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Abstract

Dance, like other sports, operates through the drafmcultural identity. However, while there
may be freedom in bodily movement, the body is tramsed when it comes to who is able to
dance. Oftentimes dancers do not fit into a centagial aesthetic. Using an autoethnographic
approach, examples in this paper stretch over tdemades to examine the question of race,
power, and White aesthetic. The personal narratthesed are through the lens of an African
American, non-professional dancer whose dance expErs have been solely in largely White
homogenous dance studios or companies (an eagision of this paper was presented in 2011
at the National Council for Black Studies confereng Cincinnati, Ohio. The author thanks
Samuel Patton for his assistance with this paper).
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Introduction

| appreciate dance. | have to dance. It is diffitoit me to sit and watch other dancers in
motion without imagining myself dancing on stagehwihem. While 1 am not a professional
dancer, | dance with an appreciation for the aft5'8, 113 pounds, and as a tri-ratiafrican
American? | never thought | could become a professional daricdid not attend a performing
arts K-12 school, nor did I major in dance whendswan undergraduate or graduate student.
Rather, | danced ballet, tap, and jazz at privatdigs until | was twenty years old. Even though
| did not major in dance, | still had secret desite dance professionally. However, my dreams
were derailed at twenty-one when | had a severe krjary that resulted in three reconstructive
surgeries. Combine the knee problems with a suftdebsit distracting victory over cancer, and
there went any dreams | had in regard to professidance. However, once healed, my love of
the art pushed me to take dance again as an adolttinue to dance ballet and jazz, but have
added pointe, hip-hop, and modern to my repertaese,well as dancing for a local dance
company. Being a dancer in this company is a dreame true, and one that | thought would
forever elude me.

As an active dancer, writing this autoethnograghguite difficult. | am not examining
whether or not a dancer experiences more or legsmaor oppression if one dances with a
majority African American or Euro American dancemggany as that is an entirely different
article. However, in this article, | examine thengwicated and multi-dimensional roles that
Black women and men have endured in dance genersiltg my personal experiences in White
homogenous studios as an exempldrerefore, issues of integration and acceptanceoor
acceptance within dance may be referenced eitieugh my experiences or through others
illustrative experiencesWhile some people like to imagine that in the twefnist century,
issues of racism are long in the past; e.g., passm?® | argue that the U.S. continues to deal
with the legacy of racism and artistic fields sashdance are no exception. The shape of one’s
body, the color of one’s skin and/or the textureoofe’s hair can have a greater impact,
sometimes, more than the gifts a dancer is abl#itmy to a studio or company. Being seen as
“different” can cause one not to be cast, or tatenof roles one had in preference of a certain
aesthetic—in some cases that preference is WhiwngUautoethnography, coupled with
interview data and examples from the historicalnfitations and marginalization of African
Americans in dance, the questions of race, idenéibd marginalization are explored as they
concern ballet, modern, jazz, tap, and hip-hopegnrhe examples used in this paper illustrate a
White supremacist, hegemonic aesthetic that expbcand illuminates issues of marginalization
in dance. This paper will increase awareness abeunterlocking systems of domination in the
dance world at the microlevel. This microlevel letigerefore, exposes important meanings of
marginalization that may occur but possibly go uiosal at the macrolevel.
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Black Diversity in Dance: A Literature Review

| am leery about critiquing a field that brings @ much spiritual joy. Dancing allows
me to speak my narrative using my body as theunsnt of communication. Writing about my
dance experience over the last three decades allmsven avenue to take agency over the
marginalizing experiences | have had in the danoddw| have never danced regionally or
nationally as a professional, and, therefore, spemle may choose to dismiss my experiences,
as dance is a passionate hobby for me, not thel wsake my living. However, being a non-
professional dancer does not negate the fact beatripples of racism, marginalization, and
power can be felt at the highest levels of the ggsibn all the way down to the hobbyist level;
thus, at times, exposing a marginalizing culturelesnic to dance generally. This critical
autoethnographic examination also exposed my caihpto the racism that | have experienced
in dance. In this article, | have been intentionalague about where | have encountered
experiences of racism or other types of marginatimain dance in order to maintain the
anonymity of people in this autoethnography. Thameefthe names of dancers, dance studios,
instructors, artistic directors, or choreographées/e not been included in the examples
contained herein. | also chose not to put exaasdah interviews (written and oral) in order to
keep the anonymity of those who spoke to me. Thesdi@om which these examples are taken
are 1977-2011.

Dancing since the age of five, | draw on my myri@ddance experiences in ballet,
modern, jazz, tap, and hip-hop from a variety ohada studios, companies, university
experiences, and dance workshops with professiondlse field. All of my dance experiences
come from White-majority dance studios, and onecdacompany. My experiences in dance
may have differed drastically had | been in predantly African American dance studios or
companies. Maybe | would have had to address issfiemtraracial racism, rather than
interracial racism. It is this tangle of racism ttHagrapple with today. Scholars who have
examined Blacks in dance, e.g., Jayna Brovida@bylon Girls: Black Women performers and the
Shaping of the Moderii2008); Anne Anlin Cheng’'sSecond Skin: Josephine Baker & the
Modern Surface(2011); Thomas Defrantz’®ancing Many Drums: Excavations in African
American Dance(2001); Barbar Glass’African American Dance: An lllustrated History
(2006); Brenda Dixon Gottschil@ihe Black Dancing Body: A Geography from Coon t@ICo
(2001); and John PerpeneAdrican-American Concert Dance: The Harlem Reremse and
Beyond(2005) have conducted thorough literature revielweerefore, given the trail that other
scholars have already blazed, | will not be rettegatheir existing thorough literature reviews.
Rather, highlights of Blacks in dance in four kegnding areas, ballet, modern, jazz, tap, and
hip-hop will be provided as these areas correspatidmy dance narrative and experiences that
| share in the autoethnography section of thislarti
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Ballet

All cultures have a dance heritage and African Aoaer culture is no exception. African
Americans have been, and continue to be, involaethnce genres such as ballet, modern, jazz,
tap, and hip hop which are explored here. Thigditee review is not exhaustive, but rather,
provides a sample of African Americans in some genof dance, as well as examples of
marginalizations within dance.

Because of my own historical understanding of theceg, on some level all of it is black
dance because you know, when you look at the Kistbballet, its rhythms were drawn
from Africa, and when you look at the history of aleon [dance], it's very evident that
folks of color; particularly the African diaspongry much influenced what that form is.
So for me, on some level, all of it is interconmecend mixed up just as much as the
blood is. (Marlies Yearby interviewed by Gottschi&d03, p. 12-13)

Regardless of the dance genre, often, when pebpik aibout African Americans in dance,
instantly the prestigious companies of Alvin Ail&yleo Parker Robinson, or Dance Theatre of
Harlem come to mind. Rarely is an African Americdancer thought of outside of Black-
majority companies. But, by focusing on the Blaakdy in dance, the hyper-visibility and
invisibility of the body stands odtBecause ballet is a largely White homogenous gehee
White public generally accords credibility to Blad&ncers when the genre is contemporary, hip-
hop, jazz, tap, or modern, because it is more comtmaee racial diversity in these genres. It is
indeed true that there are few ethnic minoritiebatiet, and even fewer who are Black and in
principal (leading) ballet roles in White balletnapanies; e.g., American Ballet Theatre, Boston
Ballet, Cincinnati Ballet, Colorado Ballet, HoustBallet, New York City Ballet, Pennsylvania
Ballet. This lack of visibility contributes to trstereotype that Black people are incapable or not
interested in ballet, and perpetuates a white so@cest belief that is fueled by myth and racism.
Ballet companies, such as San Francisco Ballet,bammming more internationally diverse,
where members represent a variety of dancers fraound the world; but aesthetically, the
visual hue still compliments the nearly all-Whiteference.

The lack of racial diversity in ballet, in the U.8oes not reflect reality. As early as the
1930s, Black ballet studios existed. For exampbsid&eMarie Dorsey (1930s) opened a ballet
studio (Gottschild, 2003), as did Mark Turbyfill Vehite artist, dancer, and poet, who opened a
ballet studio for his former student, Katherine Bbam, and her friends, so African Americans
would have a place to train in Chicago (Sheehyb20darion Cuyget and Sydney King (1940s-
1970s) (Gottschild, 2003) operated ballet schosiweall.
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In the late 1950s and 1960s, African American rbaléet dancers, as opposed to African
American female ballet dancers, were more likelyatmin a modicum of success due to the
persistent need for male ballet dancers. One farapasiple of a ballet dancer who did just this
was Arthur Mitchell, who was a principal dancertwihe New York City Ballet and later co-
founded Dance Theater of Harlem in 1969 (see Keur?®07). Today, there are Black and
Latino ballet companies around various parts ofWh®. For example, there is Alonzo King’s
Lines Ballet and Eduaro Vilaro is the new DireabbBallet Hispanico. Vilaro notes there are a
“wealth of Latino dancers in New York, many trainatl Julliard, Ailey/Fordham, or ballet
schools. ‘But then you have this mixture, thesesp#tudents of color, often mixed race that are
coming from university background that are welirea also, but not so classical(Perron,
2010, p. 31). He continues and notes that audiemegshave a degree of power in demanding a
change in who is performing on stage. “Young aucksnare looking for a reflection of what
they see in their environment, which is [a]techggldilled extravaganza that reaches beyond
their hometown, their city, their school” (p. 3Benoit-Swan Pouffer, Artistic Director of Cedar
Lake Contemporary Ballet, said that he looks focedence in a dancer, regardless of race. “I
have the option to hire different nationalitiest biam looking for good dancers first. Dance
doesn’t have a race, doesn't have a palette” (p.B4en the School of American Ballet has seen
the benefits of racial diversity, and through #sruiting efforts, they have been able to increase
their ethnic minority population from 12 percentli®a98 to 24 percent today (p. 34).

Modern

In her interview with Lemon, Gottschild notes tlmater several decades, Cunningham
has worked with Black male dancers one-on-onenbugr Black female dancers.

| still love going to Cunningham’s dance compangu know there are no black bodies
there...So, you know, nothing against that. It's jinstt, what does that really say? It says
a lot, and it's very complicated. It doesn’t sayeahing, but it does say something, |
think, that is very racially powerful and, yes, ime, is ultimately a little disturbing...”
(Ralph Lemon interviewed by Gottschild, 2003, p) 73

The irony of this situation is that modern is, artp based on African dance styles and traditions
as shown in the common figure eight design from\beuba welcoming and blessings dance,
Fanga Alafia, where the hips and buttocks move simultaneousty independently from one
another while the dancer is walking. African dandée Fanga Alafia,encourage the dancer to
create movements that allow for improvisation, @&l ws movements that integrate stomping or
clapping, as well as dances that integrate botlulair and linear formations in their dance which
allow for fluid, polyrhythmic movements.
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As early as 1900, there was a challenge to thddtinns and expectations of classical
ballet in the United States and Europe that begamfold. As dance underwent a revolution in
moving from controlled, classical movements, mod#ancers (both Black and White), like Loie
Fuller who famously danced with silks at the P&mposition in 1900, chose to embrace a style
of dance that allowed for more freedom in her mosets, as well as an opportunity to express
emotion when she intertwined herself with the mugvhite dancers, like Fuller, embraced the
revolutionary transformation in dance that the mmodgenre afforded. Beginning in 1900, White
culture and dancers embraced these new and pofAfildacan-based dance” styles, like the
Tango, Rumba, Mambo, and Salsa from South Amerndealae Caribbean..."as well as African
American forms like the Charleston and the Lind@oftschild, 2003, p. 148). While there are
several styles of dance which only incorporate uke of the upper body or have a stiff torso,
(e.g., clogging, swing, Irish step dance, tangodadly, if ballet and modern dance styles are
juxtaposed, an interesting dance trajectory anckldpment appears; ballet and modern dance
styles are concerned with the same regions of ¢tkg-b-the torso, spine, legs, and buttocks. The
difference between these two styles is an issuwwafone sees or seizes control of the body. “In
traditional European dance aesthetics, the torsst briheld upright for correct, classic form; the
erect spine is the center—the hierarchal ruler—fratmch all movement is generated. It
functions as a single unit. The straight uninflddierso indicates elegance or royalty and acts as
the absolute monarch, dominating the dancing b@sligMaines, 2001-2002, p. 64).

Compared to the ballet form which has fluid and seévement and lines, the modern
aesthetic allows for jerky and jagged moves, as aglong flowing and soft movement and is
typically danced in bare feet. In juxtapositionctassical ballet training, a toe in modern may or
may not be pointed, legs may or may not be stramtdrso may or may not be erect at all times
and buttocks and hips can move freely from onetarofor example, Professor, choreographer,
and dancer Katherine Dunham used her extensive ledge of dances from Cuba, Haiti,
Jamaica, Martinique, and Trinidad and integratedcéda ritual, and religion to construct the
Dunham technique. The Dunham technique providedcabulary and a “coherent lexicon of
African and Caribbean styles of movement...which isibegrated with techniques of ballet and
modern dance” (Sommer, 2001, para. 3). Professmreographer, and dancer, Pearl Primus,
was “famed for her energy and her physical damvtgich were characterized by leaps up to five
feet in the air.” Her dance movements, which corabirAfrican, African American, and
Caribbean styles with modern and ballet techniguexe praised as “forceful and dramatic, yet
graceful and deliberately controlled” (Foley, 20@&ya. 2).Finally, choreographer and dancer
Lester Horton created what is referred to as “tlmetdh technique.” The Horton technique is
broadly used and his style juxtaposes freedom antta as well as circular and fluid movement
in his modern technique. Horton draws his inspratifrom African, African-Brazilian,
American Indian, Balinese, Caribbean, Japanese, Javdnese movements. The creativity
valorized in modern is one that allows the impratitn of jazz dancing to come alive.
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Jazz

The worldwide phenomenon of jazz, with beloved asshdors like John Coltrane and
Duke Ellington, is an original music tradition thigtinterconnected with dancBopular jazz
music styles include ragtime, blues, dixieland, band, bebop, early folk jazz, and free jazz.
The music and the dance, like modern, incorporafgecs of African rhythms and styles.
According to conductor and saxophonist, Loren Sohegg, “long before the early 20th century,
when jazz evolved, the various dance steps thabhgthated in and around the plantation set
the modes of expression for whites who imitated stave's moves, blithely unaware of the
extent of parody in those dances” (Schoenberg,, pada. 1). The melodic freedom found within
the music of jazz with its intricate and complexyploythms and repetitions allowed for a freer
dance expression as well. The free expressionzin giance allows for heavily choreographed
movement to improvisation, as well as dance movertieat can be abstract and graceful, and
incorporate clean lines and grand leaps.

Previous to the 1900s, dance was typically the alibwwvable space for people to engage
in an intimate space in public which was about mnsalength distance from one another. Styles
like ragtime in music, allowed for the creationsefing dancing where, for the first time, dancers
(professional and recreationalists) were permitbeitirther breakdown the interpersonal distance
space that was demanded of more structured dayles.sfor example, dances like the Bunny
Hug (1910s), Charleston (1923), and Lindy Hop (1®20s) allowed people to shimmy and
gyrate further challenging the once-demanded forseovative dance styles and conservative
interpersonal distance space. Beginning in the 49B6th jazz music and jazz dance began to
change. The change in jazz music from ragtime nguce for Charlie Parker and Dizzy
Gillespie, which ushered in a style of rhythm arideb (see Schoenberg, n. d.). And within
dance, “there was already a division between the gmncers whose roots were in the theaters
and ballrooms of Black America and a more self-canssly theatrical, more stylized and less
spontaneous style epitomized by Katherine Dunhalarece company” (Schoenberg, n. d., para.
9). While not a jazz choreographer, but part of repertoire, in the 1940s and 1950s, in
Chicago, it was Dunham who “exposed audiences pulpo jazz steps like the Charleston and
the Black Bottom as part of her evening-length éaocncerts” (Kraut, 2005, para. 2). Many
people also “think of Bob Fosse and innumerableaBway shows when they think of a jazz
dance” (para. 8).

Moving from its African roots, jazz allows the dancreative license in executing the
steps, but from a foundation of ballet that als@omporates elements of modern and
contemporary styles. Continuously a popular daocm f jazz moved from the dance halls and
stage, to the television and movie screens of Acaenith commercials, movies, music videos,
and shows. Some of the more popular television steivawcased the latest dance crazes (e.qg.,
the Twist, Moonwalk) which includedmerican Band Stan@957-1989) an&olid Gold(1980-
1988), to more recentlpancing With the Star@004-present) anlo You Think You Can Dance
(2005-present). The creativity found in jazz waaleen in tap.
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Tap

Tap dancing is the beautiful, rhythmic percussibm alancer’s feet in time with music
that has its roots in Africa. For example, Gumbsgtotping is a form of tap. Gumboot stomping
was a form of communication between miners in dyaddt South Africa who were forbidden to
speak. Thus, these men used stomping and tap asmadf communication in the mines.
Nonverbal forms of communication, like this weresalused in U.S. enslaved African and
African American cultures. In tap, typically, theet are the primary instruments, and the rest of
the body is secondary. The feet become the embadiofehe verbal “playing the dozensis,
like jazz, the improvisational nature means no tapers sounds the same. The genius in tap is
its dynamic nature in the hoofing sounds producgdalp phenoms, as expressed by Gregory
Hines and Savion Glover. A distinction betweendad hoofing is defined and can be seen with
dancers like Fred Astaire who gave tap a ballroamcd look, or Gene Kelly who incorporated
ballet into tap which popularized and normalizegl fiax White consumption, erasing the African
and the U.S. connection of the enslaved. Whereatetwlike Bill Bailey, the Nicolas Brothers,
Sammy Davis Jr., LaVaughn Robinson, Gregory Hirseg] Savion Glover showcased the
beauty of tap, and therefore, the participatiothefBlack body.

In the 1920s, audiences saw incredible tap pedooms by African American
professional tappers. African Americans in tap Bester Brown, John Bubbles, Charles “Honi”
Coles, James Cross and Harold Cromer (a.k.a. SamdStumpy), and the world-famous, Bill
“Bojangles” Robinson, began to take the stage en1920s and 1930s. In the 1930s and 1940s,
tappers included Bunny Briggs, Harold and Fayardhblias, and Jimmy Slyde. In the 1960s,
Lon Chaney was an inspirational tap star. Greganesipopularized tap beginning in 1978 with
his performances and movies. Hines starred in sothbles ag&ubie (a Black Broadway show
in 1978), and the film8Vhite Nights(which also starred Mikhail Baryshnikov in 198%)dal ap
(which also starred Sammy Davis Jr. in 1989) wineréapped to both rock music and to African
drumming. Savion Glover continued the hoofing tttgey Hines left.

Glover, a tap virtuoso, transitioned from drummiadapping at seven years old, electing
to use his feet, like Lon Chaney did, instead dfuam set.

He can tap dance faster and harder and cleaneattyame I've ever seen or heard of. He
hits the floor harder than anybody, and to do &t lifts his foot up the least. It doesn’t
make any sense. There must be some explanatipoufell me what it is. (Glover, 2000,
p. 54)

Whereas Hines hoofed to rock, Broadway, jazz andc&f music, Glover hoofs to African, hip-
hop, and reggae. Glover has an extensive danaahishich can be traced fapin 1989 with
Gregory Hines and t&esame Streah 1990-1995. However, Glover's talented feet niney
familiar to those who viewed the filidappy Feein 2006.
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However, he is also most familiar to audiences flosnperformance iBring in Da Noise, Bring

in Da Funk(1996) a dance musical which tells the story ofigsin and African American
history in the U.S. from enslavement to the presgation Glover’s Nu YorKl998) Broadway
production that gives tribute to dance, music, Biesv York City; and Spike Lee’'Bamboozled
(2000), where Glover was cast as ManRay/Mantan,uaemployed and homeless street
performer who is the lead Mantan: The New Millennium Minstrel Showhis showtakes place

in Alabama on a watermelon plantation in blackfaGéover's character is the “uneducated
Negro, but with educated feet” (Lee, 2000). Gloseharacter was based on Mantan Moreland,
one of America's top African American stars besbwn for his portrait of the wide-eyed,
scared-to-death chauffer, Birmingham Brown, in @learlie Chan movies (se®@amboozled
2000). Tap, like the other forms of dance brieftyanicled in this literature review (ballet,
modern, and jazz), allowed the genre of hip-hopedorn.

Hip-hop

While Jay-Z may have “99 problems” (Jay —Z, 20049 &aip-hop may now be a billion
dollar industry today, the foundations of hip-hap @ed to West Africa. In this article, hip-hop
is used to reflect the musical genre which includes is not limited to, music styles like rap,
gangsta rap, lover rap, and party rap. Rap is alymErformance found under the umbrella term
“hip-hop” that can include both music and dancem@mn dance styles in hip-hop include, but
are not limited to, breaking, krumping, popping;Hmg, jazz hip-hop and lyrical hip hop. Two
men are credited as the founding fathers of hip-Wdpka Bambaata and Grand Master Flash
(see Jeff Chang, 2005). Afrika Bambaata went toWhestern part of the African continent
where he studied the synchronization of the dareetstcoupled with the dance rhythms. And
In contrast, Grand Master Flash and the Furioug Expressed the point of despair in Black,
urban communities with their popular anthem “TheskBge” launching hip-hop from local
community centers to a national and internatiotedes

It can be argued that rap, particularly in its mfg, was used to express a common
narrative of African American oppression that insea issues of apartheid, poverty, and racism.
Referred to by hip-hop scholar, Jeff Chang, astipali rap, Chang argues that the “Bronx
community center dances and block parties wherehbpbegan in the early 1970s were not
demonstrations for justice, but were celebratiansstirvival” (2005, p. 17). As the genre of hip-
hop music evolved, so did the message from groikesHublic Enemy, Ice-T, X-Clan, Poor
Righteous Teachers, and Brand Nubian. The messageggse raps focused on civil rights,
corruption, politics, sexism, and welfare. The dastyles in hip-hop also changed and matched
the message of the song as well as focused onvitgattyle, and endurance. However, despite
the rich and influential creativity of Black choggaphers and dancers, marginalization in dance
has occurred.
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Marginalization in Dance

Dancers who studied the art form prior to 1965 rhaye been faced with the impact of
the U.S. law known as Jim Crow. For example, JirawCaltered Black participation in ballet
because, like the rest of the U.S., public placesewacially segregated along the Black/White
binary, and dance studios were no exception. Jiowdaws legalized segregation between
Blacks and Whites. These laws developed from Bi@ckles which sprung up after the™4
Amendment (1865-1866) ended legal slavery in th#ddrStates. Jim Crow laws began during
the Reconstruction era in 1877, and became Fetiavain 1896, after the Plessy v. Ferguson
decision formally established the “separate buta€daw. Black codes “establish[ed] peonage
or apprenticeship resembling slavery” (WoodwardD220p. 23), whereas Jim Crow Laws
“constituted the most elaborate and formal expoessf sovereign white opinion upon the
subject” (p. 7). Jim Crow laws also limited any isbor economic mobility an ethnic minority,
particularly a Black body may gain, through theettirof, at minimum, jail to the maximum,
death. Jim Crow laws were created to oppress and\foi@an Americans from public places,
equal opportunities for education, events, spon$ s0 on (see Blumberg, 1991; Woodward,
2001). Dance followed White societal trends andefaldlaw by incorporating Jim Crow laws
into their rules, thus relegating Blacks to secolads citizenry as evidenced by the need for
segregated ballet studios in order for African Aitears to dance, such as The American Negro
Ballet (1937-1938); the First Negro Classical Balflmunded in 1947 by Joseph Rickard, a
White man); and the studios opened by Essie Maoies&y Mark Turbyfill, and Marion Cuyget
and Sydney King (see Ballet in the Literature Revsection).

However, once Civil Rights legislation desegregatadce studios, among other places,
it did not necessarily equate to freedom from raciBor example, Stacie Williams, an African
American ballet dancer with Ballet Memphis, remersbas a little girl dancing for the
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre School where she perfdriae Clara inThe Nutcracker She heard
someone say, “I'm surprised that little black giiti a good job” (Hanlon, Perron, Poon, &
Stuart, 2010, p. 37). Williams continues her reftat,

| think a lot of the young minority students gesaburaged at big ballet schools. They
look at the company and see no one that ‘looks ite... Just because I'm African
American people assume I'm going to be more of mtezoporary dancer. They don’t
expect me to wear a tutu. | love contemporary warkl wish that the doors would be a
little more open if | wanted to be the lead in tuthallet...People in power need to make
a conscious decision to increase diversity in batenpanies. (p. 37)
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Diversity is a conscious choice that choreographadsdirectors in other styles of dance
(e.g., modern, jazz, tap, and hip hop) have largehpraced, perhaps because of the relative
acceptance ethnic minorities have had with thesealgenres as juxtaposed against ballet which
has been able to maintain a White-majority visiedtlaetic. Without the level of diversity that
audiences expect when they see styles of dance thitue ballet, ballet is choosing to remain
largely nonintegrated and, thus, to be left behinkie Williams mentions, she wishes the doors
to performing a lead role in ballet would be mopew; however, she is more accepted as a lead
in her contemporary situation. This type of accepgais not only racism, but it is also
comparable to racial tracking. Many young dancékg Williams, find that they are often
“tracked” out of ballet and into contemporary, pp, jazz, tap, or modern.

Racial tracking refers to a segregated educatistesythat continues today where often
Euro- and Asian American students are placed ilegelprep courses, while Black and Latino
students are placed on a vocational track. If bnes of ballet as the “college prep track,” then
all other dance styles where ethnic minoritiesviiand are accepted in lead roles would be the
“vocational track.” From the marginalizing hieraicdl perch where ballet sits, the view is rather
limiting. The narrow acceptance of who can and oarrecome a ballerina is looking more
antiquated, as other forms of dance styles thrik fand allure in racial diversity. This racial
tracking in dance perpetuates the myth that baleil White, that ethnic minority dancers are
not interested or talented enough to perform hadlet that the ethnic minority body is just too
different to be normalized into ballet.

While a few of the marginalizations in dance amfrthe past, the past can influence the
present (e.g., ballet and racial diversity). Heneeamining Black experiences in dance is
important to the discipline of Black Studies, bessguas | have shown, dance was, and still is,
one ofthe forms for voice and nonverbal expression as ha& lvedely demonstrated in the
study of communication, in this case, between Blaetiple of the Diaspora. Given that dance is
an important form of communication, dance is algueece where one can experience freedom
and be marginalized due to hegemonic structurea@dyrin place.

Theoretical Perspective and Methodological Considations

Froma theoretical perspective, this study uses hegematty tive issues of power and
marginalization as the core. Italian Marxist AnmnGramsci (1992), who first described
hegemony, argued in his 1920 essay “Notes on theh8m Question” that, the proletariat in
Italy could only become the “leading” or “dominantiling class insofar as it, “leads the allied
classes [and] dominates the opposing classed3@). The notion of hegemony was, therefore
expounded by Gramsci to include all classes, nsit tiue proletariat alone. As Gledhill (1997)
explained,
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Since power in a bourgeois democracy is as muchtgenof persuasion and consent as
of force, it is never secured once and for all. yAlominant group has to a greater or
lesser degree to acknowledge the existence of twbsen it dominates by winning the
consent of competing or marginalized groups in etgci Unlike the fixed grip over
society implied by “domination,” “hegemony” is wan the to-and-fro of negotiation
between competing social, political and ideologié@ices through which power is
contested, shifted or reformedRepresentations a key site in such struggle, since the
power of definition is a major source of hegemofyy. 348)

Hegemony can only be understood in its “constaténgit to restructure and refigure its
strengths and weaknesses, and in its continuahptteo recuperate forms of resistance that are
as ongoing as they are different” (Giroux, 1993. Individuals, through their articulation and
enactment of hegemony, perpetuate marginalizatibiciwcan be seen in actions or in verbal
disseminations. As Dziech and Hawkins (1998) aptted, “whether it is an extension of or a
reaction against its history, an institution’s s always reflects its past, and that past
influences [marginalized bodies] profoundly” (p.096To challenge hegemonic concerns, dance
and chorographical vision must be ever evolvingisTtheoretical perspective is best coupled
with autoethnography as methodological approaclcale this methodology allows for
reflection, inclusion, and empowerment of one’sceoiThus:

Any story, any form of rhetorical communication rnmtly says something about the
world, it also implies an audience, persons whoceore of themselves in very specific
ways. If a story denies a person’s self-conceptitbdoes not matter what it says about
the world....The only way to bridge this gap if itnche bridged through discourse is by
telling stories that do not negate the self-corioeptpeople hold of themselves. (Fisher,
1995, p. 285)

Second, narratives convey ideas not only abouséifeor one’s group, but also about culture.
Culture can be described generally as a learnedvimh pattern, or perception. Therefore,
cultural interpretation involves trying to undersfasome group, culture, or unique cultural
aspect, by “Observing and describing the actiors gifoup, just as one might examine a written
text, and trying to figure out what they mean. Awst term for cultural interpretation is
ethnography (Littlejohn, 1996, p. 213), and the turning ofcatical cultural lens on oneself
becomes autoethnography. This methodology encosithgecritical, passionate examination of
one’s lived experiences, and allows their narratiaied their experiences to be treated as primary
data (Jackson, 1989; van Maanen, 1995), which itgarin understanding, analyzing, and
voicing the experiences of marginalized groups (geshcraft & Pacanowsky, 1996;
Communication Theory1999; Denzin, 1997; Geist & Gates, 1996; Murpl898).
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In my autoethnographic process, my personal réflest were facilitated through
conversations and observations with others, as aglinternal processing. The conversations
with others increased consciousness about my eqmes with racism in dance. Given that |
have dance experiences that cover more than theeadds, it was impossible to include all
instances of marginalization. However, the themeabeé racism were all similar and all involved
issues about my body, hair texture, and phenotipie. Therefore, the narratives contained
herein are from ballet, modern, jazz, tap, andhap-genres. The experiences | share are taken
from: one experience from the late 1970s, six ftbm11980s, two from the 1990s, and five from
the 2000s. And given that my experiences coveofathe dance genres | have participated in as
it concerns body shape, hair texture, and phenotype, | found Brenda Dixon Gottschildifie
Black Dancing Body: A Geography From Coon to Cl03) to be an ideal way to organize
this article as well as to provide clarity to mypexiences in largely White homogenous dance
studios and companies.

Autoethnography: My Bodacious Ballet Bootie

When | was young, like many little girls, | wantexbe a ballerina. | thought my chances
were better than average since my mother was obe#eaina who had danced in California and
Germany, as well as taught ballet and pointe. lerafver the joy I felt the first time my mother
fashioned me in my black leotard, pink tights, dotalck ballet slippers. | literally skipped to
class and found myself in beginning ballet with @sually excited group of girls. Every
Saturday, either my mom or dad escorted me to delass, but one experience in ballet changed
my view of the art forever. Each week, the tead@se two girls to hold her hand as we learned
how to chasséproperly in a circle. | remember | only held tleat¢her's hand once, and was
never chosen again. | did not know why. | remendsking one of my dance friends in class
why she thought the teacher did not want to holdhauyd. Her response: “Well, you're Black.”
Honestly, the thought never occurred to me thatdamce my color would matter. On the
playground, color mattered, but | never knew it iidhe dance studio. | responded by telling the
other little girl that | was going to be a ballajras if this was a reason the teacher should want
to hold my hand. The girl replied, “Ballerinas dteBlack; they are White, like me” (1970s,
student in ballet).

My first lesson in dance and race had occurredmember trying to process the above
situation, thinking | can be a ballerina becausemuogher was one. Just then, it dawned on me.
She is Black but can pass as White. My mother gsgsesomething that | could never access no
matter how much I tried: White privilege in danbéy interactions in dance continued along this
raced trajectory. Because the ballerinas | encoedtm my early dance experience exemplified
the White ideal (e.g., White skin, long straightirhal eventually bought into the White
supremacist belief that only White women could bhiebinas.
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At that young age, and living in White homogenoiies, | was unaware of African American
ballerinas like Janet Collins who were internatipnacclaimed ballerinas. Like many young,
Black girls, | soon found myself in jazz and tapsdes as opposed to ballet.

Looking back, it is difficult to discern whether oot | was tracked into these classes, or if | was
complicitous in tracking myself in to jazz and tdpe to feeling more comfortable in these
classes. While | ended up studying ballet elsewhesgll found that | did not quite fit in with
the other dancers despite my slender shape anditohg. As my study in ballet continued, the
teachers may have noticed me in ballet, but noaydwior my grace. For me, praise was a rarity
in ballet. The continual critique | received wasnakt always about my lower back/derriere:
“Don’t stick out your butt!” and “Why are you buithis way?” (comment made by a ballet dance
teacher, 1980s). As an adult dancer, | decideditias going to challenge this racist belief and
my complicitous thinking that only White women cdude ballerinas. After all, | was beginning
to see at least a few examples in the ballet wofl8lack ballerinas (e.g., Aesha Ash, Misty
Copeland), and | was no longer interested in beorgplicitous and being removed from ballet.
| decided to remain active in the styles | had ashi&d, but dropped tap in favor of hip-hop,
modern and pointe. However, in reference to balket,same comments from my youth circled
around again.

What is it about my backside? | have tried to tudstrain, pray, and conjole it into
submissiveness, but my bootyliciousness (a worst toined by Snoop Dogg in 1992 and
popularized by Beyoncé and Destiny’s child) (see @xford English Dictionary refuses to
listen. Outside of the dance world, | do not thatbout my bottom; but once | enter the ballet
studio, | begin to have anxiety about my butt.rifyol could flatten it somehow, my life in ballet
would be easier. | would be able to avoid commékes “How did you get in that tutu with your
big butt?” (comment made by a dancer in ballet,0598While Josephine Baker, a complex and
complicated icon in dance, enthralled all of Européh her curvaceous body, beauty and
scantily clad costumes, why was | suddenly meafadbinferior and otherized?

In the Black community, where often a more volupidody is revered, | fall below
those standards as well. Sadly, | found myselinfiglinto and wishing for White standards of
beauty, as it concerned my derriere in ballet. daoge convinced that | would be seen as a
ballerina if my body fell within the accepted stands of the White ballet body which also
reifies the White aesthetic. A White aesthetic nef® a visual image of beauty that is more
accepted by society. In the United States, thatybimgage is White and seen reflected
predominantly in the media as well as dance stykesballet. White aesthetic standards tell
women what they need to aspire to, thus invokingaaow standard of beauty which includes
such stereotypes as straight long hair, pale plgpiwdue, thin profile, and virginal qualities that
even not all Euro American women can attain (seé®Ra2001; Welter, 1976). Despite this fact,
however, more often White women will see their ba@hd beauty valued and celebrated as
opposed to African American women who often seer thedy and beauty associated with
negative stereotypes.
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Because of the degradation that African Americame may feel as it concerns seeing their
body, African American women and the Black commyitypically create their own standard of
beauty that may or may not receive media attentarch creations of a culture’s own standards
can be challenged in conservative dance styles biglet.

Therefore, because of this White aesthetic, | lvadetvelop an intimate connection with
my body sans societal expectations as well as thoatainable ballet expectations that were in
conflict with my physique. | had to reflect back the foundational elements of ballet that were
within my grasp: my abdominals were engaged, myespvas erect, and my shoulders were
down. There was nothing more that | can do as aatan

Keeping it Real: Hair Texture and Skin Hue

“Did you straighten you hair? You should do thatytur hair every day. | mean, you
actually look really pretty.” This was a commentdady dancer seconds before going on stage
to perform a jazz number in the 1980s; a similaneent was made in the 2000s by a dancer
before going on stage for a modern piece only thgrhair was down in loose waves rather than
in a tightly coiled ponytail. Up until my late twees, | straightened my hair. Straightened hair, |
thought, would allow me to better assimilate to White standard of beauty in dance. | was
proud of the tight ballet buns | was able to put hayr in, as | felt like | was a professional
ballerina since | looked the part. My hair, in thdgins, also looked stick straight. However, on
more than one occasion in the 1980s and 1990spr@@frapher or fellow dance student in the
1980s or 1990s would say, “You look so severe wuitat ballet bun.” As the only ethnic
minority in class, | remember looking around anginmgpthat my bun looked like all of the other
ballerinas. The only key difference that | could¢eatain between the other ballerinas and me
was that they happened to be White. In the 198bdewhe lighting was being set for a tap
number, | was told, “Your hair and skin are so dgoki just blend right into the background.
Now, how are you going to fix this?” Was | now reapible for fixing the lighting? Is that not
what this lighting director was being paid to do?

In a dance company in the 2000s, | moved up fromraterstudy role when the dancer
originally cast in the primary role dropped outtbé piece. The original dancer was White and
blond. The choreographer, therefore, wanted torcowenaturally curly, dark brown hair with a
curly, blond wig because not only did that lookvith the vision of the choreographer, but also
it was the traditional look in that particular rolkghich was most often danced by White
ballerinas. Because my hair can easily be stylatsiourly texture, | wondered why there was a
need to purchase a curly, blond wig. | asked tlwresigrapher if | could dance the role with my
naturally curly, dark brown hair.
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| made the argument that aesthetically, my browin Wwauld match my skin tone, making me
look less like a clown. Shortly thereafter, thegoral choreographer was replaced with a new
choreographer for reasons not explained to theetanttoo was later removed from the piece
and placed back in an understudy role. My undeystad White woman with brown hair,
however, was now cast and performed the role $anblond wig.

In what | thought was an unusual move, | soughas®iwith those other understudies
who also were upset about not being able to dantieei performance. My abrupt removal from
the piece caused a few dancers to email me pryvaiatonvey their shock, while others told me
the decision was “wrong.” Oddly, my then understudlggs upset by the situation as well,
because she wanted to dance the role, but notaif tieant | could not. | found myself
comforting someone who was dancing a role |, attilme, thought meant everything. One
dancer, however, said, “The decision is racist. Wbayou even stay around? You should quit.”
However, it was through an eventual conversatidah tie choreographer that shed light on the
situation; this was the same advice echoed byradodance teacher who, in part, said: “Don’t
take things so personally!” This was a lesson ferahout artistic vision.

Choreographers have an artistic vision in mind thatl comes with the territory of dance
regardless of genre. As a dancer, whether or n@tagnees with the vision of the choreographer
is irrelevant. In my hope to persuade the new abgrapher to move me up from my understudy
status, | challenged the choreographer’s visiom gérson who replaced me did not question the
vision of the choreographer. She accepted the hegemhierarchal dance structure; the
choreographer’s vision is the one that matterstimtdancer’s. While there was a moment when
| thought my removal had to do with race, the fadhat | had no proof that the choreographer’s
decision to remove me from the piece was race-hasethe one dancer believed. A preference
for a White visual aesthetic is difficult to prowaless it is overt, and, while minimal, the dance
for which | was an understudy had racial diversRgmoval from dances often falls into that
gray area of dance where it is difficult to separidie artistic vision of the choreographer from
those personal feelings of being hurt and rejected.

Perhaps the comment Dance Magazinesummarizes the complexities of ballet and racism,
hence:

Ballet is a white-dominated world and | don’t nesagdy think its racism...But | feel like
what happens in these ballet companies is thatjitst not in their palette. It's not at the
forefront of these artistic directors’ minds...Theagcthing is that most directors just
coast along in their comfortable bubble and damikl at the larger picture of art and its
social impact. (Hanlon et al., 2010, p. 37).
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Furthermore, in her interview with Gottschild (200f®&rmer dancer and Artistic Director
of Philadanco, The Philadelphia Dance Company, Jgars Brown had this to say about
generational shifts in attitudes regarding dantéhitik, no, there hasn’'t been a change. | mean;
here | am, I'll [soon] be 70 years old, and theg atill doing what they were doing in 1950.
There’s one or two [black members in an ensemblenthey could be half and half’ (p. 287).

With the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, ethended Jim Crow or “separate but
equal’” laws and forced racial integration across t.S.—including dance studios and
companies—why then has dance, in particular bdbgiged so far behind when it comes to
further racial integration whereas Brown stateshduld be half and half?

In my experience, dancers, whether professiondhose who dance as a hobby, they
want to dance. As a professional, dancing with dgssional company is the goal, and in any
profession, one often starts at the entry leveimlich of my dance experience, | was happy to
merely be part of the ensemble. Initially, | nem@nded the back, as | am usually the tall girl in
the class. But, comments like “we need to showadker dancers” or “it's not your time to
shine,” or “don’t dance like a honky” (commentsdsé& me by choreographers in the 1980s,
1990s, and 2000s in hip-hop, jazz, and a dance aowpeventually take their toll and it is only
human to wonder, “Is it my dancing ability? My r&cBoth?” It could be neither dance ability
nor race, but simply choreography. It is times likes that illuminate the power a choreographer
retains and how s/he chooses nor does not choosemaunicate that artistic vision to the
dancers.

There is no one formula to determine the artisigiom of a dance instructor or a
choreographer and why some people are cast in rolest in productions. There can be muses
around whom they may design choreography, but erdiker professionals or hobbyists, | have
never had any of these experiences. For exampige 86 my dance training included instructors
and choreographers who focused strongly on padndamcing in ballet. | have never been
partnered as | was told by a choreographer, il@88s in ballet, that “racial mixing in the piece
could upset the story line.” This statement did faik into that gray area of: is it racism or
artistic vision that had me unpartnered in the gffeds Gottschild noted, “Probably still the area
that is the toughest to accept, all around, isngeai black dancer do a specific classical ballet
that for years has had a tradition of being perttrhy white dancers...Like maybe Romeo and
Juliet” (2003, p. 87). This overt experience madewonder if | should have questioned where
or how | was staged. Instead, | said nothing.

In this particular experience, | was complicitows the hegemonic hierarchy of the
choreographer due to my silence. None of the athacers said anything either. Maybe they did
not hear the statement, or perhaps they were metithe incident was racist as the statement
was said in a matter-of-fact way. Regardless, thetoric of silence was upheld and is
complicated.
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If we spoke up would we have to endure unintendedsequences of challenging the
choreography? Or, if we maintained our silence veelld be signaling passive agreement with
the statement made? In choosing to be quiet, psnvagllowed the status quo to go forward.

The Final Act: A Conclusion

“Dance in itself would not be so powerful, so eh&d, if it wasn’t for black dance”
(Fernando Bujones interviewed by Gottschild, 2q0382). The greatest lesson | have learned is
that in dance, there may be love for diversity, many times, no love exists for the diverse
dancing body. | have lost count how many danceuogirs, choreographers, or artistic directors
have told me they “just love Black culture and naysparticularly when the classes are hip-hop,
jazz or modern, yet, at times, | feel like or h&veen treated like a marginal member.

Perhaps some people may feel that as a danceuldséxpect to be marginalized, particularly in
a genre like ballet, given the long history of sggtion, racism, and White supremacy against
the Black body in ballet. However, as | have shamvthe literature review, despite a history of
Black dancers in ballet, modern, jazz, tap, andhaop, there has been marginalization and
stereotypes that Black dancers in many these dgenees have had to surmount. | chose,
however, not to segregate myself out of any ofdaece styles | enjoy. There have been times
where | have been juxtaposed against the Whitd,idea, at times, | have been seen as “the
other,” unusual, and out of place in ballet, mogdgamz, tap, and hip-hop. But, there are also
times where | have been cast in a lead role. Mexsntly | was cast as the Queen in Snow White
with my current dance company, and | dance withudis and company where there is some
racial and ethnic diversity, and where | feel webeal regardless of whether or not | am cast in
one piece. | choose to navigate a world where ltapes of my body, hair, or skin may not always
fit into the White aesthetic because dance fuléiliseed in my soul.

Dance is the communicative foundation of all cidgjrand African diasporic culture is
no different. Thus, dance is a greatly impactfuliarAfrican diasporic culture and one whose
study is important to the discipline of Black Stesli Dance is cultural and communicates a
culture’s view of the world at a particular momeint time. In communicating cultural
perspectives, dance helps complete African diaspperiences which, in turn, helps provide
Black Studies with a more complete picture of Blditk and experiences. Seen in this way,
dance can be a way to keep cultures alive, asasetommunicate traditions that can be passed
across generations. Dance is powerful, and thueweeiul way to share narrative as well as
diasporic stories of oppression, marginalizatioapginess, and freedom. Like dancer Thiago
Soares says, “dance conquered me when | firstHeltcontrol it's possible to have over your
own body...” (2010, p. 32). As a cross cultural comication scholar, | see dance as another
way for me to communicate cross culturally, as oweed not to understand a language fluently to
understand the emotional range that is communidatedigh movement. | also dance, because,
like Soares, dance, thankfully, chose me; and €hevchoice.
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Notes

! My heritage is comprised of African American, Wh@erman, and Tennessee Cherokee.

2 African American and Black are used interchangeaBfrican American may refer to the
author directly or to other Blacks born in the @ditStates, for example, while Black is used in
the diasporic sense to connect Black peoples arthendorld.

% Post-racism is a term that has become more agtisgsd since the inauguration of President
Barack Obama, who, while bi-racial (Black and Whitdentifies as African American. In post-
racism there are typically three primary ideasthB} racism does not exist as evidenced by the
election of Mr. Obama; 2) that people are too se@sabout race and need to “get over it;” and
3) that if there is an instance of racism, theesisuone of a personal bias rather than a strdctura
or systemic bias. Racism in dance is nothing nelwe &@xamples used in this article show that
dance in the twenty-first century actively livesthwiracism and biases from the twentieth
century.

* As noted in Patton (2008), “the concept of thedryyisible invisible Black body is an apparent
oxymoron. However, the significance of this terminshow the black body is seen (hyper-
visible) and then invisible (something to be igrtjre This visible performance made blacks
hyper-visible” (p. 165). In dance the Black bodyswaften something that was seen as an
anomaly. Something that stood out from white hetermativity. Blacks became invisible

because the racist performance was often relegtedomething unusual, odd, or mere
entertainment. Not a performance that added tstibry the dance was trying to communicate.

®> Playing the dozens is an oral rhyming competifimtween two or more people that often
results in boasts and/or insults. The person with most creativity in rhymes wins. A

comparison between two tappers competing can bee.midee tapper with the most creativity,
improvisation, and difficulty of moves wins.
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