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Call and response: CORD called—and I responded! Marta invited us to talk about collaborative interventions in the dance field.  COLLABORATIVE INTERVENTIONS: the title, itself, points to another level of call and response. My work in dance studies occurs in cooperation with other area studies—namely, women and gender studies; African and African American studies; American Studies; race and identity studies—with the word, ‘studies’ already indicative of collaborative efforts.  

Culled from Marta’s suggestions, there are four areas I want to address, from my perspective as an anti-racist cultural worker who uses dance and the body as my lens: 

dance and power; 

dance and politics; 

dance as a practice of personal transformation; and 

dance as a generative site for social justice.

People who are familiar with my work know that, by and large, my focus has been to dig beneath the layers of deception to reveal ‘invisibilized’ Africanist forces in Europeanist cultures.  To look at how a people were divested of power as a result of inequalities.  To examine the politics of discrimination within the dance milieu.  But also to see dance and the dancing body as the metaphorical and physical plane wherein social change, if not social justice, may occur. 

Its amazing to have lived as long as I have and to see, with some bemusement, that ‘plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose,’ or in plain talk, ‘what goes around, comes around.’  Deja-vu, all over again!  Politically, I’m looking at the Wall St. movement and thinking about my own 1960s experiences with lunch counter sit-ins, campus moratoriums and teach-ins, and civil rights demonstrations.  Academically, have we had this conversation before, using other jargon? Was ‘collaborative intervention’ maybe ‘interactive discourse,’ or maybe ‘interdisciplinary’ something or other?  Were we examining and analyzing—or were we looking for tropes and deconstructing—which later morphed into mining and hybridization—whereas now we are unpacking (I detest that newest entry into academic lingo!) and looking for rhizomatic extensions? 

TALK IS CHEAP!!!  Terminology is bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, and we’re all good at talking the talk, but, excuse the cliché, how can we also walk the walk?  Are we committed to change, or are we just hanging out in an exclusive academic social club to which we’re glad to belong? 
Where are we now, in terms of dance and power, social justice, or personal transformation?  I know we don’t have the answers, and I hope we continue IN OUR PRACTICE and in our everyday lives—not just our THEORY and campus classes—to ask the questions.  Some of us envision a dance research model reaching beyond slogans—beyond our institutional and professional affiliations—to touch and move everyday people in everyday situations:  art, academia, and quotidian pursuits aware of and responding to their integral, symbiotic interconnectedness.  

Bear with me while I give you a long example from my own recent experience.  I am the Cox Family Scholar at UC Boulder this semester, and will return to the campus in a couple of weeks.  The dance/theater department there is exemplary in the amount of change it has embraced in the service of being inclusive.  The faculty is struggling with issues, questioning itself, making opportunities for the student body to do the same and to grow, with the curriculum geared for excellence in diversity. I was chosen for this honor precisely because this department wants to do more than just talk the talk and look to me to help them reach the next step. Well, I thought I’d be preaching to the choir in going to class after class and speaking to this generation of undergrads about the work of mine that they were assigned to read—stuff dating back to the mid-1990s: namely, chapters from my first book, ‘Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance.’  But, rather than their asking me questions about my work—questions I expected about intertextuality, anxiety of influence, the politics of invisibilization, Robert Farris Thompson’s Ten Canons—they asked things like, “Is it morally/ethically okay to appropriate from other cultures? Do you do it?” “What level of political correctness do you feel is most appropriate in a modern society?” “If we have a world culture will the arts become uniform?” “Is there a lot of resentment towards an appropriating culture, i.e., black culture resenting white culture?”—AAH: THERE’S THE RUB!
Now, I know this class of freshmen and sophomores didn’t totally comprehend my writing, but one thing was clear and more important: the mere idea of cultural appropriation was upsetting to them and raised their white guilt quotient. These kids believe that they live in a post-racist society because, as one pointed out to me, and I’m quoting her: ‘it’s different for us than for your generation! In the hip hop world, everyone samples from everyone else, so appropriation is not an issue. There’s even a black rapper who samples from white rap!’  This young white woman went on to explain that she had an adopted black brother in her family and the fact that Obama was president showed that her world was different from (and—implication here—better than) mine. 

I worried her comfort zone by asking this student to consider that racism is ongoing; that much of the stalemate Congress has thrown up against Obama is race-related. That maybe America wasn’t ready for a black president.  What I didn’t say is that black unemployment rates are nearly 20 percent in Memphis, and blacks and latinos continue to be on the bottom rung in cities like Detroit, DC, Philly, and LA—not La-La-land for everybody!  Great that her family adopted a black kid, but that doesn’t change the fact of systemic, structural racism—and as a college student, she needs to be aware of the larger, entrenched racism that has privileged her to be on this campus.  Where can she make her convictions felt beyond her indignation at my contentions? How can I help her understand that accepting a black brother and black dance and music into her predominantly white world has not changed the stakes for the black grassroots community, for whom her world remains off-limits? 

So I come, as the honored guest speaker—old fart that I am—and I upset THE ZONE.  The kids’ hackles are raised and they’re feeling guilty! I try to make them understand that guilt is useless, and I’m not there to inspire guilt.  I want them to turn guilt into responsibility.  I want them to ACT—not just act out! 

I’m asking these dance students and all of us to act as catalysts for rethinking our worlds and making tears in the fabric of structural racism that dictates our lives.  I firmly believe our field could be exemplary in effecting change. After all, the body is the first place people go when they make stereotypes: skin too dark; hair too big; feet, features, smells, dance styles—you know the deal.  If you will, the body embodies our hopes, fears, desires, lusts, hatreds, and so on.  The body is all we have—not only physically, but also mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. But what we SEE is determined by what we are programmed to believe.  A Buddhist saying, ‘What the mind doesn’t know, the eye cannot see,’ is apropos.  How are we dealing with embedded stereotypes? Who do we choose, in the dance studio or the concert stage, to do which roles? Who do we want to be our graduate teaching assistant? Do we choose the person we’re most comfortable with?  Who do we choose to be on faculty? When I was a faculty member at Temple University, every time there was a faculty search, comfort level questions of the highest order, never spoken, intervened in our process, and unfortunately in the 1990s we faculty members went for comfort rather than diversity—with perfectly good candidates rejected. When do we choose people because we want to help them to learn???? How can we learn to learn, without guilt but with a sense of optimism and responsibility?

Back to me, and the questions Marta posed for this panel. Back in the 1990s when I began my research, I found American studies, African American Studies and women’s studies the first fields and the earliest conferences that openly embraced my scholarship and offered opportunities for partnerships—and dance studies (which didn’t yet have a name) gave me the hardest time and was most resistant. But things have changed, in spite of staying the same, and here I am!  I see the intersection of dance and race/identity studies as a fruitful way to expand not only ideas but also practices of racial, social justice. Let’s have race studies scholars coming to dance courses and collaborating on setting up models for action.  Let’s step out of our cocoon and allow dance the world into the world of dance.
In 2007 Dr. Mary Phifer, clinical psychologist and author of “Reviving Ophelia” rejected her American Psychological Association award due to the organization’s endorsement of psychologists’ involvement in Guantanamo-type investigations.  In explaining why, she said, “the duty of the writer is to help other people’s moral imagination grow.”  I take up Phifer’s call and acknowledge a moral imperative in my work as a dance/social activist.  Even in the limited sphere of my individual influence, I can be a catalyst for rethinking old models and cracking the systemic illogic of racism.  Who will join me?

