise the new teachers whom they do not consider legitimate, for 

taking advantage of tango, devaluing its quality, and for charging lower fees in their 

classes creating unfair competition55. Others instead do not show any worry, and 

limit themselves to say that ‘tango is generous’ as it gives anyone the chance to earn 

a living. Their apparent nonchalance about the issue is fostered by a deeper 

knowledge of the professional tango scene. They have seen many new professionals 

appear and disappear over the years, as one seasoned professional told me: ‘Tango 

is generous, but if you want to stay in the business, you have to give quality. Students 

can only be fooled once’ (informal conversation, fieldnotes 04 November 2017).  

The system of “autograduation”, as Griffith (2016, 47) calls the system of self-

proclamation, to professional status has contributed in spreading tango globally to 

new places and new publics. Enrique’s case is an example: with little experience of 

tango but a lot of passion and commitment, he spread tango to university students 

and contributed to the creation of a new younger tango community in Mar del Plata 

in the 1990s. Founding new communities in areas where tango is not danced is 

considered a way to “give back” to tango, to reciprocate its generosity. Foreigners 

also autograduate and start teaching in their own countries, with or without 

endorsement from their teachers, adding another layer to the discussion on 

legitimacy and perceived competition. In fact, Argentinean professionals rather than 

seeing foreigners as unfair competitors guilty of cultural appropriation, often see 

them as helping tango grow in remote places and creating more job opportunities for 

Argentinean professionals. “Local” teachers carry out the hard and risky work to build 

a students’ pool and forming a new tango community. Once these are established, it 

                                                      
55 Bourdieu argues that actors occupy different hierarchical positions within a field 
and defines as struggles the efforts to advance one’s position (2010, 243). 
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is easier and economically more profitable for Argentinean teachers to get 

engagements in such new places.  

Recently there has been a proliferation in some countries—including Italy, 

Turkey and the UK—of tango federations and schools running trainings for becoming 

a tango teacher56. Attendants need to pay to participate and at the end of the course 

they receive a certificate attesting their teacher status without having to pass any 

exam. The legitimacy of these institutions and of their graduates, is very much 

criticised by both Argentine and non-Argentine professionals as the only entry 

requirement is economic. People that can afford to pay for these courses, can acquire 

a teacher certificate with only a few months of tango experience. For Argentine 

professionals, though, authentic tango knowledge cannot be bought so easily, it 

needs to be earned through a deep and prolonged engagement with the tango scene 

(Viladrich 2013, 186). 

The question of legitimacy in tango careerists is then resolved through the 

endorsement received by accomplished professionals and through the success with 

students. Teachers that demonstrate to have a good pedagogy will be able to 

constantly generate work for themselves as pupils will keep coming back to them and 

will recommend them to their tango friends. Instead, those that do not excel in both 

dancing and teaching skills, will struggle to keep finding engagements and build a 

sustainable career. With this dynamic, it can take years before a couple of teachers 

become known and affirmed internationally and consequently have an economically 

sustainable career. Nevertheless, novice tango careerists can avail of a shortcut: 

winning the World Championship (see discussion in chapter 5). In addition to dance 

and teaching skills, tango labourers also need to develop other skills and perform 

various kinds of labour to generate work opportunities, as I explore in the next 

sections. 

 

 

 

                                                      
56 Jonathan Skinner made a conference presentation on the topic: (2019) 
‘Entraining Tango: Teaching and Learning Tango with London Argentine Tango 
School (LATS)’, Roehampton University. 
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4.4 Dimensions of tango labour 
 

Tango is often perceived as a glamorous occupation, but behind the scenes things 

can be very different. Professionals spend many hours preparing for shows and 

classes, not only practicing but also creating for themselves the opportunities to 

perform and teach. Anahí Viladrich states that ‘[w]hile earning an income from tango 

teaching and dancing may be fun, it is always a challenging endeavour’ (2013, 55). 

My ethnographic and interview material reveal the challenges and difficulties of 

tango labour. Delving into the practicalities and logistics of tango labour and bringing 

professionals’ experiences to the fore, show how tango professionals transform their 

cultural, multicultural and physical capital into economic capital. I suggest here a 

model to analyse tango labour that can be applied to the study of the labour of 

performers of any kind, by analysing four dimensions of professional performers’ 

labour. 

Physical labour, or the body work that professional dancers carry out when 

performing, teaching and travelling. 

Emotional labour, defined by Arlie Hochschild as the labour one does ‘to induce or 

suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the 

proper state of mind in others’ (2012(1983), 7); 

Aesthetic labour, defined by Anne Witz and colleagues as ‘the mobilization, 

development and commodification of embodied “dispositions”’ (Witz et al. 2003, 37), 

or the labour that is simply referred to as “looking good and sounding right”; 

Organisational labour, with this term I mean all the tasks that professionals perform 

to build a DIY career in tango that are less obvious to their audiences, namely: 

contacting organisers, arranging travels, and more. 

While these four dimensions of labour are often performed at the same time, 

their separate conceptualisation is a theoretical exercise to expose the nuances of 

tango professionals’ experiences and the ways in which different dimensions of tango 

labour intersect. Through the analysis of four labour dimensions, the intersection of 

bodily, social and economic dimensions of improvisation also come to light.  
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4.4 Physical labour 
 

Physical labour relates to the bodily dimension of improvisation. It features 

prominently in many activities of a tango teacher’s work: when dancing during 

performances in milongas and tango festivals (figure 4.2) and rehearsals, while 

teaching and during travels. This section explores the physicality of dancing, dance 

training and teaching, as well as the physicality of travelling as they are experienced 

by tango professionals. 

When on fieldwork in Buenos Aires, I had the privilege of assisting at part of 

Pablo Velez and Daniela Kyzima’s rehearsal. I joined them at a dance studio on the 

pebbled Defensa street in the city centre. Walking up the stairs of the rundown 

building, I could already hear tango music playing. A young woman was sitting behind 

a desk just inside the apartment that was transformed into a dance studio, housing 

three rehearsal rooms of different sizes. She brought me to the room that Pablo and 

Daniela had rented for three hours that afternoon. On one side a mirror covered the 

whole length of the room and opposite a line of windows were opened to let some 

fresh air in (figure 4.3).  

 

 
Figure 4.2 Fabian Peralta and Josefina Bermudez performing at UK Tango Festival and Championship, London, 
April 2018 (Federica Banfi, 2018). 
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Figure 4.3 Dance studio in calle Defensa, Buenos Aires (source: http://www.welcomesantelmo.com/san-telmo-
guia/1qm85t4bvs/Mario-Morales) 

Pablo and Daniela had been rehearsing for two hours already, wearing active wear 

and tango shoes, their skin was shimmering in sweat and their breath heavy when 

they welcomed me. They had been working on some new choreographies for a show 

and I was not permitted to see those, but they let me attend the last hour of their 

training during which they planned to work on improvisation. Pablo and Daniela 

fluidly move between working in tango shows and touring Europe as tango teachers 

and milonga performers. I sat with my notebook on the only piece of furniture in the 

room, a tiny stool placed in a corner, trying to make myself invisible, or at least as 

small as possible, and be out of their way. Pablo started playing Pugliese’s Gallo ciego 

theme on his iPod and they started dancing. Their eyes always returned to the mirror, 

checking every detail of their bodies in movement, repeating difficult ones until they 

were perfect, discussing the lead and the following by breaking down and analysing 

how each movement felt. Their sweat and their heavy breathing were signs of the 

demanding physical labour of the rehearsal. During a break, Daniela explained that 

they rehearse intensely only when they are preparing for a tour. When their job 

requires it, the couple train at least two hours every day, while on the days they work 

in casas de tango, they do not rehearse to save energy for the show.  
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During classes, teachers perform physical labour by showing dance 

movements to pupils and by dancing with them. Talking about hers and her partner’s 

teaching style, Selva Mastroti explains 

  

In every class, we both dance in both the leader and follower roles 

with each student. That needs time, but in this way we make sure 

students get what they need. Tango is about bodily contact, and we 

believe that you need to use your body and touch your students’ 

bodies to pass on the knowledge.  

(Interview B6, translated) 

 

Dancing with students in the class environment is a special kind of body work, 

as teachers use their bodies to feel the movement in their students and transmit their 

own bodily knowledge. This kind of physical labour can be particularly demanding 

with beginner students who struggle with keeping their balance and lean on teachers, 

potentially causing them back pain. Bodily pain, injuries and fatigue are part and 

parcel of dancers’ physical labour. Some of my research participants have 

experienced serious injuries that have thrown into doubt the feasibility of continuing 

with their tango career. As the risk of injury is always present, professionals need to 

learn to manage pain and fatigue by measuring the physical activity they carry out 

daily. 

Professional teachers are especially exposed to fatigue during tours, when the 

physicality of travelling is added to the performing and teaching. The pace of a tour 

intensifies teaching activities as professionals concentrate private classes and 

workshops in the span of a weekend. In addition, often professionals feel the 

pressure of dancing with students and organisers during the milonga to thank them 

for the engagement and to give the right impression57 in the hope of being invited to 

come back again, adding to the already strenuous amount of physical labour. This 

pressure demonstrates the overlap between the social and economic dimensions of 

improvised careers, as economic success partly depends on successful social 

                                                      
57 See emotional labour in section 4.5.  
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interactions. With experience Noelia has learnt to take care of her body by limiting 

the dances she concedes outside her working hours:  

 

During these events, I have to teach and perform, then organisers 

want to dance with you, students want to dance with you. I used to 

accept their invitations, but now I don’t anymore. It’s not part of the 

job and I need to take care of myself. I don’t have a manager telling 

me “Noelia, stop dancing now! You need to rest because tomorrow 

you have to teach for six hours and perform at night”.  

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

 Noelia’s words, and above those of Daniela, suggest how professionals try to 

measure the physical activity they do in order to avoid extreme fatigue and diminish 

the risk of injuries. Noelia’s narrative also suggests a learning curve in accordance to 

the idea of a DIY career: she used to dance with everyone when on tour, now she 

tries to take more care of her body and tends to refuse invitations. Like in 

improvisation during dance, the unpredictability of actions’ outcomes requires 

dancers to manage risks. The intense physical labour Noelia and Daniela describe is 

the cause of fatigue in professionals, hiding fatigue requires emotional and aesthetic 

labour as I analyse in the following sections.  

 

 

 

4.5 Emotional labour 
 

Emotional labour encompasses three improvisation dimensions:  the bodily, the 

social and the economic. Arlie Hochschild developed the theory of emotional labour 

in a study of flight attendants, investigating how they managed their emotions as part 

of their job requirements. By emotional labour she means the management of feeling 

to create a publicly observable facial and bodily display ‘that produces the proper 

state of mind in others’ (2012(1983), 7) which has exchange value as it is done in the 

context of work. Hochschild’s work builds on Goffman’s notions of front and back 
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stage. Goffman distinguishes between performances given in public, the front region, 

in which the individual makes an effort to give a certain appearance (1990(1969), 

110), and the performances in the back region, a private and informal sphere, where 

the individual can relax and step out of character (1990(1969), 114-115). Bethany 

Whiteside draws on Goffman’s idea of personal front, considering any social 

interaction as a performance, to highlight the tensions that may arise in dancers 

when performing. She states that the ‘[p]ersonal front can fracture in a variety of 

ways: maintaining a certain impression can be emotionally and physically exhausting’ 

(2017, 100). Her statement brings us back to Hochschild’s notion of emotional labour 

as dancers manage their emotions in order to deliver the expected performance. 

Professional tango dancers perform this kind of labour, as part of the social 

dimension of their improvisations, in a variety of ways and situations. 

 

 
Figure 4.4 Graciela Gamba and Diego Converti performing an improvised tango in a milonga in Buenos Aires 
(Federica Banfi, 2018). 
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Figure 4.5 German and Nicolas Filipeli performing a choreography in a milonga of Buenos Aires (Federica Banfi, 
2018). 

 

Emotional labour during dance performances interplays with the emotional 

performativity of the tango embrace. Every tango couple develops their own style of 

performing: some are embracing and dancing eyes closed only focusing on each 

other, especially during improvised performances in milongas seek to show their 

emotional connection and to elicit the bliss of tango dancing in the audience (figure 

4.4). While other couples are more playful or seek to wow the audience asking for 

their applause mid-performance, these tricks are more commonly used in 

choreographies (figure 4.5 shows twin brothers German and Nicolas Filipeli mirroring 

each other adjusting their tie during a choreography).  

An important distinction needs to be made here between dancers performing 

choreographies, in which the emotional display is part of the routine, and those 

performing improvised dances, in which the kind of emotional display depends on 

the contingent situation, on the music selected on the spot and on the personal mood 

of the dancer. In both instances, dancers carry out, to different degrees, the 

emotional labour of performing the required emotion which may or may not be really 

felt. 
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In classes, teachers welcome students with warm smiles, hugs and kisses. 

During my 2017 fieldwork in Buenos Aires, I attended some of the same classes of my 

first fieldwork trip in 2015. I was surprised that many teachers remembered me and 

welcomed me like an old friend, even if three years had passed with no contact in 

between. I guess social media helps keeping memory of students fresh, though when 

you have hundreds of friends and followers on Facebook it seems quite difficult to 

keep up with each of them. The friendliness and affection displayed by teachers, 

genuine or not, is consistent with the emotional labour perspective provided by 

Hochschild. 

 The emotional labour of tango professionals becomes overwhelmingly 

intense when travelling for work it needs to be continuously deployed with little 

chances of a break. As Noelia points out in the previous section, students and 

organisers often have high hopes that professionals will dance with them in the social 

event of the milonga. When dealing with such expectations, emotional labour spills 

over work time, and blurs the boundary between work and rest. In addition, the 

fatigue of travelling needs to be disguised: 

 

The rhythms of travelling are insane, but you have to be there [at the 

milonga and in class], and be there showing your best smile, being 

marvellous. People have no idea where you’re coming from… you 

can’t treat them badly because you’re tired or they’ll think you’re a 

jerk.  

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

Similarly, Veronica Vasquez outlines emotional labour as something she does 

not like of her job:  

 

There is something I do not like much of this job: when you travel, it is 

very tiring because you need to be cool and nice all the time58, with 

                                                      
58 Her original words were “hay que ponerle mucha onda y facha todo el tiempo”. 
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everyone. Because these are all work relationships, so you never know 

how real they are or if it’s all just appearance. 

(Interview B5, translated) 

 

Many professionals experience the tension between their real feelings and 

those that they display while at work. Veronica’s quote above, highlights the 

relational quality of labour by recognising the nature of the relationship between 

tango professionals and organisers. This is fundamentally a work relationship, in 

which the front and back stage get often muddled together. When professional 

teachers travel for work, they are usually hosted by the organisers or by members of 

the local tango community. Being hosted restricts professionals’ privacy and extends 

emotional labour outside working hours. This situation easily creates friction and 

alienation as the boundaries between work and free time become blurred. In foreign 

communities, organisers pick them up at the airport and play tangos in the car, only 

talk about tango with them, drive them to classes and then to milongas. Research 

participants have revealed their frustration in having to continuously meet the hosts’ 

expectations, activating their multicultural capital and keeping up their professional 

persona for days without a break. Tango professionals, to be able to navigate this 

global scene, need to show they share their patrons and clients’ cultural capital and 

social habits ‘by exhibiting a multifaceted knowledge, or what is called multicultural 

capital’ (Viladrich 2013, 158). Tango professionals working transnationally need to 

speak foreign languages as well as understand foreign habits and sensitivities to be 

able to capitalise on their tango knowledge and dance skills. 

 The accomplished professionals participating in this research have declared 

that travelling is one of the perks of their job. Nevertheless, with experience they 

learn that travelling is very demanding both physically and emotionally and therefore 

try to travel less. Enrique Ringa is one of them: 

 

Now I only do things I like. You can go to festivals without knowing 

what you will find. I don’t do that anymore. I did it for six, seven years, 

but I’m tired now. I only go back to the places where I know I will have 

a good time, where I know the organisers and the other invited 



 152 

[teaching] couples. There have been festivals that wanted me to go, 

but I refused. I’m lucky I have enough work. If I hadn’t maybe I would 

travel more.  

(Interview B7, translated) 

 

 From conversations with other professionals, Enrique is not the only one 

choosing to return only to selected places where he knows he will be comfortable in 

both the front and back stage arenas. This is one of the strategies professionals use 

to reduce the amount of emotional labour they have to perform at work. The 

memory of past experiences informs professionals’ career choices as they improvise, 

shaping their career paths. In addition, long tours cause homesickness in 

professionals longing for their home, their routine, and their friends. Daniela Kizyma 

discussed with me the downsides of travelling often and for prolonged periods: 

 

When you travel so much, you do everything mechanically: prepare 

the luggage, go through airport security, and so on. The thrill of the 

first flights is gone. I know colleagues that, from too much travelling, 

started to suffer panic attacks on flights. The thing is, you travel so 

much that at some point it becomes too much, and you don’t want to 

do it anymore. Especially during festivities, it’s hard to be away from 

family and friends. I even know people that have lost loved ones while 

being away for work and they couldn’t go back home for the funeral.  

(Interview B4, translated) 

 

Homesickness becomes a serious issue when travelling happens during 

festivities or when emergencies happen back home. Especially in the case of 

emergencies, for most professionals it is impossible to change plans at the last minute 

because of the prohibitive costs of flights to Argentina. 

With all the downsides of going on tour, tango teachers find the perception 

people have of their travels frustrating, as Noelia Barsi tells me: 
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Your family and friends don’t necessarily understand that travelling is 

a job. They tell you: “how nice, you’re going on holiday!”. No, I’m 

travelling to work! If I don’t travel, I can’t live. This is my job. And I love 

travelling, but it’s hard when you leave for three months. I don’t want 

to be away from home that long, but I have no choice.  

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

To face the emotional costs of travelling, professionals tend to maintain 

friendly relationships with colleagues with whom they form a sort of “community of 

coping”. Sociologist of work Marek Korczynski describes communities of coping as a 

survival mechanism that co-workers use to deal with the most unpleasant aspects 

and the stress of their job (2003, 58). Ioannis Tsioulakis suggests that Greek musicians 

feel part of a ‘community of experience’ by having similar work experiences of 

frustration and hardship (2020, 55). Tango professionals also feel affinity with 

colleagues as their job experiences are similar. Nevertheless, only with some of them 

they form friendships which have ‘communities of coping’ connotations. 

In September 2017, I was invited to an asado59 by a couple of professionals 

that I have known for some years and with whom I have developed a friendly 

relationship. It was a sunny day and the meat slowly cooked on the grill. I was one of 

the ten friends they invited to say goodbye before their upcoming tour abroad. I soon 

realised that all of them were professional tango dancers and teachers and 

conversation was inevitably leaning towards the topic of work: Who is working 

where? Where is your next trip taking you? How did it go in China? Do they pay well 

in such place? Do you know the guy hosting you in Canada? During the whole meal 

conversation resembled a support group in which members exchanged their 

experiences and gave each other advice, including on how to get more work 

engagements and how to deal with travelling issues.  

At the same time, as the development of a tango career is an individual 

enterprise, colleagues are also competitors. German Filipeli describes the tango 

career as ultimately an individualistic one: 

                                                      
59 Asado is the Argentinean style of barbecue.  
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In tango, each one does their own. Between acquaintances and 

friends, we comment on what is going on in our careers. We celebrate 

friends’ professional achievements, each success and each tour. It is 

nice to follow the progress of each one, and you can learn from others’ 

experiences. But is not very common for professional dancers to 

exchange work contacts. I have given and received organisers’ 

contacts, but that happens only if you are very close friends. It’s hard 

to get contacts for work, to build trust in organisers, and you don’t 

want to put at risk your future engagements.  

(Interview B3, translated) 

 

German’s reasoning suggests that tango professionals live the tension 

between the need to share their work experiences and find support in each other, 

and how much it is safe to reveal about these experiences, and to whom, in order to 

safeguard one’s work contacts60. 

The emotional labour of professional dancers encompasses the presentation 

of their professional self in classes and performance and reaches a peak in intensity 

during travels. As Noelia states above, and other professionals confirmed, it is 

difficult to find support and understanding from people that have a regular job, so 

professionals build an informal network with colleagues in order to give each other 

support and advice. Nevertheless, these relationships have well defined boundaries. 

The harsh competition discourages dancers and teachers to share work opportunities 

and organisers’ contacts with acquaintances. This is in contrast to Shannon Garland’s 

findings among the indie music scene in Chile, where musicians cultivate their social 

networks for economic advantage, he terms this dynamic amiguismo and the labour 

dedicated to it ‘phatic’ (2019, 29).  

The next section further develops this argument through a focus on aesthetic 

labour. These two kinds of labour, as it will become clear, intersect. 

                                                      
60 Anahí Viladrich discussed the tension between solidarity and competition among 
Argentine tango professionals as flexibility in their social ties (2013, 171-2). 
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4.6 Aesthetic labour 
 

Anne Witz and colleagues expand Hochshild’s theory of emotional labour by focusing 

on the embodied performance of workers’ labour, by which physical capital is 

valorised and converted into economic capital (2003, 40-41). Here, the connection 

between the bodily and the economic dimensions of tango career improvisation 

emerges. The authors offer a definition of aesthetic labour as ‘the mobilization, 

development and commodification of embodied “dispositions”’ (2003, 37). These 

dispositions, a term they borrow from Bourdieu (1984), are developed into skills that 

generate a style of service which appeals to the customer. They suggest that engaging 

in aesthetic labour implicates a body- and self-transformation through bodily 

practice: ‘new regimes of the body are equally as likely to lead to the development 

of different relation to what the aesthetic labourer comes to think of as himself or 

herself’ (2003, 38). Jan Karlsson states that aesthetic labour has to do with the senses 

as it is aimed at arising a sensual response in the observer, a response that is charged 

with meaning and judgement (2011, 51). Dance scholar Christy Adair, states that  

 

The body, which is central to dance, is socially constructed. This means 

that bodily behaviour is learnt rather than “natural” and meanings 

which may be attributed to the body change over time and according 

to social circumstances (1992, 24). 

 

Taking care of their bodies and wearing show dresses, is part of the ways 

dancers reinforce their professional identity61. Aesthetic labour has been studied by 

Williams and Connell (2010) in the context of upscale fashion retail, in which shop 

attendants have to “look good and sound right” in accordance to the middle-class 

                                                      
61 Bourdieu refers to the body as a ‘social product’. The ways one feeds, maintains 
and cares for it reflects class status and habitus (1984, 188). 



 156 

aesthetic values of the brand’s clients62. In this section I analyse the aesthetic labour 

tango professionals carry out to “look good” while I leave the discussion on the 

importance of “sounding right” for chapter five, where I analyse how ethnic capital 

advantage Argentinean tango teachers on the global tango scene.  

Tango professionals’ aesthetic labour starts with taking care of their body: 

body shape, keeping clean, eating well, dress, hair, shoes. The teachers that I have 

interviewed listed the physical activities they do to keep their body healthy and fit: 

ballet, yoga, pilates, stretching are some of them. Taking care of their nutrition is 

another way by which dancers take care of their body. Eating healthily and dieting 

are common concerns, especially for female professionals. These efforts primarily 

aim at obtaining and maintaining a bodily image that is consistent with both Western 

ideals of female beauty and the imagery of light dancers. For that, a slender body is 

a must63. Conversely, for male tango dancers a round belly is said to help leading and 

making the embrace more comfortable. As a result, male teachers are less pressured 

by beauty standards of fitness and thinness. In addition, professionals worry about 

the relationship between food and health, especially when travelling. Noelia Barsi 

expanded on this issue when she described her experience of working in India: 

 

The main problem in India for me was the food, everything else went 

well. All the spices they use gave me tummy aches and there was no 

way for them to cook differently. Even if I asked and they tried, I was 

feeling sick anyway. Finally, I had to resort to eat only fruit and 

vegetables for two months. You can’t be sick when you work. In the 

end, I’ve managed but I was always so hungry [she laughs]. I’ve lost so 

much weight there that all my clothes were hanging on me.  

(Interview b1, translated) 

 

                                                      
62 Aesthetic labour has been looked at in other professions, for instance: fashion 
blogger (Brydges and Sjöholm 2019), personal trainer (Harvey et al. 2014), 
independent musicians (Hracs and Leslie 2014). 
63 Katrina L. Moore (2013) relates how female Japanese Noh dancers explore and 
express their femininity in the art. 
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The difficulties of keeping a body regime when travelling for work was 

highlighted further by Veronica Vazquez (interview B5) among others, who noted 

how difficult it can be to keep a regular routine and do her daily yoga practice.  

 The aesthetic labour of tango professionals can be appreciated when they 

prepare for a show. Getting ready to dance a set of three songs at a milonga, a show 

that lasts up to twenty minutes, can require hours of preparation. On a few occasions 

I have hosted visiting tango teachers, this is when I had the chance to observe the 

meticulous build-up to a performance for the milonga in Belfast. Male professionals 

start with ironing their most elegant shirt, making sure no creases are left, before 

taking a shower and proceed with personal grooming. Their preparation ends with a 

generous dose of perfume. Female professionals spend up to two hours getting 

ready, doing their own hair in elaborate up-dos before starting to put on their make-

up. I have been often taken aback as I have seen them emerge from the bathroom 

completely transformed from a natural look into a show look. Figure 4.6 shows Pablo 

Velez and Daniela Kizyma’s transformation from everyday clothes into their show 

ones.  

 

 
Figure 4.6 Pablo Velez and Daniela Kizyma before and after getting ready for a show (Images available on their 
Facebook profile https://www.facebook.com/Daniela-Kizyma-Pablo-Velez-Tango-1171030459627462/). 

 

This is also the moment professionals dress to impress, men wearing elegant 

tango suits, women wearing elaborate dresses adorned with sequins, lace and deep 

slits and necklines. Marion describes the aesthetic and gender politics of clothing in 
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ballroom competitions. Argentine tango performance costumes share a similar 

function as described by Marion:  

 

Ballroom costuming is designed and intended to maximize and facilitate the 

artistic and expressive impact of ballroom [or tango], enhancing the artistic 

images being produced by ballroom [or tango] dancers while simultaneously 

standing up to the physical rigours and stresses involved in the tremendous 

movement and motion competitors [or tango performers] produce. (2008, 123) 

 

These clothes are rarely used more than a handful of times and represent one of the 

main expenditures in a professional’s account book. I ask Noelia Barsi how often she 

buys new clothes: 

 

Before every tour, I get three new dresses made for me, then I bring 

another three older ones that I keep alternating. But with that damned 

YouTube you cannot wear the same dress for the whole tour. People 

will have seen it online already, and the surprise is gone. You need to 

change often. For men it’s a bit easier, but for us [female dancers], it’s 

a nightmare. You also have to remember what you have worn where: 

you can’t wear the same dress in the same place the next year. I can 

use a dress three times top, then I get rid of it. These are costs that no 

one covers for you. Every time I give a performance I must have at 

least five or six thousand Pesos64 on me. Between the dress, the shoes 

and the costume jewellery… Imagine three new dresses twice a year, 

a couple of hundred Euros each… you do the math.  

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

 Noelia’s words show how buying new clothes is more than a whim for a tango 

professional. They not only need to “look good”—or look divina65, as Noelia would 

                                                      
64 At the exchange rate of the time of the interview, that sums up to €250-300. 
65 Divina translates as divine from Spanish. 
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say—in each performance, but they also need to wow the public and make sure of 

not repeating the same dress in the same location. In the quote above, Noelia 

highlights how social media has intensified professionals’ aesthetic labour, making it 

more costly, as they need to buy new show clothes more often in order to keep 

impressing the public. It is finally worth noticing that show dresses, and often men 

suits too, are custom made, and tailors push up their price to guarantee their 

uniqueness. 

The online performance of professionalism by tango dancers can also be 

considered a form of aesthetic labour. Social media, Facebook in particular, are used 

to post news about classes and performances, as well as tours and engagements. 

Professionals carefully curate their image online, connecting aesthetic labour to 

organisational labour, as analysed in the next section. For tango careerists, “looking 

good”, both online and offline, is a way to perform and exhibit their professionalism. 

Aesthetic labour transforms their embodied cultural and bodily capital into economic 

capital on one side and reinforces their identity of professional tango dancers on the 

other.  

 

 

 

4.7 Organisational labour 
 

As I have already exposed, to build a DIY career in tango takes more than dancing and 

teaching. These two are the main activities in the public gaze and the expected aspect 

of their job, but the labour of teaching tango also involves unexpected tasks for which 

they need specific skills. Several of these skills are necessary to push a professional 

career forward, including: self-management, organisational and communication 

skills, as well as marketing and self-promotion. Tango professionals rarely have 

formal training in such skills, instead they develop them on the job, through practice 

and by trial and error. If they are friends with more experienced colleagues, new 

tango careerists may have the chance to learn from them and exchange advise on 

how to generate work engagements. Guy Standing calls ‘work-for-labour’ the 

activities that are not remunerated but necessary, like looking for jobs and 
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networking outside work hours (2011, 120). All these tasks are part of the 

organisational labour of tango teachers. I had the chance to discuss them with Noelia 

Barsi:  

 

Dancing and teaching? That’s what you see as a student, but there’s 

so much more to do. The worst thing is that we are only dancers. 

We’re not travel planners, managers, PR specialists, and what else. I 

hate doing all these things but you need to do them all to be able to 

work. When I started working with tango, I didn’t know how to contact 

organisers, send emails… it’s not my thing. But I had to learn. This is 

how tango works: you have to keep your name out there and keep 

building a reputation. When you don’t receive any job offer, you need 

to go look for them. And it’s getting harder everyday as competition 

grows.  

(Interview B1, translated) 

 

Noelia effectively points out that dancing is only the tip of the iceberg that 

constitute tango labour and that she had no previous formal training in the tasks she 

routinely performs to keep her DIY career successful. In fact, she has learnt the 

necessary skills through doing those tasks. As she says above, on top of dancing and 

teaching tango teachers also need to: become experts in contacting and negotiating 

with organisers, learn foreign languages to liaise with foreign students and tango 

organisers, organise trips within Argentina and abroad, learn to navigate the 

bureaucracy of working visas, advertise themselves on social media, take care of their 

bodies, and more.  

Online, professionals share photos and videos of performances creating a 

hybrid between a curriculum vitae and an agenda for future engagements. For DIY 

careerists, social media represents both a platform for self-promotion and a 

networking tool to keep connected with students and festival organisers located all 

over the world, therefore how they present their image online is very important. 
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Some of my research participants have Facebook pages as public figures66. These 

tango dancers and teachers curate their online image in order to present themselves 

as professionals to the wider public. Many others instead use their personal profile 

for professional purposes, blurring the boundary between private and public spheres.  

Ideally, dance partners share organisational tasks equally. When talking with 

both Noelia Barsi and Veronica Vazquez, they underlined the importance of having a 

partner who is willing to share the amount of organisational work needed to be 

successful. At the time of the interviews, both of them were about to start a new 

partnership and these issues were of some concern to them. Noelia explains that 

 

If you are working with someone, it is important to decide who will do 

all these things [the organisational labour]. Dancing together is the 

smallest part of the job, so it’s not enough for a partner to be a good 

dancer. There’s a logistic behind it that needs to be sorted and shared 

equally (interview B1, translated). 

 

When I spoke with Veronica Vasquez in Oxford, she had just started working 

with Dante Culcuy, an Argentinean who moved there permanently. She told me how 

they met while working in Rome. They were both about to split from their 

partnerships and he asked her to work with him. Dante had already some 

engagements lined up and urgently needed to find a compañera67. Veronica accepted 

to help him out in the short term in order to getting to know him better. She told me 

 

He really took me by surprise because we only danced together a 

couple of times. I was planning to go back home to Buenos Aires after 

the last dates in Rome, but Dante had already some gigs planned and 

needed a partner. He lured me with the prospect of going to work in 

                                                      
66 For instance: including Monina Paz 
(https://www.facebook.com/Monitangoireland/ ), Diego Converti and Graciela 
Gamba (https://www.facebook.com/dieygratango/ ), German Ballejo and 
Magdalena Gutierrez (https://www.facebook.com/MagdalenayGermanTango/ ) 
67 Compañero/a is how dance partners refer to each other.  

https://www.facebook.com/Monitangoireland/
https://www.facebook.com/dieygratango/)
https://www.facebook.com/MagdalenayGermanTango/
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Africa, it’s a dream on mine to visit Africa. So, I decided to change my 

plans and give it a go. When I choose a partner, for me it is important 

how they are as a person, rather than how they dance. You can work 

and develop the dance together, but you cannot change a person. If 

one is a good or a bad person, that you can’t change, and obviously I 

want to work with a good person. There needs to be trust between us.  

(Interview B5, translated) 

 

Veronica’s reasoning matches Noelia’s. For both of them, a dance partnership 

is based on trust, respect and sharing responsibility in carrying out tango’s 

organisational labour.  

Thet Shein Win has noticed how visual artists in California are expected to be 

able to market themselves as well as to create art (2014). Being an artist is becoming 

an entrepreneurial endeavour: ‘[t]hese entrepreneurial artists are expected to 

fundraise and promote their projects and to demonstrate high levels of 

professionalism and market savvy’ (2014, 3). While this is happening in California due 

to a decrease of public funding that has never been available to tango professionals, 

both visual artists and tango professionals face the challenges of performing 

organizational labour in order to maintain sustainable artistic careers. Similarly, 

Ioannis Tsioulakis has pointed at the strategies Greek musicians use to activate their 

social networks to get engagements by advertising their skills in their social circle to 

receive invitations to perform (2020, 41). 

 

 

 

4.8 Dealing with risk and precarity 
 

Being a professional tango teacher is not an easy career, as demonstrated above, the 

labour is intense and multi-faceted. In addition, this is a risky career lacking economic 

stability. Engagements come and go, illnesses may keep you out of work for periods 

of time, and number of students in classes fluctuate. The improvisational aspect of 

developing a tango career presents constraints and opportunities as part of the 
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economic dimension of tango improvisation. Since tango is a personal or joint 

entrepreneurship, being out of work or being underemployed equals to lack of 

income. I define underemployment in tango as a situation where professional 

teachers have too few students in class to cover costs and generate profit, as well as 

receiving too few or badly paid engagements. In short, underemployment means that 

professionals cannot sustain their livelihood solely with tango. David Hesmondhalgh 

and Sarah Baker describe creative careers as fragile and difficult to pursue. They 

suggest that ‘[t]he precariousness of creative careers inevitably favours those who 

can draw easily on other sources of income’ (2011, 145). This is true for tango 

professionals too, many hold a day job until they can generate enough money to live 

only from tango. Others can count on economic help from parents during difficult 

times or have access to other sources of money through different jobs. The 

professionals in tango careers share many characteristics of the precariat, described 

by Guy Standing as a distinctive and global socio-economic group without stability 

and a political agenda (2011). Clara Han notices how the notion of precarity applied 

to labour, fruit of neo-liberal policies and globalisation, has negative connotations in 

the literature as it is explained in terms of loss: loss of the “good life”, of upward 

social mobility, of welfare and security (2018, 335-6). As Tsioulakis points out, often 

economic precarity is coupled with creative economic resilience strategies in which 

opportunities and artists’ adaptability get a boost (2020, 134). He critiques the 

rhetoric of ‘freedom’ as the precondition for creativity, which is commonly used to 

hide the negative effects of precarity (ibid., 135). Such dichotomy between the 

‘freedom’ of a flexible job and the economic instability that results from precarity has 

emerged often during my interviews with tango professionals. 

 The tango career can be economically unstable and lacks welfare in case of 

illness or maternity. For women, there is the additional anxiety of how starting a 

family may impact their career. It is not uncommon to see them working regularly 

during pregnancy and have infants accompany their parents to classes and travels 

(figure 4.7). As children grow it becomes more difficult to have them in class as they 

may become disruptive, this may add the cost of babysitting to the other costs of 

running a class. Classes in fact are usually held in the evening, when nurseries are 

closed, to allow pupils to participate after work. Finally, when children reach school 
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age, it gets nearly impossible to travel for prolonged periods of time. Dealing with an 

unexpected illness or pregnancy not only may cause a lack of income for some time, 

but it may also bring economic loss if travel plans and agreed engagements need to 

be cancelled.  

 

 
Figure 4.7 Diego Converti teaching a workshop during the 2018 tour carrying his child on his back (Graciela Gamba, 
2018). 

 

While on fieldwork, I have had the chance to chat with a couple of teachers, 

who are also a couple in life, about the issue of unexpected pregnancies. They had 

been trying to start a family for years but, since it was proving more difficult than 

expected, they kept organising their tours regularly. When they found out they were 

expecting, half of their next travel to Asia was already planned: they had already 

bought the intercontinental flights and settled a few dates. Unfortunately, the birth 

date coincided with the tour and they had to cancel it. This brought them a loss of 

money as flights were only partially refunded by the airline, and Asian organisers 

wanted to be refunded of publicity and internal flight costs. This episode not only 

shows how economically risky this career is, but also that engagement contracts do 

not protect professionals in case of medical issues. These are commonly oral 

contracts aimed at confirming dates, cache, and a few other logistic details and 

cancellation policies are usually not included. As mentioned in the introduction 

(section 1.4), actions resulting from life choices are not only irreversible, but also 
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have unpredictable outcomes. As the above example shows, professional dancers 

constantly improvise their responses to such unpredictable outcomes. The 

irreversibility of life and career choices, though, is linked to temporality. While 

actions are chronologically irreversible, processes of reflection, reconsideration and 

anticipation may result in closing down earlier trajectories, and finding alternative 

ones. 

 Ageing can be worrisome for dancers, and professionals ask themselves how 

long can they keep up with this lifestyle. Especially female professionals are 

concerned with the age limit of their profession. Daniela Kizyma, now that she is well 

into her thirties, is starting to think about her future as a dancer and teacher: 

 

With my female friends [who are also tango professionals], we talk 

about our future as dancers. We are all the same age now and we 

worry about how long we can keep up with this lifestyle, travelling and 

performing to the standards we have reached now. We are like 

athletes and age is an important factor in performance. Of course, you 

can keep working with tango when you are older, but you need to 

change the kind of work you do, maybe giving priority to teaching and 

avoiding physically demanding tricks and jumps. And to be honest I 

wouldn’t like to be performing late at night when I’m sixty.  

(Interview B4, translated)  

 

Daniela, like other tango professionals, feels that her body will not allow her 

to keep up with the same intense physical labour she is doing now that she is at the 

peak of her tango career. Affirmed teachers can earn enough money to live from a 

career in tango, but saving for the future and old age can be difficult. Therefore, she 

is trying to diversify and open new doors to possible future careers, including taking 

a make-up course and starting a tango shoes business with two friends. Other mature 

tango professionals find themselves in a similar situation, they do not want to travel 

as much as they used to but the engagements they have at home barely cover their 

costs of living, pushing them to find ways to diversify their sources of income: some 

have become organisers of tango events and milongas, others have opened tango 
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schools, yet others keep a flexible day job on the side they can return to when tango 

will not be worthwhile anymore. While Tsioulakis identifies teaching as a reliable fall-

back strategy for precarious Greek musicians (2020, 138), for Argentine tango 

professionals teaching is not always profitable and they have to diversify their fall-

back jobs even more.  

The issue of retirement and precarity for tango professionals came under the 

spotlight on the 6th of June 2017, when the world-famous Juan Carlos Copes released 

a declaration on social media about his destitute economic situation now that, in old 

age and due to illness, he retired from the stage, living off a thin pension and with no 

savings left to cover his healthcare. A petition was started for him68 to ask the 

Argentinean government to complement his meagre state pension with a subsidy for 

his services to tango, but it only collected a little over four thousand signatures. In his 

statement, Copes explains his health issues that have kept him off the stage and how 

the casa de tango where he was working at the end of his career kept using his name 

and image for months to advertise a show he was no longer performing in, without 

paying him for their use. He signs the statement stating his name, his age—eighty-

six—and his years in the tango career—seventy as dancer and sixty-two as 

choreographer. Many professional dancers shared Copes’ plea on their social media 

profiles, raising awareness of their anxiety for an uncertain future. 

Dancers have to manage the anxiety of both present and future economic 

instability, as German Filipeli told me. While he is still in his early thirties and has 

established his name internationally, he is aware that living as a tango professional 

in Argentina is difficult because of the lack of security and stability in terms both of 

the nature of tango as a career, and of the political and economic situation of the 

country: 

 

                                                      
68 The petition (in Spanish) can be found online at: 
https://www.change.org/p/minculturaar-subsidio-honor%C3%ADfico-vitalicio-para-
el-bailar%C3%ADn-de-tango-juan-carlos-
copes?fbclid=IwAR1sN9O4Jv4wHxJgEy8nCVFI6WusGYBaG0IarYxDP0qGMnReprHMb
3OSmG0 
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I have been thinking about moving abroad. Living from tango is not 

impossible but it is difficult. Travelling made me realise that there are 

other ways, that one can have better chances and a more stable 

income abroad. I am thinking about moving to Madrid where I have 

contacts that can help me settle down there. I’d like to move to 

Australia too, but it’s difficult to get a work visa.  

(Interview B3, translated) 

 

 The precarity of tango careers push professionals to have highly mobile 

lifestyles. Travelling to teach and perform abroad generates a solid income that 

grants them to earn enough to make ends meet, and in some cases to generate 

savings to buy a house. Nevertheless, migrating to richer countries, where tango 

classes are paid better, becomes an attractive option for many teachers. An option 

that has its own risks of failure, but promises a better quality of life. The next chapter 

will focus on tango professionals’ mobility and its transnational dynamics in the 

context of global flows. The following section examines the reasons’ why dancers 

choose tango as a career despite all the difficulties exposed so far in this chapter. 

 

 

 

4.9 “I love my job”: finding motivation 
 

Notwithstanding the hard work, the lack of fixed salary and the uncertainties of a 

tango career, many Argentinean young dancers wish to become professionals. To 

understand why it is necessary to understand what they gain from it and to put it in 

perspective by considering their socio-economic context. Argentina has a highly 

unstable economy, in 2017 only, inflation reached thirty percent. With prices rising 

constantly, many Argentineans are forced to work two or three jobs to make ends 

meet. For many youngsters, tango represents the chance to escape a daunting 

economic situation and to access more stable foreign currencies by working abroad. 

In addition, the experience of living a professional tango career builds a strong sense 

of self as separate from the rest of society, and forges an attitude of “disfrutar de la 
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vida” (literally: enjoying life). Daniela Kizyma explains how it feels to be a professional 

dancer 

 

I feel like… I don’t know, special. Different from the rest. I like having 

weird working hours, travelling, learning about other cultures… and 

you work doing what you love. Not everyone can say that. Having 

irregular working hours allows me to enjoy life at its best, I can spend 

a morning at the seaside, while everybody else is stuck in the office, 

and go back to work at night. As a dancer, you have a vision of life 

oriented to enjoyment, rather than sacrifice. This job allows you to 

enjoy plenty of things because you have more free time. I also like the 

unpredictability of it. Sometimes friends ask me if I can babysit for 

them at the weekend, and I tell them I don’t know. Because I really 

don’t. I might have to work double time or be out of the city. Anything 

can happen and it’s exciting.  

(Interview B4, translated) 

 

Dancing professionally is lived as the alluring combination of doing what you love and 

travel while doing it. Travelling in particular is what all professionals, especially 

younger ones without family commitments, mention as the main advantage of their 

job. Many professional tango dancers see tango as a medium to realize the otherwise 

impossible dream of travelling abroad and meet people from different cultures. 

Professionals feel in a privileged position compared to their compatriots as their 

lifestyle affords them opportunities that are beyond reach of those having a regular 

job. German Filipeli has started dancing tango when he was a teenager. He started 

his career working in tango shows, with theatre companies and casas de tango, and 

he is now working within the transnational circuit of festivals and tango classes. 

Talking about what he loves of his job, German told me about the advantages of the 

mobile lifestyle that comes with dancing professionally 

 

Obviously, I like to travel, meet new people, different cultures and 

teach them my own culture. Even though you travel to work, you have 
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enough free time to visit the places you go to, and with a regular job 

you could never afford to visit so many countries. Travelling opens 

your mind, it opens your eyes to other ways of living, that it is possible 

to have a better quality of life abroad. Here [in Argentina] one is 

always living in fear that the economy will collapse and you’ll end up 

without work… but one doesn’t have to live with that fear. Lately I 

have been considering to move to another country where you can 

have a better quality of life. Travelling helped me understand how I 

want to live.  

(Interview B3, translated) 

 

Selva Mastroti and Marcelo Ramer are a couple of professionals that managed to 

move away from Argentina, first going to Spain, then to Germany and have now 

settled in Italy. They graduated from school just after the Argentinean economic crisis 

of 2001. They remember those days as difficult, and tango offered them the chance 

to build a more promising future abroad as Marcelo explains:  

 

In 2001 banks exploded, a lot of people lost every Pesos they had 

saved. When you have such a strong economic crisis, people become 

aggressive and individualistic, and we didn’t like that way of living. 

There wasn’t a moment in which we thought “let’s move to Europe for 

good”, it happened gradually. We arrived with nothing in Barcelona in 

2004. We planned to work in Selva’s mother’s bar, but we also wanted 

to keep working with tango. We saw street performers on the Ramblas 

and we thought we could dance there. That’s how we started to work 

in Europe. Then came the classes and the festivals. We travelled 

between Argentina and Europe a few times before settling down. 

Most of all, what convinced us to stay in Europe was the chance to 

travel for work. We can always go back to Argentina as our families 

are there, but we realised that moving to Barcelona would make it 

easier to travel to festivals. Our dream of travelling around the world 
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would come true. When we were young, we only wanted to dance and 

travel, dance and travel… and tango was the medium to do that.  

(Interview B6, translated) 

 

Marcelo and Selva’s experience resonate with the dynamics described by 

Eleni Bizas in the reasons behind the transnational mobility of Senegalese Sabar 

dancers (2014). To them, dance can offer an escape from poverty and an easier 

access to migration and working visas (2014, 79). In analysing transnational mobility 

and dynamics of global flows and scapes (Appadurai 1996) researchers must not 

forget to look at the personal experiences of those living such mobility and at the role 

imagination and personal agency play in determining where people go and why.  

Furthermore, the personal perspectives illustrated in this chapter also serves 

to criticise the framing of labour precarity in negative terms only. Standing identifies 

the precariat as being in a status that offers no sense of career, no sense of secure 

occupational identity and few, if any, entitlements to the state and enterprise 

benefits of the proletariat (2011, 24). He states that ‘the precariat experiences the 

four As – anger, anomie, anxiety and alienation’ (ibid., 19). Clara Han though suggests 

paying attention to each case in order to move away from a general negative notion 

of precarity and discover how vulnerability and politics are interwoven in concrete 

lives (2018, 340). My examination of tango labour has revealed that, while lacking 

benefits and welfare protection, tango professionals find great personal satisfaction 

and a strong sense of identity in what they do. I could not hear anger, anomie or 

alienation in their sentiments, and only a light anxiety about the future was aired by 

some.  

 

 

 

4.10 Conclusion 
 

Following the ultimate step of a serious leisure career, this chapter explored what is 

entailed in moving on to a professional tango career in which the skills of flexibility 

and perpetual readiness learnt on the dance floor become essential. I have started 
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framing the teaching of tango as a DIY career, involving a highly mobile lifestyle, 

insecurity and a blurring of the division between work and leisure time. In building a 

tango career, creativity and an orientation of managing opportunities within 

constraints have emerged as the drivers of tango professionalization. To do so, one 

has to learn what is expected as part of the job. In the process of career-building, 

aspiring professionals learn how to use their knowledge, their contacts and their 

experience to develop an understanding of what is expected. Career and life choices 

bring about unpredictable and irreversible outcomes, just like choreographic choices 

during a dance. As a consequence, professional dancers improvise their reactions to 

keep moving their careers forward, or backward.  

Dance as labour has received little attention in the literature, this chapter 

hopes to contribute to labour studies by introducing a four-dimensional model to 

analyse creative careers. This model considers the following labour dimensions: 

physical, emotional, aesthetic and organisational. The elaboration of this model 

draws on my ethnographic data which have brought to the fore various aspects of 

working in the global tango field as well as the personal experiences of professional 

dancers. The model also highlights the interconnection of several improvisational 

dimensions of the job, namely the bodily, the economic and the social.  

From my analysis, issues of legitimacy in a self-graduating career and of the 

precarity of tango labour have come to the fore as characteristics of this job in 

connection with career building and life course. While strategies are in place to gain 

legitimacy as teacher in the tango world, professionals have little contractual 

protection in case of illness or pregnancy. As a result, economic risks often fall on 

tango professionals. The anxiety of economic instability couples with that of ageing 

in a profession that relies on bodily fitness. The professional career of tango dancers 

has unique characteristics that make it necessary for them to build a support network 

with colleagues. 

Throughout the chapter, travelling has emerged as an essential aspect of the 

tango profession. Tango careerists’ styles of mobility within global dynamics will be 

the focus of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: The transnational movement of tango 

 

 

 

Tirao por la vida de errante Bohemio 

estoy, Buenos Aires, anclao en Paris69 

 Enrique Cadicamo 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

I’m happy that our culture is spreading around the world and, because 

of that, we get the chance to work abroad. Obviously, I’d love to get 

more attention [job opportunities] at home, right? But I’m delighted 

to hear that people are embracing each other in India, in Australia, in 

totally different cultures like Japan and China. Even in Muslim 

countries, like Azerbaijan, Egypt, Turkey. It’s crazy! But that’s the thing 

about tango, it unites people, and if we can help with that, it would be 

lovely. It makes travelling even more worth it. 

(Germán Ballejo, interview B2, translated) 

 

The analysis of tango labour in Chapter 4 has revealed that many tango teachers live 

highly mobile lives as travelling is a major feature of their job. While the previous 

chapter focused on travelling as experienced by professionals, this chapter 

                                                      
69 First two lines of tango lyrics to Anclao en Paris (1937): ‘Pulled by the life of a 
nomadic Bohemian / I am, Buenos Aires, anchored in Paris’ (translation by Alberto 
Paz). Available at https://letrasdetango.wordpress.com/2011/10/15/anclao-in-
paris/ 
 

https://letrasdetango.wordpress.com/2011/10/15/anclao-in-paris/
https://letrasdetango.wordpress.com/2011/10/15/anclao-in-paris/
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concentrates on the geographical dimension of improvised careers to reveal the 

transnational scale of tango professionals’ movements. Germán Ballejo’s testimony 

above reveals the scale of the transnationalisation of tango dancing. Tango reached 

Western and richer countries decades ago, but it is now also spreading to developing 

countries in Asia and Africa. Germán paints a romantic idea of tango as bringing 

people together all over the world, regardless of language, background and religious 

differences. But he also notices that, thanks to the transnational movement of tango, 

professionals like himself get more job opportunities abroad than in Argentina.  

My first aim is to identify tango professionals’ kinds of transnational 

movements, enriching the literature on mobility and migration with case studies from 

the tango-field. As Mieke Schrooten and her colleagues argue, scholars often 

‘approach migrants as moving from one state of fixity (in the place of origin) to 

another (in the place of destination)’ (2016, 1199). Such ideas of migration are not 

congruent with the mobility style of tango professionals. In fact, tango teachers’ 

hyper-mobile lifestyles also do not entirely conform with current definitions of 

nomads (Engebrigtsen 2017), nor pilgrims (Feldman 2017), tourists (Graburn 2017) 

or life-style migrants (Thorpe 2012, Cohen et al. 2013). Viladrich describes the tango 

immigrants as those Argentine professionals that move to the USA with the intention 

to settle there and create a livelihood from tango (2013, 75). By contrast, Catherine 

Gomes elaborates the conceptual lens of ‘transience’ to identify transnational 

movement beyond temporary or permanent migration, in which migration emerges 

in un-predictable patterns and its experience is highly nuanced (2019). The tango 

professionals with whom I carried out my research maintain highly mobile lifestyles 

throughout their career. While some have settled in European countries, this has not 

stopped their continuous travelling, it rather changed their routes. It is to note that 

most of the participants I have had access to, work mostly in Europe. Nevertheless, 

similar patterns and rhythms of mobility apply to Argentine professionals travelling 

and working in other continents even if not represented in this chapter.  

This chapter will also highlight how professionals’ mobility is related to the 

festivalisation of Argentine tango and made possible by the interplay of teachers’ 

ethnic and social capital (Bourdieu 1986, 248-9). Glover and Hemingway define social 

capital as the network of social ties that an individual may have, ‘[s]uch ties establish 
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reasonably clear boundaries through mutual recognition and obligation’ (2005, 389). 

For tango dancers being Argentinean is ethnic capital and constitutes an advantage 

on the global tango scene. Menet’s informants agree on the importance of a ‘salsa 

market’ for the establishment of their careers as salsa teachers (2020, 47). In the 

constitution of such a market, individual contacts are essential to the formation of 

new routes and the spread of salsa festivals proceeds hands in hands with the 

professionalisation of salsa dancing, with the emergence of a new type of career 

depending on travelling and teaching workshops at such festivals (2020, 50). Viladrich 

notes how Argentine tango professionals strive to maintain dominance in the tango-

field by relying on their ethnic capital. Argentines have two strategies: on the one 

hand they rely on a social network of co-nationals to seek business opportunities 

abroad, and they self-promote ‘as the genuine interpreters of the “tango passion” on 

the other’ (2013, 75). The authenticity discourse around their specialised knowledge 

and emotional ability to express the real tango (Viladrich 2013, 78) is activated to 

gain an economic advantage over non-Argentinean tango professionals on the global 

market of tango classes.  

 

 

 

5.1 Mobility styles of tango professionals 

 

As revealed in the previous chapter, travelling plays an important role in building a 

successful career in tango. Many young dancers are attracted by the prospect of 

being able to travel abroad and discover the world while being paid, even though it 

requires a significant amount of physical and emotional labour. Ultimately, travelling 

brings important advantages to tango professionals, increasing their status in the 

transnational tango scene on the one hand, and bringing them economic gain on the 

other. But not all kinds of professionals’ mobility follow the same routes. 

 Where a tango professional has their stable home, in Argentina or elsewhere, 

determines their mobility trajectory. Typically, the mobility of teachers who keep 

their home in Argentina is circular. Once, twice, or even three times a year they leave 

Buenos Aires to travel to several destinations over the course of a few months and  
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Figure 5.1 Diego Converti and Graciela Gamba, European tour 2018-2019 (available on their Facebook page 

https://www.facebook.com/dieygratango/) 

 
Figure 5.2 Diego Converti and Graciela Gamba tour 2018-19 on a map (Federica Banfi, 2019) 
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then return home. Pictures 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4 show examples of similar (fuzzy) 

circular mobility. Figure 5.1 omits the points of departure and arrival, Buenos Aires, 

of the couple while listing with precision a succession of dates and cities which Diego 

Converti and Graciela Gamba will visit to teach and perform. Figure 5.2 shows the 

tour on a map. 

 

 
Figure 5.3 Carla Rossi and Jose Luis Salvo world tour 2019 (available on their Facebook page 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/JOSELUISSALVOCARLAROSSI/) 

 

 
Figure 5.4 Carla Rossi and Jose Luis Salvo tour 2019 on a map (Federica Banfi, 2019). 
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Figure 5.3 and 5.4 show an even more extensive tour by Carla Rossi and Jose 

Luis Salvo, following their recent success, having gained the first place at the World 

Championship in August 2018. Their mobility extends well beyond Argentina and 

Europe, reaching Russia and Asia. From both schedules, it is evident that the pace of 

a tango tour is high, as professionals move on to the next city every few days. When 

they finally return home, to Argentina, rather than resting they keep working there. 

 Some Argentine professionals, instead, decide to move to Europe and keep 

travelling during weekends to work at festivals to avoid being away from home for 

months at a time, and to reduce flights’ distance and costs. Their mobility has a star-

shaped trajectory: a fixed point in the middle from which several lines of different 

lengths extend in all directions. Figure 5.5 shows Marcelo Ramer and Selva Mastroti’s 

travels in 2017, moving to and from their home in Turin, where they currently live. 

Each line transports them to a festival, in Europe and beyond, for a few days.  

 

 
Figure 5.5 Map showing Marcelo Ramer and Selva Mastroti's star-shaped travels in 2017 (Federica Banfi, 2018) 

 

 As these examples show, tango professionals’ lifestyle is one of ongoing 

mobility between distant places. Transnational movement is fundamental to sustain 

their livelihood from tango as working at special events, such as festivals, is more 

profitable than teaching regular classes and also raises their status as teachers with 

international attraction.  

The Argentine tango teachers in my research increasingly choose to move to 

Europe, the USA or Asia. Such a move presented all the difficulties of uprooting from, 
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and re-rooting in, a new country. Nevertheless, professionals who make this difficult 

decision are rewarded by less time spent travelling and more economic stability. At 

the same time, being home most of the year warrants them to create a substantial 

following of regular students, or even opening their own tango school, which helps 

them to secure a steady income. For them, travelling becomes more of a personal 

choice rather than a necessity. The two kinds of mobility styles presented here 

contribute to the creation of geographical choreographies resulting from the 

travelling choices of professional dancers. 

 

 

 

5.3 Argentina is my home 

 

For many professionals, travelling is key to their success and part of their 

professionalization process. Professionals who choose to live in Argentina often need 

to organise longer tours, lasting two or three months. Over such periods of time they 

will move between multiple locations every few days in order to make the tour 

economically worthy. Successful professionals are able to organise several of these 

round trips in the course of a year. The downside of travelling so often and for so 

long, in addition to those outlined in chapter four—such as homesickness and intense 

physical and emotional labour—is the risk of losing students at home.  

While on fieldwork I attended Diego Converti and Graciela Gamba’s classes in 

Buenos Aires and noticed how they struggled to rebuild a group of loyal local students 

after a long period away. I attended several of their classes. One of these had only six 

students, and half of them were foreigners visiting Buenos Aires for a short period of 

time. These foreigners knew Graciela and Diego from their trips in Europe and went 

looking for them when visiting Argentina. With tourists’ presence fluctuating during 

the year and many are only staying for a few days, it is necessary to have a substantial 

group of local students to maintain a steady income. Teachers’ travels disrupt the 

efforts of creating a loyal following as locals prefer teachers who do not travel often 

in order to maintain continuity in their tango learning process. Having a small number 
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of local students, professionals are pushed to travel more often to sustain their 

livelihood. The vicious circle, once created, is hard to break. 

 Despite these drawbacks, many Argentinean professionals decide to remain 

in Argentina, motivated by a desire and a need to stay close to family and friends. 

Some of my informants have also mentioned the love for their country. German 

Ballejo’s words highlights the difficulties of leaving home for months at a time 

 

We miss friends, milongas, our language, home and the smells. El 

asado. We miss what we are. We miss taking classes too… and 

practicing with people with good level of dancing. Outside of 

Argentina it’s difficult to find people with a high level of tango, so one 

misses that too.  

(Interview B2, translated) 

 

To keep living in Buenos Aires means these professionals can fully live the 

milonga lifestyle, being able to dance every day and every night, meeting other highly 

skilled dancers on a regular basis and dance with them, and being able to take classes 

with senior professionals. Basically, it allows them to live both the professional and 

the recreational sides of tango and to keep cultivating their dancing skills. All these 

activities translate into the increasing of their cultural and social capital in the tango-

field.  

 

 

 

5.4 Moving to Europe 

 

During my fieldwork, I interviewed several Argentine teachers who decided to 

relocate to Europe. Their narratives show how the professional and the personal 

dimensions are interwoven. In this section and the next, I present two case studies 

that show how social capital contributes to start working in Europe, and how the 

decision to move permanently is driven by a combination of professional 

opportunities and personal choices.  
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Enrique Ringa is from Mar del Plata, Argentina. His career as an Argentinean 

tango professional was pushed by his first travels to Europe. He was already teaching 

tango and performing both in his hometown and in Buenos Aires when he was 

offered the chance to work abroad. When I interviewed him, we were at Cork Tango 

Festival in April 2018. He had been living in Ireland for over a decade and tango has 

been his only source of income. When I asked him why he decided to move to Europe, 

he said, 

 

When I was dancing with Juana Sepulveda, whom I knew from the 

classes and practice in Mar del Plata, we got a contract to join a show 

touring theatres in Europe for four months. We started rehearsing in 

2005 and in 2006 we went on tour across Spain, Portugal and France. 

Everyday a new city and a show. It was very demanding, but I loved it. 

Before we left for Europe, I had a group of Irish dancers coming to my 

classes in Mar del Plata and Buenos Aires and they had asked me to 

visit them in Galway and teach there for a couple of months after the 

tour. During the tour, we met Chicho Frumboli, he liked how Juana 

dances and asked her to be his dance partner. He was already very 

famous in Europe so I told her she had to give it a go, do what’s best 

for her. That is why when the tour ended we separated as she started 

working with Chicho, while I went to Galway on my own. I remember 

in those days Ireland was doing very well economically, and I made a 

lot of money. It was not unusual for students coming to a class that 

costed €15, giving me €50 and not wanting their change back. 

Unbelievable. Group classes were always full and I was continuously 

asked to give private lessons on top of that. I also met Marion during 

these classes, a French woman living there. We started dating. When 

I went back home I kept thinking of Ireland and thought “I have to go 

back”, both for Marion and because it was a good place to teach 

regularly and from which to travel to festivals. So the next year I went 

back, I got married, divorced, but I’m still here. 

(Interview B7, translated). 
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Enrique’s narrative shows how the expected is a dynamic concept. Changing 

locality means also facing the unexpected, like students overpaying classes, and gain 

experience of the social, economic and cultural environment. The social dimension 

of his improvised career emerges in the above quote. As Enrique made useful 

connections with other dancers and students, his travelling opportunities and life 

choices increased. He was able to build his career by taking up different kinds of job 

offers, from teaching classes to dancing in shows, which brought him in unexpected 

places, the European tour and finally in Ireland. His geographical choreography 

emerging from subsequent movement choices. The first trip to Ireland showed him 

the advantages of living in Europe: a higher pay and the easiness of travelling to 

festivals. His tango career path merged with his personal life course as he decided to 

combine job opportunities with building a more enduring love relationship with his 

partner. Eventually this led him to his permanent relocation to Ireland.  

 

 

 

5.5 Marcelo and Selva’s case study 

 

After having arrived in Europe in their early twenties, Selva Mastroti and Marcelo 

Ramer have forged a name for themselves through hard work and their enduring 

passion for tango. I met them for the first time in Belfast, when they joined the Belfast 

Titango festival in 2012 as guest teachers. At the time, they were living in Germany, 

teaching regular classes during the week and, on weekends, travelling around Europe 

to teach and perform at festivals. Nowadays they live in Turin, Italy, where they have 

opened their own tango school. Yet they still travel as often as twice a month to 

festivals, as a consequence of their popularity and success in this part of the world. I 

met them again at the Oxford Tango Festival in April 2018, where they came to teach 

and perform as they usually do in festivals. Selva was eight-months pregnant with 

their first child, but she continued to work (Figure 5.6).  

During our interview, I asked them how they got to Europe and why they 

decided to move here. Marcelo told me about the crisis of 2001 in Argentina. 



 182 

‘Banks exploded, a lot of people lost every Pesos they had saved’ he says.  

Morgan Luker describes how the crisis ‘caused tremendous hardship in 

Argentina, the severity of which is difficult to overstate’ (2016, 25), leaving nearly 50 

percent of households in poverty. Carolyn Merritt reports how the protests in the 

streets grew so violent that martial law was declared (2012, 67). For younger 

generations ending school around that time, like them, there were little job prospects 

and an uncertain future. Selva told me that, because of the crisis, her mother decided 

to move to Spain where she had a cousin and started a small business. In 2003, they 

both were able to join her. Their plan was to work in Selva’s mother’s bar in Barcelona 

and explore their possibilities of working with tango there. The crisis they were 

escaping pushed them to rethink their subjectivity in a way that could match their 

tango careers with their hopes for the future. Tsioulakis labels this particular new 

subjectivity as a crisis-subjectivity (2020, 120). 

 

 
Figure 5.6 Selva Mastroti and Marcelo Ramer performing at Oxford tango festival (Federica Banfi, 2018) 

 

While most of research participants mentioned better life quality as a reason 

to permanently move to another country, Marcelo and Selva are the only ones 
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explicitly mentioning the Argentine crisis as the main reason to uproot from their 

country70.  

‘We arrived with nothing’ Marcelo explained, ‘we planned to work in the bar, 

but we also wanted to keep working with tango. We saw street performers on the 

Ramblas and we thought we could dance there. There was no chance for us to join a 

tango show, like we were doing back home, because there aren’t any in Spain. So we 

had to be creative.’  

Their choice to move to Barcelona presented to them an unexpected 

outcome, they had to re-shape their skills in order to build a tango career in Europe. 

Up to this point they had mainly worked in shows performing choreographed tangos. 

In Europe, they found they needed a different skillset, more focused on improvised 

social tango, to start teaching. Marcelo and Selva lived in Barcelona until 2004, 

travelling back and forth to Buenos Aires to learn more about social tango dancing. 

They explained that they did not have a plan to move permanently to Europe at the 

time, but the economic instability of Argentina, combined with the work 

opportunities in Europe pushed their decision.  

 

When you have such a strong economic crisis, people become 

aggressive and individualistic, and we didn’t like that way of living. 

There wasn’t a moment in which we thought “let’s move to Europe”, 

it happened gradually. Most of all, what convinced us to stay in Europe 

was the chance to travel [for work]. We can always go back to 

Argentina as our families are there, but we realised that moving to 

Barcelona would make it easier to travel. Our dream of travelling 

around the world would come true. When we were young we only 

wanted to dance and travel, dance and travel… and tango was the 

medium to do that.  

(Marcelo, interview B6, translated) 

                                                      
70 For other examples of migration as a consequence of economic crisis, see 
Chatzipanagiotidou (2018) on Greek youth migration to Cyprus, Crush and Tevera 
(2010) on Zimbabwean migration as survival strategy to economic crisis, and 
Martínez-Buján (2019) on Bolivian return migration due to Spanish economic crisis.  
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Then Marcelo looked at Selva’s round belly and added ‘Of course, now we 

have other priorities and we want to travel less’. Their life history and geographical 

choreography are shaped by the movements and career choices they made over the 

years. 

Marcelo and Selva ended up living in Barcelona, teaching regularly and 

starting to work at festivals around Europe. They then moved to Germany in 2012, 

where they were asked to teach weekly classes in a tango school. At the same time, 

they kept travelling to teach at festivals on weekends. As they travelled, their name 

started to become renowned in the European tango scene bringing them more job 

offers. Finally, in 2014 they moved again to Italy where they started working in a big 

tango school from Mondays to Thursdays, keeping their weekend travelling schedule. 

Finally, they decided to open their own school in Turin in 2017, in which they could 

develop their career even more as teachers and as entrepreneurs. 

 Enrique’s case study shows how the prospect of economic gain was 

interwoven with the prospect of a romantic relationship. While his connections 

helped him entering the tango scene in Ireland as teacher, his decision to move 

permanently was heavily determined by his love life. For Marcelo and Selva social ties 

with kin were also important in helping them relocate to Barcelona. They took a risk 

leaving Argentina, where they had a job in a tango show, for Barcelona, where they 

arrived with little more than their dreams of building a career in tango. From there, 

they built their tango social network from scratch. When career opportunities started 

to materialise, remaining in Europe presented obvious advantages and brought them 

a better quality of life compared to Argentina.  

 

 

 

5.6 Festivalisation of tango 

 

The choice for a particular mobility trajectory may be largely driven by personal 

choices and job opportunities. These opportunities, both within and outside 

Argentina, are often created by the festivalisation of tango at a global scale. Andy 
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Bennett and colleagues explore the notion of the festivalisation of culture as a 

response to modernity 

 

In a world where notions of culture are becoming increasingly 

fragmented, the contemporary festival has developed in response to 

processes of cultural pluralization, mobility and globalization, while 

also communicating something meaningful about identity, 

community, locality and belonging (2014, 1). 

 

The authors identify the multiple benefits of festivals, such as giving the 

chance to participants to get access to cultural capital, to perform identity, to 

negotiate meaning and belonging, to build shared cultural values, and finally to help 

with community formation (2014, 2-4). For Menet, the inclusionary aspect of salsa 

festivals, having dancers of multiple nationalities in the same place, is their main 

selling point (2020, 64). An analysis of tango professionals’ mobility in terms of routes 

and routines (Román-Velazquez 2002), is useful, as it emphasises the fact that festival 

locations are interconnected. Román-Velazquez noted that, 

 

as people develop spatial patterns across places these routes are 

converted into routines, which at the same time contribute to the 

development of different networks of salsa clubs (2002, 261). 

 

The result is more than a sum of nodes linked together. These connections create 

routes along which professional and amateur tango dancers move and develop their 

social capital. The routes taken by travelling professionals weave various festival 

locations into a larger network that creates dynamic transnational tango 

communities of practice. Repetitive movements along the same routes create 

routines that constitute the transnational tango-field.  

Tango festivals are organised all over the world for various reasons. Firstly, 

they may bring economic gain to the organisers as these events have the potential to 

attract tango dancers from neighbouring and foreign tango communities. Secondly, 

festivals increase the status of the organiser and of the local community by inviting 
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internationally famous teachers. Thirdly, organising a festival is a way to reward and 

motivate local students by giving them the chance to both take classes with leading 

tango figures and dance with visiting dancers. Effectively, festivals are ‘rites of 

conspicuous display’ (Falassi 1987, 4) in which important symbolic elements of the 

community are to be seen, touched, and adored. The prestige of a tango community 

and of a tango organiser are displayed on the tango-field during the event of a 

festival. Being able to book prestigious venues, invite famous professional tango 

couples and attracting a large number of participants are all elements that celebrate 

and measure organisers’ status in the tango-field. At the same time, tango festivals 

are also ‘rites of conspicuous consumption’ (ibid.) representing abundance. While 

Falassi refers to food in his study of religious festivals, during tango festivals there is 

an extraordinary abundance of workshops and milongas of which festival goers can 

take advantage. 

Tango festivals are busy events, they may vary in duration and size but always 

include classes, performances and milongas. Smaller festivals usually take place 

during a weekend, feature only one or two couples of teachers, and are likely to 

mainly attract dancers from the same country and just a handful from neighbouring 

ones. For instance, the one I participated in Cork in April 2018, featured two teaching 

couples, and attracted no more than one hundred people, mainly from Ireland and a 

few from England and Northern Ireland (see Appendix III for Cork Festivalito 2018 

Programme). Instead, big festivals can last up to a week and attract thousands of 

participants from many countries. Festival programmes offer the chance to take 

thematic workshops with famous Argentinean teachers during the day, and dance in 

the afternoon and evening milongas. Evening milongas also offer performances by 

the teachers and, sometimes, live music. 

In the transnational tango-field, festivals play a fundamental role in subtly 

sustaining and spreading claims to authenticity and authority by Argentine 

professionals over tango. In fact, most international festivals feature nearly 

exclusively Argentine teachers. Figure 5.7 shows the advertising for the Ensueños 

international tango festival, held in Athens in March 2018. The festival features six 

professional couples, half of them are local teachers of mixed nationality, namely 

Greek and Argentinean. The other half are Argentinean and Argentina-based 
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teachers on tour. The difference in their status is evident in the size of their portraits: 

the visiting teachers are given a more prominent space, in this case at the bottom of 

the poster. 

 

 
Figure 5.7 Ensueños international tango festival poster (available at 
https://www.facebook.com/pg/EnsuenosTangoFestival/posts/?ref=page_internal) 

 

This is a clear example of how tango ethnic capital advantages Argentinean 

professionals over tango professionals of other nationalities.  

Tango as a cultural product is commodified through classes, as Pietrobruno 

affirms for salsa dancing (2006, 7), which are then sold globally. At the same time, 

there is something about tango that apparently escapes commodification, something 

that—as the discourse goes—only Argentineans have. What is “it”? Often confused 

for genetic propensity or as something inherent to the Argentinean body by both 

Argentinean and non-Argentinean tango students, “it” is identified by Jonathan 

Skinner as embodied history and heritage, acquired through spending several 

formative years learning tango in the Argentinean home-place (2018: 84). “It” is a 

sort of argentinidad, a special sentiment or a special ability to really understand and 
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interpret tango that only Argentineans possess. This argentinidad then becomes part 

of teachers’ ethnic capital and is used to construct a discourse of Otherness, of 

essentialist ability and exoticism, which can be marketed globally as authenticity in 

the ‘political economy of passion’ (Savigliano 1995). Milongas, classes and festivals 

are the places where this discourse finds fertile territory to spread and where 

authenticity is constructed. One festival in particular builds around this discourse to 

promote authenticity and Argentinean authority on tango: the Mundial. 

 

 

 

5.7 The start of the “Mundial”: a day in the field 

 

The Buenos Aires Tango Festival and Mundial (world championship) takes place every 

year in August in various locations across Buenos Aires since 2003 and is organised 

by the city’s local government. All the dance-related events take place at the Usina 

del Arte, located in the destitute neighbourhood of La Boca. This is an early 20th 

century power station which has been renovated and repurposed to host cultural 

events. Between the 10th and the 20th of August 2017, it is the home of the Tango 

festival and world championship.  

On Saturday 12th of August, my husband and I take the bus to reach the venue. 

It is over an hour-long ride and slowly the bus empties. One of two guys sitting in 

front of us asks the driver where they should get off for Usina, they too are going to 

the Festival. We start chatting and they explain that they are from Rosario, a city 

three hundred kilometres away from Buenos Aires, and come every couple of weeks 

to spend the weekend in Buenos Aires just to dance. They are heading for the Festival 

to check out the afternoon milonga there before going to other dancing venues for 

the night. The neighbourhood of La Boca has a bad reputation regarding safety, so 

they offer to walk with us towards our destination since they know the best route. 

We arrive at the Usina and there is a great buzz. Many people have come to take 

advantage of the free events programmed for the day, even though the dance 

competition has not yet started.  
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Upon arrival we explore the venue. The “Radio 2x4” is casting from the 

outside patio of the Usina following each event closely and transmitting all the 

concerts live. Inside, the building is spacious and extends on three levels. On the 

ground floor, right at the entrance, there is a reception, and people are already 

queueing to collect free tickets for the events of the day and the booklet with the full 

Festival program. It is quite unfortunate that you need to wait on the outside of the 

building for up to thirty minutes in the cold. At least it is a sunny day.  

On the ground floor, we visit an exhibition dedicated to tango singer and 

movie star Alberto Castillo. Photographs alternates with projections of his movies, 

and old posters and newspaper clippings are displayed in cabinets (figure 5.8). 

Castillo became famous after the death of Gardel, a different era for tango. While 

Gardel came from poor and humble origins, Castillo was a gynecologist. He first 

started playing tango with a friend, a dentist, who also became a big exponent of 

tango. Castillo is described as a ‘down to earth’ man, connected with the people. His 

attention to dancers and their needs on the dance floor make Castillo’s tangos 

popular and timeless. 

 

 
Figure 5.8 Paper clippings displayed at the exhibition on Alberto Castillo's life, Usina del Arte (Federica Banfi, 2017). 
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At the end of the exhibition we find a Selfie-spot with the festival logo, an 

indication of the general awareness that the tango-field extends beyond physical 

spaces into the global internet network. It appears that no one is using it though, 

possibly because of its hidden position behind the staircase. Instead, everyone is 

taking selfies and photos just outside the entrance where the beauty of the building 

is visible. The main staircase leads to a landing where promos of the festival are 

projected onto a big screen, and then it continues up to the first floor. There we can 

find an area with a few stalls where famous tango brands showcase and sell their 

products: shoes, dance clothes, make-up and records. At its side is the entrance to 

the main theatre, the Auditorium, where the bigger concerts and the tango 

tournaments will take place.  

Finally, on the second floor there is a big open room set to host a milonga, a 

large rectangular temporary wooden floor has been laid for the occasion, with white 

round tables and chairs around it and the bar is right at the bottom of the space 

(Figure 5.9). On this floor, there is a stall in a corner selling merchandise of the 

festival: pens and pencils for 20 Pesos (ca £1 at current exchange rate), mugs and 

hoodies (considerably more expensive). Opposite, we find a smaller theater, the ‘Sala 

de Cámara’, where other concerts and activities are held.  

 

 
Figure 5.9 Afternoon milonga at the Usina del Arte (Federica Banfi, 2017)). 
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 After a close look at the programme, we decide to take advantage of two free 

concerts and come back on the next Monday to see the dance competition. 

 

 

 

5.8 “El Mundial”: the dance competition 
 
On Monday 14th of August 2017 the dance competition starts at the Usina del Arte 

and I can see the contestants walking up and down the venue, waiting for their turn 

to dance. With perfect hairdos and make-up, they carry around bags heavy with their 

performance clothes. This is the day of the preliminaries for the tango de pista 

qualification. The dance competition has two strands: tango de pista and tango show. 

The competition is composed of three sessions—preliminaries, semi-finals and 

finals—for each strand, distributed over the course of nine days. For the tango show 

competition, each couple have the stage to themselves for three minutes to present 

a choreography on a tango tune of their choice (figure 5.10).  

 

 
Figure 5.10 Couple competing in the “tango show” strand of the Mundial (Federica Banfi, 2017) 
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The tango de pista competition instead mimics the milonga: eleven couples share the 

stage at the same time, improvising, respecting the anticlockwise circulation and the 

common rules for social dancing (figure 5.11). The competition rules forbid flashy 

movements that occupy space outside the embrace which must not be broken at any 

time.  

 

 
Figure 5.11 Couples competing in the “tango de pista” tournament of the Mundial (Federica Banfi, 2017). 

 

The position of the judges also changes for the two competition strands: they sit 

along the dance floor for the tango de pista competition, and at the back of the public 

facing the stage for the tango show one. Talking about music-making, musicologist 

Thomas Turino distinguishes between presentational and participatory 

performances. Participatory performance is characterised by the absence of artist-

audience division, instead everyone is a (potential) participant performing different 

roles (2008: 26). In contrast, in a presentational performance the distinction between 

audience and artists is clear cut, the artists perform to entertain the audience who 

does not participate in music-making or dancing (ibid.). At the Mundial, even though 

the tango de pista strand seeks to mimic a milonga situation, it fails to be a real 

participatory performance. In fact, both strands of the competition are 

presentational performances that take place for both the public and the judges.  
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On each day of the competition, the auditorium fills with people coming and 

going, checking out their friends and relatives on stage, having a look for a few rounds 

and leaving. Not many sit through a whole session, which lasts six hours. For the 

tango de pista strand, each round starts with the presentation of the participants, 

eleven couples are presented by name, city and country of provenance. Each couple 

enters the stage, accompanied by loud dance music, upon hearing their competition 

number which men wear pinned at the back of their jacket. As soon as all the couples 

have taken their position, the presenter announces the three songs they will be 

dancing. Keeping the tunes undisclosed until the last minute is a way to ensure that 

couples improvise their dance during the competition. Six judges observe them, 

sitting behind a long table on stage and taking notes.  

On the third day of the championship, the tango show preliminaries begin. I 

meet up with a friend and tango professional to watch them. As we take place in the 

auditorium, she notices that we are surrounded by many professional dancers, some 

are waiting for their turn to perform, others are their trainers. Having only one couple 

at a time to focus on, I notice how the nerves are affecting some of the performers, 

pearls of sweat running down their faces, legs shaking.  

On the 23rd of August, the final of the tango salon category is held at the Luna 

Park, a concert hall in the city centre. The venue is full of people. I had to queue for 

hours to get the free tickets for the event, but as soon as I walk into the venue, I 

forget my efforts, as the grandiose atmosphere promises a great night of 

entertainment. The show starts sharply on time. Cameras record the event from 

various angles and several mega-screens offer a better view for those sitting at the 

further ends of the theatre. The event is broadcasted locally on television, and is also 

accessible live on the internet for those living abroad. 

The judges are presented one by one, mentioning their long career in tango 

and their successes. They sit at the back of the stage, opposite the public, maintaining 

the same position as in the preliminaries and semi-finals sessions of the competition. 

Without frills the first round of dancers is invited to the stage in the same fashion 

observed during the previous stages of the competition. The music starts, the couples 

embrace and the competition begins (figure 5.12).  
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In 2017, 51 countries are represented in the competition, though most 

competitors in both strands are from Argentina. The competition is open to anyone, 

it is free of charge and no prerequisites are needed to sign up. This is reflected in the 

wide range of participants’ skill level, which is especially varied in the preliminary 

sessions of the competition. This year the winners for the tango de pista strand are 

Argentinean dancers Magdalena Gutierrez and German Ballejo. Their emotion is 

visible in their watery eyes when they are announced in first place. 

 
Figure 5.12 Tango de Pista final of the Mundial (Federica Banfi, 2017). 

 

 

 

5.9 Gambling for status in ‘el Mundial’ 

 

A few days after the end of the Mundial, I meet 2017 champions Magdalena Gutierrez 

and German Ballejo to interview them. We meet in a small but noisy coffee place 

opposite their rehearsal hall in the neighbourhood of Caballito. They tell me they 

have only been dancing together a couple of years. Both of them started dancing 

tango at a very young age, German was only nine years old and Magdalena sixteen. 

They danced with other partners until their paths met. In 2015, someone suggested 

they should to participate in the Mundial, to gain recognition as a couple. They 
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decided they had nothing to lose, if they did not win people will soon forget about it, 

so they signed up for the competition only after six months of partnering. They 

arrived in third place. Magdalena comments on their unexpected success  

 

It’s unbelievable how many messages of congrats we received, and 

people saying they were following us. Especially from Europe. I wasn’t 

expecting that the Mundial had so much following abroad (interview 

B2, translated). 

 

In 2017, they decided to compete again feeling they had a strong chance at 

winning after having had the time to develop their dance together. In addition, they 

had fond memories of the first competition, of the comradery backstage amongst 

contestants, and again they felt they had little to lose. Their intense work repaid them 

as they won the first place of the tango the pista category. The prizes awarded by the 

competition: a sum of money and free flights to Paris. The following and most 

valuable rewards: global publicity and a rainstorm of job offers for the year ahead 

(figure 5.13 shows their 2018 world tour dates).  

 

 
Figure 5.13 2017 tango de pista world champions Magdalena Gutierrez and German Ballejo 2018 world tour 
(available on their Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/MagdalenayGermanTango/) 
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Many of those that participated in the competition, speak fondly of the 

experience and of how much it has enriched them. Having a goal like taking part in 

the competition motivates dancers to carry out intensive rehearsing towards refining 

their dance skills. For advanced dancers and even professionals, it is easy to relax and 

stop developing dancing skills, as an informant commented once: ‘tango dancers are 

lazy. It’s not like with ballet that you need to keep rehearsing regularly. Tango is more 

forgiving’ (fieldnotes, 10/11/2017). The intense work in preparation to the 

competition furthermore allows couples to get to know each other in depth in a 

stressful and challenging situation. Finally, during the competition the comradeship 

behind the stage contributes to couples building social connections with other 

dancers. 

The stakes for contestants are different depending on the stage of their 

career. All the tango professionals with whom I spoke compared the Mundial to a 

global showcase with enormous potential for career development. While amateur 

dancers may decide to compete just for fun or to prove to themselves that they can 

reach a certain stage of the competition, professional dancers starting their career in 

tango have a clear agenda: to get their name out there, being seen, and generate job 

proposals for themselves. Reaching a place amongst the top five finalists means 

taking a shortcut in the development of a tango career. Many of my research 

participants agree that to build your name internationally takes years of constant 

hard work. The Mundial instead offers the chance to reach global notoriety in a short 

time. In other words, social capital is accumulated faster as dancers and organisers 

from all over the world will get to know the winners through the internet. As 

Magdalena Gutierrez explained during the interview, since they only recently started 

dancing together, their aim was to make themselves known to the public as a couple. 

They had nothing to lose in participating to the Mundial: if it went well, they would 

have reached their goal of putting their career on a fast-track; if it did not, nothing 

would have changed for them. Conversely, for accomplished professionals, those 

that have already reached international notoriety, the stakes are higher. In case of 

not winning the competition, they risk losing face and status, while winning would 

only marginally improve their career. As a result, participating in the world 
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championship is a gamble because of the way dancers are judged, as the next section 

will show. 

 

 

 

5.10 Whose authority?  

 

One of my research participants tells me that, years ago, she competed in the tango 

de pista category. She and her dance partner had just started their career, they were 

young and full of hopes. They did very well in the preliminaries and entered the semi-

finals holding the first position. At the end of the semi-finals, though, they found 

themselves falling over forty places and did not qualify for the finals. Nothing had 

happened to change the way they were dancing from one day to next, so how was 

that possible? Every step of the competition is judged by a different set of judges and 

their judgement is based on personal taste.  

All of my tango professional research participants find the Mundial jury 

system flawed as it is at the moment, and hope for it to change. For a start, judges 

are not trained for the job. While the tango show category may be easier to judge as 

you only look at one couple at a time, in the tango de pista competition instead, 

eleven couples are dancing at the same time, each doing different things. So, as a 

judge, how do you compare their skills? And what exactly are you comparing? How 

can you compare a perfectly executed walk with a turn filled with embellishments 

when they are both on the beat of the music but interpreting the melody in different 

ways? As Magdalena Gutierrez puts it: ‘who has the right to judge someone else’s 

art?’ (interview B2, translated). Furthermore, with so many couples dancing at the 

same time, there is the risk of performing a great movement and having it go 

unnoticed, or a judge looking at you exactly when you commit an error. How can you 

be sure that each judge focuses on each couple for an equal amount of time? Over 

the years, it has become apparent to many Argentinean tango dancers, both 

professional and amateur, that the judges’ personal taste is the main criterion 

determining the outcome of the competition, especially for the tango the pista 

strand. Jonathan Marion finds the same issues in ballroom competitions. Even though 
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criteria are better defined, each judge marks giving a subjective priority to each one 

of the fourteen criteria identified (2008, 51). In addition, in tango there is always the 

risk of receiving a biased score due to nepotism. Some rules are in place to avoid it, 

as it is in fact impossible for a judge to mark their pupils. Though as the tango scene 

is self-contained, there is a chance that the judges know and have already seen the 

contestants dancing in milongas and formed an opinion on their dancing. As one of 

my research participants puts it  

 

If you are an established professional dancer, the world championship 

doesn’t add anything to your career. In fact, you are only risking your 

reputation if you don’t win, and that may very well happen if someone 

you had a dispute with is in the jury. 

(Fieldnotes, 19/09/2017) 

 

This flawed judging system has consequences locally and internationally. 

Firstly, the authority of the Mundial on deciding who dances best is contested. On 

the one hand, in Argentina winning the Mundial has little resonance among the public 

as experienced dancers there consider that winning does not mean being the best. 

On the other, outside Argentina the outcome of the championship is taken very 

seriously. As the champions’ world tour demonstrate, their winning of the 

competition has brought them more work abroad than at home.  

Secondly, it has consequences on the style of tango that is danced during the 

competition. Contestants are aware that the main parameter they will be judged on 

is personal taste, therefore dance in a plain style to avoid taking risks. During the 

competition in 2017, the few couples that really stood out for personal style were 

marked very differently by each judge. Some judges scored them very high and some 

others very low, with the result of only managing a less than satisfactory overall mark. 

This caused them to lose ground compared to other dancers who took less risks by 

dancing in a plain style and received a more homogenous score from the judges. The 

consequence of the Mundial’s judging system is that the tango danced in the 

competition tends to promote a unified aesthetic of the dance globally. This is in stark 

contrast with tango competitions of the past, in which dancers strived to present 
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their own unique movements71 and competitors were judged for their creativity. As 

mentioned in chapter 2, in the 1930s and 1940s the good dancers were inventing 

their own steps and, protective of these, they were ready to defend their creations 

at any cost. The way the Mundial works instead is pushing a process of 

homogenization as dancers are less confident to show their unique moves in the 

competition setting. Sitting among the public and watching the performance of these 

finalist couples, I could barely distinguish one from the other as the sublime aesthetic 

quality of their movements and the cleanliness of their technique resulted in a quite 

homogenous show. The Mundial is therefore a major player in the formation and 

reproduction of taste in tango, determining its aesthetic worldwide. 

 Finally, having both professionals and amateurs competing side by side has 

been pointed out as another reason to discredit the championship. With no entry 

level requirements, the skill level of participants is very diverse. That is particularly 

felt as unfair when winners of international preliminaries gain direct access to the 

finals. These preliminaries winners, in fact, may be of a much lower ability than other 

couples competing in the semi-finals. The system overall received many criticisms by 

my professional informants. Even though criticism might come from previous 

disappointments with their own performance in the competition, the points they 

make are still valid and deserve being taken into consideration.  

 

 

 

5.11 The role of the Mundial in asserting Argentinean hegemony on tango 

 

The Mundial is a global institution, with global reach, attracting contestants from 

Asia, Europe and the Americas. Africa is still underrepresented in the competition, 

possibly because Argentine tango has only recently started to expand there. The 2017 

edition saw 485 couples, of which 112 foreigners, competing for the title of World 

Champion in the tango de pista category. For the tango show category, 161 couples 

                                                      
71The words used by my interviewee were ‘los pasos tenian dueños’, which literally 
translates as ‘steps had owners’. 
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competed, of which 53 were from nationalities other than Argentina72 (see Appendix 

IV for the list of nations). Every year, prior to the competition taking place in Buenos 

Aires at the end of August, several preliminary qualifications take place all over the 

world. In April 2018, I attended the European preliminary for the 2018 championship, 

which took place in London. A much smaller event compared to the main one in 

Buenos Aires, it still attracted contestants from various European countries in both 

strands. The competition was part of a larger tango festival, offering tango classes 

with the judges and several afternoon and evening milongas which were assisted by 

non-contestants from all over Europe.  

The international nature of the whole competition is undeniable. 

Nevertheless, judges are always Argentineans and, since the beginning of the 

competition in 2003, so are most world champions (see Appendix V for the full list of 

winners and their nationality in both strands since 2003). While on fieldwork in 

Buenos Aires in August 2017, immediately after the tango de pista final, a controversy 

arose among the public. Why did the three Russian couples occupying the first five 

places of the semi-finals fall so far from the podium in the final, leaving their place to 

Argentinean couples? The same with the Spanish couple, who was fourth position in 

the semi-final but only got in eighth place in the final. To the public, it was evident 

that the foreign participants were dancing just as well as the Argentineans but they 

had not received a fair score. The next day though, for the tango show final, a mixed 

nationalities couple was selected as champions. An Argentinean and a Japanese won 

the title. Curiously enough, part of their prize was joining an already organised tango 

show touring Japan. Was that just a coincidence? Possibly, or is there a chance that 

results have been manipulated so that the Japanese-speaking couple won? 

 Not detracting from any of the winners, it is hard to ignore the pattern that 

favours Argentine nationals to win the competition over foreign dancers. In addition, 

only Argentineans are selected as judges, having the last word on who the best 

dancers are. It appears that the Mundial is institutionalising Argentinean cultural 

hegemony over tango while riding the wave of its global success. I have explored this 

                                                      
72 Datas as appeared on “El Clarin” online: https://www.clarin.com/ciudades/636-
parejas-arranco-competencia-baile-mundial-tango_0_rkJne5JuZ.html 
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issue with my Argentinean informants during interviews and in informal 

conversations. Their sentiment expresses the tension between national ownership of 

tango as it was invented by them and its global success as well as its nominations as 

humanity’s intangible heritage73. One of my research participants, who also 

competed in the world championship in the past, comments 

 

Foreigners have an incredible skill level, but something is missing from 

their dance. Technically they are very good but they lack heart. Maybe 

there’s also a bit of… how can I put it?... it’s like Argentinean teachers 

don’t want foreigners to win and get a world title without them being 

able to represent the whole of our culture. If you win, you become a 

global ambassador of tango and maybe the judges are taking that into 

consideration too. Nowadays there are so many non-Argentinean 

tango teachers abroad while here we struggle to get jobs, even if 

tango is ours. It’s true, it’s humanity’s patrimony, but it feels like 

Argentineans are giving their culture away too much and we’ve very 

little left. 

(Fieldnotes 29/08/17, translated quote) 

 

My interlocutor immediately used the ethnic capital trope of argentinidad to 

explain why foreign dancers struggle to win the competition. This is a dominant 

discourse amongst tango dancers in Argentina, both professionals and amateurs. 

With reluctance, they then admit that there may be a bias, conscious or unconscious, 

against foreign contestants in order to protect the Argentinean ownership of the 

dance on the global tango-field. The international scale of tango success results in 

the emergence of high-quality dancers of non-Argentine nationality, making 

competition for jobs harsher. In this light, the Mundial appears to play a primary role 

in asserting that, while Argentineans are happy and proud to see tango danced in 

every corner of the world, only they can really understand it and interpret it properly. 

                                                      
73 Tango in all its forms has been declared Intangible Heritage by UNESCO in 2009, 
after a joint proposal put forward by Argentina and Uruguay. 
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In other words, Argentineans are eager to maintain hegemony over the criteria by 

which tango is judged as well as reserve the most prominent professional positions 

as their prerogative. The competition is not just about skills and aesthetics, it is most 

of all an authenticity and authority claim that feeds into the discourse of their ethnic 

capital.  

 

 

 

5.12 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has examined the geographical dimension of tango movements. Tango 

professionals moving across locations mediate the movement of tango as an art form, 

it is therefore necessary to study their mobility to understand how tango has 

expanded globally. The tango teachers who reach international fame have a lifestyle 

that is characterised by ongoing mobility, whether they decide to keep their home 

base in Argentina or emigrate more permanently. Both ways present advantages and 

downsides. Keeping a home in Argentina means travelling for longer periods, several 

times a year, to sustain a livelihood from tango. This carries the risk of losing students 

at home due to the disruption that travelling brings to their learning process. As a 

consequence, teachers increasingly need to travel to make ends meet. At the same 

time, returning home often allows professionals to live the milonga lifestyle in full, 

continuously building and taking advantage of their social capital. On the other hand, 

professionals deciding to move permanently abroad face an easiness of travelling 

only on weekends, combined with the chance of building a local pool of stable 

students, which supports their career development with more stability.  

 Both kinds of ongoing mobility are made possible by the festivalisation of 

tango. Tango festivals all over the world create job opportunities for teachers, who 

routinely move between them. As routes become routines, a global tango-field 

emerges, held together by the continuing need of professionals to gain social capital 

and prestige. Argentinean professionals, profiting from the ethnic capital of 

Argentinian citizenship, are in a clear advantage to professionals of other 

nationalities. Festival goers perceive their argentinidad as a mark of authenticity, 
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which becomes an important selling point for festival organisers. The essentialist 

discourse promotes Argentinean dancers as naturals who have a superior 

understanding of tango and an inborn capacity to interpret it, when compared to 

dancers of other nationalities. Festivals, in particular the Mundial, help spread these 

discourses to other continents. 

 The Mundial with its global resonance is considered by many as a showcase 

for young professionals. While there are no entry requirements to participation, 

those that win it gain much more than the prize: they get global publicity and a stamp 

of excellence. The competition, however, is often critiqued in the Buenos Aires tango-

scene for its less than perfect judging system. For the tango de pista category, the 

lack of clear evaluation criteria has pushed participants to dance without showing too 

much personal style in fear of losing marks. As a result, the Mundial promotes a 

homogenous style of dancing that is then perceived globally as “the tango”. A striking 

detail characterising the Mundial over the years is the nationality of the judges, all 

Argentineans, and of the winners, almost all Argentineans. It appears that the 

Mundial plays a significant role in spreading the argentinidad trope, consciously or 

unconsciously reinforced by the judges. Argentine professionals face a tension that 

see them torn between being proud of the global success of tango as an art form, 

and the fear of losing ground to highly skilled dancers all over the world. The 

argentinindad discourse, therefore, has become for them a reassuring coping 

mechanism and marketing tool to face competition by foreign dancers.  

 Throughout the chapter, dancers’ narratives illustrate how their life stories 

have emerged from their career and movement choices. The characteristics that 

Midgelow attributes to dance improvisation, also apply to their lives. Convergence 

emerges as their decisions happened in action. Once they made a choice, the 

irreversibility of it meant they had to face the outcomes, both positive and negative, 

always risking failure. Their decisions were taken based on receptivity, that is the 

perception of their desires and the opportunities presented by their social 

connections. Professionals’ choices were guided by memory and the experience of 

previous movements. The processual characteristic is underlined by their ongoing 

and developing actions involved the acceptance of a state of continuous change. Like 
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choreographies, their life stories are in emergent-construction from their movement 

choices. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

 

 

6.1 Crisscrossing movement 
 

This thesis is an ethnography of movement and improvisation in and of Argentine 

tango. The previous chapters have shown how tango can be characterised by the 

movement of objects, images and bodies through time and across diverse spatial 

settings, from dancefloors to national borders.  The analysis demonstrated that these 

movements can be aptly analysed through the perspective of improvisation, 

highlighting the dynamics of expected and unexpected processes. Drawing on the 

theoretical perspectives of several authors, the conceptual framework identified the 

following dimensions of improvisation: the bodily (Matteucci 2014; Pietrobruno 

2006), the choreographic (Hagendoorn 2010; Merrit 2012), the economic (Njaradi 

2014), the social (Bourdieu 1986, 2010; Skinner 2018), and the geographic (Urry 

2007; Gomes 2019). The chapters have shown how these dimensions intersect with 

each other in various ways.  

The kind of movements which received most attention was that of dancing 

bodies, regarded as physical and social subjects, engaged in the economics of tango. 

The journey of their enskilment process starts with their first tango steps in class. 

Over time, people develop their ability to copy their teachers, and eventually to 

improvise tango. My encounter with dancers at different stages of their tango 

journey has brought forward the issues of each step: from the difficulties of 

beginners, to the ageing body of seasoned dancers. While learning to dance, students 

struggle, with frustration, to find the correct posture, to build their movement 

vocabulary, and to deal with the emotional ups and downs of the enskilment process. 

The tango body is socially produced as dancers learn what to wear and how to 

present themselves socially to other dancers. Further along their tango journey, 

professional tango teachers deal with the hardships of economic instability, of 

growing a family while pursuing a tango career and the (in)compatibility of tango’s 

physical labour and high mobility with growing old. 
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At the same time, dancing bodies move through space, they move along the 

ronda on the dance floor, they move between classes and milongas, they move 

across national borders in pursuit of a professional tango career or just to find new 

tango embraces in different tango communities. Moving bodies give meaning to 

space, transforming any suitable venue into a milonga just by adding the right music 

and their dance moves. Dancers and professional tango teachers move across 

national borders, from one milonga to the next and from one festival to another. 

Their ongoing mobility styles emerged as we followed their career paths and life 

stories. Their journeys create routes, which over time become routines, producing 

geographical choreographies. The result is the formation of a transnational tango 

field in which locations are interconnected by the flux of dancing bodies.  

Alongside movement, the sociality of dancing bodies plays a fundamental role 

in connecting different fields of activity and creating a sense of shared experience in 

specific locations. By coming together to (learn to) dance, tango students become 

part of a community of practice within which information, knowledge and values are 

exchanged between members. The resulting (trans)local tango communities give 

dancers a sense of belonging as they assume the identity of tangueros and tangueras. 

Dancers’ sense of self shifts mirroring the changes in their bodies and postures. The 

shared knowledge of tango, coupled with similar values, licences dancers from 

different localities to improvise together and to potentially feel at home in any 

foreign tango community. At the same time, the transnational movement of dancing 

bodies fosters the flow of knowledge, canons and styles as people share dances. 

Especially during tango festivals, these knowledge exchanges shape aesthetic 

sensibilities. 

The themes of work and labour have come to the fore in the discussion on the 

enskilment process and in the analysis of the professional tango career. Dancing 

tango involves intense body and emotion work. In tango, often the physical and the 

emotional cannot be separated. Learning to dance requires both bodily effort and 

commitment to learn the specific posture and movement vocabulary. The enskilment 

process and the performance of the improvised dance require atonement and a 

profound engagement with the senses. Learning to feel new sensations, to deeply 

connect with a partner in improvisation, often provokes new emotions that tango 
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students need to learn to interpret and manage appropriately. Teachers and their 

community of practice help them doing so, but ultimately dancers embark on a 

personal journey as they learn how to manage their emotions, and to face the 

anxieties and frustrations inherent in the learning process. While learning to dance 

they also learn tango-specific emotion rules, namely how to emotionally connect 

with tango partners during the transitory intimacies of this dance form. Tango can 

elevate dancers to the addictive heights of bliss derived from a good dance with 

perfect emotional and musical connection, or make them feel miserable after an 

unsuccessful dance outing.  

Once dancers become professionals, body and emotion work become labour. 

Professionally dancing bodies perform physical, emotional, aesthetic and 

organisational labour in order to build a career, which is characterised by 

unpredictability, unstable labour conditions and income. As a result, professionals 

tend to move translocally and transnationally to increase their chances of 

engagements and better pay. With these movements, their status in the global tango 

field also increases. To develop a career as tango teacher, one is required to put into 

practice the flexibility and adaptability skills learnt on the dance floor. To be a tango 

professional, is to find job opportunities, adapting to the requests of a global market 

and making the most of your social connections.  

If tango’s geographical borders are fuzzy and permeable, its roots are clearly 

positioned in the Rioplatense area, dating back to end of the nineteenth century. 

Moving bodies played a central role in tango’s begetting as incoming European 

migrants mixed with black slaves and local natives in the port area of Buenos Aires. 

Their cultures, rhythms, and dances blending into a new form of expression. Tango’s 

images and aesthetics have also travelled in space and time. Being represented on 

the big and small screen in several films and television programmes as well as in 

theatre shows, tango travelled from Argentina to the rest of the world. The appeal of 

the exotic and erotic, the stereotyped aesthetic of choreographed tangos, has 

brought new adepts to the dance. As a result, a global demand for tango classes has 

been created and the global tango field established itself through the geographical 

choreographies of tango teachers. On a local level, tango’s involvement with 

Argentina’s identity politics has been difficult at times, but in recent years it has been 
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elevated to the symbol of Argentina’s European origins and migrant past. The global 

success of tango pushed local authorities to recognise its potential to attract heritage 

tourism.  

From the analysis of all these movements has emerged a theoretical frame of 

movement as improvisation. Improvisation has been revealed as a process that 

guides movement on dance floors as well as in life. Tango improvisation has emerged 

as a highly skilled practice which requires experience and training, in which the 

expected and the unexpected are dynamically lived categories. With experience, 

what was once surprising becomes familiar. Dancing tango is made possible by 

juggling between evolving possibilities and constraints. The dancing body perceives 

the world around it and creates movement on the spot. To dance tango is living in 

the present and finding your way within the rules of the dance, the restrictions of 

your own and your partner’s abilities, and the space around you. It is making choices 

with your body and using your memory and experience to imagine new outcomes. 

Dancing bodies are alert to their surroundings and to inner worlds, they are ready to 

copy and try out new movements, to risk failure, to transform failure into 

opportunity. 

In the same way dancers improvise their tangos, they improvise their lives. 

Improvised life choices require the same attitude as improvised dance moves. The 

unpredictability of life challenges dancers to make choices by quickly assessing 

opportunities and imagining possible outcomes. Improvisation is required to 

choreograph tangos, to deal with (un)expected changes in the body, to form and 

sustain social relations, to build a sustainable career in the face of fast global market 

shifts, to shape geographical mobility styles, to transform objects and images into 

heritage.  

The bodily, the choreographic and the social intersect in tango classes as 

dancers learn tango moves and how to name them. Their bodies are shaped by 

practice and, at the same time, the tango community of practice guides them to make 

sense of these changes and learnings as well as how to appropriately make 

choreographic choices in milongas. The choreographic, the bodily and the economic 

intersect for professional dancers performing and teaching. The labour of tango 

capitalises on the bodily capital combined with the social capital. When teachers start 



 209 

travelling for work, the geographical dimension becomes an additional aspect of their 

improvisations. The geographical and the heritage dimensions intersect as objects 

and images move and transition in different forms of display.  

The potential of improvisation exceeds the limits of the dance floor. It 

permeates into everyday life as an attitude, a highly complex skill, and affords the 

performance of agency, even when there seem to be no choice, by imagining futures 

and finding opportunities in the present.  

 

 

 

6.2 The steps along the way: chapter themes 
 

Each chapter has considered different tango journeys. Starting from the personal 

journey people make to become tango dancers, chapter two considered the process 

of enskilment (Ingold 1995, 2000) necessary to learn how to dance Argentine tango. 

Considering the class environment as a community of practice (Lave and Wenger 

1991) allows us to explain how implicit and explicit knowledge about the dance is 

passed on from experienced dancers and tango teachers to newcomers. Learning to 

dance is a sensorial enterprise (Hahn 2007) that requires intense body work 

(Wacquant 2004) coupled with emotion work (Hochshild 2012(1983)). The senses are 

continuously engaged in the learning process as tango students watch and copy 

teachers’ moves, listen to their verbal explanations, and dance with them and other 

students. Those embarking on such a serious leisure activity (Stebbins 2007) are 

gradually transformed into tango dancers as their senses are honed and their bodies 

change to acquire the right tango stance and posture. The result of the enskilment 

process is the production of tango dancers. 

Chapter three zoomed into the improvisational aspect of Argentine tango to 

disclose how dancers move around the dancefloor in a constant search for 

opportunities within constraints. This highlights the spatiality and temporality of 

improvisation. The danced movement has emerged as a creative force capable of 

transforming any space into a milonga (Manning 2007). Constraints (Goldman 2010) 

of various nature, from the material conditions of the space to the socio-historical 
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conception of gender relations, shape the dancers’ movements and relations to each 

other. The chapter has exposed how tango improvisation is not only about 

movement but also about pausing and learning to perceive the other in the embrace. 

A detailed analysis of the transmission of the lead and its response has allowed me 

to demonstrate how the dance can be considered a co-creation as both leader and 

follower find space to propose, accept or counter-propose a movement during a 

dance. Learning to improvise is to learn to be prepared, to take and manage risks.  

While improvising tango moves and juggling constraints and opportunities, 

dancers acquire the skills of flexibility and perpetual readiness. These become 

fundamental in the journey of building a DIY career (Haenfler 2018) as tango 

professional. Chapter four followed the life stories of tango dancers as they 

improvised a career path, taking job opportunities as they arose. In this chapter, I 

devised a new model consisting of four labour dimensions which I used to analyse 

tango labour: physical, emotional, aesthetic and organisational labour. Through 

these lenses, the chapter revealed the experiences and struggles of tango 

professionals. This chapter produced new insight on dance labour by bringing into 

focus the teaching aspect. At the same time, it showed that mastering improvisation 

reduces the anxiety of the precarious working conditions. Instead, precarity can be 

considered a motor for professionals’ transnational mobility, exposing dancers to 

new spatial journeys as well as to new career developments. 

Chapter five discussed tango professionals’ mobility styles and how these are 

determined by the interplay of personal circumstances, social and ethnic capital, and 

the festivalisation of Argentine tango. Travelling brings important economic 

advantages to tango professionals who benefit greatly from converting routes into 

routines (Román-Velázquez 2002) as they come back year after year to the same 

locations. The movement of professionals across national borders creates the 

transnational tango field, a network of locations linked together by social and 

professional ties of tango dancers, teachers and organisers. Moving across national 

borders is often paralleled by an upward movement of professionals’ status. On the 

global tango scene, one festival rises above all of the others: the Mundial. Held every 

year in Buenos Aires, the festival and world championship has multiple functions. 

Firstly, it offers the chance of boosting the career of young professionals by giving 
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them international visibility. Secondly, by selecting Argentinean experts as judges in 

the competition, and frequently as winners, it claims Argentinean authority over 

tango in the global field.  

 

 

 

6.3 Future tango journeys 
 

My research was informed by both my experience as a tango dancer and teacher and 

by the ethnographic data I collected during fieldwork in Argentina, Uruguay and in 

various other European locations between July 2017 and May 2018. Dance has been 

the main focus of this thesis, but the nuances of tango have brought my analysis to 

touch on several other anthropological fields, including: anthropology of work, of 

mobility, of the senses and gender studies. The discussions and analyses included in 

each chapter have covered several topics, some more in depth than others to serve 

the purpose of my arguments. Several topics, that I only touched on, deserve 

dedicated attention and to be developed further, for instance: heritage, intimacy, 

addiction, gender and authenticity in connection with national identity both as 

perceived in and outside Argentina. 

 Writing a thesis necessarily involves a selection of the material to cover, and 

this one is no exemption. Movement has been central in this thesis and while all 

chapters covered one or more aspects of it, many others were side-lined. While on 

fieldwork I had taken notes of several kinds of fluxes that did not find space in this 

thesis, but which would make valuable contribution to the literature if pursued in the 

future. While I concentrated my attention to the travels of teachers between 

festivals, I consciously overlooked those of the non-teaching dancers. Future research 

could explore: Who are the tango travellers? What are the motivations for travelling? 

Where do they go, and why do they choose to go where they go? Why are Buenos 

Aires’ milongas increasingly empty while some European festivals are able to attract 

thousands of dancers on the same dancefloor? Even before that, we could ask why 

people are ‘moved’ to dance in the first place? Further research on the emotional 

and affective aspect of dancing would reveal more about intimacy and emotions in 
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social dance. Some scholars have already started to answer some of these 

questions74. 

While I covered the transits and transitions of tango objects within the frame 

of heritage, I have overlooked the routes of everyday tango material culture, like 

clothes and shoes. I own myself clothes from Argentina, France, South Korea, and 

shoes from Argentina and Italy. Where are tango shoes and clothes produced? Where 

do they end up? Who buys them and why? How does this material culture flow fit 

into discussions on globalisations and globalised markets?  

In this era marked by the prevalence of online worlds, what role does 

technology play in such movements? The connection between the online and the 

offline tango world has so far largely been overlooked. My own MA research has 

revealed that the online dimension of tango is as rich as the offline one. Online we 

find tango shops shipping their goods everywhere in the world; websites trying to 

compile calendars showing all the tango events happening around the world; and 

social media are used to find marathon partners or even impromptu dance partners 

at the airport if your flight is delayed. In addition, discourses around what tango is 

and how it is practiced are exercised online through memes, posts, threads and other 

formats. 

 One last movement that caught my attention but did not find space in this 

research project, is tango danced as a form of protest75. Buenos Aires’ streets are 

often the stage of social protests, some of them take the form of marches, others of 

sit-ins, but a few protesters choose to dance tango. More recently people have 

danced tango in protest also in Chile and Montevideo. They dance in the streets and 

on squares, letting their dancing speak. Why is tango their chosen form of protest? Is 

it effective? Open-air tango in not a prerogative of Argentina though. In fact, in other 

countries it is not uncommon to see tango danced in public spaces. Sometimes 

“illegally”, that is without official permission, dancers meet up, put on some music, 

and dance on the pavement under the stars. What are their motives? What do 

                                                      
74 Some of these topics were studied by Davis (2015), Gift (2008), Merritt (2012), 
Savigliano (1995, 1997), Törnqvist (2012, 2013, 2018) among others. 
75 See for instance Lois Jaeck (2003). 
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onlookers think of them? Is this a form of resistance in its own way? And to what 

exactly? 

 Attention to dance has proved fruitful in sparking questions about many kinds 

of connected movements. Improvisation in tango provides a sense of adventure, risk-

taking and empowerment, both on and off the dancefloor. 
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Appendix I: Tango Glossary 

 

 

Arrabal: neighbourhood, or barrio, where people sing or dance tango. 

 

Barrio: neighbourhood. The attachment to, and nostalgia for, the barrio is one the 

most prominent themes in tango lyrics. 

 

Cabeceo: the traditional code for inviting a partner to dance, it involves looking at 

someone at a distance to show interest and when the gaze is returned and sustained, 

one of the dancers (usually the man) nods to the other (usually the woman) in 

invitation. An invitation is accepted by nodding back or refused by looking away. This 

code has evolved to allow discreetly refusing unwanted partners.  

 

Calecita: literally ‘carousel’, is a movement in which the leader stops the follower in 

her axis and start to pivot her by walking around her. 

 

Casa de tango: is the venue where tango shows for tourists are carried out in Buenos 

Aires. They resemble cabarets, as they have both a stage for performances while the 

public sits at tables. Casas de tango have a bar and kitchen and often offer packages 

that include dinner and show. The high price of attending these shows restricts access 

to locals.  

 

Lado abierto: refers to the open side of the embrace, in which dancers hold hands. 

 

Lado cerrado: refers to the closed side of the embrace, in which dancers’ arms reach 

for each other’s back. 

 

Giro: this is the turn, usually the leader remains at the centre while the follower 

executes a sequence of steps to walk around him. This sequence is: ocho adelante, 
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side step, ocho atras, side step. The leader can lead the follower to start the turn at 

any point of the sequence. The follower needs to memorize the right order of steps 

as they are not led separately, and be prepared to start the turn with any of the steps.  

 

Milonga: the event of social Argentine tango dancing. 

 

Ocho: translates as eight, this is a tango step that combines a step with a pivot, so 

that the dancer draws an eight with her moves. It can be done in two directions: 

forward (ocho adelante) or backward (ocho atrás). 

 

Parada: literally ‘stop’, is a movement in which the leader catches the follower foot, 

so she stops and pivot around it to pass over that the leader’s foot.  

 

Paso basico: basic sequence of tango composed by eight tango steps as described in 

Chapter 2.  

 

Porteño: inhabitants of Buenos Aires are called porteños, literally ‘people of the port’. 

The port characterises the city and its immigrant past, symbolising its imagined 

connection to the rest of the world, where immigrants had their homlands, rather 

than to the rest of the country.  

 

Tanda: is a set of three or four tangos played at milongas. Dancers invite each other 

at the beginning of the first song and are compelled to dance together until the end 

of the fourth song. In milongas, tandas are separated by cortinas, a short musical 

intermezzo of a different genre, that allows dancers to go back to their seats and get 

ready to cabeceo again. 

 

Tango de pista: World Championship strand evaluating improvised tango dancing. 

 

Tango show: World Championship strand evaluating choreographic tango dancing. 
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Appendix II: List of interviews 

 

 

Amateur dancers: 
 

CODE NAME AGE ORIGIN DATE MEDIUM FOLLOW UP 
A1 Claire 23 Bourdeaux, 

France 
02/10/2017 In person  

A2 José 75 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

15/10/2017 In person  

A3 Matilde 66 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

18/10/2017 In person  

A4 Marta 40 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

25/11/2017 In person  

A5 Pablo  36 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

28/11/2017 In person  

A6 Miguel 38 Rosario, 
Argentina 

30/11/2017 In person  

A7 Bill 50 New Zealand 17/04/2018 Skype Follow up 
interview  
30/04/2018 

A8 Anne 49 England 21/04/2018 Skype  
A9 Matt 22 England 25/04/2018 In Person 

and 
online 

Follow up 
interview 
07/07/2018 

A10 Francesco 39 Italy 26/04/2018 In person  
A11 Sara 29 Italy 26/04/2018 In person  

 

 

Professional dancers: 

 

CODE NAME AGE ORIGIN DATE MEDIUM FOLLOW UP 
B1 Noelia Barsi 38 Buenos Aires, 

Argentina 
01/09/2017 In person  

B2 Magdalena 
Gutierrez 

37 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

07/09/2017 In person Follow up 
interview on 
Whatsapp 
28/04/2018 

B2 German 
Ballejo 

34 Rio Negro, 
Argentina 

07/09/2017 In person Follow up 
interview on 
Whatsapp 
28/04/2018 
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B3 German 
Filipeli 

33 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

19/10/2017 In person  

B4 Daniela 
Kizyma 

36 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

14/12/2017 In person  

B5 Veronica 
Vazquez 

36 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

21/04/2018 In person  

B6 Marcelo 
Ramer 

33 Capilla del 
Monte, 
Argentina 

22/04/2018 In person  

B6 Selva 
Mastroti 

33 Capilla del 
Monte, 
Argentina 

22/04/2018 In person  

B7 Enrique 
Ringa 

43 Mar del Plata,  
Argentina 

14/04/2018 In person  

B8 Monina Paz 43 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

29/04/2018 In person  

B9 Graciela 
Gamba  

37 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

Multiple 
encounters 

In person 
and 
Whatsapp 

 

B10 Diego 
Converti 

39 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

Multiple 
encounters 

In person 
and 
Whatsapp 

 

B11 Alejandro 
Segovia 

35 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

29/04/2018 In person  

B12 Monina Paz 43 Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

29/04/2018 In person  
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Appendix III: Cork Festivalito 2018 

 

 

Programme 

Dates: 13th to 15th April 2018 

Venue: The Mall Arts Centre, Youghal, Co Cork 

  

Friday 13th April, The Mall Arts Centre, Youghal 

  

Class 1    5 to 6.30 pm   All Levels class  

Jenny and Ricardo 

Vital Tango. Connection with the music and your partner. Understanding the 

Embrace and the Walk 

  

Class 2    6.45 to 8.15 pm     Intermediate 

Pablo and Veronica 

Giro – all the secrets for perfection 

  

8.30 pm to 1.30 am     Milonga    with group dance by the teachers 

 DJ Johan Steyn 

  

Saturday 14th April, The Mall Arts Centre, Youghal 

 

Class 3    11 to 12.30 pm   Intermediate 
Jenny and Ricardo 
Milonga Milonguera – “The Drunken Sailor” and other stories. Ideas for inspiration 
to dance tango’s more rhythmical cousin. 
  
Class 4      12.45 to 2.15 pm    All Levels 
Ladies Technique with Veronica 
Working on axis, velocity, musicality, the pivots, decorations and elegance. 
  
  
TANGO  CAFÉ       2 to 6.30 pm 
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Class 5    2.30 to 4 pm    Intermediate 
Jenny and Ricardo 
The Four C’s in Vals rhythm – Cadencia, Crosses and Cortes and Contra movements 
  
Class 6    4.15 to 5.45 pm    All levels 
Jenny and Ricardo 
Curving Tango – from ochos into merry go rounds. Technique, direction plus 
balance 
  
Class 7    6 to 7.30 pm   Advanced 
Pablo and Veronica 
Silence – make the most of the pause and controlling transitions 
  
9 pm to 2.00am   Tango Ball with performances 
DJ Enrique Ringa 
  
Sunday 15th April, The Mall Arts Centre, Youghal 
 
Class 8    11.30 to 1 pm   Advanced 
Jenny and Ricardo 
Curves, Invasions and Foot play in a close embrace – understanding movement 
together, dissociation and technique 
  
Class 9    1.15 to 2.45 pm Intermediate 
Pablo and Veronica 
Complex sequences – the favourite sequence of Pablo and Veronica 
  
 
TANGO  CAFÉ        1.30 to 4.30 pm 
  
 
Class 10     3 to 4.30 pm Intermediate/Advanced 
Jenny and Ricardo 
La Cadena – probably one of the most beautiful steps in tango. Leading with 
panache, following with elegance. 
  
6.30pm     Closing get together for a meal in Cork’s city centre Metropole Hotel, 
MacCurtain St, Cork 
 
8.30 pm to 12 midnight      Closing Milonga, Metropole Hotel  
DJ’s Pablo Daniel Martinez and Veronica Rue 
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Appendix IV: El Mundial de Tango. Winners by year 

 

 

Year Category Winners Nationality 
2018 Pista Jose Luis Salvo and 

Carla Rossi 
Argentina 

 Show Dmitry Vasin and 
Sagdiana Khamzina. 

Russia 

2017 Pista Germán Ballejo and 
Magdalena Gutiérrez 

Argentina 

 Show Axel Arakaki and 
Agostina Tarchinise 

Japan/Argentina 

2016 Pista Cristian Palomo and 
Melisa Sacchi 

Argentina 

 Show Hugo Mastrolorenzo 
and Agustina Vignau 

Argentina 

2015 Pista Jonathan Saavedra 
and Clarisa Aragón 

Argentina 

 Show Ezequiel Jesús Lopez 
and Camila Alegre 

Argentina 

2014 Pista Sebastián Acosta and 
Lorena González 
Cattaneo 

Argentina/Uruguay 

 Show Juan Malizia Gatti 
and Manuela Rossi 

Argentina 

2013 Pista Maximiliano Cristiani 
and Jesica Afernoni 

Argentina 

 Show Guido Palacios and 
Florencia Castilla 

Argentina 

2012 Pista Facundo de la Cruz 
Gómez Palavecino 
and Paola Sanz 

Argentina 

 Show Cristian Sosa and 
María Noel Sciuto 

Argentina/Uruguay 

2011 Pista Diego Benavidez 
Hernández and 
Natasha Agudelo 
Arboleda 

Colombia 

 Show Max Van De Voorde 
and Solange Acosta 

Argentina 

2010 Pista Sebastián Ariel 
Jimenez and María 
Inés Bogado 

Argentina 

 Show Diego Ortega and 
Chizuko Kuwamoto 

Argentina/Japan 

2009 Pista Hiroshi Yamao 
and Kyoko Yamao 

Japan 
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 Show Jonathan Spitel and 
Betsabet Flores 

Argentina 

2008 Pista Daniel Nacucchio 
and Cristina Sosa 

Argentina 

 Show José Fernández and 
Melody Celatti 

Argentina 

2007 Pista Dante Sánchez and 
Inés Muzzopappa 

Argentina 

 Show Fernando Gracia and 
Natalia Tonelli Attori 

Argentina 

2006 Pista Fabián Peralta and 
Natacha Poberaj 

Argentina 

 Show Carlos Alberto 
Paredes and Diana 
Giraldo Rivera 

Colombia 

2005 Pista Sebastián Achával 
and Ximena 
Gallicchio 

Argentina 

 Show Germán Cornejo and 
María de los Angeles 
Trabichet 

Argentina 

2004  Pista Osvaldo Cartery and 
Luisa Inés Cartery 

Argentina 

 Show Iván Romero and 
Marcela Vespasiano 

Argentina 

2003 Pista Enrique Husares and 
Gabriela Sanguinetti 

Argentina 

 Show Gaspar Godoy and 
Gisela Galeassi 

Argentina 

 

*Source: Wikipedia.org under the page: World tango dance tournament [accessed on 

05/12/2018]. 
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Appendix V: List of nations competing in the Mundial 201776 

 

 

Americas 

Argentina 

Bolivia 

Brazil 

Chile 

Colombia 

Costa Rica 

Ecuador 

Guatemala 

Mexico 

Paraguay 

Uruguay 

USA 

Venezuela 

 

Europe 

Belgium 

Denmark 

France 

Germany 

Greece  

Holland 

Ireland 

Italy 

Latvia 

                                                      
76 The list is only partial as the full list of participant is not public. Only nationalities 
of couples that have passed the preliminary stages of the competition are listed 
here. 
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Netherlands 

Norway 

Spain 

Switzerland 

Portugal 

Turkey 

UK 

 

Asia 

China 

Georgia 

Japan 

Kazakhstan 

Indonesia 

Iran 

Lebanon 

North Korea 

Philippines 

Russia 

South Korea 

Taiwan 
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