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Foreword and Contributors
The Queer Tango Book Project is created by Birthe Havmoeller and this publication is
edited by Birthe Havmoeller, Ray Batchelor and Olaya Aramo.

Music and dancing are my favourite shortcuts to happiness. The Queer Tango Book is a
labour of love coming from my curiosity, love of dancing tango and urge to explore Queer
Tango as an alternative to the traditional Argentinian tango. The Queer Tango Book is
created as a non-profit community project. The written and visual materials were collected
via an open call in 2014. The anthology presents materials by social dancers, artists,
scholars, teachers and performers. It is a celebration of the dance and the growth of the
Queer Tango communities. The materials presented in this publication range from essays
to a manifesto, a poem, interviews and artists’ statements. The book also includes
portfolios of unique artworks presenting contemporary Queer Tango imagery. The artworks
are interspersed throughout the e-book.

| am tremendously grateful to all the book's contributors for sharing their insights and
experiences of dancing either or both roles in tango with us. | am also happy that some of
the authors contemplate the role of Queer Tango in the mainstream tango world and the
contributions of the Queer Tango enthusiast/activist.

The Queer Tango Book would not have been possible without the generosity and support
of all who have shared their stories, ideas and insights with us or in other ways have
helped facilitate the production of this landmark publication. | thank Adriana Pegorer for
encouraging me to go for it, realise my idea and create this book. My thanks and gratitude,
also, to my co-editors, Ray Batchelor and Olaya Aramo and our proofreaders, Jo Bradford
and Erika Lindsay, for their dedicated work making this book as good as it should be.
Happy reading!

Abrazos

Birthe Havmoeller
Creator and co-editor / Queertangobook.org
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Introduction

The Queer Tango Book is a labour of love. Our aim in creating it is to share ideas, insights
and stories from those dancing Queer Tango around the world. It draws together writings
and artworks which reflect on, document, critique and explore this rich and diverse
phenomenon. Following a call for contributions by Birthe Havmoeller in Denmark, material
was offered. Olaya Aramo in Spain and Ray Batchelor in England not only made
submissions, but joined Birthe in the work of turning all the submissions into the anthology
which follows. A small, dedicated regiment of copy-editors generously supported them in
their work.

The Queer Tango Book cannot do everything! An historical overview of the history and pre-
history of Queer Tango is beyond the scope of the present work; nor do we seek to define
Queer Tango (although some of our contributors do), nor is the book based on formal
academic research. Instead The Queer Tango Book has been conceived of and created as
a community project, emerging from a global community, with materials collected via an
open call. Like the Queer Tango community itself, our approach throughout has been
inclusive. Readers will notice that there are far more contributions from women than from
men. This has not been a matter of editorial policy but simply a function of the profile of the
group of individuals who offered work to be included, which in turn almost certainly reflects
the fact that more women are active in Queer Tango than men.

We present a vivid sense of the diversity of the phenomenon that is Queer Tango. Included
are personal experiences, opinion pieces, reflective writings, polemics, manifestos and a
body of original artworks from dancers, scholars, academics, performers and artists. The
contributions come from many different perspectives and from people in many different
countries. They range from insights from those who are just getting started to the views of
well-known figures in the Queer Tango community. There is something for everyone and
many things for most.

We want to illuminate the richness, complexity and sometimes the contradictions of Queer
Tango, showing what has emerged since it came into being in 2000 and what Queer Tango
is like now; and we want to make material freely available to stimulate debate, a debate
which we hope will inform how Queer Tango develops in the future and, above all, how it is
danced. This is an open-ended anthology gathered in 2014, edited and published in 2015.
We are giving The Queer Tango Book away as an e-book for free. We want the world to
know more about it.

There have always been dancers who have danced the other or both roles in tango, but
the term 'Queer Tango' scarcely existed before the turn of the century. It was coined by Ute
Walter, Marga Nagel and Felix Volker Feyerabend for the first International Queer Tango
Festival in Hamburg, Germany. In 2011, just prior to the 10th anniversary of the
International Queer Tango Festival in Hamburg, Ute Walter said that that the term ‘Queer
Tango’ has allowed for a new idea to be established, a freer tango which is not obliged to
represent masculine/feminine relations or predetermined gender differences, which in the
mainstream are seen as a given fact, and which reduces people’s possibility to
‘communicate’ as they please in Tango.

Social tango danced by same gender couples has often been denigrated, suppressed or
robbed of its specificity and roots in the efforts of some to perpetuate the attractive, men
only, tango Origin Myth: that the Argentinian tango was invented by male dancers in the

late 19th century in Buenos Aires and Montevideo. At the end of the 1980s, when the



Second Wave of Argentinian Tango came to Europe and the US, the revival of the tradition
of social tango being danced by male couples and female couples re-emerged. Teachers
sympathetic to feminism or to the gay and lesbian movement or to the queer movements
started teaching Argentinian tango classes for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered and
queer (LGBTQ) people and their non-LGBTQ allies.

The Queer Tango Book aims to remedy the effects of an old but still active homophobic
project of exclusion and denial by presenting Queer Tango in multiple contexts. Doing so
yields new insights into the nature of the dance itself. The book also aims to increase
people’s understanding of the Queer Tango communities and the ‘queer sensibilities’ which
are now emerging as ‘out and proud’ social dancing in the 21st century.

The precise meaning of ‘Tango’ can be argued over; however, the meaning of ‘Queer’ is
still more problematic and causes confusion. ‘Queer’ means odd, different and unnatural. It
has previously been used to insult LGBT people. The academic term ‘queer’ emerged in
the 1990s out of the fields of women studies, gay and lesbian studies and gender studies.
The philosophy of the ‘queer theory’ is attributed to American gender theorist Judith Butler.
It describes gender and sexual identity as something which is performed through
obsessively repeated actions and thus perceived as a “constant” - he is a man, she is a
woman - when actually it is a phenomenon that is being produced all the time and
reproduced all the time. Judith Butler’s claim is that nobody is a ‘gender’ from the
beginning. This philosophy raised awareness in general and made people see ‘queer’ in a
different light. The previously derogative term became a popular catch-all for the ‘other’,
i.e. gays and lesbians, and sparked the creation of a new queer subculture. Confusion
persists because, in different contexts, all these meanings of the word ‘queer’ also persist.

Many queers see sexual identity as variable and fluid. To them identifying as 'queer' is a
political statement about being non-heteronormative or about questioning mainstream
heteronormativity; as such it is not related to their sexual orientation or preferences. Thus
‘queer’ can be a political statement, a lived reality, an artistic/cultural practice informed by
the life of the artist/dancer. When it is used as an adjective in phrases such as 'Queer
Tango' it normally indicates that the quality of being ‘fluid’ is ascribed to the dance(rs), as
the roles in Queer Tango are not necessarily gendered (or sexualised in any specific way).
Queer Tango dancers and event organisers challenge the tango tradition of dividing the
dancers into two groups by virtue of their gender. They offer a new 'world view'. In a world
where bonding and dancing with a person of your own gender are still taboo in many
cultures they are creating safe and non-judgemental spaces welcoming all people
regardless of gender, gender expressions and preference(s) who want to explore both
roles or the ‘other’ role.

Today, there are Queer Tango events held on a regular basis in: Hamburg, Berlin, Kdln,
Frankfurt, Munich, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Géteborg, Oslo, The Hague, Paris, Zlrich,
Rome, Naples, Milan, Casalgrande, Vicenza, Madrid, Barcelona, London, St Petersburg,
Moscow, Istanbul, New York, Boston, Miami, Chicago, The Bay Area in California, Seattle,
Montreal, Mexico City and Buenos Aires. Austin in Texas and Oldenburg in Germany have
recently joined them. Recovering our cultural heritage and cultural spaces as dancers is a
crucially important endeavour for everyone, but especially for lesbians, gay men, queers,
feminists and others who live in societies in which their sexual identities have been
ignored, concealed and condemned. In some of these places, it is still being criminalised.



Queer Tango may still be taboo at some milongas, but at least today in many countries it is
seen as a real cultural possibility.

The sense of community and standing together are integral parts of what attracts many
dancers to the Queer Tango communities and festivals. When 200+ dancers from all over
the world meet at the Gala Night of the International QueerTango-Festival in Berlin,
Kreuzberg, the community spirit is overwhelming to most first-time visitors. Being with
others who identify as you do is important to most Queer Tango enthusiasts. Strength and
unity not only in a visual and visible sense, but also in an emotional one: the kick of joy
that you get from being together with like-minded people, who inspire your curiosity and
make you do cool things on the dance floor. This is a way in which you derive new senses
of power and joy, as it allows you to counter the “being different” experience in a positive
way: you are blending in rather than standing out when you practice dancing the ‘other’
role and dance at a milonga, where you are setting the agenda (!).

Queer tango dancers are now taking “our dance” into mainstream culture, as they resist
being divorced from mainstream tango. We are happy to see the popularity of Queer
Tango rise, when, for example, professional tango teachers perform Queer Tango,
exchanging roles and dancing intercambio with their colleagues at mainstream tango
festivals. We hope this book will inspire people around the world to dance Queer Tango.
The official website of The Queer Tango Book - www.queertangobook.org - offers
resources about Queer Tango. It features a blog which is a video archive with samples of
Queer Tango performances by professional dancers and by social dancers and publishes
a Queer Tango newsletter.

Queer Tango offers a welcoming environment open to all kinds of dancers. Straight or
queer - if you dance the ‘other’ role in tango or experiment with both roles, you make our
hearts sing!

Notes
1 http://nuevasmilongueras.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/agreetings1.pdf
2 https://youtu.be/Bo702LYATDc
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Prologue

Timing the tango
© Kristin Bjarnadottir

| step into land of

no tomorrows

with skyline

of endless now

where yesterdays only exist
as an aching body

or a stolen heart

How yellow is the colour

of tango

How green how light

how heavy blue or red
Does it matter?

How much of a rainbow
grey or gay straight or trans

Trust is what matters

while rounding movements

Kindling embraces and queering roles
Minding consciousness

being aware

of fellow couples travelling
into moments of Sameness
into music making you

one step closer

to the land of longing
loneliness Still

We are circling the rounds
embracing the sun

while caring

Listening ...

My spine matters

my energy matters my
inner pictures

our excitement our calmness our dreams
How much of a choreography?

Tango does not care

tango is the invisible space

between us making photos

of togetherness

The tango is making me up

right now



Luc and Bernd — A Photograph
© Marc Vanzwoll
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Luc and Bernd. © Marc Vanzwoll, 2014
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1. What is Queer Tango?

Tango Queer
© Mariana Docampo, 2005

Background: the statement (below) was written in Spanish in 2005 with the purpose of
establishing the conceptual basis for what Mariana Docampo was creating: Tango Queer
de Buenos Aires. The editors have assisted in revising the English version and Mariana
Docampo has approved this new English version of the statement. Up until 2005, the only
venues that existed in Buenos Aires were the milonga La Marshall, some isolated classes
and practicas for the LGBT public (primarily male), and tango classes for women taught by
Mariana Docampo in the Casa del Encuentro (the “Meeting House”, a lesbian feminist
bar), plus the monthly Milonga de Sefioritas, held in the same place. These were the
immediate antecedents of the Tango Queer space; and it was there that they began to
discuss the first ideas that then led to its creation. The term 'queer’ was rarely used in the
LGBT community at the time, and was completely unknown in the greater tango
community of Buenos Aires.

Mariana Docampo is currently [2015] running Tango Queer Milonga de Buenos Aires.

1. CONCEPT

1.1. What is Tango Queer?

Tango Queer is a tango environment open to everyone. It is a meeting point to socialise,
exchange, learn and practice, where the aim is to explore different kinds of communication
between dancers of Tango as a different way of communication.

In Tango Queer nobody takes your sexual orientation for granted, nor your choice of role.

1.2. Why was Tango Queer started and what does it propose?

Many people felt the need to create a “liberated” tango environment, where the rules and
codes of traditional tango are not taken into account and are not there to restrain
communication between people.

Our proposal is that Tango should be danced without pre-established roles attached to the
gender of the dancers. From that point onwards there are new possibilities for dancing.

2. QUEER

2.1. Meaning

The term 'queer’ literally means 'odd', 'weird’, 'eccentric’, 'outlandish' and 'suspicious'. It
was first used to name the gay, lesbian, transsexual and intersexual gay community in a
pejorative way.

The queer movement first appeared in the beginnings of the 90s within the gay and

lesbian community in the United States. Some people decided to call themselves by this
deprecatory term and thus give the word a new meaning. This was done in order to be
different from those that looked for a uniform identity (normalisation) for ‘gays and lesbians’
(a term which deliberately created a positive image for the gay male: a professional,
Caucasian gay male).
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Queer characterises itself by not asking or claiming something, but just grabbing it. It does
not negotiate, but acts. Queer is a confrontational movement, disobedient, subversive
towards conservative institutions. It seeks to create a liberated environment where
sensibility can be developed, a space in which people can express themselves the way
they truly feel and thus overcome the shame projected onto them by reversing the social
order.

2.2. Queer Studies

Queer is usually associated with action and cultural and political activism. However, it was
able to make its way into the academy through the development of queer theory which
proposed a new way of understanding gender, sexuality, sexual orientation and gender
identity.

Queer theorists argue that identity is always composed of an infinite number of elements,
such as: sexual orientation, class, gender, nationality, age, race, etc. All identities are
unstable, arbitrary and exclusionary constructions. By means of exclusion, identities are
formed as the result of power relations, with a centre and a periphery.

The main aim of queer theory is to accomplish a multidisciplinary approach to social
submission and control devices.

2.3. Why 'Tango Queer'?

Because...

i) Using the word 'queer' to define ourselves involves taking over the term and giving it a
new meaning and so neutralises its pejorative connotations. This implies the subversion of
a structure.

ii) Since the term includes anything that is not standard, it includes everyone, without
setting anyone under a static order, but grounding their coexistence in diversity.

iii) The social roles of gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transgendered people are questioned
because of their sensual/erotic dynamics. This actually helps to open up the possibility of
exploring through dance new ways of communication.

iv) 'Queer' people dancing tango in the way they feel it takes this chauvinistic emblem
which excludes diversity from the structure of the dance itself over and promotes new
power relationships between genders. Taking over offers the possibility of having different
dynamics for each of the dancers, promoting communication as equals.

3. TANGO

3.1. Feelings

Tango itself as a dance is not only music and movement. Tango has to do with
communication between two persons. It is a language established between two bodies in
which sensuality flows. For the few minutes which a song lasts strong emotions are
conveyed between the dancers. That is why tango is related to feelings, senses and the
way we express what we feel.

However, in its contemporary form Tango became a dance for export as an Argentinian
symbol.
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3.2. Tango as a symbol
3.2.1. Heterosexism

Only if something has symbolic representation can it “exist”. Only then can it be
recognised by society.

Tango is a popular dance and, like any other, it works as a mirror for the society from
which it emerges and in which it is developed, in this case the society of Buenos Aires. But
Tango is also a dance that has a strong sensual connotation. Hence this mirror reflects
nothing but the way our society sees eroticism between its members. In the first place:
man-woman; then, active-passive; two well-defined, distinct sets of roles. Such binary
oppositions simplify the complex erotic bonds that exist between individuals. Although it is
a model which represents a considerable majority in our society, it establishes an “allowed”
way of feeling that conditions and censors many other different ways of feeling. This is
prescribed as the model, and all those who feel differently are left outside of this model.

Such social representation we could symbolically think of as an “Erotic Feeling Formula”.
According to this formula, lesbians, gays, bisexuals and transgendered people are not
represented, nor straight men and women who conceive of eroticism in a different way
from the one this formula prescribes.

However, our society is changing, and Tango continues faithfully to mirror our society,
changing along with it. Its scene, its dancing, its people. It is this possibility of change that
opens the doors to Queer Tango.

3.2.2. Women

That tango is a macho dance is something that few would dispute. Without going any
further, it is firstly evidenced in how the roles are designated: man leads, woman follows.

And although (in the best of cases) it is true that these roles are meant to be
complementary, there is a notable inequality in how the roles are related to one another.
The position one person occupies over the other is asymmetric, chiefly when the role is
“naturally” ascribed according to gender, and does not allow the exchanging of roles as an
option.

Such inequality is strictly related to the difference of knowledge. While the male leader is
the one who carries most of the information in relation to steps and movements, the
female follower is taught from the beginning to allow herself to be led. The pleasure of the
dance increases in direct proportion to the extent to which the woman presents less and
less resistance and the man becomes more confident. (It is even interesting to note that
most of the "liberties" that women take, when dancing, are called “ornaments”.)

As a result of this dynamic, a woman without a leading man cannot take a single step. She
becomes dependent on the man for her movements.

This sort of relationship is far more evident in the traditional styles such as the 'Milonguero'
style. In the new tango styles women have begun to participate more and their active
cooperation has even become necessary. Still, the symbolic burden of control which the
roles bear is the same, and they are defined according to gender.
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What we question is not the existence of roles, which is the primary basis of the structure
of tango, but the way they are set and identified with gender, as if one thing was strictly
related to the other.

Women are usually not willing to lead or suggest a different role for themselves within
tango. This might be out of contentment or perhaps out of fear of upsetting the man.
Nevertheless, within the last few years many women have appeared dancing with other
women at milongas. They do this either because they want to, or as a first step to
strengthen their understanding of the covert knowledge, kept a secret for so long.

3.2.3. Lesbians
One of the biggest struggles for lesbians was and still is the struggle to be visible; that is to
say, for lesbians to be socially recognised.

Lesbians have been erased from history and, accustomed to silence or to disguising their
love and eroticism, perhaps have made silence their way of life.

We have already noted, for example, how roles in Tango are designated, to which we have
given the name “Erotic Feeling Formula”: man-leader and woman-follower.

We have already discussed symbolism in the designation of the roles and also the
dependence that the woman-follower has on the man-leader.

As a result of this formula, a woman who chooses another woman as her dance partner
will face a large obstacle: neither of them can lead. Therefore (symbolically speaking) it
would be impossible for them to dance tango with one another. However, this does not
happen when a couple of men try to dance tango together, for they both play an active
role.

The absence of symbolic representation in such an idiosyncratic dance like Tango
demonstrates this social invisibility. As a result, for an anthropocentric society like ours,
lesbianism is something that cannot be conceived of.

That is why we see the woman-woman formula (the impossible formula in tango) as the
most subversive one.

In order to bring about this impossible formula, it is necessary that at least one of the
women can lead, so taking up a different role; or that both of them take on both roles
indistinctly, allowing the possibility of exchanging roles.

This not only questions the structural sexism of the dance, but also admits the exploration
of Tango through an exchange in which difference does not imply power inequality, but a
new way of communication.

3.3. Tango History

3.3.1. Marginality

All official stories agree that when Tango was born it was a marginal dance. It would be
danced in the suburbs where the lower classes (thugs, compadritos and prostitutes) mixed
with "rich boys", and together they began forging the first moves and exploring the
eroticism of the dance.
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Tango was frowned upon and considered immoral and obscene because of its high erotic
content. And, at the time, it was persecuted with censorship and prohibition.

So there are three elements that cannot be left out when talking about Tango History:
eroticism, marginality and censorship. Involved with these elements there are power
issues of class, gender and nationality. (Let’s not forget the dynamic of dinamica de
deslumbramiento[1] still existing between Argentinians and foreigners in the Universe of
Tango, which started after the “Triumph in Paris”.)

All these elements are not only linked with the origins of Tango as a cultural phenomenon,
but also related to the deep structure of the dance. The attempt to blend, aestheticise and
“normalise” the ways of dancing and the environment where Tango dancing takes place is
a further element in the dynamics of Tango, yet, in spite of all of this, there is a fight for

new approaches, approaches which match the cultural and social changes of the dancers.

3.3.2. Roles

There are many studies which show that Tango was originally danced among men.
Regardless of the explanation for this, it shows an interesting element: the fact that in the
beginning Tango was performed as a practice which is abstract from the gender roles
which are assigned socially. Possibilities could then be varied.

4. DANCE TECHNIQUE

4.1. Role exchange

Queer Tango opens up the possibility for the people who dance tango freely to choose the
role they want to take up and what gender they prefer to dance with. To enable people to
dance in this way, dancers are taught to exchange roles. This means everyone learns to
lead and to follow. Dancers can choose either role when dancing or to exchange roles,
depending on the person they are dancing with and the moment they decide to do so.

This technique allows the dynamics to be explored in a more equal relationship. Here, the
symbolic power, formerly ascribed to the leading role, vanishes when both people can take
up either role.

5. INTERNATIONAL NETWORK

5.1. Feedback

We know that, for an idea to flourish, both a flow of people and an exchange of ideas are
necessary. The idea is to create a communication network between people in different
countries who are working with the same outlook.

5.2. Background
Feminism and queer studies have begun their theoretical and political activism in other

countries. This is inspiring and motivating our actions in Argentina.

With regards to Queer Tango we can mention two historical facts which serve as the
foundations for our actions:

i) The International Queer Tango Festival in Hamburg which has been organised every
year since 2000 in Germany. Its founders were the first to use the term 'Queer Tango'.
ii) In her book, Tango y Género (Tango and Gender) [ABRAZOS, 2004], Magali Saikin
suggests evaluating Argentinean tango from a gender perspective and establishes the first

17



conclusions ever made about the gender tensions that exist in tango, understanding tango
as a cultural phenomenon.

6. ACTIVITIES

6.1. Tango classes

Queer Tango classes are open to anyone, regardless of sexual orientation, race, social
class or nationality. The idea is freely to find a dance partner and choose the role you want
to learn. Both roles — leading and following — are taught in our classes from the first steps.
This methodology allows new ways of exploring the possibilities within the dance.

6.2. Milonga

Milonga Tango Queer is open to anyone regardless of sexual identity, race, social class or
nationality. It is a meeting point, a space in which to socialise and exchange ideas, where
everyone can freely choose their dance partners and the role they want to dance.

6.3. Promoting artistic expressions related to Queer Tango: photography, paintings,
drawings, sculptures, comics, caricatures, movies, theatre and fileteado graphic art
The fact that we do not have many artistic expressions showing Tango between women
and between men or the appearance of transvestites in Tango proves the historical
suppression of such practices or the silenced circumstances in which they might have
occurred.

Knowing the importance of art's symbolic function in society, we promote the production
and sharing of artistic productions related to the theme of diversity within Tango.

6.4. Promoting debate and exchange of information about queer themes and tango
Queer Tango reconsiders Tango as a way of viewing the organisation of relationships
between genders in society and, when considering the symbolic characteristics of the
structure of the dance itself, acknowledges the tensions generated between people
because of class, gender, nationality, and so on. Tango is to be understood as a cultural
phenomenon that reflects the society in which it is danced.

The fact that Queer Tango actually takes place questions the very foundation of the
existing social system and provides opportunities for new readings.

That is why we would like to invite you to create and share theoretical materials related to
the theme of diversity within Tango.

Notes

TANGO QUEER por Mariana Docampo, 2005, published at the Tango Queer website in
2009 - http://buenosairestangoqueer.blogspot.dk/2009/04/que-es-tango-queer.html
Tango y Género - Identidades y roles sexuales en el Tango Argentino by Magali Saikin,
ABRAZOS 2004. ISBN-13: 978-3980738385

Milonga Tango Queer - http://www.tangoqueer.com
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Queer Tango Dancers in Buenos Aires — Watercolours
© Susana Romero

Soledad y Yuyu. © Susana Romero
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Elos, los primeros. © Susana Romero
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Concurso. © Susana Romero
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Felice 10 anos La Marshall. © Susana Romero
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Queer Tango and The Ephemeral Abrazo
© Birthe Havmoeller

When | took up dancing tango in 2009 other dancers asked me, "Why do you want to
lead?' Now in 2014, as they can see that | more or less know what | am doing on the
dance floor, the questions are less frequent. The 'why?' puzzled me a bit. What kind of
answers were they expecting from me - the ambitious, the straight, or the queer one? |
was just dancing the way that comes most naturally to me, but as it happened hardly any
of the other tango dancers were dancing both roles at my local milonga, and | found myself
invading one of the modern dance culture's heterosexual strongholds. Their questions
made me question my reasons for leading, but it didn't make me stop doing what | was
doing, that is, DANCING with people regardless of their gender, switching between
dancing as a leader and dancing as a follower as often as needed. Their way of dancing
tango isn't the only way.

Soon | was introduced to the concept of ‘Queer Tango’, which is, in my view, the latest in a
long series of tango styles. In Queer Tango, | had found a mindset which enabled me to
reflect on and contemplate my own practice.

Queer Tango - A New Dance Style
Describing a dance style which is constantly evolving, is complicated. In the following I'll
share some of my thoughts and observations with you.

Queer Tango is often described as Tango Argentino danced with 'open roles' or 'reversed
roles'. In this context 'queer' is a re-appropriation of the academic concept of ‘queer
theory', a philosophical term first coined in 1990 by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Judith Butler,
Adrienne Rich and Diana Fuss.

In 2001 Ute Walter, Marga Nagel and Felix Volker Feyerabend gave the practice of
dancing both roles in tango the name 'Queer Tango' at the 1st International Queer Tango
Festival in Hamburg, Germany. The concept of 'queer' takes Queer Tango into the realm of
'the other', the non-mainstream. It deconstructs the traditional (heteronormative gender)
role play and division of labour of the Argentinian tango, where the man leads and the
woman follows, by suggesting that both dancers may learn to dance both roles. However,
learning both roles does not necessarily mean that a dancer will dance both roles at a
public milonga. Most dancers dancing both roles in tango tend to prefer one more than the
other.

Couples who practice some kind of shared leadership when dancing tango, vals and
milonga are in my opinion dancing Queer Tango. The practice of shared leadership in
tango opens up novel creative processes, increases the sharing of musicality and offers a
different division of labour within the couple.

At Queer Tango events, couples often share the leadership of their dance by taking turns
when leading. One dancer leads the first two tangos of a tanda and gives the lead to the
other dancer who'll lead the last two. At these events you may also see dancers brilliantly
exchanging roles as they dance intercambio, turning the lead into a flowing energy where
one can not tell who is leading and who is following. To me, it looks as if these dancers
refrain from fully taking on one specific role in order to co-create their dances, and they
'queer’ their tangos by embodying the (gender) roles of tango as a fluid practice.
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Abrazo - The Ephemeral Embrace
A dancer once told me with a smile, “There is nowhere you can get as many hugs as in the
tango community!”

Escaping the frantic outer world into the microcosm of the milonga, all tango dancers are
dying to be embraced, and the embrace is just what tango gives us. Forming the traditional
A-frame of the classical tango milonguero, our bodies meet at the upper part of the torso in
the abrazo (the sustained close embrace). The tango leader leads by leaning forward,
pushing ever so gently at the heart of the follower. The follower receives the lead by
accepting their shared axis.

Having accepted your cabeceo (nonverbal invitation to dance), a tango dancer will attempt
to be ‘the love of your life’ during your dance. The aesthetics of tango both simulates and
stipulates a loving relationship between the two people. The dancers are in love, not with
each other, but with dancing Tango. The gentle abrazo sparks feelings of love, joy and
tenderness. Like bubbles in a glass of champagne the emotions flow in your body, as you
adjust the embrace and start to dance, and when the music stops, it is all over. What the
untrained eye sees as a couple in love is in fact the well-designed sensual movement of
Argentinian tango, which is made possible by a good measure of love, empathy, and
dedicated attention. These things come naturally to all experienced tango dancers, as they
embrace and connect with a casual dance partner, a close friend or a complete stranger.
The tender embrace is as ephemeral as a rainbow after it has stopped raining; it only
leaves a faint impression on your heart, before it evaporates as the music stops, we smile,
hug, and go our separate ways to share the next tanda with another dance partner.

Argentinian tango communication is non-verbal. It may look as sensual as a kiss, but for
the tango dancer’s flirtatious mirada (glance) and cabeceo (invitation to dance by eye
contact) never read, 'Give us a kiss!' It just says, 'Give us a dance!' The follower accepts
the invitation to dance with a subtle nod - or says, ‘No thank you’ by looking away, and
thus cutting off the flirtatious eye contact. Western people, who are out of their element,
when it comes and adopting the Argentinian tradition of mirada and cabeceo and flirting
the Argentinian way, often resort to the formal verbal invitation to dance: “Would you like to
dance?” A question, which by nature is less flirtatious than a cabeceo, and consequently
they miss the first part of the tango couple’s subtle nonverbal conversation, the 'foreplay’ of
their co-created tango.

Female Wisdom: The First Mystery

A milonguera revealed the esoteric mystery of Argentinian tango to me, “If you have
control of the lower part of the torso i.e. hara and root chakra, the dance will open your
heart chakra and change your life.”

The perfect control of your posture, axis, and body language is an inherent part of
excellent tango technique. Many dancers suggest that we have better dances, when we
can put aside our desires and concentrate on the flow of the dance. The concentration and
connection needed in order to dance well are of a different nature to a sexual energy...
However, we are all flirting with each other in order to get our dances and embraces.

At the milonga we all love to look at the dancers' sensual tango moves and in return we
accept the gaze of the spectators, when we are on the dance floor. The milonga
experience is about turning the dance, the gentle abrazo, along with the music, and the
lyrics of a tango song into a romantic embodiment of togetherness, flow, and sensual,
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almost meditative tango co-improvisations. And the more it changes our lives, the more
joyful the experience! This dance is all-consuming.

Time and again we recreate the sensuality of the Argentinian tango traditions, when 'we
dance tango in between each other's legs', as an Argentinian dancer once described one
of the provocative aspects of the tango; so, too, as we dance a tango milonguero, cheek to
cheek. The tango has maintained its sensuality and attraction for more than a century, and
tango instructors teach that absolute emotional and physical connection between the
dancers is essential for a good dance experience. Access to the sensual non-verbal
experience of the dance, and the abrazo are a must at the milonga, and the dancers will
wait until after their tanda to try to find out if their physical attraction or couple ‘chemistry’
might transform itself into an intellectual and/or emotional attraction as well, - that is, if this
is where they want to take their conversation.

Female Wisdom: The Second Mystery

Modern science has discovered that the music and dancing releases endorphins (joy
hormones) in our bodies, and there is a subtle correlation between the dancers and the
spectators through which joy is transmitted to everybody present at a milonga. On a
physical level, yet subconscious to most of us, we all share love and other deep emotions
with each other at the milonga, and the magical moment according to the wise milonguera
is, when all leaders pay attention to each other and the couples on the dance floor start
dancing together, as this will make the individual couple's little bubble of Tango Love
become a part of a deeper and higher expression of shared harmony.

Tango Roles - Role Play in Tango

Professional dancers and tango instructors know how to dance both roles and at tango

workshops they encourage their students to do so, but when performing or teaching the
majority of them seem not to be interested in dancing tango with open roles or reversed
roles in public. They adhere to the strictly heteronormative role play of the tango world,

and they pass on characteristics of this mindset to their students by virtue of being role

models.

Dancers who pursue the creative path of dancing practicing both roles in tango often
attend Queer Tango events. The term ‘queer’ as in '‘queer milonga’ is a term commonly
used as a synonym for the LGBTQ community, referring to dancers whom we assume to
be not-necessarily-straight-and-quite-possibly-lesbian, -gay, -bi-, -transsexual,
-questioning, -intersex, -queer-identified people as well as to the dance style itself.
However, being 'queer’ is usually defined by the young generation of queer people as a
political identity, and with it comes a deep wish not to be defined by sexual stereotypes.

Many people will tell you that they don't like being labelled by virtue of their sexual
preferences. Queer people probably want to be accepted by others firstly, as people, like
everyone else, and dream that sexuality and all the shyness, taboo, and bias which
sometimes are prompted by sexual orientation are not what will constitute your first
impression of them. They do not want to be one of 'the others', marginalised by their
choice of soulmate or dance partner. The term ‘queer’ is potentially liberating, as it blurs
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the boundaries between the sexual categories by asserting that gender identity, gender
expression and sexual orientation are fluid practices.

Tango Is So Hot And Sexy!

There are no 'neutral' spaces in the realm of tango - especially not at a Queer Tango
event. All dancers are flirting to get their tangos and hugs, but here the role play is
different: women cabeceo women, men cabeceo men, and friends dance together as
mixed couples. The unspoken social code of the queer milonga reads: do not assume
anything about the sexual preferences of the other dancers.

However subtle your (queer) cabeceos are, a person who is actively blurring/queering the
gender boundaries at a mainstream milonga by dancing Queer Tango is bound to stand
out (as queer), as only few straight people pursue the dancing of both roles at mainstream
milongas. 'Coming out' as a dancer who dances both roles (regardless of your gender and
sexual preferences) may make people wonder why you are dancing the other role, or why
you are flirting with someone of your own gender? Considering the heteronormative
mindset of the tango world, | find that it is important to take the topic of taboo into
consideration when discussing Queer Tango or tango with open roles. The negative
attitude towards homosexuality, which is increasing in many countries around the world,
makes me doubt that any Igbtq person may state that his or her life has not been affected
by discrimination, internalised bias, and self-censorship. My personal experience is that it
may take years fully to learn to embrace one's otherness and the otherness, which one
sees in other people. Dancing Queer Tango may potentially make you very conscious
about your sexual orientation and preferences, as you will be dancing with partners of
various genders.

The subtle homophobia of the tango communities — or looking at the other side of the coin:
the sexual preferences, which are the key to many people's choice of tango partners and
their engagement in the tango role play are something which we all assume to be
happening, but we just don't talk much about it..., thus the emotional 'problems' remain
unresolved.

Queer Tango - A New Tango Philosophy

My experience is that dancing Queer Tango, focusing on the shared lead, increases the
level of connection and alertness required for you to take in the subtle details of your
dance partner's body language for both the leader and the follower, or you'll miss the
subtle moves and invitations coming from your dance partner.

| see open-minded tango teachers teaching their (predominantly straight) students how the
tango leaders in their dances now and then may let go of the lead and let the followers be
free to improvise as they please. And tango teachers, who have taken up teaching Queer
Tango or tango with open roles teach how to exchange roles gracefully or how to lead from
the position of the follower as strategies for dancers, who pursue dancing both roles. They
explore the numerous ways to 'queer' a tango, creating a new queer tango philosophy
along the way.

The benefits of learning Queer Tango include a higher level of awareness and acceptance
of your Queer Tango dance partners as diverse, strong dancers; and learning to dance the
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other role will make you a better dancer, even if you decide only to specialise in one of the
roles. Taking up dancing Queer Tango on a regular basis will open your eyes and heart to
wonderfully creative people. Brave dancers, who are willing to share their musicality and
creativity with you, when you let go, share the leader- or followership of the dance and
start co-creating with them. This is the amazing gift which the creators of the concept of
Queer Tango are trying to make all of us see, cherish and love.
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Queer Tango Dancers — Portfolio
© Laura Valentino

Photographer Laura Valentino has photographed Queer Tango dancers, documenting the
dancers and the milongas of different Queer Tango festivals in Northern Europe among
others The International Queer Tango Festival in Stockholm organized by Charlotte
Rivero, Tangoverkstan — Roles in Motion and the International QueerTango-Festival in
Berlin organised by Astrid Weiske.

© Laura Valentino
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2. Dancing Differently

How Queer Tango Changed My Life
© Alex Gastel

Tango is more than a dance. It's a lifestyle, a philosophy and a state of mind. Tango
literally changed my whole life - or, to be precise, one form of the dance did so. It all
started when | visited a Queer Tango workshop...

| am a Traveler

In 2012, at their milonga venue, Tango Ocho organized the first Queer Tango Festival in
Stuttgart. It was my first queer milonga ever, and the first queer workshops I'd attended.
The whole festival just blew my mind: equality was suddenly a possibility in this dance.

At the milonga | felt like | had been trapped for a long time, and was now freed for one
evening. As you might know, ‘queer’ means something outside of the norm, something
rare, but this felt like the opposite. It felt normal and sane. Here people of all genders were
dancing with each other, just one human being with another human being.

At all the other places there was this weird thing going on - every dancer belonged in one
of two groups and the groups behaved completely different from each other! They dressed
distinctly, so one could easily recognize to which group a person belonged, and almost all
people of the one group exclusively followed, and almost all of the other group exclusively
led. The really crazy thing? They couldn’t choose which group they want to belong to.
Instead, it was determined by gender, whether they had a penis or a vagina. This didn’t
sound normal to me...

My feelings of awe were reinforced at the workshop the next day. The teachers were
Cristian Mifio and Fernando Gracia. They proposed to abandon roles completely and
instead to have both partners give impulses and to create a flow of energy out of these
impulses. For me, this workshop was one very long wow-moment. Afterwards, my partner
and | were driving home through heavy rain. | broke our stunned silence and said: "l want
to chuck everything and go to Buenos Aires to dance Tango!"

Although we were wise enough to wait a year, and finish our university studies, we did fly
to Buenos Aires. Here in BA we started freelancing, discovered a different lifestyle and
changed all our plans for the future. No PhDs, no careers in science. Instead: living a free
life, traveling and dancing through the world.

You might wonder why Tango alone was not enough to bring me to this decision? Here's
why: Tango is like a passionate lover and a person with a long and complicated life, a life
that has led to a really nasty characteristic: she’s so sexist | could not have gone into a
committed relationship with her. But then | met her equally attractive sibling Queer Tango
and she’s really kind and treats me well. She’s someone worth traveling around the globe
for.

I am a Gender Equalist

As mentioned above, sexism is deeply rooted within Tango. For me, it was definitely the
environment where | experienced the most sexism in my adult life. There was a constant
separation into men and women. In Germany, practically no one used gender-neutral
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terms for tango. It was always "men have to do this and women have to do that.” If you
didn't play along, you got corrected: after doing an aggressive embellishment while
following, | was told, "No, only men can do such an embellishment. It's not elegant
enough."

This separation started draining me. | also noticed that a lot more men asked me to dance
when | wore skirts or dresses - the shorter the better. And some partners thought it was
okay to fondle my back or my hand while in the embrace - in a way that clearly wasn't part
of the moves. | felt objectified, and it made me angry. After ten months of dancing tango |
had to do something. | started leading. This made me definitely feel better. But then, it also
introduced me to a new form of sexism. Now | got punished for breaking the rules and
taking the role of the ‘other.” Sexism was often subtle and almost never said with
malevolent intentions. But it was there. Here are two examples:

¢ | was told, "You are the best female leader | know." (This is bad, because it implies
that being a woman has an impact on the quality of leading. For comparison, no one
would say "You are the best female follower | know".)

o After leading a sequence badly, | was told, "See! This is why Argentines don't want
women to lead." (This is bad, because it implies that this opinion is justified.)

Well, this sucked and possibly even slowed down my progress in leading. Suddenly, | was
in a minority - something | wasn't used to.

| intend to do my part to bring society further towards gender deconstruction. You could
call me a gender equalist. It could get really lonely in the tango world. Sometimes |
desperately thought, "Is nobody else questioning this? Hello? Are you all just accepting
this? You wouldn't accept it if they taught cooking to girls and technology to boys in
schools, because, well, that's how the gender roles are. Or would you?"

You might ask how Queer Tango could have helped me in this aspect? Wasn't it the case
that dancing 'queer' got me those problems in the first place? Yes, but it was still a
thousand times better than enduring the sexism of the rest of the Tango world.
Miraculously it was in Buenos Aires that | found a solution contrary to my expectations.
Everyone had warned me about the omnipresent machismo and sexism | would encounter
there. The thing with Buenos Aires is that the Tango scene is so big that it allows for
subcultures. One of those is the Queer Tango community. They showed me that there
were others who had been fighting and questioning, too. | had found my partners in crime,
but that wasn't the only thing the Queer Tango community had to offer...

| am a Sexual Person
A surprise came with joining the Queer Tango community.

In the past, a certain combination of three characteristics had always diminished my
experiences:

1. | fall into the LGBTQ category

2. | have a passion that takes most of my free time, thus preventing me from going to
LGBTQ events

3. My 'gaydar’ or 'queerdar is terrible
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| am pansexual, which means that | am attracted to persons regardless of their sex or
gender (I prefer this term to bisexual as it doesn't imply that there are only two
sexes/genders). | spend my time at milongas rather than at LGBTQ clubs or parties
because | am a Tango addict. And my queerdar is pretty non-existent. Darn! But at queer
milongas | could once again enjoy the eroticism that comes with dancing in general and
Tango in particular. Not to mention the flirting beyond the dance floor.

But wait a minute, as a pansexual, can't | just have flirting and eroticism with the opposite
sex at 'normal' milongas? Yes and no. | can, but getting pressed into a gender category (|
am usually perceived as a woman) with all the attendant restrictions and beauty ideals is a
turn-off. What if | like men in high heels? What if | like women with penises? What if | like
androgynous persons? Let's just say the more | identified as genderqueer, the less sexy
heteronormativity and gender norms became. Queer Tango played a role in that, too.

| am Genderqueer

At some point along the way, | started to identify as neither woman nor man. |
experimented with androgynous clothing, with a new name and haircut. And | loved it.
Now, what has Queer Tango to do with that? Dancing the lead was my first big break with
gender norms on a more bodily level. | always did a lot of stuff that society considers
'masculine’ - or that males are considered better at. Some examples are: science, pen and
paper role-playing gaming, programming, reading science fiction. All of those things are on
a very intellectual level. Dancing, on the other hand is very physical. | discovered that | like
to mix traditionally 'male' and 'female' movements in both roles. This gave me the curiosity
and the courage to start playing with gender norms on the physical level outside of
dancing, too.

| am a Dancer

The changes that Queer Tango has brought to my Tango are not as simple as just adding
another role. The main points that changed in both roles were: my aesthetics, my
technique, and my Tango philosophy.

Learning both roles gives one a much more complete understanding of Tango. Suddenly,
the dots connect and | can see the red thread. Once you see how many elements are the
same for both roles, you conceptualize them in a different way. Thus, | started to adopt a
more general technique instead of a leader technique and a follower technique. However,
for me it's not only about dancing two roles.

It's also about mixing elements of both roles: | do (hopefully) elegant embellishments while
leading, and | make strong and energetic movements while following. Again, this form of
dancing feels more complete. Instead of restricting myself, | can use the whole repertoire
of tango movements when | interpret the music.

Queer Tango changed my intellectual understanding of the dance. | have to use
metaphors here, as the technical details of the dance aren't sufficient. Physical concepts
like disassociation, the movement of a leg, or muscle, can describe figures and
techniques, but at a linguistic level these don’t offer any answers to questions like 'What
does Tango mean for you?', 'How do you feel when dancing?', etc. Before, | would have
used 'lead' and 'follow'. | might have said something like a friend of mine did: "As a leader,
| want to be the wave the follower is surfing on." But Queer Tango showed me that you can
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fully disintegrate the two roles, if you want to, and since then, my answer to the question
'What does Tango mean for you?' is: a conversation.The best conversations

e ..inspire me

¢ ...make me happy

o ..let me feel a deep connection with my counterpart, be it with my life companion or
with someone | have just met

¢ ...make me stop thinking about what to say and just go with the flow.

I might be so fascinated by my conversational partner that | prefer to listen a lot, or the
other one is a bit shy, so | talk more than them, but the important thing is that this can
change at any time. No one is gagged or forbidden to speak.

RN A

Alex Gastel and their partner Benjamin Layer. Courtesy of Alex Gastel.
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| followed from the first
© Paul Fairweather

It started when a German lesbian friend of mine living in Manchester took me to a milonga
and said have a go. She had been dancing a long time and led as well as followed. You
can’t really have a go as a leader, but as a follower with an experienced leader you can
have a reasonable dance from the start.

| was immediately hooked. | think it was the fact that it was a completely improvised dance
and that | loved the music and the sense of connection that you can get.

What happened next was that | realised that Ray Batchelor, the gay partner of a friend of
mine from college, was a tango dancer and over the next year, whenever | was in London,
we danced. With some impromptu lessons on the dining room floor and much patience on
his part, we went to a number of milongas in London. He led and | followed. Then —in
about 2008 — | sensed it was very unusual for two men to dance together and especially
for a man only to be able to follow. There was much looking at 'man on man dancing', but
very little hostility and increasingly, a lot of people smiling!

After about a year | decided, | needed to take some lessons, so | started going to various
classes in Manchester where | live, leading in the beginners’ class and following in the
intermediate class. The teachers were very supportive and said it was fine to follow. In the
class you change partners all the time and most of the guys were fine about dancing with
me.

For me, this is an indication of real social change. Even 10 years ago | think there would
have been far more resistance to the idea of two men dancing together. After 5 years as
part of a small tango community, | have some great male leaders who are very happy to
dance with me. The fact | can now lead and follow is useful in the class if they are short of
followers. | think my participating in the mainstream community and getting to know people
and being willing to dance with a wide range of people has all helped.

Now, dancing both roles, | feel following is what | enjoy most, as well as having the
opportunity to change roles (dance intercambio) within a dance. | enjoy the more subtle
ways you can interpret the music as a follower. | am now really enjoying leading as well
and think my leading is influenced by the fact that | started as a follower. | think it has
helped me learn that the key is having a good connection, listening to the music and not
trying to lead steps that | can’t really lead.

| dance in London at Queer Tango events and abroad at international Queer Tango
festivals. For me, dancing in an environment where many people can lead and follow or
are relaxed about leading me, is great. | have also found at Queer Tango festivals a real
sense of family, genuine community and willingness to dance with a wide range of people
and in very creative ways.

For me it is more about the willingness to be open to dancing in different roles, than being
defined by your sexuality. | have also experienced in some mainstream tango festivals far
more people interested in dancing both roles and a similar relaxed atmosphere. As | get
older, and as the world changes, for me it is important to feel that | am able to go
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anywhere and dance with whomever | choose rather than only being able to dance in
certain places.

| like being more inventive now and more able to interpret the music. | like being an active
follower and decorating in both roles. The moments of an excellent, magical connection
lifts you to a different place.
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Tor and Hartmut — Drawing
© Susana Romero

Tor and Hartmut. © Susana Romero
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The Masochistas of Tango
© Carolina De Beus. Translated from Dutch by Elsje Claessens.

To me, tango seemed like an enormous amusement park for leaders. All they have to do is
the cabeceo and the ladies go “yes, | do!”. Pfft!

As | write this, | realise how ambiguous things have become for me since | started leading.

Eight years ago in 2006 | started to dance tango, thinking it really wouldn’t be my kind of
thing.
But when | did it anyway, | was hooked.

Almost all my female friends did it.

But | stuck to my guns because | knew | couldn’t let myself be led. It's contrary to my
nature.

Moreover, every Monday night, after yoga, | had to listen to all my friends’ stories about
their dreadful weekend at the tango salons they called ‘milongas’.

How they desperately wondered why they had not been asked by this or that man even
though last time they had danced together so wonderfully.

| was fed up with the tragic, almost pathetic wallflower stories of these friends who all
considered themselves awfully good tangueras.
So | came nowhere near tango.

Until one sensual summer night a man in the street convinced me.

He saw me and asked if | was a tanguera.

“No”, | firmly answered. “Absolutely not!”

He literally dragged me along to an open air salon on the banks of the Schelde.
The most beautiful location imaginable.

And the music that | had loved for so many years! All these people who danced together
so serenely!

And so many of them! | didn’t know this existed. A new world opened up for me.
| wanted to sit on the fence for a while, but my companion wouldn’t allow it.

He immediately took my hand and pulled me to the dance floor.

And a good thing it was. Otherwise | never would have taken the chance.

| believe he taught me the basic steps while dancing. To be honest, | don’t remember
anything, except that it was simply grand!

| came home after midnight feeling one hundred percent like a woman.

| had been the centre of attention of a man all night long. He had held me in his arms and
cherished me. Given me trust and trusted me. And all this, without words. | absolutely
wanted to learn how to dance tango. Sure enough, because this was the missing part of
me.

But that's where the trouble starts.

You have to find a partner for classes.

And then you lose him.

And then you find another one and so on and so on... The whole caboodle.

| don'’t like this caboodle.

So when, after a year, | had to find a new leader and had three friends who wanted to start
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off in tango and were also looking for a leader, | set myself up as a leader and asked the
nicest and sweetest one of them.

But let me tell you, women are no joke! They come late for classes and while you are
stamping with impatience to get started, they still have to put on their shoes and tell you all
about their troubled love life.

Only towards the end we got back to the connection we had at the end of the previous
lesson. It didn’t get us anywhere.

Also, this one dance partner rarely ever went to a milonga. And when | did, | was so
focused on hooking a nice leader for a tanda that | seemed to forget that | was learning to
be a leader myself.

Most of all, I didn’t want to miss out on a single milonga dance.

The lady next to me was in the same situation. She said: “If | was able to lead, I'd ask you
right away!”

That was my wake-up call. | jumped to my feet cheering: “Oh, but | can lead you!”

In my opinion milongas are easy. It's nice and fast so you don’t have a problem staying in
your axis and you don’t have time to think. The thinking blocks my creativity.

It was so much fun that since then, whenever | hear a milonga | immediately jump from my
seat and ask some nice lady to dance.

| derived advantage from the fact that | had already made friends with a lot of women in
the tango world whom | could easily ask.
But it was milonga and nothing but milonga.

Until they played a waltz and a lady asked me.

| have to say | don't like being asked as a leader, but this lady was an exceptionally good
dancer. “No”, | kindly told her. “I don’t know how to waltz.”

“But if you can dance a milonga, surely you can waltz too!” she answered. “You just have
to make a few more turns, that’s all.”

We did it and look, my cold feet for waltzes turned warm!

After four years of tango dancing | met a man with whom [ hit it off in almost every aspect
of our lives.
His leading was heaven on earth for me, so | quickly forgot that | wanted to lead too.

But when he told me he had registered for a series of men’s technique classes, | felt
extremely jealous.

Envy is always a good signal to me. It makes me aware of my own unconscious desires.
So | quickly registered for the men’s technique classes too. And it was a revelation.

My partner and | then started to alternately lead and follow and that's what | absolutely like
best.

But, like everything beautiful, this partner too didn't last.

He did grant me something though.
Grief, of course, but also the urge to start taking my leadership seriously.
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To be completely honest, | didn’t feel like dancing with another man/leader. From now on, |
wanted to be in command.

| then hesitatingly took the step towards dancing tango, depending on the orchestra.

| felt most at ease with Biagi. Vivacious, with a solid and explicit rhythm.

Soon | started to like Donato, Fresedo and Calo. Followed by many other orchestras. But
as a leader | refrained from leading Di Sarli and certainly from Pugliese. | only wanted to
be a follower with these maestros.

| started taking weekly lessons again and attended a lot of workshops.

The funny thing is that you then discover that it's not all that easy for a leader to find a
good follower!

But, as a leader, it does feel a lot easier and more natural to ask a follower then the other
way around. Asking a man if he’s willing to take classes with you is like begging. Like
being dependent. Being the one to ask, as a leader, just feels right.

What | do is | make a wish list, a kind of ‘top ten’ of the people | would like to take classes
with. And I’'m not afraid to ask the best and most beautiful tangueras.

They’re all pleased by my request because everyone enjoys being asked.

| remember starting a workshop in Amsterdam with a friend with an 18-year dancing
experience, and all of a sudden | was totally tensed up.

Where had | found the guts to ask her? Why did she accept my invitation? Could | live up
to her expectations?

But I'm a fast learner and we also just had a very pleasant weekend in Amsterdam. That’s
worth a good deal.

| started attending Queer Tango festivals. Just on my own. Knowing no one. And it turned
out everyone else did know each other. It felt like one big queer reunion.
And | felt like an outsider, not yet accustomed to the non-existence of rules.

The first evening | asked women to dance, but not men. Even though I love to lead a man
who’s willing to follow me.

Only on the last day of the festival | understood: in Queer Tango you can simply ask
someone and when you get to the dance floor you both decide which one of you will lead
or follow. Isn’t that great?

I’'m not stuck in the Queer Tango environment though. But | always centre my holidays
around a tango festival or encuentro (queer or mainstream).

Being single, it's always hard to find a single room. All the offers are for two people and
singles often get charged 100% extra. But eventually I'll always find a reasonably priced
deal, and when | also manage to find a cheap flight, I'll register for the event.

Imagine my surprise when | had to fill out my (non-existing) partner's data!

The rebel in me wrote: "me and only me and myself". | dance both roles. Fortunately |
quickly got a message from this Italian event that | was more than welcome. But that didn’t
count for other mainstream events.

In reaction to my registration to another event they coolly wrote:

“Thank you so much for your registration to (...). Just tonight we received more than 100
single woman registrations! If you want to have a better chance to come to the marathon,
then the best thing to do is to find a male partner and sign up with him once again."

That really has to change! You register as a leader and then the organisation advises you
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to find a male partner when the main reason why | started leading is to become
independent of male leaders.

You try your best to become an agreeable leader and then it turns out it is still about a
gender balance instead of a balance in leaders and followers.

| felt like replying that unfortunately the hormone prescriptions had failed and that | was
reluctant to undergo surgery.

These past few years I've led more than I've followed at the milongas.
For more than one reason.

The first reason is a very rational and plausible one.

| simply have to gain a lot of mileage as a leader.

The second reason is actually the result of the mileage | gained: the more you practice, the
better you get and the more fun the leading becomes, making it easier to find nice
followers.

And of course | love being the one to initially interpret the music. And if my follower does
the same, it's a feast.

Most of all | no longer experience the tension of being asked yes or no.

No more fear of not or barely getting a look in. | can always dance.

In open roles.

It makes me independent and | love it for that. If | don’t dance, it's my own choice.

My leadership has liberated me. | dance because the music asks me to and for no other
reason.

But last but not least the main reason is that at the milongas the followers almost always
outnumber the leaders. And in terms of quality good followers also outhumber good
leaders.

So if | can choose between a great dancer who would be all too happy to follow me or a
not-so-musically-talented leader who wants to practice some sequences and steps with
me, my choice is easily made.

In the (ego) leader camp | do detect a well hidden conviction that I’'m running with the hare
and hunting with the hounds.

And | admit: | do.
With a lot of pleasure.

This is a man's world, this is a man's world
But it wouldn't be nothing, nothing without a woman or a girl. - James Brown
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Straight Women in Queer Tango
© Sasha Cagen and Birthe Havmoeller (ed.)

Sasha Cagen in conversation with Helen La Vikinga at The 3rd San Francisco
International Queer Tango Festival in California, June 2011, excerpt of the video interview:
IdeaChat2: Straight Women in Queer Tango with Helen La Vikinga.[1]

Sasha: Helen La Vikinga is an amazing Icelandic dancer, who teaches tango in Buenos
Aires. She is here in San Francisco for the International Queer Tango Festival. We had a
great conversation yesterday about Queer Tango and how it is different than what |
thought. And | feel that this would be a cool theme for a second IdeaChat. Basically just to
kick it off, | thought Queer Tango was for people, who have same sex sexuality, but it
seems like it is so much more, as | am discovering now from this festival. What is Queer
Tango for you, Helen, and how did you get involved in it?

Helen: Queer Tango is, especially for me, when the roles [in tango] are not depending on
sex nor sexuality. Because in traditional tango there is a man, a straight guy leading a
straight woman. The woman is a 'follower' and the man is a 'leader'. In Queer Tango it can
be man or woman leading, man or woman following. It can be a straight or a gay person,
so the definition is open roles tango more than gay tango. Open roles tango that means
that the roles in tango are not defined by either sex or sexuality.

Sasha: Do you find that most people, who are involved are gay?

Helen: It depends on where [you are]. There are lots of people dancing both roles. There
are teachers working with tango. There are also people, especially women, that are getting
more and more in the world of leading, because often in the tango scene we have more
women dancing tango [than men] and they are just tired of waiting to dance, so they start
to lead. They are straight. It is not about their sexuality. They just find a challenge in
starting to lead and many of them like it. Often they like it much more than following.

| think today, 2011, we are finding the role that we like more than 'because of the gender |
have to dance this role'. And that is what | felt. | am straight, but | like to lead. | like to
dance and for me the tango is just one tango. Hopefully in the future we will all be dancing
together, straight or queer, man or woman. We shouldn't be divided. | can understand that
in the beginning it is necessary [to be divided] so that | can have my own space so that |
can lead. | can lead a guy - straight or gay - that is not important.

Sasha: | came to Helen La Vikinga's class yesterday. It was an all women class which was
unusual and that part was "queer", but what you taught was completely the Essence of
Tango. So it was interesting to reflect on that, because there was nothing queer about that.
It was completely traditional, even the embrace was traditional close embrace, as opposed
to the way a lot of people in San Francisco dance, which is more separate.

Helen: For me it is just one tango. | am teaching in the same way at a Queer Tango
festival or queer environment, as | am teaching in a straight festival/ traditional festival.

Sasha: One thing which | found interesting is how sometimes the really traditional

milongas in Buenos Aires can be oppressive in certain ways and that you find the queer
space to be more relaxed. What do you think that the differences are? And why is that?
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Helen: | feel that | as a person that know the milongas very well and their atmospheres, |
feel it more relaxed going to alternative milongas like a gay milonga, than to totally
traditional authentic milongas. There [at the gay milonga] | feel that the people go more
just for dancing. They are not there to find somebody to date or for having sex. They are
just there to dance at the queer milongas.

Sasha: Even at the traditional milongas they try to find another man?

Helen: | am sure that [all] places where two persons meet, if there is something between a
man or a woman or between two gay persons, that is of course not wrong either, but
maybe the purpose for going there was not to find somebody to sleep with. | feel: the
purpose for going there is to dance and if something happens, that is just fun! While often
in the fancy milongas it is often a hard competition [between the women]. There are lots of
young girls and foreign women, who are also coming over. And the guys they are not so
many so they can choose from all this crowd of women. (...) All the Argentine women
above 45 don't even go to these milongas, because they know that nobody will ask them
to dance, when they have this crowd of young beautiful women from abroad. They don't
even have to dance good to be asked to dance, where as the Argentinian woman may be
a really good dancer, without being asked to dance because she is not 30 but 50, and they
know that they will not end up having sex... so why ask her to dance?!

Sasha: The custom is to ask someone to have coffee at 3 am. That is the clue word?
Helen: Yes, or champagne...?

Sasha: | have been one of those women. Showing up and going to milongas. Not always
being asked to dance, but getting asked to dance enough - you know, as a real beginner. It
is talking to you about that whole situation, gave me a sort of eye-opening perspective
about the whole situation and flow of many women coming through, and how that dynamic
just gets repeated over and over again, and then talking to you about the queer stuff made
me think, OK maybe that is more relevant for me... even though | am not gay. But |
wonder, if | would get asked to dance as a follower at a queer milonga?

Helen: Yes, that is, no... It is like at every other place, at small places you have to get
acquainted first, before someone will ask you to dance. It is not because you are not gay
that nobody asks you to dance. Like in the queer milonga in Buenos Aires it is maybe 50 %
gay and 50 % straight.

Sasha: Were you one of the first queer people to get the queer tango scene going in
Buenos Aires?

Helen: | was maybe one of the first people to have traditional milongas, which were "gay
friendly" or where same sex [people] could dance together. As a woman [leader] | was
leading many friends, and many girls, ... and at our milongas | wanted to have a milonga
space, where people could dance with same sex or not same sex . | don't care. As long as
people are respecting each other on the dance floor, | don't care, who is dancing with
whom. (...)

Sasha: It seems like Queer Tango is much more common in San Francisco, men following
and women leading. | feel that | never saw that at a traditional milonga in Buenos Aires.
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Helen: | think in general that it is more common outside Buenos Aires, especially in the
north of Europe. Not the south of Europe but in the north of Europe it is quite common to
have guys, who are dancing together. Two straight guys who are dancing together just
trying both roles and so on... And as | said before, lots of women are leading and some
women are really good leaders.

Sasha: What are the qualities of a woman leader that are different than a man leader?

Helen: | think women leaders often are more sensitive and more soft in their leading.
Sometimes it is negative, because they need more power, force and stability and at the
same time they have more feelings... They can imagine better how it is for the follower.
Why often guys, they are just leading and not thinking about how it is to be a follower. So
when | dance with a woman leader it is often a little bit more sensitive, more soft. My
experience, as a teacher, is that many women, they are really fast to learn to lead. Much
more surprisingly fast.

Sasha: Are those women, who have followed for a while already?

Helen: Yes, of course, lots of them. Not all of them. It is maybe because they have already
some body awareness. They are doing other things, yoga and other dances, etc. It has
surprised me sometimes, when | am working. Sometimes | am working with straight
partners or gay partners. | remember one of them, who was not used to the Queer Tango,
but he worked with me in a Queer festival. He was totally surprised at how fast the women
were learning. At the first class the women were already leading. [He said:] "It would take
us months and years to learn to lead, and they are already leading!" He was much
surprised. - So it is not only me.

Sasha: It is basically a truism, that it is so much harder to lead, than to follow or to learn
something. That is interesting.

Helen: It is a generalization, but maybe that is to do with women are often more capable at
doing more things at the same time.

Sasha: Multitasking.

Helen: Maybe it is that they are more used to like doing lots of things. She can lead and
think about somebody behind ... and at the same time think about how it is for the follower.
If I do this will that then affect her. On the other side, men, they get more technical. It is like
some "motor" or "engine" that they are studying. - | don't like generalizations so much, but
this is what | have experienced.

Sasha: And men followers?
Helen: Men followers, they often say themselves that because they are usually bigger,

heavier [build], with the muscles and the skeleton, etc... it is a little bit more rigid usually,
but there are exceptions of course. It is not like this softness... [which women followers
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have]. It is a different energy also. | love to look at two guys dancing together. It is a
different energy between them and it is usually not this 'softness'.

Sasha: This is the origin of tango, right? Men dancing together, isn't it?!

Helen: They were rehearsing usually, of course there were gays there at that time like
there have always been gays and will be gays. It was more that they were rehearsing or
training, because at that time in Buenos Aires around 1880 - 1920 there were lots of
emigrants. There were much more men than women in Buenos Aires at that time. There
were lots of men coming over, who had left their families or fiancees; they had to be good
dancers, so they would be picked to dance with the women. The situation was the
opposite. Today lots of guys, they stop taking classes. They are not advancing so much,
because they don't need it, because there are lots of women, waiting for them to dance. ...
A guy that is maybe not a bad dancer, but not a really good dancer. He can dance all night.
There are lots of women to dance with anyhow. While the woman has to continue taking
classes, getting better, because she needs to, in order to have the possibility to be asked
to dance.

Sasha: We were talking about this yesterday. You have the advice that women should say,
"No", more.

Helen: They should be a bit more selective at least. Why should we give this power to the
man that they can just stop... and don't ever care about being really good dancers,
because they can dance all night.

Sasha: So you thought that when we say "No" more, then men or leaders are more likely
to take more classes and get better?

Helen: Yes, | mean, it would not work if just | would [be doing] it, but if we get more
selective. They are selective, because they are not dancing with everybody. They pick the
good dancers.

Sasha: There is this whole vibe where the men pick. They just snap their fingers or extend
their hand and you are just supposed to leap up and... This bugs me!

Helen: Yes... In a way it is also what tango is. It is a little bit cruel world. At the same time it
is a wonderful world.

Note
1 See the full video interview at Vimeo: http://vimeo.com/26247448
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Tango Portraits — Photographs
© Carlos Blanco

Helen La Vikinga and Glenda Salas. © Carlos Blanco
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Solomon. © Carlos Blanco
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My Tale of Queer Tango: Near and Far from Buenos Aires
© Miguel Kanai, Miami, USA, 2014

This essay is a modified excerpt from "Buenos Aires Beyond (Homo)sexualized Urban
Entrepreneurialism: The Geographies of Queered Tango", a peer-reviewed article
forthcoming with Antipode — A Radical Journal of Geography. Please consult the original
for references and citations.

| am a social scientist and academic geographer studying the rhythm of change in the
world’s cities. Originally from Buenos Aires but educated and living in the United States, |
have spent the past decade trying to make sense of the urban landscape that emerged in
Buenos Aires after the neoliberal barrage of the 1990s and the dramatic collapse of the
Argentine economy in 2001. Chaos and destitution seemed to be spreading everywhere
then — to an extent never seen even in the troubled recent history of Argentina.

Despite major shifts that have taken place at the national level in terms of economic and
social policy since the recovery of the early 2000s, neoliberal forms of governing are alive
and well, particularly in the discourse and public actions taken in the contentious realm of
urban redevelopment. The perennial questions remain: what is the city being remade for?
Who it is supposed to serve? Clearly, market logics and corporatized forms of power are
now much more openly, and at times successfully, contested than they were in the heyday
of planning as ‘real-estate deal-making’ of the late twentieth century. But because of this
neoliberal urbanism has mutated too: it has become more refined in its governmental
discourse and subtle in its areas of intervention. One of these areas is cultural policy, now
redefined as a vehicle at the service of city- and neighborhood-marketing.

How does this relate to Queer Tango in Buenos Aires?

Let us begin with tango itself. Since the mid-2000s, each time | visited the city | have
encountered more venues turned to the tango economy. These included exclusively-
dedicated exhibition halls, 'boutique hotels’, specialty shops, pricy cafés decorated with
nostalgia and even themed city quarters, like the area around the Abasto market
rebranded as ‘el barrio de Carlos Gardel .

That is why | began developing research questions on the layers of neoliberal urbanism in
this conspicuous tango boom and the broader implications of the production of a
‘Disneyland of tango’ on the social and spatial dynamics of the urban fabric. What did this
market appropriation of Buenos Aires’ most characteristic artistic genre and cultural
tradition mean for the city? Besides reviewing governmental and media reports as well as
the literature on the topic, | thought | would learn directly from the people involved,
opportunistically honing my dancing skills while | observed what is going on. Yet my
teenage memories of Buenos Aires in the 1970s and 80s led me to suspect that this would
not be a pleasant experience. | had tried tango lessons briefly before leaving to study
abroad. Would | have to put myself through a rigidly-gendered discipline? | did not
subscribe to it back then and could certainly do without it now. | am generally left in peace
to be a sexual dissident in American academia, with its professed love of diversity and
tolerance for subjects like me: an unmarried and childless (gay) male in his early forties as
a colleague once reminded me while discussing my work load and course scheduling.
Then it dawned on me: arising out of the creative explosion that had taken place in the
2000s, | could now learn tango without stifling my sexual self.

And so my engagement with Buenos Aires’ queer tango movement and gay milongas
began. Even though they may appear to be a specialized part of what people in Buenos
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Aires call the ‘tango for export’ complex — catering to international LGBT tourists and
covered by the foreign media, these practices also encompass more politicized and
dissident dimensions that are worth paying attention to: they are not only undoing tango’s
historical exclusions based on sexuality and gender regimes but some of them also seek
to reposition the genre in the city and the world beyond the commercially-oriented realm of
possibilities implied by globalized neoliberal urbanism. | do not wish to claim that the
practices of Queer Tango in Buenos Aires constitute an extensive social movement, but
their significance lies not in their size, but in the possibilities that they point to.

| proceeded to take classes at the gay milonga, ‘La Marshall’, which has been around
since 2003. | took a few beginners’ classes, which were taught in both English and
Spanish. In these, the instructors spent much of their time on ever-changing groups of
tourists seemingly with ‘two left feet’. Overall, this felt like a rather stressful experience for
most and would inevitably end up in a quickly posed snapshot before taking off for a more
fun experience in the Buenos Aires nightscape. But | talked to the more experienced
dancers who arrived after the class. Many of them seemed to be loyal patrons in a friendly
circle where almost everyone knew almost everyone else. To be honest, these initial forays
also helped me to balance my research-filled days with a recreational night-time activity,
enabling me to socialize in a city where | had few remaining contacts, particularly since the
death of my parents. By then, | had grown tired of going to LGBT places where, for the
most part, the kids were half my age or younger. The broader age range, gender mixing
and lack of obsession with young, athletic or thin body types differentiates Queer Tango
from other gay environments in Buenos Aires, particularly the more mainstream cavernous
clubs catering primarily to gay men with aesthetics too intent on mirroring fancy gay
neighbourhoods in the west such as Soho (London), Weho (West Hollywood, California) or
Sobe (South Beach, Florida).

As a clumsy newbie, | did not get many invitations to dance at first, but some of the other
dancers started to recognize me after having seen me there only a handful of times —
though others have continued to ignore me over the years: social distances, hierarchical
difference and categorical exclusions do exist within queer tango environments.

The friendly suggestions of alternative places to go dancing while in town revealed what
geographers like me call a ‘contested territoriality’. Milongas explicitly designated as
gay/queer take place only a few times a week, usually on Tuesdays, Fridays and
sometimes Sundays. Regardless of gender and sexuality, any true tango lover knows that
this is simply not enough — particularly if you do not live in Buenos Aires permanently and
want to make the most of each precious visit. What some fellow dancers do — and | was
invited to join them — is go to a careful selection of regular milongas, in a group. They
would rarely go on their own, for then they would only get dances in conventional roles.
But these places are accepting and no one would dare to openly discriminate against us
for dancing however we wished, among ourselves. | could definitely sense more intense
stares than | would have received if | had danced in accordance with the local
heteronormative code. But, as my dancing got more polished, my personal impression was
more that of a gaze in awe of the uncommon, than of disapproval. | cannot generalize from
my own position. In the traditional tango world, a cisgender male like myself, dancing with
other men in either role or even following from a woman may pass as practicing or elicit
praise for his dedication to his craft — for example, you can only teach well if you know
both roles and are able to dance them well. Yet highly proficient female leaders have told
me a different story when venturing out of explicitly queer environments. Some of them
reported that they continued to sense onlookers’ disapproval when they were out on the
floor, no matter how much technical virtuosity they had attained.
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Queer Tango makes me feel like a participant in a politics of visibility

| believe that the Queer Tango-ing that | became a part of may be modest but is not
negligible. The milongas where queer forms appear uninvited may be non-threatening
environments, yet their inclusivity is not the result of commercially-motivated, official, gay-
friendly designations. Rather, they constitute territories negotiated by us, the dancers
ourselves. | remember that once, at the weekly open-air, admission-free Sunday afternoon
event at the famous Plaza Dorrego of San Telmo, which some of my friends help to
organize, | noticed that there was one man with a camera enthusiastically taking pictures
of me, but he stopped the minute he realized that | was not just dancing with women. | had
hoped that he would go home with a less essentialist impression of what the city and the
tango are about, but my dance partner reminded me to stop philosophizing and focus on
our steps. He wanted to have fun, rather than listen to an absent-minded academic
ruminating on his next paper. In fact, this attitude of not explicitly politicizing or theorizing
the practice is rather common among participants, who for the most part focus on its
recreational and socialization aspects.

Visibility is negotiated across multiple fronts. The four same-sex couples who participated
in the Mundial de Tango 2013 (the World Tango Championship) for the first time in the
history of that high-profile event attracted a lot of local and international media attention.
For those dancers, doing well in the championship (even reaching the semifinals in one
case), meant first and foremost advancing their careers with a prestigious title.
Professional tango is now a highly competitive environment in which any recognition
counts for both careers and livelihoods. But the same-sex couples’ participation in such a
high-visibility context not only challenges tango’s boundaries, but also challenges the
wider cultural politics of sexual acceptance in Buenos Aires and in Argentina, a society
where many believe that true equality has yet to be achieved here, despite recent political
gains and increasing state and legislative recognition.

Festival Internacional de Tango Queer (the International Queer Tango Festival) in Buenos
Aires has brought us a lot of visibility too. An annual event since 2007, the week-long
festival showcases some of the most accomplished dancers and instructors in and beyond
the gay/queer scene, alongside very famous musical groups, at some of the most
renowned tango venues in Buenos Aires, such as the traditional Confiteria La Ideal. In
November of 2012, | myself attended the famous event. The criticisms | had previously
heard of its commercialism, high prices and excessive courting of international visitors
proved not to be completely fair. Workshops with instruction in English do cost more, given
the additional effort and training required from the instructors — and the prices are
converted to the more affordable local currency for residents and Argentines, a discount
from which | benefited, without having to bargain much. Moreover, the organizers, dancers
and instructors themselves use the event both as an opportunity to raise funds for their
activities throughout the year and as a means of connecting with other queer tango
communities around the world, where they tour for several weeks if not months a year,
showcasing their craft and earning better wages than in Buenos Aires (common practice
for many tango artists). Choosing a different partner or ‘guest’ international city every year
helps them achieve this goal. While most of the guest cities are in Europe, the United
States and Canada, Mexico City (which also hosts a similar festival) was once invited. The
plan for 2014 is to invite Moscow, where Queer Tango seems to be flourishing even amid
the harsh terrain of Russian homophobia.

The dichotomy of globalized cultural scenes in the South
Talking to other festival participants, | also began to realize that the well-known dichotomy
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of globalized cultural scenes in the South — between wealthy foreigners engaging in
‘experiential’ edification and ‘exploited locals’ servicing them — does not readily apply to
queered tango in Buenos Aires. The picture is more complex. Those involved in Queer
Tango bring to it a mix of subjective sensibilities informed by differing degrees of global
mobility, of personal freedom and by the effects of complex lives lived both in and away
from Buenos Aires. Besides occasional tourists, non-resident dancers include tango lovers
who visit the city repeatedly almost with the religiosity of a pilgrim as well as long-term
expats, who have made the city their home and are not always employees of transnational
corporations or have high-paying jobs in creative industries — | even met some arriving
exhausted to the night milonga after two day jobs, but still ready to tango.

Furthermore, | got to know several Argentine émigrés like myself, who visit intermittently.
In our conversations, in which we prided ourselves for not having lost our accents one bit,
we recognized the fact that we were sometimes mistaken for foreigners because of our
acquired manners and clothing — furthermore the fact that | currently reside in Miami
makes me the subject of all kinds of bling-bling stereotypes given the predilection of
newly-rich Argentines for the city. Yet | came to the conclusion that | had something in
common with several other emigrees: our investment in the affective environment of tango
reflects our affinity with the city and its people with whom we share a biographical past,
rather than a contextual present, since the present is mediated by careers pursued
abroad, as well as the various forms of exile that many Argentines have experienced since
the 1970s. Thus, queer tango offers sexual minorities in the diaspora an additional
opportunity for symbolic belonging and instantiated (in fact full-on corporeal) engagement.
More generally — especially for those living globalized queer lives in multiple and distant
‘heres’ and ‘theres’ — the ‘near and far’ which is central to this account.

Tango networks offer a plethora of what academics call ‘social ties’. These flows of
information, collaboration and occasional assistance are not limited to material problem-
solving vis-a-vis the challenges of South-North migration. They also facilitate trans-local
friendships, romantic entanglements and domestic commitments across geographic
distances, as well as helping individuals to come to terms with coming back home or to
simply staying connected to their roots.

Queer Tango activism in Buenos Aires

But | would like to add that this solidarity extends beyond professional connections among
dancers and trans-local inter-personal networks. For example, Edgardo Fernandez
Sesma, a long-standing gay activist whom | often met at milongas, regards tango as a
cultural resource through which to call attention to homophobia worldwide, from his
decidedly Argentine perspective. In May 2013, on the International Day Against
Homophobia, Edgardo coordinated a flash mob at Plaza de Mayo, the most politically-
symbolic public square in the country. The event, ‘Un tango contra la homofobia’ (‘A Tango
Against Homophobia') featured fifty dancers, each of whom wore a tag naming and
shaming fifty countries where gay, lesbian and trans people suffer government
persecution. The number of participants increased the following year when the event was
repeated in front of the historical Los Laureles café in Barracas, one of the host institutions
of the ’Festival Popular de Tango de Barracas’, a grassroots tango festival that takes place
in that neighborhood. On both occasions, participants came from Edgardo's social circles
and from the multiple courses he teaches on 'tango diverso' (diverse tango) and 'tango
entre muchach@s' (meaning tango between girls as well as boys — the @ symbol, or an
'X', represents both the feminine 'a' and the masculine '0', in innovative, non-gendered
uses of Spanish).
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One of the classes Edgardo teaches at Sociedad de Integracion Gay Lésbica Argentina or
SIGLA (the Argentine Society for Gay and Lesbian Integration) is one of the most inclusive
and open Queer Tango practices in Buenos Aires. Located southwest of the center, in
Parque Chacabuco, SIGLA is more accessible for dancers coming from the greater
metropolitan area than city center activities. Sunday afternoons work well for those who
work long hours Monday - Friday, and the loosely-enforced ‘a la gorra’ (pass-the-hat)
payment system does not exclude those short of cash. While there, | danced with several
male-to-female transgender people — who let me know that they would only follow, just in
case.

Edgardo told me that his first priority is integration through tango and that he is aware that,
for some of his students, SIGLA is the only affordable and welcoming space for them to
dance in. SIGLA lacks proper flooring and has no air conditioning. Built underneath a
highway overpass, it is not pretty. But it is economical. SIGLA is housed in a multi-purpose
complex, built by a previous municipal administration, to provide affordable space for non-
governmental organizations in the city’s otherwise overheated real estate market. At our
last interview, Edgardo mentioned that SIGLA’s next challenge will be to integrate the local
community — and particularly local senior citizens of all sexual orientations, who want
affordable tango lessons. The group’s queerness is only one of the challenges they face.
Edgardo also found that younger students were averse to practicing with older dancers,
who learn more slowly.

| hope | have provided you with a glimpse of the contested terrains where tangoing takes
place in Buenos Aires, beyond the better-known dance halls and glamorized tourist
circuits. As for myself, when | open my arms to tango queerly, | embrace not just gender-
bending and sexual freedom, but also the yearning for a more inclusive society not just in
Buenos Aires but throughout cities in our small world.

Come along. Let’s dance together.

53



3. Rethinking the Dance

How to Queer a Queer Tango: queer strategies for dual role dancers
© Birthe Havmoeller

Argentinian Tango is evolving. ‘Queer Tango’ is one of the cutting-edge phenomena of
tango in the 21st century. Dual role social dancers have been organising international
Queer Tango festivals around the world since 2001, sharing their insights. This pooling of
creative ideas along with the work of some dedicated tango teachers, each with a circle of
students, are forming the new school of Queer Tango aesthetics.

‘Queer Tango’ is a social phenomenon, an experimental space and a modern international
tango style coming into being, inspired by the philosophy of the queer theory, the oral
history of dancers dancing both roles in the Argentine tango tradition and the need for
‘safe’ milongas where LGBTQ people set the agendas. Queer Tango is indeed informed by
the lifestyles and values of LGBTQ people: we are here, we are queer! And we ‘queer’ our
tangos!

The creative, fluid and improvisational nature of the Queer Tango dance style and
philosophy make it difficult to define the dance. The moment we claim to have seen the
truth and made a definition, we’ll see dancers pushing the borders of Queer Tango, turning
it into something new and even more exciting.

The Dual Role Dancers

The new dual role dancers in Queer Tango are straight and queer people, who practice
dancing both roles in tango. The social phenomenon of Queer Tango is about the intense
experience homing in with the music, being there, present with your dance partner at
mainstream or queer milongas. We are out and proud, and have claimed the freedom to
dance with whom we please.

The milonga experience of the dual role dancers is like a 'jam session'. The dancers get to
‘play with a tango orchestra', using their bodies as instruments, cherishing the mutual
obligation to improvise in Queer Tango; silently they embody their musicality and join the
tango orchestra to dance their part in the creation of a lovely tango.

The general notion is that tango (the modern social dance) first of all is about the non-
verbal tango dialogue between two people (the tango couple) and the couple's connection,
which result in the emotions: love, joy, peace, fulfilment, satisfaction, creative ideas and
improvised moves inspired by tango melodies and the tango embrace. The magic of tango
is when the connection swings, and the most simple moves, such as caminada, make your
heart sing.

Tango and Sensualism

The silent moments of perfect comfort, improvisation, flow and connection are at the heart
of both traditional and Queer Tango. There are no words in tango. There is no need for
excessive movements either when you embrace and connect with your dance partner.
However, flow and connection are a must. So much so that when dancers describe dance
experience other elements of the dance such as tango skills and dance figures come way
down on their list of priorities, as a given (tool) by which the flow of inspired musical ideas
is realised. We embrace and connect with our casual straight or queer dance partners to
dance Queer Tango, because it is great fun.
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In tango we offer our heart/chests/breasts to each other when we dance. The abrazo - a
closed embrace or an open embrace - must be yummy! The quality of the dance is always
measured in the quality of the embrace i.e. if the full attention and the 'real sharing' are not
there, the whole experience is bound to go sour no matter how nice the tango melody is.

Once the 'connection' is established as a physical connection (‘one body with four legs’)
and as an emotional attitude (the aim for the meditative feeling of 'being one' with your
dance partner) the dual role dancers aim to remain present and connected with their
partner during the entire dance, as they react and respond to each other by leading or
following, whatever is appropriate in the spur of the moment and to what the music
inspires them to express. The connection and focus on their dance partner's body
language give tango couples their characteristic introvert look. The sensual closed
embrace of a traditional tango and introvert look of the dancers often make spectators
assume that the tango couples are in love with each other, but what we see is the dancers'
love of the tango music. Queer Tango is the same but different! It is from the synergy of the
dual role dancers that Queer Tango is emerging.

The wanting to be in physical contact with a nice body or a charismatic dancer governs
many people's approaches to tango. The dance is both sensual and sexy, and mainstream
tango has generated clichés and sends out cultural messages promoting love and
sensualism all the time. The tango couple is claimed to embody the 'perfect relationship'.
However, the mainstream tango world doesn't offer much in the line of role models for
LGBTQ dancers, as it is almost exclusively heterosexual love and sensuality, which are on
display at the mainstream milongas and tango festivals. The contemporary dual role
dancers are now bringing a new dimension to the international tango community: a queer
sensuality and an exciting innovative tango style.

The Embodiment of a Queer Sensuality

Dual role dancers embody a queer sensuality when dancing Queer Tango with a same-sex
partner, as this sends not only a visual message about love, but one about deviant
emotions, homosensualism, and homosocial bonding. Our dancing visualises a different
sense of beauty, diverse gender expressions and interpretations of femininity/masculinity.

We are a diverse community of dancers: alpha males, bi-gendered, genderless, gender
queer, gender fluid, non-binary, non-gendered, trans, third gender, transgendered,
transsexual, transvestite, straight men in high heels, gay milongueros, straight tango
teachers... dykes, butches, femmes, bois, lesbian cougars, straight women, queer women,
alpha females, bearded women, female tangueros in drag, lesbian milongueras, women
dancing barefoot and dancers who prefer to have no labels at all (!). We practice the
dancing of both roles in tango and in doing so we happen to be questioning the norms of
mainstream tango, a heteronormative stronghold. The stiff cultural layer of mainstream
tango, dating back to the Golden Age of Tango, arguably feels a bit outdated to queer
people in the 21st century, though the majority of straight tango dancers are still much in
love with the traditional, gendered (heteronormative) tango experience.
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The Queer Tango community and the new dance style of Queer Tango with fluid, open
roles and a mutual responsibility for improvising are an antidote to traditional gender roles
and division of labour and power in mainstream tango. Queer Tango is the latest in a long
history of tango styles. Like all other tango styles it has its differences and similarities to
traditional tango. And true to the improvisational nature of tango, how far away from the
original tango each dual role dancer will take his/her/their dance it may differ a lot.

How to ‘Queer’ a Tango?

The general notion is that both dancers must practice both roles in tango in order to be
able to dance a ‘Queer Tango’. When dancing a Queer Tango the dual role dancers must
be able to hold the mentality of being a leader and a follower at the same time: they lead
while following and follow while leading! Queer Tango (the dance style) is not defined by
LGBTQ gender experiments, expressions or the preferences of the dancers, though we
love our community so much that we nurture the truism that everything associated with this
community is 'Queer Tango’.

The Argentinian tango practiced and promoted by the LGBTQ/Queer Tango communities
as an open role tango practice for straight/mixed couples or same-sex couples is
associated with pride and queer political awareness among the queer tanguero/as around
the world. Dancing a role in tango, which does not align with your gender is still so
controversial a practice that we often hear about male and genderqueer couples and/or
women leaders who have been expelled at milongas or rejected at popular
(heteronormative) tango festivals. Understandably enough some of us rebound by feeling
that when we dance Argentinian tango we transgress the line between being a social
dancer and a queer activist, and we feel that all our tangos are 'queer'.

In Queer Tango intercambio (changing of roles) holds the status as the main grid or model
for the improvisation of a 'Queer Tango'. The changing of roles, i.e. the shared leadership

(and followership) and the mutual responsibility for the musical improvisations, is the core
principle of this dance style.

However, intercambio, the creative exchange of roles is too simple a model for most
advanced dancers. They know that, when a dual role tango couple start dancing and
sharing their musicality, much more is going on under the surface than can be spotted by
the untrained eye. They point out that Queer Tango has the potential to be much more
than intercambio, with elegant arm movements and the fine improvised lead and exchange
movements. The art of backleading in all its fine variations, routinely dismissed by the
mainstream, may add a deeper level to our understanding of Queer Tango.

Backleading in tango is a phenomenon hidden in plain sight. The subtle art of backleading
- where a dancer (male or female) in the position of follower leads the musical phrasing of
tango at the same time as the leader is leading the couple's tango figures, following the
follower’s musicality while navigating the couple safely around on the dance floor - is an
almost invisible skill. It seems to be a taboo in most tango communities, as it upsets the
traditional power balance between the two roles/genders by reducing the leader ~ 'he-man'
to being a ‘follower’. However, backleading is very much a living part of the tango salon
tradition of the 21st century; tangueras (straight women followers) are bending the lead of
their dance partners. And the best leaders love this kind of response from the follower!
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How to ‘Queer’ a Queer Tango?

Most of the old milonguero/as in Buenos Aires are said to know how to dance both roles in
tango(!) However, as the old milonguero/as don't change roles very often in public, their
'passive’ knowledge is not of much use as inspiration for the emerging dual role dancers.
But a ‘new’ Queer Tango vocabulary is emerging as we are making our presence on the
dance floor be read as a clear message about homosocial bonding, tango excellence and
queer sensuality. Some tango moves look more ‘queer’ than others, or even better: they
feel more queer and sensual if danced with a nice queer attitude. Some dual role dancers
queer their tangos more than others, but all co-creative thoughts ab