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Abstract 
 
 This dissertation examines the racialized power dynamics in cultural production in 

Canada by offering a re-reading of critical multicultural discourse through black and 

Indigenous studies. Although dominant modes of artistic creation circulate in and through 

colonial logics of domination, my research demonstrates the capacity for concert dance 

performance to destabilize the uneven power dynamics that shape such practice. Through 

a case-study approach, augmented by a self-reflexive research-creation component, I 

interrogate the ways in which current creative practices offer some trajectories for 

working towards more ethical and decolonial approaches to the creation of artistic work. 

What emerges is a scholarly analysis and critique of the ways in which hegemonic 

whiteness within concert dance in Canada persists, as well as a self-reflexive study that 

suggests some ways forward. I argue that concert dance is a productive and important site 

of scholarly critique and creative practice that, despite having been largely overlooked in 

the majority of academic study that attends to identity, power, and social justice, offers a 

way of re-thinking the decolonial potential of concert dance and dance performance.  
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Chapter One 
 

Introduction 
 
Prologue 

 In June 2004, I received an email from a renowned Canadian modern dance 

choreographer with whom I had done a short project about a year previously. Her email 

was a response to one I had sent informing her that I had recently returned from 

performing in the German production of Grease: Das Musical that had toured through many 

parts of Europe. She was one of several modern choreographers that I reached out to—I 

was keen to secure more work and to re-ignite many of the relationships that I had begun 

to build with local, Toronto-based, modern choreographers prior to my European 

departure. The response shocked me: “I cannot hire you because you are a musical theatre 

dancer.” This was in spite of the fact that I had worked for her before and had a developing 

reputation in the city as one of Toronto’s new “it” boys in the modern dance scene. 

 This statement has stayed with me, even though the divides between who can and 

cannot “do” modern dance have weakened considerably. It hit me at a time when I felt 

largely invincible about getting work. I had only ever done three auditions in my six years 

of working professionally and the work I did receive was almost exclusively through people 

passing along my name or choreographers seeing me in performance (which is the case for 

the choreographer mentioned above, who ironically saw me in a modern dance 

performance). I had what was at the time considered a diverse training background—ballet 

and modern at the core but also a jazz style that was heavily informed by modernist 

aesthetics with some attention to the cultural and folkloric roots of the form. I also had 

some vocal and acting training and had performed some tap in my first professional show 
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at sixteen years old. So, to be told that there were certain dance forms that were now off 

limits to me was infuriating, as it negated the diversity of my training and, moreover, the 

career I was already establishing for myself. 

 Confronted by such ideas circulating in the professional scene, I decided that I 

needed to become a better writer in order to pursue financing from arts councils and other 

funding agencies. I embarked on a Master’s degree, and it was there that I began to 

understand—and perhaps more importantly, to question—the ways that techniques of 

power function in disciplinary modes (Bourdieu 1989; Butler 1988, 1993, 1997, 2004, and 

2006; Foucault 1980, 1990, 1994, and 1995) and how dance is not immune to such systems 

(Bakht 2011; Foster 1997; Manning 2004; Martin 1990; Shea Murphy 2007; Thomas 2003). 

I began to see how the dance genres I had trained, worked, and created in were heavily 

hierarchized through processes of racialization tied to class, gender, and other 

asymmetrical social constructions. I also increasingly realized that such configurations are 

intimately connected to nationalism and, in my context, Canadian identity (Cauthery 

forthcoming; Templeton 2012). Thus, my research and creative work have both evolved 

since then to interrogate the ways that the concert dance milieu in Canada continues to be 

organized through racial hegemonies and other intersecting forms of marginalization and 

oppression. Consequently, a central goal of my work is to unsettle the colonial logics that 

underpin artistic creation and cultural production and the ways that these fields are 

assessed and (de)valued. What I undertake in this dissertation, which includes a research-

creation component, is an investigation of the ways that dominant creative practices in the 

arts and culture scene in Canada—particularly concert dance—support and re-enact 

various hegemonies and power imbalances reflective of Canadian settler-colonialism. 
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Building on a case-study approach, I then use my findings to re-think and re-shape my own 

creative practice. After all, my own liberation—from homophobia and the trappings of (and 

my desire for) hegemonic masculinity, among others—is wrapped up in anti-racism, 

decolonization, and the liberation of differently yet relatedly oppressed and marginalized 

peoples. 

 Placing this work within a Canadian context is important not only because there is 

so little work on concert dance in Canada but more so to be able to demonstrate the ways 

that “multiculturalism,” in both its lived and official capacities, complicates the ways that 

artistic works are interpreted and measured. Multicultural Canada poses unique challenges 

to such avenues of study as the values that are purportedly central to Canadian identity—

equality, tolerance, diversity, and acceptance—are typically undermined by the re-

centering of whiteness and colonial logics. We are also a nation in which concepts such as 

“art” are continually challenged. Yet, the cultural standards through which whiteness and 

colonial logics are given space to flourish, such as the very definition of “art” within 

Canada’s socio-cultural climate, are continually rendered through Europeanist canons and 

aesthetic values. The Kantian assumption that art can be created and viewed objectively 

holds firm, which can lead to the criticism that those who create or experience art 

subjectively “take things too personally” or are always “making it about 

race/gender/sexuality.” This leaves Canada’s racialized and otherwise marginalized 

cultural producers on the edges of “artistic” cultural production. 

 Instead of adding yet another voice to the chorus of artists who are pushing hard 

against the institutionalized mechanisms that keep whiteness securely in place in Canada’s 

cultural ecology, in this project I turn towards those that are perhaps engaging with these 



Return to Table of Contents 

 4 

discourses and arguments “differently.” I place “differently” in quotation marks to 

recognize that many artists have long been at the forefront of undermining supremacies of 

all types as well as to signal that such artists are still seen, in many ways, as different from 

the norm. This is compounded when the artist is of a marginalized identity—particularly 

one that is racialized. The research presented here is thus aimed at not only telling stories 

of artists working against the grain but also aimed at revealing the ways in which creating 

and observing art is always subjective and never objective. Both artist and spectator 

positions are interrogated here, and what emerges are some ways to further consider how 

it is not simply about who the artists are, what they are creating, or who they are creating it 

for, but rather that each of the steps along the creative process are inherently inflected with 

our own subject positions and their attendant privileges and marginalizations. 

 The central questions that I will return to throughout this dissertation are: in what 

ways are the perspectives, narratives, and histories of differing social groups valued and 

(de)centered in concert dance in Canada, and who is telling these stories? What are the 

relationships between whiteness, coloniality, and aesthetic or artistic value? What 

positions and values about “Canadian” society and culture do audiences and spectators 

carry with them when viewing concert dance, particularly works by racialized artists or 

about racialized communities? Following these questions, I then ask: how might 

considering these questions shape the ways that artists of varying degrees of privilege 

engage in creating artistic cultural production that critiques colonial power dynamics? 

These questions are constructed to create a network of opportunities to examine particular 

case studies through a specific analytical trajectory while also creating threads that can be 

woven together to construct the theoretical and methodological paradigms for the 
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attendant creative project—a new choreographic work that I have created titled, Polarity. 

What emerges is a scholarly analysis and critique of hegemonic whiteness within concert 

dance in Canada, which persists despite repeated efforts to address colonial logics. As well, 

I conduct a self-reflexive study of the ways that “learned” academics and cultural producers 

can easily fall back into colonial dynamics. 

 

The Research 

 My goals are many and I take many paths to achieve them. I frame my research 

through a case-study approach involving archival work, interviews, choreographic analysis, 

observation, media analysis, and research-creation. The case studies were constructed 

upon different but related criteria, with each intended to examine a different step of the 

creative process. This way, not only are the case studies unified without repeating the 

theoretical and methodological frameworks (although there is, inevitably, some overlap), 

but they also each provide a crucial link to the research-creation component. It is, after all, 

one thing to critique and to theorize, and a completely separate endeavour to mobilize 

critique and theory into practice. All of these methods are embedded within multicultural 

discourses but with specific attention to the ways that Canadian multiculturalism brings a 

wide array of identities into tension. Thus, the methodological approaches herein are also 

heavily couched in black studies, Indigenous studies, and performance studies, as well as 

(of course) dance studies. Throughout the research—and particularly the research-

creation component—I have tried to remain keenly aware of differential power dynamics 

and the ways that I, too, take up a particularly privileged sphere within Canadian society 

and the artistic processes that I am seeking to destabilize. There are curious undercurrents 
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at play within Canada’s dance performance profession, and while I engage deeply with 

concerns regarding race it is perhaps quite obvious how racial hegemonies constructed by 

and through whiteness remain firm given that one still most frequently sees white dancers 

on concert dance stages across the country. Furthermore, in a discipline where the number 

of women who enter the profession far outweighs the number of men, men continue to 

hold the balance of power in the major concert dance companies in Canada. 

 It is with this in mind that I focus on the ways that concert dance functions as a 

political tool that also reveals hidden logics and ways of knowing, whether intended or not. 

By articulating concert dance as a site for the examination of socially constructed values, 

morals, and norms, I argue that concert dance is a highly charged and fraught arena in 

which multiculturalism’s promises of equality, tolerance, diversity, and acceptance are 

problematized. Through this, cultural production becomes a necessary site for 

investigating the social construction of identity, community, citizenship, and nationalism. 

Therefore, the analyses presented in this dissertation are much less about evaluating the 

quality of a choreographic work or cultural product than examining the means through 

which artists and spectators challenge, support, and/or are complicit in maintaining white 

supremacy and other hierarchies within cultural production. Throughout the case studies I 

have sought to look at how various artists, from a variety of intersecting marginalized and 

privileged positions, create their work. I conceive of the creative process quite broadly, as I 

believe it is not just about conceiving and constructing the work, but also how one engages 

with collaborators, communities, audiences, and critics.  

While conducting this research, I was generously provided with opportunities to 

watch the evolution of Decidedly Jazz Danceworks’ New Universe in the rehearsal studio 
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and invited back to the theatre for dress rehearsals and performances. I witnessed 

survivors of the Indian Residential School system moved to tears over seeing some of their 

histories performed for the first time ever on a concert stage in the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s 

Going Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation. I felt my body move in my seat while watching 

dancers dancing to musics of the black diaspora at dance Immersion’s Footsteps Across 

Canada. Yet, I also watched dumbfounded when at a performance of Going Home Star in 

Toronto a woman, whom I presumed to be white, told an Indigenous woman to “shut up” 

because the Indigenous woman was vocally responding to the ballet. I witnessed white 

audiences at Footsteps, who clearly imagined themselves to be “not racist,” espouse deeply 

anti-black positions. These and other experiences remind me sharply of Fiona I. B. Ngô’s 

assertion that “the meanings attached to cultural production, more than simply shaping 

and reflecting the larger political landscape, are already inherently part of the societal 

systems of logic that traffic in older and continuing forms of national conquest” (2014, 

191). 

 

The Case Studies 

 In order to create a framework for the project component of this dissertation, I 

undertook three case studies that provided opportunities to examine different aspects of 

the processes involved in creating artistic work. The case-study approach also provided a 

current analysis of creative practices in concert dance that is informed by critical 

multiculturalism’s turn toward, and then away from, cultural production. I chose these 

three groups because they hold very different positions in Canada’s dance scene and 

operate within different genres. Interestingly, each case study also centres on one of the 
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three dance genres that I am trained in—ballet, modern/contemporary, and jazz. It was 

only shortly before submitting this dissertation that I realized this feature of my research, 

and yet I am intrigued by my unconscious gravitation towards interrogating and 

unravelling the power dynamics within these pillars of my bodily schooling.  

Clearly, these case studies cannot be representative of a “complete” picture of 

concert dance in Canada—such an undertaking would be impossible in a single 

dissertation. However, what the case studies do is point to areas that in some instances are 

vastly under-recognized in dance scholarship in Canada—race, nationalism, and colonial 

logics—as well as others that perhaps receive too much attention, such as ballet and 

whiteness. To balance these unevenly recognized areas, I have tried to continually reflect 

on the question, whose stories are being told and who is doing the telling? The case studies 

thus reflect dance organizations in Canada that are, in their own ways, challenging the 

hegemonic whiteness that exists on the concert stage be it through confrontations with the 

limits of genre or attempting to de-centre whiteness in their work.  

The first case study is the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s (RWB) 2014 production, Going 

Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation. It is a story about the Indian Residential School 

System, the abuses suffered by students there, and some of the legacies and 

intergenerational trauma left in the schools’ wake. The production is innovative in many 

respects—the narrative is unlike virtually any other ballet performed by any ballet 

company in Canada, as much of the imagery was drawn directly from Indigenous cultures 

and spiritualities, and the production engaged directly with Indigenous communities and 

school survivors. However, certain parts of the production process and some of the ways in 

which the new work was represented in the media are problematic in their approach to the 

https://www.rwb.org/
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premise of reconciliation that is at the core of Going Home Star. In light of the work of the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), and criticisms of the TRC’s parsing of what 

“reconciliation” is, the ballet becomes an example of how well-intentioned artists and 

cultural producers can reconstruct the colonial power dynamics and re-centering of 

whiteness that they aim to unsettle. 

Going Home Star also provides a way of articulating how the work of the TRC and 

projects like Going Home Star serve nationalizing sentimentality of what it means to be 

“Canadian.” Judgements about artistic merit are integral here as they reveal colonial logics 

and subject positionings that continue to render decolonial work as labour that settlers and 

their descendants can choose to enter into. By contrast, reconciliation and decolonization 

are sometimes seen as projects that colonized populations must take up, which absolves 

settlers and their descendants of the necessity of decolonial thinking and action. The ballet, 

then, serves as a model for the kinds of projects that are goal-oriented rather than offering 

opportunities to change the way that white (and also, in this instance, other non-

Indigenous) artists engaged in reconciliation do their work every day.  

The second case study looks at Toronto-based dance Immersion, an organization 

that “produces, promotes and supports dancers and dances of the African diaspora” 

(“Welcome”). Their 2016 production, Footsteps Across Canada, featured choreographic 

works by six Canadian dance artists. My initial intention was to explore the ways in which 

the work of dance Immersion’s artists is inherently political. This was to include not just 

their commitment to black representation and cultural production, but how their work 

disrupts hegemonic notions of art that construct dances of the black diaspora as tradition 

or traditional and thus pit them against practices that are defined as contemporary. Such 

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=3
mailto:http://www.danceimmersion.ca
http://www.danceimmersion.ca/home
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polarized positionings inherently situate dances of the diaspora and their practitioners 

outside of modernity—as Paul Gilroy surmises, black populations are often seen “as people 

in but not necessarily of the modern, western world” (1993, 29). This, of course, manifests 

race in particular terms, with whiteness equated to progress and civilization while 

blackness is constructed as un-, or even counter-, progressive. 

 However, the focus of this case study shifted somewhat, as often happens in 

research, to the ways that whiteness can manifest in spectatorship. The post-performance 

Talk-back between the artists and the audience became very heated when two audience 

members, both white women, shared their take on particular aspects of the production. It is 

here that my analytical work focuses on spectatorship as a racialized, and racializing, 

process. This case study also considers dance scholarship by Susan Manning and Brenda 

Dixon-Gottschild to deconstruct the exchange between two audience members and the 

artists on stage. What is revealed is that the concert stage, as an artistic space, is not a place 

of objectivity as dominant conceptions of art would claim. Rather, audiences bring their 

prejudices and biases with them in ways that continue to constitute blackness as Other 

within concert dance. This investigation thus provides important ways of thinking through 

spectatorship outside of theatrical and artistic settings while also considering that these 

same modes of spectating create everyday spaces as theatrical spaces of their own.  

 To round out these studies, the third case study looks at the Decidedly Jazz 

Danceworks (DJD) company in Calgary. DJD bridges some of the gaps between dance 

Immersion and the RWB while also providing a chance to think about mining history to 

inform the present and the future. Again, Canadian nationalism is key as DJD’s approach to 

recovering many of the jazz dance genre’s erased cultural histories mirrors many current 

http://www.decidedlyjazz.com/
http://www.decidedlyjazz.com/
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decolonial projects that seek to redefine Canadian history. As well, Canada’s lived and 

official forms of multiculturalism provide a lens through which to see the company as, in 

some ways, a staunchly “Canadian” company but, simultaneously, also one that undermines 

Canada’s “multicultural ideology” (Moodley 1983). Mapping the company’s history and its 

relationship to arts funding organizations, particularly the Canada Council for the Arts, 

offers yet another way of interrogating the category of “art” as continuing to function in 

and through whiteness. The connection to Canadian nationalism and identity, then, 

becomes one where “Canadian-Canadians” (Mackey 2002, emphasis in original) have 

greater access to funding and more visibility in the concert dance scene. 

 However, my examination of DJD’s creative methods also offers strategies useful for 

white dance artists thinking about how they might approach their decolonial projects more 

ethically. The company is arguably an excellent example of research-creation since many of 

the company’s artists over its thirty-four years have travelled the world to study the 

myriad of dance genres and styles that have shaped jazz dance. In many ways, DJD has been 

recovering lineages lost to jazz dance through processes of white-washing, appropriation, 

and commodification. Jazz dance has become a highly stylized popular form through the 

studio competition model in ways that have grafted many of ballet and modern dance’s 

aesthetics onto the jazz body, effectively whitening the form. By recentering the African 

and Caribbean foundations of jazz, DJD asserts the kind of historical re-writing that many 

decolonial projects in Canada aim to accomplish. As such, DJD can be seen to offer a way 

towards decolonizing artistic creation within cultural production in Canada.  

 The case studies thus present an opportunity to not only engage with three dance 

organizations in Canada that have received little to no academic attention, but also to map 
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important segments of the concert dance scene in Canada. The geographic spaces they 

inhabit, both literally and also in terms of the cultural geography of Canada’s concert dance 

milieu, point to a much more politically layered and mobilized dance scene than generally 

assumed. As Randy Martin argues, “the dance company could be replaced by any collective 

body, articulated as labor [sic], gender, or race, against a controlling authority, such as 

capital or the state, that is superseded by opposition” (1990, 96). The organizations I 

examine thus demonstrate important concepts about geography and Canadian identity. In 

unearthing anti-blackness in Toronto, Canada’s most multicultural city is revealed to not be 

a multiracial utopia. Winnipeg, which in 2015 was dubbed Canada’s most racist city 

(Macdonald, Nancy 2015), is home to a ballet company that is tackling reconciliation and 

colonization head-on. The “Prairie Wasteland” (Doolittle and Flynn 2000) in Calgary is 

deconstructed to reveal a diverse and multicultural artistic hub. As well, the works, artists, 

and organizations presented in this dissertation range from those which actively comment 

on and engage with the political to those who do not seek political ends but arrive at them 

nonetheless. Thus, while these case studies are not comparative in terms of genre, locale, or 

size of the organization, they are unified through the assertion that dance and its concert 

presentation is a political act. 

 

Research-Creation: Past, Present, and into the Future 

The research from these three case studies has also served to inform the research-

creation component of this project. While conducting the research, and throughout the 

early stages of writing up the case studies, I was also creating a new concert dance work of 

my own. Polarity was created in and through some of the thematic concerns that arose 

http://www.macleans.ca/news/canada/welcome-to-winnipeg-where-canadas-racism-problem-is-at-its-worst/
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throughout the case study research. Through this choreographic component, I sought to 

use what I could from my research to reconsider my approach to creating choreography 

and how both process and product might offer important critiques and destabilizations of 

white heteropatriarchy. In devising methods and themes for the piece, I began to ask 

myself, how I might create this work in ways that antagonize the colonial logics that 

underpin so much of the creative practices commonly deployed in both concert dance 

creation and in my own body of work?  

This line of thought predates my doctoral work and indeed had its genesis in my MA 

research, which examined an experience I had presenting a project in Shanghai, China, in 

2006. At the time, all artists, domestic or international, were required to secure a license 

from the Chinese government to present any artistic work. The application process 

included submitting video footage of the work to be presented along with a script. As the 

piece I was applying to present, Through My Eyes, was a new work, I had neither a video 

nor anything resembling a script. To compensate, I submitted a video of some of my 

previous works with a project description for the new piece. One of the sequences proved 

to be highly problematic and had immense political fallout to the point that Canada’s 

Ambassador to China, Robert G. Wright, needed to intervene. What had caused such an 

uproar was a very short work titled “The Tragic Beauty.” It was a piece that I had been 

commissioned to create for The Scandelles, a neo-burlesque theatre group I was working 

with in Toronto. The piece would be part of their re-vamped show, Under the Mink, a 

tribute to women in cinema. “The Tragic Beauty” was to honour Marilyn Monroe through a 

particularly queer performance—three men (myself among them) wearing white women’s 

underwear, make-up (including Monroe’s iconic beauty mark), and swirling white, hand-
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held, silk flags. I was given the music, the costumes, and the concept—all I had to do was 

create the movement.  

Where we were waving the flags to symbolize Monroe’s iconic dress-over-vent 

mishap in The Seven Year Itch (1955), Chinese officials saw three men waving towels on 

their way to the showers to have sex with each other. In a country where gay men “have 

been subjected to varying forms of ‘extra-legal’ sanctions” (Li 2006, 82) and familial 

kinship systems stress the importance of heterosexual marriage and producing a child, the 

kind of highly feminized homosexuality the piece presented became unintentionally 

politicized. Thus, my MA research into “The Tragic Beauty” sought to understand not how 

“they” could have gotten it so wrong, but how I took audiences for granted. In Toronto, 

particularly at the ultra-queer Buddies in Bad Times Theatre where Under the Mink ran for 

two weeks, forecasting audience adoration for “The Tragic Beauty” was simple. In fact, 

NOW Magazine critic Jon Kaplan cited my work as one of his “faves” (2006). However, in 

studying how this piece caused such a disturbance in China, I began to understand the ways 

that universalizing my own experiences of gender and sexuality (and forgetting that non-

queer audiences, even in Toronto, would most likely not receive the piece with the same 

fervour), left deeply problematic implications where race, class, and nationality were 

concerned. The lead-up to my doctoral work, this dissertation, and Polarity, then, is an 

extension of what I started many years ago. Moreover, I feel this work offers other artists 

“like me” important examples of the various other considerations that need to be made in 

creating work, particularly where spectatorship and context are concerned. 

 With all of this in mind, I have tried to take what I have learned through the case 

studies in this project and apply it to my own choreographic process. Polarity is a piece that 
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explores and reflects on identity, coloniality, and relationality. Hauntings and spectralities 

are important as I constructed a choreographic process that used these ideas to generate 

movement. While hauntings and spectralities are not new to Canadian or Indigenous 

studies, nor to dance and theatre, they remind me of the “absent presence” (Brand 1998, 

139) of the very cultures that I have (un)knowingly drawn on throughout my training and 

career. Hauntings and spectralities also provide intellectual and practical ways of thinking 

through embodiment and humanity, since in order for hauntings and spectralities to occur 

the physical body must be absent. It is the affective feeling of residual human essences in 

intellectual and creative space that questions the primacy of the individual—those who are 

no longer here in bodily form have made our present selves possible. This dis/placement of 

a spectral other is not only intellectually provocative but also rich with choreographic 

possibilities for acknowledging spectral beings and taking up a decolonial approach to 

cultural production. Scholarly work on haunting, spectralities, embodiment, and being 

human (Arendt 1998; Blanco and Peveen 2013; Daniel 2005 and 2013; Derrida 1994; 

Fanon 2008; Gilroy 1993; Gordon 2008; McKittrick 2014) contributes to the ways that I 

consciously draw on Indigenous and Africanist practices and (hi)stories and the ways that I 

communicate these lineages to performers and audiences.   

One particular question that the choreographic process I worked through provoked 

me to reflect on was: which narratives are told about personal and collective histories? 

Polarity is certainly not the first creative work to use these ideas within its narrative—

however, the central purpose of this piece is to be able to address the ways that artistic 

works are created, what kinds of narratives are being told, and the ways that spectatorship 

reveals deeply embedded assumptions about identity, history, and power. What is also 



Return to Table of Contents 

 16 

important to note is that unsettling my own creative practice is something that has to be 

done in cooperation with the dancers. What this means is that at times I was unable or 

unwilling to work in ways that replicated a top-down approach to artistic creation. 

However, I did end up having to rely on some of the old ways of working simply to produce 

a product that was “complete” in a manner of speaking. Therefore, while the chapter in 

which I discuss and reflect on the project attends to many of the questions and issues that 

arise in the case studies, there is much left to be taken up and investigated.  

 

Roadmaps 

 While this dissertation represents merely a few points of intervention into the 

unsettlement of white heteropatriarchy within concert dance in Canada, it is 

simultaneously an important rupture by way of the inclusion of the self-reflexive creative 

component. What follows is not only a progression through my research on race, 

nationalism, and cultural production but also research into my own sense of ethical ways of 

knowing and being. Chapter Two maps the various literatures that have informed my 

academic thinking regarding research-creation and identities. I bring together various 

modes of analysis, including black studies, performance studies, Indigenous studies, and 

others to create a theoretical foundation grounded in relationality and difference. These 

disciplines offer important critiques of multiculturalism, another body of work I think 

through, in that they demonstrate the centrality of whiteness to multicultural Canadian 

nationalism. The various bodies of theory that I draw from provide the contexts for 

examining spectatorship, representation, and knowledge that are the major themes within 

the case studies and research-creation component. 
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 Chapter Three presents the first case study—The Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s (RWB) 

Going Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation. I locate this production within a nexus of 

multiculturalism, (post)coloniality, and reconciliation, although, as I demonstrate, these 

terms are highly contested. In reading the ballet in and through the histories of the Indian 

Residential School System and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s work, 

I argue that although the ballet presents many innovative and important shifts in the ways 

that the balletic genre can do political work, the company undermines many of its own 

goals where reconciliation is concerned. Media analyses of reviews of the production also 

reveal the ways in which spectatorship by arts critics reconstructs white saviour narratives 

that are common within Canada’s (post)colonial landscape. Moreover, I critique the RWB’s 

commitment to truth and reconciliation by demonstrating that key components of such a 

process are reflexivity, attention to relationship building, and relationality—qualities that 

the company appears to attend to but ultimately lacks. 

 The next study follows some of these threads by examining modes of spectatorship 

within a different context. Chapter Four looks at dance Immersion’s 2016 Footsteps Across 

Canada and the Talk-back event that immediately followed the opening night performance. 

At the Talk-back, some very troubling comments were made by two audience members 

about the representation of blackness on the stage. Through discourse analysis, I argue that 

their comments reveal deeply embedded anti-black racism that reflects the limits of 

Canadian multiculturalism and also the ways that the contemporary dance genre is 

constructed in and through whiteness. Moreover, my analysis demonstrates the ways that 

spectatorship is an important site for unravelling prevailing nationalist sentiment and 

ideological systems of oppression.  
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 The discussion on whiteness and blackness in concert dance leads into Chapter Five 

where I examine some of the history of Decidedly Jazz Danceworks (DJD) in Calgary, 

Alberta. By articulating the company’s jazz aesthetic and its connection to not only black 

diasporic dance practices but also other cultural forms, including white ones, I argue that 

DJD’s work might be seen as emphatically Canadian because of jazz’s organic 

multiculturalism. Such an argument draws on the problematic nature of multicultural 

Canadian nationalism but I address and refute such notions. DJD’s aesthetic and creative 

practices hold the power to destabilize multicultural ideologies that re-center whiteness 

because of the ways in which the company is committed to recovering and openly citing the 

myriad of cultural roots and routes from which jazz has evolved. Seen this way, DJD is 

reshaping a kind of “Canadianness” that is more realistic in terms of the ways the nation 

and its identity were formed through its deep and thoughtful mining of jazz history. 

 Clearly, the case studies cover a wide range of theories, disciplines, and contexts. 

What unifies them are the readings that I offer of their work in relation to the racial (and 

other) hierarchies that structure Canadian identity and artistic concert dance. From here, I 

have sought to uncover and grapple with both the positive and negative aspects of these 

works and processes in order to situate my own artistic practice and develop creative 

strategies that unsettle hegemonic whiteness in cultural production. These processes are 

documented and analyzed in Chapter Six, where I explore the research-creation process of 

Polarity. While I draw some direct connections between my own work and the case studies, 

the majority of this chapter is concerned with an analysis of the piece and the methods of 

its creation. In particular, I suggest that the piece itself serves a stronger decolonial 

approach by way of its focus on themes and concepts, not specific narratives.  
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However, I also point to some of the ways that despite all my preparedness and 

research, certain aspects of the piece negated the overall decolonial and anti-racist goals. 

This offers important moments of explication, however, where I consider my own 

inattentiveness to some relationships in the process while stressing others. What emerges 

is, I believe, further support for my argument that what must be undertaken in creative 

practice is a constant self-reflexive approach to creating cultural production, as no single 

artist or spectator is uniformly privileged or marginalized. Chapter Seven concludes my 

dissertation by reflecting on the possibilities that my research opens up for my own 

creative practice and that of other white settler artists working towards decolonial models 

of artistic creation. I also take the opportunity in the conclusion to survey some potential 

future trajectories for this research. 
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Chapter Two 
 

“Canadian Values”: Problematizing Canadian Multiculturalism  

and Cultural Production through Black and Indigenous Studies 
 

For an increasing number of Canadians, multiculturalism and its attendant 

discourses of tolerance have become bedrocks of nationalism and citizenship. 

Multiculturalism is touted as a defining feature of “Canadianness,” both domestically and 

internationally, in ways that produce “Canadian values” of equality, tolerance, diversity, 

and acceptance. Canada’s multicultural image has long stood in opposition to the US 

melting pot, which has contributed to even longer-standing anti-Americanism—a key 

component of “Canadianness.” Canadians are wrapped up in a binary, dialectic relationship 

with the US in which we collectively assert Canadian identity as precisely not “American,” 

even more so in the Trump era. With the current political climate in the US swiftly 

becoming more insular and xenophobic, Canada’s multicultural profile consequently 

appears, by comparison, even more utopic. This is highly problematic, for not only is there 

pervasive and systemic racism and other systems of oppression at play in Canada, but the 

US context’s hypervisibility often renders Canada’s racisms, and racists, as either “not as 

bad” or altogether invisible.  

In Canada, there is currently a (re)surgence of Indigenous peoples that contests 

many of the nationalizing multicultural narratives and ideologies that construct 

“Canadianness.” Reconciliation is perhaps the most widely known issue amongst non-

Indigenous peoples in Canada. However, reconciliation discourse lends itself to the notion 

that colonialism is a problem of the past. As Sara Ahmed (2012) reveals in her study of 

racism within post-secondary educational institutions, the language of diversity functions 
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to solidify anti-oppression work as checklist items. I suggest that reading the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in similar terms is important—it disrupts reconciliation 

discourse, which frequently serves national narratives of benevolence.  

Indigenous-settler relations in Canada are a unique and important site of 

interrogation. In a way, the visibility of these relations and politics in Canada parallel those 

of the black-white racial tensions in the United States. It is curious that in the US context, 

black communities have large voices and forums for speaking to the legacies of slavery, yet 

Native Americans do not have equal footing. For example, in Canada, the federal apology to 

residential school survivors, financial compensation, and the formation of the TRC have 

been central news stories for over a decade, while what little has been done by the White 

House in the US has been conducted in private (Pember 2015). As much as blackness in 

Canada is largely erased from national discourses of belonging, so too are Native Americans 

virtually invisible from public discourse.  

The disparity between the visibility of black and Indigenous peoples in both Canada 

and the US is an example of the different yet related trajectories that settler colonialism has 

taken in North America. The formation of Canada’s and the US’s settler states have 

intertwining histories. Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John A. Macdonald, is often cited as 

coining the phrase, “kill the Indian, save the man,” (“Residential Schools”) or “kill the 

Indian, save the child” (Giago 2014; Kennedy 2015).1 However, others claim that the 

origins of these sentiments came from US Lt. Richard Henry Pratt (“‘Kill the Indian, and 

Save the Man’”; Pember 2015; “The Canadian Holocaust”). As well, although Canada is 

                                                      
1 This phrase is also attributed to Duncan Campbell Scott, who was a civil servant in the Department of Indian 
Affairs in the early twentieth century and oversaw the residential schools “at the height of their brutality 
toward Aboriginal peoples” (Sniderman, 2013). 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/when-will-us-apologize-fo_b_7641656.html
http://www.historyandinnovation.ca/stories/residential-schools
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/tim-giago/kill-the-indian-save-the_b_6244154.html
http://ottawacitizen.com/news/politics/simply-a-savage-how-the-residential-schools-came-to-be
http://carlisleindian.dickinson.edu/teach/kill-indian-and-save-man-capt-richard-h-pratt-education-native-americans
http://carlisleindian.dickinson.edu/teach/kill-indian-and-save-man-capt-richard-h-pratt-education-native-americans
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/when-will-us-apologize-fo_b_7641656.html
http://www.nativevillage.org/Editorials/The%20Canadian%20Holocaust%20The%20Indian%20Residential%20School%20Timeline.htm
http://www.macleans.ca/culture/books/conversations-with-a-dead-man-the-legacy-of-duncan-campbell-scott/
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fondly remembered as the end point in the Underground Railroad—which suggests 

Canada’s utopic international image is centuries old—slavery existed here, too. Yet, Canada 

had no Civil War that centered around rights to own slaves and so, again, the hypervisibilty 

of black-white racial tension in the US eclipses such tensions in the Canadian context. 

Moreover, the Jim Crow era in the US has produced an archive of anti-black laws that 

largely does not exist in Canada. Thus, because the histories of slavery and Jim Crow in the 

US are emblazoned in the popular Canadian imaginary, Canada’s own slave histories are 

virtually erased.  

These divergent but related histories of Indigenous genocide and black slavery 

demonstrate the long, convoluted history of “Canadianness” and “Americanness” being 

defined in relation to, and through the negation of, each other. Where Native Americans 

have very little visibility in the public eye, Indigenous peoples in Canada have much more 

political influence and, arguably, public support by non-Indigenous peoples. Conversely, 

black people in the US are at the forefront of discourses of race while in Canada, such 

conversations gain much less attention. In either case, what prevails is a continued sense of 

harmonious, “Canadian,” diversity. The acknowledgement of residential schools and other 

forms of violence against Indigenous peoples perpetrated by the state has led to the 

emergence of reconciliation discourse. Reconciliation, as it is framed by the TRC, plays into 

Canadian narratives of benevolence by demonstrating the nation’s ability to atone for its 

sins. As well, the virtual absence of slavery and its afterlife from public discourse in Canada, 

which in part is made possible by the mythology around the Underground Railroad, 

supports Canada’s utopic image.  
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Thus, in this chapter, I enter into an examination of “Canadian values”—equality, 

tolerance, diversity, and acceptance—through an analysis of the Canadian Multiculturalism 

Act. What I reveal are multiculturalism’s theoretical flaws and, consequently, where other 

scholarly literatures as well as my own work intervene. From there, I proceed with a brief 

survey of black and Indigenous studies as academic disciplines in order to demonstrate 

how they can re-shape critical multiculturalism towards thinking about cultural 

production, nationalism, and identity.2 Both independently and collectively, black and 

Indigenous studies underscore the ways that attention to issues of coloniality, relationality, 

and the body are necessary and timely in studies and practices of cultural production. 

These issues help to situate analyses on spectatorship in Chapters Three and Four, 

decentering of dominant logics in Chapters Three and Five, and issues in representation in 

all three case studies. The threads that begin here and are woven throughout the case 

studies then serve to ground Chapter Six, the reflective chapter on the research-creation 

component of this project.  

 What I aim for throughout this dissertation are strategies that address concerns 

over official and lived multiculturalism in Canada that I feel have not been adequately 

addressed in the scholarly literature to date. Very few works examine different racialized 

communities within a single project and fewer still address concert dance specifically. It is 

                                                      
2 Working through black and Indigenous studies might appear to erase the multitude of additional modes of 
analysis that would take more directly other “others” as their subject matter. My choice to exclude them is not 
to suggest that they are not as effective or dynamic as the means that I have chosen. Indeed, some of the 
authors cited here have focused on Orientalized cultures and dance forms (Bakht 2011) and others point to 
the counter-cultural imperative that such cultures and dance practices offer in Canada (Mehra 2008). 
Moreover, as Fiona I. B. Ngô’s (2015) deeply intellectual work on imperialism, orientalism, and 
cosmopolitanism in Jazz Age New York reveals, racism at home justifies imperialism and conquest abroad, 
and vice versa. Thus, it is my hope that the analytical lineages laid out in this dissertation begin a process of 
carving a similar path for the Canadian context.  
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my goal, then, that this work will more broadly outline ways of uncovering similar modes 

of oppression and marginalization across differences of identity and community in Canada, 

and show how concert dance, and cultural production more broadly, both (re)enforces and 

resists such logics of domination.  

 

The Canadian Multiculturalism Act 

Canada’s cultural landscape has long been described as a mosaic. Used occasionally 

in the early part of the twentieth century to describe various parts of Canadian society, one 

of the first texts to cogently disseminate the metaphor was John Murray Gibbon’s Cultural 

Mosaic (1938). For Gibbon, the US melting-pot social structure was an assimilationist 

practice that erased the cultural specificity of the many immigrant groups that were 

foundational to the US nation-state. In contrast, describing Canada as a mosaic offered a 

more realistic and inclusive depiction of the diverse Canadian population. Arguably, 

Gibbon’s construction of Canada’s mosaic in opposition to the United States’ melting pot 

drew on still-pervasive sentiments of anti-Americanism that are defining features of 

“Canadianness.”  As such, Gibbon’s text would lay the foundation for the many versions of 

bicultural and multicultural policy that were developed throughout the second half of the 

twentieth century. However, in 1965, John Porter’s Vertical Mosaic: An Analysis of Social 

Class and Power in Canada revealed that despite the mosaic-like structure of Canadian 

society and culture, uneven power dynamics resulted in the (re)construction of cultural 

hierarchies, with English heritage firmly secured at the vertical apex.  

Porter’s work gave support to communities who had experienced oppression and 

marginalization by the state throughout the early parts of the twentieth century. 
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Simultaneously, the creation of “human rights” discourse that emerged following the end of 

WWII changed narratives surrounding claims of institutional discrimination, particularly 

racism, within Canada. Consequently, various groups began to demand better treatment 

and recognition by—as well as equal participation in—the nation-state. Governments 

began to look to ways to unify the nation and deflect criticisms that Canada was not an 

equitable country and the “apparent privileging of French and English that was implicit in 

the introduction of official bilingualism” (Kymlicka 1998, 40). As Melissa Templeton notes, 

“multiculturalism is notoriously tied to the federal government’s attempt to contain [the] 

separatist movement in Québec” (2012, 5), which reached fanatical ends through 

movements like the terrorism of the Front de Libération du Québec.  

Following a report from the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism 

created in 1963, Canada became the first country in the world to implement a federally 

mandated policy on multiculturalism in 1971. The policy was meant to ease tensions 

between the “founding” English and French sectors of Canadian society while at the same 

time pacify critics who felt that governments were ignoring equality and diversity. Official 

recognition was thus bestowed upon the many groups that had indeed been integral to the 

construction of the nation-state, and it was asserted by Prime Minister Pierre Elliott 

Trudeau that no “ethnic group take[s] precedence over any other” (Canada, “Debates”). 

However, the policy continued to situate English and French heritages as central to 

“Canadianness.” By defining multiculturalism as a policy that was centered on these two 

cultural communities, the Canadian government was moving towards, perhaps 

inadvertently, legislating whiteness as a foundational pillar of Canadian identity.  

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/19p6p1b4
http://www.pier21.ca/research/immigration-history/canadian-multiculturalism-policy-1971
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The 1971 policy did little to assuage feelings of exclusion and marginalization that 

were beginning to become more publicly voiced by racialized groups in Canada (Bannerji 

2000; Hutcheon 1998; Templeton 2012). However, subsequent federal governments 

proceeded with crafting the Canadian Multiculturalism Act and passing it into law in 1988. 

The Act de-emphasized the centrality of English and French cultures to Canadian identity 

and culture while articulating a slightly clearer vision for how multiculturalism might be 

realized within the nation. On the surface, the Act appears to equalize the many cultural 

backgrounds that make up the Canadian population. The language of the Act encourages 

diversity and retention of cultural heritage while also taking aim at the removal of barriers 

to participation in the nation-state. However, while this law seems to more succinctly 

enshrine a series of rights for marginalized communities that do not require involvement in 

an English or French society as did the previous policy, some of the activities outlined in 

the Act reveal the ways multicultural rhetoric continues to center the “founding” cultures. 

For example, section 3:2:a states “that all federal institutions shall ensure that Canadians of 

all origins have an equal opportunity to obtain employment and advancement in those 

institutions.” For this to be a possibility, the applicant must have a certain level of linguistic 

ability in either English or French, depending on the geographic location, which 

undermines the ability for federal institutions to “ensure … equal opportunity.”  

Constructing the foundations of “Canadianness” in English and French language and, 

thus implicitly, heritage, produces race and ethnicity as defining features of Canadian 

identity in both overt and covert forms. However, the language of the Act itself functions in 

ways that obfuscate the disavowal of processes of racialization (McKittrick 2014). Although 

rife with notions of racial and ethnic diversity, the articulation of Canada as a nation-state 

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/19p6p1b4
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founded by English and French societies instantiates whiteness as the condition through 

which multiculturalism is possible (ibid.). Not only does this erase the labour of multiple 

groups who were integral to the figurative and literal construction of Canada, it also denies 

the diversity of Indigenous cultures that were present before colonization and that 

continue to exist. As Richard Day (2000) argues, “Canada” was multicultural long before 

European settlement. With official multiculturalism thus aimed at bringing cohesion to a 

nation “trying to represent [itself] as homogeneous in spite of [its] heterogeneity” (Gunew 

1997, 23), national unity is only made possible by colonizing forces that created the 

conditions of possibility for official multiculturalism to exist. The Act, then, is arguably a 

white supremacist tool that manages diversity (ibid., 22) in ways that assuage “white 

anxiety” (Hage 1998) about racial, ethnic, and cultural difference.  

As a result, multiculturalism’s centering of Canadian nationalism on white heritages 

racializes and ethnicizes “others” and relegates them to the periphery of the national 

imaginary. Although such a distal relationship to the core of “Canadian” identity produces a 

second-class status for racialized and ethnicized “others,” the Canadian nation-state is able 

to claim inclusivity as a central paradigm of Canadian identity through the “Canadian 

values” of equality, tolerance, diversity, and acceptance. With multiculturalism scripted in 

ways that produce the core of Canadian identity as resolutely (albeit clandestinely) white, 

limits are imposed onto the depths with which diversity becomes embedded as a national 

characteristic. Thus, while difference is acknowledged as a basic feature of Canadian 

culture, grounding national identity in whiteness places strict boundaries on who can claim 

to be “Canadian.” Race remains a basis for exclusion. 
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Exclusion from being “Canadian” does not mean that racialized and ethnicized 

communities and cultures are not important to the production of Canadian identity, 

however. Section 3:2:e of the Act states: “all federal institutions shall make use, as 

appropriate, of the language skills and cultural understanding of individuals of all origins.” 

Here, linguistic fluency in languages other than English and French, religious beliefs and 

practices other than Christianity, and many other markers of difference become 

commodities that are performed in exchange for inclusion. Capitalizing on the linguistic 

and cultural diversity of “individuals of all origins” produces official multiculturalism as a 

tool through which difference and otherness are commodified, which produces “others” as 

the raw material used in the construction of “Canadianness.” That is, the Canadian nation-

state already has at its disposal English and French cultures—what it lacks are the 

“language skills and cultural understanding” of “others.” As such, the circuits of production 

that are created in and through multicultural policy are made possible through the 

legislation of capitalist ideology. Thus, the Act functions in ways that articulate racial and 

ethnic difference as a commodity that has use-value to the nation-state, and as one that the 

state has a right to use in the construction of its “benevolent” (Francis 2011; Mackey 2002) 

image. 

Despite these and other long-standing critiques of multicultural policy (particularly 

Bannerji 2000, Hage 1998, and McKittrick 2014, but also Bakht 2011; Day 2000; Galabuzi 

2011; Gunew 1997; Moodley 1983; Sharma 2011; and Walcott 2003), the sentimental 

affect of the Act persists and, as Katherine McKittrick poetically surmises, “overwhelms” 
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(2014, 244).3 In political discourses, multiculturalism is frequently evoked as a touchstone 

that mobilizes a romanticized Canadian nationalism. Recently, the term “Canadian values” 

has become a central linguistic feature of multicultural rhetoric and political posturing, and 

one that is most often used to exclude racialized and ethnicized “others” despite the values 

of multicultural policy being those of equality, tolerance, diversity, and acceptance. For 

example, the “niqab debate,” as it was called during the 2015 federal election, used notions 

of tolerance to argue that Muslim women who wish to wear the niqab during citizenship 

ceremonies were not tolerant of Canadian customs and practices (Macdonald, Neil 2015). 

Through this and many other examples, what is revealed is a nationalizing discourse 

around multiculturalism that continues to secure white hegemony by accusing those 

already marginalized by intolerance as those guilty of intolerance. Thus, not only does the 

language of the Act obscure the racializing processes that reproduce white hegemony as 

fundamental to “Canadian” identity, but the language purported to fold “others” into the 

national imaginary is most often deployed to keep them on the periphery. 

Consequently, following Sara Ahmed’s critique of equity and diversity discourses 

within institutions (2012), I read the Canadian Multiculturalism Act as a performative 

document that reinforces the continued marginalization of otherness through its very 

existence. The presence of the law allows the state and its citizens to claim multiculturalism 

as central to “Canadianness” while simultaneously participating in projects of white 

supremacy—because we have a policy, we “are” multicultural and our brand of 

                                                      
3 McKittrick does not provide a direct object for this transitive verb. McKittrick goes on to provide a reading 
of the act that points to “the ways in which future infinitive verbs can be read as embedded in section 3:1:a … 
[This section] holds in it future infinitive verbs that reveal anticipation rather than the outcome of the policy’s 
political vision … invoking the unmet intents of multiculturalism rather than a finished bureaucratic (and 
empirical/experiential) projection” (2014, 244-245, emphasis and parentheses in original).  

http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/canada-election-2015-niqab-neil-macdonald-1.3246179
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multiculturalism purports to value everyone equally. The various sections of the Act 

provide checklists of actions and values that are difficult, if not impossible, to measure or 

prove. At the same time, the law functions within a “politics of recognition” (Taylor 1994) 

in that although it formally identifies difference and “others” as part of the Canadian 

mosaic, ultimately the Act does not effect a substantial change in power dynamics (Li 

1999). Thus, multiculturalism is not found at the core of Canadian identity at all, but on its 

margins. If the margin is where multiculturalism is located, then it is the marginalized 

“others” who continue to do the work of creating a multicultural nation, leaving the 

“founding” English and French in the privileged position of capitalizing on “otherness.” 

 

Cultural Production 

 Following the passing of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act in 1988, public 

discourses focused on various forms of cultural production (Galabuzi 2011) in ways that 

located song, dance, food, music, clothing, and more as indicative of diversity. Ostensibly, 

multiculturalism was ephemeral, yet resided in the visual and tangible components of 

culture. Criticism ensued, arguing that cultural production was mobilized by the state as a 

mechanism through which attention was diverted away from institutionalized power and 

the continued intersectional oppression of marginalized peoples. One such critique is 

Himani Bannerji’s (2000) account of the ways that official multiculturalism continues to 

render immigrant women and girls of colour4 susceptible to gendered violence. As critiques 

                                                      
4 See Bannerji’s essay, “The Paradox of Diversity: The Construction of a Multicultural Canada and ‘Women of 
Colour’” in her Dark Side of the Nation: Essays on Multiculturalism, Nationalism, and Gender (Toronto: 
Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2000) for an exceptional critical discussion on the usage of “women of colour.”  
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such as Bannerji’s became more frequent, the performative aspects of ethnicity and culture 

took up less space within the critical literature.  

Such a move provided much more nuance to oppositional stances to 

multiculturalism from the political left and racialized and ethnicized communities. 

Redirections of multiculturalism discourse and ideology towards issues of race and anti-

racism were largely fueled by the critique that artistic and cultural production were 

essentializing strategies, which were harmful to racialized and ethnicized communities 

(Moss, Laura 2011). In effect, the policy’s emphasis on cultural production could be seen to 

normalize various forms of violence through the language of tolerance and diversity. While 

the vigorous critiques ushered in by scholars like Bannerji have moved beyond cultural 

production and produced a vast array of importantly innovative scholarly works (Abu-

Laban 2014; Day 2014; Hansen 2014; Ryan 2010; Thobani 2007 and more), I return to a 

focus on cultural production in order to demonstrate how these two divergent lineages of 

multicultural discourse can perhaps support and reconfigure each other.  

While there are several scholars who are similarly interested in centering cultural 

production within critical multiculturalism, mostly notably Rinaldo Walcott (1997; 1999; 

2000; 2001; Disturbing, forthcoming), none provide a sustained approach to concert dance 

in Canada. Melissa Templeton’s 2012 dissertation, Polyrhythmic Dance Currents: Race 

Multiculturalism and the Montréal Dance Community, is perhaps the most comprehensive 

examination of multiculturalism and concert dance. However, Templeton situates her work 

in relation to Canadian and Québecois nationalism and her focus remains on specific 

Montréal contexts. Similarly, Bridget Cauthery’s forthcoming text, Choreographing the 

North: Contemporary Dances and their Relationship to the Far North, maps the 
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appropriation and commodification of Indigenous cultures and dance practices in Canada 

but does not situate her study within a multicultural rubric. Re-introducing cultural 

production, specifically concert dance, to questions of multiculturalism, nationalism, and 

culture provides a nuanced map of the borders of current scholarly investigations of dance 

and cultural studies.  

The theoretical pathways that I construct shift the multicultural conversations by 

attending to the relationships between various stakeholders in Canada’s concert dance 

ecology and concert dance’s dominant aesthetics and modes of representation. Past 

criticisms of cultural production within multicultural discourse have centered on the ways 

that products such as dance are branded as “ethnic” (Bakht 2011) but only in relation to 

the racialized and ethnicized “other.” Concert dance forms like ballet and modern are rarely 

seen as ethnic practices despite utilizing much of the same imagery and narrative 

convention as purported “ethnic” forms. Thus, dance genres like ballet and modern seem to 

be covert in their connections to European ethnicities. However, as Joann Keallinohomoku 

(2001) famously argues, the iconographic, narrative, and stylistic aspects of ballet (and, by 

extension, modern) are explicitly white and Eurocentric. Despite similarities between 

ballet/modern and “ethnic” dance practices, such as the appearance of rural farm life, 

ethereal specters, and other symbols, European concert forms have prevailed as artistic 

while “other” dance practices have struggled to be similarly recognized in Canada and 

throughout the West/Global North.  

The divide between “art” and “ethnic” practice emerges in and through the 

universalization of artistic work as objective. Dominant and often unexamined perspectives 

on aesthetics, which function in the eighteenth-century European Kantian and Humean 
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philosophies, traverse Western academic and artistic borders. Together, the aesthetic 

philosophies of Immanuel Kant and David Hume both posit that experiences of art are 

universal and transcend individual difference. An authentic truth lies in an artistic essence 

that, for Kant, offers “‘pure’ judgements of beauty,” (Born, Lewis, and Straw 2017, 2), which 

divorces beauty from desire. Moreover, Hume argues that “the general principles of taste 

are uniform in human nature: Where men vary in their judgements, some defect or 

perversion in the faculties may commonly be remarked; proceeding either from prejudice, 

from want of practice, or want of delicacy” (2010, 402). For Hume, the beautiful is not 

objective as it is with Kant but rather those who do not see artistic beauty are deficient. 

However, Kant follows Hume in that taste is a developed capacity but also argues that taste 

is separate from the inherent beauty of an object or work of art. Furthermore, these early 

aesthetic theories had direct implications where class was concerned, as lower classes 

were often deemed to lack the cognitive ability to appreciate “art.”  

With the foundations of Western artistic and aesthetic traditions grounded in the 

notions that artistic merit is universal, severed from the subjective, and keenly rooted in 

classist European histories, notions of beauty and good taste are naturalized in and through 

whiteness. Indeed, Richard Dyer’s foundational text, WHITE (1997), provides provocative 

evidence that demonstrates the normalization of whiteness through a variety of artistic 

mediums and, more importantly, astutely unravels the ways that the body is intrinsically 

implicated in the reproduction of racializing processes. In following his analysis to critically 

reflect on dominant artistic aesthetics, I suggest that dance practices that appear to 

reproduce “ethnic” cultural traditions are always already unable to meet art’s aesthetic 

requirements of objectivity. For example, Brenda Dixon-Gottschild’s examination of the 
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balletic works of George Balanchine reveals his usage of “Africanist aesthetics” (1996). 

Considered to have revolutionized the concert form, Balanchine’s “innovations” were 

attributed to his artistic creativity and not to the cultures from which he adapted, or 

perhaps appropriated. Similarly, modern dance has also adapted “ethnic” dance practices 

to serve artistic ends. Martha Graham, considered a founder of modern dance, had an 

“Indian [sic] period” (Shea Murphy 2007) in her work, and in her autobiography hailed 

“[America’s] two forms of indigenous dance, the Negro and the Indian” as “America’s great 

gift to the arts” (quoted in Shea Murphy 2007, 150).5 Through such practices, dance artists 

de-contextualized the “ethnic” practices they were appropriating, The de-coupling of 

ethnicity from cultural production rendered these practices “artistic” and “objective.”6  

 What mapping such patterns reveals is that through European colonial expansion, 

dominant aesthetic values shaped by the classist philosophies of Kant and Hume have been 

redeployed in racializing and ethnicizing terms. They have not replaced class, but as 

processes of racialization and settler colonialism in the Americas have created a class 

structure along racial and ethnic lines, notions of artistic value have followed. Cultural 

production from communities of colour is almost always rendered subjective, never 

objective, and never truly “artistic” (Manning 2004). Such works are almost always already 

“ethnic” and thus of lower value. Seen this way, Eurocentric aesthetic theory is understood 

to have been transported around the world through colonial expansion and the views on 

                                                      
5 Graham’s articulation of black and Indigenous cultures as belonging to the US demonstrates the prevailing 
power dynamics of the time that inflected concert dance creation. If a culture “belongs” to the nation, then the 
nation’s citizens have a right to make use of it. See Shea Murphy (2007). 
6 This is not to say that ballet only made use of black practices and modern only of Indigenous traditions. 
Many dance artists, such as Lester Horton, drew from multiple fetishized cultures to shape their artistic work 
including Native American, Japanese, Pacific Island, and Caribbean dance and music practices. 
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art this entailed consequently categorize “other” artistic practices as “ethnic” and 

subjective, not artistic and objective.  

Through such patterns, artistic practices that have continued to evolve in and 

through various “contact zones” (Pratt 1991) emerge. These social spaces are where 

cultures collide and difference materializes. As these zones produce conditions in which 

cultures “grapple” (ibid., 34) to make sense of one another, a key component of this cross-

cultural communication is cultural production. For example, during the transatlantic slave 

trade, countless distinct African cultures were forced together through centuries of 

displacement and re-placement. With no common language or vocal traditions, new, 

hybridized forms of dance and music emerged that allowed enslaved peoples to 

communicate with each other. What surfaced was a vibrant, multicultural dance and music 

landscape that would be the foundation for numerous genres to follow, including blues, 

jazz, hip hop, rap, and many more.7 Cultural production, and its evolution, was necessary 

for cross-cultural communication as well as community and identify formation.  

Currently, what is perhaps most revealing about the tensions among cultural 

production, artistic hierarchy, and multiculturalism, is that public arts funding bodies have 

long and contentious relationships with multiculturalism. While in Chapter Five, I discuss 

the Canada Council for the Arts in more depth in order to connect artistic cultural 

production with nationalism, for now it is important to note the impetus for the Canada 

Council to shift its funding model towards multiculturalism. It was not until 1987, when the 

Canada Council was directly faced with criticism about its lack of diversity from the 

                                                      
7 See Hazzard-Gordon (2010), Malone (1996), Robinson (2015), and the foundational Stearns and Stearns 
(1994). 
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Standing Committee on Multiculturalism’s report, that the Council and other arms-length 

funding bodies were pushed to alter their mandates (Attariwala 2015). In fact, the passing 

of the Canadian Multicultural Act meant that there was a legal obligation to serve a 

diversity of artistic practices. Parmela Singh Attariwala further notes that “from the mid-

1990s onwards, [funding] officers have had to defend decisions made according to 

different criteria: ultimately pitting the entitlement and accompanying prejudices of the 

arts establishment against federal policy and public accountability” (153). The efforts of, 

and subsequent changes to, funding bodies that sought to make these organizations 

multicultural were slow-moving and faced immense opposition from those who would 

benefit most from the traditional funding models. Nonetheless, this process began 

important discussions and changes to the ways that Canadians understood, and continue to 

understand, “art.”  

Current shifts in arts funding structures as a consequence of multiculturalism thus 

prompt a return to questions surrounding cultural production. I endeavour to do this work 

here in ways that address concerns from critics like Bannerji. That is, my project takes 

issues of identity, power, and coloniality as their central foci in order to challenge the logics 

of domination that are so deeply embedded within artistic practice that their circulations 

are (almost) invisible. I examine the ways that a surge in multicultural rhetoric brings with 

it a neo-liberal inclination towards inclusivity that continues to marginalize. As Stuart Hall 

notes, “what replaces ‘invisibility’ is a kind of carefully regulated, segregated visibility” 

(quoted in Sealy 2000, 96). Moreover, my analyses demonstrate the ways that cultural 

production is crucial to the documentation of colonization, human trafficking, and modes of 

instantiating, subverting, and side-stepping uneven power dynamics. A focus on cultural 

https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/handle/1807/43526
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production also provides an opportunity to consider the corporeal consequences of 

cultural production on social and legal policies. In the sections and chapters that follow, I 

demonstrate how and why connecting multiculturalism to the body vis à vis cultural 

production is a necessary intervention that deepens understandings of how the body and 

cultural production can simultaneously function as political tools of resistance. 

 

Knowledgeable Bodies and Bodies of Knowledge 

 The theoretical bedrock from which I approach my research is indebted to black, 

Indigenous, and performance studies. With that said, it is my contention that the scholarly 

disciplines of black and Indigenous studies both take up performance, broadly conceived, 

as central to their epistemologies. The major analytical trajectories that I use in both the 

case studies and the project component—representation, spectatorship, and knowledge—

are frequently examined by performance studies scholars.8 In order to elaborate on the 

concepts and themes that I use from performance studies, I weave in additional bodies of 

knowledge. Below, I outline the theoretical underpinnings of both black and Indigenous 

studies that I believe demonstrate the ways these disciplines already provide ways of 

engaging with performance through academic study and, subsequently, why they are 

necessary for re-thinking multiculturalism.  

 

Black Studies 

As a “(non)disciplinary formation” (Weheliye 2014, 3), black studies prompts a 

rethinking of race and racialization. “Raciology” emerged in seventeenth-century Europe as 

                                                      
8 See Conquergood (2002), de Certeau (1984), Foucault (1990), Muñoz (1999), and Taylor (2003). 
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a “scientific” field of study, which served to render social and cultural practices as 

biologically driven. Through such processes, racial hierarchies were produced in ways that 

situated white populations as the meter against which other races were measured. 

Although not specifically named “black studies,” studies of blackness and black cultures 

have “existed since the eighteenth century as a set of intellectual traditions and liberation 

struggles that have borne witness to the production and maintenance of hierarchical 

distinctions between groups of humans” (ibid.). As an academic field of study that was 

enshrined within the US in the 1960s (ibid.), black studies boasts a literary and cultural 

history that contains some of the most provocative thinkers, activists, and cultural 

producers.  

Sylvia Wynter’s foundational “A Black Studies Manifesto” delineates black studies as 

a mode of enquiry that accepts as a default that “our present order of knowledge can give 

[African descent populations]9 no knowledge” (1994, 4). Working from the assumption that 

current forms of knowledge production function as limitations, dominant modes of 

investigating, analyzing, and discussing cultural production and multiculturalism are 

insufficient. While there have been various turns within critical multiculturalism, I believe 

that a re-turn to cultural production offers opportunities to bring together performance 

culture’s ephemerality and critiques of multiculturalism’s neocolonial framework. The 

limitations that appear through a narrow focus on either cultural production or violence 

negates the ways that cultural production can be, and has been, violent. Moreover, the 

either/or paradigm misses the opportunity to see cultural production as a way of repairing 

                                                      
9 Wynter uses the term “a population group of African descent” later in her essay (10). 
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trauma and combatting violence. Thus, I ask the question, how might black studies be 

mobilized to unify the various threads of critical multiculturalism?  

Rinaldo Walcott points to the “Janus-faced nature of the nation” (2003, 117). In his 

groundbreaking Black Like Who?: Writing Black Canada, Walcott identifies some of the 

ways that Canadian multiculturalism “textually inscribes those who are not French or 

English as Canadians, and yet at the same time works to textually render a continued 

understanding of those people as from elsewhere and thus as tangential to the nation-

state” (ibid.). To hone in on Walcott’s argument, (white) English and French populations 

are clearly naturalized as originating “here,” while racialized and ethnicized “others” are 

marked by an unnamed “there.” Walcott further articulates how the English/French 

foundation situates the organization of the nation around “phenotype and language” (118), 

which textually renders “others” as always already aligned with another nation-state. As 

such, those with origins “elsewhere” can never be wholly “Canadian” because multicultural 

Canadian nationalism demands an attachment to an elsewhere. 

Katherine McKittrick is more explicit in her reading of Canadian multiculturalism: 

[Through the Act,] a national origin narrative emerges, with Canada firmly tied to [a] 
colonial framework wherein narratives of European settlement produce the 
conditions through which diversity is made possible … the bureaucratic workings of 
Multiculturalism demand a predetermined Eurocentric terrain that the black 
diaspora enters or is mapped upon. Blackness is not, in this formulation, actively 
instrumental to the making and meaning of the nation and its diverse landscape; 
blackness is, instead an addendum. With this comes the reminder that the originary 
logic of multiculturalism—an extension of western democracy and freedom—was 
engendered by slavery, colonialism, and indentureship and is therefore a policy that, 
in fact, contains asymmetrical emancipatory tools. (2014, 245) 
 

McKittrick’s observation that the practices and people that quite literally built Canada are 

absented actors demonstrates the racial logics of multiculturalism. Whiteness is the 

premise through which all other peoples and cultures enter into the national imaginary. As 
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well, the limits of multiculturalism are revealed through the engendering of a multicultural 

future, not present. The language of the Act promises a utopian nation: “To recognize, to 

promote, to reflect, to encourage—all future infinitive verbs that linger on what is expected 

from, or our collective preparation for, a better multicultural future” (ibid., 246). Thus, the 

Act calls for action towards the future and not a repatriation of Canada’s multicultural—

and racist—past or present. 

 Multiculturalism’s disparate temporalities demonstrate the ways that Canadian 

nationalism is highly regulated by colonial structures. Paul Gilroy’s (1987) examination of 

race and nation in the UK maps the intricate ways that racialized and ethnicized “others” 

are folded into state citizenship yet remain distal to the ideal model of a national subject. If, 

as McKittrick argues, blackness and black people are seen only as an “addendum,” then, as 

Gilroy argues in the UK context, Canadian multiculturalism creates the “capacity to 

evacuate any historical dimension to black life” (11). Consequently, the erasure of 

blackness from the national imaginary leaves no trace of anti-black racism. When an 

interruption to the multicultural utopia made on the basis of race emerges, it is therefore 

often seen as only “brought here” by racialized groups who originated “elsewhere.” Canada 

“is” multicultural—equal, tolerant, diverse, and accepting—and so if there is a problem, it is 

not with “us” but with “them.” As a result, anti-black racism in the form of erasure begets 

forms of anti-black racism that locates “them” from “there” as the rupture to multicultural 

harmony. The narrative this creates continually re-positions blackness and black 

communities as immovable and resistant to change, what Dinesh D’Souza terms “black 

cultural pathology” (quoted in Austin 2013, 180). As David Austin notes, “narratives 
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matter” (ibid., 189). Blackness, when it decries racial segregation and violence, is thus 

continually reinscribed as a thorn in the side of Canadian multicultural nationalism.  

 The narratives created “for” blackness by multiculturalism reify colonial logics of 

domination by also presuming that national unity is exemplified through the disavowal of 

dissonance. Multicultural values of acceptance and tolerance often become mobilized 

against people and groups who seek to claim the individual rights that official 

multiculturalism and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms afford them. For 

example, when Black Lives Matter—Toronto (BLMTO) staged a sit-in at Toronto’s annual 

Pride Parade in 2016, among many demands they sought the removal of police floats and a 

re-invigoration of funds earmarked for events targeted towards the queer of colour 

community. BLMTO’s pointed arguments that a police presence at Pride serves to exclude 

people of colour because of racial profiling and carding, which disproportionately targets 

men of colour, were challenged mainly by white cis gay men. Critics of BLMTO claimed that 

the group was being intolerant and exclusionary (“This gay Toronto cop”). Feelings of 

harmonious unity were disrupted by the protest, but by reversing multicultural notions of 

acceptance and tolerance on those who experience continued exclusion and surveillance, 

critics re-articulate blackness as disruptive and un-Canadian. Defenders of the police serve 

as nationalists purportedly preserving notions of equality, tolerance, diversity, and 

acceptance by mobilizing those very sentiments against black protesters.  

 In such contexts, blackness reveals the limits of “Canadian values” to fall along 

racialized lines. The insistence that police be welcomed and integrated into Pride festivities 

presumes that the relationship between police forces and sexual/gender minorities—

which has a tumultuous history in Toronto—secures a cooperative relationship between 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/gay-cop-black-lives-matter-letter-1.3663323
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police and all queer people regardless of race, ability, class, and more. Race, and blackness 

in particular, is welcomed as long as it remains silent. Queer communities are often 

considered havens for “all” queer folk—there is, of course, a long record of social activism 

by a diverse array of queer people to address an equally diverse array of social injustices. 

However, the unity purported to be created through the “queering” of social and public 

spaces relies on the representation of queer communities as harmonious, which mirrors 

the ways that Canada’s multicultural nationalism is constructed. Acts of dissonance 

through protest and the declaration of inequality, particularly that of racism, fracture 

utopias and destabilize these “imagined communities” (Anderson 2006). 

 The recovery of “historical dimension[s] to black life” (Gilroy 1987, 11), including 

those that reveal anti-black racism in Canada, destabilize the Eurocentric, white paradigm 

through which multiculturalism is imagined and articulated. Such recovery, as Gilroy 

suggests, is not just about acknowledging the presence of black people within nation-state 

borders throughout the colonial era. Recovery is about unearthing the social ties and 

cultural practices that have been erased from representations and stories of Canada that 

have nonetheless persisted within marginalized communities. Long histories of cultural 

production by, for, and about blackness and black people exist here. Contrary to the 

multicultural logics that produce blackness as an after-image of the Canadian nation, black 

cultural practices have always been part of the cultural fabric of the “New World.” 

Revealing the presence of black cultural production throughout Canada’s existence both 

pre- and post-confederation reconfigures multiculturalism and Canada’s “history of 

cultural diversity” (Day 2000). 
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 Blackness and black cultural production resonate throughout the Americas. The 

foundations of many forms of mainstream cultural production are the product of cultural 

change forced upon black populations (and their exchange with Indigenous and other 

“others”) through slavery and the appropriation of subsequent practices by white cultural 

producers. Indeed, black people were brought to the Americas as property, not people, 

which constructed slaves as objects. This notion persists (Brown 2015; Hartman 1997). 

Consequently, the objectification that non-personhood created has been difficult to undo. 

The visual resonances of slavery’s afterlife continue forms of subjection and violence that 

are hyper-visible in cultural production (Brown 2015). As such, cultural production is a 

necessary site for interrogating the ideological systems, rooted in and through colonial 

logics, that continue to reproduce blackness and black people as objects.  

 In The Repeating Body: Slavery’s Visual Resonance in the Contemporary (2015), 

Kimberly Juanita Brown examines the ways that contemporary visual culture both 

reproduces and criticizes the reconstruction of blackness as what Christina Sharpe terms 

“monstrous intimacies” (2010). Brown “privilege[s] the centrality of the visual” (8) and 

argues that “studies of the black Atlantic and its subjectivities have always been studies of 

visual culture(s), whether or not they have been received as such” (12, parentheses in 

original). While I very much agree with Brown’s claim, I find her understanding of the 

visual to be limited. What is missing is a way of expressing the visual as relying on the 

embodied. Blackness is often rendered in bodily terms—slaves were counted as bodies and 

even scholarly work reproduces this objectification with its common usage of the term 

“black bodies” instead of “black people.” The disembodiment of subject from object 

reconstructs colonial logics of domination and Cartesian mind-body dualism that refuse to 
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see the body as inseparable from the person. The body is a key feature of visual culture(s) 

and by re-shaping the visual to include the embodied, blackness is articulated in terms that 

are much more in line with its reality. Black subjectivities have been, and are, formed 

through dance and music practices, which are embodied forms. It is through dance and 

music that stories, cultures, and people remained connected, however disparately, through 

trans-Atlantic crossings and dispersal throughout the Americas.  

The scholarly history of looking at blackness and black people in both dance and 

non-dance contexts is one that has largely addressed the ways in which the white gaze 

objectifies black bodies and, consequently, has been conceptualized as a racializing 

mechanism. Weheliye’s (2014) racializing assemblages, however, point to the ways that 

typical approaches to examining the gaze do not necessarily consider the diverse sets of 

sociopolitical processes that determine what meanings the gaze is able to construe from its 

object. Perhaps the most well-known gaze within black studies is that which arguably 

served to concretize discourses of racial difference—the gaze of Baron Georges Cuvier, who 

Christina Sharpe notes is “considered the father of modern biology” (2010, 80-81). The 

“object” of Cuvier’s gaze was Saartje Baartman,10 a KhoiSan11 woman pejoratively known as 

the “Hottentot Venus” born in the southeastern Cape of South Africa in 178912. Cuvier 

“scientifically” located racial difference in the size and shape of Baartman’s body parts, 

particularly her genitals, in comparison to those of white women. Cuvier’s biologizing of 

                                                      
10 Baartman has been given many names and spellings: Saartjie, Saartjes, Sara, and Sarah and also Bartman, 
Bartmann, and Baartmen. I use the same name and spelling as Siobhan B. Somerville (2000) as her discussion 
of Baartman is deeply nuanced and well-researched. 
11 Christina Sharpe (2010) provides a footnote suggesting that Baartman’s ethnicity was “contested,” leading 
the reader to consult Wicomb (1998). 
12 The exact date of Baartman’s birth is unknown but 1789 is the year most commonly agreed upon by 
historians.  
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racial difference canonized Baartman in early nineteenth-century Western medicine as the 

penultimate example of the “monstrous” (Sharpe 2010) divide between black and white 

bodies. Cuvier’s comparative interpretation of what he saw reveals the logics of racial 

difference set out by notions of the human to be deeply entrenched in “science.”  

Baartman’s life holds an important place in contextualizing some of the analyses in 

this dissertation. Along with the “scientific” study of her body, Baartman was forced to 

perform publicly in France—dancing—in ways that further accentuated the size of her 

breasts, hips, and other body parts. Dance emphasized her “monstrosity,” effectively 

magnifying the supposed gap between normative white bodies and abnormal black bodies. 

Baartman’s forced performance in concert contexts, recently visually rendered in Abdellatif 

Kechiche’s film Vénus noire (2010), brings together issues of the gaze, the body, dance, and 

colonial logics. Baartman’s body was used as the object upon which discourses of race 

largely took shape, “proven” by science, and performed as evidence of racial difference.  

In the Western world, the black dancing body is simultaneously one of “desire and 

danger” (Ngô 2015) and carries with it a history of objectification—even through the usage 

of the term “the black dancing body.” In fact, black dancing bodies have often been seen as 

threatening (Dixon Gottschild 1996). While assumptions of overt threats from “dancing 

black” have changed, in Chapter Four I demonstrate the ways that the white gaze continues 

to interpret representations of blackness in dance as monolithic and in relation to tradition 

and the traditional. I follow scholars such as Kimberly Juanita Brown (2015), Katherine 

McKittrick (2006; 2014), Christina Sharpe (2010; 2016), Siobhan B. Somerville (2001), 

Michelle Ann Stephens (2014), and many, many others who demonstrate the 

overabundance of representations of blackness built upon biologized histories of 
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monstrosity. Moreover, as Brown’s observation that studies of blackness are always 

already about visual culture(s) indicates, the methods through which the visual is 

constituted are necessary axes of investigation. If, then, studies of blackness and black 

subjectivities are about visual cultures, concert dance is an important site for critique as, in 

the case of Baartman, the moving body emphasizes socially constructed assumptions about 

blackness and the black body.  

 The histories and processes briefly outlined above continue to function as the 

bedrock of racial discourses that structure Western/Global North societies. This is 

particularly problematic within a Canadian context given the ways in which multicultural 

discourse functions to essentialize, fetishize, and commodify race and ethnicity. While 

multiculturalism-as-law promotes diversity and inclusivity, it often has unintentional 

essentialist outcomes that (re)produce racial and cultural stereotypes. Through such 

applications, white hegemony and, particularly, anti-blackness are reproduced and secured 

(McKittrick 2014). As such, mobilizing black studies as an analytical framework is integral 

to addressing multiculturalism and cultural production in Canada. Moreover, exploring 

embodied black cultural production honours the legacies of black survivance13 and offers 

an articulation of blackness that requires attention to cultural production. In doing so, 

black studies holds the potential to undo Canadian multiculturalism’s white supremacy 

through some of the very means that multicultural policy uses to essentialize and fetishize 

race and ethnicity—the performance of culture. Centralizing the body in analyses of (black) 

visual cultures opens ways of addressing issues of representation, spectatorship, and 

                                                      
13 I am borrowing this term from Anishinaabe cultural theorist Gerald Vizenor (1994), who uses “survivance” 
to point to ways that Indigenous cultures continue to function independently of settler cultures and 
narratives about colonial histories.  
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knowledge that undo discourses of multicultural harmony premised on exclusion and the 

mobilization of tolerance and acceptance towards marginalized populations.  

 

Indigenous Studies 

  Few scholars directly address Indigeneity and multiculturalism as the central focus 

of their work (save Fraser 1994, Légaré 1995, Voyageur and Calliou 2000/2001, Deer 

2011, Chung 2012, and MacDonald 2014). One of the most comprehensive texts is Richard 

Day’s Multiculturalism and the History of Diversity (2000). In it, Day argues that Turtle 

Island, the lands now known as North America, was multicultural long before any official 

policy and, in fact, before contact with European colonizers. Writing on black Canada, 

Katherine McKittrick (2014) points out that through such a positioning within the law, it is 

colonial whiteness that is purported to have created the conditions for multiculturalism to 

be possible. Following Day, however, the diversity of Indigenous cultures that existed, and 

continues to exist, undoes official multiculturalism’s premise that it is the “founding” 

English and French who have made multiculturalism possible. Day further argues that 

colonial notions of gifting civility to Indigenous peoples around the globe is the basis of 

Canadian multiculturalism. Indeed, pro-multiculturalist, as opposed to critical 

multiculturalist, Will Kymlicka (1995 and 1998) continually situates legislated 

multiculturalism as a gift from the nation unto its citizens and increasingly does so within a 

global framework (2007). The idea that multiculturalism and diversity are gifts not only 

denies the existing cultural diversity of Indigenous peoples but also erases the ways that 

multicultural policy is neo-colonial. Furthermore, if multiculturalism is something 

“created” by the Canadian state, then the inclusion of Indigenous peoples into the official 
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multicultural paradigm would preclude their unique claims to land, resources, and ways of 

life. Following Walcott (2003), I suggest that Indigenous peoples “textually” exist in a 

geographic limbo—they are not rendered as founding members of the nation-state nor are 

they understood to have originated elsewhere. In essence, official multiculturalism 

textually functions to exclude Indigenous peoples.  

To address Indigenous exclusion from the multicultural imaginary, I think through 

Audra Simpson’s Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States 

(2014). Here, Simpson mobilizes a politics of refusal to demonstrate the ways that settler-

state borders serve the dispossession of lands from Indigenous peoples. Through refusing 

such colonial paradigms, Indigenous communities work through processes of 

decolonization to re-organize relationships to land and territory, thereby defying ongoing 

colonial settlement. I suggest that refusing the essentialization that frequently comes with 

multicultural ideology is key to realizing the ways that lived multiculturalism is different. 

That is, refusing the essentializing practices of multicultural ideology “allows us to 

accentuate the importance of signifying practices without getting fixed on a particular sign; 

meaning making is made contingent” (Sooknanan 2000, 153). With this in mind, the refusal 

of boundaries is key to the investigations of concert dance that follow, and Chapters Three 

and Four in particular reveal how even artistic boundaries are colonial in nature. Aesthetic 

categorization serves to locate both Indigeneity and blackness within frameworks legible 

to colonial logics by denying their racial and cultural realties. As I demonstrate in Chapter 

Three, representations of Indigeneity within ballet offer an opportunity to reveal the ways 

that disciplined notions of genre are challenged by the appearance of Indigenous stories. 
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 Indigenous studies also offers a re-thinking of the performative value of dance in 

that many dance traditions within Indigenous cultures instantiate “other” forms of 

knowledge. Dance is not just a celebration, courting ritual, or artistic pursuit as it is 

commonly enacted in Canada—dance produces and records knowledge and history. In The 

People Have Never Stopped Dancing: Native American Modern Dance Histories (2007), 

Jacqueline Shea Murphy discusses the ways that dance has been used as a means of 

asserting Indigenous land claims. Delgamuukw v. Regina has become a landmark case in 

that it has prompted Canadian courts to re-evaluate, to some degree, what serves as 

evidence. Shea Murphy’s analysis of the case, and the subsequent scholarship it influenced, 

reveals the ways Indigenous dance practices and other performative traditions are 

influencing colonialist modes of governance. While lower courts dismissed various forms of 

evidence provided by the complainants, such as “totem poles, house crests, and regalia” 

and “oral histories” (217), as precisely not evidence, the Supreme Court of Canada 

recognized that the basis for such definitions of evidence excludes many forms of 

knowledge that are integral to Indigenous ways of knowing. Consequently, the Court 

demanded a more equitable framework for considering such performances and objects as 

evidence. Such a shift in legal thinking is but one example of the political nature of dance 

and ways it can serve decolonial resistance. 

 Furthermore, Indigeneity and Indigenous peoples in Canada have also been 

subjected to various forms of erasure through the law where dance was used as a means of 

corporeal regulation. In the late 1880s, both the US and Canadian governments saw 

Indigenous dance praxes as a “threat to assimilation” (Shea Murphy 2007, 29). Indigenous 

dances were reported by government officials in ways that served to constitute “Indians” as 
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savage and barbaric—such constructions of Indigenous dances were foundational to racist 

contemporary stereotypes about “Indianness” that “[mark] Indians as radically alter” (ibid., 

34). Legal regulations of Indigenous dances ensued and shared one key attribute with other 

strategies of oppression—a focus on the Indigenous body. Andrea Smith’s (2010) 

articulation of colonial violence as simultaneously racialized and gendered further reveals 

colonialism’s obsession with corporealities. Indeed, race, gender, and sex are identities that 

are read on or through the body and its performative capacities. The continued 

performance of Indigenous dances, then, would have been seen as a clear signal that 

assimilation was not working. 

The legal restrictions on Indigenous dance practices in Canada were lifted in 1951, 

but other forms of regulation continued the corporeal regulation of Indigenous bodies and 

cultures through dance. Often, such parameters simultaneously served to bolster Canadian 

nationalism and identity. The evolution of Canada Day celebrations included performances 

throughout the mid-twentieth century of Indigenous people, particularly girls and young 

women, performing British-heritage dances (Hayday 2010). The reliance on dance to 

promote a unified and assimilative Canadian nationalism is an extension of legal 

frameworks through which Indigenous potlatch ceremonies and other cultural traditions 

were banned while European dance traditions were used as disciplinary tools that trained 

Indigenous peoples in the “proper” modes of performing pre-multicultural Canadian 

nationalism. Through such mechanisms, dance has held a significant role in Canada’s settler 

colonial project. Yet, despite such barriers, Indigenous dance practices have continued. 

Through a politics of refusal, Indigenous cultures and ways of knowing have been 

maintained despite shifting modes of colonial domination centered on the body.  
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 While the shift away from an overt English or French “Canadianness” towards a 

purportedly inclusive multiculturalism has indeed “allowed” the expression of Indigeneity, 

tension emerges in the lack of space for the recovery of lost cultural practices and histories. 

The promissory potential of multiculturalism, “or what might be done” (McKittrick 2014, 

244, emphasis in original), precludes the re-invigoration of Indigeneity from the national 

imaginary. The Act does not necessarily facilitate change in the present, but rather 

imagines a multicultural futurity: “multiculturalism is a fundamental characteristic of the 

Canadian heritage and identity and … it provides an invaluable resource in the shaping of 

Canada’s future” (Canadian Multiculturalism Act, 3.1.b). The definite article “the” solidifies 

a singular Canadian heritage and identity and signals Canadians already know the heritage 

and identity to which the Act refers. That is, Canadian heritage and identity are clearly 

identifiable and knowable. This is a remarkable assumption given that the premise of 

multiculturalism is that “Canadianness” is precisely unidentifiable.  

As well, multiculturalism is positioned as a resource for the future—not the past or 

the present. Consequently, official multiculturalism’s forwarding-looking perspective 

continues the erasure of Indigenous histories and cultures by securing their exclusion from 

Canada’s multicultural history and present. With the policy constructed as the mechanism 

through which “minority”14 cultures have a legal right to the retention of cultural practices 

and heritage, the state is positioned as a protector of diversity and difference. However, 

only the diversity and difference granted entrance into the national imaginary through 

                                                      
14 Multiculturalism’s “founding father,” Pierre Elliot Trudeau, famously opined that “every single person in 
Canada is now a member of a minority group. Linguistically our origins are one-third English, one-third 
French, and one-third neither” (quoted in Foster 2007). While such a move might be seen as one that 
equitably distributes rights to cultural retention by declaring all people are minorities, there are obvious and 
highly problematic features to such a position. 

http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/C-18.7/
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multicultural policy is protected. Since the inclusion of Indigenous cultures within 

multiculturalism’s ideological framework undermines their various claims to history and 

land, among other social and political issues, Indigenous peoples cannot benefit from 

inclusion in, or exclusion from, Canada’s brand of multiculturalism.  

 Without the possibility to benefit from the purported “gifts” that multiculturalism 

offers, Indigenous peoples and cultures seem to occupy a nebulous region within the 

national imaginary. Indeed, the relationship between the state and Indigenous peoples has 

continually morphed in ways that have always served the state well. I say this despite the 

work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) and the emergence of a 

reconciliation discourse that promises repair for communities and individuals, ownership 

of abuses by the state against Indigenous peoples, and compensation for some residential 

school survivors. These are, of course, important pieces that are deeply needed. However, 

reconciliation stands in the shadow of many “benevolent” nationalist, white saviour 

projects that have come before, including the Indian Residential School System itself and 

the continued removal of Indigenous children from their families.15  

 Important questions and discussions are circulating about the ways that the TRC 

engaged in its work and how reconciliation is being taken up in the public sphere. Part of 

the TRC’s mandate was to manage a commemoration fund of $20 million, the purpose of 

which was multi-layered but resolutely centered on Indigenous peoples, the events and 

legacies of the residential schools, and the importance of open, truthful, and supported 

                                                      
15 Currently, “more than half of the children under age 14 in government care in this country are indigenous, 
even though they barely make up eight percent of the kids that age” (“The Millennium Scoop”). 

http://www.cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/a-special-edition-of-the-current-for-january-25-2018-1.4503172/thursday-january-25-2018-full-text-transcript-1.4504311#segment2
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dialogue within and across Indigenous/non-Indigenous communities. For example, the TRC 

notes the importance of “creative expression” to reconciliation:  

As the TRC has experienced in every region of the country, creative expression can 
play a vital role in this national reconciliation, providing alternative voices, vehicles, 
and venues for expressing historical truths and present hopes. Creative expression 
supports everyday practice of resistance, healing, and commemoration at individual, 
community, regional, and national levels. (“Canada’s Residential Schools: 
Reconciliation,” 178) 
 

The report also highlights the importance of artistic commemoration as a way to counter 

the colonial gaze with which most government commemorations are constructed (“What 

We Have Learned,” 183) and notes that artistic production speaks cross-culturally (ibid., 

178). Within such a framework, reconciliation becomes an artistic practice, one with the 

potential to re-shape dominant creative practices that reproduce colonial logics and power 

dynamics. With the ways that Indigenous cultures retain knowledge and history in 

embodied practices, particularly dance, an emergence of storytelling through dance set for 

the concert stage is central to reconciliation.  

 However, Indigenous (hi)stories told in and through cultural production—even 

those that use a reconciliation model of artistic creation—do not solve the problems posed 

by multicultural policy. Much of the focus of the TRC’s work, and reconciliation more 

broadly, is an uncovering of the violences against Indigenous peoples perpetrated by both 

settlers and the state. The historical nature of this work serves a reconciled future. As with 

multiculturalism, the present is absent. The TRC’s own definition of reconciliation reveals 

its discursive shortcomings: 

[reconciliation is] an ongoing individual and collective process, and will require 
commitment from all those affected including First Nations, Inuit and Métis former 
Indian Residential School (IRS) students, their families, communities, religious 
entities, former school employees, government and the people of Canada. 

http://www.myrobust.com/websites/trcinstitution/File/Reports/Volume_6_Reconciliation_English_Web.pdf
http://www.myrobust.com/websites/trcinstitution/File/Reports/Volume_6_Reconciliation_English_Web.pdf
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Principles_2015_05_31_web_o.pdf
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Principles_2015_05_31_web_o.pdf
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Principles_2015_05_31_web_o.pdf


Return to Table of Contents 

 54 

Reconciliation may occur between any of the above groups. (“Canada’s Residential 
Schools: Reconciliation,” 11) 
 

Although “ongoing” initially signals the present, the following “will require” signals that not 

only has reconciliation not begun but it is also given no clear commencement. The linguistic 

futurity textually renders reconciliation out of reach, miring Indigenous peoples in 

reconciliation limbo.  

 More broadly, the reconciliation process and the TRC have been criticized for their 

performative nature. Dylan Robinson coins the term “inclusionary performance” to denote 

projects “wherein First Peoples are included but are not in large part involved in the 

creative choices of composition or presentation” (2014, 277). Such performances, which 

“[model] neo-liberal multiculturalism,” (ibid.), produce affective responses from settlers 

who witness Indigenous trauma through reconciliation’s performativity. On the one hand, 

the presence of seeing Indigenous and non-Indigenous people perform (in the concert 

sense) together, exemplifies a reconciliatory ethos—musics, languages, and movements 

morph and fuse to produce something neither strictly Indigenous nor strictly settler. On 

the other hand, these performances frequently do little, if anything, to upset Western 

paradigms of performance with the spectators and performers clearly defined in 

opposition to each other and securely positioned as each other’s physical opposite. 

Nonetheless, audience members experience “transformative and affective” (ibid., 280) 

responses to the (re)presentation of both literal and abstracted trauma and reconciliation.  

 The tensions that emerge through performances of reconciliation question the ways 

that reconciliation serves Canadian multicultural nationalism and “Canadian values.” White 

saviour narratives that continually reposition white settler subjects and the nation-state as 

good Samaritan protectors of Indigenous peoples have long been central to “Canadianness.” 

http://www.myrobust.com/websites/trcinstitution/File/Reports/Volume_6_Reconciliation_English_Web.pdf
http://www.myrobust.com/websites/trcinstitution/File/Reports/Volume_6_Reconciliation_English_Web.pdf
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Moreover, John Milloy (1996) observes that the relationship between the state and 

Indigenous peoples has always been about saving. In different periods, Indigenous peoples 

“needed” to be saved from their theology, their savagery, and now their psychological 

trauma. Thus, while reconciliation discourse and the TRC do acknowledge the need for 

community-based solutions and treatments of the traumas that continue to impact 

Indigenous communities, the performative relationship between Indigenous peoples and 

the state reifies white saviour narratives. The trauma that survivors of residential schools 

experienced is elicited as “evidence” of the state’s misdeeds. This evidence then provides 

the state with the opportunity to acknowledge its role in violence against Indigenous 

peoples—which is certainly an integral step—but then is redeployed as a marker of how 

“good” we are as a nation to take ownership over such violence. The “Canadian value” of 

acceptance is here redeployed as an acceptance of the state’s genocidal history.  

 

Applications 

I thus have approached my dissertation work through a critical perspective on 

multiculturalism that is challenged by Indigenous histories, epistemologies, and ontologies 

with an aim to reformulate the ways in which critical multiculturalism is shaped. Following 

Scott Lauria Morgensen’s analysis of citizenship in the US, if Canadian multiculturalism 

ensures the freedom of cultural expression and retention, this freedom “bars 

discrimination from citizenship while still regulating access by race, class, and nation as 

well as gender, sexuality, and disability” (2011, 91). Consequently, dance in Canada is a tool 

through which citizenship can be conferred or denied where Indigenous peoples are 

concerned. In regulating the kinds of performance that are considered “Canadian,” and that 
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Indigenous peoples have been allowed or even instructed to perform, Canada’s legal 

history has had a shifting relationship with Indigenous dance practices. Multiculturalism is 

positioned as that which secures the right to dance, as it were, and yet by its fetishizing and 

exotifying nature, simultaneously dictates what are acceptable and authentic forms. It is for 

these reasons that I attend to the reading of Indigeneity within concert dance, specifically 

ballet, through multiculturalism. My aim is to destabilize the exclusion of Indigenous 

peoples from critical multiculturalism while also honouring the multicultural realities of 

Indigenous cultures, societies, and ways of knowing.  

Similarly, by beginning with the premise that blackness is always already outside 

Canada’s multicultural imaginary—or, at the very least, its inclusion is contingent upon the 

foundation of whiteness—I seek to undo the racial logics through which whiteness 

essentializes blackness as monolithic. I demonstrate that notions of “the” black experience 

do not acknowledge that the black diaspora is always already multiplicitous and 

multicultural. Moreover, what is revealed in Chapter Four—and to some degree also in 

Chapter Five—is that “to call on something called the Black community is to perform a set 

of erasures” (Sooknanan 2000, 148). Colonial logics that portend to know the world in 

advance of its becoming, in the Butlerian sense (1992), cannot account for the ways that 

diaspora branches out into discrete but discernable multi-cultures. The cultural practices 

and dance forms that have emerged through the process of diaspora are thus important to 

any critical reflection on multiculturalism and “Canadian” identity.  

The case studies that follow continue the lines of enquiry outlined above by looking 

at various types of representation, spectatorship, and knowledge as they have recently 

emerged in the works of three dance organizations in Canada—the Royal Winnipeg Ballet, 
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dance Immersion, and Decidedly Jazz Danceworks. Through these examinations, I unravel 

the ways that “Canadian values” of equality, tolerance, diversity, and acceptance are both 

destabilized and re-shaped in concert dance production. These case studies have also 

provided me the opportunity to approach my own creative practice as a choreographer in 

“new” ways. Thus, the next three chapters should be seen as distinct studies in and of 

themselves but also understood to have important connections between them. The theories 

and research that emerge are compounded as they each unravel and culminate in a critical 

reflection of concert dance production in Canada. 
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Chapter Three 
 

Performing (Re)Conciliation: The Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s Going Home Star 
   

In October 2014, the Royal Winnipeg Ballet (RWB) premiered its new full-length 

work, Going Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation, to much critical acclaim and enthusiasm. 

Sponsored by Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), the production 

launched the RWB’s seventy-fifth anniversary season. A ten-year project that began when 

the late Cree Elder Mary Richard approached Artistic Director André Lewis about creating 

an “aboriginal-themed project” (Schabas 2016), the work narrates one element of settler 

colonialism in Canada: the Indian Residential School System. The story, written for the 

ballet by Canadian author Joseph Boyden,16 commemorates survivors, their families, and 

also the children who did not survive. The ballet’s score was composed by University of 

Toronto Professor Christos Hatzis and features work by Inuk musician Tanya Tagaq and 

the Northern Cree Singers. In preparation for the creative process, the company’s 

dancers—none of whom were Indigenous—participated in community-based activities 

with residential school survivors and other First Nations people. These sessions were 

meant to encourage among the artists deep understandings of the systemic violence and 

discrimination perpetrated against Indigenous communities.  

In spite of these and other processes aimed at enhancing cross-cultural 

communication and sensitivity on the part of the RWB dancers, the ballet has become a 

source of tension for some Indigenous communities. With no Indigenous dancers in the 

                                                      
16 Recent controversy has emerged around Boyden’s claims to an Indigenous identity (Barrera 2016). While 
concerns by Indigenous communities over Boyden’s identity have been circulating for some time (ibid.), 
when Boyden was brought on board for Going Home Star, and throughout its production and presentation, he 
was considered by many to be an Indigenous person. 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/winnipeg-ballets-going-home-star-puts-truth-and-reconciliation-in-motion/article28458551/
http://aptnnews.ca/2016/12/23/author-joseph-boydens-shape-shifting-indigenous-identity/
http://aptnnews.ca/2016/12/23/author-joseph-boydens-shape-shifting-indigenous-identity/
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company, and few Indigenous people involved in the production overall, the project has 

received criticism as yet another non-Indigenous endeavor that attempts to speak for 

Indigenous peoples. As Métis-Anishnaabe independent dance artist Brian Solomon notes, 

Going Home Star “split [the Indigenous] community on whether it was a story for the RWB 

to tell” (personal communication, 8 June 2016). Thus, at times the ballet ended up at arm’s 

length from the people and histories it was meant to represent.  

In this chapter, I argue that examining the distortions as they take form in 

reconciliation projects provides strong rationale for demanding a re-thinking of 

reconciliation that is not only about repair but also about re-configuring relationships and 

governance to decolonial ends. This argument offers a way of approaching the RWB’s Going 

Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation that is skeptical about the performative power of the 

ballet as a reconciliation-producing cultural object. As Dylan Robinson notes, “it is a much 

easier task to embrace the mystery of Indigenous stories and aesthetics than to play a 

leading role in the eradication of another kind of mystery: that of the ignorance of 

Indigenous histories of colonization and their lasting effects today” (2014, 305). My work is 

thus a critique of both the process of the ballet and the critical reception to it. My 

discussion of Going Home Star is primarily concerned with the ways that reconciliation 

frameworks largely serve forms of Canadian nationalism grounded in “white saviour” 

narratives. Although non-Indigenous participation in reconciliation discourse is not overtly 

scripted as “saving” Indigenous peoples, I suggest that the current discourse is modeled on 

such a narrative.  

Works like Going Home Star reflect the shifting interactions that dominant cultural 

practices in Canada have with Indigenous peoples, cultures, and ways of knowing—a shift 
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that has seen these interactions refocus from outright erasure, to recognition, to direct 

engagement and collaboration. Yet, engagement with marginalized communities does not 

preclude the perpetuation of colonial power relations. Various aspects of the production, 

although not always within the company’s control, construct the RWB as a central actor in 

the process of reconciliation instead of acknowledging and honouring the fact that 

reconciliation is a multi-party process. At the same time, the ballet marks a shift in concert 

dance in Canada—not just for the RWB but for all non-Indigenous, particularly white, 

artists attending to settler colonialism in their work.  

Despite the production’s reconciliatory potential, I will show that non-Indigenous 

subjects are over-represented in media stories about Going Home Star and receive the bulk 

of accolades for the production and its reconciliatory work. Such positionings procure non-

Indigenous participation in reconciliation as the dominant narrative. Moreover, my 

discourse analyses demonstrate how non-Indigenous peoples are also constructed as the 

subjects who are “at risk” in reconciliation processes. However, what I aim to argue is that 

while the nationalist brand of reconciliation continues to center non-Indigenous 

participants, projects like Going Home Star do hold some promise. Thus, what the context of 

the ballet’s production reveals are the ways in which meta-narratives of reconciliation 

often undermine decolonial goals by reproducing the colonial power dynamics such 

projects are meant to destabilize. 

 

Reconciliation 

 There are multiple understandings of, and orientations towards, reconciliation that 

present hurdles to decolonial processes and projects. Reconciliation is a contested yet 
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frequently deployed term within Canada’s settler colonial social, cultural, and political 

milieux, and its usage as the subtitle for Going Home Star has provoked debate around the 

role of non-Indigenous artists in projects concerning Indigenous cultures and the 

residential schools in particular. The national public profile that the production has 

garnered has simultaneously created an opportunity to reflect upon and critique the ways 

that non-Indigenous people are involved in reconciliation and decolonization. What 

reconciliation means, how it is defined by the TRC, and the ways it is perhaps insufficient as 

a conceptual framework for decolonization offer important contexts for interrogating the 

reproduction of colonial power dynamics within the ballet’s production and performance. 

Reconciliation is a relatively new concept within the Canadian colonial context and 

as articulated through the work of the TRC. Established in 2008 and completing its work in 

2015, the Commission had seven clear goals in its mandate that centered on 

acknowledging, listening, witnessing, and supporting. Other goals included producing 

official documents submitted to the Government of Canada that now serve as an official 

record of the violences within the Indian Residential School System and their subsequent 

traumas, “including specific harms, intergenerational consequences and the impact on 

human dignity” (“Our Mandate”). The Commission defines reconciliation as: 

an ongoing individual and collective process, [that] will require commitment from all 
those affected including First Nations, Inuit, and Métis former Indian Residential 
School (IRS) students, their families, communities, religious entities, former school 
employees, government and the people of Canada. Reconciliation may occur 
between any of the above groups. (“Our Mandate,” parenthesis in original, emphasis 
added) 
 

The relational aspect here cannot be understated. Throughout the TRC’s work and reports 

there is continued emphasis on the need for participation from “all those affected,” which 

includes non-Indigenous people as we benefit from various kinds of privilege that 

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=7
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=7
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colonialism reinforces. However, there has been increased criticism of the TRC and the very 

notion of “reconciliation” since the Commission began its national hearings. 

For some, reconciliation is inscribed with coloniality, and even the work of the TRC 

itself has been critiqued as such. Métis artist David Garneau argues that the term 

“reconciliation” is in fact an inappropriate way to frame the discussions and work that 

needs to be done. He refers to the Oxford English Dictionary as a way to point to the 

obvious disjuncture between what the word means and the process at hand: “re-

conciliation refers to the repair of a previously existing harmonious relationship” (2016, 

30, emphasis in original). Restoring a previous relationship is inaccurate, as the 

relationship between Indigenous peoples and colonizers has always been one of uneven 

power dynamics and not one of equality or equity. Instead, he argues for the use of 

conciliation, “the action of bringing into harmony … [the] conversion of a state of hostility 

or distrust” (ibid.). So, conciliation acknowledges colonial history, disrupts notions that 

relationships between colonizer and colonized were ever equal, and honours current 

efforts to align both sides of the colonial divide.  

 In its final report, the TRC acknowledges that “to some people, ‘reconciliation’ is the 

re-establishment of a conciliatory state. However, this is a state that many Aboriginal 

people assert has never existed between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people” (“Canada’s 

Residential Schools: Reconciliation,” 3). It seems that the Commission heard objections like 

those voiced by Garneau and yet provided its own vision of “reconciliation” that proceeds 

from an alternative perspective dedicated to “establishing and maintaining a mutually 

respectful relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country” 

(ibid.). Despite such an articulation departing from the dictionary definition put forward by 

http://www.myrobust.com/websites/trcinstitution/File/Reports/Volume_6_Reconciliation_English_Web.pdf
http://www.myrobust.com/websites/trcinstitution/File/Reports/Volume_6_Reconciliation_English_Web.pdf
http://www.myrobust.com/websites/trcinstitution/File/Reports/Volume_6_Reconciliation_English_Web.pdf
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Garneau, the reconciliatory model promoted by the TRC is the dominant framework 

through which projects and discourses function in Canada. Reconciliation is thus often used 

as nationalizing rhetoric and so continues to serve colonial ends. 

The process of reconciliation within the TRC’s national hearings has also presented 

some problematic issues. In addition to contesting the very usage of the term 

“reconciliation,” Garneau is also critical of the ways that the TRC hearings demanded 

performances of trauma: 

The sanctioned performance of Reconciliation17 is foundationally distorted. 
Testimony produced for the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) is 
constrained by non-Indigenous narratives of healing and closure; by Western 
religious ideology (the Catholic rite of reconciliation and Christian concepts of 
forgiveness); by an emphasis on individuals over communities; by the public display 
of victims but not perpetrators; and by the degrading and corrupting influences of 
cash-for-testimony. As a result, not all stories are welcome in these official sites and 
not everyone is interested in engaging in this often humiliating theatre. (23-24, 
parenthesis in original) 
 

The process, for Garneau, was thus a means through which residential school survivors 

were presented as objects, not subjects, against which the state, the Churches, and school 

educators became directly implicated in Canada’s colonial project. While the TRC’s work 

allows for the enunciation of memories of terror and has encouraged many survivors to 

speak their pain and trauma for the first time, stories presented in this manner can become 

performances for the Commission and the nation rather than for survivors and their 

families. Such performances produce conditions in which Andrea Smith has suggested “the 

white majority subject [is] the subject capable of self-reflexivity and the 

colonized/racialized subject [is] the occasion for self-reflexivity” (2013, 264). The 

                                                      
17 Garneau differentiates between reconciliation and Reconciliation in a footnote: “when the word 
‘reconciliation’ is capitalized in [his] essay it refers to the use and sense of the word prescribed by ‘Canada’s 
Truth and Reconciliation’ project” (39). 
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colonizing subject is able to act while the colonized subject is acted upon. This is markedly 

different, as Garneau points out, than the Truth and Reconciliation process undertaken by 

post-apartheid South Africa in which “individual perpetrators confess[ed], apologiz[ed], 

and accept[ed] punishment for their crimes” (2016, 22). 

What has emerged in the TRC’s process are Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

communities that are deeply divided on the very premise of reconciliation. Several issues 

remain sticking points and the framing of the TRC’s work presents other issues that can 

potentially impede its own goals. The Commission’s mandated focus on the Indian 

Residential School system risks suggesting that it is only through the schools that 

Indigenous peoples experience, or have experienced, violence, thereby leaving other 

colonial legacies and ongoing structures uninterrogated. The forms of colonial violence that 

have then been revealed as normalized practices in residential schools have become the 

focal point for reconciliation discourses. However, the perpetuation of colonial 

relationships under the guise of change occurs in the seemingly mundane. The creation of a 

single Commission with an end date, tasked with looking at a single colonial project, has the 

potential to obfuscate the multiple ways that Indigenous peoples have faced, and continue 

to face, colonization by the nation-state.  

These disjunctures provoke interrogative strategies that ask, how can reconciliation 

projects and events succeed if the very foundation upon which they are built is flawed? 

Where commemorating survivors, families, and those who did not survive is central to 

reconciliation projects, how might such commemoration become skewed when “the 

problem with the choice of the word ‘reconciliation’ over ‘conciliation’ is that it presses into 

our minds a false understanding of our past and constricts our collective sense of the 
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future” (Garneau 2016, 13)? Since commemoration is so important to reconciliation and 

subverting colonial relationships as indicated by the TRC, it is also important to ask, in 

what ways does a “false understanding,” or a re-centering of the colonizing subject (Smith 

2013), undermine commemoration?  

 

The Media 

Within mainstream media, Going Home Star has been hailed as “one of the most 

powerful and necessary productions” (Stein 2016) and “recognized as one of the most 

important dance productions ever mounted by Canada’s Royal Winnipeg Ballet” (Parr 

2016) with the capacity to “explode ballet stereotypes” (Schabas 2016). In many ways, such 

statements are true. There has been no ballet ever created in Canada that addresses 

residential schools and colonialism in such a direct manner. The project also brought 

together Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists, collaborators, and communities in ways 

that are groundbreaking within the ballet genre and beyond. For many audiences, including 

survivors and their families, this production has had a tremendous impact. Yet, with so 

much media attention on the performance itself, much of the potential for (re)conciliation 

within the actual creative process is lost to the public eye. As a ballet aimed at fostering 

some of the central tenets of reconciliation as defined by the TRC, such as building 

relationships, the very thing the ballet is meant to nurture has taken a back seat to the 

spectacle of non-Indigenous dancers performing stories of Indigenous trauma. Given the 

fanfare aroused by Going Home Star, an examination of the ways that the media engaged 

with the production offers an occasion to locate dominant national narratives of the 

“benevolent” (Mackey 2002) white saviour within both the project and its reception. 

http://www.mooneyontheatre.com/2016/02/06/review-going-home-star-truth-and-reconciliation-royal-winnipeg-ballet/
http://www.burlingtongazette.ca/described-as-searing-and-sensitive-going-home-star-is-a-production-put-on-by-the-foremost-ballet-company-in-north-america-telling-a-story-about-one-of-the-blackest-stains-on-canadian-history/
http://www.burlingtongazette.ca/described-as-searing-and-sensitive-going-home-star-is-a-production-put-on-by-the-foremost-ballet-company-in-north-america-telling-a-story-about-one-of-the-blackest-stains-on-canadian-history/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/winnipeg-ballets-going-home-star-puts-truth-and-reconciliation-in-motion/article28458551/
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Orientations and Knowledges 

 Throughout the RWB’s media campaigns for the production’s initial staging and its 

national tour the following year, the company was continually positioned as an 

organization that reconciles residential school legacies of trauma with the healing of the 

nation. Uncovering the patterns that appear across news items allows for an interrogation 

of the ways that the public was oriented towards the production and directed to bond with 

national narratives of reconciliation. Such an analysis extends some of the critiques of the 

TRC’s work in projects that take up a reconciliatory mission18 but also demonstrates the 

ways that news media outlets are complicit in reconstructing benevolent forms of 

nationhood within reconciliation and vice versa. The implications for this are such that 

non-Indigenous people are disciplined into reconciliatory patterns of relationality while 

the tenets of Garneau’s call for conciliation are over-stepped.  

Approaching Going Home Star in such a fashion also creates a link between this 

chapter and the sections in Chapter Four on racial and racializing cross-viewing, and 

evokes Susan Manning’s work that conceptualizes “spectatorship not as a psychodynamic 

exchange between performer and spectator but as a series of sociohistorical encounters 

between spectators and performers” (2004, xv). Manning demonstrates how spectators, 

especially arts critics, typically view dance not just from their own subject positions but, 

more importantly, in relation to them. The work under examination is thus inscribed with 

the critics’ biases, assumptions, and expectations about genre, style, subject matter, and 

identity. The critical eye with which reviewers approached Going Home Star thus needs to 

be tempered by an understanding of ways of knowing and cultural competency as forms of 

                                                      
18 See again Garneau (2016), Robinson (2014), and Vallee (2016). 
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“situated knowledge” (Haraway 1988). However, not only does criticism about the ballet 

reveal the continued universalization of white-centered forms of situated knowledges, but 

the narrative of the ballet itself hints at the ways that marginalized people can fall victim to 

the hegemonic reproduction of such knowledge. 

The ballet’s plot rests upon specific relationships to history, identity, and culture 

that challenge the centrality of whiteness to history in Canada. Annie, the ballet’s 

protagonist, is a First Nations woman and a hairdresser19 in an urban setting. She is not a 

residential school survivor but has suffered from the system’s intergenerational legacies. 

Disconnected from herself, her family, and her culture, she struggles to create some kind of 

bond with others through promiscuous sex and recreational drug use. One morning after a 

raucous night out, Annie meets Gordon on the subway. He is a homeless Indigenous man 

who was taken from his family as a child and placed into residential school. Gordon sees 

Annie’s disconnected spirit and Annie sees that Gordon can tell that she is suffering. After 

another one of Annie’s wild nights, Gordon meets her in a dream, and a kiss to her forehead 

sends her backwards in time.  

Gordon becomes Annie’s guide through the residential school history. She 

encounters many people in her visions, with the children Charlie and Niska being most 

prominent. The stories of these two characters haunt Annie throughout the ballet. What is 

revealed to Annie and the audience is a series of abuses inflicted upon Charlie and Niska. 

Charlie is stripped in the classroom and humiliated, and an even more horrific scene occurs 

when Niska is raped by three of the Clergy. Charlie eventually escapes from the school and 

                                                      
19 Annie’s vocation points to the importance of hair to Indigenous cultures and signals one of the ways that 
Indigenous children were violated in the schools—by the cutting of their hair. 
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uses the Going Home Star, known in non-Indigenous cultures as the North Star, to guide 

him home. However, he disappears and is never found.  

 

Figure 1: Promotional still of the lead cast from the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s Going Home Star: Truth and 
Reconciliation. From left to right, Charlie (Yosuke Mino), Niska (Alanna MacAdie), Annie (Sophia Lee), and 

Gordon (Liang Xing). Photo: Rejean Brandt. 

Where Act One ends with Annie realizing that she also bears Gordon’s burden, and 

that it is her role to become his healer and a healer for her people, Act Two engages more 

directly with a reconciliatory theme. After the dancers recount the landing of European 

settlers (Fig. 2), the audience sees more Indigenous symbolism at work, with Annie 

“immers[ing] herself fully in the healing of Gordon” (“Synopsis”). This allows Annie to find 

a kind of peace with her lost heritage and intergenerational trauma. More of Gordon’s 

memories reveal the history of colonization through such scenes as the landing of 

European settlers. Seeing Gordon continually burdened by these memories, Annie uses 

Indigenous healing methods to alleviate Gordon’s pain. As the final step, Annie builds a 

pyre upon which she places a residential school reliquary. Here, Gordon sets the school 

aflame, freeing Niska, Charlie, and all of the other spectral children forever trapped within. 
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Figure 2: European settlers rehearsing for Going Home Star: Truth and Reconcilaition. Photo: Wayne Glowacki. 

The plot, themes, and imagery of the ballet send clear messages about residential 

school legacies that refuse colonial narrations of history. Indigenous cultures and their 

histories on Turtle Island are the central narrative, whereas typical representations of 

Indigenous peoples place them in relation to dominant colonial history narratives. 

However, some reviewers found these aspects to obfuscate other components of the 

production that were felt to be more important. In a review written by Holly Harris (2014) 

of the Winnipeg Free Press, Going Home Star is cited as possibly being “the most important 

ballet produced by the Royal Winnipeg Ballet in its 75-year history.” The review 

emphasizes several important points: the ballet is based on a story by Joseph Boyden; the 

score involved Indigenous musicians, with Polaris Prize winner Tanya Tagaq being 

especially noted; and attention is given to the ways the set references the uprooting of 

Indigenous life. However, Harris’ writing then takes a turn that begins to illuminate the 

colonial framework through which she reads the production.  

http://www.winnipegfreepress.com/arts-and-life/entertainment/arts/Going-Home-Star-a-turning-point-in-RWB-repertoire-277923622.html
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Figure 3: Performance still from Going Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation. Annie and Gordon sit on either 
side of the residential school reliquary that Gordon sets aflame. Photo: Samantha Katz. 

Harris finds the ballet relies too much on plot, “with its Act II scene depicting 

colonization teetering on didacticism.” She takes issue with the inclusion of survivor voices 

and stories in the score, arguing that they “upstaged and distracted from the 

choreography.” Conversely, the representation and use of Indigenous cultural objects and 

products, like a medicine wheel, a tobacco pouch, and others do not “always read clearly.” 

Lastly, the “tome-like four-page plot synopsis” is burdensome although Harris also argues 

that “several aspects [of the production] simply get lost in translation.” These claims 

emphasize the importance of approaching projects like Going Home Star through an 

ontological awareness that considers one’s own relationship to colonial history and 

Indigenous cultures, spiritualties, and ways of knowing. 

 Through my own experiences viewing Going Home Star, I concede that aesthetically, 

within the confines of the balletic genre, the production is lack-lustre and overly simplistic. 

The wardrobe often lacks harmony, although costume designer Paul Daigle was thoughtful 

in his overall conceptualization as described by Jane Puchniak20 (2014), considering colour 

                                                      
20 Puchniak was a Public Relations Coordinator at the time of the production. 

http://www.winnipeg.ctvnews.ca/video?clipId=440092
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and its meaning in Indigenous communities, representations of time, and connections to 

the characters. However, there remains an unsatisfactory balance between the 

functionality of the costuming and its aesthetic value. Choreographically, the movement is 

often monochromatic, failing to offer a dynamic rendering of life for Annie, Gordon, or any 

of the other characters. Renowned dance critic Paula Citron describes Godden as “not an 

innovative choreographer. He sticks to basic ballet vocabulary” (2014). One exception is a 

quartet in the second act—Niska’s rape scene. Although traumatic, the partner work is 

complex, dynamic, and emotional. The majority of the rest of the choreography, however, 

relies heavily on repetition, predictable patterning, and unsophisticated pantomime. In 

sections where the dancers interact with props (desks, tables, and so on), their relationship 

to these items feels inchoate.  

Interestingly, the sound score for the production is quite complex and varied in its 

stylings. This aspect of the production is perhaps the most remarkable feature of the work 

in that it is simultaneously provocative and accessible to audiences. Personal stories about 

residential school violence are incorporated into some of the audio track at key points in 

the ballet. One survivor who was made “to eat [her] vomit off the floor like a dog” also says, 

“it’s okay to remember / it’s okay to forget.” These words, spoken with the tenor of 

strength and suffering, encapsulate the importance of both recounting and distancing one’s 

self from trauma.  

 Thus, Harris’ reading of the ballet, on a surface level, seems apropos if the 

production is meant to target a traditional ballet audience that is emotionally and 

psychologically distanced from the stories represented on stage. Such an audience would 

be familiar with interpreting less obvious representations and symbolism than the often-

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/royal-winnipegs-residential-school-ballet-turns-darkness-into-beauty/article20910952/
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literal staging, choreography, props, and costuming used in Going Home Star. However, as a 

project sponsored by the TRC, Going Home Star is not meant to appeal solely to the RWB’s 

typical audiences. In fact, as a ballet, the project seems to embody what Garneau sees as the 

role for artistic works created by non-Indigenous people and Indigenous people who did 

not go to residential school: “curators, and others who facilitate the production and 

exhibition of this sort of work, must be cautious not to replicate a Truth and Reconciliation 

model or models of quality framed by standards of colonialism and whiteness” (2016, 37). 

As well, many Indigenous people were given free admission to performances across the 

country, whether they are former residential school students or not. Therefore, it can be 

argued that in order to convey the narrative to groups not necessarily familiar with ballet’s 

methodologies, and to undo some of the Eurocentricity of the ballet idiom, various aspects 

of the production required more overt references and visuals.  

With this in mind, Harris’ critique seems short-sighted and borders on elitist by 

failing to consider the entire purpose of the production and the larger social, cultural, and 

political context in which the ballet operates. A “plot-heavy narrative” is perhaps necessary 

in order to set up the kinds of trauma the work is addressing and to present the centuries-

long history of colonization that continues to be forced upon Indigenous peoples in Canada. 

Through such content, didacticism is fitting—the ballet is not merely an artistic work 

meant to satisfy an artistic eye, but rather a cultural product meant to affect/effect real 

healing, education, and positive change. It is perhaps a “typical”21 RWB audience that is 

                                                      
21 Audience demographics that are discipline-specific do not currently exist in Canada. The Canada Council for 
the Arts has several reports on the concert dance ecology such as the Canada Dance Mapping Study, but none 
specifically on ballet audiences. However, in the United States, the National Endowment for the Arts’ 2015 
report found that in 2012 ballet audiences were 64% female, 79.4% white, and 69.7% had a family income 
over $50,000 USD (nearly $67,000 CAD in 2017).  

http://canadacouncil.ca/research/research-library/2016/12/dance-mapping-study
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most unaware of the history the ballet is telling. Where in some circles art is considered a 

means of escapism, projects like Going Home Star are the inverse—they seek to place the 

audience into the ordeal.  

Incorporating many of these conventions into a production thus pushes the 

boundaries of what ballet is. For Going Home Star, there are, in fact, very few aspects that 

mark it specifically as ballet other than pointe shoes worn by the women, soft ballet shoes 

for the men, and the overall movement aesthetic. Thus, for ballet-savvy audiences, Going 

Home Star uses sets, props, sound, subject matter, and narrative in ways that are 

unconventional and therefore demand a different orientation towards the work. Moreover, 

the intention and emotional resonance of the voiced sections in the sound score are deeply 

expressive and contribute something more to the production than just narrative support. 

The very sound of survivor voices connects the fictional characters of Annie, Gordon, Niska, 

and Charlie, and the traumas they have all endured, to the truths told by residential school 

survivors not just within the soundscape but throughout the TRC’s work. The survivors are 

perhaps the one aspect of the production that is the most truthful, the most meaningful, 

and the most moving. Without them, the production remains a fiction—an important 

fiction to be sure, but a fiction that remains outside of the lived histories of Indigenous 

peoples in Canada. 

Through many of the ballet’s images—Annie’s job as a hairstylist juxtaposed against 

the cutting of Niska’s hair, the use of a medicine wheel and other Indigenous healing 

practices, the very title Going Home Star instead of North Star, and many others—it 

becomes clear that the production draws heavily on Indigenous knowledges, spiritualities, 

and ontologies. Reading the production through a colonialist lens that measures the work 
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against other more traditional ballets, as Harris does, recenters normative conceptions of 

art and aesthetics as “the” approach for not only creating artistic work, but also telling 

truth and history. For Harris, if the plot synopsis is as laborious as her words indicate 

(“unless one studies the tome-like, four-page plot synopsis well in advance, several aspects 

simply get lost in translation”), it seems that her approach as a spectator is typically more 

passive. Passivity is antithetical to the tenets of reconciliation as it creates an 

actor/receiver relationship instead of an equally engaged commitment that “requires 

constructive action on addressing the ongoing legacies of colonialism” (“What We Have 

Learned,” 125) from all parties. Approaching projects like Going Home Star as a spectator, 

then, requires a re-thinking of what spectatorship means and how it must be seen as a form 

of engagement.22  

 

Risk and Danger 

In order to educate the dancers about the ongoing ruptures and traumas in 

Indigenous communities, the company met with survivors of the residential schools and 

participated in community activities such as sweat lodges in the early stages of the creative 

process. Dancers heard personal accounts of survivors’ experiences in the schools, a 

testament in itself to some of the goals of the TRC. Certainly, the exchanges between the 

dancers and survivors were emotional and nurtured healing and understanding on both 

sides. Survivors can take on a great amount of emotional and psychological stress in 

recounting their experiences as describing trauma can retraumatize (Jennings 1994). The 

                                                      
22 This is discussed at more length in Chapter Four within the context of black dancers and stories on the 
concert stage. 

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Principles_2015_05_31_web_o.pdf
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Principles_2015_05_31_web_o.pdf
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contributions from survivors are thus weighted with psychological and even physical scars. 

However, in most media accounts, the relationships that the company-survivor exchanges 

cultivated, and the risk that survivors took in participating in those relationships, went 

unnoticed.  

Media reports focused mostly on the non-Indigenous participants, their experiences 

of learning about the residential school system, and their feelings about the ballet. For 

example, arts critic and academic Robert Enright (2014) applauds the company for doing 

“something that was fraught with danger” in a way that “avoids [letting the story 

overwhelm the dance],23 and in the process, gives us a hopeful story told through beautiful, 

troubling, and sensuous movement.” Such statements elide the relationships that the 

company has built in cooperation with Indigenous communities. As well, the attribution of 

risk and danger to the company, and lack of any mention of Indigenous involvement in the 

production, centers non-Indigenous experiences of reconciliation. Simultaneously, the 

balletic genre is positioned as under threat by Indigenous narratives. Critics like Enright, 

then, continue to construct Indigenous cultures as threatening and non-Indigenous, 

particularly white, cultures as potential victims.  

Enright repeats some of Harris’ fears that focusing too much on the non-dance 

aspects of the ballet, particularly the survivor vocals, would “overwhelm the dance.” 

Consequently, the problems of valuing form over function and reconstructing racial 

hierarchies through aesthetic representation are compounded. Locating the ballet as the 

object that is at risk from the voices and stories of Indigenous people echoes the ways that 

Canadian culture is often constructed as being under threat from “others.” Here, even the 

                                                      
23 Enright uses the phrase “letting the story overwhelm the dance” later in his review. 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/rwb-s-going-home-star-truth-and-reconciliation-is-inspired-and-inspiring-1.2785096
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telling of residential school violence through movement and sound is viewed as 

threatening. However, stepping outside of normative expectations of concert dance 

aesthetics allows a reading of the non-dance components of the production, like the 

inclusion of survivor voices, as integral elements of a dramatic and realistic theatrical 

experience. The “unconventional” aspects are what mark Going Home Star as different from 

other ballets and create different, potentially conciliatory, relationships between the 

European-rooted form and Canada’s colonial history.  

The prioritizing of form over function also elides the central goal and namesake of 

the production, that of Truth and Reconciliation. To end his review of Going Home Star, 

Enright invokes John Keats’ 1819 poem “Ode on a Grecian Urn” to posit that “beauty is 

truth and truth is beauty … Godden and the RWB reconcile them both. Going Home Star is a 

complete and utter triumph.” By collapsing truth and beauty and attributing reconciliation 

solely to Godden and the RWB, Enright suggests that the truth of the residential school 

system is a beautiful story, and one that the company is single-handedly able to reconcile. 

The attribution of reconciliation to the company not only suggests that reconciliation is 

one-sided, but also erases the community connections the company fostered in the process 

that were integral to developing an understanding among the performers about what life in 

residential schools was like and about the intergenerational traumas that persist. At the 

same time, the work of the Indigenous artists who collaborated on the production, but are 

not RWB employees, is rendered invisible. Indigenous communities and survivors chose to 

be a part of this project and, in many ways, supported its creation. The work would not 

have been possible without the involvement of Indigenous artist, activists, community 

leaders, and survivors themselves, nor without the support of the TRC. Thus, to solely 
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applaud the RWB centers the non-Indigenous company as a saviour rather than an ally or 

accomplice.24  

 

“Getting it Right” and Reflexivity 

 Another centering of whiteness in the project and process of reconciliation is the 

(re)production of what has been termed “settler guilt” (Regan, 2010). Michael Crabb’s 

(2016) review of the production in Toronto takes a markedly different approach to Going 

Home Star than other critics. In his piece, he speaks much more to the effects that the 

project had on people involved in the production than to what the project is about. 

However, he does this by narrating the various kinds of settler guilt experienced by various 

non-Indigenous people involved in the project. For example, he notes that “getting it right 

weighed so heavily on Hatzis [the composer] that he went to the hospital at one point, 

fearful he was having a heart attack; it was an anxiety attack.”25 In speaking to Yosuke 

Mino, who performed the role of Charlie, Crabb tells the reader that after meeting and 

speaking with survivors post-performance, Mino felt a tremendous amount of guilt and 

found the experience difficult. By curating experiences of settler guilt and writing these 

into the discourses on residential school legacies and reconciliation, critics like Crabb 

                                                      
24 The subject of risk, danger, and Going Home Star arose in an interview with Liliona Quarmyne, one of the 
choreographers in Footsteps Across Canada discussed in Chapter Four. Her thoughts on ballet and the 
company at an institutional level offer an alternative perspective on interpreting the misplacement of risk 
and danger: “doing something like that is not a risk to them … it’s not like that’s really going to affect whether 
they have a season next year or whether people are going to come and continue to watch their shows … they 
have such a track record and such an audience and such standing and such funding that there’s a level of 
safety in them doing something like that.” Quarmyne’s explication of risk and danger is well put—the RWB 
has been named an “Artistic Institution” by the Canada Council, the same designation given to Decidedly Jazz 
Danceworks in the council’s new funding model, which I discuss in Chapter Five. 
25 Crabb also speaks about “getting it right” in relation to other non-Indigenous people involved in the 
production, but Hatzis’ manifestation of this pressure is the most extreme. 

https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/stage/2016/02/04/hope-and-shame-on-the-ballet-stage-in-going-home-star.html
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shape reconciliation in ways that position the settler subject as the most vulnerable and, to 

connect to Enright, in the most danger from residential school histories.  

 On the surface, Crabb’s work might be seen to counter my previous arguments 

about the inappropriateness of using risk and danger to describe the company’s role in 

creating Going Home Star. Hatzis’ panic attack is certainly serious and Mino’s own 

emotional experiences should not be trivialized. However, Hatzis’ concern with “getting it 

right” is, according to Crabb, what led to the panic. Despite a foundation in a desire to “do 

good” and commemorate survivor stories, this self-imposed, or internal, pressure cannot 

be juxtaposed against the external trauma imposed upon residential school students, their 

families, and the legacies that these experiences leave. Seen this way, settler guilt produces 

a narrative that centers settler experiences of reconciliation, which reproduce the very 

settler-centered stories that projects like Going Home Star are meant to unsettle. 

 Settler guilt is a relentless (Tuck and Yee 2012, 9) experience for many non-

Indigenous peoples, particularly those of English and French heritages, but also those who 

were “co-opted” (Ledohoski 2010) into Canada’s settlement projects. Settler guilt is what is 

central to Andrea Smith’s work on self-reflexivity (2013) quoted earlier. Also, as Janet 

Mawhinney argues (summarized and quoted in Tuck and Yang, 9), the “race to innocence” 

posited by Mary Louise Fellows and Sherene Razack (1998) distracts from decolonial and 

anti-racist work by instead insisting on an individual’s own marginalization. Guilt can be 

immobilizing and even perhaps lead to the kind of passivity seen in Holly Harris’ mode of 

spectatorship: “guilt is a paralysing and self-indulgent emotion. It excuses inaction and 

creates a paradoxical kind of pleasure in self-recrimination” (Brydon 2004, 171). Guilt also 

centralizes the guilty or guilt-ridden party as the subject, the event, and the people who 
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were wronged. That is, residential school students become the objects that serve as the 

catalyst for settler reflection and absolution.  

 Colluding with settler guilt is the mantra to “get it right.” After a long history of 

wrongs, the pressure for settlers to not continue colonial harms can be quite significant but 

can also be a self-imposed pressure. Moreover, such a mantra also presumes that there is a 

singular, monolithic, and correct form of reconciliation (this is, perhaps, what Garneau is 

criticizing although he never says so outright). For example, in the face of criticism around 

some aspects of the production, the company has displayed little interest in addressing 

those features that have been identified as problematic. In 2016, Artistic Director André 

Lewis spoke at Queen’s University about some of the critiques that emerged leading up to 

and after the premiere of the production. Critics were concerned about the entirely non-

Indigenous cast, the involvement of Indigenous artists in only some aspects of the 

production (most significantly not the choreography itself), and the consequent 

tokenization of the few Indigenous artists involved in the project. When Lewis was 

confronted by PhD student Natasha Ermineskine-Stirrett about these issues, his response 

made it clear that between the original production in 2014 and the national tour in 2015-

2016, few if any of these critiques had been taken on by the company. There had been 

virtually no change to the way the production was presented or who was involved.  

This brings forth questions about the company’s commitment to TRC-defined 

reconciliation and listening to Indigenous peoples. Linking back to the TRC’s definition of 

reconciliation as a “process” of “relationships,” the solidification of the first staging of Going 

Home Star as the only staging of the ballet seems to counter the relational, reflexive goals of 

reconciliation. Yet, we might also read such a reaction as manifesting what Brydon 
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expresses above—perhaps there is some amount of guilt in feeling that the company did 

not, in fact, “get it right.” Learning that the project in which the company has invested so 

much time, labour, and love—I do suggest emphatically that Going Home Star is a project of 

love—has become a site of negative criticism is surely destabilizing on a personal level. 

However, to focus on the potential disappointment the company has experienced would 

again fall into the trap of centering non-Indigenous people and, as a result, disregard the 

very real and appropriate critiques that they have received. The many issues brought forth 

by Going Home Star’s detractors and those, like Garneau, who are critical of the TRC’s work 

are valid and act as reminders of the constant need for self-reflexivity when working from 

positions of privilege. 

 

Conclusion 

While the RWB has taken some impressive steps towards re-imagining what stories 

can be told through the ballet idiom, which produces ballet as a dance genre that has 

important political resonance, Going Home Star is also a project that reproduces forms of 

coloniality. At times, the ballet displaces Indigenous peoples from reconciliation discourses. 

As well, while the RWB’s transgression of disciplinary boundaries and representations of 

otherness—vis-à-vis the inclusion of Indigenous iconography and non-balletic 

movement—are perhaps innovative within ballet, they are often perceived as a threat to 

the sanctity of the form. Thus, while Going Home Star is a reconciliatory ballet in that it 

follows many of the tenets of the TRC’s brand of reconciliation, it is not conciliatory. 

 As a counter-point to the steadfastness of the company in regard to having made no 

changes to their work in light of criticism, the ballet did pay some very touching and 
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necessary attention to local communities. At each performance of the production, local 

Elders spoke about the importance the production has for them and their community, and 

offered a traditional welcome to their lands. On-site crisis workers were available to 

anyone triggered by the images or narratives of the production. Some performances had 

pre-show talks, with many of the designers and producers, and others had post-show 

sessions with Artistic Director André Lewis. Drumming bands played throughout the front 

of house prior to and after each performance. There were “Elder Corners” set up in each 

theatre so that both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people could connect with local 

Indigenous communities. So, while the company seems to be immovable when faced with 

challenges to their artistic vision, they demonstrate great sensitivity to the potential 

impacts of their work and are moving beyond the typical distanced practices of ballet 

production—they are defying artistic norms that see art to be objective. The issues raised 

concerning the repositioning of Eurocentric aesthetics as central to artistic practice reveal 

an ongoing problem with whiteness as the unmarked norm in artistic creation and the 

meter against which (white) audiences interpret content and imagery. In ballet, this is 

especially so ,but as I demonstrate in the next two chapters it is pervasive in other genres 

as well.  

By ignoring many of the Indigenous artists, and specifically the survivors involved in 

the work, critics erase Indigenous participation and leadership in the reconciliation 

process, thereby reconstituting the RWB as a benevolent white saviour and reproducing 

the uneven dynamics seen in the TRC’s national hearings criticized by Garneau. Yet, the 

ballet demonstrates some of the ways that artistic creation can “improve and enhance 

Aboriginal relationships and [relationships] between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
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people” as called for in the residential school settlement (“Schedule ‘J’”). Through the 

representation of Indigenous trauma, and its performance as an opportunity for non-

Indigenous peoples to reflect on their own complicity in colonialism, settler colonialism 

and the residential school system are reduced to spectres of history. As a result, non-

Indigenous, particularly white, self-reflection becomes privileged. This is the case with 

regards to the media coverage of Going Home Star. In centralizing the work of non-

Indigenous people in the production (through its creation as well as the experiences of 

creation and performance), Indigenous presence is marginalized and at times even erased. 

Such continued displacement is made possible by the TRC’s framing of reconciliation 

discourse and its attendant performance as revealed by Garneau. Indigenous peoples 

appear in the background of reconciliation discourses and projects instead of as initiators, 

leaders, or even equal partners.  

Non-Indigenous artists who engage in projects aimed at telling Indigenous stories 

need to ground their work in foundations of relationship and relationality. However, such 

projects should still be approached with caution. As Dylan Robinson argues (2014), it is 

easy for settler subjects to claim an emotional transformation and declare a new 

orientation towards Indigenous peoples and Canadian colonialism. However, increased 

knowledge does not necessarily unsettle one’s privilege or the colonial logics that have 

been engrained in one’s ways of engaging with the world. While projects like Going Home 

Star: Truth and Reconciliation are well-intentioned and offer examples of creative practices 

that have stronger decolonial potential, they also signal that failure to reflect critically on 

one’s relationship to settler-colonialism renders one susceptible to the reproduction of 

colonial logics. Telling stories and sharing histories is merely one step in the process of 

http://www.residentialschoolsettlement.ca/Schedule_J-CommemorationPolicyDirective.PDF
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decolonization and conciliation, for it is not within these projects themselves that colonial 

traumas are healed and bridges are built across communities. It is by re-orienting day-to-

day engagements between individuals and communities, and by reflecting critically on 

individual and collective relationships with the land, that the destabilization of colonial 

logics and power dynamics is possible. 

Dance, though, can give us a nudge in the right direction. Greater attention to the 

need for reconciliation projects to remain malleable would bring the RWB more closely in-

line with not only the TRC’s reconciliation, but Garneau’s as well. This would, however, 

require a re-thinking and potentially a very large overhaul of the ways in which ballet is 

presented. Choreographic development would need to be an ongoing project—in fact, it 

could be considered that the overall goal would be process, not product. In the chapters 

that follow, I show how other dance genres present the possibility for de-centering 

whiteness and colonial logics, even when that is not the project’s goal or guiding principle.  
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Chapter Four 
 

Performing Contemporaneity: Race, Spectatorship, and Contemporary Dance  

in dance Immersion’s Footsteps Across Canada 
 

My discussion of Going Home Star in Chapter Three demonstrates how 

choreography and iconography that push ballet’s disciplinary boundaries are considered 

threatening to cultural hegemony and ballet’s supposed sanctity. The reification of 

“otherness” that this reproduces destabilizes multiculturalism’s inclusive rhetoric. 

Conversely, contemporary dance has emerged as a genre in which artists from a wide range 

of backgrounds, experiences, and disciplines can explore a multitude of narratives and 

images. As a category, contemporary dance offers the potential—and, at times, the 

promise—of undisciplined artistic creativity, holding the capacity to subvert the very 

notion of categorization in ways that also suggest a utopic understanding of diversity. 

However, there are practitioners, critics, and audiences who perceive and articulate the 

genre to be highly disciplined in ways that replicate boundaries of race structured in and 

through modernity. Thus, in a genre that, through its moniker, is purportedly 

representative of all dance that exists in the contemporary, there are limits to which dances 

and dance practitioners are granted citizenship into the field. 

In this chapter, I examine the ways in which contemporary dance is constructed in 

and through racial hierarchies that draw upon notions of modernity. I look to Toronto-

based dance presenter, dance Immersion, to explore contemporary dance’s prevailing 

whiteness and the ways that some artists of colour, particularly black artists, challenge 

contemporary dance’s white hegemony. Founded in 1994 by Vivine Scarlett, who remains 

the organization’s Curator, dance Immersion “produces, promotes and supports dancers 
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and dances of the African diaspora” (“Welcome”). Through this mandate, dance Immersion 

holds an important place in the disruption of whiteness within concert dance. I chose dance 

Immersion for two reasons: not only are black artists drastically under-represented in 

Canada’s concert dance scene, but the ways that blackness is read in relation to 

contemporary dance reflects systemic anti-blackness within Canada’s social structures. 

However, I also want to problematize dance Immersion’s usage of “African diaspora” to 

frame their stage productions. What I suggest is that while the term “African diaspora” 

affectively functions to connect diasporic populations to a network of people and cultures 

deeply affected by the trans-Atlantic slave trade—and, also, to a “homeland”—relying on 

notions of Africanness erases the contemporary formulation of black cultures in the 

Americas (and elsewhere), which are related to, yet distinct from, their African roots.  

These positionings reflect larger discourses of modernity that, as Paul Gilroy 

surmises, recognize black people as “people in but not necessarily of the modern, western 

world” (1993, 29). Such a notion was reified during a Talk-back session between the artists 

and audience at dance Immersion’s 2016 mainstage Showcase Presentation, Footsteps 

Across Canada, when two audience members, who appeared to be white, offered troubling 

commentary. Through my analyses of their comments, I demonstrate that despite well-

intentioned attempts to honour black artists, the ways that contemporary dance is often 

conceived, spectated, and discussed continue to place blackness outside the boundaries of 

the genre. Such discursive relationships (re)centre whiteness and consequently relegate 

blackness to the outside of contemporary dance’s boundaries. On white audiences 

spectating black dancers, Susan Manning (2004) demonstrates the ways in which 

spectatorial contexts of viewing differences of identity inside and outside the concert dance 

http://www.danceimmersion.ca/home
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theatre are not mutually exclusive. I pick up on Manning’s historiography of concert dance 

spectatorship in the United States to trouble the notion that spectatorship and performance 

are distinct—they are dynamic processes that create the potential to shift the power 

dynamics between artist and audience.  By unravelling the connections between 

spectatorship and performance, I reveal the ways in which race and racism inflect 

understandings of contemporary dance and questions of citizenship in the contemporary 

dance genre. 

 

Contemporary Dance 

The term “contemporary dance” began to take root in the mid-twentieth century in 

the United States and has become an artistic genre performed throughout Western 

professional concert circuits. In writing for the trade publication, Dance Magazine, Victoria 

Looseleaf’s (2012) interviews with ten leading Artistic Directors and independent 

choreographers in the United States reveal that while there are varying perspectives to the 

over-arching aesthetics of the form, these artists all agree that “contemporary” emerged 

out of a hybridization of ballet and modern. Some even see elements of jazz. However, 

unlike the highly codified vocabularies of ballet and, to a large extent, modern dance, 

contemporary does not have a standardized technique26 and so is understood as a “free” 

form with few restrictions. From my own experience dancing professionally in Canada and 

Europe, I can testify that generally, the form is visually dominated by ballet’s long lines and 

modern dance’s expansive use of space and levels. However, artists within the form have 

                                                      
26 There are organizations such as the Contemporary Dance Association that have contemporary dance 
syllabi, however such organizations are not widely recognized by contemporary dance artists. 

http://www.dancemagazine.com/modern_vs_contemporary-2306900829.html
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also made use of—that is, appropriated—“urban” traditions such as hip hop and breaking 

as well as “world” dance traditions like bharata natyam and capoeira, among others. In 

essence, virtually no dance form is considered off-limits. Thus, the aesthetics that these 

mixtures have generated can be difficult to discern, yet balletic and modernist traditions in 

concert dance have shaped the ways “other” dances have been folded into the genre.  

Some of the ways that “contemporary dance” is used to label artistic works is 

problematic. As celebrity choreographer Mia Michaels27 notes, “contemporary is an easy 

way out—when you don’t know what to call it, you call it contemporary” (Looseleaf 2014). 

Such a rhetorical strategy positions “contemporary dance” as a term that can easily be used 

to avoid naming “other” dance practices and lineages that may very well be recognizable to 

someone with the “right” knowledge. To re-word Michaels’ thoughts, instead of making the 

effort to learn about “other” dance styles, contemporary dance is used as a catch-all that 

obscures racialized lineages because of ballet and modern dance’s domination within the 

genre’s aesthetic. These conceptualizations traffic in discourses of cultural globalization 

that reflect a “melting pot of moves, a stew of blurred forms that not only break down 

conventions and challenge definitions, but, in the process, create something wholly new, 

but as yet unnamed” (ibid.). The invocation here of the melting pot image is instructive, as 

it sets up a way of viewing contemporary dance as built upon an assimilationist model—

highly un-Canadian when viewed through a critical multicultural lens.  

As well, the description of contemporary dance as “wholly new, but as yet unnamed” 

discursively functions to mark contemporary dance as a genre without roots. The various 

                                                      
27 Michaels claims to have been heavily instrumental in mobilizing “contemporary” as a category in popular 
culture (Looseleaf 2014).   

http://www.dancemagazine.com/modern_vs_contemporary-2306900829.html
http://www.dancemagazine.com/modern_vs_contemporary-2306900829.html
http://www.dancemagazine.com/modern_vs_contemporary-2306900829.html
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forms of erasure that occur through contemporary dance thus also have a temporal 

component. History is often seen as a fertile ground for exploration—Yvonne Hardt 

articulates the genre as one that is less concerned with innovation than modernist 

traditions are and more as a discipline in which “the past is a playground for the present” 

(2011, 27). Hardt further notes that contemporary dance is mostly concerned with “the 

Western artistic dance tradition or popular Western culture” (ibid., 28). This rather narrow 

focus replicates many of the central tenets of modernity that discursively position the 

“West” as leaders of progress. However, Paul Gilroy (1993), and the many scholars who 

have followed him, demonstrate the ways in which the “modern” world was only made 

possible in and through the many cultures and societies that European colonizers came 

into contact with, appropriated, and dominated. This is to say that nationalisms in the 

West/Global North often assume that it is only the dominant cultures that have produced 

contemporary realities.  

Contemporary dance’s aesthetics thus reflect an obscured racial hierarchy similar to 

that of official multiculturalism in Canada. “Other” dance genres are often positioned 

outside the core of contemporary dance’s aesthetic while their aesthetics are used in the 

name of innovating the genre. The genre reflects a form of diversity that leaves the 

Eurocentric white center uninterrogated. Racialized dance forms are located outside of 

contemporary dance and, moreover, are often seen to exist as relics of history. 

Contemporary dance repeats forms of whiteness that function as the mechanisms through 

which otherness is allowed entrance into the contemporary category. Such a position 

repeats Katherine McKittrick’s (2014) observation regarding multiculturalism, discussed in 
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Chapter Two—whiteness is configured as the foundation of multiculturalism, equality, and 

diversity.  

Yet, organizations like dance Immersion carve out unique spaces for themselves 

under the “contemporary” moniker despite often being excluded from dominant 

conceptions of what constitutes contemporary dance (Scarlett, personal interview, 15 June 

2016). The work of such organizations, and that of artists who are similarly marginalized, 

brings into question the centrality of the Eurocentric traditions and cultures that undergird 

the genre and, moreover, who is considered to “be” contemporary. Centralizing “Western 

artistic dance tradition[s] or popular Western culture” (Hardt 2011, 28) in contemporary 

dance creates a relationship between the West and “others,” where “other” cultures, 

knowledges, and people are marginalized and, at times, even considered antithetical to the 

contemporary. Thus, while the contemporary dance form is simultaneously concerned with 

“playing” in the past, which creates the potential for disruptive notions of time, the genre’s 

dominant practices in and through balletic and modernist conventions reinforce aesthetic 

boundaries that mirror modernity’s processes of essentialization. By centralizing the work 

of black artists—modernity’s “others”—dance Immersion challenges dominant conceptions 

of the contemporary, in both its artistic and temporal articulations, that are built upon 

Eurocentric notions of modernity. 

 

dance Immersion and the (Re)Formulation of Contemporary Dances 

Operating in tandem with racialized aesthetic boundaries in contemporary dance 

are racialized, and racializing, modes of spectatorship. Susan Manning’s model for 

understanding spectatorship “not as a psychodynamic exchange between performer and 
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spectator but as a series of sociohistorical encounters between spectators and performers” 

(2004, xv-xvi) guides my analyses of audience reactions to the dance Immersion concert 

and the discussions during the Talk-back event. Not only is spectatorship a psychologically 

active process, but the meanings derived from spectating concert dance are regulated by 

racialized social norms. Manning reveals that historically, concert dance presented by black 

artists—from Negro dance, to modern dance, and more—has usually been described by 

white audiences and critics as either derivative of white artists (unacceptable) or 

functioning within dominant conceptions of African primitiveness (acceptable). Ironically, 

the white artists that black artists were compared to typically appropriated or “invented” 

their works through romanticized notions of African primitiveness and Caribbean 

exoticism. It was the white artists, then, that were derivative but who nonetheless were 

considered to have set the standards of their respective periods.  

In February 2016, dance Immersion’s Footsteps Across Canada showcased the work 

of six black artists at the Harbourfront Theatre in Toronto. These artists occupy a range of 

positions within the Canadian state. Some were born in Canada, some are immigrants, and 

some even live outside of Canada. Collectively, they represent a diverse range of 

citizenships that might be seen as a microcosm of multiculturalism’s “imagined 

community” (Anderson 2006). However, as black subjects their experiences of race and 

racism in Canada, and their connections to the black diaspora, have given them unique 

perspectives on Canadian nationalism and identity as well as citizenship and belonging. As 

a result, the artists’ relationships to the national imaginary often counter dominant 

narratives of equitable diversity and multicultural harmony. In Footsteps, each artist 
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addressed their experiences of/in Canada through a wide range of dance aesthetics unified 

by blackness, as a system of knowledge, and the black diaspora. 

The discussions that emerged after the opening night performance of the dance 

Immersion showcase reveal the ways that although dance Immersion operates in 

multicultural Toronto, white spectatorship of blackness frequently continues to traffic in 

anti-blackness. The contemporary dance context is unique in that the genre conceals racial 

hierarchies by seeming to (re)present an undisciplined aesthetic. The form is an 

assemblage of many dance forms that results in a genre that functions as a catch-all—the 

genre is marked by its elusive-to-pin-down aesthetic. As such, anything that is identifiable 

is not “contemporary dance.” In response, organizations like dance Immersion aim to 

disrupt dominant notions of contemporaneity that often deem racialized people and 

cultures as “out of place” (Ahmed 2000). In presenting dances by black artists, dance 

Immersion demonstrates that blackness is not monolithic and, in fact, continues to take 

shape in the present. In what follows, I focus on the ways that black subjectivity challenges 

the contemporary dance genre and how the artists of dance Immersion generate critiques 

of contemporaneity.  

Rhodnie Désir’s “BOW’T,” which she performed as a solo with percussionist Ronald 

Nazaire, was “A tribute to those who left their land / Without ever truly letting it go / Who 

still dream of returning one day / And who remain anchored to their deepest traditions…” 

(Footsteps 2016, ellipses in original). Liliona Quarmyne’s solo, “Tide,” offered this 

perspective: “the ocean carries the collective ebbs and flows of our lives. The salty tears we 

cry, both in laughter and in sadness, bear witness to this, and to our deep ties to the water 

that covers the Earth and runs through each of us. The ocean holds a power and a capacity  
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Figure 4: Rhodnie Désir preforming an excerpt from “BOW’T” in dance Immersion’s Footsteps Across Canada. 

Photo: Michel Pinault. 

 
beyond imagination; it is capable of absorbing humanity’s hopes, fears, joys, and sorrows” 

(ibid.). Esie Mensah’s trio, “The Debate,” “is the story of a young man named Yao, that 

travels from Ghana to Canada and wavers with the decision to return home … He 

understands the benefits of being abroad but feels like it comes with the price of losing his 

home” (ibid.). The piece features Percy Anane-Dwumfour as the lead who delivers a 

monologue written by Mensah, and he is joined by dancers Lauren Lyn and Daniel Gomez. 

Mafa Makhubalo’s solo, “Songs of the Soil,” had no description in the program, but the 

visuals in the piece were “video clips and images inspired by the ‘Fees must fall’ movement 

[in] 2015 … one of the biggest student national protest[s] after 1976 in South African 

history” (ibid.). These images offered a way of thinking about land and rights, issues 

similarly pertinent to Indigenous peoples in Canada but also to black descendants of 

slavery. Mikhail Morris’ solo, “DICHOTOMY,” embodies that “DIVISON INTO SPLIT 

PERSONALITIES WHICH TRANSFER THROUGH THE MASK THAT HIGHLIGHTS BLACK 

ENERGIES” (ibid., capitalization in original).  
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Figure 5: Liliona Quarmyne performs her solo, “Tide,” at the 2016 dance Immersion mainstage event, 
Footsteps Across Canada. Photo: Beata Besicka. 

 
Common themes such as displacement, loss, and negotiating between tradition/the 

traditional and the contemporary unified these works. Personal and migratory journeys 

were woven together to reflect the ways that the geopolitical is also personal. Many of the 

works articulated the messiness of migration and settlement as integral to both the 

struggles and successes of these artists, their families, and their ancestors. These ideas 

were explored through a broad range of styles and movement origins largely from the 

black diaspora. For example, Quarmyne has lived and danced in countries such as Kenya, 

Zimbabwe, Ghana, the United States, and several locations in Canada, and her 

choreographic aesthetic reflects this. She notes that in contemporary dance, often dancers 

are unemotional (personal interview, 18 May 2016). However, in “African dance, to dance 

without the emotions doesn’t make any sense” (ibid.). Quarmyne’s piece explored “joy … 

sorrow … [and] hope” (ibid.). The practices she draws on to inform and shape her 

choreography are diverse and transnational. They are also forms that continue to exist in 

the contemporary moment. Thus, because of her overt embodiment of these emotions, and 
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the centrality of emotion to the “African dances” that she draws from, “Tide” challenges 

both the contemporary genre’s stoicism and its temporal boundaries.  

Similarly, Désir’s “BOW’T” engages with notions of displacement and 

transnationalism as part of her French-Canadian heritage. Désir’s parents were born in 

Haiti and have lived in Canada for forty years. However, despite such a long history in 

Canada, “they always feel they have one foot in Haiti and one foot here ... It’s as if they were 

suspended, somewhere, in a no-man’s land” (personal interview, 20 May 2016). “BOW’T” 

reflects much of this notion of in-betweenness—Désir is developing this piece into a larger 

work by exploring the dance and music styles of forty different countries within the black 

diaspora in eight years. In each location, Désir works with local knowledge keepers, 

dancers, and musicians, to reconstruct “BOW’T” through local traditions. Titled BOW’Trail, 

the work “tries to retrace, valorize, transmit, and discover … to re-trace [the] rhythmical 

heritage and not just go, take movements, and go back” (ibid.). The network that Désir 

develops reflects “diasporic spidering [that] allows for many different points of 

intersection and modes of passage to be woven together around a central core—the 

individual searcher/journeyer [that] assumes an individual with agency … who creates a 

life based on experiences” (George-Graves 2014, 37). Thus, the Footsteps iteration was 

framed by Désir’s experiences in Canada but is intimately connected to, and informed by, 

other colonial contexts.  

The works by Mensah, Makhubalo, and Morris reflected similar themes, albeit 

through different aesthetics. However, Rodney Diverlus’ work, Two to See, Four to Reason, 

engaged with themes of displacement and loss in ways that might seem subversive or, to 

some, not present at all. His quartet was “a reflection on conversations left unfinished, 
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things we wish we could say, things we wish we didn’t say, and the things we can never 

take back” (Footsteps 2016). The work was dynamic in its partner work, engaged with 

multiple rhythms in the music seeking to locate them in different parts of the body, and 

created clear relationships between the dancers that entered into and fostered many 

different emotional connections not only between the performers but also with the 

audience. The choreography was very conversational and dialectic and there were many 

points of dramatic tension juxtaposed with exuberant celebration. Diverlus’ Two to See 

stood apart from the other works on the program through the number of dancers (a 

quartet versus the three solos and one trio that made up the rest of the program), its use of 

partner work and embodied dynamics, and the choreography’s musicality, while it also 

contrasted with the other works in the ways it engaged with identity.  

 
 
Figure 6: Rodney Diverlus in rehearsal with dancer Natasha Korney for “Two to See, Four to Tango,” as part of 

Footsteps Across Canada. Photo: Michel Pinault. 

 
The contrast between Diverlus’ work and the works by the other artists became one 

of the central themes in the Talk-back event that dance Immersion held after the opening 
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night performance. Diverlus’ Two to See incorporated a wider range of emotions and 

embodied dynamics than the other works on the program. These characteristics caught the 

eye of two audience members in particular—both white women. Here referred to as 

Audience Member One (AM1) and Audience Member Two (AM2), these audience members’ 

comments demonstrate how spectatorship can be a racializing process that situates 

blackness in relation to whiteness and how this results in blackness falling outside of 

normative aesthetic values and, consequently, being placed in opposition to whiteness. 

Moreover, AM1 and AM2’s comments demonstrate the ways that unexamined whiteness 

produces certain expectations and judgments of blackness in concert dance spaces. 

Unravelling the rhetoric deployed by these audience members offers an opportunity to 

think through spectatorship and its role in racialization and anti-blackness.  

AM1 was the first audience member to comment and ask a question of the artists. 

For AM1, all of the works except Diverlus’ Two to See were clearly about “the black 

experience.” She was struck with the notion that Diverlus’ work did not present a narrative 

or style that was, to her, noticeably black. AM1’s comments that she “did not see the black 

experience” betray an assumption that blackness is, and the stories told by black artists are, 

singular and monolithic. The intonation in her voice relayed a sense of curiosity, as though 

the existence of black experiences not defined solely by the major themes of the other 

works perplexed her. This suggests an expectation on her part that black artists only speak 

to or about a narrowly-defined blackness. Moreover, totalizing experiences through the use 

of the definite article “the black experience” further assumes a universal blackness not 

inflected with specific colonial or diasporic contexts. This is particularly inappropriate 

given that dance Immersion is an organization about dance and diaspora.  
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AM1 then continued: “If I had seen [Diverlus’ work] at the Winch, I wouldn’t have 

even known [he was] black.” The Winch, short for the Winchester Street Theatre, has been 

the home of modern dance company Toronto Dance Theatre since 1978 and is typically 

considered a modern or contemporary dance venue. AM1’s parsing of the Winch as a place 

where she would not recognize Diverlus’ blackness reveals one of the conceptual 

foundations of contemporary dance—there are particular aesthetics, like those in the 

works of Quarmyne, Désir, Mensah, Makhubalo, and Morris, that are not “contemporary” 

despite the works engaging with contemporary narratives. Diverlus’ choreography 

aesthetically read as contemporary whereas the other artists’ works did not. At the same 

time, the story that Diverlus was telling was not received by AM1 as a “black” story, yet the 

other artists’ narratives were. For AM1, then, blackness is only legible when it connotes 

experiences identifiable as “belonging” to black populations. A choreographer presenting at 

the Winch would not be “black.”  

These notions thus reinforce whiteness as the normative center against which arts 

and culture are measured, continuing a long history of spectatorship by white audiences 

and critics that assumes black artists will only address “black” issues (Manning 2004). 

While AM1 did not appear to be suggesting that contemporary choreography is only the 

preserve of white artists (indicated by proposing that the work could have been staged at 

the Winch), she clearly signaled that, for her, Diverlus’ choreography was transgressive and 

unpredictable in staging a “not black” experience. The choreography’s ability to be read as 

work by a white choreographer, rather than the work of an exotic “other,” signals the 

artistic and aesthetic boundaries that exist within dominant artistic practices in concert 

dance in Canada. Therefore, if Diverlus’ Two to See, Four to Reason was unpredictable, then 
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the other artists’ works were unsurprising and followed the proper scripts—they 

“properly” performed blackness. 

The entirety of AM1’s comments also came across as though she believed that she 

was giving Diverlus a compliment, a sentiment that Diverlus also felt (personal interview, 

14 April 2016). He noted that “it was incredibly insulting to everyone—to every single 

person in that room in a different sense” (ibid.). dance Immersion’s Founder and Curator, 

Vivine Scarlett, notes that the kinds of sentiments AM1 expressed are not uncommon at 

dance Immersion’s Talk-backs, although they are typically not as pointedly reductionist 

and essentializing (personal interview, 15 June 2016). Nonetheless, a pattern of like-

minded commentators over the years suggests that blackness is often perplexing to white 

audiences when it is not (re)presented within a narrative that is easily read as being about 

“black” subject matter. Thus, a work that does not (re)present blackness as expected can be 

considered more successful than others—defying expectations is often a sign of innovation 

and creative thinking.  

Yet, as AM1’s comments demonstrate, defying white expectations of blackness 

reproduces anti-black racism expressed through patronizing compliment. In our interview 

several months after the performance, Diverlus noted that his friend Sandy described it 

best: “was the compliment ‘you didn’t look black—congratulations!’ or ‘you didn’t dance 

black—congratulations!’?” Complimenting a black artist for not seeming black constructs 

blackness as an impediment, as something to be exceeded or overcome, which pulls on 

ableist ideology. This is a direct correlation with much of the evidence Manning found in 

critics’ responses to Negro and African-American dance in the mid-twentieth century. Thus, 

while AM1’s comments were disturbing, they were not surprising—if the other 
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choreographers followed the scripts for blackness, then AM1 similarly followed a script for 

whiteness and white spectatorship. 

Similar to AM1, AM2 also seemed to believe that she was giving a compliment to the 

choreographers, but simultaneously tried to position herself as non- or anti-racist. Seated 

in the front row, her statements disclosed a great deal about her assumptions around 

blackness. She commented that “I don’t even see you all as black! And I’m married to an 

African!” The collective head shaking and eye rolling from the artists on stage told the 

audience that such an attempt at complimenting black people on their ability to not be read 

as black is not only racist, but also entirely misses the point of their work and the Talk-

back. Moreover, while AM2’s comments suggest that her felt proximity to Africanness gave 

her access to an anti-racist position, using her husband’s identity as leverage to garner a 

form of kinship with the artists covertly constructs her as the central subject, not the 

artists.  

On the surface, AM2’s comments replicate the “you don’t look black” notions pointed 

out by Diverlus’ friend Sandy regarding AM1, but a deeper reading of AM2’s comments 

reveals the ways that they actually function to point to AM2 as being a “good white person.” 

Ideas about good white people not seeing race are common and present a large and 

complicated problem to anti-racist activism.28 In the context of the Footsteps Talk-back, this 

only heightened the tension already in place after AM1 spoke. However, there is another 

element at play that compounded the problem of AM2 not seeing race. When she declared 

that she is married to an African, she gestured to her husband seated to her left, a gesture 

                                                      
28 Two (and many more) excellent examples of why “not seeing” race is both problematic and unrealistic are 
available online at everydayfeminism.com/2013/09/dont-see-race/ and 
everydayfeminism.com/2016/06/refusing-to-see-color-still-racist/.  

http://everydayfeminism.com/2013/09/dont-see-race/
http://everydayfeminism.com/2016/06/refusing-to-see-color-still-racist/
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that only the artists on the stage and perhaps a few audience members near to her could 

see. It was not until months later when I was interviewing Diverlus that he described this 

gesture and told me that her husband was white. So, not only was AM2 using an African 

identity as leverage, she was erasing blackness from Africanness. Such an erasure posits 

white African experiences as “the” African experiences, completely reinforcing white 

hegemony in a geographic area where blackness is indigenous. AM2’s comments do not 

even allow for the possibility of a black experience, monolithic like AM1’s understanding of 

“the” black experience or not. Thus, through whiteness’s assumed universality and 

objectivity, “the” African experience becomes universalized through whiteness.  

These strategies deployed by AM1 and AM2 (re)produce whiteness as objective and 

universal, which in turn marks blackness as subjective and limited. Diverlus felt personally 

“attacked” (personal interview, 14 April 2016) by the statements and both Rhodnie Désir 

and Liliona Quarmyne expressed similar feelings to me in personal interviews (Désir, 20 

May 2016; Quarmyne, 18 May 2016). Diverlus described how he had to silently talk himself 

down out of “fight mode” because he recognized that the talk-back was “not the space” for a 

confrontation. Part of his reasoning for cooling his emotions came from recognizing the 

labour of his colleagues: “I have to respect the fact that these folks have done all this work 

to curate this space, these people have done all this work, it’s not my solo show. And if it 

was my solo show, yes, let’s sit there and talk about it and go back and forth and I’ll call you 

out. I’ve got my fam29 here, sitting, who will be more than happy to do it as well. But it just 

wasn’t the space. It just wasn’t” (personal interview, 14 April 2016). While his reaction 

seems to play into a “politics of respectability” (Higginbotham 1994), Diverlus’ 

                                                      
29 Diverlus is referring to multiple kinds of families: biological, social, cultural, political, and more. 
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acknowledgement of place in relation to the work of his peers and colleagues disavows 

such appearances—he was not performing respectability for white people. Moreover, he 

did not need to do a piece specifically “about” blackness in order for it to still be relevant to 

blackness and black experiences: “[blackness] is in everything that I’ve done and it’s in 

every relationship that I’ve ruined and it’s in every tension that I’ve had with people, 

personality flaws that I’ve had, and that’s what the piece was about really” (personal 

interview, 14 April 2016.).  

While the purpose of dance Immersion and concerts like Footsteps Across Canada is 

to share knowledge and experience and to transform preconceptions about “dancers and 

dances of the African diaspora,” the 2016 Talk-back revealed underlying preconceptions 

perhaps shared by other audience members about what experiences would or should be 

shared. The exchange among AM1, AM2, and the artists also demonstrates an inability (or, 

perhaps, refusal) to think about race, racialization, and racism differently. However, while 

it is impossible to know what other audience members’ reactions were, or indeed whether 

they shared these preconceptions, it is perhaps equally irresponsible to assume that AM1 

and AM2 were the only audience members to hold such opinions, perspectives, and 

understandings of blackness (and, as mentioned above, similar lines of questioning have 

arisen during other dance Immersion Talk-backs). Through the expression of such 

perceptions of blackness, space is demarcated in racial terms—the Winch, for example, was 

articulated as a white space. Yet, the Harbourfront Centre Theatre, where Footsteps was 

staged, might have been similarly read as white if the show were not explicitly about 

blackness. Nevertheless, through this Talk-back, whiteness emerged in ways that can be 

seen as revealing as much or more about the white spectator than about the black artist. 
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This underscores the importance of organizations like dance Immersion and of recognizing 

spectatorship as a racializing mechanism that continues to structure the ways that concert 

dance in Canada, and contemporary dance specifically, are viewed. 

 

Spectatorship as Performance 

Within the setting of the Talk-back, the artists and audience were all simultaneously 

spectators and performers. We each watched and listened to each other, witnessing the 

not-so-subtle racism at play and the ways that this viscerally affected the artists and some 

audience members. In this way, spectatorship is not a passive act—it spurred forth a series 

of performances throughout the theatre. Reading spectatorship as performance offers a 

way of revealing how situated knowledges (Haraway 1988) imbue spectatorship with 

logics that perpetuate marginalization and privilege. Inherent within concepts of 

performance is activity—performance is a mode of doing something. Spectatorship, 

however, is rarely thought of in the same way. While Susan Manning’s (2004) work clearly 

illustrates the ways that spectatorship is a psychologically active process, it does not 

connect spectatorship to a corporeal experience. Spectators have the capacity to 

experience performance in embodied terms—our hearts race, our breathing becomes 

heavy, we applaud and cheer. The act of spectating, then, is more than just seeing what is 

happening and having a psychological or emotional reaction to it—it is also physiological.  

Considering spectatorship as an active, rather than passive, mode of engagement 

offers a way of articulating relationships between performer and viewer as “vital acts of 

transfer” (Taylor 2003, 2). Performance transfers ideas, emotions, histories, possibilities, 

relationships, and many other types of information from the performer to the spectator. 
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However, transfer can also be conceptualized as a vessel that contains something—the 

movement of information through performance becomes transfer. Transfer is then not just 

a verb but also a noun, connoting an object that is passed from one person to another. 

Transfer-as-object thus implies a physical engagement and exchange between performer 

and spectator not otherwise possible. If, as Diana Taylor argues, performance is about 

transfer, then understanding this transfer as a physical two-way process offers a way of 

accounting for the visceral reactions that can emerge and acknowledges that each 

performance produces another performance—all participants in the event are at once 

performers and spectators, although differentially empowered. 

Indeed, such an image recalls Newton’s Third Law that “for every action there is an 

equal and opposite reaction” (cited in Halliday, Resnick, and Krane 2001, 50). Such an 

invocation, however brief, reiterates the relational aspect of performance that is often 

overlooked while integrating Taylor’s notion of transfer. The performer produces an action 

that the spectator receives and to which the spectator, in turn, responds. However, the 

majority of performance and dance studies works that engage with spectatorship assume a 

linear mode of transfer, thereby reproducing a simplistic cause and effect relationship. 

Kara Melton uses Newtonian physics as a model for understanding colonial histories and 

the ways that colonial logics “are presented as fixed despite the fact that they are constantly 

fixing as they expand and contract in order to remain somehow truthful” (2016, 3, 

emphasis in original). For Melton, the laws of direct and linear activity Newton established 

reflect colonial logics and leave no room for what becomes perceived as the chaotic 

movement of marginalized peoples that colonialism creates. Pointing to the moment that 

Newton famously saw an apple fall from a tree, Melton argues that “Newton’s vision of 

https://qspace.library.queensu.ca/bitstream/handle/1974/14599/Melton_Kara_201606_MA.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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these mechanics requires the ability to overlook the possibility of things unseen, and, 

therefore, avoids the complicated nature of the universe. It allows for a cause and effect 

dynamic that is free of external intervention, and it is this simple connect-the-dots 

framework that bore Newton’s three laws” (35-36).30 Melton also observes how Newton’s 

theorizing promotes the idea that action/reaction is predictable and suggests that such 

theorizing has become embedded within social relationships constructed through settler 

colonialism.  

Melton’s work offers a rubric that creates the possibility for conceptualizing 

performance and spectatorship as a relationship that is chaotic rather than linear and 

predictable, as it is largely assumed to be. Such relationality destabilizes theories of 

performance that understand spectatorship as a linear and unidirectional causality, which 

thereby offers a way to account for what might be perceived as the unpredictability of 

blackness. Transfer, then, becomes generated space in which uneven power dynamics take 

form and morph into a potentially unpredictable force exerted by the performer upon the 

spectator and, more importantly for the discussion here, by the spectator on the performer. 

The spectator thus becomes the mechanism through which chaos can be observed—since 

the spectator is a reactionary position, spectatorship reveals moments when audiences find 

performance to be excessive and challenging. This way of thinking generates a mode of 

analysis in which isms, phobias, and prejudices held by the spectator are seen not just to 

                                                      
30 Newton’s three laws are: 1) A body at rest will remain at rest and a body in motion will remain in motion, 
unless an outside force—such as friction or a collision with another solid object—intervenes; 2) The greater 
the force applied to an object, the greater the rate of acceleration; 3) For every action there is an equal and 
opposition reaction (quoted in Melton 2016, 35). 

https://qspace.library.queensu.ca/bitstream/handle/1974/14599/Melton_Kara_201606_MA.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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frame their interpretation of a performance but also to negatively impact the performance 

itself.  

It is precisely the unpredictability of blackness that provoked the responses from 

AM1 and AM2. Blackness did not follow the “proper” scripts that have been set out for it by 

linear colonial logic. Diverlus’ choreographic work performed outside of “the” black 

experience, which was seen as a success from AM1. While AM2 did not comment 

specifically on Diverlus’ Two to See, Four to Reason, her sentiments about blackness and 

professing to not see it can also be seen to conceive of blackness as an impediment and 

something to be overcome. However, as Diverlus noted, both AM1 and AM2 appeared to 

feel that they were being complimentary, as if they were saying, “you didn’t dance black—

congratulations!” The visible discomfort and frustration that AM1 and AM2’s comments 

caused the artists on stage, however, indicated that their words were, in fact, not received 

as complimentary.  

Arguably, AM1 and AM2 would not have made statements they felt were 

complimentary unless they expected the comments to be received as such. It is, after all, 

polite to accept a compliment. However, I suggest that the spoken responses from Diverlus 

and the physical responses from all the artists on stage demonstrate not only the 

importance of refusing compliments that belie racist ideologies, but also how blackness 

again functions to undo dominant expectations placed upon it by whiteness. The artists’ 

refusal to have their identity and work articulated as either transcending or not 

transcending some imagined limitation refuses a central feature of the ways that whiteness 

articulates blackness. As I demonstrated in Chapter Two, there exists a long history of not 

only placing blackness in comparative relation to whiteness, but that comparison also 
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frequently results in blackness becoming simultaneously articulated as deficient but also 

monstrously excessive. Diverlus’ engagement with AM1 and AM2 was thus an exchange 

where blackness was asserted as central, whole, and celebratory.  

 

Conclusion 

My analysis of the Footsteps Talk-back reveals the ways that identity structures 

spectatorship. AM1 and AM2’s comments universalize whiteness as the unmarked norm 

against which all “other” experiences are measured. Moreover, for AM1, contemporary 

dance is a genre highly, but perhaps unknowingly, structured in and through whiteness and 

Eurocentric aesthetics, narratives, and histories. Together, AM1 and AM2 demonstrate a 

continued effort to define blackness in and through whiteness instead of understanding 

that blackness is multitudinous in its manifestations and expressions and functions 

independently of whiteness. Such efforts demonstrate whiteness’ propensity for “fixing” (in 

Melton’s articulation of colonial logics) identities and experiences into a linear, 

whitewashed narrative that parallels the essentializing strategies of official 

multiculturalism in Canada.  

The comments that emerged from AM1 and AM2, which became largely the focus of 

the entire Talk-back, left the other choreographers feeling dissatisfied, as they did not get 

to really speak about their work but instead had to address the dominant whiteness and 

marginalization of blackness in the discussion (Liliona Quarmyne, personal interview, 18 

May 2016). While between AM1 and AM2 there was a question posed by an audience 

member that opened up a brief discussion on gender and process, AM2’s comments 

effectively worked to shut down the Talk-back. The discussion was quickly wrapped up and 
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the evening ended. Consequently, on the second night of the performance the 

choreographers approached Vivine Scarlett and other dance Immersion staff to request 

that they have a second Talk-back. This second session proved to be much more centered 

on the choreographers’ works and they were each able to speak about their process, their 

narratives, and the concepts they were engaged with instead of attending solely to racist 

audience interpretations. Effectively, the second Talk-back served to re-center blackness, 

Thus, the work of dance Immersion reveals that black experiences exist alongside non-

black experiences, instead of being always subsumed into and placed in relation to 

whiteness. To envision “the” black experience as only one of displacement and loss, 

requiring constant navigation between tradition, the traditional, and the contemporary, 

denies the reality that black lives are also full of love, happiness, and celebration.  
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Chapter Five 
 

Performing History: Decidedly Jazz Danceworks and the Creation of [a] New Universe 
 

In May 2016, Calgary-based Decidedly Jazz Danceworks (DJD) began a new chapter 

in its thirty-one-year history: the company moved into its exquisite new home, the DJD 

Dance Centre. Funding for the $26M building came from all three levels of government, 

private and corporate donations, as well as extensive fundraising. The Centre boasts seven 

dance studios, a theatre, and a vibrant Community Living Room. This “community hub” 

(“Community”) was a key component in securing a large portion of the building’s funding 

from the Kahanoff Foundation, whose mission was31 to “[build] and [maximize] the 

capacity, effectiveness and financial sustainability of social innovators—people and 

organizations that create lasting impact throughout their community” (“The Kahanoff 

Foundation”). DJD’s commitment to community engagement since their founding in 1984 

has drastically changed the cultural landscape in Calgary and throughout western Canada. 

Often constructed as a “wasteland” (Doolittle and Flynn 2000), the prairies are frequently 

rendered as a vacuous emptiness in the national imaginary. However, DJD’s presence has 

reformulated Calgary’s image—the DJD Dance Centre is a cultural icon that has positioned 

Calgary as a major artistic and (multi)cultural centre not just in the prairie “wasteland,” but 

throughout Canada. The company’s move into the DJD Dance Centre has significantly raised 

the company’s profile across the country, which simultaneously establishes jazz—and 

DJD—as a cornerstone of concert dance.   

                                                      
31 The Kahanoff Foundation closed in 2012. Since then, the Calgary Foundation has been the key stakeholder 
of the Kahanoff Centre for Charitable Activities. The DJD Dance Centre resides in the new second tower of the 
KCCA.  

http://www.decidedlyjazz.com/djd-dance-centre/community-living-room-rentals/
http://www.iataskforce.org/entities/view/250
http://www.iataskforce.org/entities/view/250


Return to Table of Contents 

 109 

 Fittingly, the first work DJD presented in their new home, choreographed by Artistic 

Director Kimberley Cooper, was titled New Universe. The work opened just two weeks after 

the company moved into the building, even with the construction of public staircases still 

underway. New Universe “is part nature show, part Disney’s Fantasia, part comment on 

society, part Hieronymus Bosch painting” (“Message”). The anthropomorphic 

choreography imagines the tiny world of insects—an idea that came to Cooper during a trip 

to Brazil in 2014 where she “met a praying mantis. It was the most beautiful bug I had ever 

seen … It let me pet its back and hung around for a long time, posing for photos, eating 

other bugs. It changed things for me. I started to imagine the universe it lived in” (ibid.). At 

the same time, Cooper had been thinking about the film Microcosmos (1996),32 a French 

documentary about insect and small invertebrate life. These inspirations provided Cooper 

with a unique perspective from which to approach her newest work. As a result, through a 

mix of playful, communal groups sections, to sensual duets and solos, and to dramatic 

acrobatic aerials, New Universe not only marks a new chapter in DJD’s universe, but the 

concert dance scene in Canada.  

The first two case studies in this dissertation have examined the ways that the social 

construction of race inflects and shapes the creation and reception of concert dance in 

Canada. Through media and discourse analysis, I have argued that concert dance is a 

powerful site that both reifies and destabilizes nationalist white saviour narratives, the 

victimization of Indigenous peoples, and anti-black racism. These dualities have set a 

trajectory from which I now move to explore how processes of racialization converge and 

                                                      
32 The film’s original title is Microcosmos: Le peuple de l’herbe (Microcosmos: People of the Grass). The film’s 
trailer can be viewed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76R2EKEnoJQ.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76R2EKEnoJQ
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collide with dominant conceptions of art and aesthetics. Simultaneously, I will demonstrate 

how such practices have impacted federal arts funding for dance from the Canada Council 

for the Arts. In this chapter, I explore the symbolic resonances of New Universe in relation 

to DJD’s evolution, the changing landscape of federal arts funding in Canada, and the 

implications for the company’s heightened visibility in the national concert dance milieu. I 

structure this investigation in what might be considered a rather unconventional approach. 

Each section of this chapter takes its title from the five “parts” of New Universe: “Bees to 

Honey”; “The Ants Go Marching”; “Pollen”; “Molting”; and “New Universe.” Each 

choreographic section of the piece provides an entry-point for engaging with issues of 

funding, the marginalization of jazz in concert dance, and the company’s various methods 

of creation, among others. Shifting through these modes of analysis is more than just a 

creative approach to academic writing—it mirrors my argument that jazz dance is a genre 

that prompts a reconsideration of dominant creative practices in choreographic creation. 

Through such a challenge to convention, jazz praxis disrupts hegemonic whiteness in 

concert dance.  

While jazz dance scholarship is a vastly underrepresented area of study, recent 

works provide deeply insightful, critical, and ground-breaking analyses of jazz dance, the 

body, and colonialism. Fiona I. B. Ngô’s Imperial Blues: Geographies of Race and Sex and in 

Jazz Age New York (2014) is a work that exemplifies the importance of thinking through 

jazz culture. Ngô reveals the ways that Harlem’s jazz culture of the 1920s and 1930s 

legitimated US imperialism and colonial efforts at home and abroad. Moreover, she 

cogently articulates how jazz is a site of both orientalizing fetishism and bodily liberation in 

the space of what Mary Louise Pratt has termed the “contact zone” (1991). It is this 
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conceptualization of jazz as a contact zone that I pick up on to argue that through a deep 

engagement with jazz’s rich and diverse embodied histories, DJD’s creative practice and 

methodologies hold decolonial potential with regard to artistic work. Throughout the 

company’s history, DJD has continually returned to various contact zones along jazz’s 

evolution and mined the deeply interwoven (ex)changes that emerged. Through a critical 

reading of New Universe, I argue that DJD offers a way of re-thinking Canadian 

multiculturalism that is more attentive to destabilizing colonial power dynamics within 

artistic hierarchies. While I am not suggesting that DJD holds “the key” to decolonization, 

even within the scope of concert dance in Canada, what I do offer is an opening into 

thinking through ways to decouple artistic hierarchies rooted in European enlightenment 

from cultural production in Canada. 

 

Bees to Honey 

 
 

Figure 7: The DJD Company in New Universe. The dancer-bugs have passed around a large cola and taken 
turns drinking from it through straws they keep held in their mouths. Still from Video: Noel Bégin. 
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The opening section of New Universe introduces several narrative threads that take 

a myriad of paths in the piece’s subsequent segments. Here, the dancer-bugs are introduced 

to sugar, a substance that is both delicious and addictive. The audience sees clear shifts in 

embodiment as each dancer-bug consumes the sugar, be it through smell or taste—

however, even the sight of the gum or cola incites curious excitement. Jazz culture has some 

interesting connections to insect life. Perhaps the most well-known is the dance step, the 

Jitterbug—also known as the Lindy—which replaced the Fox Trot as “the” popular dance in 

the 1930s. The “step” has a “syncopated box step” rhythm (Stearns & Stearns 1994, 1) with 

elements that have been traced to a West African Shango33 dance (ibid., 12). The name, 

Jitterbug, was popularized following Cab Calloway’s 1934 song, Jitter Bug, and is derived 

from slang of the era used to describe alcoholics whose physical shaking was seen reflected 

in the dance’s frenetic energy. In “Bees to Honey,” the sugary narrative initially structures 

the characters as mostly independent of one-another and even in competition when it 

comes to attaining their drug. These relationships change, however, as the dancer-bugs 

begin to share the cola. Through this act, a community starts to emerge and camaraderie 

sets in. The drug also brings with it a new level of euphoria and manic liveliness. 

On the surface, the narrative Cooper has constructed is a humorous and playful take 

on insect life and the consumption of a necessary fuel. Beneath that narrative, though, is 

one in which issues of addiction are prescient—again, this is part of jazz’s history with 

dances like the jitterbug. Moreover, jazz cultures of the 1920s were intense sites of 

rebellion against many strict moral codes, particularly around sexuality, race, and class 

(Ngô 2014). Yet, in can perhaps be argued that part of what made such rebellion possible, 

                                                      
33 Shango is the Yoruban divinity of Thunder and Lightning. 
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and even enticing, was the social practice of ingesting drugs and alcohol, both of which are 

widely known to lower inhibitions. While investigating drug and alcohol use in jazz 

cultures now or historically is not my focus, pointing to the ways that such practices 

nonetheless contributed to the transgression of socially constructed boundaries in jazz 

cultures is important to frame my reading of DJD. That is, in New Universe, I read the 

addictive substance the dancer-bugs ingest as a corollary for DJD’s commitment to jazz 

dance and music—what makes them a “decidedly” jazz company. My intention is not to be 

flippant but rather to reflect the ways that co-founders Michèle Moss, Hannah Stilwell, and 

Vicki Adams Willis have all discussed how overtaken they have felt, and continue to feel, by 

jazz dance and music (Moss, personal interview, 25 May 2016; Stilwell, personal interview, 

15 April 2016; and Willis, personal interview, 11 April 2016).34 Current Artistic Director 

Kimberley Cooper has likewise had an intense relationship to jazz and notes that it is the 

only music she listens to (personal interview, 2 June 2016). In my many discussions with 

Cooper and interviews with Stillwell, Moss, Willis, and others from DJD, jazz is more than 

merely a job or dance genre. It is a lens through which to see the world and to unravel 

histories of imperialism and colonization. 

The early years of DJD are not unlike the opening sequence to New Universe. 

Founded in 1984 by Hannah Stilwell, Michèle Moss, and Vicki Adams Willis, all but two of 

the first dancers in the company were current or former students of Willis’ at the 

                                                      
34 In describing this reading, I do not intend to elide the very serious issue of addictions and, moreover, the 
problematic origins of terms like “Jitterbug.” However, while reading drug and alcohol addiction in New 
Universe is indeed one very potent narrative, choreographer and DJD Artistic Director Kimberley Cooper 
notes that this is not the intended through-line of the section (personal interview, 2 June 2016). Although the 
movement is built upon the Jitterbug, Sugar, and other dances of the Jazz Age, which have connections to drug 
and alcohol addiction, what drove the creative exploration of this section was imagining what sugar does to 
insect communities (ibid.). An analytic reading of addiction in the piece, though, would undoubtedly be highly 
provocative and insightful. 
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University of Calgary (U of C). As teenagers, Stilwell and Moss had met at one of Willis’ jazz 

classes in a Calgary church where they “were just immediately drawn to each other” (Moss, 

personal interview, 25 May 2016). Moss recounts that later, on her first day at the U of C as 

an undergraduate student, she ran into Stilwell, not knowing that they were both going to 

the same school. They discovered that Willis was on faculty in the Dance Program in the 

Faculty of Fine Arts where she established the jazz division and taught several jazz courses. 

Both students registered and continued to study under Willis throughout their 

undergraduate years, appearing in numerous works and also taking on some teaching at 

the university and in the larger Calgary community.  

 The original impetus for the creation of the company came from Stillwell and Moss, 

who approached Willis upon graduation and discussed how they wanted to continue to 

perform her work. The first Decidedly Jazz Danceworks production, Body and Sole (1984), 

had over twenty dancers. The program included a suite previously choreographed by Willis 

at the university as well as solos, duets, trios, and quartets that Willis and the dancers 

created to fill out the program. Despite not having an initial plan to move beyond this first 

production, Stilwell and Moss remained drawn to the feel of Willis’ work in and on their 

bodies. They had ended their formal training with Willis at the U of C but continued to have 

a strong desire to learn about jazz’s diverse cultural and embodied heritages. They had an 

intrigue about movement, musicality, and rhythm—and remain so motivated. Because of 

this, Willis, Moss, and Stilwell all knew that they had to follow the African lineages that 

went beyond the commonly-known US origins of the form. They needed to go to Africa. 

Serendipitously, Stilwell’s mother was offered a job in Zimbabwe in the mid-1980s, 

which corresponded with Stillwell and Moss’ hunger for travel and jazz research. While 
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Moss and Stilwell were drawn to countries in West Africa, far from Zimbabwe, it 

nonetheless provided a home base of sorts. Moss recounts that their arrangements for their 

first period of study did not go as planned: 

We went with [Stillwell’s] mum who was south and east, and then we came back to 
Nairobi and flew right across the continent. We had been communicating with 
someone through snail mail—I cannot remember how we found out about this 
person, but basically he was going to hook us up or had some connections to dance, 
the national company or somebody, I don’t know who it was. And we were to meet 
him at noon in Independence Square and it’s huge. But our plane was late and we 
never went and we never found him and so we were on our own. Ridiculous. Just 
wandering the streets, “do you know anybody who dances? Do you dance? Can you 
teach us?” It was absurd! (Moss, personal interview, 25 May 2016)  
 

Eventually, Moss and Stilwell would find dancers and musicians who would “train” them, 

although Stilwell points out that the traditions they were learning are much more centred 

around community and celebration than Western elitist notions of training and concert 

performance: “[dance in West Africa is] about embodying something to share” (Stilwell, 

personal interview, 15 April 2016). Moss’s recounting of this first excursion demonstrates 

a fierce commitment to the purpose that the two young dancers had set for themselves. The 

resolve to wander the streets asking strangers to train them is remarkable. Indeed, both 

Stillwell and Moss look back on that experience with a mix of awe and regret at their 

hopeful naïveté and recognize that they were at immense personal risk (Moss, personal 

interview, 25 May 2016; Stilwell, personal interview, 15 April 2016). Nevertheless, my 

interviews with them reveal an intense sense of duty to, even obsession with, jazz. 

For the founders of the company, and artists that have come later, jazz has become a 

practice that goes far beyond merely rehearsing and performing. The study of jazz’s roots 

and routes is one that is also a study of histories of (ex)change and migration. To 

understand the complexities of where particular dance and music threads have travelled, 
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crossed, and fused requires more than just a cursory study of people and practices. 

Moreover, since jazz emerged through slave contexts in the Americas, and is an amalgam of 

many dance and music practices including African, European, and others, the artistic 

leaders at DJD also have a keen understanding of the ways that European colonial 

expansion occurred in many more contexts than just Canada. The work of recovering and 

learning the roots and routes of jazz dance is thus a corporeal history, with narratives of 

colonial oppression and, also, liberation woven throughout. As Edouard Glissant puts it: “it 

is nothing new to declare that for [black folks] music, gesture, dance are forms of 

communication, just as important as the gift of speech. This is how we first managed to 

emerge from the plantation” (quoted in Gilroy 1993, 75). Thus, DJD’s commitment to jazz 

history is simultaneously a commitment to histories—and, I suggest, futures—of 

decolonization.  

 

The Ants Go Marching 

 
 

Figure 8: From left to right: DJD dancers Kaja Irwin, Julia Cosentino, Audrey Gaussiran (her back is to the 
camera), Shayne Johnson, Natasha Korney, Catherine Hayward (crouched), Kaleb Tekeste, Rodney Diverlus, 

Sabrina Comanescu. Photo: Noel Bégin. 
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In Part Two of New Universe, the dancer-bugs’ world is given more depth. Where 

Part One offered a rather non-descript setting, the lighting in Part Two illuminates large set 

pieces reminiscent of an old, junk-filled attic. One section in particular, “Flea Market,” offers 

a witty take on bazaar-style shopping. Yet, the idea of a flea market in an insect world offers 

a unique perspective on social interactions between insects and, as well, between humans. I 

see the flea market as a collection of jazz histories, offering wide varieties of dances and 

musics that one must dig through, but the market undoubtedly holds unique and 

interesting finds. “Bees to Honey” offers a way of thinking through DJD’s commitment to 

the roots and routes of jazz as a form of archival engagement. The company’s diligent 

labour to mine jazz history and use it to create jazz’s future not only honours and re-

centres often forgotten embodied practices, but also brings conventional methods of 

artistic creation into question. 

In order to continue to recover jazz’s diverse lineages, the kinds of travel and 

research instantiated by Moss and Stilwell in the mid-1980s have remained integral to 

DJD’s work ethic. Willis frequently travelled through her tenure as Artistic Director to 

enrich her understanding and practice.35 These excursions shaped subsequent works like 

Evanescence (2000), a work “about the elements” (Willis, personal interview, 11 April 

2016) inspired by Willis’ experiences of a flood and many other encounters with the 

elements in Costa Rica. On another research trip to France, Willis immersed herself in 

circus and clown research. The resultant work, Soul Jugglers (1999), was an “allegorical 

journey [about] this little clown [finding] his or her way through life” (ibid.). As well, 

                                                      
35 Although Willis had conducted research trips prior to co-founding DJD, it is Moss and Stilwell who ushered 
in more immersive and culturally contextualized research practice. 
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individual dancers have continued to specialize in various genres that have contributed to 

jazz’s aesthetic, including swing, Afro-Brazilian, rhythm tap, salsa, and more. Members of 

the company have also studied South Indian bharata natyam (which was strongly 

influential in the work of Jack Cole)36, flamenco, Afro-Cuban, and other genres that have 

both proximal and distal relationships to jazz’s history. These forms of dance signify a vast 

corpus of embodied knowledge that has shaped DJD’s work and, moreover, created a 

deeply nuanced embodied archive of jazz history. 

Despite the continual digging into jazz’s past by the dancers, the bulk of the 

company’s mainstage works for almost the entirety of Willis’s leadership were taken on by 

Willis herself (although Stillwell, Moss, and other company dancers took on smaller 

choreographic projects). Over the years, this became a very physically, psychologically, and 

creatively taxing practice, which prompted Willis to do two things: move away from the 

balletic influences that concert jazz dance had come to incorporate into its aesthetic—

which required her to continually (re)discover jazz’s diverse lineages—and turn to the 

dancers themselves to help generate movement. Willis’s own shifting interests, and the 

embodied knowledge the dancers were bringing to the creative process, thus produced an 

aesthetic in which the balletic influences that had come to dominant jazz were displaced.37 

Thus, the material generated in this period was not was only more attuned to the broad 

influences and histories within the genre, but also connected the company to a key creative 

                                                      
36 Many, including myself, see this as cultural appropriation but it is not within the scope of this study to 
interrogate the appropriative histories of Cole or any other foundational artists. 
37 However, Willis notes that the balletic influences were never completely abandoned (personal interview, 
11 April 2016). 
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practice that has remained in jazz music but had been all but lost in jazz dance—

improvisation. 

“Improv” had not been a central focus within Willis’s creative practice before DJD or 

even in the first several years, although she did use it periodically (ibid.). The lack of 

choreographic improvisation in the early years of the company is reflective of the ways that 

jazz dance as a whole had departed from its foundations and, to a certain extent, jazz music 

as well. As the company grew and became more established, Willis’s (re)turn towards 

improvisation heralded a new period in the company’s creative process. This shift 

encouraged and fostered more individuality among the dancers and so brought their jazz 

practice much more closely in-line with jazz’s foundations in improv and call-and-

response.38 As Willis observes, for “jazz musicians, the really incredible ones, there [is] this 

deep personal voice that [comes] out of them that [has] nothing to do with their chops, 

with how well they [can] blow or whatever” (ibid.). Cooper puts such thoughts in relation 

to dancers:  

It’s important that in jazz, just like with musicians, you have your score but each 
person dances it through their own sensibility because they all have their own voice. 
That’s a really key thing that we believe is integral to jazz—and if that means that 
you have to change something because another dancer has a different pulse or a 
different aesthetic, then you do that. (personal interview, 2 June 2016) 
 
Into the 1990s, Willis would at times simply play a piece of music and have the 

dancers explore what the music encouraged them to do. At others, this turned out to be 

more laborious than devising all of the movement herself. Every improvisational rehearsal 

was video-recorded. Willis would then spend every night watching and re-watching the 

                                                      
38 Call-and-response is an improvisational relationship rooted in African dance and music traditions. It has 
also been a key component to the development of hip hop, breaking, and other dance styles that have 
descended from black communities in North America. 



Return to Table of Contents 

 120 

tapes to look for moments that the dancers had created that offered a way into generating a 

phrase, a sequence, a relationship—anything to get a foothold on the thematic concerns of 

the piece. Hours upon hours of watching rehearsal footage every night, after hours upon 

hours of teaching and rehearsing during the day, was exhausting. Yet, this gave Willis an 

even deeper connection to the personalities and bodies of dancers whom she already knew 

very well. She was, in effect, with them for nearly eighteen hours a day, at least five days a 

week, and usually ten months of the year. But this process also came with a sense of duty to 

the dancers as people, not just to the company: “how can I pull the essence of the 

individuals out and somehow honour that choreographically?” (Willis, personal interview, 

11 April 2016). Thus, although improvisation was a method that Willis had used, it 

expanded in the 1990s to become one of the main creation methods for DJD.  

Such a process centers the dancers’ embodied experiences in the work instead of 

requiring them to take on someone else’s personal rhythm and spatial understanding. 

What emerges is choreography that is much more personal to the dancers and highlights 

their strengths.39 By having the dancers generate the movement themselves, the 

choreography reads as more natural and organic to the mover. Indeed, in my interviews 

with then-Artistic Associate Sarisa Figeuroa de Toledo, former dancers Jamie Freeman-

Cormack and Joanne Baker, co-founders Moss and Stilwell, as well as Cooper, each person 

commented on Willis’s unique and finely tuned skills in bringing out the best in each 

dancer. In a sense, the diversity of dance genres and styles that comes into play in the 

                                                      
39 This is a practice that is common also to the modern dance genre, but it is important to note that modernist 
dance practices appropriated the practice from black cultural traditions and that improvisation within North 
American black communities evolved out of necessity—slaves came from many different regions and so did 
not necessarily speak the same languages or have the same traditions. Improvisation became a way to 
communicate (Dixon-Gottschild 1996). 
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improvisational process is like many different dialects within jazz language coming to the 

fore. 

Willis’s works, which are too prolific to discuss here,40 demonstrate a keen eye for 

both thematic and narrative exploration and her creative process evolved into one that was 

much more democratic and collaborative. The combination of company dancers bringing in 

a wealth of embodied knowledge and the rapidity with which Willis was required to 

produce new works rendered regular travel for Willis’s own research increasingly difficult. 

In response, Willis turned to the dancers in ways that not only welcomed and legitimated 

their own research, but incorporated the lineages they were independently following into 

DJD’s aesthetic. In drawing out the various forms of movement research that the company’s 

dancers were exploring, Willis developed choreographic skills that challenged the dancers 

and yet remained respectful to key elements of the jazz form such as groove, groundedness, 

and what Brenda Dixon-Gottschild refers to as “the cool” (2002). Such creative methods 

reflect a more democratic approach than the more conventional top-down creation 

processes.  

DJD’s research-creation methods—mining jazz history, improvisation, and 

collaboration—offer a framework for interrogating artistic hierarchies and the limits of 

Canadian multiculturalism towards decolonizing both artistic cultural production and 

Canada’s “multicultural ideology” (Moodley 1983). Through the company’s pursuit of jazz 

history to create a jazz future, DJD centres “other” ways of knowing. Such an ontology goes 

beyond the obvious embodied nature of dancing to also reveal the effects of colonialism on 

                                                      
40 A full list of the company’s repertoire by season can be found at 
http://www.decidedlyjazz.com/performances/performance-history/.  

http://www.decidedlyjazz.com/performances/performance-history/
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cultural practice. Moreover, DJD’s attention to the Caribbean and African lineages of jazz 

also functions to expose the white-washed nature that much jazz dance has undergone. For 

example, popular understandings of jazz, buttressed by dance studio organizations who 

have a codified “jazz” technique,41 are filtered through a balletic framework. Here, Jazz 

dance is frequently understood to have a rigid torso, frontal orientation, and to rely on 

“tricks.” This “studio jazz” is also frequently hyper-sexualized, particularly for young girls.42  

The hypersexualization of “jazz” gestures to the continued perception of blackness 

as inherently sexual. Through European colonial expansion, African dances were read 

through sexualized lenses. As discussed in Chapter Two, the socio-medical construction of 

race through scientific “truth” located racial difference on the sexualized parts of black 

(women’s) bodies. The polyrhythmic centres of African dances, which are located in the 

hips, chest, and other areas, draw attention to these parts of the body that Euro-Christian 

morality views as sexual. The evolution of African dance forms in the West that led to black 

social dancing continued to carry these polyrhythmic centres, and so vernacular jazz 

dance—the early “native and homegrown” (Stearns & Stearns 1994, xvi) styles that 

constitute jazz’s foundations—is always already both sexualized and racialized. Moreover, 

vernacular jazz’s emergence through slave communities also constructs jazz in classist 

terms—indeed, the Cakewalk was a social dance created by slaves to mock their white 

                                                      
41 I place “jazz” in quotation marks here to signify the ways that codified studio jazz technique, replete with 
examinations, differs widely from what might be considered an authentic jazz aesthetic. In my personal view, 
such “jazz” is not jazz at all. For an example of codified “jazz,” see the British Association of Teachers of 
Dancing (BATD) website. There are also a variety of video examples available on YouTube. One of my early 
dance instructors was a certified BATD instructor and this “jazz” was part of my teenage studio experience. 
42 Lisa Sandlos is a PhD Candidate at York University in Gender, Feminist, and Women’s Studies whose 
doctoral research “focuses on the sexualization of young female dancers and the impacts of this trend on 
dance education, on public perceptions of dance, and on girls’ psychological and social development” (“About 
Lisa Sandlos”).. 

 

https://www.batd.co.uk/login
https://www.batd.co.uk/login
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=BATD+jazz
http://www.xoe.com/LisaSandlos/about
http://www.xoe.com/LisaSandlos/about
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owners and white social dancing of the time.43 Such converging systems of oppression thus 

shaped perceptions of black social dances that would later become the basis for jazz 

dance—perceptions that presently work to marginalize jazz dance within artistic cultures. 

The racialized, sexualized, and classed boundaries of artistic cultures thus function 

to secure a normative artistic centre structured in and through whiteness and Euro-

Christian morality. In many ways, the relationships and hierarchies such processes 

construct mirror those of official Canadian multiculturalism discussed in Chapter Two. 

DJD’s interventions into jazz dance, which centre “other” ways of knowing, destabilize the 

normative artistic core of concert dance performance. Their research-creation praxis 

brings together multiple cultures in ways that put official multiculturalism’s rhetoric into 

action. In doing so, DJD counters the inaction that often comes with political discourses of 

diversity and equity.44  

 

                                                      
43 Slaves frequently performed this dance for their masters, a cake being the prize for the best dancing. Slave 
owners were unaware that the dancers were making fun of the rigid bodies and partner work codified in 
white social dancing. See this 1903 archival video for an example of a Cakewalk. 
44 See Sara Ahmed’s On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life (2012). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QifiyNm6jG4
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Pollen 

 
 

Figure 9: Shayne Johnson (left) and Natasha Korney (right). Photo: Noel Bégin. 

In the Garden of Earthly Delights, a female dancer-bug hovers above the ground, her 

feet barely touching the floor. Her rib cage protrudes forward and her buttocks protrudes 

backward behind her, accentuating the curves of her chest and hips. Her body begins to 

undulate, demonstrating a mastery of her physique through the sequential articulation of 

each joint and vertebrae. Her movement is enticing, which prompts the entry of a male 

dancer-bug. He slides his body under her legs. She steps onto him then takes off, flying 

circularly around him. As she descends, she envelops him with her legs and he wraps his 

arms around her. They dance together, remaining entwined. Eventually, he lays on the floor 

as she propels herself into the air. She swings down to land on him but he pushes her away 

repeatedly. With her final return, she pauses over him, looking as if she is about to feast. As 

she swings to and fro, he squirms away from her.  
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The female dancer-bug in this scene, Natasha Korney, is a remarkable jazz dancer. 

Her body seems to move in unpredictable ways and also expresses highly nuanced musical 

inflections. While the “Pollen” section is much longer and involves many more scenes than 

the one I have just described, this duet between Korney and Shayne Johnson also mirrors 

the tumultuous relationship that DJD has had with public funding agencies, particularly the 

Canada Council for the Arts. Indeed, financial capital is key to the pollination of arts and 

culture in Canada. What I see in this particular duet, however, is a shift from interest and 

intrigue between the two dancers, to courtship, and finally to rejection. Johnson is intrigued 

by Korney, and the two engage in a discovery of each other. However, Korney proves to be 

too much to contain, and Johnson wrestles away from her. This narrative, emphasized by 

the spatial relationship with Korney suspended in the air, provides a roadmap for 

navigating DJD’s relationship with public arts funding. 

The multicultural imperative that has reconfigured public arts funding in Canada 

has been resisted on many levels by many stakeholders. I have positioned DJD as a 

company whose work is inherently multicultural given the diverse array of embodied 

histories that have shaped the form. It is somewhat surprising, then, that the company 

would be unsuccessful in being awarded Canada Council funding until 1999—15 years 

after the company was founded. While analyzing funding patterns from multiple levels 

(municipal, provincial, and federal) would undoubtedly offer a rich site for interrogating 

artistic hierarchies, I focus on the Canada Council in order to situate the company—and 

jazz dance—within a national context. This specific focus also allows me to expand the 

previous section to further demonstrate how the company has not only contributed to de-

centering whiteness in some ways, but also inadvertently deployed a version of 
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multicultural ideology that resolves some of official Canadian multiculturalism’s tensions 

while reproducing others. A trend emerges in the Canada Council’s dispersal of funding 

that demonstrates the essentialist logics of multicultural ideology—DJD, whose aesthetic 

and dance form is the result of merges, (ex)changes, and (at times) appropriations, does 

not fit within the multicultural models that I outlined in Chapter Two. I suggest that DJD’s 

aesthetic and idiom represent a much more “authentic,” lived multiculturalism that is 

reflective of the ways in which colonial expansion produces “new” cultures. Yet, because 

jazz dance and music have no singular homeland, they cannot be located within the 

here/elsewhere paradigm that Rinaldo Walcott (2003) has argued is central to official 

Canadian multiculturalism (discussed in Chapter Two).  

Funding lines demarcated by organizations like the Canada Council belie a 

normative and historically rooted conception of “art” and, necessarily along with that, 

hegemonic, Eurocentric conceptions of aesthetics. Defining and valuing art through these 

long-standing traditions reproduces dance practices that are not European in origin as 

marginal to, or completely outside of, what is or has been considered “high” art. As Melissa 

Templeton demonstrates, in the 1970s and 1980s, “the Canada Council for the Arts’ Dance 

Division insisted that ballet and modern dance were the only forms worth funding” (81). 

Dance practices considered not artistic, like jazz, as well as those marked as “ethnic,” 

clearly fall outside of such strict boundaries. The Canada Council’s position at this  time is 

striking given that Canada instituted a multicultural policy in 1971 and passed the 

Canadian Multiculturalism Act into law in 1988. Nonetheless, by constructing such rigid 

funding restrictions, the Canada Council continued to centre whiteness and Eurocentric 

dance practices in the disbursement of federal funds. Moreover, when such patterns are 
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reinforced by the Canada Council for the Arts, “Canadian” culture is (re)constructed in 

markedly white terms.  

It is within this multicultural melee that DJD emerged. From their beginning in 1984, 

the company had to contend with racialized notions of art that would render them 

ineligible for funding. For fifteen years, the Canada council continually denied funding to 

DJD. In fact, they were not even allowed to apply until 1993 because the Council would only 

fund ballet and modern or “experimental” dance (Doolittle and Flynn 2000, 255). Even in 

1993, however, they were discouraged from applying because of the ways juries viewed 

jazz (Willis, personal interview, 11 April 2016). With pervasive conceptions of jazz as “low 

brow” (Templeton 2012, 111) and “cookie cutter” (Willis, personal interview, 11 April 

2016), jurors felt that DJD was not worth funding. Sensing that they were being negatively 

viewed because of misunderstandings of the jazz idiom that aligned DJD with studio jazz, 

the company tried to make the case that “if somebody’s applying for money and it’s a 

flamenco company, you probably bring [in] a flamenco expert … you’re bringing somebody 

in who’s an expert in the field” (ibid.). However, DJD continued to face resistance. 

Eventually, with much persistence and some discussions around who would be appropriate 

to jury a panel with a DJD application, in 1999 the company was awarded $25,000 from the 

Canada Council’s Dance Touring Grants program and $35,000 from the 

Creation/Production in Dance: Multi-Year and Biennial Grants program. While this was a 

major victory and success for the company, the funding landscape for dance from the 

Canada Council that year demonstrates that all things were not equal even though 

multiculturalism and diversity were now official priorities within the institution. 

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/19p6p1b4
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When DJD received their first Canada Council grant in 1999, they were third highest 

recipients of funding for the Creation/Production in Dance program in Alberta, following 

the Vinok Folkdance Society (now Vinok Worldance) at $40,000 and the Alberta Ballet 

Company at $300,000. Vinok was established in 1988 and today boasts an impressive 

repertoire of dance and music works from sixty cultures around the world. While they 

were awarded $5,000 more than DJD in 1999, the difference is negligible considering the 

Alberta Ballet was given almost ten times as much—and these were the top three funded 

companies in the province. Nationally, the Creation/Production in Dance grant program 

funded a rather diverse range of styles, from Fujiwara Dance Inventions,45 to the Menaka 

Thakkar Dance Company46 and the Sampradaya Dance Company.47 However, the funding 

for organizations such as these (practicing outside of balletic or modernist traditions) 

ranges from $35,000 (DJD) to $70,000 (Menaka Thakkar Dance Company). Modern dance 

companies or artists had a larger range, from $35,000 to $281,870, with ballet companies 

ranging from $236,000 (Ballet British Columbia) to $2,050,000 (the National Ballet of 

Canada). Out of 48 national recipients that year, DJD was the forty-second highest, with 

three other companies receiving the same amount and only two receiving less 

(“Disclosure”). 

With ballet companies being some of the oldest dance companies/organizations in 

the country,48 the argument can be made (and often is among ballet practitioners) that they 

have a longer legacy and a greater amount of cultural and economic import to concert 

                                                      
45 Fujiwara had been training in and performing butoh, a form of Japanese dance theatre, since 1993. 
46 Thakkar’s company works in the Indian dance forms of bharatanatyam and odissi. 
47 Sampradaya, founded by Lata Pada, also works within bharatanatyam. 
48 For example, the Royal Winnipeg Ballet is Canada’s oldest (and North America’s longest continually 
operating) ballet company founded in 1939 and the National (Canada’s largest ballet company) was founded 
in 1951—but there are many others. 

http://canadacouncil.ca/about/public-accountability/proactive-disclosure/grant-recipients
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dance, culture, and the arts in Canada. Nevertheless, the funding imbalance is a key 

example of how hegemonic whiteness continues to resonate despite efforts to include and 

reflect cultural diversity—not just in terms of what kinds of dance are funded, but also in 

the make-up of council juries. Moreover, Ballet British Columbia was only founded in 1986, 

two years after DJD, and yet received almost seven times more funding in 1999 from the 

Creation/Production in Dance program alone. Thus, even after more than a decade in 

response to the Standing Committee on Multiculturalism’s 1987 report, racialized artistic 

hierarchies remained steadfast. While the recognition and inclusion of marginalized artists 

and arts organizations on funding lists might give the appearance of diversity and equity, 

what remains is a highly-differentiated valuing system. Such a hierarchy reflects larger 

criticisms directed at Canada’s brand of multiculturalism as discussed in Chapter Two—

that it gives the appearance of valuing everyone equally while in practice whiteness is 

secured as central to Canadian identity, culture, society, and politics. 

In subsequent years, DJD and many other dance companies saw increases to their 

annual support from the Canada Council. Between 1999 and 2015, the last year the 

Creation/Production in Dance program ran, DJD saw their annual support rise to 

$115,000.49 This is, indeed, an impressive increase of over 300%, but in 2015 the national 

figures nevertheless reveal a great disparity between ballet and modern/contemporary, on 

the one hand, and all “other”50 companies, on the other. The total funds for modern or 

contemporary companies equaled almost $4.2M with an average of $113,000 per company. 

                                                      
49 DJD’s funding pattern in each year for this category from the Canada Council is: 1999 and 2000, $35,000; 
2001-2007, $55,000; 2008 and 2009, $90,000; 2010-2012, $105,000; and 2013-2015, $115,000. Total 
funding from 1999-2015: $1,295,000 (“Disclosure”). 
50 I use “other” to point to the ways that despite the changes and improvements to funding patterns, current 
funds dispersed continue to present a racialized pattern. This is not the Canada Council’s term. 

http://canadacouncil.ca/about/public-accountability/proactive-disclosure/grant-recipients
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Ballet companies were funded at $5.65M but with an average of just over $807,000. “Other” 

companies, including DJD, were funded for a total of under $1.5M (for 18 companies) with 

an average of just over $82,000. Out of this group, DJD was indeed awarded the fourth-

largest amount, with the others coming in at $121,875, $124,100, and $133,000 (Menaka 

Thakkar Dance Company and Sampradaya Dance Creations again among them). So, while 

the majority of funds went to seven ballet companies, the largest number of companies 

funded by discipline easily went to modern/contemporary, divided almost by half between 

Québec and the rest of Canada. Only 13% of the total funds in the Creation/Production in 

Dance program went to “other” companies (“Disclosure”). Despite significant gains for 

“other” dance organizations, awarding ballet and modern/contemporary companies a 

much higher average of funds clearly continues to prioritize these dance forms. While there 

has been a significant increase in the total amount of funding given to “other” companies 

and the total number of “other” companies receiving funding, the continued 

marginalization of otherness simultaneously reconstitutes elitist, Eurocentric notions of art 

while also signaling that these practices are on the fringe of Canadian nationalism and 

identity. 

It is worth noting that it was not until 2007 that the Canada Council undertook its 

first strategic planning process—50 years after the Council was established. In a 2013 

Metcalfe Foundation report, arts advocate, policy analyst, dancer, and choreographer 

Shannon Litzenberger notes that “the nature of artistic practice has evolved considerably 

since we adopted [a] discipline-based model over 50 years ago” (2013, 9). For 

Litzenberger, discipline-based funding models—which are the norm across the arts 

funding spectrum at the municipal, provincial, and federal levels—perpetuate elitist 

http://canadacouncil.ca/about/public-accountability/proactive-disclosure/grant-recipients
https://metcalffoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/ChoreographingourFuture.pdf


Return to Table of Contents 

 131 

notions of art (although, she does not say this outright). Moreover, “it can be a challenge to 

have representation of practice even within discipline-based peer juries ... Artists who take 

creative risks, who are in essence ahead of the innovation curve, are potentially the most 

limited in their access to public support” (ibid.). Yet, a disciplinary model of arts funding 

aligns with the essentializing tenets of official multiculturalism. With clear, definable 

features or characteristics of dance genre and cultural practice, multiculturalism becomes 

apparent and difference, the essential feature of multiculturalism, becomes visible. Jazz, 

however, is neither “here” nor “there,” an inter-discipline that is the product of shifts and 

changes. It resists categorization. Thus, despite the multicultural turn in Canadian arts 

funding, the changes to arts funding structures remain on the periphery instead of 

upending the core beliefs among juries as to what constitutes art.  

 

Molting 

 
 

Figure 10: Dancer: Catherine Hayward. Photo by: Noel Bégin. 

https://metcalffoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/ChoreographingourFuture.pdf
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 A lone dancer-bug lays on the ground. Her head is shrouded in a grey chrysalis. She 

writhes gently with sporadic moments of frantic fidgeting. Her struggle brings her to a 

crouched position, where she can more easily use her hands to peel away her head 

covering, molting. As it unwraps, the chrysalis falls around her but remains connected to 

her neck at one end. Slowly, the dancer-bug begins to stretch her arms and legs, exploring 

her new body. As her movement becomes larger, the chrysalis still hanging about her is 

revealed to be wings that have unfurled. As the moth flutters, she sheds her skin, her wings, 

her exoskeleton, and turns into something else.  

In “Molting,” the central theme—transformation—is quite obvious but nonetheless 

informative. Transformation is, after all, a central undercurrent to artistic practice and 

even to this dissertation. This section of New Universe provides an opportunity to 

investigate an important shift within the company and the implications for their jazz 

aesthetic. In 2013, founding Artistic Director, Vicki Adams Willis, moved to her new 

position as Founder-in-Residence, and long-time company dancer and Artistic 

Associate/Resident Choreographer Kimberley Cooper stepped in to take the creative helm. 

Cooper joined the company in 1986 and so is deeply immersed in the company’s history, 

repertoire, and aesthetic. Nonetheless, Cooper’s approach to artistic creation differs quite 

widely from Willis’s. While Cooper’s commitment to DJD’s vision is resolute and she 

continues to draw from Willis’s years of training and mentorship to inform how she shapes 

the company, her choreographic approach often reflects a top-down power dynamic that 

counters the more lateral creative methods of Willis and, also, the communal nature of 

many African and Caribbean dance traditions. As co-founder Hannah Stillwell notes, “dance 

at its best, for me, only is a community activity ... It’s about embodying something to share ... 
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that was just further embedded in me by my African teachers” (personal interview, 15 April 

2016). However, it is through Cooper’s unitary and authoritative top-down approach that 

DJD’s aesthetic, their archival work, and the legacies and histories of jazz dance are 

preserved.  

Over the last several years, the company’s dancers have come from an increasingly 

wide range of disciplines and training backgrounds. Willis notes that at one time, she had 

personally trained most of the dancers in the company through the University of Calgary 

(personal interview, 11 April 2016). Other dancers, such as Cooper and Figueroa de Toledo, 

began working with the company as teenagers. As the years between Willis’s departure 

from the university and her time with the company grew, dancers coming into the company 

had not trained with her and, potentially, had no knowledge of the histories the company 

was recovering. One way to address this was to start a scholarship program for students 

that would expose them to the various styles the company was working with. The 

Scholarship Program, which continued into the mid-2000s, saw current company member 

Catherine Hayward (who has been performing with the company longer than any current 

member) through to her job with the company. The program eventually transformed as the 

company was able to develop the Professional Training Program (PTP), a more focused 

training ground for potential company dancers. While a few company members have gone 

through this process, many have not. One reason, as Willis notes, is that “you’re always  

needing men in the company” (ibid.), and so male dancers often end up being pulled out of 

the PTP or never even enter into it in the first place. Even female dancers, however, are 

starting to circumvent the PTP into interning or apprenticing directly with the company. 
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Thus, maintaining the common movement language that the company was able to work in 

for years has become a challenge. 

Cooper’s approach to tackling this issue is one that might appear counter-intuitive 

to the ways the company worked under Willis’ direction, but it demonstrates a need to 

adapt to changing landscapes. Cooper notes that the vast genres and styles the company 

has engaged with and recovered in its history actually reside in her body (personal 

interview, 2 June 2016). There are no other dancers in the company who have the 

historical vocabulary and embodied archive that Cooper possesses, nor does most of the 

company seek out additional training as had long been the practice.51 For Cooper, using her 

embodied knowledge instead of calling on the dancers to improvise maintains the histories 

of the form and of the company itself. While Willis was able to mine the knowledges that 

the dancers had because they had trained under her and/or within the styles and 

disciplines integral to jazz and the company’s aesthetic, the current company largely has 

not had this repository to turn to over the last several years.  

However, the dancers are integral to Cooper’s own creative process in a different 

way. While Cooper does generate a large amount of material herself, she notes there are 

moments when she needs to work with dancers individually, not unlike Willis did, in order 

to have their bodies act as temporary housing for her movement: “sometimes it’s very 

invaluable for me to go into a studio with a dancer and just create the movement … I find 

that it happens so fast that I can’t hold onto it. It’s like a flood” (ibid.). This sense of 

archiving, then, continues in a way. There are indeed styles and vocabulary that are at risk 

                                                      
51 There are many possible reasons for this, perhaps the most significant being changes in costs of living, 
which can prohibit dancers from travelling and training without any income. 
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of being lost, but Cooper works in a way that allows her the best opportunity for 

simultaneously imparting a jazz aesthetic and the company’s history onto the current 

dancers. Cooper’s approach, then, reinforces notions of the body as a bearer of knowledge 

and history in much the same ways as Willis but through an at-times opposing method.  

Today, DJD’s work is heavily influenced by various Afro-Brazilian traditions because 

of Cooper’s research and movement interests, but the company’s aesthetic also remains 

heavily rooted in swing and West African traditions, among others. As well, Willis, DJD 

School Principal Joanne Baker, and PTP Director Jamie Freeman-Cormack regularly teach 

company class. Along with having Willis, Baker, and others touch base with the company 

about the core vocabulary, Cooper uses her own body as a way of reaching into DJD’s, and 

jazz’s, past to maintain the aesthetic that the company had so finely honed under Willis’ 

direction. The company is “carrying a history that nobody else is” (ibid.) and although the 

methods through which DJD maintains that history are shifting, they reflect the need for an 

artistic practice that transforms both in response to, and anticipation of, the changing 

conditions in which their work is created. 
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New Universe 

 
 
Figure 11: The DJD Company. In their new theatre, the upstage curtain opens to reveal the urban downtown-

Calgary core. Still from Video: Noel Bégin. 

The blackness that encases the Garden opens to reveal a dramatic cityscape. The 

towering buildings, stark pavement, and vehicular traffic are a complete contrast to the 

insect world. The moth-turned-something-else places a hand on the glass that separates the 

insect world from the human world. Perhaps their world is some kind of terrarium? The 

reality of their world existing inside a much larger universe weighs heavily.  

This penultimate section of the company’s inaugural performance in the DJD Dance 

Centre marks an important milestone. It establishes a new universe for the company, both 

literally and figuratively. The building is located in a different part of downtown Calgary 

from their previous rented property, and so their new perspective—beautifully made 

manifest through the reveal pictured above—metaphorically reflects other important shifts 

the company is enjoying. In 2016, when the Canada Council changed its program and the 

ways it offers funding, DJD found itself in a different but welcome position. Under the new 

“Engage and Sustain” program, DJD has qualified as an “Artistic Institution.” Moreover, the 
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company is only one of six dance companies in Canada to be categorized in this way—the 

other five “institutions” are all ballet companies.  

This substantial shift sends an important message to dance practitioners in Canada, 

audiences, and other funding organizations. On the one hand, this new funding program 

does little to uproot the centrality of whiteness given that DJD is the only non-ballet 

company. Some of the criteria that define “institution” secure the large ballet companies 

access while denying companies like Menaka Thakkar’s. For example, “institutions” must 

“have a demonstrated history and current practice of showing the works of multiple 

creative artists[,] have other sources of public revenues, and had total revenues exceeding 

$2 million in each of the last 3 years” (“Artistic Institutions”). On the other, the fact remains 

that Canada’s federal-level funding agency has recognized DJD as an institution within 

Canada’s arts and culture sector. Thus, the centrality of whiteness to the artistic milieu in 

Canada has shifted, if very slightly.  

Given the period of the early 1980s when Canadian nationalism was shaken by 

serious debates around multiculturalism, the future of Québec, and increasing immigration 

from outside of Europe, DJD’s attention to, and direct engagement with, the cultural 

diversity of jazz’s history at this time is particularly important. With the company located 

on the so-called Canadian “frontier” at the meeting place between the prairies and the 

Rocky Mountains, the company challenged what it meant to be Canadian in a time when 

identity politics and cultural heritages other than those of the “founding” English and 

French were re-shaping defining features of “Canadianness.” DJD’s multicultural jazz 

practice also challenged the notion that Toronto and Montréal were the (multi)cultural 

centres of the nation. Moreover, the company’s process of recovering jazz’s forgotten and 

http://canadacouncil.ca/funding/grants/engage-and-sustain/artistic-institutions
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erased histories mirrors much of the work that has gone into recovering histories that have 

been erased within Canada’s own creation and expansion.  

 With multiculturalism at the forefront of Canadian identity on an international level, 

DJD can perhaps be considered an unequivocally Canadian company—and one that at 

times displaces white Eurocentrism. Throughout the company’s history, the dancers have 

travelled the world in search of histories and knowledges about their form and about jazz’s 

identity. Instead of relying solely on dominant jazz aesthetics and histories that center the 

“white” influences, DJD has moved away from a Eurocentric understanding of the genre. 

Such a shift reinstantiates ways of knowing the body in and through music as integral to 

not only their own practice but to jazz as a whole—ways that have otherwise become 

marginal within the idiom as it is conventionally expressed in dance studios and popular 

culture. They traverse boundaries of genre and form, nation and community, to connect 

themselves to the history and reconnect the history to the practice.  

 DJD’s commitment to jazz demonstrates an important part of cultural production 

that is largely overlooked in concert dance. The company consistently returns to jazz’s 

history to re-imagine its future and openly cites the form’s multicultural roots and routes. 

In doing so, the company enacts a “social aesthetics” that functions as both “a broadening of 

the traditional subject matter of aesthetics … and, emphatically, as a critique of it” (Born, 

Lewis, and Straw 2017, 3). Their disruptions of dominant aesthetic and artistic values in 

concert dance in Canada thus push the boundaries of what multiculturalism means and 

demonstrate how even its flawed ideological construction can be mobilized in productive, 

and necessary, ways.  
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 The company, then, is not only “re-ignit[ing] an appreciation and love for the 

traditional values of jazz dance” (“Our Vision”), but they are undoing many of the imposed 

whitened aesthetics. Of jazz music in the United States, LeRoi Jones notes that it was: 

 

... appropriated from black people and made into a white musical form with rigid 

rules—that is, jazz became a formulaic genre … it moved from verb (that is, doing) 

to noun (that is, stasis) … the fluidity of music, its susceptibility to change, is crucial 

for its political potential. Jazz as noun cannot possibly alter America; as a verb, 

possibilities exist. (quoted in Walcott 2003, 76, parentheses in original) 

 

DJD, then, not only inhabits the kind of change Jones is signaling but is also making it 

possible through the body. Jones’ invocation of verb versus noun is perhaps even more apt 

when thinking through dance. Moreover, DJD’s attention to the multitudinous lineages 

signal jazz as a diasporic form that transcends boundaries of nationality, thereby undoing 

the centrality of the US context that Jones (and many others) highlights. In their decidedly 

jazz style, DJD expands the potential to see dance praxis as existing across boundaries and 

borders by establishing relationality as key to the disruption of hegemonic whiteness 

within cultural production. 

 
Conclusion 

From a mix of playful groups sections, to sensual duets and solos, and to dramatic 

acrobatic aerials, New Universe marks a new chapter not only in DJD’s universe, but also in 

the concert dance scene in Canada more broadly. The poetic title of the piece—which 

http://www.decidedlyjazz.com/about/our%20vision/index.html
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Cooper notes was not intentional (personal interview, 2 June 2016)—signals DJD’s 

renewed emergence on the national concert dance scene. Their historical and 

contemporary approaches to artistic creation offer frameworks for thinking through 

multiculturalism and diversity within concert dance and “Canadian” identity more broadly. 

The attention to the diversity of histories that have contributed to the emergence of jazz 

and its continued evolution is what distinguishes DJD from not only other jazz companies 

but also many concert dance organizations. Their practice inherently works in and through 

multiculturalism in large part by attending to the diversity of cultural histories within the 

form. Consequently, the company can be read through multicultural Canadian nationalism, 

but with attentiveness to the (post)colonial context and power dynamics that continue to 

center whiteness as the de facto Canadian identity.  

This is not to say, however, that DJD positions itself as such—their focus is 

recovering and furthering jazz, not espousing a multicultural ideology or nationalism or 

working through (post)colonial thought. DJD reveals that jazz dance, as it is popularly 

understood, is built upon “other” foundations, and at times they displace the centering of 

whiteness to work in and through “other” ways of knowing—something Canadian official 

multiculturalism does not do. This is where the company can be seen as unsettling Canada’s 

brand of multiculturalism. 

As a result, DJD has shaped a redistribution of cultural-financial capital within 

Canada. Consequently, DJD’s presence, both geographically and artistically, challenges 

racialized artistic hierarchies in concert dance funding, creation, and production. However, 

the company has received some criticism around issues of authority. Co-founder Michèle 

Moss notes that under white leadership, the optics around race are problematic (personal 
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interview, 25 May 2016). However, there are assumptions made in these critiques as Moss 

is mixed-race although she is frequently read as white (ibid.). In Canada, the company has 

received very little questioning when it comes to race and leadership. In the US, however, 

the criticism has been more profound (ibid.). I suggest, however, that the attention that the 

company’s leadership has paid to jazz’s histories, particularly its socio-cultural contexts, 

provides some strategies for racially privileged artists to use towards resisting 

conventional colonial logics in cultural production. Moreover, in personal interviews with 

me, all of the leaders—past and present—have expressed a kind of loneliness in doing this 

work. The fact is that no one else in Canada is doing this recovery while also creating a jazz 

future.52  

 
 
  

                                                      
52 In 2016, dancer and choreographer Natasha Powell founded Holla Jazz in Toronto. The company “aims to 
reinvigorate jazz dance and its sister dances as innovative, important, and necessary vehicles for 
expression” (“Our Mission”). Whereas DJD mines jazz’s histories to create “new” jazz works, Holla Jazz’s 
focus is on reproducing the vernacular jazz languages. 

http://www.hollajazz.com/what-we-do-1/
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Chapter Six 
 

On Artistic Praxis 

 

 
 

Figure 12: Dayton Hill extends his left leg while leaning on Andrew McCormack in the opening of Polarity.  
Still from Video: Kala Raju. 

 

“Research involves being open to being transformed by what we encounter.” 

Sara Ahmed, Willful Subjects, 13 

 

I have long known that dance has the power to shape and inform identities, to be a 

force for political action, and to build community. Yet, when trying to put together the 

written and creative components of this project, I struggled for quite a while with how I 

could have them speak to/in/through each other. What really prompted my thinking to 

coalesce around the entirety of my doctoral research was the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s Going 

Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation discussed in Chapter Three. I first heard about it while 

driving along highway 401 to Kingston from my home in Toronto with the radio tuned, as 
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always, to CBC Radio One. I do not remember which program it was or even if it was light 

or dark outside. However, hearing that there was a new ballet telling a story about the 

Indian Residential School system by a company that had no Indigenous performers, nearly 

drove me right off the road. I was in disbelief. Then I heard the voice of Chief Justice Murray 

Sinclair, Chair of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. He was being 

interviewed about the ballet and the TRC’s role in the production. He spoke about how the 

Residential School System is a story that “needs to be told in all ways to all people.” In all of 

my research, I have not been able to find the news story about the ballet from which this 

quote came but the words have stayed with me. They made complete sense. A “typical” 

ballet audience—largely white, urban, upper-middle class—is precisely the kind of 

audience that needs to listen to stories about residential schools.  

I remained apprehensive, though, and this apprehension has also stayed with me. I 

knew that I wanted to study this ballet, to learn about why the TRC would sponsor a 

production that does not use Indigenous dancers to tell a residential school story, and how 

this might change the landscape of dance, politics, identity, and community in Canada. Yet, 

knowing that I wanted to study Going Home Star did not give me a sense of what the 

research-creation component for my doctoral work needed to be. However, it did provoke 

some striking lines of inquiry around the ways that non-Indigenous artists might engage in 

creative work to address issues like settler colonialism as well as the messiness of working 

in and through varying degrees of privilege and oppression. I then began to keep an eye out 

for the ways that white artists of differently intersected identities go about creating their 

work. What I have often seen is that great attention is paid to issues of gender, class, and 
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sexual orientation, but race is rarely a central or even peripheral consideration and when it 

is, it is most often very highly problematic—even racist.  

For example, not long after first hearing about Going Home Star, I attended a 

conference in Iowa City in 2014 where Canadian dance scholar Melissa Templeton 

discussed German choreographer Susanne Linke’s deeply fraught work, Le coq est mort. In 

this work, Linke attempted to unveil the harmful ways that the colonial gaze constructs 

blackness as monstrous, primitive, and animalistic. The Senagalese, male dancers, all of 

whom were black, “devolved” from suited businessmen to primates, with “the African men 

beat[ing] their chests and scream[ing] as though they were wild animals” (Templeton 

2012, 141-142). The dancers, according to Templeton, even protested the ways they were 

being asked or instructed to (re)present themselves. Linke, however, was able to persuade 

them to do what she asked.  

When the piece was presented to North American audiences there was severe 

backlash and criticism, especially in the US. In Linke’s process, the narrative and imagery 

she wanted to present were the priorities, not the concerns of the dancers.53 The divergent 

reactions to Le coq est mort point to differing relationships to, and perhaps knowledges 

about, colonialism and blackness between European and North American audiences. As a 

European choreographer—and a highly esteemed one at that—Linke felt deeply moved to 

critique the colonialist gaze and the ways in which it primitivizes blackness. Her 

positionality as a white, German, female choreographer unquestionably framed her 

                                                      
53 In a review by Katja Scheider available on Linke’s own website, Linke is quoted as saying, “It was supposed 
to be a typical dance theatre piece, with African men who start as diplomats with briefcases and champagne 
glasses and end up as Africans again” (“Press Reviews: General Critics”). Clearly, Linke’s perspective positions 
diplomacy, business, and upper-class behaviour as oppositional to African cultures. Said differently, African 
cultures are antithetical to European civility and such representations of blackness are “typical” in dance 
theatre. 

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/19p6p1b4
http://escholarship.org/uc/item/19p6p1b4
https://www.susanne-linke.com/press-reviews/general-critics/
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explorations through the creative process, which prompted important questions for me 

about identity and knowledge. What are the ethics around staging a work about 

marginalized groups when the artist is secured in a privileged position? In what ways does 

“using” marginalized dancers as a way for the privileged choreographer to explore themes 

like race and racism reproduce the privileged choreographer as “the subject capable of self-

reflexivity and the colonized/racialized subject as the occasion for self-reflexivity” (Smith 

2013, 264)? Indeed, Le coq est mort would continue to be a reference point for me 

throughout the creative process of Polarity, the research-creation component of this 

dissertation.  

What most strongly resonated with the investigations I was starting to piece 

together for my doctoral work was that Linke’s reification of blackness as inherently 

primitive, violent, and excessive worked in direct opposition to her larger anti-racist goals 

for the project. Even with race being her central thematic concern, it seems that the drive to 

criticize colonial logic ended up reinforcing it. Thus, with the RWB and Linke in mind, I 

arrived at the realization that I could connect the case studies to the creative project by 

using the studies to critically reflect on my own creative process as a white, gay, male 

settler Canadian. My focus, then, would not be on the choreographic work as a finished 

product, but rather the project’s process. As well, I followed dance Immersion’s lead by 

having a post-performance Q&A session, which provided an opportunity for the audience 

to ask questions about the piece, the process, and the project as a whole. 
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Conceiving Polarity 

In order to channel numerous lines of inquiry into a dissertation project with both 

written and creative components, I initially constructed my case studies so that each one 

would focus on a different aspect of the creative process: ideology, methods, and audience 

reception. What I hoped to uncover in the case studies were the prevailing logics and 

systems of knowledge that structured the social/cultural/political impetus behind artistic 

work, the ways that artistic works are created, and how such works are received, 

interpreted, and understood. Interestingly, in both the Royal Winnipeg Ballet and dance 

Immersion case studies, what emerged was the continued centering of whiteness as a 

conceptual framework for conceiving, creating, and interpreting concert dance.  

What I found even more striking was how unaware many spectators were of this 

process. Chapter Four’s unravelling of spectatorship at dance Immersions’ Footsteps Across 

Canada Talk-back is an excellent example of how unassuming white spectators can be. The 

audience members under examination there seemed to feel that they were being 

supportive and complimentary as they tried to position themselves as allies of the black 

artists. As I demonstrated in Chapter Three, reconciliation and its attendant discourses and 

artistic projects can reinforce, rather than destabilize, colonial logics and relationships. 

Thus, the espousal of alliance—despite the reconstitution of colonial logics—can serve to 

sustain white hegemony.  

As a system of knowledge, then, “whiteness” is not a racial signifier but is rather a 

conditioned way of engaging with and interpreting the world. In Chapter Five, my 

examination of Decidedly Jazz Danceworks revealed how artists can create artistic work 

that provides strategies to de-center whiteness. By attending to the multiple roots and 
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routes of jazz dance and music, and situating dance practice within its social, cultural, and 

political contexts, DJD asserts subordinated knowledge systems as vital to shaping 

dominant conceptions of art. I see their approach as an extremely valuable template for 

thinking more broadly about anti-racism and decolonization. If, as Andrea Smith asserts 

(2016), there are three pillars of white heteropatriarchy that rely on and reinforce each 

other—slavery/capitalism, genocide/colonialism, and orientalism/war—then being able to 

move between, through, and from different ways of knowing can provoke the 

destabilization of these pillars.  

The themes and narratives that emerged through the case studies thus prompted 

me to re-frame my analytical approach. The threads that I was unravelling often worked 

alongside each other, and many were woven together in ways that could not be separated 

into discrete case studies of ideology, methods, and audience reception. Three other 

conceptual themes emerged from the case studies that I now believe provide much 

stronger frameworks not just academically, but artistically as well: representation, 

spectatorship, and knowledge. All three conceptual themes offer opportunities to examine 

what Michel Foucault terms “power-knowledge” (1990), or the systems through which 

normative knowledge structures are dependent on the reproduction of oppressive 

configurations of power. Indeed, in all three case studies, “knowledge” is revealed to 

continually reinforce dominant artistic practices in racialized terms—whiteness, as a 

system of knowledge, is reified as objective and rational. Indigeneity and blackness, also 

systems of knowledge, are deemed subjective and unable to grasp the totality of the social 

worlds in which they exist.  
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My choreographic project, Polarity, was thus constructed with the intention of 

demanding a continually self-reflexive approach to artistic creation. I wanted to be 

attentive to the narratives I was centering and to the process through which I did so. I also 

wanted to be able to stand “outside” of the project and try to see what an audience might 

see. I did not want the piece to be about me or my perspective on marginalization and 

oppression of racialized “others.” Such a focus would capitalize on racial oppression in 

ways that perpetuate marginalization—the oppression of others would become a learning 

moment and my learning would be the central focus in ways not dissimilar from the RWB. 

Therefore, I knew that Polarity could not be “about” Indigenous peoples or black 

communities, like Linke’s piece, but it also could not be about me and my feelings on 

colonialism. I spoke with several colleagues about what the content of the piece might be 

and no matter whom I spoke with, the discussion always came back to questions around 

speaking about people, something I did not want to do. To mitigate this risk, I entered into 

the process with some narrative themes and concepts instead of characters or stories. I 

titled the piece Polarity to signify the ways that the discourses of reconciliation, anti-

racism, and decolonization often place communities into polarized relationships instead of 

acknowledging and articulating the often entangled bonds that persist among them. 

The choreographic strategies I worked through culminated in a duet that is 

primarily about knowledge and power and their effects on people, their identities, and 

their relations to each other. Choreographically, the piece would fall into the 

“contemporary” category, although there are moments where I more consciously drew on 

balletic, modernist, and even jazz traditions. The work is structured in three sections, what 

I term here Act One, the Film Component, and Act Two. Narratively speaking, Polarity 
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explores many things: relationship and relationality; fracture and harmony; rupture and 

interruption; empathy and solidarity; and forgetting and remembering. In the final product, 

the movement dynamics shift along with the sound track and encompass a range of 

qualities from slow, caring, and purposeful movement to quick, aggressive, and impulsive. 

When Act Two begins, the dancers’ relationship is quite youthful and tender, as if they are 

lying in a field looking up to the clouds (Fig. 13). Through to the end, they explore the space 

they have inhabited and trace the hauntings they have left behind—or are perhaps 

discovering the spectral traces of others that have peopled the space before.  

The film component was intended to disrupt the tension built by the end of Act One 

and to also signal a passage of time. However, the content of the film ended up as a kind of 

documentation of the various racist representations of Indigenous peoples in Canadian 

media. This was not my intention. I critically reflect on this below as I feel that the film 

harmed some audience members. Yet, overall, the narrative themes of the work as a whole 

are an attempt to comment on, and undermine, the colonial logics that structure settler 

colonial societies like Canada. Distilling these broad concepts into a duet offers a way of 

seeing how such meta-structures circumscribe the day-to-day and person-to-person. 

Admittedly, the goals of the project and the narrative themes that emerged are broad and 

present many oppositional tensions. However, I suggest that this is one of the work’s 

strengths. By constructing movement narratives and images that are oppositional in 

nature, Polarity offers an opportunity to reflect on the ways that anti-racist and decolonial 

activism and discourse can become mired in binary thinking. 
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Creating Polarity 

 
“Art and narrative are resources for political imagination and for political recovery: 

they link us to unthought spaces, to spaces that thought refuses.” 

Dina Georgis, “Hearing the Better Story,” 166 

 

Throughout the creation of Polarity, I aimed to work through the complicated nature 

of creating work that attends to issues of power while I simultaneously inhabit a social 

position that holds quite a substantial amount of power—particularly racial and gendered. 

Subsequently, I attempted to create strategies that were collaborative and democratic—

much like Willis’s choreographic methods discussed in Chapter Five—in order to try to 

subvert the hierarchical power structures common to a top-down choreographic approach. 

This approach allowed me to attend to relationships and relationality, central tenets of 

reconciliation that David Garneau (2016) argues are largely absent from the 

institutionalized projects and processes supported through the TRC. Similarly, Andrea 

Smith (2016) demonstrates the ways that a lack of attention to relationships and 

relationality by white settler subjects often reinscribes decolonial efforts with colonial 

power dynamics.  

With these two arguments in mind, I modeled the creative strategies for Polarity 

largely on an experience that I had as a dancer in 2004 when I was dancing in a small 

project for choreographer Darryl C. Tracy. In the process, Tracy would name a part of the 

body. The other dancer, Justine Chambers, and I were to physically react with whatever our 

first impulse was. As a 21-year old dancer fresh out of theatre school, I loved this process. I 
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liked the focus on the body, tactility, and immediacy. It is one that I have used a few times 

over the years and wanted to use again for this project. When it came to Polarity, however, I 

was thinking about the absence of Indigenous peoples in Going Home Star and the ways 

that in both the ballet’s narrative and its imagery, various specters emerge. Gordon’s 

memories are inhabited by ghosts—Charlie, Niska, and all of the other children and even 

the Clergy are spectralized through memory. These memories haunt Gordon, and begin to 

haunt Annie as she grows closer to Gordon and her Indigenous ancestry. Spectralities are 

central to the ballet’s narrative and the development of the characters.  

Haunting and spectralities also make up a mode of postcolonial critique within the 

academy. As Avery Gordon argues, ghosts and hauntings have the capacity to “conjure up 

social life” (1997, 22). Moreover, the logic of settler colonialism “holds that indigenous 

peoples must disappear. In fact, they must always be disappearing, in order to allow non-

indigenous peoples rightful claim over this land” (Smith 2016, 68, emphasis in original). 

Indigenous disappearance is necessary—real, live, “Indians” are a constant reminder of the 

colonial and genocidal beginnings of nation-states in the Americas. Yet, the invocation of 

“Indians” as dead or dying serves settlement narratives of the white saviour (Mackey 

2002). 

Thinking through the choreographic and academic renderings of ghosts and 

spectres prompted me to explore how both these related means of devising narrative—

theatrical and/or colonial—might be useful for the construction of Polarity. This 

exploration translated into a method based on that which I had experienced with Darryl C. 

Tracy—the dancers could imagine that the part of the body I was calling out was being 

touched by a spectral other. This other could be a lover, an enemy, real to them or 
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completely made up. It could be a family member, a celebrity. I asked the dancers: 

“whoever this specter is, how might they touch you? A lover might caress your shoulder—

what movement would this generate? If they were a parental figure, how would they touch 

your shoulder? Would it make you shrink in some way? Or would you resist against it?” 

At times, the movement that the dancers generated was highly gestural which posed 

some problems for me. Often, the phrases were too short. At other times the movement 

looked like some form of sign language. However, what was interesting was that even 

though the dancers were given separate lists of body parts, the sequences they generated 

independently, each of them with their own specters, appeared very conversational when 

placed side by side. While we worked with a few other creative strategies, including times 

when I generated the movement, the approach that was most fruitful was the spectral 

approach. I was able to shape the phrases the dancers generated into larger sequences with 

much more fullness than their gestural beginnings. This process, I feel, provides a strong 

example of what a decolonial approach to creating choreography that seeks to undermine 

whiteness might look like. It is collaborative, requires the dancers to consider others not 

present in the space (which could further be used as a way to think about historical and 

contemporary relationships to land), and there is no clear path or story. What emerges is 

only made possible by the efforts we all put forward.  
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Figure 13: Andrew McCormack (left) and Dayton Hill (right) lie on the floor amongst books in Act Two of 
Polarity. Still from Video: Kala Raju. 

 

Critiquing Polarity 

 

“… imaginative works often render much more complex and interesting constructions of 

our multiple historical experiences than other cultural forms.” 

Rinaldo Walcott, Black Like Who?, 46 

 

In this section, I want to explore the ways in which the three main themes that 

emerged through the case studies—representation, spectatorship, and knowledge— 

manifest in Polarity. While throughout the creative process for the piece I was actively 

engaged with issues of representation, spectatorship, and knowledge, their direct 

correlations to the case studies were only apparent to me following the premier of the 

work. The Q&A session after the performance between myself, the dancers, and the 

audience was where I was able to begin to examine, or measure, the “success” of the 
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research-creation component of this dissertation project. Subsequently, reflecting on the 

work’s conception and construction, and on the Q&A session, has allowed me to self-

reflexively address this dissertation project as a whole. What follows are short explorations 

of representation, spectatorship, and knowledge in the performance of Polarity within the 

context of the work’s creative process and audience reception.  

 

Representation 

In Chapters Three, Four, and Five, representation is addressed in various ways. 

Criticism of Going Home Star questioned the representation of Indigenous peoples through 

solely non-Indigenous dancers. Along a different but related trajectory, self-

representations of blackness in dance Immersion’s Footsteps Across Canada were, by some 

audience members, read through whiteness. Lastly, while my writing on Decidedly Jazz 

Danceworks does not explicitly center on representation, the company’s methods for 

retrieving and reproducing the many lineages within the jazz idiom effectively shift which 

cultures are represented in jazz and contribute to the re-centering of “otherness” on major 

concert stages in Canada. In Polarity, issues in/of representation appear in several places 

but most notably in the casting, the choreographic narrative, and the film component. 

Polarity does not mark either of the dancers with any particular identity. Andrew 

McCormack grew up in Brampton, Ontario, and is of mixed Polish and Scottish descent. He 

is cisgender and heterosexual. Dayton Hill, on the other hand, is of Oneida descent, grew up 

in London, Ontario, and was adopted into a white family as a teenager. He is gay and 

cisgender. Both men have traversed different economic spheres as their living conditions 

have shifted throughout their lives. With the dancers inhabiting and claiming both similar 
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and divergent intersecting identities that are not so easily read through choreography 

(particularly a non-biographical dance narrative), issues in/of representation are difficult 

to discern. However, it was important for me to involve one Indigenous dancer and one 

non-Indigenous dancer, ideally someone who identifies as white. My intention with the 

casting was to demonstrate the ways that anti-racist and decolonial discourses and projects 

typically reproduce identities and relationships in polarized terms between two singular 

groups, with whiteness anchored firmly at one end. For example, reconciliation discourse 

largely revolves around an Indigenous/settler binary where the settler figure is typically 

imagined as white. Such a formation gives very little space for people who are also settlers 

but do not benefit from white privilege. In Polarity, I wanted to destabilize such binaries. 

However, I found that through the process I was unwittingly reproducing some of the 

binaries I sought to challenge. In part, this was because of the casting—two dancers 

inherently creates a binary, which was my aim, but without disclosing the dancers’ 

intersectional identities, I was unable to adequately address the nuances that I feel are 

missing from projects like institutionalized reconciliation. 

I also depended on the dancers’ experiences with, and knowledges of, settler 

colonialism in Canada to shape their creative contributions to the project in whatever ways 

felt natural to them. This is one reason why I did not choose to “tell” a particular story—I 

felt that by designing a process that had no specific end-goal aside from critiquing white 

heteropatriarchy, there would be space to more effectively explore the material the 

dancers brought to the process. I purposely chose to cast a white dancer as a sort of stand-

in for myself. Watching McCormack interact with Hill allowed me to think more critically 

about McCormack’s function in the piece and my own function within my project. He was 
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not meant to be an “unmarked,” supposedly neutral, character that “anyone” can identify 

with. One of his purposes was to provide me an opportunity to see myself, a white settler, 

in the third person, but I was also careful not to construct the narrative solely through his 

perspective. Similarly, Hill’s function was not an attempt to represent Indigenous peoples. 

In fact, in our first conversation discussing the project, Hill made it clear to me that he had 

“no knowledge” of Oneida culture or heritage (personal conversation, 7 September 2016). 

For this reason and many others, Hill’s role was to be himself.  

One major representational issue that arose in both the process and production of 

Polarity was the film. The film component was an idea that came to me rather late in the 

creative process. We were in the last few days of the rehearsal period in December 2016 

and would not re-convene until late March 2017. In mapping out what we had created to 

that point, and figuring out what the piece was saying, I suddenly felt that there needed to 

be a film in order to effectively punctuate the narrative. Aesthetically, this would break the 

tension built up by Act One while simultaneously signaling a passage of time into Act Two. 

The staging of Act Two could then use less dance and instead tell its narrative through 

stillness, breath, and the focus of the dancers.  

At the suggestion of a professor at Queen’s University, I approached a fourth-year 

undergraduate student in the Department of Film and Media about creating the film 

component. The student assembled a team of five other film majors. I knew the timeline 

was very tight and I had no financial compensation in the budget to offer them. Instead, I 

pitched the project to them as one where I would set some very loose parameters and they 

could create something that interested them as long as it spoke to the overall narrative 

themes of Polarity. The intention here was to have them create the film component in 
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exchange for the opportunity to create something they would want to use in their 

portfolios as representative of their skills and interests. I saw this very much as a 

collaborative effort where the film was presented alongside the choreographic sections 

instead of subordinated to them. In my meetings with the students, I used terms like 

“abstract,” “experimental,” and “fuckery.” I noted that the film did not need to start in a 

calm place—given its place immediately following the end of Act One, which was planned 

to end in a frenzy, I suggested that it might even be better if it started erratically. I advised 

the filmmakers not to be literal or “preachy,” and explained that I did not want them to be 

commenting on the sources they were drawing from directly but rather the issue at large. 

For example, I did not want their work to be about criticizing films like Dance with Wolves 

(1990) but rather the issues, like representation, that the film and its production context 

offer.  

However, in bartering for the film, I relinquished control of the project. I requested 

to see the work as it progressed, but did not want a weekly report or to be looming over 

their shoulders. However, while I sought the disruption of a hierarchical power structure in 

this project, the student-artists I worked with do not have the same knowledge or 

experience that I do in consciously thinking about and working through settler colonialism 

and privilege. The first time that I saw the film was the morning before Polarity’s premier—

I did not get to view anything as it was being put together. By this time, my attention had 

become so focused on the presentation of the project that my viewing of the film was too 

finite. I was eager to see how it fit with the rest of the piece, instead of how it did not. Some 

of the issues with the film revolve around who is doing the speaking, as it were, and who is 

being spoken for. There were some moments in the film component that spoke 
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productively to the larger concerns of the piece overall, but these were overshadowed by 

the reproduction of exotified difference and, at times, fetishization of “Indianness” that 

lacked any visible or discernable comment or critique. The film was a montage of a variety 

of excerpts from films, television programs, and news media that deal with Indigenous-

settler relations, colonialism, and identity. However, what is needed for a viewer to read 

many of these excerpts effectively, both within the context of the piece and in relation to 

each other, is an understanding of the excerpts’ places in cinematic history, some of the 

events around the news reports, and knowledge of the ways in which the cinematic lens 

objectifies. 

For example, the first few images were taken from news footage from what is 

popularly referred to as the “Oka Crisis.” In March 1990, the Kanienkehaka people built 

blockades to prevent the expansion of a nearby golf course onto their sacred lands near the 

town of Oka, Québec. On August 20th, “4,000 soldiers with more than a thousand vehicles, 

tanks, Grizzlies, helicopters, trucks, artillery pieces, and other equipment, [were put] in 

place in and around Kanehsatà:ke and Kahnawake. Close to 1,000 soldiers [replaced] the 

provincial police and [surrounded] the Mohawk barricades” (“The Oka Legacy”). These 

figures include both naval and air support. To put this into context, one year later the Gulf 

War erupted and Canada’s troop deployment throughout the war peaked at only 2,700 

(“The Canadian Forces”).  

In the Polarity film, the news footage of the Oka crisis shows a Canadian soldier 

walking in front of a tank. The soldier resembles Colonel Mathieu from the iconic film, The 

Battle of Algiers (1954)—indeed, when I first saw this image I mistakenly thought it was 

Mathieu. One reading of such an image offers a critique of the Canadian context by aligning 

http://www.cbc.ca/firsthand/features/oka-timeline-an-unresolved-land-claim-hundreds-of-years-in-the-making
http://www.forces.gc.ca/en/news/article.page?doc=the-canadian-forces-in-the-gulf-war-1990-1991/hnmx17y3
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the standoff at the Kanehsatake and Kahnawake communities with the French occupation 

of Algeria—this is certainly apt and provocative. However, the images of the standoff 

presented in the film do not directly question or criticize the power of the state and the 

occupation of Indigenous lands in Canada but rather leave it to the audience’s knowledge of 

the event. As well, several other representations of Indigenous people in the film 

undermine struggles by many Indigenous communities, activists, and artists for self-

representation. The vast majority of images and clips used in the film were works created 

by non-Indigenous people, particularly white, film makers. By centering non-Indigenous 

works, the film tends to perpetuate the colonial gaze. There was nothing in the film to 

suggest that the filmmakers were attempting to destabilize the objectifying function that 

the camera serves, which would have created strong thematic links between the film and 

Polarity overall.  

The inclusion of news reports further reproduces the colonial gaze through a kind of 

anthropological approach. In this way, the film follows Linke’s Le coq est mort—while 

criticism of colonial logics and the colonial gaze was intended as the film’s subject matter, 

such logics remained as the conceptual framework through which the film was given 

meaning. Despite good intentions by the student filmmakers—and myself—the 

objectification, essentialization, and festishization of race were both the method and result. 

In retrospect, it is clear that I made inappropriate assumptions regarding what the 

filmmakers knew and their skills in deciphering and interpreting the ways that the camera 

lens can reproduce a colonial gaze. I cannot speak to what it is that I wanted to “see” in the 

film component, as I did not know then and I do not know now. I knew what I did not 
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want—the reification of the exotic “Indian,” the gratuitous display of colonial violence, and 

the reproduction of the colonial gaze. 

The troubling aspects of the film do, however, offer an important point of departure 

for thinking about representation in Polarity and in the case studies presented in Chapters 

Three, Four, and Five. One of the major critiques of Going Home Star has revolved around 

voice and who is telling residential school stories. Dance artist Brian Solomon notes that 

the production “split [the Indigenous] community on whether it was a story for the RWB to 

tell” (personal communication, 8 June 2016). Despite a significant amount of collaboration 

with Indigenous artists and guidance from Indigenous communities, ultimately the 

production was staged with no Indigenous performers and was choreographed by a white 

man. Following these issues, it was important that Polarity was not a piece about a specific 

people or person. While characters were developed and narratives emerged through the 

process, the piece does not seek to tell any specific person’s or group’s history, including 

my own. The attention to broader themes that are experienced across identity categories 

thus allows the piece to critique various forms of colonial power while not necessarily 

seeking to speak for anyone in particular.  

The film, then, is largely antithetical to this objective as Indigenous peoples become 

objects at which spectators gaze. Moreover, the abstracted disjunctures, although what I 

had personally requested, prevent any subject formation within the film as there is no 

narrative or character continuity. However, issues in/of representation do not stand on 

their own. As discussed in Chapter Four, performance and spectatorship are intricately 

interwoven—and this applies to film as well. Consequently, what I have learned is that the 

dissolution of uneven power dynamics is not always necessary or appropriate, even in 
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seeking to undo settler colonialism. In my project, this is most clear through the film 

component. 

 

Spectatorship 

As I argued in Chapters Two and Three, spectatorship provides an opportunity to 

examine the ways that colonial logics frame readings of cultures and bodies. My 

examination of Going Home Star revealed that arts criticism remains heavily grounded in 

white aesthetics and ways of knowing. Similarly, the analysis I offered of the Footsteps 

Across Canada Talk-back in Chapter Four revealed that anti-black racism is not always 

overt but rather functions as an underlying conceptual framework for viewing blackness. 

These two chapters thus set the stage for the examinations in Chapter Five that revealed 

the ways in which dominant conceptions and practices in concert dance presume 

Eurocentric aesthetics. Each of the case studies thus points to different but related modes 

of spectatorship in a variety of contexts.  

For Polarity, I wanted to present movement that drew from balletic and modernist 

conventions since this is my training background and also that of the dancers. However, I 

also wanted to, at times, refuse balletic and modernist embodiment. My intention was to 

provoke an embodied dissonance—a tension within the dancing body between dominant 

contemporary dance aesthetics and “other” ways of moving. It was my hope that this would 

be visible not only to the audience but between the dancers as well. However, in the Q&A 

after the performance, one audience member pointed out that he was not “dance literate.” I 

knew most of the people present for the performance and so I can say that this sentiment 

applies to many who were there. Consequently, the choreographic tension between 
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movement styles that I had created went largely unacknowledged by the audience as far as 

I could tell from the Q&A.  

 

Figure 14: Dayton Hill lies atop a pill of books upstage left in Polarity. Hill performs a solo on top of this pile 
and then proceeds to move the books around the stage. Still from Video: Kala Raju. 

In Chapter Three I discussed Going Home Star’s use of Indigenous iconography and 

non-balletic movement to argue that these elements productively re-shape the balletic 

genre. My criticism of Holly Harris’ (2014) review of the piece pointed to the ways that her 

reading of the ballet prioritized conventional aesthetics and dismissed the Indigenous 

components of the work. Harris’ perspective was the result of her own lack of familiarity 

with Indigenous cultures and what seems like an unwillingness to address the gaps in her 

knowledge. Similarly, it seems Polarity’s audience also lacked the familiarity with which to 

evaluate the disciplinary aesthetics of the work. However, the audience member who 

claimed not to be “dance literate” did so in a way that placed this “deficiency” as his own 

and not that of the work. With that said, I believe that Polarity suffered from my own lack of 

attention to what aesthetic knowledge the audience would have. There was great potential 

for the choreography to demonstrate how balletic and modernist convention can be 

restrictive, but in order to see this idea, one must know what balletic and modernist 

http://www.winnipegfreepress.com/arts-and-life/entertainment/arts/Going-Home-Star-a-turning-point-in-RWB-repertoire-277923622.html
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conventions look like. Yet, despite my lack of thought regarding what the audience would 

“know” about different dance genres, the larger themes of the work still resonated. 

Audience members very clearly identified sequences that portrayed notions of restriction 

through the dancers’ dynamic embodiment and the narrative tensions between their 

characters. This tells me that while I aimed to construct a piece that created aesthetic 

tension, such a layer was not necessary for the audience to understand the story or read 

the imagery.  

The audience’s ability to read the work without specific aesthetic boundaries with 

which they might be familiar places prevailing reliance on artistic borders into question. If 

the narrative and purpose of Polarity’s story is legible without clear aesthetic references, 

then what does relying on particular aesthetic conventions, as with Going Home Star, offer 

the spectator? Indeed, constructing artistic work within normative conventions creates the 

possibility of subverting restrictions, which can be a powerful narrative structure. In Going 

Home Star, aesthetic transgression might be read as a commentary on the resilience of 

Indigenous ways of knowing despite ongoing colonization. However, such transgression 

also provokes sanctified notions of dance disciplines. The critical responses to Going Home 

Star reveal not only colonial logics at their core, as I argued, but also a belief in the sanctity 

of the balletic genre. The perceived risk that Indigenous stories and imagery pose to the 

balletic form belies an assumed value in the preservation of ballet. As well, some audience 

members at dance Immersion’s Footsteps Across Canada production seemed to “need” to 

place blackness in relation to whiteness instead of perceiving it on its own terms. Audience 

Member One said, “if I had seen [Rodney Diverlus’s] work at the Winch, I wouldn’t have 
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even known [he was] black.” Thus, the anchor for spectating dance in both the RWB and 

dance Immersion contexts was a dance aesthetic that was recognizably white.  

Race, then, is central to aesthetic convention. Particular dance disciplines, like ballet, 

modern, and contemporary, continue to be coded as white, and critics like Harris and 

audience members like AM1 police their boundaries. For Harris, the presence of overt 

forms of Indigeneity was threatening. For AM1, blackness was somewhat of a curiosity—

the possibility of Diverlus’s surreptitious emergence in the contemporary dance genre at 

the Winchester Street Theatre was seen as a success, but only if his blackness was hidden. 

In both instances, whiteness is positioned as something to strive for. Going Home Star and 

Diverlus’s Two to See, Four to Reason, were assessed by white spectators for their potential 

to perform whiteness, or, to be read as white. Such an audience, then, holds a great amount 

of power in determining who does or does not “pass” into whiteness and white dance 

genres.  

 

Knowledge 

Throughout the case studies, two questions continued to emerge for me: what 

kind(s) of knowledge is/are needed to engage with/create/perform these works? And, who 

has it? In Going Home Star, lead dancer Sophia Lee commented that “it’s actually amazing 

how much we don’t know. Even for me, I had no idea. I didn’t know anything about [the 

residential school system]” (“RWB”). Part of the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s process was to 

engage with local communities and residential school survivors to address and bridge 

knowledge gaps. At the dance Immersion performance, performance and spectatorship 

were at times funneled through whiteness, which creates a particular kind of knowledge 
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about blackness. Conversely, Decidedly Jazz Danceworks continually seeks to re-center 

“other” knowledges in both psyschic and embodied life. It is apparent to me, then, that 

fracturing dominant ways of knowing to rebuild and repair knowledge structures is 

integral to the kinds of artistic work that I want to create. 

In Polarity, there is one section in particular that offers a way to address questions 

around the applicability of the work’s themes and narratives to other social contexts and 

relationships. Approximately seven minutes into the piece, Hill begins his solo. For the last 

third of this section, he is on top of a pile of books upstage left. His movement disassembles 

the pile of books, creating a disorderly mess. As he finishes, and McCormack steps into 

center stage to begin his own solo, Hill watches McCormack. He then begins to gather some 

of the strewn books into a discrete pile and pushes it along the floor to downstage left. He 

forms a second pile and pushes them out towards stage right. Hill then pushes a third pile 

into the center space of the stage. As Hill pushes these stacks, books fall to the side, creating 

a kind of trail that doubles as a set of boundaries around McCormack as he dances, 

effectively closing in on him. McCormack continues to dance but must negotiate having 

books underfoot. 

When I was conceiving and creating Polarity, I knew that I wanted to use books as 

props. Initially, I had envisioned very large, over-sized bookcases full of hardcover books. 

The spines of the books would face inward so that the audience could only see the blank 

edges of the paper. Choreographically, I wanted to stage a sequence in which Hill would 

dance “on” or “with” the bookcases, leaning on them at times and pushing away from them 

at others. The movement would build to a frenetic pace and then would explode into a fury, 

with Hill throwing the books from the shelves into the stage space. However, such a vision 
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was not possible logistically or theatrically. In order to fill the theatre space as I had 

envisioned, the bookcases would need to be in excess of fifteen feet high. Also, after one 

rehearsal where Hill and I worked on his fury of book throwing, we both realized that it 

would read far too literally—his character’s frustration at the inaccessibility of knowledge 

and/or the imposition of a particular kind of knowing came across as an infantile temper 

tantrum. Thus, we moved to a pile of books located upstage left that he would move about 

the space in a concerted and aggressive but controlled manner while McCormack was 

dancing center stage. 

However, I did not fully anticipate how the movement of the books throughout the 

stage might be read. My choreographic and directorial focus was on Hill’s relationship to 

the books, but I neglected to consider the ways that this would affect McCormack. During 

the performance, my own reading of this section deepened. Through the movement of the 

books and the demarcation of space that they created, I saw the themes of knowledge and 

power come to the fore in much more substantial ways. Instead of only seeing Hill’s 

engagement with knowledge and ways of knowing, which is a common theme in cultural 

works that address settler colonialism, I now saw McCormack as similarly constricted by 

the forms of knowledge with which Hill was engaging. Moreover, McCormack had to 

negotiate dancing with books strewn underfoot. As I mentioned in Chapter Two when 

discussing the work of Jacqueline Shea Murphy (2007), written forms of documentation are 

valued in the West/Global North as the unequivocal foundation of “knowledge.” However, 

conceptions of “knowledge” that are monolithic impede not only marginalized peoples but 

all people. Thus, while I was already very much aware of the ways that colonial logics 

function to structure “knowledge,” I had not seen this narrative emerge in my own work 
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until its performance. This latent theme provides an important opportunity to reflect on 

how knowledge is constructed and valued within, yet challenges, settler colonial contexts. 

One of the ways in which colonial logics structure knowledge is to “other” all other 

ways of knowing. This is perhaps most visible with regard to embodied knowledge. In 

particular, dance is used in cultures around the world as a practice that both 

records/recounts history and instantiates new knowledge. To refer again to Shea Murphy 

(2007), Indigenous cultures in Canada have been, and are, resisting the imposition of ways 

of knowing that limit knowledge to only written forms. Consequently, Indigenous 

resurgence is revealing the ways that dominant knowledges and logics are confining to 

Indigenous epistemologies (Morgensen 2016). Moreover, it is essential to effective anti-

racist and decolonial work that “other” ways of knowing are normalized on their own 

terms and not through a “politics of recognition” (Coulthard 2007). This fosters important 

cross- and inter-cultural exchanges that strengthen resistance to white heteropatriarchy. 

To this end, the section of Polarity in which McCormack is constricted by Hill’s movement 

of the books and is confronted with the hazards this produces, demonstrates the 

importance of interrogating how colonial logics and ways of knowing render certain modes 

of existence precarious. Moreover, another interpretation might conclude that, even for 

McCormack, colonial forms of knowledge disrupt his connection to the land beneath him. 

Another way of articulating how colonial logics and forms of knowledge are 

restrictive and disruptive comes about by thinking through the knowledge about settler 

colonialism in Canada that the dancers possessed prior to and during the project. In the 

Q&A after the presentation of Polarity, I was asked about what kinds of information or 

instruction I gave to the dancers. Since I had undergone a process of studying for several 
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years as a doctoral student, what did I communicate to them? When approaching the 

beginning phases of the creative process with the dancers, this is indeed something with 

which I struggled. I had several short conversations with each of the dancers to try to get a 

sense of their knowledge of and relationships with settler colonialism and found that both 

dancers had little more knowledge than what is seen in the media. That is, there was very 

little nuanced understanding of the ways in which power functions continually to 

reconstitute oppressive hierarchies.  

As well, I felt confident that I knew what kinds of knowledge they had about white 

hegemony in concert dance. I trained in the same program as they have and I still have 

strong ties to it. I had several discussions with each dancer independently and asked what 

they “knew” about Canada’s colonial history and their own experiences living in a colonial 

context. McCormack claimed to have no substantial knowledge beyond the dominant 

English-French histories and what circulates in the media regarding residential schools and 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (personal conversation, 25 August 2016). Hill, 

despite being an Indigenous man, also claimed to not have a deep knowledge of settler 

colonialism in Canada. Moreover, in discussing reconciliation, he stated that “it has no 

impact on me” (personal conversation, 7 September 2016). Subsequently, I wanted to be 

able to give the dancers texts to read in order to frame some of the theoretical foundations 

that I felt were important to the project. I was primarily interested in having them read 

David Garneau’s “Imaginary Spaces of Conciliation and Reconciliation: Art, Curation, and 

Healing” (2016) discussed in Chapter Three. I felt that sharing Garneau’s work would in 

part respond to his belief that “non-Aboriginal people should first examine—among 

themselves—their motives and be able to explain their need to engage in this work” (40). 
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For me, Garneau very succinctly and provocatively tackles the problem of whiteness in 

creative works and spaces—a problem that, as I have demonstrated throughout this 

dissertation, is endemic to the creation, reception, and evaluation of concert dance in 

Canada. 

However, requiring the dancers to read such texts, and asking them to think through 

these texts during the process, would coerce them into framing their lived experiences and 

their perceptions of their roles in this project through an academic lens. Garneau writes 

from a multitude of positions that encompass the categories of “academic,” “artist,” “Métis,” 

and “man,” which are not mutually exclusive. His text is, however, written in an academic 

register. While the academic texts that I am drawn to often speak from the authors’ 

personal experiences, having the dancers relate themselves to these texts funnels their 

knowledge, and perhaps their learning, through a particular trajectory. From one 

perspective, I see such a strategy as reinstantiating the educational industrial complex, 

which is colonial in nature, as the gatekeeper to “knowledge.” For these reasons, after 

considering what information to share with the dancers, I asked them to read Tomson 

Highway’s novel, Kiss of the Fur Queen (2005). This text has been highly influential in my 

research and teaching, and I believe it to be an important artistic work that addresses 

settler colonialism in Canada. The novel engages with different forms of knowledge and 

knowledge production, and so I provided the dancers with copies of the book to offer them 

an opportunity to reflect on their own familiarity with Canada’s colonial project and the 

ways that “knowledge” is produced and legitimated.  

In contrast, such an approach to guiding the filmmakers was not something that had 

occurred to me. This perhaps reveals my own assumptions about what kinds of knowledge 
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concert dancers trained in the dominant forms of ballet and modern possess as well as 

what more conventional academic programs, like Film Studies, teach. I was also engaged 

far more consistently and deeply with the dancers than I was with the filmmakers. Part of 

this was related to funding—the dancers were being paid for their time while the 

filmmakers were not. To me, this meant that the filmmakers were more artistic 

collaborators than “employees.” In essence, what would have been a more ethical strategy 

was the opposite of my instincts. The filmmakers were contributing to the project in the 

same way that the dancers were, but through a different medium and so should have been 

approached in the same manner. Ethics are not just about who has power and who is in 

control, but also about ensuring that the people called upon to do the work are given the 

skills, knowledge, and support that they need in order to engage with the subject matter. 

My concern for unsettling the power that I had as the project’s creator, and the focus on the 

relational aspect of the artistic process, destabilized the larger goals of creating stronger 

ethical approaches to cultural production. 

 

Conclusion 

In reflecting on Polarity, I see many other contexts to which the representations in 

this work could be applied—and even without the white, cis, heterosexual subject included. 

What meanings would emerge if the work were staged with an Indigenous dancer and a 

black dancer? Would such a casting produce readings of the work that provoked discussion 

about the ways that settler colonialism has pitted Indigenous and black communities 

against each other? What would take shape if the dancers were of East and South Asian 

ethnicities? How would differing genders inflect the piece? Or physical abilities? By 
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creating this work through broad concepts and developing a narrative out of them in a 

degree of collaboration with the dancers, the piece, as a product, can be re-worked simply 

through casting to speak to many different contexts, conflicts, and power dynamics. Since 

this iteration of Polarity is only the first step, I intend for future stagings of the work to 

address the questions above.  

Issues around identity and (re)presentation in Polarity connect very strongly to 

some of the issues discussed in Going Home Star. These connections were purposeful, 

although I did not know what shape they would take and so constructed the choreographic 

process in a way that facilitated their “discovery.” As I demonstrated in Chapter Three, the 

RWB’s process of creating their work forged many new relationships, perhaps the most 

striking being the relationship between the performers and residential school survivors. 

The media, however, rarely focused on these relationships despite the importance of 

relationality to the entire TRC process. If the RWB were to focus its media campaigns on 

the relationships it has built, and those it is maintaining, this would perhaps resonate more 

sincerely with the idea of reconciliation and, possibly, even with some of Garneau’s (2016) 

sentiments about re-framing such processes as only conciliation. 

However, processes of artistic cultural production that take issues of relationality 

and representation more seriously are no guarantee that the final product will be effective 

decolonial work. Much of the attention that I gave to relationships in the process of creating 

Polarity was woven through efforts to disrupt the kind of power dynamics that produce 

works like Linke’s Le coq est mort. Yet, this first staging of Polarity included the problematic 

film component that in some ways worked against many of the larger goals. Such a rupture 

thus demonstrates that despite well-laid plans and a wealth of academic literature, artists 
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attending to decolonization can still fall back into an ever-familiar coloniality. 

Decolonization and (re)conciliation are, after all, processional, not fixed. 

Methodologically, the issue of representation and its connections to spectatorship 

becomes more difficult for a project that is directed by a single artist. While there was a 

focus on developing the narratives, characters, and images through the material the 

dancers generated, Hill and McCormack had had typical “Canadian” educations and 

expressed to me their lack of familiarity with notions of power that ground decolonial 

practice and the ways that power has been mobilized in Canada’s settler colonial context. 

This is, however, instructional as it clearly indicates that Canada’s colonial project and 

projects of assimilation persist.  

I do not intend to suggest that my project “was” decolonial, even the seemingly 

unproblematic choreographic sections. What I am suggesting is that my own process has 

been changed by my research and by thinking through the problematic components of 

works in other contexts. To that end, I do believe my project can offer some examples for 

other artists “like me” on how to engage in cultural production more ethically. Through my 

process, the work that I presented is different from what would likely come to the fore 

when working with artists, like those involved with dance Immersion, who are engaged 

more directly with decolonization and anti-racism in their own work or day-to-day lives. 

This difference is a product of divergent knowledges and experiences in relation to the 

multitude of settler and Indigenous histories. Thus, official multiculturalism has not unified 

Canadians as it has been imagined to, and this is revealed through the artistic works, 

creative processes, and modes of spectatorship that I have examined. Rather, 

multiculturalism tends to reinforce difference along varying axes of power that 



Return to Table of Contents 

 173 

differentially privilege and marginalize. For this reason, among others, it is important that 

any project, including subsequent remounts of Polarity, consider deeply what knowledges 

and experiences collaborators and artists are bringing to the work. 
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Chapter Seven 
 

Conclusion 
 

Despite the narrow scope of this current research project (in terms of focusing on 

blackness and Indigeneity) its strengths lie in the analyses of the major thematic concerns 

that emerged in the case studies—representation, spectatorship, and knowledge—and 

their application to the research-creation component. These topics have also covertly 

pointed to the importance of thinking through process as, well, a process. Representation, 

spectatorship, and knowledge are neither concrete nor unstable. They are fluid and 

ongoing ways of interpreting the world and the people in it, they shape and inform each 

other, but they also experience their own distinct modes of construction. Their amorphous 

qualities privilege no single theoretical paradigm or analytical object. Thus, the ways that I 

have engaged with them, too, will change.  

In Chapter Three, I pointed to the ways that the media unevenly represented 

Indigenous and non-indigenous participants in the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s Going Home 

Star, which simultaneously reproduced white saviour narratives and focused on settler 

guilt. The relational processes that the company had attended too—although, as I showed, 

still fraught—were neglected by critics. Process also emerged in my discussion of dance 

Immersion where I examined spectatorship as not just racialized but racializing. The 

linguistic differentiation here is important, as “racialized” connotes a monolithic and fixed 

manner of viewing while “racializing” indicates an active, continual mode. Also, my 

examination of Decidedly Jazz Danceworks parsed out the importance of their approach to 

research-creation and the processes of recovering jazz’s routes and roots. Their methods 
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for tracing the various dance, music, and cultural lineages of jazz—its knowledges—are 

continual and re-center other ways of knowing and moving.  

These studies thus shaped the way I approached my own creative process in my 

choreographic project, Polarity. While not free from the reconstruction of colonial power 

dynamics and racist stereotypes, the creative process for Polarity signals potential for 

changing dominant modes of choreographic practice in concert dance, particularly by 

artists who seek to address and attend to decolonization but inhabit socially privileged 

identities like whiteness. However, while I endeavoured to work through a creative process 

that was meant to be attentive to the application of my research findings to my own 

creative process, at times I overlooked the ways colonial logics and power dynamics 

prevail. I remain curious, and possibly skeptical, about the actual possibility of “achieving” 

a decolonial praxis within artistic fields and institutional settings that function in and 

through Western/Global North capitalist circuits of production. 

Process is also useful for interrogating multicultural nationalism in Canada. As I 

demonstrated in Chapter Two, the Canadian Multiculturalism Act employs language that, as 

Katherine McKittrick (2014) points out, offers the promise of a multicultural future while 

precluding a multicultural present or past. This temporal configuration simultaneously 

marks blackness as originating elsewhere (Walcott 2003) and, I suggested, produces 

Indigenous subjects as originating neither here nor elsewhere. The Act becomes a process 

by which people and cultures are identified and their relationships to the nation-state and 

the land are made manifest. Although the Act serves as a checklist that circulates in 

discourses of diversity and inclusivity that are performative in and of themselves (Ahmed 
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2010), these circulations are processional—the performance of diversity culture becomes 

the means through which “Canadian” identity is shaped and given legal footing.  

The bulk of the writing presented here was written in the 2016-2017 academic year. 

It was an interesting time to be reflecting on Canada’s brand of multiculturalism, as 2017 

marked 150 years since Confederation. “Canada 150” was, like many Canada Day 

celebrations before it, a spectacle—and one that was all the more spectacular given its 

numerical milestone. While I have not taken up Eva Mackey’s (2002) foundational text on 

Canadian nationalism and cultural politics during Canada 125 as a central theoretical 

framework, it certainly was integral to the beginning phases of this research. I clearly 

follow Mackey’s unravelling of the ways in which Canadian multicultural nationalism 

serves to bolster white English heritage and contribute to white saviour narratives. Yet, my 

scope is wider. I have also insisted that beneath “just” shoring up whiteness as central to 

“Canadian” identity—and the commodification of Indigeneity that supports Canadian 

nationalism—lies anti-black racisms that constitute a significant guiding principle for 

Canadian nationalism and culture.  

Although not within the scope of this project, it is important to also investigate the 

ways that orientalism functions alongside Indigenous erasure and anti-blackness in the 

constitution of the Canadian nation-state, multiculturalism, and “Canadian” identity. There 

is a long history in Canada that documents the mobilization of overt and covert racism 

towards people from East Asia, South Asia, the Pacific Islands, and other orientalized 

geographic regions. As well, a distinct but related examination of Islamophobia, 

particularly post-9/11 and in the current global refugee crisis, would undoubtedly reveal 
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important articulations of Canadian multicultural nationalism that further some of the 

ideas and arguments presented here.  

As I have approached the end of this project, I have begun to think about the ways 

that the body is surveilled and disciplined in and through the various industrial complexes 

in Canada: military, education, medical, and prison. There are, of course, others. These four 

complexes, however, have distinct connections to the body. In each of the them, the body is 

disciplined into behaviour that responds to particular forms of power that traffic in deeply 

embedded ideologies of race, gender, class, ability, sexual orientation, sexuality, religion, 

and more. As I end my doctoral research, and reflect on Canada 150, the (multi)cultural 

industrial complex emerges as an under-theorized site for the social conditioning of 

identities, bodies, and power. The work I have presented here would thus benefit greatly 

from two things: attention to Andrea Smith’s (2016) third pillar of white heteropatriarchy, 

orientalism/war, and a critique of the ways that capitalist ideology functions to perpetuate 

uneven colonial power dynamics in cultural production. Thus, the implications for this 

dissertation are more than just the specific arguments that I have made regarding 

multiculturalism, nationalism, and cultural production.  

The study of cultural production in and through a critical multiculturalism that 

attends to issues of white hegemony leads us towards unravelling the gendered, classed, 

and other hierarchized constructions of Canadian nationalism. While critical multicultural 

discourses have turned away from cultural production, this project demonstrates the 

necessity to return our analyses to cultural production in ways that go beyond 

interrogating the fetishization of race and ethnicity. Cultural production both allows and 

denies discrete social and political power.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Accessing the Polarity Video 
 
 I have made the video recording for the research-creation component, Polarity, 

available on Vimeo. The link is: https://vimeo.com/255467153. The password is: 

dissertation. Additionally, the video recording will be uploaded with this written 

component to QShare. 

  

https://vimeo.com/255467153
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