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ABSTRACT

A Conversation with Dance History: Movement and Meaning in the Cultural Body
Seónagh Odhiambo

Doctor of Philosophy
Temple University, 2009

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Kariamu Welsh

This study regards the problem of a binary in dance discursive practices, seen in how

“world dance” is separated from European concert dance. A close look at 1930s Kenya Luo

women’s dance in the context of “dance history” raises questions about which dances matter,

who counts as a dancer, and how dance is defined. When discursive practices are considered in

light of multicultural demographic trends and globalisation the problem points toward a crisis of

reason in western discourse about how historical origins and “the body” have been theorised:

within a western philosophical tradition the body and experience are negated as a basis for

theorising. Therefore, historical models and theories about race and gender often relate binary

thinking whereby the body is theorised as text and history is understood as a linear narrative. An

alternative theoretical model is established wherein dancers’ processes of embodying historical

meaning provide one of five bases through which to theorise.

The central research questions this study poses and attempts to answer are: how can I

illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about 1930s

Luo women in a way that does not create a case study to exist outside of dance history? Research

methods challenge historical materialist frameworks for discussions of the body and suggest

insight can be gained into how historical narratives operate with coercive power—both in past

and present—by examining how meaning is conceptualised and experienced. The problem is

situated inside a hermeneutic circle that connects past and present discourses, so tensions are
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explored between a binary model of past/present and new ways of thinking about dance and

history through embodiment. Archives, elder interviews, and oral histories are a means to

approach 1930s Luo Kenya. A choreography model is another method of inquiry where

meanings about history and dance that subvert categories and binary assumptions are understood

and experienced by dancers through somatic processes. A reflective narrative provides the means

to untangle influences of disciplines like dance and history on the phenomenon of personal

understanding.
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FOREWORD

I distrust words spoken easily. As a child sometimes I heard adults speak words that

contradicted their actions and I decided I preferred silence over unwise or untrue words. From

then on I was single-minded about choosing words, even refusing to speak for a year. My first

teacher assumed I was mute and my family nicknamed me “the watcher.” This want of careful or

wise words continued into high school where I found dance, which I valued as a form of self

expression and a way to physically embody what I could not say. To me this bodily expression

seemed more direct than words; it was a way to express understandings, ask questions

concerning who I was, and even a way to transform meaning.

Over the years I have sought to choreograph dances that speak honestly about important

issues or existential considerations, and I like to watch movement that is felt sincerely by the

dancer. Therefore, I developed a methodology that combines dance and writing processes to help

me discover that sincerity in my dance movement. These processes are useful as a vehicle for

personal inquiry because they challenge me to articulate understanding and help me move away

from a tendency to label and define others or myself too easily. This process of personal inquiry

has been combined with numerous opportunities to travel and work abroad, including one year I

spent working in a women’s centre in Cameroon in 1990. During this period I was invited to my

first sacred ceremonies and these Bayangi ceremonies linked present to past through dance, song,

and story. This experience, combined with elders’ teachings, gave me a more meaningful

understanding about how Bayangi people were affected in the colonial past and how colonisation

had severed a relationship to their traditional cultures.

Subsequent to living in Cameroon, I became more committed to dance through both

ceremony and dance training. My training eventually led me to perform, choreograph and teach
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in the Northeast United States, so alongside my growth as a dancer and choreographer I naturally

developed a strong interest in dance history. Knowledge of the history gave further meaning to

dances and traditions I participated in, and helped me gain perspective on my artistic choices as

an emerging choreographer and dancer. My interest in dance history and aesthetics was global.

On one hand, I was interested in North American dance history that highlighted great

choreographers of the 1930s like Doris Humphrey as a point of origin. The mystique of this

unusual woman deepened for me in New York City studios where I learned her movement and

heard stories from teachers like Jim May who worked with Humphrey. On the other hand, I also

wanted to know more about the history of dances I had learned about in Africa. My interest in

African dance continued to evolve, and through long-term relationships with Luo elders I shifted

to focus on the dances of Luo women in Western Kenya.

This strong interest in dances from two continents brought my attention to how dances of

non-Europeans and Europeans are discussed differently in the academic field. For example,

when I personally think of “dance history” I include the histories of both Europeans and non-

Europeans. Instead, the term “world dance” developed as a broad descriptor in dance that

accounts for a vast number of complex non-European traditions. When I reached for available

literature about dance history and aesthetics of specific non-European dances I found a void

except for the ongoing efforts of a few scholars. Available audio-visual resources about African

dance were scarce and it struck me and other scholars who I will reference that this sets up a

binary, a view of “difference” in the field that presents a challenge for researchers and professors

seeking to articulate a more complex view of non-European dance traditions.

Several dance scholars have followed the lead of poststructuralist theorists and troubled

this view of “difference” over the last fifteen years or more, saying it is no longer acceptable, and
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some innovators have addressed the need for changes in scholarly works and dance textbooks as

I will discuss. However, changes at the ground level are often haphazard and curricular

development is usually cumbersome in higher education. Therefore, “world dance” is most often

still taught as an “add-on” studio course separated from European based dance traditions. Part of

the problem, “world dance” is also often the only class where students would potentially learn

about “world dance history,” since it is taught separately from “dance history.” In contrast, dance

majors or minors would likely learn about a few European or European American traditions in

depth, understanding European American dance history in terms of a narrative of “origins.” That

view is supported and reinforced by numerous dance collections and readily available audio-

visual supplements. The result of dance education may thus be that a binary view of European

and non-European dance traditions is reinforced.

How can one discuss a particular non-European dance tradition, history and aesthetic

without it seeming to exist outside of “dance history”? Seeing as the dance field is situated

within a long tradition of western discourses that categorise European and non-European

histories differently this could seem like a frivolous question, but I approach a broader problem

that is about addressing the metalevels of theory. I aim not only to follow the lead of dance

theorists who have addressed the binary, but also to contribute a theory founded in dance

methods and approaches (which highlight somatic learning and living bodies). In summary, I

articulate a pedagogy of dance thorising and address metalevels of theory through the resources

of dance.

The approach is complex. Seeking to overcome binarism in the study of dance, I first I

conducted historical research into a 1930s Kenyan context and point to unstated hierarchies in

how dance audiences look at the differences between dance traditions. I indicate binary
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oppositions such as those between “the West” and “Africa” that are encoded with values and

concepts of power, superiority, and worth. These oppositions are connected to the way history is

interpreted in theoretical discourse. For example, knowledge about African dance histories—in

this case 1930s Kenya Luo women’s dance—raises questions about western assumptions: Which

dances count? Who counts as a dancer? And how dance is defined? Therefore, Chapter 2 is

partly a presentation of Luo dance and partly a consideration of how this notion of “dance

history” is informed by western distinctions between art and culture, traditional and

contemporary forms, African/Western and between old and new. The research into Luo dance

helps me contemplate these problems in discursive practices as I imagine how it may be possible

to overcome binaries and reductive assumptions that predominate in western philosophical and

aesthetic discourse, and in dance practices.

To place 1930s Kenya Luo women’s dance in the context of “dance history” in a

meaningful way while moving away from binaries and reductive assumptions in language I

discuss how dance aesthetics and history are defined differently in an African context. In

addition, I use poststructuralist strategies to flag multiple “voices”—including my own voice—

and this assists me to break down the fixed idea of a separation between discourses about Africa

and the West that are embedded in categorical distinctions between Europeans and non-

Europeans, and in the idea of “history.”

What emerges as I articulate a historical bridge to Luo women dancers of the 1930s is

that a disfigurement of “humanity” is seen in a categorical distinction between Europeans and

non-Europeans that became entrenched during the Enlightenment as the discipline of history

developed. Several scholars referenced in Chapters 1 and 2 have discussed the effects of this

binary separation. On one hand was the “history” of Europeans included stories of biographical
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details about heroes (not heroines), wars, governments, and events considered to be of historical

importance. On the other hand was the “natural history” of non-Europeans, where scientists

sought to represent and describe communal beliefs, customs, dances, habits and dress. Therefore,

the European image of Africans at this time was of a generic “tribe,” a “heathen race.” Oral

history and indigenous traditions were either not recognised or were unacceptable by European

standards up to the mid twentieth century, so many Europeans believed the prevalent ideology—

an iteration of their superiority over Africans and other non-Europeans whom they believed had

no history, philosophy or aesthetic traditions.

Now this problematic of a binary has already been exposed by 20th Century scholars.

Nevertheless, the legacy in western discursive practices lives on, creating numerous

complications in contemporary contexts where scholars often work toward “inclusion” and

“multiculturalism.” As discussed above, at the ground level dance scholars and professors make

sincere efforts to address issues of “difference” in scholarship and curricula, so discussions are

often about including greater diversity as we shift into the 21st century. Some dance curricula

even combine the study of various European and non-European dance traditions side by side. For

example, at the University of Roehampton in England dancers learn ballet, contemporary and

South Asian classical dances. These kinds of innovations are helpful and should be continued.

However, the problem I discuss is that the “inclusion” of non-European cultures by adding them

into a pre-existing canon does not address the root of the problem outlined—a legacy inherited in

western discursive practices. Broad categorical distinctions belie a minefield of hidden

discourses, so the disfigurement of “humanity” I explained as entrenched in western discursive

practices is liable to explode at any step in both scholarship and dance classrooms.
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I address this problem in discursive practices, suggesting dance theorists can “solve the

problem” by reconsidering the way history and dance aesthetics are remembered, discussed and

experienced. I am not revising or negating “dance history.” Nor am I writing a new curriculum,

although this points to the need for new educational strategies. It is more accurate to say that I

am a philosopher lingering on a rock next to an “old pond”i. Perhaps the reader could think of me

as a frog who enjoys the act of jumping. I jump in-between dance history, aesthetics, and

somatics, theorising about a binary beneath dance discursive practices through non-dualism.

Lingering on this rock I regard a reflection in the old pond and offer what might be considered an

unusual non-dualist approach toward the combined subjects of dance history and aesthetics.

The research operates in two points in time—the 1930s and the 21st Century—and

references two continents, Africa and North America. The contexts are diverse—a village in

Kenya in the 1930s and a dance classroom in North America in 2007. My objective is not to

connect the dots between them in a linear narrative, but to ask what happens when these contexts

are brought into “conversation.” I begin in archives about Kenya and with oral interviews that

suggest a conventional approach to dance research. However, instead of writing a historical

narrative, I explore tensions between a view of the past figured in missionary archives from

colonial Kenya and what happens when I juxtapose these two contexts from the 1930s and 2007.

What stories emerge, what new meanings, what new ways of thinking about dance history and

aesthetics?

My goal is not to represent Luo “dance history” but to present 1930s Luo women dancers

in a way that disturbs the disfigurement of “humanity” reflected on the surface of the old pond. I

jump from rock into pond, seeking another way of perceiving “dance history,” aiming beyond



xx

the separation observed on the surface. I do this by using circular, heuristic research processes

that link past and present, cognitive and corporeal.

The way I present historical information is as important as the historical “facts” in

primary sources because my goal is not to arrive at a conclusive certainty about Luo women’s

dance history through narrative enclosure. Instead, I employ multiple modes of research and

interrupt the presentation of facts: a historical narrative is interrupted with poetic interpretation; a

past African context is considered alongside a present North American one. The goal is to open

my reader and myself to a new way of perceiving “history.”

I recognise that since the advent of post-structuralism numerous models of historiography

in dance and other fields have questioned the idea of narrative enclosure and thus I do not

generalise a binary between a western linear model and what is presented here. The point is that

the study of 1930s African women’s dance history reveals a tension for the writer as the voice of

mediation because the audience expectation is often that I will represent the African past through

narrative enclosure. To reconcile this, I regularly have to question my articulations about the

realities of Luo women from this period, wondering if I am subjecting them to a re-enactment of

colonial relations in the researcher/subject relation which in this case is also western/non-

western. For this reason—because the study of African dance (bodies) under colonisation points

to that point in time where the production of history is linked to the formation of anthropology as

human science about “others”—I explicitly reject the linearity of western history with Foucault’s

genealogical model and sometimes refer to this metalevel of discourse about western linear

history.

This presentation of 1930s Luo women’s dance history thus acknowledges multiple

versions or “histories” and at the same time draws from Foucault’s insights about looking
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beneath “history” as such. Thus in Chapter 2 instead of writing a narrative that encloses Kenya

Luo women in the 1930s I begin a “conversation” with dance history while I discuss a scrapbook

of photographs, historical facts and stories. At one level the interpretation conveys my “voice” as

the interpreter of archived photographs or documents, and writing became a method of

conveying how I am implicated in the research process. At another level are multiple “voices” in

1930s Kenya found in archived photographs, missionary writings, elder interviews and

secondary sources.

The poetic writing in Chapter 2 gives me the means to jump into the “old pond” and

muddy these persistent binaries in western discourse like European/non-European,

history/natural history and present/past. The creative writing conveys how I was touched both by

research processes and facts, and was necessary to show how I was implicated in the research.

When I discussed Luo dance as an embodied discourse connected to meaning in this oral

tradition and observed these photographs through semiotic categories I saw Luo women’s agency

expressed in their bodies. In this way, their bodily expressions touched me (put another way I

heard multiple “voices”) and suggested words I use must be chosen very carefully to recognise

the potential of reframing the past. Paul Stoller (1997) would describe this response as the

recognition of the need for a “sensuous scholarship,” a shift toward non-dualism that occurs

when academic researchers unravel the twine of discursive practices that can sometimes choke

out the sensation of one’s own implication in learning about a research subject and embodying

meaning. The discursive twine often swallows the poetic voices of scholars, which are

highlighted through the sensation of embodiment. Talking about scholarly writing in relation to

his research with West African (Songhay) griots, Stoller (1997) says just as a griot acknowledges

the effect of words he performs on “shaping and reshaping the past” he also recognises how
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these words implicate him and are “central to the negotiation and renegotiation of social roles in

the present” (34). Stoller links the griot’s role to the project of representation in the social

sciences, saying that if the griot’s experience is fully understood by scholars, if “one’s

implication in things [one researches about] can never be purely intellectual,” then scholars must

acknowledge an “embodied implication in our representations” (Stoller, 1997, 34).

When the researcher’s embodied implication in the scholarly representation of 1930s Luo

women’s dance history is developed in this study, the discursive twine unravels even further. As

explained, my poetic voice implicates me in the discussion of how “history” and “aesthetics” are

remembered, discussed and experienced in dance discursive practices. At the same time, in this

process binaries (Europeans and non Europeans, past and present, mind and body) are

transgressed by the researcher/dancer through non-dualism. For example, in discussing the

sensation of my implication in learning about the research and embodying meaning, I also

discuss African dance classes wherein I embodied African movement. This is because in order to

“hear” 1930s Luo women’s “voices”—or to know Luo dance as an embodied discourse—I first

considered the more general concept of African dance as an embodied discourse. When this

more general concept of “African dance as an embodied discourse” (with its connection to oral

histories and cultures in Africa) was considered through non-dualism (while dancing and

choreographing with African movement in North America) I saw how through the presentation

of a dance process I could aim to open another way of perceiving “history” as such.

Remember, the connections between the two research contexts in 1930s Africa and 2007

North America is not linear. Nor is the goal to represent Luo “dance history.” Likewise, I do not

claim that I embodied Luo dance or that Luo women’s “voices” were heard directly in a

“conversation” while dancing African movement. Instead, a choreography process that uses
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African movement is presented in such a way as to disturb the disfigurement of “humanity” on

the surface of the old pond related to the categorical distinction between Europeans and non-

Europeans. Put another way, when the research questions are directed toward how dance in

1930s Kenya can be discussed in the context of “dance history” the research problem enters a

circle that returns back to dance discursive practices in North America. This topic suggests a

heuristic research process is the most effective approach and so this circularity is reflected in the

return to 21st Century North America—to where the researcher/dancer is implicated in dance

discursive practices. There I turned my attention to a group of dancers and used the tools and

techniques that are familiar to dance scholars to develop a dance research/choreography process

where I could ask the research questions. Similar to the presentation of “1930s Luo women’s

dance history,” this choreography process also acknowledged multiple “histories” and at the

same time drew from Foucault’s insights, looking beneath “history” as such.

When considering the concepts of “African dance” and “history’ in a choreography

process, I realised that even though dance discursive practices sometimes impede the discussion

about binaries which appear as an idée fixe, dance processes actually offer some useful means of

addressing issues through non-dualism. The choreography process I developed aided my

contemplation of the research questions as I lingered on the rock and continued jumping in-

between dance history, dance aesthetics, and somatics. This was an effort to bring “new streams

into an old pond” through a phenomenological study that involved 11 North American dancers in

considering the notion of “African dance,” a general descriptor used in dance discursive

practices. Together dancers and I considered through somatic processes what they knew or didn’t

know about Africa and African dance. Meanwhile, we also made connections between various

elements of discourse that are often seen objectively as opposing (e.g., African/Western;
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present/past; body/mind; self/other). This heuristic process thus drew attention to the material

processes by which language and understanding come to be in a relationship between discourse

and “lived bodies.”

In Chapter 3 I explain how dancers and I theorised intercorporeally. That is, recognising

the lessons of poststructuralism, I listened for multiple “voices” in the choreography process

where dancers theorised in writing or discussions. I also attempted to flag diverse and often

conflicting “voices” in the movement, and the choreography process highlighted the multiplicity

of dancers’ identities, dance traditions, and personal/cultural histories. Drawing from

descriptions of their corporeal experiences, dancers and I questioned binaries handed down

through language. As we sought to embody diverse movement and the meanings attached to it,

our multiple voices spoke about the “humanity” that we found presented in the coming together

of our diverse histories.

Finally, in Chapter 4 the choreography process is considered alongside the

“conversation” with 1930s Luo women and in this way I synthesise what is understood only by

looking at the dissertation as a whole. Drawing from the idea of African dance as an embodied

discourse presented in earlier chapters, I present a polyrhythmic theoretical model that conveys

how an intercorporeal theory such as devised through the choreography process can challenge

the root problem, the disfiguration of “humanity” conceived of and grown in western discursive

practices. The polyrhythmic theory offered here is a means to question both unstated hierarchies

in how dance audiences look at differences between dance traditions and binary oppositions

embedded in dance discursive practices that are encoded with values and concepts of power,

superiority, and worth.
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Therefore, when observed as a whole the study opens a “window” for the reader into how

“history” and “humanity” can be viewed differently in dance discursive practices. At the same

time the theory suggests something practical, which is how to approach to a dance curriculum.

Therefore, in part of that chapter I also show how a polyrhythmic “world dance” curriculum

could help students conceive of a transnational and transhistorical view of dance. I present some

particulars of a choreography and educational process I developed over four years working in

North American dance departments, and reference some examples from the choreography

process described in Chapter 3. In this way, history and dance aesthetics are acknowledged not

only as something in discourse, but also as something that can be experienced (and danced)

through living metaphors.

i
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

But what I present here about life can never be resolved with logic…. Would that
I could enter your thoughtful depths amid pleasant laughter, tingling pain, and
pungent taste of life.

Anjin Yoo, What Makes Life Eternal.

I. Statement of Problem, Guiding Questions, Purpose and Approach: Contesting a fixed idea

My research is framed through two questions, how can I illuminate a view of dance that

is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way that

does not create another case study to sit outside of dance discourse? The questions point to

unstated hierarchies in how audiences look at the differences between dance traditions. For

example, a view of 1930s Luo women’s dance raises the issue of binary oppositions between

“the West” and “Africa” which are encoded with values and concepts of power, superiority, and

worth. Such oppositions are connected to the way history is interpreted in theoretical discourse.

Binaries situate us in a historical discourse and can affect the way we interpret dancing bodies

(Manning, 2004). Such notions indicate important information about history and power, but a

view of race as representative of “communities of meaning” (Esonwanne, 1992) points to the

need to negotiate more complex understandings and move away from binaries.

A binary between the West and Africa may contribute to thinking about “difference” in

dance. In particular, this may alienate some North American higher education audiences from

understanding and experiencing African dance history as part of “dance history.” Seeing this as

related to a larger discourse about what is “natural,” I seek to break open the naturalization of the
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split between African/Western historical narratives and explore new areas of possibility and

meaning. However, the problem is that the binary is an idée fixe, an idea so embedded within

current discourses that it can dominate other possibilities inherent in our language, thoughts and

processes. In a New York Times article Laura Miller (2000) referred to the “cancerous way an

idée fixe usurps other, more interesting thoughts.” As with any dominating focus, a fixed idea

alienates a person from an experience because it is a limited interpretation of experience. To

extend this, language and thought provide a means into an experience, but are not the experience

itself. Likewise, the description of a dance technique is a way to identify a dance, but does not

describe the dance experience.

The research problem involves a hermeneutic approach as I engage with binary

representations and provides an alternative theoretical model to interpret dance history and

aesthetics. First I approached “world dance,” the term dance scholars use to refer to non-

European dance. Even this terminology prompts questions: Which dance history counts? Who

counts as a dancer? How is dance defined? The concern is that historical figures of non-

European dance history—in this case 1930s Kenya Luo women—are flattened whenever

scholars use general descriptors. As dance is a young field that entered into academia during the

postcolonial era, scholars have an ethical responsibility to think through these issues.

Some have approached the problem head on by detailing African dances and making

connections to particular oral histories, but this study is not a detailed analysis and representation

of Luo dance. Such a study, akin to Òmofólabò Ajayi’s (1998) analysis of Yoruba dance, would

involve interviewing contemporary Luo choreographers like Opiyo Okach and elders in Kisumu

region of Kenya over several years. Detailed analyses and representations of non-European
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dance histories are important and more must be done in western languages to fill out holes in

these research areas, but difficulties of writing about “world dance” also point the mirror

backward, toward a reconsideration of dance discursive practices. My research objectives did not

necessitate a trip to Africa because detailed history of Luo dance would not address the guiding

questions, which are about reframing how non-European dances are discussed and understood in

the context of dance history.

Mistaken thinking can lead some to think the problem of an idée fixe would simply be

corrected through an industrious gathering of facts to be “included” in dance studies. In other

words, there are those who will raise objections, saying I should have travelled to Africa.They

will believe I am presenting an “embodied history” of Luo dance even as I suggest otherwise,

that I am using the contemplation of Luo dance history to point the mirror back to dance

discursive practices. The unstated idea in these objections is that parallel non-European dance

histories could be captured in words and held up beside European dance history to fill gaps in

dance research. But I argue that the idée fixe cannot be corrected only by creating parallel “dance

histories” and filling in the missing chapters. First, a close study of Ajayi’s (1998) work on

Yoruba dance would attest there are no parallel “woman dancers” or “choreographers” in

African history. Second, as Welsh (1990/2001) pointed out, African dance must be discussed

differently since it is connected to the transmission of oral history in Africa. Third, and important

to the emphasis of this study, precisely how “knowers” learn about history and aesthetics is just

as important as what they learn about additional dance traditions that become part of a “body of

knowledge.”
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What I acknowledge is that experience and perspective are embedded in context—just

like dance traditions—so this affects how individuals understand dance history and aesthetics.

This can be illustrated through a hypothetical contrast. Thanks to work done over previous

decades a North American student can easily come to know several dance works of major

choreographers like Doris Humphrey or Martha Graham through video and Labanotation while

also learning biographical details. If a scholar is serious, she or he may even train in the tradition

while learning intimate stories about the choreographer’s philosophy or eccentricities from

dancers who knew her. The result of learning her movement and knowing these stories is often a

sense of intimate connection, and affinity with the individual and dance community. Ann Dils

(1993) discussed this phenomenon in her PhD dissertation as the way dancers identify with a

“collective history.” Dempster (1998) says this sense of embodying history and tradition

contributes to a way of thinking about dance history in terms of its “origins” in the traditions of

1930s dance “pioneers.”

In contrast, histories of African dances are rarely sensed through intimate connections

unless one travels to Africa. Therefore, North American dance scholars frequently lack an

intimate connection to learning histories and movements of African people. Adding to the

complexity, as Welsh (1990/2001) points out “dancers” from African histories may be

unknowable because African dances are passed on anonymously through an oral tradition.

Moreover, is difficult to learn about African dances out of context. Dances are context dependent

for meaning and understanding. The effect in most higher education curricula is that African

dance is learned in abstract terms and African people are often presented or perceived as people

without history1.



5

Given the cumbersome nature of changing curricula and the geographic distance of

Africa from North America, substantive changes are unlikely to happen quickly. The solution to

this problem in dance programmes has often been to continue teaching the same curricula while

bringing guest artists in who are thought to “embody” non-western traditions. Highlighting

“world dances” from various continents is clearly important, and more non-western dance

traditions need to be incorporated into dance curricula but this does not solve the problem I am

addressing, which is about the unstated hierarchies in how dance audiences look at the

differences between dance traditions. As stated, the study of western and African dances raises

the issue of binary oppositions between “the West” and “Africa,” encoded with values and

concepts of power, superiority, and worth. Such oppositions are connected to the way history is

interpreted in theoretical discourse and reflect a disfigurement of African peoples’ humanity.

What I am addressing is not how to “include” an “embodied Luo oral history” in dance

curricula. There is an underlying issue that is seen by analysing the solution put forth in many

dance programmes. That is, the responsibility of teaching “cultural issues” is often placed on

“people of colour” who are seen to embody “culture” in a more meaningful way than people of

European origin. However, the idea that non-western dancers “embody culture” is fundamentally

flawed. After all, if an African dance artist teaches movement from an African culture in North

America she or he is aware the movement and meaning is altered whenever it is learned and

performed out of context. The artist also contends with the idée fixe, an abstraction that frames

the way many westerners perceive non-westerners and non-western dance. Even if an artist

references only one culture of origin such as “Luo” or “Ga” she or he is not capable of

representing some “pure” derivative that can be bottled and consumed by non-Africans. For one,
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dance movement is often shared cross-culturally and over the years a movement may often be

borrowed from another culture. Just as important, artists who work with non-western forms and

teach in western contexts are most often contemporary dancers who reference multiple dance

traditions, speak several languages, and have likely lived in numerous international cities where

their choreography was presented.

Behind the manner in which dance programs developed to teach about “cultural dance” is

an idée fixe, a view of a self/other binary that I am questioning. To simply “include” non-western

dances in dance curricula without theorising a radically new approach to dance studies is to make

an old mistake, one that has been discussed for several decades in other fields, and one to which

ready solutions have become apparent. This is the same mistake that was made in feminist

studies and elsewhere during the 1980s and early 1990s. In Teaching to Transgress bell hooks

(1994) describes the problematic of this pattern of thinking that “white people” can only learn

from “people of colour” who embody knowledge of race, racism, culture, etc. In a chapter called

“Holding my Sister’s Hand,” she underscores the master-servant paradigm being duplicated in

this way of thinking by explaining how racism, sexism, classism, and heterosexim are entwined

and need to be questioned by white people. This is done by cracking open metalevels of theory,

where the inheritance of a colonizer-colonial (or as hooks says, master-servant) paradigm can be

thoroughly questioned:

With the increasing institutionalsization and professionalization of feminist work
focused on the construction of feminist theory and the dissemination of feminist
knowledge, white women have assumed positions of power that enable them to
reproduce the servant-served paradigm in a radically different context. Now black
women are placed in the position of serving white female desire to know more
about race and racism, to ‘master’ the subject. Curiously, most white women
writing feminist theory that looks at ‘difference’ and ‘diversity’ do not make
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white women’s lives, works, and experiences the subject of their analysis of
‘race,’ but rather focus on black women or women of colour. White people have
yet to get a critical handle on the meaning of ‘whiteness’ in their lives, the
representation of whiteness in their literature, or the white supremacy that shapes
their social status are now explicating blackness without critically questioning
whether their work emerges from an aware antiracist standpoint. Drawing on the
work of black women, work that they once dismissed as irrelevant, they now
reproduce the servant-served paradigms in their scholarship” (hooks, 1994, 103-
104).

Hooks’ major point is that “white people” (in particular) need to find a way of theorizing about

whiteness rather than reproducing a servant-served paradigm by primarily learning from people

of colour who are thought to “embody” the knowledge they need. The problem is that such

knowledge cannot be “served up” but has to be earned with difficult challenges and painful

punches. Having understood this over a generation ago, theorists from various backgrounds like

me (who happens to be “white”), work with critical pedagogy and are developing methods of

teaching and theorizing that reach beyond binarism and the self/other paradigm.

The root problem I address in this study is thus a theoretical one and should not be

mistaken for a theory about “inclusion.” I argue that in the dance field we can theorise a new

curricula while using tools and processes familiar to dancers (e.g., choreography and dance

education processes) to raise consciousness about important issues. I illustrate a means to do so

where I describe a choreography process in Chapter 3. I argue further that teaching and

theorizing are interrelated parts of a whole, so “knowers” (or learners in a choreography process)

can provide theoretical insights that may further poststructuralist theorizing, a point I explain in

more detail where I describe the premises in non-dualism. Suffice to say for now that the

problem I am discussing is how to develop a “radically international” 2 view of dance, to borrow

a phrase from Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003). A radically international dance history and
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aesthetics—as opposed to one that separates “dance history” and “world dance”—references

numerous traditions side-by-side and approaches the history and analysis of European concert

dance alongside non-European traditions with equal depth. The argument here is that by

questioning the way discursive practices developed it is possible to forge new ways of seeing

that do not re-impose an idée fixe. Therefore, a radically international dance history and

aesthetics involves a pedagogy of dance theorizing wherein learners question binarism in

discursive practices by looking at the metalevels of theory through the resources of dance.

One aspect of developing an approach to a “radically international dance history and

aesthetics” will be to consider histories and dances of non-European people in contemplative

ways. Therefore, I contemplate 1930s Kenya Luo women’s dance and begin a “conversation”

with dance history. The conversation in Chapter 2 does not represent Kenya Luo women’s dance

in a detailed case study that I fear might sit outside “dance history” even as it offers compelling

details. Instead I place “past” Kenya in Chapter 2 and “present” North America in Chapter 3 in a

radically international conversation. That is, Chapter 2 is a thoroughly partial view of 1930s

Kenya Luo women’s dance at Ng’iya, in Kisumu region of Nyanza province. “Dance history” is

discussed in relation to a specific African context, and this raises questions about the idea of

“dance history” as such. In Chapter 3 a North American dance classroom is brought into focus.

The choreography process emphasises somatic learning as 11 dancers theorise, questioning

binaries in dance discursive practices similar to what I am doing here. Finally, a perspective of

the dissertation as a whole in Chapter 4 offers a polyrhythmic theory which highlights both the

uses of somatic learning processes in theorizing and the agency of human bodies and
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communities in history’s narrative. Each factor highlighted points to the possibility of resisting

ideas like binary thinking that have become common sense notions in dance discursive practices.

I also employed a critical pedagogy approach in the choreography process, which follows

upon works of influential educators like Paulo Freire (1972) who developed the method of

“conscientization.” Several other educators since followed his lead by using models of

“empowerment.” For example, Augusto Boal (1989) uses theatre processes to engage students

and bell hooks (1994) writes of discovering hidden discourses in higher education. Similar to

these theorists/educators, I asked dancers to consciously challenge their own opinions and

question hidden discourses under the surfaces of definitions and binaries. The aim was to

question binaries in discursive practices, so while students looked at their own cultural, dance

and familial histories they also questioned binaries that they perceived existing between dance

traditions. This opened the dialogue with dance history and aesthetics and their bodies began a

re-theorisation of binaries and experiences in dance discursive practices that may be thought of

as “known.” Therefore, the dancers in the choreography process did not learn Luo movement.

Instead they considered several questions that arose in Chapter 2 where binaries in dance

discursive practices are questioned through the historical study of Luo dance.

As the mediator of data, I first reflect on this notion of changing consciousness in the

historical section where I had to work through the stratification of colonial markers when

regarding images of Luo women. The discussion of binaries that are embedded in western

discursive practices becomes more and more apparent throughout the chapters. The study of Luo

history also includes some personal reflections on how this problem influences dance researchers

at the level of praxis. For example, a dance historian might instinctively reach for information in
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dance archives but a focus on Luo “dance history archives” reveals only part of the story.

However, as is usual with non-western cultures, conventional models of dance historiography are

inadequate in a Luo context because the major issue faced in earlier decades was colonisation. In

other words, the archives of non-western dancers are contained (but not constrained) in

missionary or travel photographs where African people were written about and photographed

from European conceptual and political frames once defined Africa and the West in binary

terms.

In the 1930s Luo people lived under British colonisation in a context dominated by

binary oppositions, and Luo peoples’ traditional culture was under extreme pressure to adapt and

assimilate. The tendency of most texts describing Luo dance or culture in the 1930s was thus to

write from a perspective that translates, or imposes, distortions and ambiguities of meanings that

are culturally embedded. Mudimbe (1988) referred to this era of scholarship about Africa as the

“Order of the Same,” an era wherein African people were reduced to “non-western otherness” as

a trope of difference from “western sameness” (72). All of this makes it difficult to conceptualise

“Luo women’s dance history” in a way that does not reinforce an idée fixe of separation between

Africa/the West, past/present. There are no newspaper clippings with the point of view of a

choreographer or a principal dancer since no dancer would ever be identified as such in this

community context.

Despite difficulties and distances, I explore the complexity of 1930s Luo dance and

women dancers using elder3 interviews, studying archived photographs, and parsing carefully

through primary and secondary sources. I raise the problem of writing from a geographical

distance, but rather than fill spaces in-between continents and their respective (intimately
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entwined) histories by enclosing a narrative of Luo dance, I create a “scrapbook” of history4.

That is, allowing hermeneutic questions to guide the inquiry, I situate the subject inside a

hermeneutic circle that connects past and present discourses (Gadamer, 1990). In so doing, I

place myself in the circle and include my interpretations as part of the data because as a

researcher in a hermeneutic circle, and as a dance professor in North America, I am entangled in

how cultural difference and Africa are discussed and perceived.

This view of my entanglement with the subject is in line with how Brent Davis (1996)

developed Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1990) ideas about hermeneutic methodology. Davis asserted

that researchers need to interrogate not just their prejudices, but also their pre-judgements. In

other words, “since perceptions are enabled (just as they are limited) by such prejudices, the goal

is not to negate, but to transform—that is, to perceive differently. Such transformational demands

apply not only to personal conceptions: the very identity of the researcher is subject to the same

sort of evolutions” (Davis, 1996, 5). Therefore, this hermeneutic inquiry suggests the possibility

of transforming prejudices and perceiving differently. Even if 1930s Luo women’s voices might

only be known in fragments here, a flattened image of “African dance” could still be

transformed. However, the reader is also challenged to transform prejudices and prejudgements

by learning about Luo women here.

In contemplating this subject, poetic metaphors were sometimes more helpful than

scientific ones, so I used writing as a method of inquiry. While I reached past binaries like

western sameness/non-western otherness, history/natural history, and present/past poetry was a

useful means of presenting research. The goal was not to represent facts but to see differently

(Glesne, 1997). Gadamer (1990) considers this notion of representation, and in a discussion of
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the hermeneutic circle he likens the goal of the hermeneut to that of a painter. He says one value

of art is that it can avoid reductivist tendencies in expository writing and its associations with

conclusive certainty (often a primary goal of dissertation writing). Unlike expository writing, art

not only represents, but also opens new possibilities of perception through its presentation5. For

example, after contemplating a basket of fruit that was painted by Cézanne, a person might

notice a light refracting through an open window in a way that was previously imperceptible

because a new sensation was opened through an experience of art and that changes a person’s

way of seeing6.

By contemplating dance discursive practices through the juxtaposition of these

chapters—first the study of 1930s Luo dance and then a study with contemporary dancers who

considered how binaries shaped their thinking in 2007—I have a similar goal to the artist or

creative writer as I forge a new path for interpretive possibility; the “conversation” thus opens

another way of perceiving the past and refuses the binaries handed down to me in discursive

practices. Let me be clear I do not suggest 1930s Luo women communicate directly with North

American women who participated in a choreography process in 2007. After all, we did not even

dance Luo movement. Rather, the choreography process is a metaphor for a process of

conscientization that many North American dance students can be brought through when

contemplating non-European dances. I describe this heuristic process and the learning that occurs

for dancers as they question binaries in the choreography process.

The dancers provided descriptions and insights in their journals and essays, which are

ultimately incorporated into my own process of theorizing a radically international approach to

dance history and aesthetics in Chapter 4. These descriptions of their learning processes reveal
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the ways that I incorporated tools and symbols of knowing and interacting familiar to dancers as

I theorised, which include the embodiment of ideas, histories, and sensual-physical responses to

information. Therefore, the choreography process offers a means through which to gain insight

into 11 North American dance students’ “lived bodies”7, which house particularities of

individual experiences of embodiment, including the lived material-historical relations inside

which one’s embodied experiences are theorised and articulated. By placing the two research

contexts side-by-side, 1930s Kenya and a choreography process in 2007 North America, I open

the reader and myself to a new sensation of history through a description and analysis of

students’ processes of conscientization. The aim is not to draw a linear relationship between the

contexts but to theorise a radically international approach to dance history and aesthetics, which

involves a process of conscientization. To theorise this I reach for the impossible: to know a Luo

woman of the 1930s I must touch her hand and dance with her in the arena, bleed with her inside

crevices of “history” even as I am forced to traverse distances of time and geography. To do this

I “translate my experience into story,” crystallise my understanding, and develop “a deepened,

complex, thoroughly partial” perspective (Richardson, 2000, 522). By presenting a “crystallised”

version of history, I probe at what Michelle Fine (1995) refers to as “the hyphen”—the “relations

of whose story is being told, why, to whom, with what interpretation, and whose story is being

shadowed, why, for whom, and with what consequence” (72). Not wanting to erase my voice as

interpreter, I write of my reactions to stories I heard whispered in the texts and convey the

difficult process of sensing muted voices in archived missionary photographs as the researcher.

From inside the hermeneutic circle I return to consider the idée fixe in Chapter 4, this

time circling back to the research problem with a polyrhythmic theoretical model informed by
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Luo dancers and drummers. Contemplating history from this angle, I find new sensations, new

rhythms, that are made possible only by looking at the dissertation as whole. A new sensation is

opened as the understanding of a process of conscientization about how 1930s Luo women were

constrained in history’s narrative. As this process is explained, I theorise a way of addressing

those factors that constrain African dancers’ “humanity” and that can be incorporated into

existing dance curricula.

II. Significance of the Problem, Assumptions, Premises, Qualifications: Luo History in the
Context of Dance History and Aesthetics

A. Simultaneity: Luo Women’s Dance History in the Context of Dance Praxis

The research points to validation that accrues to certain dance traditions historicized in

written texts and interpreted as part of “dance history.” Several dance scholars have addressed

this issue. For example, Dempster (1998) discusses the narrative of origin in dance studies,

referring to how choreographers like Doris Humphrey and Martha Graham are historicized as

“pioneers of modern dance.” Similarly, Dils and Cooper Albright (2001) express concern that

emphasis on a few great artists who are responsible for innovative developments gives an “odd

shape” to modern dance history in that its origins are seen as belonging to “an all white big four”

(xiv). My concerns are related to these, and to Adshead-Lansdale (1996), Dempster (1998),

Dixon-Gottschild (1996), Manning (2004) Welsh (1990), and others who seek to challenge

narratives that keep the histories and practices of “world dance” separate from “dance.”

The approach I take is significantly different, however, because I emphasise the potential

of dance praxis (choreography, research, and dance education processes) as a contributor to
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theory-building. Believing a two-way “conversation” is possible between knowers and

knowledge, I disrupt what is conventionally portrayed as a dualism between dancer as “knower”

and dance as a “body of knowledge.” This way of looking at research problem challenges

western habits of thinking in dichotomies about research and practice, knowledge and knowing.

However, instead of seeing in terms of dichotomies, I think in terms of “simultaneity.” That is, I

pursue research questions on three levels which can be separated out with the aid of the

framework of “simultaneity.” Simultaneity is discussed by complexity thinkers Brent Davis and

Dennis Sumara (2006) who disturb the way dyads like knowledge and knowing “tend to be

understood as necessarily distinct, opposed, and unconnected, even though they always seem to

occur at the same time. In other words, such simultaneities tend to be seen as coincidental, not

co-implicated” (153). This way of thinking about knowledge and knowing provides the means to

see relationships between knowledge and knowing.

The first two levels may be thought of as quite standard, an extension of much work in

dance studies since they are about the critical analysis of “knowledge produced,” a body of

knowledge that can be understood as a system, “stabilized but mutable patterns of acting that are

manifest by a knower” (Davis and Sumara, 2006, 155). At one level I critique and discuss

western discursive practices and at another I regard dance history discursive practices. However,

the third level is not always considered in conjunction with the first two and is what Davis and

Sumara call “the knower.” The knower in this case refers to the dancer (like me as

choreographer/researcher) who, being situated in dance as a “body of knowledge,” uses tools and

symbols of knowing and interacting familiar to dancers.
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The purpose of separating out the two realms of “knowledge produced” and “knower” in

this study is not to suggest a dichotomy, for I have clearly gestured toward their inseparability.

Instead, a unity of body/mind and knowledge/knowing is presented. Even though these two

aspects are often considered separately, Davis and Sumara discuss that it is possible to look at

how one informs the other and vice versa. In this case “knowers” in a dance choreography

process provide seeds that inform and challenge assumptions of a binary in the “body of

knowledge.” I too am informed and challenged as knower, and so contribute personal reflections

that disturb a narrative about “Luo dance history.”

Therefore, the research questions are first brought to bear upon the idea of “humanity”

that developed in western discursive practices. Just at the moment where that narrative of history

configured under Enlightenment developed the idea of whom was considered part of humanity

was disfigured, so neither women nor people of colour figured as fully human within this

narrative (Haraway, 2004). This is seen in the alienation created by fixed ideas about the

separation of “African history” from “history” discussed in Chapter 2. The disfiguration of

African women’s humanity occurred in part through colonial discourses similar to those

preached by missionaries, government agents and researchers from the 1930s, which I reference

as some of my primary sources in Chapter 2. In history’s narrative the African woman has no

claim to “humanity” and is silent: her experiences and world view were disarticulated, and

meanings transmitted through her body were disfigured by fetishes attached to her exposed body

parts8. She is a mythological creature fixed across western discourse, an idée fixe that looks back

muted and silent (see Trinh, 1989).
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That examination leads to the second and third levels of research, where I regard how

ideology functions in relation to historical meaning in dance discursive practices. That is, North

American audiences may believe a fixed idea of African dances defined by narratives of empire

and expansion (e.g., “the other”), narratives of race (e.g., social Darwinist theories of evolution),

and narratives of sex (e.g., African women as the eroticised “other”). For example, Welsh (1998)

discusses how African dancers are sexualised and eroticised through a colonial gaze, saying

western audiences need to interrogate this alienation from meaning—to interrupt the colonial

gaze. In Chapter 2 I use the intertextual study of Luo dance to interrogate how narratives became

sutured to African bodies. To avoid further abstraction and disarticulation I do not present

“African women” as a general category but discuss Luo women of Kenya’s Nyanza province.

The circular contemplation also brings me back to the “knower,” the third level of the problem,

which is most evident in Chapter 3 where I describe this choreography/research process and

pursue the research questions by contemplating dancers’ insights and perceptions.

B. Sexism and History: Why Focus on Luo Women Dancers

i. Luo Women

The ideology of sexism, like colonialism, functions in relation to historical meaning as

can be seen when looking closely at women’s lives and dances in a 1930s Luo context. Since

women’s lives were overlooked in the past I needed to highlight their particular experiences.

Both Luo men and women were oppressed by colonisers in the 1930s and so a problem when

looking at this context is the primacy of colonial discourses, but the absence of women is even

more noticeable. In the 1930s men were often the only agents or players who researchers,

missionaries and other colonial agents considered talking to, if they spoke to anyone at all (Hay,
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1996). Therefore, women’s lives are almost entirely overlooked in any writing about Luo people

from this period. A dearth of data about women is fairly common for any researcher of women’s

histories in the 1930s9. After all, sexism of the time rendered women’s usual activities to be of

little consequence. Therefore, just as European women had less power than men in their

societies, in another context Luo women also had relatively little power compared to Luo men.

Missionaries or researchers who considered women’s lives to be of less consequence simply

reflected this sexism in both cultures10.

Sexism in discursive practices continued so that in the 1960s and 1970s, a period when

the discourse about Luo people was “re-written” from a more African centred perspective,

patriarchal tendencies continued to dominate. Ideally, that would have been a time to right

imbalances about how Luo women’s “humanity” was disfigured in history, but revisionist

histories again overlooked women’s lives, seeing their activities as unimportant to the re-framing

of Luo and East African history. Without a doubt revisionist histories of this era were important

so that Luo people could reclaim their history and traditions back from colonisation. However,

since Luo women were at the low end of the economic and political spectrum, their lives were

still considered as less important than men’s.

Hoehler-Fatton (1996) and Onyango (2003) both discuss these problems in “revisionist

histories” of Luo people, saying that like many texts in the field of African history, revisionist

Luo history reflects a male bias and a devaluing of women’s lives. The history of the post-

colonial nation included details about male leaders, governance, or laws. In contexts like Kisumu

region where women were attending to daily chores, child rearing, and so forth, women’s lives

functioned mainly on the periphery of national economic systems and there was not much hope
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for a woman to rise up in national power. Therefore, when I reviewed texts in the area of Luo

history I saw a male bias reflected (e.g., Ogot, 1967; Bennet 1963). Not only do the life

experiences of women disappear from history when they are not highlighted and drawn out, but

also the ways women’s lives overlap with men’s lives remains unexamined.

My focus on women is thus not about looking at women exclusively since I cannot isolate

women into a category because like Denise Riley (2006) who writes about women in a different

context I find the category of “women” to be inadequate, contestable, and fleeting; I consider

Luo women’s lives as they are “enmeshed with the histories of other concepts too, including

those of ‘the social’ and ‘the body’” (7). The focus on Luo women is intended to avoid the

continued disappearance of women’s experiences. At the same time, when I contemplate Luo

dance it brings to light the way women’s lives were intertwined with others, with western

discursive practices, and especially the histories of changing concepts of “the body” under

colonial expansionism. By discussing women in the context of those interrelationships in dance

and movement, I glimpse how they might have experienced the changes in 1930s Luo society.

ii. Women Dancers, Folk Dancers

My reasons for focusing on women are clear, but the category “dancers” is a western

term. Luo women’s dances fall into the category of “folk art,” which is born from daily

functions, so dances in this society are often about teaching lessons, passing on important

cultural information, and are part of the fabric of the traditional society (Darkwa, 1985). This

contrasts to the West where “dance,” “music” and “theatre” are placed in separate categories.

“Folk art” often continues to be devalued. As Joann Kealinohomoku (2001) wrote, dances are

often devalued as “folk dances” in dance studies wherever these are considered “ethnic.” In other
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words, this association with ethnicity is what causes the dance to be devalued and termed as

“folk.” Kealinohomoku notes this association of some dance arts with culture as daily life as

opposed to culture as high art. Women’s arts are also more often associated with “folk”

traditions11. “Passed from mother to daughter, the school of learning “women’s arts” are often

born of the domestic sphere, and women’s arts” may sometimes be used as a synonym for “folk

arts.”

This focus on “women dancers” is rooted in both an observation of Luo women dancers’

cultural importance and an acknowledgement of the importance of Luo women’s voices.

Mothers and grandmothers in particular passed on important cultural information to girls through

dance and thus, in the pre-colonial society at least, dancing was seen to be one of a girl’s most

important skills when she was being considered for marriage (Ochalla-Ayayo, 1980, 179). Dance

was thus an extremely important skill for women in traditional Luo society as Darkwa (1985)

Ocholla-Ayayo (1980) and okot p’bitek (1972) each attest. The emphasis on women dancers also

facilitates a way of theorising with an acknowledgement of Luo women’s embodied voices. At

the same time, dance in Africa is acknowledged as “part of a whole”—a means of

communicating an oral tradition and culture—and Luo dance is discussed this way.

What happens when African philosophies and oral histories communicated through dance

are acknowledged as speaking against the disfigurement of “humanity” under Enlightenment? In

this particular figuring, some 1930s Kenya Luo women dancers question colonial discourses

wherein a muted “Other” was presented as an ontological given. Focusing on the particularised

way ideology functioned in 1930s Kenya and using archived evidence, I theorise that women

speak back through an embodied counter-discourse. This helps me refigure a narrative of Kenya
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Luo women’s dance and the idea of Luo women’s embodied voices provokes questions about

changing concepts of “the body” and “humanity.”

C. Maintaining Fluidity: Luo Women and Changing Concepts of “The Body” in History

This discussion of changing concepts of

“the body” follows after feminist theories of

Gatens (1996), Grosz (1994, 1995) and Irigaray

(1989) that connect “the material body” with

“lived bodies.” By focusing on women dancers I

not only “listen” to how Luo women lived but

also to how they responded through their lived

bodies to rapidly changing discourses in their

world. This creates a path for me to theorise about

an alternative version of history in the 1930s

context, one that is different to the narrative

configured under Enlightenment—the one that

disfigured African women as material bodies.

This is best explained through an example. When

I look at this picture of two Luo women I want to hear their stories. But as I search for a means

to know them, I find no name attached to the photograph, only general descriptions like “Luo

women” or “church women.” Few or no opportunities arise to know details about the lives or

perspectives of women in the archives even as I undertake the most exacting analysis of primary

and secondary sources. As explained in previous sections, this is partly because of how sexist

Figure 1. Luo women at Ng’iya, Kenya 1931
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and colonial discourses caused “African women” to be viewed through a binary. An idée fixe

flattened their stories and caused missionaries who took this photograph in 1931 not to record

their names or detail their points of view. In erasing these women’s identities from the picture

that colonial gaze disfigures their humanity and replaces it with a “material body”—an

objectification of African women, a glaze of surfaces.

By learning about what women expressed in dances connected to Luo oral history (an

embodied discourse) I find some of the stories told by women in the photographs. In this way

meaning expressed in Luo women’s bodies defies the power of a colonial gaze to enclose and

define.

As the theorists mentioned above discuss, the study of “women” (a more general category

that includes “African women”) in history also presents the dilemma that women have long been

associated with “the body” in discourse 12. Gatens and Grosz both note this association and say

feminists need to move away from binary thinking that links women to the body and men to the

mind. This topic has been discussed at length in feminist circles. However, in seeking a new

theory of humanity that includes women, Gatens (1996) returns to the history of the gendered

body. She argues convincingly that there is a need to theorise about women’s “lived”

experiences of “the body” as a material construct. Gatens says “there must be a qualitative

difference” in how femininity and masculinity are experienced by men and women (Gatens,

1996, 4; q.f. Canning, 2006, 172). She says women’s “lived experiences” of discourse should

thus be differentiated from men’s because the relationship between “material” and “lived” bodies

are lived differently in male and female bodies.
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Gatens’ position is aligned with the reasons noted in the previous section for focusing on

Luo women. An emphasis on Luo women’s “lived” experiences of discourses is important: this

provides a way to theorise how women responded to 1930s colonial discourses, hence enabling a

re-theorisation of the concept of “humanity.” However, I do not only focus on Luo women’s

experiences of masculinity and femininity13. Indeed, in the context of 1930s Kenya I cannot. In

the 1930s Kenyan context the discourse of colonialism is predominant in some of its harshest

and violent permutations, including but not limited to how it is linked with sexism. Therefore, in

order to lend insight to how Luo women may have experienced and responded to discursive

practices and colonial violence in 1930s Kisumu region, I maintained a particularised focus upon

how they lived and responded to colonialism, including how it is linked with sexism.

By theorising about Luo women’s danced expression as an embodied counter-discourse

to colonisation I uncover “voices” of Luo women through a semiotic analysis of cultural codes.

This method of analysis, an approach detailed in Section V where Luo dance is discussed as

interconnected with culture and oral history, enables me to interpret some women’s “lived

bodies” where meaning and insights were expressed through movement, dress, facial

expressions, and other means. The study of Luo women dancers thus suggests they negotiated

colonial discourses that defined them, and the content of women’s responses is hinted at in a

discussion of their movement.

The distinction between “lived” and “material” bodies must be furthered because it

provides a key point of insight in both 1930s Africa and 2007 North America. However, before

furthering this in the next section an overview of some major points is needed. First, by

maintaining a primary focus on Luo women dancers provides greater context and clarity about
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lives of Luo women in Kisumu region—especially Ng’iya—in the 1930s, and this makes up for

some lost years when Luo women’s life experiences seem to have been considered less important

than men’s14. A particularised focus on Luo women’s dance gives context and clarity about some

aspects of Luo oral history and highlights women’s lives as they intertwined with the lives of

various others, including both Luo people and colonial agents. However incomplete, the view of

1930s Luo women’s dance is presented as a version of history. This aids a contemplative view of

how Luo women counteracted hegemonic forces and figured their “humanity” in the face of

colonial opposition.

In 1930s Kenya, Luo women were placed firmly on the other side of the objectivist lens

in western discourses like archived photographs and missionary writings. Therefore, my

objectives are to implode rather than to further an idea of narrative “enclosure” about Luo dance.

Theorising about Luo women’s “lived bodies” at the basis of a counter-narrative tells a more

complex story. Beyond that, my goal is to theorise a “radically international” view of dance, so

to avoid isolating another “African case study” that will exist outside “dance history,” I listen for

multiple and conflicting “voices” in archives. To qualify again, this does not mean I could hear

Luo women “speak.” Instead I found the movement of their bodies in archived images and

missionary writings from the 1930s and looked for another way to present the past that showed

fluidity of their movements behind the disfiguring colonial frames. I searched for breath and

sensation inside women’s dances, the movement of feet that peeks out from behind the glare of

photographic surfaces. This search for danced sensation directed my attention toward that which

is not fixed—that place in-between fixed meaning of present/past, the West/Africa.
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To address binaries in discursive practices is to borrow directly from post-structuralist

thought. In particular the notion of deconstruction where I flag diverse and conflicting “voices”

within texts and photographs and I find a compatibility with Jacques Derrida (1980) who sought

avenues to expose binary oppositions in western thought and the hermeneutic approach taken

here. That is, he looked for ways to highlight often conflicting voices in a text—its

interdiscursivity—while acknowledging the need to avoid the creation of new binaries by

maintaining a fluidity of interpretation. It is because of the need for fluidity of interpretation that

he and other poststructuralists avoided creating definitive statements on deconstruction as a

method. This lack of a definitive method is compatible with a hermeneutic approach to the Luo

context because to avoid creating new binaries I would also need to maintain fluidity, effectively

borrowing from whatever methods and strategies worked when telling the research story.

Flagging multiple voices from the 1930s was a beginning but would not be enough to

engage in a “conversation” with dance history. Western discursive practices have not only

flattened the African past and distanced many people from knowing an intimate connection to

African women, but also binaries of West/Africa are so predominant that whenever I sought to

articulate my topic it understandably often seemed to my colleagues that I wanted to define

“1930s Luo women’s dance history” as a sort of case study. My purpose is quite different. It is to

consider a disfigured idea of “humanity” that influences dance discursive practices and to open

an alternative sensation of dance history with a theory that highlights a radically international

way of seeing dance aesthetics. Inside the hermeneutic circle, I thus return to how my work is

premised in a body of feminist literature that questions a very foundation of western discourse



26

that is the separation of mind and body, making links between “material” and “lived” bodies,

mind and body.

D. The Basis of an Intercorporeal Theory: Drawing Relationships between Past and
Present, Material and Lived Bodies

Seeking to avoid recreating binaries in the presentation of the research problem, I again

returned to feminist theories about “the body.” For example, Gatens (1996) writes of the

“imaginary body,” drawing connections between the “material bodies” and “lived bodies” of

history. Grosz (1994, 1995) says one cannot separate corporeal

experiences from the discussion of bodies. Both theorists write

about “the body,” but I theorised with bodies in a choreography

process by using choreography tools, dancers’ descriptions of

their experiences and by observing dancers’ symbolic

interactions. In Chapter 2 about Luo history, the “body of

knowledge” affects my “lived body” as a “knower.” Put

another way, through the framework of “simultaneity”

discussed in Section II-A enables me to focus on both

knowledge and knower. When the research problem is situated

inside the hermeneutic circle it brings me back to the body of

the “knower” and I find ways to challenge western habits of

thinking in dichotomies about research and practice, knowledge

and knowing, present and past, mind and body, Africa and the

Figure 2. The author
choreographing and theorising
in the studio
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West. Instead of dichotomies, I think in terms of the “simultaneity” of both a “body of

knowledge” and a body of the “knower.”

Irigaray (1989) predicted that it is only with reference to sensation and corporeality that

“woman,” can reclaim the representation of herself because “woman is not protected by the fort-

da, by the way in which it is constituted by divisions of time, space the other, the self, by its

phonetic divisions. She is more often than not unable to express herself unless…she moves her

whole body” (136). Knowing intuitively that language alone was inadequate to address the

research problem, I sensed my embodied process could tell me about how language and

understanding come to be. While dancing in the studio, I thought about the research problem and

waited for answers to filter through my body. This kind of “knowing” is almost impossible to

discuss in the context of academic discourse because it is sensed intuitively and corporeally, in

“the body” that has been refused a place at the table in western philosophy. However, with the

help of Gatens’ and Grosz’s expansions and revisions of Irigaray’s initial positions, I would

build a theory of intercorporeality.

The concept of an intercorporeal theory that relates concerns about particularies of

embodied “differences” has been taken up by numerous scholars, including Moira Gatens

(1996). Much like Derrida’s interdiscursivity, an intercorporeal theory flags multiple “voices.”

That is, Gatens’ (ibid.) notion of the “imaginary body” enables an understanding of how

Derrida’s concept of interdiscursivity can be extended to include the corporeal. Remember,

Derrida’s interpretive approach to textual representations attempts to flag diverse and conflicting

“voices” speaking in a text—its interdiscursivity. Gatens’ notion explains how when embodied

processes are articulated these can also be connected to discursive practices. Therefore, in an
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intercorporeal theory articulations of embodied experiences are “flagged” and considered as

additional “voices.”

More specifically, through what Gatens terms the “imaginary body,” a relationship

between the “material body” and the “lived body” is articulated. Gatens’ “imaginary body”

indicates how particularities of difference go beyond biological features of the body and are

“lived” in bodies. The imaginary body refers to what are often unconscious “ready-made images

and symbols through which we make sense of social bodies and which determine, in part their

value, their status, and what will be deemed their appropriate treatment” (Gatens, 1996, viii).

Gatens makes clear the imaginary body is not analogous to ideology about sexed difference in

the way that it would be for Irigaray, but is a fluid notion used to draw relationships between the

“lived body” that houses particularities of individual embodied experiences and the material-

historical relations inside which one’s embodied experiences are theorised and articulated, the

“material body.” For example, in the 1930s African people who wore European clothing were

deemed to be of higher status than those dressed in traditional clothing. Therefore, both clothing

choice and Europeans’ perceptions of skin colour were symbols that led to what was “deemed

their appropriate treatment” (ibid., viii). In this case lower wages and even slave labour were

seen to be “appropriate” as discussed in Chapter 2. The “imaginary body” thus indicates a

relationship between the “lived body” in which Luo women theorised and articulated opposition

to colonial discourses (and many other complex understandings embedded in Luo culture) and

the material-historical relations inside which their embodied experiences were theorised and

articulated, the “material body.” Therefore, the term is not analogous to ideology about

difference, which suggests something essentialist, but is a way to discuss how ideological
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relations are lived, experienced, and contested in particular ways when groups of bodies have

similar experiences in relation to an ideology.

When contemplating these realities it is an abrupt shift to consider the present in another

example. However, my own “voice” in this study also presents embodied experiences of and

responses to the material-historical relations inside which my embodied experiences were

theorised and articulated, the “material body.” As explained, when I was dancing movement

from Africa I pondered its connection to oral history while I considered and researched about

painful occurrences in colonial Africa such as what I referenced in the previous paragraph. The

concept of the “imaginary body” enabled me to consider and discuss my own embodiment in

terms of its interdiscursivity, thereby connecting past and present discourses. That is to say, if the

idée fixe that presents a disfigurement of African women’s humanity in western discourse still

affects present perceptions of African dance, then I also had to consider these material-historical

relations inside which my embodied experiences were theorised and articulated. In other words,

because of the “globality of the command of empire” discussed by Negri and Hardt (2000), an

idée fixe presents a “material body” interpreted as a binary between all that is African (as in the

dances) and what is Western (me). Meanwhile, the research data contested this separation, this

idée fixe, as elder interviews and Luo women’s embodied “voices,” seen as part of a cultural

discourse, brought further complexity to my perceptions of the past and help me sense continuity

between past and present discourses.

Admittedly, this intercorporeal approach to theorising challenges a foundation of western

philosophical discourses, which is the body/mind binary, but Grosz (1994) dismisses this

“profound somatophobia” in western philosophy. She critically analyses the origins of the
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binary, including how women became associated with unformed (passive) matter rather than

forming (active) theory. Like Irigaray before her, Grosz makes the point that even though

women’s bodies have been considered of little importance, women can—and must—claim the

body as active, a place from which to theorise. She argues one can create theories and knowledge

through the intermingling of bodies.

My research follows in footsteps taken by previous generations of feminist theorists in

the 1980s and 1990s. Unlike these theorists who wrote theory, I dance it by employing my body

and other women’s bodies as actual bridges between “material bodies” and our “lived bodies.”

The juxtaposition of Chapter 2 on “the body of knowledge” and Chapter 3 on “the bodies of

knowers” also emphasises the fluidity of constructs like “the body” and “history” while

questioning binary concepts that may influence a perception of separation between the two.

These two chapters are directly connected but it is the reader’s willingness to experience the

research, to be drawn into the hermeneutic circle, that allows for the two “halves” to be

considered as whole. Inside the hermeneutic circle I theorised transnationally and

transhistorically, pondering the research questions. How can I illuminate a view of dance that is

transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about 1930s Luo women’s dance in a way

that does not create another “case study” to sit outside of dance history? These questions

returned me to consider how I am implicated in dance discursive practices as a dance professor

in North America and I searched for what is in-between fixed meaning about “Africa” and “the

West” by looking beneath the idée fixe in a dance choreography process.

During the choreography process, the premises in deconstruction and feminist theories

helped dancers and I make connections between our “lived bodies” and “material bodies”
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enabling us to reflect on our experiences with an ongoing emphasis upon the fluidity of

constructs. This fluidity was an important part of undermining binaries of Africa/ West,

present/past, mind/body, us/them, self/other and more. Organised with these premises for

developing an intercorporeal theory, I also presented dancers with the idea that dance is a

“language of the body” and suggested that through that “language” dancers and I could theorise

and express something highly personal that is also part of a culture (see Moore and Yamamoto,

1990). During the process dancers communicated with their bodies about family histories and

personal identities, and I listened intercorporeally to the diverse cast of 11 women. Together we

explored a “contact zone” where our identities, histories, personalities and backgrounds

intersected or collided15. I wanted to achieve a deepened understanding of transnationalism

through this dance process, and knowing the idea would seem unusual, suggested that the

process involved a risk for students in that commiting fully to the ideas might change “who we

are” and what we believe to be “true.” All of these ideas were unsettling and intermingled as the

dancers intermingled through touch and inter-embodiment. As described in Chapter 3, we

literally danced metaphors of transnationalism and the transhistorical that we experienced

through a choreography process16, and the bodies of dancers were central, at the core of the

research process (see Research Model, p. 63).

By involving dancers’ lived bodies in theorising this way, the study reframes a

predominant conception of African women’s dance history and aesthetics that is entrenched

wherever a colonial gaze affects perceptions of African women’s material bodies. Through the

juxtaposition of what may sometimes be perceived as “opposites” in binary thinking—my

body/Luo women’s bodies, past/present, African/Western, self/other, North American
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choreography process in 2007/oral tradition in the 1930s—a transnational and transhistorical

way of thinking about dance and history is presented.

Stated differently, since meaning is not fixed (as its representation would suggest) on the

surfaces of bodies, material bodies are likewise not fixed in “history” or time through colonial

framing in photographs or written documentation. Instead, meaning attached to bodies can be

constantly imagined and evolves through processes. Therefore, the hold of an idée fixe from a

colonial gaze that disfigured an earlier version of “history,” is lifted as dancers and I historicize

such constructions in a post-humanist landscape and consider how “humanity”—that

disfigurement of humanity under Enlightenment—is ruptured with reference to a dance process

that disrupts the roots of positivism.

During the choreography process described in Chapter 3 some dancers’ perspectives

shifted over a semester from a focus on the “material body” as a given, toward understanding

materiality through what Gatens terms the “imaginary body,” where a relationship between the

“material body” and the “lived body” is articulated. Perhaps the description of dancers’

experiences can also help to shift the reader’s point of view. As Gadamer (1990) says, the goal of

the hermeneut is to present things in a way that leads one to see differently, so the emphasis here

is on the presentation of a heuristic process that enables a questioning through the imaginary

body. The strange juxtaposition of two contexts opens a window that allows for light to be

refracted in a new way. This may suggest a new sensation, a radically international way of

looking at dance history and aesthetics that was previously imperceptible.
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E. Radically International Simultaneity and the Contact Zone: Transnational,
Transhistorical, Transdisciplinary, and Transphenomenal

To present dance history and aesthetics in a way that is “radically international” the focus

of the dissertation is placed upon women in two distinct contexts and historical eras. However, I

must reiterate that in doing so I do not impose woman or women’s bodies as a universal category

capable of transcending particularities of geography, time, and experience. Indeed, this would

not be “radically international” at all. Instead, Mohanty (2003) who coined the phrase upholds

the vision of an international feminism that is in line with my perspective on radically

international dance history and aesthetics. From this point of view, discursive practices are

acknowledged in terms of their impact on communities’ distinct experiences; the effect of

discourses and multiple versions of history are considered. A “radically international” feminism

thus suggests that borders drawn between cultural knowledges, particularly those “drawn to mark

legitimate and illegitimate knowledges, are often porous” (Mohanty, 2003, 189). Similarly, a

radically international approach to dance history and aesthetics suggests the need to refigure a

dance canon, or how we tend to understand history and aesthetics in terms of an old model that

represents what is central and what is peripheral in dance studies. When information, histories,

and dances are recognised instead as flowing in-between cultures and continents, back and forth,

another approach toward contemplating dance traditions is required.

How can we theorise about dance in a way that avoids the “higher” or “lower” status of

dance traditions that occurred within canonical/non-canonical dichotomies of earlier decades? A

radically international approach to dance is not simple. It requires a “reset” of the events of

history by questioning a universal idea of “humanity” that disfigured African women’s bodies in
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the narrative of history under Enlightenment—a time when women/people of colour were

considered less than human in western discourse. Donna Haraway (2004) considers this problem

in discursive practices through a juxtaposition of Jesus Christ and Sojourner Truth as “trickster”

characters. She “resets” the events of history in part by drawing attention to the way history is a

constructed narrative, but also by showing how these “authentic” images of two humans (Jesus

and Sojourner) are written to satisfy a need for a mythology of “origins.” For example, pointing

out the reality that Sojourner Truth was a northerner and thus unlikely to have the accent of an

enslaved person on a southern plantation, Haraway regards how Sojourner Truth’s speeches were

re-written in a language that was perhaps more palatable for the abolitionist movement at the

time:

the falsely specific, imagined language that represented the ‘universal’ language
of slaves to the literate abolitionist public….[This is a] counterfeit language,
undifferentiated…[that] reminds us of a hostile notion of difference, one that
sneaks the masterful unmarked categories in through the back door in the guise of
the specific…undifferentiated black slave (Haraway, 2004, 58).

This is not unlike how Luo women are seen in the missionary photographs, through a gaze that

presents “a hostile notion of difference, one that sneaks the masterful unmarked categories in

through the back door.” Therefore, to “reset” the events of history I need to disrupt such

undifferentiated notions of “difference” that are told just as the histories of particular women

were subsumed beneath them. Much like Haraway’s analysis of Sojourner Truth’s re-written

speech, “what most needs cleaning up here is an inability to hear [her] language, to face her

specificity, to acknowledge her….” (ibid., 59).

In this case, I reset the stage for dance history and aesthetics by disrupting the roots of

positivism and presenting another model for looking at history through non-dualism. Within a



35

“contact zone” 17, numerous identities, histories, knowledges, and dance traditions encountered in

an educational/choreography/research process. Remember, as discussed above, that Gatens’

theory of the imaginary body draws connections between material bodies of history and lived

bodies, which enables an understanding of how Derrida’s concept of interdiscursivity can be

extended to include the corporeal. Briefly again, Derrida’s interpretive approach to textual

representations attempts to flag diverse and conflicting “voices” speaking in a text—its

interdiscursivity. Gatens’ notion explains how when embodied processes are articulated these

can also be connected to discursive practices. The imaginary body is a fluid notion used to draw

relationships between the “lived body,” that houses particularities of individual embodied

experiences and the material-historical relations inside which one’s embodied experiences are

theorised and articulated, and the “material body.”

When students danced movement from Africa, and in my case while I researched in

archives, dancers and I pondered the connection of the African movement to oral history.

Remember a radically international approach to dance history and aesthetics requires a

“resetting” of the events of history by questioning a universal idea of “humanity” that disfigured

African women’s bodies in the narrative of history under Enlightenment—a time when

women/people of colour were considered less than human in western discourse. As Haraway

(2004) said, “what most needs cleaning up here is an inability to hear [her] language, to face her

specificity, to acknowledge her….” (59). Therefore, as we pondered the connection of the

African movement to oral history, at the same time we considered the material-historical

relations inside which our embodied experiences were theorised and articulated. In those

material-historical relations the “globality of the command of empire” discussed by Negri and
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Hardt (2000) imposed itself, an idée fixe, a “material body” that we interpreted as a binary

between all that is African (like the dance movement they learned) and what is Western (such as

our educational/choreography/research process).

By juxtaposing radically “opposite” contexts and dance traditions in Africa (where dance

movement is connected to an oral tradition) and North America (where the

educational/choreography/research process allowed for the presentation of multiple “voices,” we

were able to, similar to Gatens’ concept of the imaginary body, highlight the fluidity of binaries

like past/present, African/Western and mind/body. This is why in these two research processes

into 1930s Kenya (Chapter 2) and 2007 North America (Chapter 3) my own and dancers’

experiences and the fluidity of binary constructs are emphasised. In this way, and by juxtaposing

the two contexts, I “reset” an idée fixe that has the effect of (among other things) alienating us

from knowing African (Luo) women’s experiences in the 1930s more intimately.

In each context Luo women in the 1930s and North American women in 2007 take a bite

out of “humanity” (that “universal” category). Likewise, I contemplate “woman” as an imagined

idea, an imaginary body—albeit an extremely varied one—in these two contexts. There is no

through-line suggested between these geographical/historical contexts and dance traditions

because the goal is not to connect dots in a linear narrative. Instead, I connect past and present

discourses in a hermeneutic circle with an aim to see differently.

Returning to the research questions I ask, how can I write about 1930s Luo women

dancers in a way that does not create another case study to exist outside of dance history? How

can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? The very questions

make connections that are transphenomenal, transhistorical, transnational and transdisciplinary.
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As the “Model of Simultaneous Experiences inside the Hermeneutic Circle” on the next page

shows, these distinct phenomena are experienced simultaneously.

Since the discourse of “history” failed us (as humans) so profoundly, these research

questions poke at the very premises of western discourse, which have suggested a linear

progression of time, a mythology of “origins.” In an earlier era, a narrative of history was a sort

of “truth” in western discourses, but now that idea has been sufficiently challenged by feminists,

dance theorists, or numerous others like Foucault (1971) who I will discuss later on. Like these

theorists, I look at the ideological enclosures and cultural orientations that affect a perception of

angles or in different lights. When history is interpreted in different lights, or in this case from

another point in time, a link is forged and past, present and future which are experienced

simultaneously. As shown above in the “Model of Simultaneous Experiences inside the

Hermeneutic Circle,” inside the hermeneutic circle I regard history in a new light, seeing (and

sensing) the body of the “knower” and the “body of knowledge” simultaneously, drawing a

relationship between the “material body” and the “lived body” as articulated by Gatens’

“imaginary body.”

In summary of how a radically international view of dance history and aesthetics is

conceived, the idea of “simultaneity” (discussed in Section II-A as a framework I borrowed from

complexity thinking) provides a way to conceive of a two way “conversation” between dance

praxis (choreography, education) and dance discourse (history, aesthetics). Similar the

framework of “simultaneity,” the research approach disrupts wat is conventionally portrayed as a

dualism between dancer/researcher as “knower” and dance studies as a “body of knowledge.”
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Ecological Questions, Globalisation,
(Planetary body)

Academic Disciplines (Bodies of Knowledge, Material Body)

Dance, Multiculturalism, Women’s Studies (Bodies of Education)

Collective Experiences (Cultural Body)

Identity (Individual/Family Body)

soma
(Lived body)

presentPast future

Figure 3. Model of Simultaneous Experiences inside the Hermeneutic Circle:

Transnational, Transhistorical, Transdisciplinary, and Transphenomenal Experience
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Here I rely upon a “deep compatibility between complexity thinking and hermeneutic inquiry”

discussed by Davis and Sumara (2006, 167). These authors mention hermeneutics is oriented

history. I also challenge the idea that the past is “known,” and view “history” much as I would an

artist’s model; she or he is interpreted differently by each artist when viewed from numerous

toward questions of human consciousness such as how we come to believe or think in certain

ways or what is taken for granted in discursive practices (like the narrative of history).

Discussing simultaneity as an underlying assumption of complexity theory, they also note that

human consciousness “depends on social collectivity at the same time as it is always personal

and individual…[so] [t]o understand consciousness one must be able to think in transphenomenal

terms and engage in transdisciplinary ways” (ibid., 167-168). Oriented by research questions

about how history shapes human consciousness, this study borrows from this framework to

engage simultaneously with individual and collective bodies by exploring the “imaginary body,”

where a relationship between the “material body” and the “lived body” is articulated.

Like Gatens’ concept of the imaginary body, the framework of simultaneity disrupts the

dualism between knower and knowledge enables the same research questions to be brought to

bear upon a choreography process with “knowers” and a “body of knowledge.” Similarly,

Gatens’ theory of the “imaginary body”where a relationship between the material body and the

lived body is articulated enables an understanding of how Derrida’s concept of interdiscursivity

can be extended: embodied processes in an educational/choreography/research process are

articulated, are connected to a problem in discursive practices, and are considered as additional

“voices” in an intercorporeal theory.
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Notably, in contemporary educational contexts the imaginary body is increasingly

affected by an emphasis on globalisation, so the dancers and I can experience interconnections

between dance history in 1930s Kenya and a dance education/choreography/research process in

2007 North America. Just as Chapter 2 shows the interplay between my lived experiences of

doing historical research in the context of global consciousness where cultures and people flow

across geographic boundaries and the colonial discursive practices surrounding the archiving of

photographs of 1930s Kenya Luo women where binaries predominated, the choreography

process is also a metaphor for the interplay between individual and cultural consciousness in

2007. These two research processes are thus partnered in “conversation,” presented as metaphors

through which I question what is taken for granted about a figure of “humanity” configured

under Enlightenment. The Model of Simultaneity discussed and the research model on page 75

in the next section about research methods each show how dancers and my “lived bodies” are

implicated in the research questions. Inside the hermeneutic circle that connects past and present

discourses, even future possibilities, a transdisciplinary and transphenomenal approach enables

me to theorise about how “history” as such shapes human consciousness.

This research has two main effects. For one, I theorise about and present a transnational

and transhistorical model for looking at “history” as a contact zone of numerous identities,

histories, knowledges, and dance traditions. Secondly, Luo women’s dance history and aesthetics

are theorised about in a way that does not create a “case study” to exist outside of dance history.

In a similar way, Davis and Sumara (2006) use education as a metaphor for “cultural

consciousness” and discuss the interplay between individual and collective consciousness that is

at work in educational contexts:
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Just as one’s consciousness serves to bring certain aspects of personal experience to
awareness, formal education is a means by which certain aspects of collective
experiences are foregrounded within the body politic. Developing the analogy a bit
further, it is interesting to note that one’s consciousness does not control one’s
experience, although it does play an important orienting role. Phrased differently,
perception, interpretation, and identity are not determined by consciousness, but they
are dependent on consciousness. In a similar sense, formal education does not play a
deterministic role in the unfolding of society, but does play an important orienting role
that profoundly affects culture (168).

A dance educational/choreography/research process thus provides a metaphor, a means through

which to make links between learners’ personal experiences (in their lived bodies) and collective

experiences of dance education and western discursive practices.

The research methods discussed in the following section further illustrate the ways that

historical research, dance aesthetics, and dance educational practice are studied simultaneously

in the same research process. In each context, 1930s Kenya and 2007 North America, I

contemplate the research questions. As with most analogies, however, the analogy between a

dance choreography process and cultural consciousness is also flawed. Davis and Sumara (2006)

also write that education is often understood as a conscious effort to organise individual

consciousness, and the metaphor is thus flawed because self-awareness may be more accidental

rather than directly connected to a particular curricula. Nevertheless, the reverse is also true in

that curricula are affected by discursive practices and so “reflect emergent worldviews,

knowledge, technologies, and social issues [which] illustrates that formal education is highly

dependent on evolving circumstances” (ibid., 168). Therefore, it seems appropriate that when

looking at Kenya Luo dance history I imagine a sort of “conversation” with discursive practices

in western dance history and aesthetics. The conversation accounts for “emergent worldviews”

and “evolving circumstances” in the contact zone of contemporary society. In this way, I seek to
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account for what has been learned about what was once taken for granted about a figure of

“humanity” configured under Enlightenment.

III. Methods, Limitations and Delimitations

A. General Introduction to Methods

This dissertation research operates in two points in time—the 1930s and the 21st

Century—and references two continents, Africa and North America. The contexts are diverse—a

village at Ng’iya in the 1930s and a North American classroom in 2007. My objective is not to

connect the dots between them in a linear narrative, but to ask what happens when these contexts

are brought into conversation with one another. I explore tensions between a view of the past that

I saw figured in archived photographs and what happens when I ask what stories emerge, what

new meanings, what new ways of thinking about dance history and aesthetics. My goal is

twofold: first, to present 1930s Luo women’s dance in a way that disturbs the disfigurement of

history under Enlightenment, the story on the surface of historical events; second, to uncover

another way of perceiving dance history and aesthetics through an intercorporeal theory.

Remember my research into 1930s Luo women’s dance is framed through two questions:

How I can illuminate a view of women’s dance that is transhistorical and transnational? In going

further I ask, how can I write about Luo women’s dance history in a way that does not create a

“case study” to exist outside dance history? These questions point to unstated hierarchies in how

dance audiences look at the differences between dance traditions and to binary oppositions such

as those between “the West” and “Africa” that are encoded with values and concepts of power,

superiority, and worth. These oppositions are connected to the way history is interpreted in
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theoretical discourse, so to disturb the story of “history”, I present a view of Luo history and

dance aestheics that is admittedly only partial, attending as closely as possible to Luo women’s

experiences that I read about in various texts.

This subject extended the need for a multi-modal study because so many components of

analysis are involved in resetting the past. As described at length in Sections I and II, the

research problem is situated inside a hermeneutic circle that connects past and present

discourses. Using Gaten’s notion of the “imaginary body” I draw relationships between the

“lived body” that houses particularities of individual embodied experiences, and the material-

historical relations inside which one’s embodied experiences are theorised and articulated, the

“material body.” Therefore, by placing lived bodies in the hermeneutic circle I include dancers

and my interpretations of material-historical relations as part of the research data, and as some of

the multiple “voices” of this intercorporeal theory. As a researcher in a hermeneutic circle, and

as a dance professor in North America, I am also entangled in how cultural difference and Africa

are discussed and perceived. Thus my “lived” experiences of researching, alongside dancers’

lived experiences of an educational/choreography/research process, provide metaphors through

which to untangle this discussion.

In Chapter 2 the reader is invited to follow me as I research into the archives in England

where I looked at missionary photographs of Luo people. The “data” of this chapter includes not

only this fact-based interpretation of Luo history but also poetic renderings of my research

experiences. In Chapter 3 I bring the reader to a dance classroom in North America where the

same research questions are brought to bear in a choreography process. As noted in Sections I

and II, I designed this choreography process—at once artistic and pedagogical—as a means



44

through which to gain insight into 11 North American dancers’ experiences of questioning the

idée fixe in western philosophical discourses that often seems to inform western cultural

assumptions about African dance and African history. The dancers question through somatic

processes I designed in response to doing research in the archives. What results is a simultaneous

view of two continents, a weaving together of past/present, self/other, mind/body, Africa/the

West—binary halves that are more often seen as “separate.”

The direct connection between these contexts may be non-existent, but that is not a factor

because the aim is to see differently by juxtaposing these two research processes. The aim is to

open a sensation, to see something about dance discursive practices that might otherwise be

imperceptible.

B. The Intertextual Analysis of 1930s Luo Women’s Dances: hermenutics, archives,
photographs, and conversations about ethics

…my waist was soft
I sang sweetly
When I was grinding millet
Or on the way to the well,
Nobody’s voice was sweeter than mine!
And in the arena
I sang the solos
Loud and clear
Like the ogilo bird
At sunset.

—Okot p’bitek, 1972, 48.

Hermeneutics does not present a unified method or approach and researchers who employ

this “method” tend to draw from other fields when necessary (Davis, 1996). An intertextual

study, including the semiotic analysis of archived photographs, is most useful for my purposes.

In the missionary archives I adapted Òmófòlabo Ajayi’s (1998) cultural codes for Yoruba dance,
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wherein she describes African dance as both an expression of personal/cultural identity and a

cultural discourse that reflects continuity between past and present dance practices. As stated in

the introduction to methods above, I am not establishing continuity between an oral dance

tradition in Kenya and the process of creating a concert dance in North America. Therefore, this

combined method of intertextuality and semiotic analysis only assists me initially to develop a

definition of Luo women’s dance and speculate about women’s “voices” in the 1930s. I

speculate that this study of 1930s Luo dance through cultural codes in Chapter 2 shows Luo

dance, as a discourse, kinaesthetically exceeds the colonial discourses that encode it.

However, before discussing the hypothesis and methodology in Section IV and

explaining a “working definition” of Luo dance as an embodied discourse in the literature

review, there are several limitations related to unfolding the constructs I am trafficking. First,

even though I do not seek to “represent” Luo dance, I nevertheless work with constructs and

definitions to theorise about dance history and communicate ideas. The working definition of

Luo dance drawn below is mainly constructed through secondary sources, and this involved the

intertextual analysis of written discourses about Luo people, culture and dance in anthropology,

African history and material culture. Like primary archival sources, some of these secondary

sources are limited because they present a point of view skewed in favour of an evolutionary

model of history, and since Luo culture is not a contained system, such a perspective is tainted

with views of “primitivism.”

Another kind of disfiguration is presented in these sources. Some of the sources, like

Darkwa’s (1985) discussion of Luo dance, convey cataloguing effects of western, reified notions

“music”, “lyrics”, “dance.” But these are not separate notions in Africa because, as discussed,
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dance is connected to oral history. This is explained more precisely in Section V, Part B of the

Literature Review where I discuss how Luo dance is connected to oral history. To summarise

briefly here, as Luo people had a holistic idea of culture, music held the stories of the people and

dance was an expression of coming home to “God” or Jok (Ocholla-Ayayo, 1980, 180).

I took several precautions to address these limitations of intertextual analysis. First, my

most valuable secondary sources about traditional Luo history (Ogot, 1967) aesthetics and

material culture (Ocholla-Ayayo, 1980), Luo dance (okot p’bitek, 1972) and Luo women (e.g.,

Hay, 1996) each drew extensively from oral history. Darkwa’s (1985) study, the only study of

Luo dance available, is limited in scope because it separates “dance” from the cultural context

emphasising visual information and basic steps without focusing on how dance is connected to

oral history18. However, by carefully constructing a view of the 1930s through this literature

review, women’s perspectives, stories and dances emerged. With a working definition of Luo

dance as an embodied discourse, explained below, and semiotic codes adapted from Ajayi (1998)

to decipher the presence of and meaning expressed by particular Luo women photographed in the

1930s, the interpretation of meaning derived from biased primary sources like the archived

photographs and missionary writing was possible.

After conducting a literature review, in November 2005 I travelled to England where I

conducted primary research at the Royal Commonwealth Society archives in Cambridge and the

Christian Missionary Society archives in Birmingham. I searched for multiple and often

conflicting “voices” in the photographs, letters, and annual reports. These documents provided

insights into: specific Anglican missionaries who were important in Kisumu region; relationships

between some Luo women and Anglican missionaries; the ways particular women’s choices,
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dances and ceremonies were affected by assimilation; and specific problems and laws that Luo

people responded to under British colonial practices of ethnocide or genocide. All the while, in

my Dissertation Journal I reflected on how the embodied discourse of Luo women dancers was

muted by theories of Enlightenment, which led me to think about how previous generations of

research had mostly failed to bring their dances alive—with the exception of perhaps okot

p’bitek (1972) who wrote poetry. Now and then a glimpse would escape from photographs or

missionary writings through a gesture, an action, or a movement of footsteps.

Some photographs helped demonstrate visually the cultural conflicts and economic

changes that were explained in secondary sources to be occurring in Luo society at that time, the

result of British colonialism. For example, when a woman adopted a Christian cosmology she

moved away from the traditions of her ancestors. This change was reflected symbolically

through clothing choices and was thus not a private choice for her, but a shocking public

statement, interpreted by many in the community as the betrayal of her ancestors19. The choices

each woman faced were complicated, as detailed in Chapter 2. Mothers and young girls had to

consider the continuity of past, present, and future as they forged positions for themselves and

their children in the radically changed society.

The visual codes in photographs were given even more depth through the examination of

missionary writings, particularly when women and men’s resistance to problems under

colonialism were highlighted by missionaries. This resistance included some arguments Luo

women had with British government officials and missionaries. To learn details about women’s

lives I read annual reports, letters, and other travel writing in the archives about Ng’iya and

Kisumu region of Kenya between1895-1940 (RCS Archives; CMS Archives). 1895 is the first
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point of contact between the missionaries and Luo people at Ng’iya, so knowledge of the period

from here through the 1930s provides significant contextual information that I could cross-

reference with secondary sources.

As explained, in Chapter 2 I use the primary archival data to convey an in depth historical

narrative. However, I also break the narrative several times with poetic renderings or short

narratives about my “lived” experiences of researching. In this way I invite the reader to watch

me put together a “scrapbook” about the time. This scrapbook approach to dance history avoids

the “illusion of a substantial unity” in narratives of history discussed by Foucault (1971, 373). In

addition, it suggests that for some subjects like this one that involves African women living

under colonisation, poetic writing may be more useful to provide insight into both subject and

interpreter. As noted okot p’bitek’s (1972) song of lawino, a poetic treatise of traditional Luo

culture drawn from oral interviews, provided the most insight into Luo women dancers of all the

sources I examined. Glesne (1997) also suggested that researchers can use poetry as a form of

presentation, suggesting “the transformative powers of language and reflection to open, in some

way, all participants: researcher, researched, and reader” (218) rather than to “understand”

something and place limits around it. Since I aim to open researcher, researched and reader in

some way, open another view of dance history and aesthetics, poetic writing was a natural place

to turn. In the context of 1930s Kenya, I aimed to know the women as I knew my own

grandmother when I talked with her about her own scrapbook of photographs. Therefore, at one

level are the “facts” of the dance history revealed in Chapter 2 (some issues Luo women faced,

symbols in the photographs referenced in secondary sources, and referring to women by name

wherever possible). But at another level, to engage the reader in the process of interpretation, I
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also reveal personal experiences of questioning and reflecting on the research data through poetic

language and the scrapbook approach. Therefore, photographs and factual narratives are posited

alongside poetic renderings as a way to frame this research presentation.

Even though language can be transformative, there are also many limitations of language

and writing which is prone to certain expectations. Writing a dissertation in particular carries all

the expectations associated with representation in expository writing discussed in Section I.

Likewise, as Derrida (1980) discussed, language is limited because it can contribute to

reinforcing binaries. To avoid recreating more binary oppositions as much as possible, I

employed a heuristic approach compatible with Gadamer’s (1990) hermeneutic circle, using

narrative devices to link past and present discourses. For example, in Chapter 2 I sometimes

write about Luo dance as if it is happening in the present tense. At other times, I switch to past

tense when I am writing about Luo women in history. These shifts in tense are a deliberate

attempt to actively engage the reader in questioning the construction of “history” and drawing

links between past and present.

After completing the archival research I needed another means to address the limitations

of the data, which was clearly skewed in favour of an evolutionary model of history. Therefore, I

interviewed an elder from Ng’iya about women’s dance in the 1930s. A Maragoli elder was also

consulted to provide important contextual information about her experiences growing up as a

young woman in a neighbouring area with ties to Luo people. I had known these elders in a close

relationship for nine years prior to the interviews and thus we were able to talk in some depth.

One of the elders was born in the early 1930s, so his memories are memories of youth such as

remembering his grandfather who worked for Archdeacon Owen as his guide, or other stories
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about his family. The Maragoli elder I spoke with was born in the early 1940s and therefore her

references to the 1930s are indirect. These interviews were removed from the Kenyan context

and took place in their current home in Canada, taking various stages and forms: a formal video

recorded conversation about the photographs and era; discussions over tea and on walks; long

suppers; considerations of books or articles we had read; email correspondence; and as I assisted

the Maragoli elder to write a children’s book over a two year period. I had originally imagined

travelling to Kenya, but problems related to do-ability within the time frame of the dissertation

and violence related to the 2007 Kenya government elections got in the way of interviewing

several contacts at Ng’iya. Therefore, this data is limited to the two elders noted20.

If these interviews had been directed toward an end-point, the solicitation of factual

information about dance, the limitations of data gained through the recal of childhood memories

and indirect memories would certainly have to be addressed because these are not an effective

means through which to find out detailed information about Luo dance. However, my research

questions belie a different goal which is to present 1930s Luo dance in a way that disturbs the

disfigurement of history under Enlightenment and to uncover another way of perceiving dance

history and aesthetics through an intercorporeal theory. Knowing these goals and the limited time

frame available, the idea of going to Kenya and interviewing strangers about the past actually

raised considerable ethical concerns for me. Talking about this history can be extremely difficult,

and I thought carefully about when and how to include elders in the process. I could have

expanded this field of interviewees to include numerous contacts in Kenya with whom I have

had little ongoing association, but instead my choices about whom to interview reflected a view

of what are ethical research relations: ethical research relations require a mutual trust and the
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researcher’s personal commitment to developing the relationship, a commitment that must

continue well beyond the interview period.

As I have explained at length, my research goal was never to enclose the past in a linear

narrative, so I chose a “hermeneutic conversation” instead of an anthropological interview

method. I adopted Margolis’ (1998) method of photo-elicitation interviews, using the

photographs of Luo women in the 1930s that I found in the archives. Unlike Margolis, who

worked to an end-point in order to get answers about an event in the past, I used a hermeneutic

approach, which involved open-ended questions and a conversation that deepened and influenced

my perception of the past and my research direction. During our conversations I asked elders

questions I hoped would expand my working definition of African (Luo) dance, and the elders

provided me with some of their own perceptions and experiences of the photographs and the era.

The amount of factual data that I could gather about Luo dance during these formal

interviews was minimal, and in truth, my perceptions were shaped in greater measure over time

rather than in the formal interview setting because the elders and I communicated regularly. For

example, I talked with them while I was doing course work, researching, or writing, and the most

in-depth conversations or discussions about Luo history extended beyond formal interviews. As

an illustration of this, we communicated about Ogot’s (1967) book or other resources in

conversations and we exchanged emails about happenings in Kenya or referred one another to

articles about Kenya. The insights I gained from the elders thus goes beyond what I would have

been capable of in short interviews, and the relationships demonstrate an ongoing mutual

commitment that is important for ethical research relationships.
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This “conversation” with dance history in Chapter 2 points with clarity to some of the

challenging ethical issues and commitments a researcher of African dance faces since not only

whole cultures and dances, but also individual people were severely traumatised under

colonisation. One limitation with the formal interview process is that time and colonial

discourses affect elders’ memories, and stories of the past were often painful to recount.

Archived photographs might help elicit their memories of youth, but within these photographs

are also the implied narrator, a missionary photographer who framed the “subject” and released

the shutter. Rather than photographs that convey a celebration of the African body and Luo

culture, a woman whose voice “Sang loud and clear/ Like the ogilo bird” (okot p’bitek, 1972,

48), these photographs portray bodies disfigured by theories of Enlightenment. Therefore,

whereas initially the elders were excited to see the photographs, when they looked at the figures

the details of their memories were flattened by time, pain and distances so they often spoke more

about problems with the missionaries than about Luo dances.

As stated, such limitations did not deter me since the research objectives were to break

open the naturalization of this split between African/Western historical narratives and explore

new areas of meaning in dance discursive practices. Remember, this inquiry suggests the

possibility of transforming prejudices and seeing differently, and one desired outcome of this

research is to suggest a model for looking at African dance history and aesthetics that is

“radically international.”

In Chapter 2 a generalised discussion of these hermeneutic conversations with elders

helps refract and reflect the research problem as the difficulties of researching the topic are

considered. The discussion of the process here mainly helps demonstrate the nature of ethical
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research relationships that seek to bridge the impasse of “history” that disfigured African

women. Put another way, since the binary between the West and Africa is an idée fixe, an idea so

embedded within current discourses that it dominates other possibilities and alienates some

people from approaching intercultural research relationships and/or may impose a limited

interpretation of what that would entail. To extend this point, a discussion of the need for mutual

trust between interviewer/interviewee points to the way in which history is experienced as

ongoing, as very much alive in intercultural relationships. Therefore, binaries become embedded,

reinforced, and how they “live on” in how we remember and this needs to be addressed in

intercultural research relationships.

In brief summary of this section on research methods into 1930s Luo dance history, when

looked at as a whole, the research methods reflect a kind of circular, heuristic process that is at

the heart of this hermeneutic inquiry. The research involved the intertextual study of secondary

and primary sources, the interpretation of archived photographs through semiotic codes, the

contemplation of numerous difficulties involved in interpreting dance from the colonial era,

considerations of painful stories related by elders, poetic/empathetic responses to elder

interviews, and a consideration of the ethical issues involved with listening in intercultural

research relationships. All of these reflections led me to develop and conduct the study described

in Chapter 3 wherein binary interpretations of dance history and aesthetics are questioned further

through somatic processes.

To understand how this research led into the choreography process discussed in Chapter

3 it is important to show how I understand Chapter 2 as a “conversation” with dance history.

Personal reflections, like short asides or subjective descriptions about the process of conducting
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research, appear throughout the writing. As the mediator of data I constantly questioned ideology

behind the framing of data and looked for tools to suggest a radically international approach. By

revealing my processes of understanding and writing from the subjective experience of my

particular lived body, my presence serves as an anchor for the reader who is guided through

diverse contexts where I question a binary perception in dance discursive practices that would

have me (a Westerner) separated from African (Luo) dance history.

How can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I

write about Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another case study to sit outside of

dance discourse? Instead of a narrative of history, I posit a “conversation” and theorise an

approach to dance history and aesthetics where “lived bodies” enter the conversation. This way

of emphasising the “imaginary body” through non-dualism—or the act of drawing relationships

between the “lived body” that houses particularities of individual embodied experiences and the

material-historical relations inside which one’s embodied experiences are theorised and

articulated, the “material body”—opens me to the physical/emotional impact of doing research.

For example, when Sir Hardinge (RCS/116) writes about Luo people needing to be “forced into

submission with guns and violence,” I feel history hit a blow on my body. The tears well up but

elders guide me forward because in knowing their stories I also experience their strengths. Luo

women’s dances are thus experienced more directly as I imagine what the women lived through

and feared in the 1930s. In this way, sensations begin to peek out from behind flattened images,

and I come to know “voices” of Luo women in the photographs through an embodied discourse.

In some ways then this story of Luo women will always be almost “fictional” in that it is

constructed from “scraps” and pieces of history, and not direct cantations. But in theorising about
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history this way I follow Snitow’s (2006) urgent plea, that feminists must “elaborate the fiction

woman as if she were not a provisional invention at all but a person we know well, one in need

of obvious rights and powers” (31). This point is underscored when the “conversation” with Luo

women’s dance history and aesthetics is joined to the dance choreography process in 2007,

wherein dancers explored binaries and further questioned the construction of the “material body”

of history and the coercive through experiences in their “lived bodies.”

As noted, this research operates in two points in time—the 1930s and the present day—

and references two continents, Africa and North America, but the contexts are not joined in a

linear narrative. When the two contexts are brought into “conversation” with one another, a

discussion of the research processes enable what Richardson (1992) called, “refraction” of the

data through writing and reflection on a subject. The choreography process emphasises that this

is a presentation and not a representation of history; its description “crystallises” understandings

about how new binaries are too easily recreated and brings to consciousness the notions about

“African dance” that threaten to associate Luo women with yet narrative enclosure.

The choreography process, described below in Section C, thus provides a basis through

which to systematically engage with 11 women’s experiences of dance history and aesthetics.

The description calls into the hermeneutic circle the very context in which this particular

presentation of Luo women’s dance history was created. That is, I write in the context of North

American dance higher education which (when viewed in linear terms) is geographically and

temporally distant from 1930s Kenya. By challenging binaries in this way, perhaps I can assist

the reader who makes connections about how “history” lives on in binaries that inform our

memories, perceptions and experiences of place, time, bodies, and difference in dance history
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and aesthetics. In this way I hold out a hope that binaries could be challenged through continued

commitment because, after all, how else will I ever know a Luo woman who beckons me to join

her in the arena? How else would we know her beyond the muted, passive figures offered under

narratives of Enlightenment?

C. Research in a Dance Classroom in North America: Focusing on a Lived Process

As seen by the research model on the next page, I place “lived bodies” at the centre of my

research processes. I developed a 20 minute piece with 11 student dancers, which provided a

concrete way to engage with “history” and the ways powers of ideological enclosure“live on,” in

discursive practices unless care is taken to bring this to light. Ann Cooper-Albright (1997)

discusses how the “slippage between the lived body and its cultural representation” in dance—or

the negotiation of a somatic body (body as we experience it) and the cultural representation of

the body (skin, age, gender, ability)—provides a foundation for explorations of identity, a way of

bringing internal experiences to light. As she elaborates, such engagement is critical in the

context of cultural theory about the body as signifier/signified which, while compelling, often

glosses over “the impact of embodied experience on our concepts of identity” (10). As recorded

in Chapter 3, choreography was a means through which to pursue questions about narratives of

history that are sutured to bodies. So the choreographic process disrupted these narratives about

history by dissipating the idea of origins. That is, the dance process embraced the “contact zone”

between several diverse dance traditions and personal histories.
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Figure 4. Research Model

Start in Praxis:
1. See Problem with

Binary in Dance
History Discourse
as research 1930s

Luo dances.

2. Research Process
informs my model
of choreography as

I respond to the
difficulty of

communicating
beyond binaries.

3. Model of
choreography
explores the
relation between the
soma and cultural
identity (skin,
gender, age…)

4. Realise
choreography
process can help
inform students
about how to look
at a radically
international
dance history and
aesthetics.

Return to
Praxis:
5. Begin
teaching

choreography
process to

students and
creating

choreography
that challenges

binaries in
dance

discourses.6. Choreography
process informs an
intercorporeal
theory of dance
history and
aesthetics.

cultural body

skin, gender, age…

somatic
body/mind/spirit



58

I developed this choreography process as a response to research experiences recorded

over a three year period in my dissertation journal. During this time I created a solo, duet, trio, a

group dance with 11 student dancers, writing articles about each process (see Odhiambo 2005,

2006A, 2007A, 2007B). As well, I co-reconstructed and performed a Humphrey dance under the

direction of Dr. Joellen Meglin. The process of making Sand and Bone with 11 dancers formally

became part of the dissertation research, and was both video recorded and photographed over the

four month long rehearsal process, which culminated in a week long concert. As explained

visually by the research model on the previous page, dance presents living metaphors that

emphasise the way knowledge is experienced and these living metaphors can be used to consider

how we remember, and how history and coercive power are “lived” in bodies. This is similar to

how Augusto Boal (1989) used theatre processes to think about the effects of power in society on

their own lives21.

The dance, titled Sand and Bone, worked with a series of metaphors that destabilise the

body as a category, so in this way the dancers questioned the idea of “difference,” part of

discursive practices and language. Through the process students explored the relationship

between their bodies, personal histories, and dance traditions. The dancers hailed from several

dance traditions and backgrounds: ballet, hip hop, African, Afro-Caribbean, Graham, release

technique, acrobatics, crunk, and even some self-identified “non-dancers.” I worked to extend

their movement capacities and incorporated their tensions with learning movement from

distinctly different traditions while continually working to place movement side-by-side in such

a way that resisted the tendency to attach fixed meaning to bodies. In this sense, I drew from
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Foucault’s (1971) ideas about the instability of the body as a category, questioning the idée fixe

in categorical thinking found “on the surface of events of history” (373). Together with the

dancers I thus developed the basis of an intercorporeal theory for looking at the idea of dissipated

origins in dance history (not Luo dance history), so in Chapter 4 I can explain what is known

only by looking at the dissertation as a whole.

Firm conclusions about “the body” or “identity” were not important to the choreographic

process which was a way to open a dialogue about spaces in-between binaries like self/other or

Africa/the West. As discussed, dancers’ unique personal experiences were translated into

movement through Boalian style theatre techniques which helped them form “movement

pictures” of embodied memories. For example, at one point they introduced one of their

grandmothers to the group through physical movement, and then I asked them to show how their

grandmother may have felt on the day Martin Luther King Jr. was shot. These physical “moving

pictures” not only demonstrated how students were each situated historically/culturally, but also

students’ different relationships to history and dance aesthetics provided a framework for our

discussions about some of the movement that was put into our dance. In this way, their personal

experiences, family histories, diverse dance traditions—their lived bodies—formed part of the

meaning of the dance. This is an example of how the choreography process provided

opportunities to theorise about the imaginary body by relating to a narrative of history beyond an

abstraction of experiences that sometimes occurs through discursive practices.

The intermingling of dancers’ bodies in the choreography process led to new knowledge

and is the basis of an intercorporeal theory discussed in Chapter 4. Over the semester, dancers

reflected on readings like Ann Cooper-Albright (1997) or other theories about education for
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conscientization discussed in Section II. Meanwhile, they also conducted a personal inquiry

through journal writing, essay writing, and dance choreography. In this way, many dancers

seemed to incorporate into their bodies an in depth understanding about how binaries affect their

perceptions as reflected in their journal writing. By considering the embodied identities of other

dancers while watching movement and reflecting in the guided inquiry, many seemed able to

think about binary questions brought to bear on identity, history, and dance aesthetics

intercorporeally. That is, the ideas they considered were not imposed from the outside or only

conceived intellectually but were known through emotional-physical expressions. For example,

when one student watched another she referred to the other student’s identity in terms of how she

“danced with her heart rhythm. The slow rhythm of her heart is important and her heart reaches

for me in movement.” Chapter 3 reveals numerous such short descriptions, and explains that

danced identities were also “tried on” by other dancers. That is, dancers would try the movement

introduced by another dancer (including the meaning) and mimic it, after which some of the

movements were incorporated into the dance. In these ways, students came to recognise the

identity of the body not as predetermined, a social given, but is something constructed in relation

to other bodies and contexts. Chapter 3 thus describes how dancers and I theorised

intercorporeally.

Chapters 3 and 4 each draw data from this choreography process explained through the

above examples, wherein the action of incorporating meaning into their bodies provided dancers

with a way to explore spaces in-between binaries, spaces between knowers and the body of

knowledge, with their “lived bodies.” This process was sometimes voiceless and the accentuated

a corporeal becoming. Remember, Gatens notion of the imaginary body draws relationships
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between the “lived body” that houses particularities of individual embodied experiences and the

material-historical relations inside which one’s embodied experiences are theorised and

articulated, the “material body.” The data gathered involved dancers in finding their voices and

making sense of what are often unconscious “ready-made images and symbols through which we

make sense of social bodies and which determine, in part their value, their status, and what will

be deemed their appropriate treatment” (Gatens, 1996, viii). They did this through several

interconnected processes: creating and rehearsing dance; verbal articulations about bodily

processes; descriptive writing about other dancers’ movement; journaling about guided

questions; and essay writing. These interconnected processes seemed to enable most learners to

theorise about spaces in-between binaries through the corporeal and to sense simultaneous

experiences occurring inside the hermeneutic circle as explained through the model on page 57.

The choreography process provides a practical means of developing an intercorporeal theory

because learners investigated the imaginary body with their “lived bodies.” In Chapter 4, I

theorise how a similar process could be used to teach a radically international approach to world

dance. Even though this kind of process is challenging for teacher and students, it can help

students see a radically international view of dance traditions, including Luo women’s dance.

IV. Hypothesis and Methodology: Post-Histoire and Luo Women’s Dance

A. General Introduction to Methodology: Post-Histoire

Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within the articulation of the
body and history. Its task is to expose a body totally impregnated by history and
the process of history’s destruction of the body.

Foucault, Michel (1971), p. 375
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This multi-modal, transhistorical, transnational and transphenomenal approach to

discussing dance history is a development of the postmodern era. Vattimo (1988) argues that

certain histories and even conceptions of time must be de-privileged in the postmodern era. He

describes experience in contemporary western societies as post-histoire (or "post-history"), a

term that was first introduced by Arnold Gehlen. Referring to Gehlen’s (1981) description of the

secularization of progress, in which he says progress led human beings from Christianity (the

history of salvation) to secularization (a description of “progress” or a search for a worldly

condition of perfection), Vattimo calls for the de-privileging of a unitary notion of “history.”

If there is no unitary and privileged history, though, but only different histoires or
different levels and ways of reconstructing the past in the collective consciousness
and imagination, then it is difficult to see to just what extent the dissolution of
history—in the form of a dissemination of ‘histories’—does not also constitute an
end to history as such. This dissolution marks an end to historiography as the
image, albeit a constantly varied one, of a unitary process of events, a process
which itself loses all recognizable consistency when deprived of the unity of the
discourse that formerly defined it (Vattimo, 1988, 9).

Vattimo’s point that progress was narrated in history to create an image of a unified progression

of events—a search for a worldly condition of perfection—can be extended to the way progress

and “origins” were narrated in dance history. Likewise, its dissolution marks the end of dance

historiography as an “image…of a unitary process of events.”

As the roots of positivism are questioned and dissolve, numerous dance scholars likewise

question the idea of origins in dance history, often by writing of “different histoires or different

levels and ways of reconstructing the past in the collective consciousness and imagination”

(Vattimo, 1988, 9). For example, Dils and Cooper Albright (2001) ask why the emphasis on

European American or European concert dance artists in the United States led to the “odd shape”
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of dance history that references an “all white big four” (xiv) as a point of origin. This unitary and

privileged image of dance history not only separated American dance artists in terms of race as

these authors discuss, but also reflected another related ideology which the writers of dance

history referenced—that “common sense” notion of separation between discourses about Africa

and the West. A unitary history presents this as an idée fixe, and it is a cancerous notion so

insidious that it is thought to be true. The notion helped shape thinking about dance history and

aesthetics in terms of a hierarchy of dance types, and clearly now that beliefs about

differentiations between Europeans and non-Europeans have been challenged and corrected there

is a need to revisit this “odd shape” written into dance history and aesthetics.

These ideas of dance origins and the hierarchy of dance types were both questioned

through the 1990s and 2000s. Dance historians like Janet Adshead-Lansdale and June Layson

(1995) wrote about the need of new texts, new approaches to dance history and aesthetics. As

discussed in earlier sections, more recent scholarship including Lisa Doolittle and Anne Flynn

(2000), Susan Manning (2004/2006) or Bonnie Rowell (2000), have also acknowledged these

kinds of problems in dance discursive practices from their perspectives in Canada, the United

States and England respectively. This suggests that dance scholars are uncomfortable with the

way things were, and are experiencing heightened levels of awareness about how their dance

research practices are situated in a global context. I described this as an awareness of the

planetary body that is facilitated by ecophilosophy and the flow of information and traditions

between countries in the era of globalisation. A visual of this is reflected in the Model of

Simultaneous Experiences inside the Hermeneutic Circle on page 38. A result of this awareness,

dance conferences are now often alive with questions about the future and possibility of dance as
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a field. Since dance provides a point of intersection between the humanities and kinesiology, the

hope of some scholars is that dance can help shift perceptions away from limiting dualisms. The

excitement of dance scholarship is that through “embodied movement, we can see these fleeting

moments in new ways, watching how dance might craft a conection between what has been and

what might be” (Doolittle and Flynn, 2000, xvi).

The concern about what “has been” is raised in this study because, despite innovations in

the field, there is work still to be done. Dynamic historical figures of non-European dance

history—in this case 1930s Kenya Luo women—are still flattened in dance discursive practices.

Wherever scholars use general descriptors like “world dance” or “African dance” this flattening

unintentionally occurs, going hand-in-hand with the broader narrative that dehumanised non-

Europeans, the one that disfigured “humanity.” I suggested earlier in this chapter that because

dance is a relatively young field that entered academic institutions in the postcolonial era, dance

scholars actually have an ethical responsibility to think through these issues carefully, to think

about “what might be” in the way we develop, discuss and approach philosophical discussion.

This seems even more critical when one considers the hope offered by our embodied processes

of seeing “fleeting moments in new ways” and “craft[ing] a connection [to]…what might be”

(Doolittle and Flynn, 2000, xvi).

Put another way, dance scholarship suggests the possibility of giving back something

vital to the project of undoing the idée fixe, a project that is approached often through other

means in fields like philosophy, multicultural education or women’s studies. The reason dance

processes can provide something distinct is that our research is about bodies (which are at the
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heart of the disfigurement). This possibility in dance also heightens the ethical responsibility of

defining and developing the terms of our discussions carefully.

This research study presents a “conversation” with dance history that is about re-defining

and developing the terms of dance scholarship with a conscious reference to how the idée fixe

shapes and defines what is seen as “common sense.” In addition, it presents a theory for how a

radically international dance history and aesthetics can be approached. Since broad categorical

distinctions in dance belie a minefield of hidden discourses, this is more than a conversation

about dance scholarship: it is a discussion about what is beneath the binary in dance (the

disfigurement of “humanity” explained as entrenched in western discursive practices), and about

how the disfigurement can be questioned through non-dualism in dance. When these two

discussions—one about disfigurement and the other about questioning it through non-dualism—

are examined side by side in Chapters 2 and 3, a radically international approach to dance history

and aesthetics is thus revealed. The argument presented is that by questioning discursive

practices through non-dualism it is possible to forge new discursive practices that do not re-

impose an idée fixe.

I suggested dance theorists can “solve the problem” in discursive practices by

reconsidering the way history and dance aesthetics are remembered, discussed and experienced.

But remember that I am not revising “dance history” or writing a new curriculum, although this

does point to the need for new educational strategies. In the Foreword I suggested instead that I

am a dance philosopher who lingers on a rock next to an “old pond”22. I am just a frog who

enjoys the act of jumping in-between dance history, dance aesthetics, and somatics, while

theorising about the problem of a binary beneath dance discursive practices. Lingering here on a
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rock, I regard a reflection in the old pond. I also offer a sensation of jumping into it through a

non-dualist approach toward dance history and aesthetics.

The unifying emphasis of this study is in the approach that suggests dance scholars can

draw upon the wisdom of the body, discovered through journal writing about descriptions of

somatic processes in experiences of researching and teaching dance. Past and present are invited

into the hermeneutic circle as I look in-between the crevices of dance history. My descriptions of

researching Luo women’s dance history, where I provide poetic renderings of the act of

researching, create an avenue through which to engage the perspectives of 1930s Luo women

within a broader cultural critique.

The historical timing of the study of Luo women dancers is a point of entry into the

conversation with dance discursive practices. Even today the 1930s is referenced as a point of

“origin” in dance, since modern dance teachers often reflect on pioneers of that era like Doris

Humphrey or Martha Graham whose dance techniques developed during this period (see

Dempster, 1998). Since the 1930s these dance techniques have been codified, but the principles

developed during that era are thought to form the basis from whence numerous technical

innovations came afterward in American dance history. Dixon-Gottschild (1996) effectively

critiqued this perspective of dance origins, arguing that these early dance traditions borrowed

liberally from so-called “cultural” dance traditions without referencing their sources. Therefore,

these dance traditions owe tribute to a wide range of “authorship,” some of which was rendered

anonymous because of the racist ideology at the time. This was an important discussion but that

is not the point I am making here. After all, Luo women are not part of the dance history

narrative and their history bears no direct relationship to 1930s American dance history.
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Therefore, in real time the conversation between African (Luo) women of the 1930s and

American modern dancers of this era did not occur.

So why create an avenue through which to engage the perspectives of 1930s Luo women

within a broader cultural critique? Some will argue that the separation of dance histories into

categories is just “common sense.” Their view is that the discussion of Luo history is a

specialised, underrepresented area of study that is important to the area of “world dance” but

irrelevant to “dance history.” As indicated and acknowledged in previous sections, dances in

Africa are studied differently and do involve different terms of analysis; therefore distinctions

between areas of dance are a necessity. However, this argument that African dance is part of

“world dance” sadly misses the point of the conversation, which is to unravel the thread of dance

discursive practices and find a radically international approach to dance history and aesthetics.

Remember this study questions “common sense” notions by bringing past and present into the

hermeneutic circle, and to suggest that “knowers” like dance scholars, students, choreographers

and critics are all implicated in binary distinctions in the “body of knowledge.” Since broad

categorical distinctions in dance reflect hidden discourses, the task is also to reveal those hidden

discourses which are often lurk beneath what seems like “common sense.” Remember, the point

is to question the framework behind “dance history” and aesthetics, which is where a

disfigurement of humanity is reflected in an “old pond.” The argument presented is that by

questioning discursive practices through non-dualism it is possible to forge new discursive

practices that do not re-impose an idée fixe. If one looks at Luo women’s dance history this way,

it is not about amassing a “case study,” but is about what happens when Luo women are brought

into the conversation, when they are no longer absent (as in the context of globalisation), and
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when their embodied voices are recognised and listened to (even if the discourse once silenced

them it did not enclose them).

Perhaps the consideration of this example from my experience of the contrast between

two points of entry into dance history discursive practices might be helpful as a way to briefly

illustrate the purpose of having this “conversation.” As discussed briefly in the Foreword, I had

two strong interests in dance with regard to the study of Doris Humphrey and Luo dances

respectively. First, primarily a modern dancer, I often reached into the well of dance “origins”

Dempster (1998) discusses. The mystique of this 1930s era in dance history holds an allure that

helped motivate the often painful daily routines of my dance training, and knowing about that

history was critical for me. The “pioneers” of modern dance drew upon the sense of vision

upheld at the time in modernism. A generation before them, in the context of World War I, a new

belief in the avant-garde and in individual artists’ uniqueness that could only be realised through

that individual provided a sense of hope for the artist’s expression and a belief in it. Such was the

view of the artist that developed—one who was disillusioned with the world and bureaucracy,

but who hung on because if she or he did not have the courage and strength to express herself or

himself then “the world will not have it” (Graham). These dance pioneers reached toward such

ideals of expression, even while knowing they would never reach them. Modern writer Rainer

Maria Rilke provides what can be understood as a definition of the modern artist:

I am not like you. I am an Artist. My path is difficult and lonely and you are
unlikely to understand me. What I produce redeems this life that slips through
your hand. I fail to do so, but I reserve the right to fail. I am an Artist (Rilke,
Rainer Maria).
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Such quotations from the artists of these earlier times have often been important motivators for

me, especially since the rewards of dancing are often about coming to know my courage,

strength and some persevering uniqueness that seems to exist inside of me. When dancing or

rehearsing I thus connected to the strange courage and focus suggested by these earlier

generations who persevered under harsh odds. Since I was quite serious about learning Doris

Humphrey’s biography and movement, I also heard more intimate stories about her time in the

studio conceivng of the movement and through dance reconstruction I even sensed “a collective

past” through her biography and her works23.

At the same time, I recognised the absence of African people from this picture. As noted

previously, although I researched extensively about African (Luo) women’s dances from the

period, I found only a sensation of their absence, an indication the flattening that had occurred in

discursive practices about African people. The absence screamed loudly in dance texts that

tended to reference mainly European and European American dance histories and occasionally

some African American artists. World dance was set apart. But this was unlike the world I knew,

the post-histoire era where numerous traditions and histories collided, where African history

seemed important too. When working with African dance movement in classes I saw a potential

of knowing more about the past and thought that, given my experience with Humphrey dance,

African dance might help me sense a similar connection to the previous generations of African

dancers that I had found when working with dance movement of Doris Humphrey. However,

there was a problem: I also learned African movement in broader strokes for several reasons

such as geographic distances, the ways African traditions are passed on through oral traditions

and not individuals, and because of how discursive practices about African people developed in
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the West as descriptions about communal beliefs, customs and dances. Despite these difficulties

and knowing my implication in these discursive practices, I believed it must be possible to sense

the lives and perspectives of 1930s dancers, and remember history through sensation the way I

had sensed and experienced modern dancers of this earlier time.

Therefore, the problem here is with the way “difference” gets recycled in how European

American and African dance history and aesthetics are currently discussed. As Negri and Hardt

(2000) suggest it is a cyclical problem that recreates the absence; it flattens through the

“globality of the command” even as the empire is no longer present as a direct disciplinary force.

This is how “knowers” like dance scholars, students, choreographers and critics are implicated in

binary distinctions in the “body of knowledge.” Through its emphasis on non-dualism, this study

questions that dusty framework behind “dance history” and aesthetics where the disfigurement of

humanity is reflected in an “old pond.” The questioning begins by engaging with the embodied

perspectives of 1930s Luo women, who without this recognition of their embodiment are pinned

in a corner, voiceless and muted. Listening to these voices may help create another way of

sensing history and dance aesthetics.

African dance. World dance.

I wondered about absences suggested by this terminology and how it affected my

experiences of dancing. Why despite my best efforts can I not find a point of connection to

African women of the 1930s in the way that I was able to do with modern dancers of this era?

Why, even when I regard a series of “facts” about Luo women in the 1930s and find photographs

to be put together in another post-histoire could I still not feel the sensation of these dancers?

How could I come to know their stories, know the comfort of their movements in the way I came
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to know some women of North American dance history? These are some of the questions I

considered as I stumbled through this era in African history, all the while knowing that

experiences of earlier generations of African women dancers had been severed by colonisation.

This of course is no fault of dance historians, but is a reflection of the broader narrative of

history (the one behind dance history) that naturalises the effect of the post-colonial economy as

an obtuse extension of its design. That is the narrative that disfigures “humanity” through

violence.

Despite the best intentions of dance scholars who would like to see a dance scholarship of

the post-histoire era, one that characterises the way information and traditions flow between

countries, when “African dance” or “world dance” are painted this way—in broad strokes—we

may unwittingly negate the importance of particular African dance histories as part of “dance

history.” This terminology mirrors the effects of that broader narrative of history and we may

effectively become agents of its ongoing ideological imperatives. As discussed, the mirroring of

this broader narrative of “history as progress” has not been deliberate. In fact, the concerns of

dance scholars in the 20th Century—especially during the 1970s—were quite different, about

establishing important collections of “histoires” that were underrepresented in academia. The

important focus for this earlier generation was to record dance works of earlier periods that were

seen to be in great danger of disappearing. The significance of this dance collection should not

be negated since it provides us with valuable insights into dance history. However now, in order

to move into the post-histoire era, we will also need new methodologies for regarding non-

European dance histories.
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How do we address the problem of an idée fixe in dance discursive practices? Adshead-

Landsdale and Layson (1995) effectively argued that as a young academic field we can move

into the 21st Century by establishing language and methodologies from outside the field of

history and upholding more progressive approaches to history that seek to recognise a global

context. Regardless of this suggestion, by and large dance scholarship has extracted methods

from “disciplinary frameworks in which ethnographic and historical methods have already taken

on distinctive hues that may not always be evident to the dance researcher’s eye” (Buckland,

2006, 4). Theresa Buckland discusses the manner in which distinct domains of “cultural” and

“historical” dance studies developed through the disciplinary frameworks of anthropology,

where oral traditions and dances were studied, and dance, where “the term ‘culture’ had quite

another meaning” (ibid., 5). As noted previously, a hierarchical view of culture existed in dance

and suggested ballet and modern dance as “practices deemed by society to possess high aesthetic

value were granted primary as sources for academic investigation” (ibid., 5). Even though these

terms of the discursive practices were being critiqued by scholars such as Joann Kealiinohomoku

whose article about ballet as an “ethnic” dance was published in 1969, this opposition

characterised the field and the disciplinary frameworks developed momentum over the years.

Therefore, as Buckland discusses, when scholars discuss dance the methodology needs to be

questioned as clearly as anthropologists have often questioned their own implications in the

dances they study and the methodologies they choose24. In her edited a volume of non-European

dance case studies Buckland also suggests the importance of specificity in, saying “the

specificities of each essay refute an overarching tendency toward monolithic conceptualisation of

world dance cultures” (Buckland, 2006, ix).
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These kinds of efforts to collect “world dance histories” while being conscious about the

need for careful choices about methodology are important and still somewhat rare in the field.

Therefore, Buckland’s book represents an expansion of the terms of “world dance” and should

be applauded as a useful text for professors concerned with expanding the discussion. However,

in her emphasis on representation there is still an absence. That is, even though the book is about

non-European dance histories I still sense an absence. Perhaps this is what Ok Hee Jeong (2008)

also sensed when she reviewed Buckland’s book. Her review was positive, but she also would

have liked to see more creative approaches to the research and was dissatisfied with the way

ethnographic techniques were still being used as the standard bearer for historical knowledge

about non-European dance traditions.

How can scholars write about dance in a way that does not reinforce this absence of

sensation in connection to non-European dance histories? The scrapbook approach suggests the

need for a combination of research methods are in order, including phenomenological methods,

hermeneutic inquiry and writing as a method of inquiry25. The scrapbook approach suggests what

is possible through non-dualism: a methodology that assists dancers in finding a point of

connection to non-European dances and dancers of earlier eras. In the previous section I also

explained the methods, including heuristic processes, used to do this. The purpose of the

scrapbook approach to dance history is not to negate the accumulation of studies developed in

dance studies which is an important body of work; it is to muddy the “old pond” Fraleigh wrote

of. In other words, the purpose of this study is to establish a radically international “new stream

into an old pond” and gain a new perspective of dance history and aesthetics.
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What are the major concepts behind a radically international dance history and

aesthetics? I develop a way of seeing—or rather sensing—non-European dance post-histoires

through non-dualism. Like Buckland (2006) or Manning (2004/2006), I am a dance “historian”

who acknowledges that in the contemporary era cultures and dances flow across borders. Similar

to Buckland, I am also concerned with achieving a greater specificity of representation for non-

European dances. However, unlike both of the aforementioned scholars who discuss dance

history in terms of representation, I offer a presentation as binaries like mind/body,

knowledge/knowers and past/present are de-privileged in the inquiry. Remember, Vattimo

(1988) writes of “different histoires or different levels and ways of reconstructing the past in the

collective consciousness and imagination” (9), which would suggest there is a role for

imagination in dance history. In actuality, there is a need to imagine beyond prevalent binaries

that existed in the 1930s (and beyond this era) such as between Africa/the West, which were set

up under the guise of a division between the ethnographiable and the historifiable. “[I]n the 21st

Century such a neat division into mutually exclusive territories no longer holds” (Buckland,

2006, 3). Likewise, Vattimo also says time must be de-privileged in the postmodern era. This is

akin to what I discussed with reference to Gadamer’s (1990) notion of the hermeneutic circle,

where past and present are brought together in the circle.

From this perspective of a deprivileged unitary notion of time, and with regard for

Adshead-Lansdale and Layson’s (1995) view that dance historians need to draw from

progressive methodologies outside of the disciplines of history (and, I now add, anthropology),

the idea of representing a historic past from African (Luo) dance history—while compelling—

can seem highly specialised. Such works are important to expand the available resources in the
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dance field, but the danger right now is that such a study also sits on the fringes, outside the

narrative of “dance history,” while nothing is addressed in dance discursive practices. Thinking

of Luo dance in terms of its “historic” value might even add to a perception of non-European

cultures as static, which is precisely the view Buckland (2006) sought to trouble in her

introduction to the edited volume discussed above. As research processes described in Chapters 2

and 3 reveal, “common sense” notions persist (and continues to insist on) the false separateness

of Africa and the West into the ethnographable versus historiographable, established in the

separation of discourses or disciplinary frames. Again, I am not suggesting that the histories of

European American dancers and Luo dancers could be paralleled, but of concern are these

hidden discourses that inform scholarship and discursive practices, very often in ways that “may

not always be immediately evident to the dance researcher’s eye” (Buckland, 2006, 4). These are

hidden binary oppositions between “the West” and “Africa” that are encoded with values and

concepts of power, superiority, and worth. Such oppositions are connected to the way history is

interpreted in theoretical discourse, situate us in a historical discourse and can affect the way we

interpret dancing bodies (Manning, 2004/2006).

Binary notions indicate important information about history and power, but a view of

race as representative of “communities of meaning” (Esonwanne, 1992) also points to the need

to negotiate more complex understandings and move away from binaries. Precisely how one

might negotiate more complex understandings is discussed in depth throughout the ensuing

chapters with regard to the idea of a radically international dance history and aesthetics. This

preliminary discussion sets up the hypothesis and approach to the research problem.
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B. Hypothesis and Sub-hypothesis

Post-histoire likens history to a series of truths about an interaction. The chronicler looks

at the historical moment from a variety of perspectives as a “true” picture of the past flashes up,

only to disappear once again. In this case, a “true” picture of 1930s Luo women’s dance history

in Kisumu region of Kenya flashes up, told in part through interpretions of oral history and

dances of Luo people. However, the picture also disappears once again beneath the configuration

of historicity that is dominated by a narrative of empire in the 1930s and abstract ideas about

history, colonisation, and globalisation obsfucate the voices of Luo women. That is, an abstract

idea of an African oppressed under colonisation may be imposed as a counter-image to the

abstract idea of a European coloniser. Chapter 2 conveys some ways history fixed

African/Western as a binary that permeates western discursive practices, reflected in the way

African dance is flattened as an abstract counter-image in dance discursive practices. In other

words, even though the terrain of empire has changed it still affects how many westerners see

African contexts. As Negri and Hardt (2000) say the “globality of the command” is still imposed

by lines of force represented in “the inverted image—something like a photo negative” (211).

This inverted image, an idée fixe, is the disarticulated idea of an abstract Other, an inverted

taken-for-granted image that extends through various postcolonial contexts and exists even

though imperial power is no longer visible as a direct disciplinary force.

Instead of a counter-image I present Luo counter-discourse—the active (danced), creative

expression that is part of cultural meaning and oral history. Through its embodiment that encodes

a particularised experience, Luo dancers resist colonial power and at the same time exist outside

of it. In other words, women’s dances in the context of Ng’iya convey a theory of human agency
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in relation to the discourses that affected women under colonisation. But on another level, dance

is a means of embodied communication that is connected to Luo language and culture. When

interpreted symbolically this dance meaning can be viewed as it adapts through different

contexts over time as Ajayi (1998) discussed with reference to Yoruba dance26.

In regard to the question of agency I agree with Alan Feldman (1991) who, in relation to

Northern Ireland, said that since violence is the root of

contemporary and past political struggles, it is impossible

for the body to exist outside of discourse. This point can be

related to images of Luo women where they may be seen

here as nameless and enclosed in a missionary photograph at

Ng’iya, Kenya in 1930. Feldman says a body is neither a

political agent nor the author of violence until the

subject/object of violence articulates a counter-narrative

through action (in this case dance). According to Feldman,

agency occurs “at the moment of enactment” (ibid., 153).

Given this view of agency in the lived body, the

performance of a danced counter-narrative in 1930s Kenya

can be perceived to exceed the power of its ideological enclosure under colonisation.

Remember the research is framed through two questions, how can I illuminate a view of

dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a

way that does not create another case study to sit outside of dance discourse? First, I

hypothesised that if Luo women’s dance was viewed as an embodied counter-discourse in

Figure 5. Schoolgirls assemble in
churchyard, Ng'iya, 1934.
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Kisumu region with agency occurring at the “moment of enactment” of a dance, a more complex

story could emerge from behind the photographs, a “true” picture of history would flash up. By

knowing women’s movement and stories behind the pictures, I sought to “reset” the events of

history this way, by questioning a universal idea of “humanity” that disfigured African women’s

bodies under Enlightenment when women/people of colour were considered less than human in

western discourse. Remember, Donna Haraway (2004) considers the problem through a

juxtaposition of Jesus Christ and Sojourner Truth as trickster characters. She “resets” history in

part by drawing a parallel between the histories of these two figures, bringing attention to the

way history is constructed as a narrative and showing how history also satisfies a need for a

mythology of origins.

The stated hypothesis rests upon the premise that history can be “reset” this way: if Luo

women’s dance was viewed as an embodied counter-discourse with agency occurring at the

“moment of enactment” a more complex story could emerge. This hypothesis approaches the

problem of how “origins” are mythologized in the West where an idée fixe is presented through

the discourse of “history.” However, because of this idée fixe, the abstracted Other extends

through various postcolonial contexts and still “exists” even though imperial power is no longer

visible as a direct disciplinary force (Negri and Hardt, 2000). The narrative of “history” thus

becomes sutured to bodies—such as African and European bodies—in both past and present.

While doing research into 1930s Luo women’s dances, the hermeneutic circle thus

brought me back to the present. Here the problem became how I would communicate these ideas

to an audience. As discussed, a flattening in dance discursive practices with terms like “world

dance” unintentionally goes hand-in-hand with a broader narrative of progress that dehumanised
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non-Europeans, the same narrative that disfigured “humanity.” An idée fixe thus shapes binary

thinking, but the problem is that this binary thinking is often thought to be “common sense.” I

sought to break open the naturalization of this split between African/Western in historical

narratives, but because the binary is considered to be so natural, it is easily recreated in the

discussion of African dances. Therefore, I also developed a sub-hypothesis.

The sub-hypothesis is that an intercorporeal theory (developed through a

choreography/educational/research process in the Contact Zone) could provide a basis for

theorising a radically international dance history and aesthetics. Now in the post-histoire era,

dancers and I waited for a “true” picture of history to flash up as we questioned the idea of

narrative enclosure. The supposition was that this choreography process (not so much its

representation as a “final product”) might provide a means through which to resist the

ideological enclosure discussed by Negri and Hardt (2000)—the “globality of the command” of

empire that is still imposed by lines of force represented in “the inverted image—something like

a photo negative” (211).

In this case, I thus “reset” dance history and aesthetics through non-dualism with a

contact zone of numerous identities, histories, knowledges, and dance traditions, including 1930s

Luo women’s dances. Added to the post-histoire of Luo dance, therefore, are the traditions and

histories I encountered in the Contact Zone class. There, in a choreography/educational/research

process, a relationship between the “material body” and the “lived body” was considered and

articulated through journal writing and discussions. Remember, Gatens’ “imaginary body,”

indicates how particularities of difference go beyond biological features of the body and are

“lived” in bodies. The imaginary body is a fluid notion used to connect the “lived” and
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“material” body, referring to what are often unconscious “ready-made images and symbols

through which we make sense of social bodies and which determine, in part their value, their

status, and what will be deemed their appropriate treatment” (Gatens, 1996, viii). The multiple

“voices” of bodies in the contact zone, where a relationship between the “material body” and the

“lived body” was considered and articulated by dancers, helped me question the broader

narrative of history as progress—the “history” that fixes a categorical idea of African/Western.

In summary of the hypothesis and sub-hypothesis, to write a “radically international”

approach to dance that positions numerous European concert dance traditions alongside non-

European ones dance scholars need to address fundamental questions about how western

discursive practices shape an idea of “origins.” Now that questions about origins and history

have settled us into the post-histoire era, scholars can forge new ways of seeing history by

writing (or dancing) about history in ways that do not re-impose an idée fixe. To remind, I

hypothesised that if Luo women’s dance was viewed as an embodied counter-discourse in

Kisumu region with agency occurring at the “moment of enactment” of a dance, a more complex

story could emerge from behind the photographs, and a “true” picture of history would flash up.

However, to communicate beyond the idée fixe in discursive practices, to write about Luo dance

history in a way that does not create another study to exist outside of dance history, I would also

need to develop an adaptive inter-corporeal theoretical knowledge. This would be achieved by

describing a choreography process which looks at how dancers experience history and origins

and juxtaposing this with the study of 1930s Luo women’s dance. Therefore, I developed the

sub-hypothesis that an intercorporeal theory developed through a choreography process could

form the basis for a radically international approach to dance history and aesthetics. As
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explained, the choreographic process accounts for the different petits-recits of dancers involved.

This opened the possibility of a less constraining dialogue with history by bringing dancers’

“lived bodies” into a re-theorisation of dance history.

C. The Need for a Non-dualist Approach: The Body in History

As discussed, this approach to the problem of a binary through non-dualism differs from

how many dance scholars approach the issue. There are several dance scholars with similar

concerns about how ideology functions in relation to accruing historical meaning who approach

the topic through a discussion of “the body of knowledge,” or sometimes in terms of dance

education contexts. These scholars have written important works that address the binary, or how

dance “origins” are often conceived. A notable example, Manning (2004/2006) retheorises the

canon, what she discusses as the re-evaluation of a “segregated historiography” in American

dance history. I also referred to Dempster (1998) who uses Foucault’s concept of a “genealogy”

of history to suggest dance “origins” that reference European American pioneers in the 1930s

need to be re-figured. These and many other works have drawn upon Foucault’s genealogy, and

have been useful to challenge and grow dance discursive practices. However, the re-figuration of

origins is not what Foucault (1971) intended when he wrote, “The purpose of history, guided by

genealogy, is not to discover the roots of our identity but to commit itself to its dissipation”

(Foucault, 1971, 373).

Foucault explicitly positions himself against the idea of history as a linear development,

and against evolutionism he describes as “the search for ‘origins’” (370). He agreed we should

be aware of the impacts of sexual or colonial exploitation, but also argued that a genealogist
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must look beneath the metanarrative of history at what is not normally thought of as history,

what is underneath the surface, and what “remained unrealised” (369) in the “events” of history.

The reason a genealogist works explicitly against the packaging of historical narratives is

that inside the parcel of “history” lurks an idea of origins, an idée fixe. Drawing from

Neitzsche’s Genealogy, Foucault says there is no origin of history to uncover, but rather a need

to demonstrate how the very idea was fabricated through the philosophy of reason and science,

which pursued a false hope that by writing down human history would arrive back at an

original—and thus pure—essence. Foucault also critiques Neitzsche’s positions on the origin of

“truth” and suggests this construct links the idea of positive knowledge [connaissance] to a field

of knowledge [savoir] which has the function to uncover the “origins of truth” in discourse.

Instead, Foucault provides a critique of colonialism by saying that genealogy does not impose or

tie the origin to evolutionism and “map the destiny of a people” (374). He also suggests that

because of Neitzsche’s association with evolutionism these philosophical roots provide “a

dangerous legacy” (374) on which to stand. Genealogy, rather than resting upon such

foundations, “disturbs what was previously considered immobile; it fragments what was thought

unified; it shows heterogeneity of what was imagined consistent with itself” (375).

Instead of reinforcing a positivist philosophy of knowledge as stable, Foucault seeks a

method of historical analysis that can “resist” its reinscription (375). Now, using Foucault’s

genealogical method, I fragment the roots of positivism further by displacing the primacy of

cognitive understanding through non-dualism and exploring meaning and history as experienced

and communicated with women’s “lived bodies.” This analysis occurs both through an embodied

discourse of 1930s Luo women’s dance and through a choreography/educational/research
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process in 2007. In each context Feldman’s (1991) point about agency is brought to bear: a body

is neither a political agent nor the author of violence until the subject/object of violence

articulates a counter-narrative through action (in this case dance).

According to Feldman, agency occurs “at the moment of enactment.” Given this view of

agency in the lived body, the performance of a danced counter-narrative in 1930s Kenya could

be perceived to exceed the power of its ideological enclosure under colonisation. Likewise, a

choreography/educational/research process enables a “moment of enactment” when a sensation

of moving beyond the constraints of discourse is accounted for. The dancers’ descriptions of

such perceptions provide the basis of an intercorporeal theory and opened the possibility of a less

constraining dialogue with dance history that could be achieved through non-dualism.

V. Research Questions and Selected Review of Literature

The central research questions this study poses and attempts to answer are how can I

illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How do I write about 1930s

Luo women’s dance in a way that is not adding another case study to exist outside dance history

discourse? These questions about developing a radically international approach to dance point to

the fact that perceptions of African communities and African dance traditions are shaped by

ideological exigencies of empire building. As discussed in the previous section, the precision of

these discourses changes over time, but binary thinking still shapes discursive practices in dance

as in other fields. What is required to alter such perceptions is nothing short of an

“epistemological break” (Bachelard, 2002).
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Since the codification of an “Other” is reinforced through the predominance of a

historical narrative that relates an idea of “origins,” the idée fixe begins to rupture along with a

disruption of history’s narrative. First, this rupture is created with multiple “voices,” dances and

experiences in a particular colonial context, along with my poetic interpretations of doing

research into that history. Later, the research problem is re-focused through a

choreography/educational/research process and binaries like past/present, mind/body, and

African/Western are ruptured further as ideas about history and the coercive are questioned in

dancers’ “lived” bodies. The choreography process is then presented as the basis of an

intercorporeal theory discussed in Chapter 4. This approach to the research problem through a

complex juxtaposition of contexts demands that I clarify my definition of power in relation to the

idea of emergent knowledge.

A. Power, Epistemology and Emergent Knowledge

Knowledge can be understood as emergent, related to how ideas change according to the

relativity or universality of truth. For example, in 1979 Lyotard wrote of “unhyphenated

postmodernism,” saying that the birth of postmodernism and the associated celebration of

narrative research in the social sciences during the 20th Century came about because the

narratives of Emancipation and Enlightenment reached the end of their legitimacy in Europe.

These grand narratives, he said, lost favour to smaller local narratives or petits récits. Said’s

(1978) Orientalism presented a parallel view that might be observed as more “political” because

he describes Western knowledge as tainted with power and politics. Said effectively argued that

writers and theorists are shaped at the level of discourse. Foucault’s (1971) view is also related.

Like Said, Foucault argues truth, knowledge and power are intimately tied. Foucault says power
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constructs and dominates while at the same time aiming to understand. That is, power generates

a discourse about what is “natural,” behind which are the powers of subjugation. Although

Foucault’s and Said’s conceptions of power are interrelated, these also differ in that Foucault’s

repression and power does not give room to “oppositional discourses” because he does not see

power as a hegemonic force that operates from a top-down model. Said, on the other hand,

maintains the intentionality of western domination and state apparatus, applying a Gramscian

model of hegemony.

Foucault’s ideas are useful currently because “oppositions” (e.g., oppressors/oppressed,

researcher/research subject, or postcolonial/postmodern) are losing their intrigue in academia.

The trend in discursive practices is now away from oppositions and toward understanding

meanings in-between binaries with greater complexity. For example, the concept of

“empowerment,” once highly popularised in academia during the 1970s and 1980s, is now under

scrutiny. In earlier decades the concept was understood in the Freirian sense as the empowerment

of an oppressed individual or group who, upon learning about structures of domination from an

educator, would instigate change, overcome “oppositional” power and be emancipated27. Now

discursive practices about power and empowerment are changing to account for the sense of a

greater complexity and these earlier frameworks appear too simplistic even to Freire (1997)

himself. Rather than explaining phenomena in terms of binary oppositions and emancipation, the

trend is now often to explain complex perversions of bodies, power, space and time, including

how such perversions affect discursive practices (e.g. Grosz, 1994, 1995; Gatens, 1996). Such

analyses frequently draw from a Foucauldian view of power.
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During the 1970s, however, numerous theorists sought to make sense of rapidly changing

phenomena in the midst of new intercultural patterns, rules and codes that were affected by the

epistemological rupture from modernism to postmodernism and the change from “colonies” to

“post-colonies.” Not only did the important theorists mentioned above provide important insights

about how power operates, but also several African scholars wrote about transformational power

and change in Africa (e.g., okot p’bitek, 1973). In a wider academic context, however,

sometimes the importance of African theorists was overlooked. These theorists might have been

dismissed as informed by political movements, and in academic discourse they were often linked

as prominent voices associated with anti-colonial political movements. In part, this is because

their works came about during or shortly after an era of enormous social upheaval related to the

emancipation of African countries and the authors were theorising about the post-colonial

condition.

Also during the 1970s, numerous important theories arose in academia that related

insights about how power operates with regard to the interpretation of culture. This occurred in

various academic disciplines where “culture” was studied (e.g., Berger, 1972; Geertz, 1972;

Thompson, 1974). Since these insights were focused on the interpretation of culture and

honoured oral traditions and indigenous perspectives, the theorists could be seen as directly

affected by African or other indigenous theorists of the time. The list of theorists writing about

power in relation to the interpretation of culture in the 1970s is as vast as the important issues in

societies were numerous. Of great significance (and contrary to a view that academic theory

happens in an ivory tower), away from struggles on the ground a new wave of both the women’s

movement and the indigenous rights movement were also intertwined with these shifts in the
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way academics talked of culture. At the same time, borders between countries were becoming

more fluid and populations in many industrialised countries were rapidly becoming more

diverse. In the process indigenous rights, women’s rights, and cultural rights were becoming

recognised as fundamental “human rights” in various countries28.

Soon thereafter, discursive practices in academia took some more political turns in the

1980s and 1990s alongside continued socio-political changes. Unlike today, in the 1980s there

was still a strong sense of “opposition” between camps like postcolonial and postmodern. For

example, as noted above in 1979 Lyotard wrote of “unhyphenated postmodernism,” saying that

the birth of postmodernism during the 20th Century came about because the narratives of

Emancipation and Enlightenment reached the end of their legitimacy in Europe. Said (1989),

however, argued specifically against Lyotard’s idea of petits récits as a “postcolonial” theorist.

Said contends that postmodernism evolved within the larger dynamics of imperialism

and colonisation; therefore, it must have come about partly as a direct result of postcolonialism.

Said’s point is that the legitimacy of colonisation depended upon a singular ontological

perception of silence—the voiceless Other who was subjugated by power and violence. The

suggestion is that when that subjugation failed there was thus a need to refashion the discourse.

Therefore, if asked, Said would have agreed with my point about the knowledge as emergent,

related to how ideas change according to the relativity or universality of truth. I discussed this

above with reference to the example of African and other indigenous theorists fighting political

battles on the ground (or in writing) in the early 1970s, saying these were likely some of the

postcolonial voices that affected the need to refashion the discourse about power and culture in

academic theory.
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This view of the discourse and how it developed in previous generations is somewhat

ironic now in light of the interrelatedness of postcolonialism and postmodernism. That is, more

current discursive trends are away from a sense of an opposition between the discourses so some

of the arguments between these scholars of years gone by are now mute. However, the ideas they

developed are still of great use and to achieve greater complexity of understanding culture,

power, and how these phenomena experienced in the body, theorists now draw from either

postcolonial or postmodern theorists without differentiating between them. In following with the

pursuit for greater complexity, concepts like “transnational,” “transhistorical,”

“transdisciplinary” and “transphenomenal” now surface in academic discourse of the 21st

Century. A very loosely defined “movement” is toward increased complex thinking that

acknowledges flows of information across borders and time, while simultaneously incorporating

theoretical influences that can be considered postcolonial, postmodern or neither.

The “trend” toward drawing out greater complexity in the interrelationship between

binaries and oppositions can be explained by looking at the concepts of transnationalism and

transhistorical. Transnationalism acknowledges that “flows” of culture move across borders and

binaries once thought to be more permanent29. The term highlights how the formation of

discourses is inextricably linked to the mutual dependence between countries and self-governing

nations (Luo, Cherokee, Haida, etc.), including the changing dynamics of power between them.

A related term, transhistorical, at once acknowledges the effects of past discourses and reflects a

break with the past where discursive practices were influenced by binary thinking, including an

idea of historical “origins” that I discussed.



89

In effect, transnational and transhistorical as concepts acknowledge that flows of culture

and information are now seen through the lens of an exchange rather than a one-way flow of

power and information from the West outward, which was how the flow of western culture was

observed in the colonial period for example. “Flows” are back and forth interchanges between

cultures, people, countries, and historical eras. Oppositional theories are seen as having paid too

much heed to prevalent binaries in western discourses wherein the “oppressor” defined the

“oppressed” mainly in terms of a power relationship. A transnational and transhistorical view

complicates this perspective by acknowledging that western discourses have been predicated on

binary thinking and a centralised view of power. This establishes the need for increased

complexity in how phenomena and discourses are discussed. Therefore, this understanding of

flows in-between countries, cultures and oppositions may also be seen to help create the need for

transdisciplinarity.

Transdisciplinarity refers to an interchange between disciplines that helps make sense of

complex transnational phenomena and symbolism—another approach that is reflected in current

discursive trends. The term reflects the need to step outside limiting disciplinary frames,

boundaries and methods into another discipline when approaching which can be better used to

frame one aspect of a complex research problem. Complexity theorists Davis and Sumara (2006)

say transdisciplinarity is critical to complexity thinking because it provides licence for theorists

to “embrace, blend, and elaborate the insights of any and all relevant domains of human thought”

(8). However, they caution that transdisciplinarity must be the respectful, in depth use of

disciplinary insights and concepts. This suggests that theorists need to be capable of working at

deep levels of understanding in more than one disciplinary analytical framework, understanding
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distinct language uses and procedures that arise in distinct disciplines. The term is thus different

to “interdisciplinary” which suggests only the borrowing of ideas and methods from other

disciplines. That is an important distinction. A “discourse” suggests a coherent domain of

language use, analytical frameworks and procedures—a set of rules that govern the production of

what is seen as important or meaningful. Transdisciplinarity, therefore, is the simultaneous in-

depth appreciation of the insight and methods of distinct discourses without a sense of opposition

between them or a power of one over the other.

Davis and Sumara (2006) discuss how the idea of transdisciplinarity may seem troubling,

especially when one perceives insights and methods of discourses as distinctly incompatible.

However, the authors also argue that it is possible to get around this “impasse” by studying

phenomena as part of integrated systems in terms of their different relationships with time, “at

the level of their emergence, oriented by the realisations that new stable patterns of activity arise

and that those patterns embody emergent rules and laws that are native to that system” (ibid.,

158). Put another way, for transdisciplinarity to be effective, it is important for theorists who

work with more than one disciplinary frame to draw critical attention to the precise manner in

which tools from distinct disciplines are used. For example, if a researcher draws from

disciplines as diverse as biology and cultural studies she or he is required to pay close attention

to the “paces of evolution at hand” (ibid., 158). That is, a biological structure like a human cell is

“sufficiently stable [in its evolutionary processes] to lend itself to the demands of analytic

science” (ibid., 158). However, a human cell clearly transforms at a different rate than cultural

symbolism, which changes much more rapidly, and scientific analytic methods would be

completely inappropriate for the study of cultural symbols. Therefore, transdisciplinarity, useful
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for approaching different aspects of a complex research problem, is the respectful interchange

between disciplines rather than the mere appropriation of disciplinary tools. Davis and Sumara

point out that in a transdisciplinary approach, distinct phenomena are considered at the level of

their “emergence,” are studied as relational forms, and are acknowledged as being likely emerge

at different rates of time.

The trend toward transdisciplinarity in contemporary discursive practices thus points to a

tendency toward or desire for increased complexity in academic approaches toward discussing

phenomena as part of interrelated but distinct systems. This denotes a significant shift in

contemporary thought, related to “simultaneity,” which is discussed in Section I. Remember

“simultaneity” in this study describes the simultaneous appreciation of “knowers” and the “body

of knowledge.” This view is helpful because whereas poststructuralism contributed

understanding about how discourses overlap and intersect with phenomena, it has not been as

useful to help untangle the influences of disciplines, of “bodies of knowledge” (e.g., history,

dance) on the phenomena of personal understanding or “knowing” (e.g., experience of learning,

dancing).

In this dissertation I look at “knowledge” at the level of emergence and in this way gain

insight into how power operates. I understand knowledge as emergent, a kind of living thing that

changes with flows of culture (transnationally, transhistorically) and bodies (intercorporeally,

transphenomenally). First, I present knowledge of Luo women’s dance in a way that disturbs the

disfigurement of history under Enlightenment, aiming to disrupt the story told on the surface of

events and open the reader and myself to a “new” way of perceiving history transnationally and

transhistorically. Second, in a dance process I look at how “history” shapes the phenomena of
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personal understanding in dance discursive practices, including how narratives of history become

“known” as sutured to bodies and are experienced in “lived bodies” through an inter-embodied

process (transphenomenally).

Remember the discussion here about how power and epistemology are interrelated is

framed around the research questions. How can I illuminate a view of dance that is

transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way that does

not create another case study to exist outside of dance history? The questions asked are about

how knowledge and understanding come to be or are transformed and thus required a

transdisciplinary perspective and approach. This is because to answer the questions required a

look at distinct systems, a “body of knowledge” and the “body of the knower,” that transform at

different rates of time. The transdisciplinary approach allowed for the simultaneous influence

and appreciation of different disciplines, cultures, power, empowerment, and social or personal

transformations while acknowledging these distinct systems.

This view of a “body of knowledge” that is interrelated with but separate from the

“knower” also helps frame a definition of power in this study, influenced bby Antonio Gramsci,

Edward Said and Michel Foucault discussed at the beginning of this section, as well as the

Gatens (1996), Grosz (1994, 1995) and Feldman (1991) who discuss the power—the agency—of

lived bodies. That is, on one level the impact that hegemonic power and knowledge have over

individuals and groups is acknowledged. This attends to at the level of discourse, the body of

knowledge in western discursive practices that affected conceptions of the female body and the

non-European body. Therein concepts function in political discourse to justify treatment of non-

Europeans and women—to justify their social roles30. This is similar to what Said artuies. At the
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same time, from a Foucauldian point of view power emerges within individuals and groups as

they gain knowledge. This is similar to what Feldman argued, that power occurs at the moment

of enactment and also relates to Gatens and Grosz who each describe a power within the lived

body. Therefore, in studying emergent knowledge simultaneously in “the body of knowledge”

and “the body of the knower” both a Gramscian conception of hegemonic power and a

Foucauldian conception of power enable the complication of power that lurks beneath the

surface in hidden discourses.

Section B of the literature review discussed below provides an example of how these

competing (but not exclusionary) definitions of power are referenced in the study. The working

definition of Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse depends on a Gramscian model of

hegemony as an important means of organising thinking and definitions of power in the colonial

context of Kenya in the 1930s (discourse/counter-discourse). Later, a binary of

oppressor/oppressed is avoided because it can seem to simplify a view of Luo people as only

responding to a colonial presence and not having a complex culture. Therefore, in this case both

conceptions of power were used in relation to one context. The work begins with the idea of

dance an oppositional embodied discourse, which is frequently how African dance is discussed

(e.g., Boddy, 1989; Stoller, 1995), and also moves toward the Foucauldian model, which

explains power generates a discourse about what is “natural” behind which is the power to

subjugate. This is useful to see a nuanced understanding of multiple voices and avoid reinforcing

the binary of oppressor/oppressed. Therefore, each conception of power is valuable to show the

complexity of the 1930s context.
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In summary, various theorists and definitions of power are borrowed from in the ensuing

chapters. In line with my premises, my interpretation of Foucault’s concept of power is

influenced by feminist analyses that focus on how coercive power and history are experienced in

the “lived body.” The centrality of embodiment in Foucault’s work is maintained (see McLaren,

2002). Therefore, the effect of coercive power is explored not only in relation to the Luo context

but also in my research process and in a description of the choreography process in Chapter 3.

The section below, which looks at Luo dance is an embodied discourse, explains a conception of

power located inside the sensation of dance expression.

B. Luo Women’s Dance: an Embodied Discourse

This perspective of Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse is related to

Connerton’s (1989) progression of Victor Turner’s (1982) argument. Victor Turner discusses

how commemorative rituals are set apart and are seen to have historical and mythological

significance. Connerton agrees with Turner, saying that some ritual is commemorative of the

history and mythology of a culture. However, Connerton also pushes past Turner’s point, saying

ritual both upholds a metanarrative of the culture in which it is historically situated and is

demonstrated through embodied practices. He suggests that make a separation between

individual and social memory is meaningless when cultural and historical memory are

“sedimented in the body” (96). This is central to how narratives of empire, race, and sex are

viewed in this study as both “sedimented in the body” and resisted by lived bodies.

According to Connerton, the process of sedimentation occurs in two ways. The first is

through “inscription,” derived from how people internalise messages they read in cultural

products like books or speeches. Added to this is “incorporation” which refers to bodily
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processes or how we incorporate culturally learned postures, movements, and so forth. Both

Connerton and Stoller (1995, 1997) point out that hermeneutics has, for the most part, taken

textual analysis as its focal point and they each argue that those involved in poststructuralist

critiques of culture should not undermine the value of looking at “incorporation.” As Stoller

points out, Connerton’s emphasis on “incorporation” is crucial in the analysis and discussion of

counter-hegemonic narratives that develop within a culture based in an oral tradition. In an oral

culture like traditional Luo culture text is not privileged over the body. Welsh (1990) points out

another related point, that the power of both the collective and epic memory of a culture are

evoked through orature and through the sensual aspects of dance, which are connected to oral

tradition. A point made by each scholar is that in Africa bodily experiences and practices are not

minimised. Therefore, a discussion of both incorporation and resistance through bodily processes

is highly relevant to any discussion that involves African women.

In characterizing this approach to a working definition of Luo dance, I need to first

clarify Luo culture and the idea of cultural change in the context of colonisation. The idea that

Luo culture was “static” prior to colonisation or that it “disappeared” after colonisation is now

archaic, but this was once a common misconception of African cultures. It is true Luo society

changed rapidly under colonisation due to extreme military, economic and political pressures as

discussed in Chapter 2. However, this former view of Luo culture was limited because it did not

recognise Luo oral tradition and hence did not allow for a view of the culture as a highly

complex system. Changes in Luo culture have occurred continuously—before, during, and after

colonisation (see, for example, Ogot, 1967; Ochallo-Ayaya, 1980, Hay, 1996). As a central part
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of Luo culture, Luo dance practices also adapted and changed before, during, and after

colonisation.

Undeniably, under colonisation Luo peoples’ respect for taboos, values, and structures

upon which the culture depended for harmony were deeply shaken (see Ndeda, 1992). This

created many changes in Luo traditional marriage patterns, gender relations, methods of

obtaining leadership, and also in dance practices. Despite these fundamental changes in cultural/

dance practices, Luo people did not “lose” their culture. They were adapting to complex

circumstances and found ways to carry on despite colonial practices of ethnocide and extreme

economic and political pressures to assimilate British culture and belief systems. The ways that

Luo people continued to celebrate their culture can be seen, for example, in the development of

various religious movements led by Luo people that were fashioned after specific Luo beliefs.

For example, Ndeda (2001) writes, “The independent African Church Movement emerged in

response to colonial presence and became a vital part of the political history of Kenya” and under

colonisation there were several religious groups that developed (Ndeda, 2001, 1). This

independence movement included churches which were not exactly “traditional Luo” but were

fashioned after Luo beliefs. The Mumbo group in South Nyanza province, where Kisumu region

is located, was such a group. They were dealt merciless blows in 1913-1915 (Wipper, 1975, 32-

40). However, another group called the Nomiya Luo Church survived as led by Yohana Owalo

who emerged as an innovative leader in 1907 and began propagating in 1912. This religious

movement drew from Luo traditions and had political overtones in that Owalo sought to release

the Luo economically, politically, and socially from the colonisers. However, in order to survive,

he was careful to keep this political aspect of his movement under wraps (see Ndeda, 2001).
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Later in the 1920s and 1930s the Roho Church also emerged as a political-religious movement

that referenced Luo traditional concepts (Hay, 1996; Hoehler Fatton, 1996).

Given these complex types of responses within Luo culture and problems that have been

associated with representing African cultures in binary terms, the suggestion I am making that

Luo women’s dance can be seen as a “counter-narrative,” or an embodied counter-discourse,

might sound simple. Knowing this complexity that is hinted at in the above paragraphs, I do not

permit for a moment the idea of an enclosed “counter-narrative” or a view that “culture,” “the

body” or even the idea of a “woman dancer” can be known as static categories. Clearly, the lives

of Luo women were complicated. Luo women functioned within a Luo cultural system that, like

Luo dance, constantly adapted and changed with the times. Therefore, in this study a complex

view of Luo culture is related. In other words, Luo people honoured ancestors through dance or

ritual but the culture also changed and adapted under colonisation in numerous ways. Likewise

changes enforced by colonial economics or laws, even by penalty of death, were resisted.

Knowing of these changes and complexities, Luo culture can be observed along a continuum of

change from the precolonial through the post-colonial eras and into the present day.

Knowing of this need for a complex view, this perspective of Luo and other African

cultures as constantly changing provided a way to delimit the secondary sources. To establish

Luo dance as an embodied discourse I first developed a working definition of “African dance” as

an embodied discourse by looking at numerous African dance studies. Only a handful of scholars

have done detailed contextual and historical treatments of African dance from a poststructuralist

perspective (e.g., Erlman, 1996). In addition, few studies foreground the body in their

discussions. This is particularly striking given the sensual aspects of bodily experiences that are
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so central to dance aesthetics and analysis in Africa. Eventually, five scholars—DeFrantz,

Thompson, Stoller, Welsh, and Ajayi—helped provide the basis for a working definition of

African dance, which in turn provides the basis for understanding Luo dance as an embodied

discourse.

DeFrantz (2004), expanding Thompson’s (1974) work about the living body as central to

an African aesthetic, differentiates African dance from western concert dance by talking about

the importance of the process of identity construction in African dance. Thompson (1974)

likewise connects African dance to the expression of personal identity, pointing out that in

African aesthetics art is functional and reflects a world view that links body, mind, emotion,

rhythm, daily life and spirit along a continuum of meaning making and self expression.

However, DeFrantz expands on Thompson’s points, saying Thompson pointed out the “how” of

African dance—as in how it is made or how it may be understood as an expression of self in

culture. For DeFrantz what is more important is the “why” of dancing. Like various scholars

before him, DeFrantz also connects the why of dancing to the dancer-drummer collaboration,

saying the expression of dance is at once connected to personal identity, cultural identity and oral

history. In this sense, he says dance movement conveys meanings that go far “beyond the formal

aesthetic shapes and sequences” (DeFrantz, 2004, 66) and that the central function of dance in

the African aesthetic is found in the process of dance expression (or the active, embodied

inscription of personal and cultural codes). Finally, DeFrantz argues, this process is where the

power to inscribe personal and cultural identity is perceived and experienced within the cultural

framework of African dance.
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Some theory and research on African dance and ritual points to the sensual elements of

dance expression in the African aesthetic. For example, Welsh (1990) describes dance as

locating the senses and body of the dancer within a socio-cultural framework and an oral history

that includes epic memory. This contradicts the trend to study of the body and dance as a text.

Stoller (1995, 1997) also recognises the importance of the sensual body. He says the human body

is affected and that human memory is triggered by human sensations such as smell, texture,

sound and taste. He describes dance in ritual as well as other bodily responses that are part of

Hauka identity as a counter-hegemonic discourse within certain contexts. He specifically

examines “spirit possession” among the Hauka “as a set of embodied practices with serious

social, cultural, and political consequences” (Stoller, 1995, 7-8). By describing dance as a set of

embodied practices and as a discourse with political and cultural consequences, Stoller claims

that previous paradigms operated from a western bias, which reinforces the western value of

visual over bodily experience.

Welsh’s and Stoller’s emphases upon sensual bodily experience and DeFrantz’s focus

upon the process of dance expression, and even Thompson’s thesis on African aesthetics, all

locate the body as a place where the power to inscribe personal and cultural identity is perceived

and experienced within the cultural framework of African dance. In fact, all three scholars write

about African dance in terms of the processes of dance expression, or the active, embodied

inscription of personal and cultural codes. Each of them also identifies African dance as having

power to inscribe personal and cultural identity. I use all four authors to develop a working

definition of African dance. The perception of the locus of empowerment within the body enables

Luo women’s bodies to be understood at the moment of enactment, as counter-hegemonic
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resistance. Together and separately, these three approaches describe the embodiment of cultural

memory through dance and connect it, through an active relationship, to identity construction.

Ajayi’s (1998) semiotic categories for Yoruba dance presents a compatible framework

through which to view Luo women’s dance in the 1930s. Ajayi’s four categories presence, visual

cues, proxemics, and kinesics, are useful to discuss Luo dance. The categories add depth to

Thompson’s categories of “body presence” and “stance,” and are compatible with Welsh’s and

Stoller’s emphases upon the details of sensual bodily experience and DeFrantz’s focus upon

dance as an active process of identity construction. The presence category refers to the way a

person presents herself or himself through body, attitude and personality. These are revealed in a

person’s appearance through her or his stance and posture, and show an individual’s attitude and

personality. The category of visual cue refers to facial expressions, gaze (i.e., looking down or

looking directly at someone), and other visual cues which are used to transmit emotional

information. This could mean relatively permanent categories such as skin colour and sex, which

can only be changed through surgery or medication, and more impermanent categories which are

based in individual choice such as clothing and hairstyle. Posture is also in the category, and is

something which, depending on one’s cultural orientation, can be seen somewhere along the

continuum between permanent or impermanent. The category of proxemics refers to

characterisations of space such as “informal,” “private” and the relationship of space between

individuals. The final category, kinesics, can be related to Welsh’s (1990, 1998) points about

sensuality in African dance and refers to the whole body as a communication medium. This may

involve gestures, smell, sensation, and “various body expressions and their interrelatedness”

(Ajayi, 1998, 17).
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In summary, these theories and analytical categories about African dance enaled a

working definition of African dancea definition expanded through secondary sources about Luo

dance, Luo women, archived documents and photographs, and oral interviews. Awareness about

the interconnections between epic memory, its sedimentation and expression in the body, and

dance as a meaning making process related to cultural expression, helps reframe Luo women’s

performance practices of this earlier era as an embodied counter-discourse. Despite the inherent

difficulties of conceptualising Luo women’s dance history and aesthetics from a standpoint that

accounts for multiple perspectives, the working definition of African dance reveals a

methodology for exploring complexity in the context of 1930s Kisumu region. A

transdisciplinary approach to the subject enables the appreciation of the insights offered in

distinct discourses like African aesthetics, anthropology, feminist theory, and so on. Finally, the

view of knowledge as emergent, a kind of living thing that changes and grows within culture

(transculturally), across time (transhistorically), and is expressed in dance (through the

empowered corporeal) demonstrates a relevance of learning how Luo women in archived

photographs might influence or change me because I see Luo women’s power occurring at the

moment of enactment of a dance.

C. Luo Women Dance as a Pre-colonial Discourse

Women dancers in Kisumu region were individuals or groups of women who danced in

gender specific or mixed gender groups, some of whom organised to conduct ceremonial or other

movement/orature based activities and some of whom danced in the presence of missionaries.

Like the independent African churches discussed in Section B above, traditional dance

expression in the context of a missionary compound had political overtones and organised
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ceremony in this region was highly punishable (e.g., Wipper, 1975, 32-40). Clearly many Luo

people sought ways to release themselves economically, politically, and socially from the

English colonisers. However, by the 1930s they had also seen many of their countrypeople who

were overt about such beliefs being “put to death by bullets” (Hardinge, RCS/611, 1895). In such

a violent context, any Luo dance expression—especially when performed in the presence of

missionaries or other foreigners—was highly political.

As previously stated, a definition of Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse

connects its expression to Luo orature, as I developed more through descriptions and analysis in

Chapter 2. Remember, I do not represent a complete history of Luo dance, but the notion of

dance as an embodied discourse is helpful as a method of “hearing” the “voices” of 1930s Luo

women and enables a complex rendering of the context. Using this method I identify how

women re-framed meaning or responded to missionaries and colonial agents in the 1930s. When

I consider how their dance practices were deeply embedded within and part of a Luo changing

social and cultural order (ritual, social activities, instruction) these “conflicting voices” in the

missionary compound tell me something about where and why women adopted and/or resisted

cultural codes of Anglican missionaries at the moment of enactment.

Why is the specific focus on women’s dances important? The significance of

emphasising women’s bodily processes is reinforced, as stated in my premises, if one thinks that

their responses to colonialism have rarely been the focus of African history texts. Also concerned

with this dearth of information, Onyango (2003), in her seminar paper titled Establishment of the

Ng’iya Mission Station, focused on Luo women’s responses to missionary involvement during

the late 1920s throughout the 1930s. She speculates that Luo women may have responded
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positively to missionaries because they saw European women having power within the European

social order. Expanding on Hay’s (1976) earlier works, Onyango also notes women had counter-

hegemonic responses to missionaries who sought to reproduce among them mimetic responses to

the behaviour of English Christian women. She says Luo women “used orality to tell people in

authority off” (22) and claimed moral authority over some church leaders. This reaffirms my

own speculation that women incorporated their own view of Christianity in a way that was

culturally relevant and that “singing and dancing were some of the main ways of expressing

resistance and revolt” (ibid., 22). Therefore, even while ideas from Christianity were inscribed

under colonialism, not all aspects of the English culture were incorporated.

Importantly, this reading of Luo women’s dance undermines the assumed primacy of

colonial discourse in the 1930s. That is, Ajayi’s (1998) semiotic codes actually help me reframe

Luo women’s dance as “pre-english” or “pre-colonial.” The idea of a “pre-colonial” or “pre-

english” discourse undermines the supremacy of colonial discourses even further. In a similar

way, Mishra and Hodge (1994) point out that in colonial India “pre-english” Hindu texts have

ideological orientations that resist conceptions of colonial subjectivity. They claim a “pre-

english” body of Hindu literature as part of an “oppositional discourse” that undermines the

assumed primacy of English literature in colonial India. This is because that discourse was not

conceived as a response to colonialism, but instead existed prior to colonisation and was

referenced by Hindi people as a discourse from which they drew to oppose colonialism.

Likewise, when Luo women’s embodied counter-narratives are read through semiotic codes and

bodily expressions (e.g., facial expressions, culturally learned posture, dance movements, or

rhythms) that encode women’s resistance to European values, this undermines the assumed
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primacy of colonial discourses. This is because the embodied discourse of Luo dance existed

prior to colonisation and Luo women drew from it to oppose colonialism.

Remember, considering counter-narratives as counter-hegemonic is useful for purposes

of communicating an idea of resistance, but it should not infer the primacy of colonial power or

colonial discourse in the Luo context. To be clear, Luo dance is “pre-colonial” or “pre-english”

because Luo oral history and dance existed long before the colonisers arrived and a continuum

from past to present culture is established. Therefore, Luo women “spoke” through their bodies

from an orientation that was embedded in Luo culture and tradition (see Ochalla-Ayot, 1980;

Darkwa, 1985). Since the cultural codes I am discussing existed prior to the arrival of colonisers,

Luo women’s embodied “counter-narratives” presented an ideological orientation that

supersedes the colonisers’ discourse.

Before going on, remember that by presenting this working definition for Luo women’s

dance as an embodied discourse I do not seek to represent it. In fact, I want to affect another

kind of perception of the 1930s, one that resists the ideological enclosure and binary terms. As

explained in the premises, discourses re-play binaries in the present and live on in the way

historical narratives are sutured to “lived bodies.” It can be difficult to push through the sense of

separation that ensues, but through a reflective research process that included hermeneutic

conversations with elders and an understanding of Luo dance as an embodied discourse

connected to oral history a sense of continuity is established between past and present. Contrary

to the colonial ideology that had been passed down through generations of discourse, Luo

women’s “voices” were no longer muted.
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D. Inter-Embodiment in the Choreography Process

The discussion of power, epistemology, and emergent knowledge in Section A of this

literature review noted that poststructuralism contributed a great deal to understanding how

discourses overlap and intersect with phenomena, but has not been as useful to help untangle the

influences of disciplines (e.g., history, anthropology, dance) on the phenomena of personal

understanding (e.g., experience, culture, dancing, education). The choreography study does just

that. As discussed, the study of Luo dance as an embodied discourse enables a sense of

continuity between past and present. Gadamer (1990) says that this paradoxical relationship

places me within the hermeneutic circle. Inside this circle, I measure the particular against the

general; past, present, and projected future are placed alongside each other. Open to being

touched by others and by experiences—history, elders, Luo women—I am challenged to

perceive differently. A dance process provides an avenue to investigate the research questions

with dancers’ lived bodies.

Put another way, focusing on the questions, I am touched by a “body of knowledge” and

in a North American context in 2007 the subject transforms as I do. Seeking a radically

international view of dance, one that is capable of reflecting the contemporary experience of

transnationalism, I dissipate the idea of origins in dance history, pushing back at the idée fixe that

categorised African and Western history separately.

Ng’ugi Wa Thiango (1990) wrote of this power, saying racism in the context of colonial

Kenya is a “lived relation”—a relation that is “felt in the flesh, in the very practice of daily

living” (N’gugi, 1990, 121). He explains hegemonic narratives run deep, so the magnitude of that

power is undeniable31. However, power and empowerment (power from within) are also closely
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tied as discussed in Section A of this literature review, and “empowerment” suggests the power

of individuals and communities to respond creatively. Indeed, the idea suggests individuals and

communities conscous about injustices must respond by any means necessary. Therefore, by

acknowledging bodies as a place where coercive power “lives,” and as a source of power,

dancers’ bodies became a place where agency occurred, as Feldman (1991) would put it, at “the

moment of enactment.” At this level, dancers could defy the power of ideology to enclose them

and explore meaning in the dance process. Together we revisited the power that N’gugi writes

about, the power created a disfigurement of “humanity.”

As a dancer and emerging choreographer I naturally explored these ideas through a

choreography process. Like educators Stephanie Springgay and Debra Freedman (2007), I know

that touch and inter-embodiment, as part of engaged pedagogy, constructs bodies and creates

knowledge, so I turned to a group of dancers who could assist movement beyond binaries.

What is inter-embodiment? As discussed, a theory of the body/mind connection

recognizes that knowledge and theory can be built through the intermingling of bodies (e.g.,

Grosz, 1994, 1995). The way that theories of knowledge come out of the intertwining of

psychical and corporeal understandings is explained by curricular theorists Stephanie Springgay

and Deb Freedman (2007) who draw from these feminist philosophies about the body like Grosz

and Gatens to pose a theory of “inter-embodiment.”

Inter-embodiment poses that the construction of the body and the production of
body knowledge is not created within a single, autonomous subject (body), but
rather that body knowledge and bodies are created in the intermingling and
encounters between bodies (Freedman and Springgay, 2007, xxi).
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When understood as part of engaged pedagogy, inter-embodiment constructs bodies and creates

knowledge because the identity of the body is not predetermined in an inter-embodied process, a

social given, but is constructed in relation to other bodies and contexts.

Therefore, through inter-embodiment in a 21st Century North American context I could

observe meaning in dancers lived bodies. In sensations of power that occured at the moment of

enactment of a dance or counter-narrative dancers recognised that bodies were alive with a

continuum of new experiences, encounters of contexts, experiences or ideas. Remember, through

what Gatens terms the “imaginary body,” a relationship between the “material body” and the

“lived body” is articulated. Likewise, I could draw an interactive relationship between “knowers”

and “the body of knowledge.” The latter was conceived of as something unstable and changing,

so the process of intermingling bodies in a choreography process led to new knowledge and

theory, new ways of looking at “history.”

The concept of inter-embodiment contrasts with a more conventional western framework,

wherein knowledge is associated with looking, transmission, and intellectual engagement—not

touch and embodiment. In this western framework the “body of knowledge” is seen as stable,

and a classroom is where what is visible and “known” can be analysed or known through an

objective lens of perception. In contrast, Springgay and Freedman suggest much learning occurs

through senses and inter-embodiment of knowers (Springgay and Freedman, 2007, xxii). In this

sense “knowing” is alive and interactive with the “body of knowledge.” This is compatible with

the framework of simultaneity discussed that sees “knowers” and “knowledge” as distinctly

different, but at the same time interrelated.
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Inter-embodiment provides a framework through which to conceptualise learning in the

choreography process described in Chapter 3 and a brief discussion of how we worked with

African movement (not Luo movement) in the choreography process helps illustrate how inter-

embodiment worked. In the first place, I opened a possibility that dancers and I could be touched

through the embodiment of African movement to perceive differently. To qualify, we did not

experience inter-embodiment with the community where African dance movement originated but

together, in this North American context far from Africa, the participants examined meanings

together through inter-embodiment in a choreography process.

On one level I was concerned about the appropriation of African movement, especially

because I was aware how much the movement changed while I was teaching it. Nevertheless, I

found specific ways to think about meaning in the movement. For example, as discussed in

Section III on methods, dancers tried on movement that represented their own grandmothers and

also some dancers found this difficult as they felt their grandmother’s movement “changed”

when tried on by other bodies. Although difficult, it also provided a personal vantage point from

which to discuss cultural appropriation and how meaning and movement changes as bodies

intermingle or as one “tries on” the movement of another culture. We also theorised that in the

process of the dancer/drummer collaboration the ideological supposition of our separateness

from Africa could be ruptured. This would be enabled if we considered power—the power of

dancing bodies at the moment of enactment—to refuse ideological enclosure of binaries

(self/other, African/Western, mind/body, etc.). Some students achieved an understanding of this

power to resist political, historical economic and philosophical discourses about conceptions of

our separateness from Africa and theorised about these discourses. For example, some students
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“brought suffering [of people in Zimbabwe] into our bodies” through sensation and intellectual

processes. Another dancer said she was able to “bring other cultures into my body” (student

journal). These were common student journal responses to the dance process, in part because we

spoke about these meanings and explored such possibilities through inter-embodiment.

The rupture of a binary between Africa/the West cannot be proven, but remember I am

not proving things here. Doing this kind of work together in a North American context was

intended to open a dialogue, a means to theorise through inter-embodiment about new ways of

conceiving history, binaries and dance traditions. Inter-embodiment presented the possibility for

conversations about the role of sensation and intuition in learning and theorising as dancers

responded to danced metaphors and reflected on their experiences of the movement, along with

concepts of transnationalism and the transhistorical. This helped them to realize—in fact to

know—that knowledge, individual will, creative energy, and understanding cannot be suppressed

by an idea of power and ideological enclosure.

With reference to sensation and corporeality women in the choreography process

reclaimed the divisions that constitute us in language and discourse. In this case, the point of

enactment was inside the choice to traverse the spaces in-between fixed binaries like self/other,

present/past, discourse/counter-discourse, African/Western and body/mind.

VI. Summary of Argument, Intentions, and Approach

This research is framed through two questions, how can I illuminate a view of dance that

is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way that

does not create another case study to sit outside of dance discourse? The questions suggest a
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“radically international” theoretical approach to dance history and aesthetics. Looking through

the framework of simultaneity, the research questions are brought to bear both in the “body of

knowledge” and in the “bodies of knowers.” Knowledge of African dance aesthetics and

history—in this case Luo women’s dance—raises questions regarding western assumptions about

whose dances count, who counts as a dancer, and how dance is defined. The very idea of “dance

history” is informed by western distinctions between art and culture, traditional and

contemporary forms, African/Western and between old and new.

As “world dance” becomes more prominent in the field and discursive practices trend

toward a transnationalism, various European and non-European dance traditions are sometimes

studied side by side in dance classes. As discussed, it has been well established that dancers need

new textbooks and audiovisual resources that will help include more post-histoires. However, as

most dance professors probably recognise, adding “cultures” in a mix and stir approach without

theorising about how to change our discursive practices does not address the root of the problem

because the discourse is already framed with the broad categorical distinctions and inherited

disciplinary frameworks. This inheritance affects how non-European dances are viewed through

a binary.

This study thus presents a methodology, a scrapbook approach, to reconsider “dance

history” as it has been conceived in dance, so the main research questions are about how to move

away from binaries and reductive assumptions in language. To place 1930s Kenya Luo women’s

dance in the context of dance history in a meaningful way I have to discuss how dance and dance

history are “defined” differently in an African context. In addition, I use poststructuralist

strategies of flagging multiple “voices”—including my own voice—help break down the idée
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fixe. In Chapter 2 western dance discursive practices are explored and as the researcher I look for

the connection to African women of “the past” that was muted by Enlightenment theories. I

begin a “conversation” with 1930s Kenya Luo women in a way that disrupts the disfigurement of

“humanity” in western discursive practices and in this way begin to illuminate a “radically

international” way of contemplating history and dance traditions.

Understanding Luo dance as an embodied discourse connected to Luo oral history and

traditional culture disrupts the surface of the events of “history.” Similarly, my “voice” as the

researcher or “knower” who uses poetic writing and the embodiment of sensation as methods of

hermeneutic inquiry also creates ripples in the “old pond.” The dance process described in

Chapter 3 is another way of observing how binaries shape personal understanding. The

complexivist framework of “simultaneity” aids reflection on a “body of knowledge” through a

choreography process. Through this process dancers and I considered binaries in dance

discursive practices through inter-embodiment and searched for means of communicating

beyond the idée fixe. The choreography process provides the basis of an intercorporeal theory, a

means to reflect on radically international dance history and aesthetics.

In Chapter 4 where this choreography process is considered next to the discussion of

1930s Luo women’s dance, a polyrhythmic theory arises through an understanding of the

interlocking “lines of rhythm” in the dissertation. These rhythms are made up of numerous

“voices” (including those of Luo women and Luo drummers who accompanied them in the

1930s) and various groups of theories that are understood and synthesised by looking at the

dissertation as a whole. This polyrhythmic theoretical model is thus offered as a radically

international methodology through which to approach world dance. This methodology for
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discussing dance in transhistorical and transnational context also points to pedagogical issues

surrounding world dance, so to illustrate, the theory is presented briefly in relation to a dance

curriculum that combines history, aesthetics and somatics.

Luo women dancers thus provide the rhythmic baseline for a “conversation” with dance

discourse, wherein I developed a transhistorical and transnational methodology for the discussion

of “world dance.” In the process a perspective of 1930s African (Luo) women’s dance is also

discussed and identified. The heuristic framework used in the choreography process is

considered useful, some of the voices that inform a line of rhythm, so the process is discussed in

reference to a dance curriculum that combines history, aesthetics and somatics. With this

intercorporeal polyrhythmic theory it is possible to question what Antonio Gramsci would term

“common sense” notions about how non-European dances are perceived in binary thinking.

However, Gramsci’s notion of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic discourses is also questioned

in the process because this could sometimes reinforce the tendency to think in terms of binaries.

Beneath critically current popular efforts to "fuse" non-western with western movement

and include “world dance” as part of dance curricula there is a necessity of understanding

historical and cultural realities. Without such understanding, the disfigurement of “humanity”

continues to reappear in cosmetic danced representations of European and non-European

cultures. Dance processes that work with non-European traditions thus offer opportunities for

North American dancers to ask questions and theorise about how historical and cultural meaning

has developed in dance. Inside the hermeneutic circle, the subject transforms. By pushing beyond

the idée fixe it is possible to reach, to more accurately theorise about a radically international

view of dance through non-dualism.
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CHAPTER 2

LUO WOMEN’S DANCE HISTORY:
CULTURAL MEMORY IN CONVERSATION

I. Introduction to the Scrapbook Approach

You dance with confidence
And you sing
Provocative songs
Songs of praise
Sad songs of broken love
Most of the songs make someone angry

—okot p’bitek, 1972, 42

A. Dance History: The Burden of Memory

Dance historians have sometimes had difficulties publishing studies over the years,

especially because the area involves specialised knowledge about eccentric women artists.

However, over the years an important body of work has been collected in the area. In western

contexts the art form dance is known as ephemeral. This, the status of dance as female-centred,

and the hierarchy of its importance in relation to other arts has meant the establishment of

credible historical methods has been equally important and challenging for dance historians who

often rely on notation scores, photographs, short films, or descriptive accounts collected over the

years in archives. Dance history about women in an oral culture sits even farther a field in terms

of a hierarchy of importance in academia and presents specific challenges. Theresa Buckland

(2006) writes that the re-definition of historical methods is paramount in “world dance history”

because the content of dance archives–or rather what they do not contain—is a matter of primary

concern when one engages in the study of non-European indigenous dance history. New models
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of research into dance history of non-European people are needed so dance historians can

interpret a wider range of dance traditions.

Here a “scrapbook approach” to dance history is offered that is multi-modal. It draws

from oral interviews, a literature review about 1930s Luo dance and oral traditions, intertextual

references, the semiotic interpretation of missionary archived photographs where Luo women’s

dances figure as part of an embodied discourse, and an intercorporeal theory that enables a space

for my own voice as the interpreter, as another intertextual reference. Remember the research is

framed through two questions, how can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and

transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another

case study to sit outside of dance discourse? Therefore, when including my embodied voice the

emphasis is on illuminating the questions with the addition of another voice, and this is not

presented as an exploration of cultural embodiment that I achieved through participation in Luo

dancing. Likewise, a strictly linear narrative about 1930s Luo dance is not relevant or even

ethical given the circumstances under which Luo women danced. My poetic responses to

questions about how African women have been framed in western discursive practices is part of

an attempt to “reset” the events of history that disfigured a view of “humanity” under

Enlightenment.

Dance history in Africa challenges several established historical methods in dance. For

one, traditionally African dancers did not value the concept of single authorship as discussed by

Welsh (2001), so there are no programmes, posters or newspaper clippings that describe the

dances. Archives of photographs are also not considered particularly reliable sources because

dance provided a means through which history and culture were passed on orally in Luo society,
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and thus descriptive accounts about Luo dance like those found in the missionary archives tell

only a partial story, including the story of biased interpreters who often did not understand or

accept a culture or a worldview. Even more problematic, these accounts are written from the

point-of-view of conversion; not only did the authors not understand the dances but they also had

an overt agenda to change the culture and spiritual practices. Therefore, early films, photographs,

and archived writings carry a burden of a colonial memory. Like Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,

the protagonist in these archives is the European traveller observing local people, and beneath

the surface one can read the observer’s opinions. These are embedded in a common early 20th

Century European worldview that contains biases about what is “right” in England (or Europe)

and what is “wrong” in Africa (or other non-European continents) rather than an experience of

coming to know the women of a community.

Oral interviews of local people are thus an important means through which to reach into

the past. However, as Buckland (2006) points out, it is difficult and somewhat unreliable to

access dances in this way even while this method is necessary in non-Western cultures. The idea

of interviewing an “expert” is contrary in traditional African cultures since the idea that one

person was designated as the authority on dance works against traditional beliefs that dance was

an expression of divinity (see Welsh, 1990). The discussion of Methods in Chapter 1, Section II

attests to some of the other difficulties with an interview method—not the least of which is the

need for a long term commitment to the community and individuals being interviewed32.

Despite such difficulties, it is still possible to find information about African dances by

culling secondary sources and archives. For example, Hay (1976) writes that at Ng’iya Loye

Elizabeth was known for her skills as a dancer in the 1930s. From another point of view, in an



116

archived source from 1934 Anglican Archdeacon Owen, a missionary situated at Ng’iya for

several years in the 1920s and 1930s, wrote of “a mad hysterical dance done in front of me

raising her hands to heaven” (Owen, 1934; c.f. Hoehler-Fatton, 1996, 9). However, my research

interviews—or hermeneutic “conversations”—attest to the point made by Buckland (2006) and

restated above. Since many elders now live away from the village context, their memories of the

1930s are memories of their youth: judgemental words like those of Owen who describes a “mad

hysterical” Luo dancer are some of the bumps and bruises of history that cloud their memories of

bodily practices of dance in this past.

Adding to the difficulties of researching this period, early in the twentieth century when

non-European communities were more widely practicing traditional dances, oral histories were

“judged through European literate eyes to be poor history and therefore rarely admissible as

factual evidence” (Buckland, 2006, 11). It wasn’t until the 1950s when oral history became

acceptable as a means through which to present “historical facts,” and in the case of scholarship

about Luo people, two notable uses of oral history research methods after this time are Ogot

(1967) and Ocholla-Ayayo’s (1980). However, like many other early works, these scholars

reflect western biases discussed earlier in Chapter 1 as an emphasis upon the psychical over the

corporeal. In fact, they almost completely overlook the importance of bodies and dance in Luo

culture. Both works provide important information about Luo culture and oral history but,

despite the central importance of dance and music to transmit oral culture, neither present much

information about Luo dance and music. When recording and representing “facts” these authors

not only overlook the embodied memory that is central to the continuance of Luo cultural

traditions, but also focus very little on women’s lives and experiences.
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Painful memories, geographic distances, European attitudes toward Africans, economics,

sexism—all of these realities impeded cultural and scholarly practices in the past and create a

burden of memory. But problems associated with accessing information about Luo and other

non-European dances will only increase if scholars do not write about these histories and dances.

Over time, our viewing lens in dance will become even more distorted by binary thinking and the

gaps between European and non-European dance histories will increase.

Since the burden of memory presents itself when I examine 1930s Luo women’s dance,

the decision about whether or not to invite elders into this process was a question I attended to

carefully. As discussed in the section on methods in Chapter 1, to observe images of Luo women

dancers taken during a period of dramatic upheaval for Luo people is no straightforward task

because it blatantly forces the issue of how Luo bodies and dress were perceived from a colonial

standpoint. okot p’bitek (1972) wrote about some of the cultural differences between Luo and

Western dances33. He said Luo dance “is danced in broad daylight/ In the open” where “You

cannot hide anything” (43). In the Luo dance arena not only bare breasts, but also all of the

body—with its flaws and its innate beauty—is celebrated in these dances.

Bad stomachs that have swollen up,
Skin diseases on the buttocks
Small breasts that have just emerged,
And large ones full of boiling milk,
Are clearly seen in the arena
Breasts that are tired
And are about to fall,
Weak and bony chests of weaklings
Strong lion chests

(okot p’bitek, 1972, 43)
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The elders and I had many miles to travel together before we reach an in-depth conversation

about Luo women’s dance. European views of African women as “exotic” create distances

between us and the images we looked at since we were looking from North America in 2007.

Just like the women of okot p’bitek’s epic, some of the women in the photographs followed

traditional Luo conceptions of proper dress. For married women this involved a chieno, a small

cloth covering the pelvis, and for young girls it involved a string of lackuku beads around the

waist. In 21st century North America, where we are used to seeing people either fully covered or

dressed provocatively, such conceptions of proper dress present a shocking image. Instead of

“strong lion chests,” some viewers might see their own social conditioning about what nudity

represents. In other words, North Americans often associate women’s bare breasts with

provocative behaviour and sexual fetishization. However, in traditional Africa breasts are

associated with the life force and are a symbol of fertility (Welsh, 1998). As the gap between the

past and the present widens, so does the pain of looking increase.

As explained, in the introduction and literature review, this research is not about

collecting facts about the past and gluing them together in a linear narrative about Luo women’s

dance history. Therefore, I am not sealing the spaces in this African memory and re-creating a

dancing image from the 1930s. The spaces are too vast, and the seal is of no use. The questions I

asked and methods I used were about interrogating the way meaning becomes concretised upon

bodies. By providing a way to explore multiple “voices” of the past the research goal is not to set

up a true picture of Luo dance history, but to complicate the “body of knowledge” that is dance

history. For these reasons, I also documented the difficulties of doing this kind of work and used

poetic descriptions of this research process to turn the gaze back upon dance history discursive
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practices, to turn the gaze back upon myself. This is why I include my “voice” in Chapter 2. Part

of the data, as the “knower” my experiences of researching become relevant and are relevant to

answering the research questions. How can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and

transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another

case study to sit outside of dance discourse?

Understanding an intertextual approach is thus central to understanding the writing.

However, Naomi Jackson (2000) pointed out that even though intertextuality has enjoyed great

popularity in the field of literary criticism, the approach to textual interpretation is only more

recently being brought into the field of dance. Intertextuality is critical to theorising the

postcolonial era in that this approach allows for complexity of interpretation as discussed with

reference to the framework of simultaneity in Chapter 1. In dance this means that dances studied

are seen in the context of an artistic or cultural expression of choreographers “mapped out from

the perspective of specific individuals living in particular communities...[and] defined by

multiple influences” (Jackson, 2000, 222). Although Jackson references a North American way

of thinking about dance as the expression of individual choreographers, her point about

intertextuality as inferring multiple influences and effects upon a dancer is important in a Luo

context, too. The approach suggests that texts and photographs provide some of the multiple

“voices” I wrote of in Chapter 1, tools used to theorise about Luo women’s dance purposes.

These tools also place Luo women’s dance within a transnational and transhistorical fabric as I

interrogate meaning that becomes concretised upon bodies—Luo women’s bodies, my body,

missionary bodies.
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This idea of a radically international dance is yet unrealised, so it is important to reflect

on how meaning and dance traditions could be approached in this way. As discussed in Chapter

1, the sources for examining the Luo past in the scrapbook approach to dance history include oral

interviews, archived missionary writings, archived photographs, literature about Luo women’s

dance, and sources from historical, anthropological, and material culture literature. The “lived

body” is also brought into the arena in two ways: by sensing the imagined active bodies of Luo

women through Ajayi’s (1998) semiotic categories and by introducing my own “lived” research

process as identified in short poetry segments and narrative excerpts. In these ways, I both

highlight women’s “lived bodies” in the 1930s and work against disassociation and

fragmentation of the “material body” that fractures my knowing of Luo women’s experiences.

My goal is to break open what Riley (2006) termed “the misleading familiarity of ‘history’” (5),

and to do this I have to feel the effects of power on my body and let the research questions guide

how I interpret precise incisions cut during colonial power’s operation. I am pained, affected and

changed by the research into actions of some historic figures I observed in colonial Kenya, and

expository writing seemed an inadequate method for presenting my pain. I thus remained true to

the hermeneutic “method.” Remember, Gadamer’s hermeneutic circle connects past and present

discourses and suggests the researcher will transform with the research subject. I become part of

the story as I interrogate why my “conversation” with Luo women has until now been shrouded

in silence.

In summary, I do not create an in-tact narrative of Luo women’s dance history in the

1930s, but often switch “voices,” going from theoretical to personal or switching from past to

present tense when discussing how the research impacted upon my body and emotions. In these
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ways, I disrupt the “misleading familiarity of history” with poetic writing, personal reflection, or

by emphasising specific metaphors: I engage the reader in a scrapbook of history that allows for

“conversation” rather than a narrative enclosure. In this scrapbook—put together by questioning

sources, picking up phrases about dance, and relating to elders—I present a challenge to the

disfigured image of “humanity” in the narrative of history.

B. The Monster beneath the “Old Pond”: The Mythology of Our Collective Memory

The purpose of this study is not to take away from the “body of knowledge” about

European and European American artists but to suggest the need to see how discursive practices

affect dance discursive practices. I heard this call from several other dance scholars like those

referenced, but I approach the problem by looking at the “body of knowledge” and the “body of

the knower” through a framework of simultaneity. In this way, by conceiving conceiving of a

two way “conversation” between dance praxis (choreography, education) and dance discourse

(history, aesthetics), I seek to further what Fraleigh (1999) termed a “concrete aesthetics”

wherein she questions, through non-dualism, several limitations imposed on patterns of

philosophical and aesthetic inquiry in the West.

First, there is a need to establish awareness that Luo women were not included in the idea

of “humanity” under Enlightenment. Donna Haraway (2004) writes that the subject of woman is

written from inside “the ripped-open belly of the monster called history” (49), and asks: how can

such a figure speak from outside of the narratives of history? In this chapter I often reference

Haraway uses the metaphor of a “monster called history,” a metaphor I often reference. Through

figuration I re-imagine “the disarticulated bodies of history” (47) and reset both past and future

to include “feminist figures of humanity” (47). Second, since this subject of Luo dance is placed
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in the context of dance discursive practices, the metaphor is extended to show that such a

monster lurks beneath the “old pond.” Remember Fraleigh (1999) says we need “new streams of

thought” for the “growing field of dance aesthetics” (207) and she identifiees three contributing

“new streams” of feminism, existentialism and phenomenology (205-208). Fraleigh says there is

still work to be done because “[p]henomenology’s nondualist project as originally set out by

Merleau-Ponty is still unrealised in philosophy” even while his ideas have been subsumed by

cognitive science and hermeneutics, and “his direct heirs…Michel Foucault and Jacques

Derrida,” were imported to America “as literary theorists on deconstruction” (ibid., 208).

Presenting dance as a natural leader in the non-dualist project, Fraleigh suggests there is a direct

relationship between feminist philosophers’ respect for the body as a mediator of culture and

dance aesthetics which “is either explicitly or implicitly an aesthetics of the body….[and can be

read] as a discourse and history of the body” (ibid., 208).

Fraleigh says “new streams” of philosophy from feminism, existentialism and

phenomenology can assist a more contemplative dance philosophy. She describes the

philosopher as a creative questioner who seeks understanding beyond habitual perceptions, and

that from a phenomenological perspective an observer (as in one who observes a work of art like

a dance) is not an objective witness, but “part of what we behold and attest” (ibid., 211). This

view of how we are intermingled with what we observe (like dance history) is what makes a

philosopher similar to a creative artist who seeks for insights:

A philosopher seeks to understand things, so….[s]he knows that her questions
will guide her thought, and that her reasoning will build her understandings. A
philosopher is a creative artist within this process. Ultimately, she seeks insight
that will move her understanding beyond mental habits and assumed authority.
She wants to know more when she finishes than she did at the beginning…. She
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seeks to release what her understanding holds in its limitlessness but hides from
her in the moment of her grasp. For the very act of grasping brings about a limit, a
habit, the familiar and safe knowns (ibid., 211-212).

In agreement with Fraleigh about the philosopher/dancer’s purposes, I contemplate “what [my]

understanding holds in its limitlessness but hides from her in the moment of her grasp” (ibid.,

212). I consider the disfiguration of Luo women in history and use phenomenological

descriptions of my research process to unwrap clouded glasses affecting how dances and bodies

are interpreted. If the smudges, stains, and fissures on the inherited lens are observed more

closely, perhaps we can achieve a radically international view of dance that acknowledges how

history affects perceptions of dances. By re-framing dance history and aesthetics I offer a way of

seeing a tension between two points in time—the 1930s and 2007—a way of exploring between

a view of the past in an enclosed colonial narrative and what happens when I ask what stories

emerge, what new meanings, what new ways of thinking about “dance history.” To explain this

tension, the old model of dance history that will be left behind must first be explained.
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C. The Spear of Alego: The old Model I am Leaving Behind

Figure 6. Archdeacon Owen with the Spear of Alego, Ng'iya, 1934 (Source: Ogot, 1967, 129).

The image presented is of Archdeacon Owen who was the main Anglican minister in

Kisumu, the area of Kenya being looked at, in the 1920s and 1930s. He was stationed at the

village of Ng’iya during much of the 1930’s, and as a result, he is a well known individual to the
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elders I interviewed. The father of one of the elders even worked for Owen as his guide, tracking

and cooking for him over several years. In the photograph Owen holds the spear of Alego, a

spear with huge significance for the Luo clan who settled at Ng’iya. Luo people have been

described as “the civilization of spears” (Maquet, 1968, 140; also Ochalla-Ayayo, 1980, 96) in

that there are many types of spears belonging to each clan. Each spear has special significance

and purposes such as ceremony, war or daily functions like herding cattle. The spear of Alego is

estimated by Owen (1934) and Ogot (1967) to be more than 400 years old in this photograph

from 1934. Ocholla-Ayayo (1980) also noted the existence of this spear, saying it “is sacred and

plays an important part in ceremonies” (101).

According to Luo custom, there was never an occasion where the chief was seen in public

without the spear of the clan. For the people of Ng’iya it is the symbol of unity of a lineage, and

the chief who holds the spear “is the most important lineage leader or most important man in the

village, the man who carries the lineage spear” (Ochalla Ayayo, 1980, 101). The position of the

spear-chief is hereditary, and is handed down from father to son in this patrilineal society. The

strength of ancestors is also symbolised because once the carrier of that spear dies, his spirit goes

into the spear and “takes up residence in the new holder of the spear” (Ochalla Ayayo, 1980,

101; Seligmann, 1932, 182). Traditionally this spear would appear very rarely in public, except

on the occasion of a ritual, and as noted was carried only by the elder who performs spiritual

ceremonies.

Therefore, in symbolic terms the line of this lineage has broken because instead of being

held by the elder who performs spiritual ceremonies during rare rituals, the spear of Alego was

held by Owen publicly in the photograph and now is on public display in a glass case in London.
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In legal terms, it is owned by the British museum. This very clearly symbolises how colonial

power operated in this past context and how it continues to operate now in relation to research

about the context. In other words, the issue of legal ownership speaks volumes about how

colonial history continues to shape a view of African history in the West34.

Through such museum displays of “artefacts” like the spear of Alego, the past is

mythologised and related with an idea of “authentic” traditions is created. This idea connotes an

archaic view of culture—the idea of a culture that is now lost, that never changed and adapted.

Put another way, when Luo culture is encased in glass this presents a notion that while Luo

culture once existed, now it cannot be touched or embodied. In this way culture is represented as

a thing of the past. As noted in the introduction, this is different from how I define culture as

lived, embodied, and changing over time, even while people adapt to different circumstances and

cultural expressions are changed in response. Before I approach the topic of Luo women’s dance

history with more depth, I must confront this mythology, which is a static idea of African origins

represented in the photograph by an English man from the colonial era holding an “authentic”

Luo spear.

As discussed, the disfiguration of African women that is shaped in western discursive

practices is confronted in this research study, and a radically international view of dance both

“resets” history and attends to the refiguring of African women in transnational and

transhistorical context. Therefore, in question are fixed hierarchical categories of dance,

representations of dance traditions with fixed and retrievable origins, and even who counts as a

dancer. To turn the gaze back on the body of knowledge and critically analyse dance history a

heuristic framework links past and present. That is, the model of analysis in a scrapbook
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approach to dance history moves away from former approaches like the first approach figured

below, on the left side of the graph, and the second approach figured on the bottom line of the

graph.

Figure 7. Three Models for Looking at Dance History.35

The first approach on the left of the graph presents a hierarchical idea of dance traditions

discussed in Chapter 1, which sets up the binary (e.g., Africa/the West). Adshead-Landsdale

(1995) discusses how within this formerly accepted idea concert dances were at the top of a

hierarchy and folk dances were at the bottom. The graph demonstrates that within the hierarchy

of concert dances ballet was the highest elevation of the art form and, in contrast, African dance

was on the lowest rung within a hierarchy of folk dances. Adapting her model to discuss my own

purposes, this is in part because of the discourse about race in the 19th and early 20th Century era

when Africans and Europeans were seen under what Mudimbe (1988) wrote of as the “Order of
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the Same.” Mudimbe explains that Africans were defined in terms of “non-western otherness”

and Europeans were conceived as part of “western sameness” (Mudimbe, 1988, 72). Under this

Evolutionary perspective African cultures were not thought of as unique but were subsumed

under one category as “the tribe.”

The second approach to dance history is indicated on the bottom line of the graph, and

this is a model of dance history Adshead-Lansdale discussed as “period studies,” which were

frequently used in dance during the latter half of the 20th Century when scholars and dancers

were recording the works of great masters isolated styles. The second approach allowed for

specificity of dance descriptions, but made the dance tradition look “static” in that it did not

account for detail about the context in which the dance developed or the ways these dance

traditions continued to develop over time in relation to context and continuing traditions. Non-

European dances were also “salvaged” in this way, as relics of an earlier era that might die out if

not recorded. A study about Luo dance that I could place along this bottom line of the graph

would be Darkwa’s (1985), which attempted to record Luo dance without considering the

context or continuing development of this dance tradition over time. Likewise, Durr’s (1981)

Labanotation of “3 Luo dances” was an effort to record Luo dance through notation, although

much debate still surrounds the worth of recording African dances in this manner because the

developed in western contexts where African centred concepts of dance are not accounted for or

acknowledged36.

In regard to her original graph in 1995 Adshead Lansdale discussed a disruption of these

two former approaches, saying that it was important to look at “dance in context.” She made a

good point but I am now pushing the idea further in 2008, suggesting that it is not only important
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to look at dance in context, but also to challenge dance discursive practices by looking at dance

in transhistorical, transnational context as an embodied discourse. By looking at Luo women’s

dance this way I find multiple “voices,” “lived bodies,” and details of experiences which raise

questions about dance discursive practices. Therefore, to approach dance history and aesthetics

in transnational and transhistorical context the importance of intertextuality and other creative

methods that might cause the reader to reflect—like writing poetry or stories—becomes evident.

These are means through which to infer insights and perhaps a new way of remembering dance

history that bridges a division created by an idée fixe. This is similar to what was discussed in

Chapter 1 in relation to Haraway (2004) who “reset” the events of history through a juxtaposition

of Jesus Christ and Sojourner Truth, discussing how “trickster” characters are created in history

to satisfy a need for mythology. To remind, Haraway discusses that Sojourner Truth’s speeches

were re-written in a language that was perhaps more palatable for the abolitionist movement at

the time. The way Sojourner Truth was perceived in this era is not unlike how Luo women are

seen in the missionary photographs, through a gaze that presents “a hostile notion of difference,

one that sneaks the masterful unmarked categories in through the back door.” Therefore, to

“reset” the events of history I need to disrupt such undifferentiated notions of “difference” that

are told just in an earlier era as the histories of particular women were subsumed beneath them.

Much like Haraway’s analysis of Sojourner Truth’s re-written speech, “what most needs

cleaning up here is an inability to hear [her] language, to face her specificity, to acknowledge

her….” (Haraway, 2004, 59). As Haraway says, historically and politically we need a narrative

of history that exists “outside the narratives of humanism” (49), and to do this we have to write a

non-generic figure who “we cannot name and possess” (49). This is also akin to Vattimo’s
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(1988) discussion of the post-histoire era where multiple histories exist side by side—

simultaneously. Likewise, Haraway is in line with Pratt’s (1999) notion of the contact zone

where multiple histories, cultures and traditions are recognised as colliding and merging in the

contemporary global context.

I search for “voices” of Luo women, some voices inside a narrative about the

disfigurement of woman—from inside the belly of the mother who ruptures “history.” I want to

know a Luo woman, to touch her hand, to dance with her in the arena, to bleed with her inside

crevices of history. To know her well, I “translate my experience into story,” crystallise my

understanding, and in this way develop “a deepened, complex, thoroughly partial” perspective

(Richardson, 2000, 522). I probe at what Fine (1995) referred to as “the hyphen”—the “relations

of whose story is being told, why, to whom, with what interpretation, and whose story is being

shadowed, why, for whom, and with what consequence” (Fine, 1995, 72). Perhaps in this version

of Luo women’s dance history will at least be as believable as the one about the muted African

body configured during the popularity of Enlightenment theories.

I configure this story from outside the narratives of humanism because it is a story of a

human that I dare to imagine. Inside that other narrative under Enlightenment she is voiceless,

but here I challenge “the monster of history” lurking beneath the surface of the “old pond”—the

one who alienates us from experiencing of multiple “voices” within particular African cultures. I

challenge “the monster” by telling a circular story in ways that sometimes challenge expectations

and conclusive certainty associated with expository writing. Remember the research questions

are: How can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I

write about Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another case study to sit outside of
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dance discourse? Therefore, rather than presenting a period study about Luo dance that I fear

might seem to exist outside “dance history,” I write about Luo women dancers while frequently

turning my attention back to dance discursive practices. Here in Chapter 2 I do this by including

my own “voice,” my phenomenological experience of researching as a “new stream in the old

pond” that helps to refigure what is human in a “radically international” context.

D. Memory and Surface, History and Natural History

Memory told me what I had lost, what was taken.
In her dances I knew her memories.
In her dances,
I went home. 37

Knowledge changes how we see and experience the world, so discursive practices have

changed over time. Since the 1930s, the inadequacy of Enlightenment theories has been

discussed by numerous major theorists38. Historian Michel Duchet (1985) likewise interrogated

the manner in which the discourse of history was impacted by Enlightenment thinkers Joseph

François Lafitau, Comte Buffon, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who helped establish a way of

perceiving indigenous people in Africa and elsewhere as not having had a history. Instead of

“history”, which included an interpretive way of discussing biographical information about

historical figures and telling stories about nation-building, these thinkers relegated the study of

non-Europeans to a sub-field of “Natural History.” Duchet explains how the rhetoric about non-

Europeans henceforth was cast with an idea of a narrator who focuses his (not her) objective,

descriptive scientific lens. I am aware that Irish tinkers or Irish and Scottish “tribespeople” also

interrupted how Europeans were cast within this narrative. However, in most cases, as Duchet

writes western European countries were thought to be “historifiable” and non-European
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indigenous societies were seen as “ethnographiable” in the 19th Century and in to the early 20th

Century (Duchet, 1985, 19).

This separation of human beings as “those with history” and “those without history”

created a categorical definition between the discourses about Europeans and non-Europeans. The

former were written about in terms of history, with its emphasis on the construction of nations,

wars, and biographical details of individual heroes (not heroines). The latter were written about,

in European languages at least, in terms of “natural science,” and were catalogued through early

ethnography, which emphasised the description of communities—how people eat, worship,

marry, and so forth. On another continent, philosophical, aesthetic and historical discourses in

Africa had existed over many centuries in oral traditions but this was unknown by most non-

Africans who saw instead a people without history39. This profound lack of knowledge about

Africa’s unique philosophical, historical and aesthetic discourses, along with the perpetuation of

an ideology about European superiority, led many Europeans to believe they were superior to

Africans.

The purposes of ethnography have changed since the early 20th Century and there are by

now several important ethnographies of African dance that can be critically incorporated into the

body of dance literature to assist increased knowledge of African dance traditions40. Since the

19th Century many African people also pursued higher education in European institutions and

many wrote about African oral traditions, including philosophy and aesthetics (e.g., Ochalla-

Ayayo, 1980) as well as history (e.g., Ogot, 1967). Perhaps in direct relationship to this non-

European presence in academia, the field of anthropology (where ethnography was born) became

self-critical. In particular since the 1950s, the field underwent radical transformations as the
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result of attendant discussions in postcolonialism and postmodernism. Said (1989) writes it this

way: “representation” can no longer be carried out with “the same ease as in former times”

(204), and words like difference and otherness “have by now acquired talismanic properties”

(213). Landmark anthropological works like Geertz (1973), who writes about the necessity of

providing more nuanced descriptions that trace out the “local knowledge” underlying members’

terminology or Clifford and Marcus (1986) who write of the need for “polyvocality” (15) also

established possibilities for a more in-depth approaches to field research. As a result of these

changes in discursive practices, more self-conscious approaches now characterise much work in

anthropology since the 1990s (e.g., Appadurai, 1996).

Despite these innovations and critical approaches, the “monster of history” still lurks

beneath the “old pond” of academic scholarship and dance history inherited the disfiguration

discussed by Duchet—the separation of the historifiable from the ethnographiable. Several

scholars address these issues in the dance field either by drawing attention to how historical

methods and practices need to be changed to rectify mistakes of the past (e.g., Buckland, 2006)

or by drawing critical attention to the way non-African audiences may see African dance

practices (e.g., Welsh, 1990, 1998). My discussion is related to such works, but approaches the

problem of disfiguration in dance discursive practices at the level of how dancers and scholars

come to know and perceive non-European or “world dances.” That is, if we approach dance in

global terms, the idea of “dance history” prompts questions: Which dance history counts? Who

counts as a dancer? How is dance defined?

Of concern is that “the monster” still flattens dance history to the point that dynamic

historical figures of women from non-European dance traditions appear silent or are absent.
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Given the discursive practices of history discussed it is not surprising that in North America

many dance scholars’ knowledge of African dance, unless exposed through oral tradition or

experience, is somewhat limited. Under the “Order of the Same” a continent of people were

flattened so that the uniqueness of various African cultures (let alone the voices of specific

people) is erased to create the suggestion of a general “non-western otherness” (Mudimbe, 1988,

72). These discursive practices are what suggested the cultural/geographic/social/emotional

distances that often occur between Africa/the West and that are often reinforced in dance

practices. For example, these distances are shown in the way “African dance” is usually taught as

a general descriptor in dance curricula. At best, it may be taught as a short section of a “world

dance” class or conveyed through a purely physical experience. The result is likely to be a

surface understanding among students and the danger is that this inherited idea of “non-western

otherness” would be reinforced.

This way of learning about African dance traditions contrasts to how European concert

dance traditions are often taught: in terms of their historic value, complexities, and through

biographical information about choreographers and principal dancers which is passed down

through generations of dancers and scholars. Now that so much work has been done in the field

to compile histories of some choreographers like Martha Graham or Doris Humphrey one can

more easily access stories about them, view their dances, read newspaper clippings, watch dance

reconstructions, and even take dance classes in these traditions. In this way, these choreographers

of the 1930s take on a sort of mythology and an idea of dance origins is created (Dempster,

1998). In her dissertation Ann Dils (1993) wrote of this phenomenon, how, through the writing

of dance history and the reconstruction of dances dancers can come to know of a collective past,
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which “can act as mythology, as a way of getting at basic beliefs that hold communities

together” (15). If a dancer/scholar becomes serious about a dance tradition and pursues

knowledge about it through dance reconstruction, it can even feel like getting to know an

important historical figure personally. My own experience echoes that of Dils. When I co-

reconstructed a Humphrey Partita during my PhD coursework41 and studied Humphrey dance as

one of my areas, during the process I came to

know in my bones that it’s important to do this work. The elders are speaking
through my body. For me it is about sensing the past in my body, about seeing the
past in the present, too, where I know it still is. It is about respecting those who
came before us, who gave us our life and even our movements (Dissertation
Journal, 9/11/2005).

In this quotation from my dissertation journal the intimacy and communication I felt with dance

elders like Humphrey and her descendents is clear. This sense of intimacy was reinforced by

classes I took with people who had worked with Humphrey, and who would tell stories about

her42.

My research about Luo women’s dance, although undertaken with the same vigour and

interest in my PhD coursework, provides a stark contrast to the way I grew to sense and feel

Humphrey’s philosophy, dances, and presence. I was fortunate to take classes in African dance

and African Aesthetics, but I had no intimate experiences with Luo dance at Temple University.

Despite an extensive literature review on the subject of Luo dance, only one study exists. In the

study by Darkwa (1985) that I referred to previously there is mention of “the traditional music

and dance practices of the Luo, a Nilotic group of people who live in South Nyanza, a frontier

district in Kenya” (Darkwa, 1985, 646). However, little contextual information is given and the

“objective description” is removed, akin to that of a scientist rather than a historian who often
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tends to emphasise subjective description. In following with this analysis of Darkwa’s rhetorical

stance, the two page article also lacks complexity, so information about Luo history and

cosmology or the importance of certain leaders in ceremonial and other dances are not attended

to by the author. Nothing is communicated about context, or about how past Luo dance practices

connect to present ones, so the result is a static view of culture; it is as if the culture was to be

placed in a glass box in the British Museum much like the spear of Alego discussed earlier in this

chapter. Neither is the emphasis upon a diversity of “voices” in the culture.

Granted, showing the contrast between these two “dance histories” is difficult because

Humphrey and Luo dances must be discussed on different terms since one is a western concert

dance that emphasises individual choreographers (much like the heroes of history) and the other

is a dance connected to an oral tradition that emphasises communities where God (or Jok) is seen

as the creator of dances. As discussed in the premises, there would be no emphasis upon

individuals or choreographers in an oral culture. However, it is also possible to look at two

distinct rhetorical approaches in the literature about the two dance traditions. In regarding the

effect of the two disciplinary frames of dance history versus anthropology, I am reminded of

Duchet’s (1985) point that while Europeans were written about in terms of “history,” non-

Europeans were written about in terms of “natural history.” Remember, the latter were

catalogued through early ethnography, which emphasised the description of communities—how

people eat, worship, marry, dance and so forth. This is how the literature about Luo dance reads,

with distant and impersonal descriptors of an “objective” scientist. Like Duchet, I see these

ongoing practices reinforcing a binary way of between Africa and the West. Such a binary view

may seem like “common sense,” but this study asks questions about common sense notions,
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wondering what can be observed if an idée fixe of a binary between Africa and the West is

questioned inside the hermeneutic circle. Remember, the research is framed through two

questions: How can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How

can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another case study to sit

outside of dance discourse?

This discussion is not intended to dismiss Darkwa’s work which was quite valuable, but

to demonstrate a rhetorical difference in the disciplinary frameworks associated with European

and non-European dance traditions. Again, the former is often written about through the

rhetorical modes of narrative and subjective description while the latter primarily uses objective

descriptive that hints at its origins in Natural History. Here I am not emphasising what Darkwa

“should” have done, but pointing out the difference in discursive practices. In Darkwa’s study

the actions of grandmothers who “teach the young through dance” (647) are referenced through

general terminology that would seem to characterise a scientist’s “objective” observations. This

is different to the highly personalised terms that often characterise subjective descriptions about

Humphrey dance discussed above, and is emblematic of differences between “history” and

“natural history.”

The purpose of relating this example of how I experienced learning about these

Humphrey and Luo dance traditions in different ways—even as I pursued the knowledge with

the same vigour—is to illustrate how a mythology of “collective history” is not only created in

dance discursive practices but also reinforced in research and other dance practices. To remind,

the phenomenon Dils (1993) wrote about was that dancers can come to know a collective past

through dance reconstruction “which can act as a mythology, as a way of getting at basic beliefs
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that hold communities together” (15). However, now to “reset” dance history historically and

politically in a “contact zone” of diverse histories and traditions we need a narrative of history

that exists “outside the narratives of humanism” (Haraway, 2004, 49). A radically international

dance history and aesthetics references multiple histories and traditions and suggests that origins

cannot be named as such. However, when I contrast how I learnt about Humphrey’s dances from

inside the “body of knowledge” that is dance history with how I learnt about Luo women’s

dances by scouring and scraping in spits and starts from a wider “body of knowledge,” the

difference can be likened to putting on a comfortable old sweater that I have grown to know and

love, versus simply trying on a kangaa (the Swahili word for a cloth wrap that is traditionally

worn in African dance) and “shaking it.”

This is how “the monster” works, insidiously lurking beneath the surface of the “old

pond.” Beside the old pond in the phenomenological view, we as knowers are not objective

witnesses but instead “part of what we behold and attest” (Fraleigh, 1999, 211). Therefore,

intermingled with what I am observing (dance history in the old pond) I am implicated in what I

observe. I am a questioner who “seeks to understand things,….[knowing] that her questions will

guide her thought, and that her reasoning will build her understandings” (ibid., 211). My research

questions make me wonder about why I am inhibited (or prohibited) from knowing, the multiple

voices that sang and multiple bodies that danced in 1930s Kisumu region.
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Memory told me what I had lost, what was taken.
In her dances I knew her memories.
In her dances,
I went home.

Clouded memory brushes,
sharply
touches me.

Blood cries.

Multiple voices are found, as communicated later in this chapter. However, in reviewing

literature about Luo dance and searching through primary sources I also read about an abstracted

“African” (non-western sameness), an idée fixe. This “monster” Haraway writes about also

shapes the expectations of reading audiences. Several times when revealing my research topic to

peers in dance the expectation was often that I was working on a case study about “Luo dance.”

This is understandable but again my concern is about communicating a transnational and

transhistorical view of Luo dance in the context of dance discursive practices where I was able to

know European or European American concert dancers intimately through experience but where

I found little intimate connection to African dances because a binary framework in discursive

practices.

As noted, a detailed analysis of Luo women’s dance, while compelling and important, wouldn’t

address the root of the research problem. Therefore, I relate a partial view of Luo dance history.

As a questioner I wait on the edges of the “old pond” looking for “insight that will move [my]

understanding beyond mental habits and assumed authority” (Fraleigh, 1999, 211) about how

non-European dance history and aesthetics are written. I include my experiences of learning and

of finding research data because as a researcher in a hermeneutic circle, and specifically as a
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dance professor in North America, I am entangled in how cultural difference is discussed and

perceived. If there is another way of remembering, of seeing beyond the disfigurement of

“humanity” under Enlightenment, then I want to find it by making a connection now to the past

in Africa—in particular to Luo women dancers of the 1930s. I am looking at the 1930s, which is

an exciting era in North American modern dance history, but in Africa the period is rife with

violence and turmoil brought about through colonisation. Perhaps this violence was the knife that

cut a “collective memory” of history from us. I look past the idée fixe, seeking to observe both

European and non-European history through an intimate connection. Using feminist theories,

creative writing, intertextual sources and semiotic observations of archived missionary writing

and photographs I bring new streams into the old pond and explore how Luo women’s dances,

could be re-framed through non-dualism43. With poetic renderings of my research experiences I

bring my embodied experience to bear in the dance arena to interact with Luo women’s danced

“voices” interpreted as part of an embodied discourse.
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II. A Frame for a picture of “Our Collective Memory”

Clouded memory brushes,
sharply
touches me

Blood cries

Pulling away
I Cannot
Remember

Look away
Keep searching
Between

Clinging
Wet Cloth
Mother whispers
Memory tells me what I lost

A. Empathy beneath Surfaces: unbinding us and them

The particular in-between space between African/Western required the interviewer (in

this case a westerner) and interviewees (in this case, African) to transgress boundaries of time

and forgetting. The process required trust—maybe even love, loyalty and empathy—because we

sought to achieve a deep level of interaction, to traverse spaces in-between us and them that are

freed from the idée fixe. Both “researcher” and the “research subject” had to consider the

painfully intertwined African/Western histories.

The loving story I tell is about strong Luo women who “danced with vigour” (okot

p’bitek, 1972, 120) in the 1930s. Okot p’bitek wrote of a Luo44 woman named Lawino who

fiercely challenged Christian missionaries with questions. She said “I am not a shy woman/ I am

not afraid of anybody/ And I am not easily browbeaten./ I know that the person who asks/ Has
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done no wrong,/ I will not be frightened/ By those who say/ Asking questions is a mortal

sin”(ibid., 137-138). But at times Lawino also had to wait, to “swallow the questions…[and]

tremble/ With anger” (ibid., 138) in the face of missionaries or other colonial agents who would

disrespect traditional Luo ways. She sometimes sat waiting “on the rocks/ Drying the cassava

mash” and wishing to talk about her questions with “Someone who has genuinely/ Read deeply

and widely/…[someone] Who listens,/ And does not get annoyed” (ibid., 141). Years later, I

want to listen to Lawino and I call for her. I “read deeply and widely,” and the reading tells of a

predominant story of Africa in the early 20th Century—a story about extraordinary losses and

violence toward Lawino and her countrypeople. I read it in various places, or heard it in a

mother’s wailing. The story also collets dust in the archives where I found some stories of people

who made Lawino angry. There Sir Arthur Hardinge, Commissioner of the East Africa

Protectorate in 1897 said, “These [Kenyan] people must learn submission by bullets—it’s the

only school; after that you may begin more humane methods of education” (RCS/611). Hardinge

expresses himself coldly, without empathy. Like a funeral director who has forgotten that his

mourners are experiencing human loss, Hardinge reminds me of how the British agenda in

Kenya was carried out, how it depended on the state’s manipulation of this image of a

dehumanised Other. The cuts were incisive, as shown by his distance. Hardinge expresses

himself coldly. Like a funeral director without empathy he reminds me of the British agenda in

Africa and his loyalty to a violent, powerful British government and army.

To honour the history of colonialism that is entwined with Luo women’s dance history I

tell a circular story that weaves in and out of past, present, and future. I found the story where I

saw Lawino’s kindnesses and her outrage. I imagine this is Lawino smiling kindly at the person
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she knows behind the camera. The story is a scrapbook of descriptions in my Dissertation

Journal, interpretations of elder interviews or archived photographs and notes of conversations

with elders who related their memories of their youths. This story can also be heard if you listen

to the pressing of a woman’s feet as she shuffles to a rhythm of a nyatiti45. It is a story I sense in

the turning of her hip bones.

One of the elders I interviewed grew up in a

neighbouring Maragoli area in the 1940s. There has long

been a close relationship between Maragoli and Luo

people, and she experienced things in missionary schools in

the 1940s that are similar to what Luo women would have

experienced at Ng’iya in the 1930s. Imagine her name is

Atieno and she is the eldest Luo girl in the photograph. At

13 years old she stands behind her two sisters, the youngest

of who is entering grade one. For Atieno grades one and

two were difficult when she had to do writing and

mathematics outside on the dirt. The school did not have

small chalkboards for them to write on in the classrooms,

so grade one and two students had to run outside to work on the math problem in the schoolyard

dirt with a stick, a broken part of a clay pot, or their fingers. She had the best memory at school

but her memory was tested each day whenever she memorised the teacher’s math problem

written on the chalkboard. The other students would always ask her what the numbers were, and

if she didn’t tell them they would forget and have to run back inside. She never forgot.

Figure 8. Family at Christian
Compound, Ng'iya, 1932.
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After school each day before doing homework all three girls went straight home to help

their mother and their grandmother (father’s mother) to cook ugali (a staple grain), chicken or

another meat, and finally, cabbage or cow peas. In addition to cooking, the girls fetched water

from the spring or helped to grind millet into flour. To grind the millet they held a small stone

with both hands and rubbed it back and forth over a large stone slab. If the chickens had laid

eggs they would also gather eggs, which sometimes was difficult because the chickens pecked at

their arms whenever the girls reached into the nest. On the weekdays they went to the spring only

once so they would have time to do all of the other chores before supper. If they finished early

they would help the boys herd cattle.

The spring where water was collected was a good distance away and so large pots of

water were carried back home on their heads. These pots were difficult to balance, and in order

to balance them properly they made a ring from banana leaves or banana fibres. They cut the

fibre from the family plantation and wound them around the palm of their hands to make a strong

ring of banana fibre. Then they tightened the ring firmly so that it could hold the base of the pots

on their heads where the pot was then able to balance. The younger girls wobbled and had to

reach up, holding the pot with their hands to balance it, but since Atieno had practiced for longer

she knew how to stand very tall and she was better at balancing the pot. This left her hands free

to help her youngest sister and she made sure to teach her about balancing it. Her youngest sister

always looked to Atieno for guidance because Atieno liked helping her and she was kind.

After supper, Atieno and her sisters would first wash dishes and put them away before

doing their homework. By this time the girls were tired, but Atieno knew she had to work hard to

win a scholarship to go to boarding school. The days were long, but since father was also a
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schoolteacher in the local primary school he was able to help the children understand the value of

discipline, memory and hard work when they did their homework after dinner. He made sure

there was kerosene in the lamps so that Atieno could study at night for her grade eight exams.

When he helped her with her homework he was also very strict because he wanted the best for

his children, but Atieno didn’t mind because she knew if she worked hard she would have a good

life.

The end of the day after the girls washed the jiggers from their toes and cleaned

themselves before bedtime, was the family time they most looked forward to. Their father read to

the children or told them stories about monsters that lived by the lake. They also heard stories

about a curse from an elder in the village, about a greedy bride, and about how men used to hunt

for their families’ supper. Father always encouraged Atieno to ask questions so she never forgot

the stories. When she was married with her husband years later and carrying a baby on her back,

she remembered her father’s stories and discipline, how she looked forward to the evenings

when he helped her. As she walked to Nairobi to face an unknown future with her family she

was nervous but also strong because she knew her families’ stories.

B. I Write from the Present: A Scrapbook of Violent Acts

I feel both excitement and anticipation as I wait for the archive librarian to bring the

documents up from storage, but I also sense my privilege of sitting here and seeing the items,

partly because I had to go through several gatekeepers and provide two letters of reference in

order to do so. Beyond that is the mystique of Cambridge University library, which is

accentuated by its hushed sounds. Small lamps are placed thoughtfully at each desk. A furrowed

brow, mismatched tweed, and unruly grey hair at another table give away years of some parallel
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scholarly pursuit. The old style of filing system on index cards and the ornamental wooden detail

on the mahogany railings in the stairwells remind me of a time when I was not even allowed to

enter this place. Until 1929 this library was entirely reserved for men, and mostly European men.

Thanks to indignant women of years past, women like me are now an integral part of this

place and during the few days previous to this one, I spent hours carefully combing the

catalogues for information about Luo women’s dances in the 1930’s. The indexing system I

thumbed through contains information about each British missionary community in Africa. The

fact that I have access to these materials in the RCS archives at Cambridge and the CMS

archives at Birmingham University both intrigues and troubles me. That is, I believe this research

can lead to important new knowledge or I wouldn’t touch it. But at the same time I am burdened

by my responsibility as a self-appointed mediator of this research data. I meditate now on the

magnitude of my task. At the same time, I re-affirm my commitment to telling the stories of

women who are muted in history’s narrative. I am determined to turn over every stone; and

address the burden of memory.

I want to use the study of Luo women’s dance to help me think through some larger

questions about dance history discursive practices and the cataloguing effects of western

discourses that separate the study of African dance and western concert dance, but how can I

know a figure who speaks from outside of the narratives of history? Haraway suggests that by

imagining “the disarticulated bodies of history” (47) through figuration theorists can reset both

past and future to include “feminist figures of humanity” (47), but to do this I have to look at

what happened. Knowing of a “monster” that lurks somewhere beneath the “old pond” and

witnessing it first hand in the archives are two different things.
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I fear the monster will rip a knife in my gut when I look at the photographs and imagine

names and bodies muted here. But feminist figures of humanity are put together in this way,

through a scrapbook of violent acts—by ripping apart the stitches of the discourses that decided

our originary voices, and then piecing together fragmentary pieces of our names and bodies. This

is a story of our bodies, women’s bodies, shred to pieces and at the same time forgotten. I rip out

pages of our past. The part of me that is looking is whole, but the stories I am piecing together

are incomplete; one beside another I will paste them in the scrapbook. Here I may find a woman

speaking, like Atieno’s voice that calls out from inside a photograph. In another text I will read

of her fierce actions, and then she will leap out to claim me.

As an archival researcher inside “the belly of the monster called history” I am like

surgeon with a medicine bag full of tools. I set about my dissection, looking for the roots of the

stories I will tell—stories about Luo women’s struggles, anger, love, and needs. A questioning,

reflective approach is my primary tool. When looking at the correspondences of missionaries and

European travellers I weed through views that were once popular during the years of

Enlightenment theory. The photographs and writings present an idea of an “Other,” naturalised

as one who “stands on the other side of the hill, naked and speechless, barely present in its

absence” (Trinh, 1989, 67).

The traveller in colonial Kenya has a name. Here he is Sir Charles Eliot, Commissioner

of the East Africa Protectorate in 1905, who wrote his view that the mind of the African “is far

nearer to the animal world than is that of the European or Asiatic, and exhibits something of the

animal’s placidity and want of desire to rise beyond the stage he has reached” (RCS, 611; c.f.

Bennet, 1963). I want to revolt against him with Lawino, writing a “radically international”
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feminist scholarship of dance history. Church women; Luo girl, church drum, heathens. Words

like these sit beneath the photographs; the knives cut between us. They are the lenses at once

inherited and destroyed in women’s communities—a judgement scripted from a position of

masterful subjectivity.

Sometimes voices of Luo women are not discovered in these words and photographs, but

the past is dismembered. Something like a fiction writer, I wait and new characters of history

emerge in between the crevices of what was written. Like a surgeon with a cadaver, I focus on

the facts, analyse the parts. My “lived body” also responds during the research process, as I

wonder how these experiences of past generations touch my own body. In this way, a lost

connection to the disarticulated bodies of 1930s Luo women is discovered.

I wait for her stories.
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C. Knowing the Embodied Subject: moving away from a unified subject and counter-
subject

I cry for waiting.

Memory is lost
Taken

Eyes stinging, my chest
Fills with violets

Dance carries a memory

Breath

Sweat shapes hair
Across my cheeks and my cracked
Heels sting under ragged muscles
Toenails
Cry

Blood.

While waiting for the archivist to return from storage with the requested items, I prepare

to approach the primary data by looking for places where traditional Luo understanding and

economy may have come into conflict with Anglican beliefs or colonial interests. At the same

time, I will aim to highlight the experiences of women by looking for a “conversation” occurring

between two cosmologies of Luo people and Anglican missionaries. Such a conversation

between Luo women and missionaries was discussed or hinted at in research by Hay (1976,

1996), Hoehler Fatton (1996), okot p’bitek (1972), and Onyango (2003), but unlike these

authors, I am looking specifically for the embodied discourse of Luo women.
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I will dig through misshapen history, and disarticulated bodies with the four tools I

adapted from Ajayi’s (1998) semiotic categories for Yoruba dance—presence, visual cues,

proxemics, and kinesics. As noted in Chapter 1, I adopted these categories, which provide me

with a method for interpreting archived photographs and writings. These codes suggest a

“reading” of a Luo woman’s body, which is a communication medium. Her body is expressing a

point of view—a story connected to Luo oral history and epic memory. From this vantage point,

in photographs or descriptions I can imagine the immediacy of a dancer, know her gestures and

smells, or feel the sensations of her “various body expressions and their interrelatedness” (Ajayi,

1998, 17). With a critical eye, and drawing from Thompson (1974), Stoller (1995, 1997) and

Welsh’s (1990/2001) definitions of African dance, I firmly place an emphasis on body presence

and stance.

Well prepared to observe photographs and archival writings about happenings, I know

when I observe the way women expressed themselves I will inevitably see how Luo women

processed the impacts of their changing economy through choices about dress and marriage. I am

certain that sometimes they worked with the Owens and other missionaries, and sometimes they

acted against them in order to achieve a more powerful social position in the rapidly changing

context of Ng’iya in the 1930’s. I remember Okot p’bitek’s (1972) famous literary treatment of

Luo oral history, wherein he described Luo women who “dance with confidence” singing songs

that tell a story about the people and of interconnections between dance expression and daily

cultural life, saying most songs “make someone angry” (okot p’bitek, 1972, 42). He described

“the daughter of the Bull” as a powerful woman—someone who “does not stand here/ Like stale
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beer that does not sell” when she dances “She jumps here/ She jumps there. / When you touch

her/ She says ‘Don’t touch me!” (ibid., 43).

As I prepare to remember, I know I will feel both the power of the women and some of

the bruises and bumps they suffered. I feel them now like hits upon my body. Reaching out I find

Foucault’s idea of the body—my own body, a missionary’s body, and a Luo woman’s body—

that is inscribed with history, language, and ideas. This embodied subject is impacted by power

relations. As Foucault (1971) argued in “Nietzsche, Genealogy and History,” his discussion of

the social inscription model, human beings are imposed upon by normative properties of a

dominant ideology. This internalised subjectivity leads to a process of fragmentation in the body.

Foucault describes the body as

the surface of the inscription of events (traced by language and dissolved by
ideas), the locus of the dissociation of the Me (to which it tries to impart the
chimera of a substantial unity), and a volume in perpetual disintegration.
Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within the articulation of the
body and history. Its task is to expose a body totally imprinted by history and the
process of history’s destruction of the body” (375-376).

When an idea of a rational unitary subject (as in “the African” or “the European”) is reified and

internalised, the body becomes “the locus of the dissociation of the Me” (376).

By now Foucault’s concept of the body has been widely debated by theorists, but in

agreement with McLaren (2002), who says Foucault’s genealogy implies there is something

there before social inscription—that is, a body, I maintain a compatibility with Foucault. This is

because Foucault relays a complex understanding of the body, including models of “inscription,

internalisation and interpretation” (McLaren, 2002, 106). That is, unlike Butler (1990B) and

others, who in the translation of Foucault later popularised the metaphor of the blank page, hence
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likening inscription to writing, in the Foucauldian model cultural and social norms are “written

on the body.” The body is viewed as alive when it is “marked” and “inscribed” upon. In fact,

Foucault’s concept of the body translates well to an African context, including the Luo context,

wherein marks are literally inscribed on the body through scarification to signify rank, status,

ethnicity, and so forth.

Similarly, dance theorist Burt (2004) uses a related view of embodiment wherein he

draws from Foucault’s social inscription model to discuss western concert dance. Burt argues

that embodied dancing subjects are not only “marked” with cultural codes, but are also capable

of resisting “marks” of hegemonic power through dance. Like Burt, I am theorizing that

embodied dancing subjects are “marked” with cultural codes imposed by ideological

inscriptions. However, Burt is able to write with some certainty of how “dancing bodies” on the

contemporary stage are “produced through the intersection of codes of the social and the

aesthetic” (34), saying performance practices can subvert dominant ideologies by transforming

the performing body into a site of resistance. Again, these research conclusions are possible in a

western context where a dance historian or theorist can cross-check sources, including interviews

or news clippings that show the choreographer’s intent. While it is possible and even probable

that Luo women subverted dominant ideologies through performance practices, my aim is not to

demonstrate the certainty of discourse/counter-discourse in this context. Such a perspective is

compelling, but presupposes ideological grounds for my interpretation of the archived material.

Instead, the goal is to hear Luo women’s “voices,” to feel something of what they experienced,

to know them when they played, taught, and loved. I am certain their voices and bodies can be

read as feminine responses to hegemonic praxis and at times will contrast with the voices of
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colonial agents, missionaries, and anthropologists who documented the time, but remember I am

moving away from this idea of a unified subject and counter-subject. This is a prevalent idea in

the anthropological literature about African dance (e.g., Boddy, 1989; Stoller, 1995, 1997;

Erlman, 1996). However, in taking such an approach the danger for me is that experiences of

Luo people and colonial agents could become objectified. Rather, I want to know and empathise

with women’s stories, to feel the painful past with my “lived body” or think about Luo women’s

lived experiences.

Such a view of history is painful to tell because it requires I open cuts of colonial

wounds. But this is the beauty of Foucault to me. He describes the effect of power—as in his

indented quote above—with verbs, in ways that suggest the “interplay between the body and

power” (McLaren, 2002, 106). As explained by this discussion, a genealogy of history of the

“lived body” thus may involve a painful embodied experience for the interpreter of history. Here

I expose the process by which the experience of “the body” becomes dissociated and fragmented

through the inscription of history and a mythology of origins. In seeking to remember through

the filters of my body and its bruises. I carry biases, but I also dismantle them—taking apart

mythology and history, looking in crevices, and weeding out opinions wedged in between what

others wrote. I push past distances created by time, by this archive, by my gloved hands.
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III. Historical Background: Your words Justify Guns, Yet you are called ‘Sir’

Woman

My body gives back
Tears of my son and the body of my daughter

I remember

Tell a story of memory
Memory
Held in libraries of rock

A. Colonial Power in Nyanza Province from 1895-1930

The eyes of the lynch mob were uncomprehendingly evil. Medusa’s eyes were
full of comprehension, bold, conscienceless, deliberate: “I will it. Nothing
withstands my power. I create evil. I revel in it. I know of no other life. From me
flows the dark stream of terror and destruction.”

How deep had she sown her seeds in the subconscious life of human souls? Her
followers were confused...They said they were worshipers of Jesus Christ and
they lynched people; they committed so many atrocities.

—Bessie Head, A Question of Power, 1974, 9246

Power in Kenya is not only a story about memory and consciousness, but also a story

about bullets. In this story, when terrorists infiltrated the village and attacked, “[a] woman’s

scream shattered the wet night” (Mwangi, 1987, 79). The relationship of terror between Kenyan

people and the British colonial government has been portrayed often in Kenyan literature

through the metaphor of rape—a knife cutting the body of woman. Ngugi (1991) used the

metaphor of a “groaning woman.” Her pain of rape was attached to “the fiery fury of the

struggle….[and] was a terrible sight and sound to see and to hear…” (Ngugi, 1991, 225).
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Figure 9. Map of Kenya. (Source: http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/kenya.pdf)

During the colonisation of Nyanza province in Kenya near Kisumu and Lake Victoria,

pictured on the map above near the border to Uganda, bullets pierced men’s bodies, women were

raped, and alliances with the English exacerbated pre-existing conflicts. This is an old story

about how some were killed while others received favours in the name of what was believed to

be “right and good,” for colonial expansion. This is a painful story—not at all suited to how I

might like to tell a story. As a person of Celtic origins whose ancestors were once colonised and

forced on to reservations in a similar way, I wish not to think about how Irish and Scottish

people may have fought for or colluded with the British interests in Africa. Perhaps this pain of

remembering how power functioned in Africa is difficult to remember partly because it could

have been in the hands and voices of some who are photographed on my own family tree. My
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family never went to Kenya, but neither did they lie in front of tanks or bullets that negated,

controlled, consumed, maimed, and killed to protect English beliefs and properties.

These are not the stories my grandmother told me about my people. In her stories, we

were the persecuted ones. In her stories, we bled upon the earth with Innana and spoke with

faeries. Through her stories I remembered an earthy power.

Crouching, here I know my mother;
Power of woman
Listens, bleeding
Gives again to earth

Wailing and pushing with small tools,
Digging earth with hands
Soiled fingernails

Crouching, here I know another power;
Knife in, my body
Listens

Power in the form of colonial military expansionism produced an onslaught of violence

in a number of African nations from the 15th Century onward. Economic relationships took

various forms of coerced inequality and terror as in slavery, forced cash crops, and apartheid. As

a result of this clash and its ongoing economic and material ramifications of inequality between

Africans and European colonisers, the means of reproducing knowledge about Africa and

Africans has long been in the hands of non-African theoretical, economic, cultural or material

interests. Chambers (1996) describes this force as the archaeology of the discursive power of

hegemony—a force that has “the power to name, identify, classify domesticate, and contain [as

well as]…the power to obliterate, silence and negate” (Chambers, 1996, 48-49). The breadth of
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this hegemonic power, which was backed by violence in military force, was “effectively sealed”

(ibid., 48) with the discursive power permitted by the advent of the printing press.

A period of dramatic change occurred in Africa at the end of the nineteenth century and

into the 1930s when colonial economic and material interests in Africa intensified. By the late

1920s the English—first known to Luo people through a vision as “red strangers”—had already

established a presence in Kenya, what was at that point the British East Africa protectorate47.

Along with other Europeans, the British were part of the land grab of the late 1800s. The

expansion of empire and its associated cash crops would enable the wealthier classes at home in

England to maintain a leisure lifestyle to which they had become accustomed. They considered

Africa, in particular Kenya, as an excellent place to establish “settler colonies” because of the

wide availability of rich soil and relative ease with which they were able to grow crops.

Now that slavery was unacceptable, the English were more intent about finding land and

cheap labour that could be put to use for English needs like cotton, tea, and coffee. The

popularity of Enlightenment theories in Europe placed African bodies throughout the diaspora at

the low end of a hierarchical scale, and this provided the underlying justification for economic

policies in Africa. In Kenya, the British colonial government set about organising a cash crop

system and several obligatory taxes that would cause people from indigenous societies to work

for wages which imposed catastrophic changes upon the societies in Kenya. They enforced

national laws, ordinances, and taxes that impacted every area of Luo traditional life.

Luo people were effectively required to work for the colonial agents in order to survive.

Non-compliance with British colonial laws frequently led to people being put in jail, and such

instances are well-documented in the correspondence files of the Native Authority and Other
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Ordinances 1912-1930, the Land Committee of Enquiry 1915-1935, the Kavirondo Taxpayers’

Welfare Association. The elders I spoke with also told me that cases of incarceration were

frequent, and false accusations continued long after the 1930s until liberation. Unfortunately,

there was little opportunity for legal recourse since judicial powers and rights were also

conferred upon English officers.

Sometimes Luo people found a friend in missionaries who lived among them and who

would at times fight colonial officers on behalf of Luo rights. Archdeacon Owen, for example,

who was figured carrying the spear of Alego in a photograph on page 115, is remembered by one

of the elders whom I interviewed as the employer of his father. A respected foreigner who lived

in the area and sometimes an advocate for Luo people, on occasion Owen fought for Luo people

against unfair colonial taxes as evidenced in his Correspondence files over a period of more than

twenty years. For example, on one occasion Owen raised a significant point about unfair colonial

taxes in a letter to the Kisumu district administrator regarding a man who was asked by the

District Commissioner to pay his widowed mother’s hut tax (Owen, 1930). Owen cited an

outdated ordinance of 1910, saying it was unfair to both Luo widows and their sons. In that

instance Owen demonstrated a level of understanding about some Luo customs as he understood

that in Luo tradition the son bears no legal relationship to his mother. He argued for Luo people,

saying that because widowed women held an independent position in the society, this group if

women were often at an economic disadvantage so neither the son nor his mother should not

have to pay the tax. Unfortunately, such attempts by Owen or by Luo people to fight the

provincial colonial powers most often fell upon deaf ears as seen when Owen laments this work

which “came to no avail” in his annual report (Owen, 1931).
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As was the case in many colonised parts of the world, the colonial government also

established reservation lands for Luo and other indigenous societies. In Kenya this happened

during the 1910s when they divided the land into large districts and administrative locations,

allocating the more arid land as “Reserves” upon which indigenous societies were required to

live by law. This living situation made it even more difficult for Luo people to continue living

within a traditional subsistence economy since the new economy set up the need for wages. Not

only did the law now require them to pay taxes, but also the reserve land was more difficult to

cultivate.

This land grabbing issue is a particularly painful one in the context I am discussing. The

area of Kenya occupied by the Luo before the British came was called Kavirondo, the land

alongside the finger of water that came from Lake Victoria, which at this time was called West,

Central, and East Seme48. For three or four generations before British occupation in 1895 the

area around Maseno had belonged to a Nilote clan of the Luo called Kaeger, or “fierce ones.”

This clan had been foremost in pressing back the Bantu clans, ousting them from their lands, and

taking possession of them. When Hobley, the British Administrator, came to Kavirondo about

1895-6 to bring Kavirondo under English administration, Konya and his other clansmen had

already succeeded in ousting the Bantu clans by force of arms. The Bantu people had fled to

Mumia, to the chief of that part where the soil was not as rich and the water was not so close.

Hobley chose the richest land, but when he insisted to the Kaeger that the land belonged to the

British, the Kaeger disagreed. They were also not interested in giving any assistance to Hobley.

On the other hand, the Bantu saw this as an opportunity to get back their land. “The

Bantu welcomed Hobley and gave him every assistance, but the Luo Kaeger did not. They had to
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be reduced to submission by the machine gun” (Owen, 1933). Calling on the British army,

Hobley assisted the Bantu to drive back the Kaeger bullets. The Bantu clans then settled on the

land Kaegers had recently taken from them, absurdly accepting Hobley’s appointment of the land

as a “gift” to them from the British. “It was during these operations that Odongo’s father, by the

name Konya was killed….” (Owen, 1933).

After establishing the rule of law, Hobley set about to declare what was called a

settlement government. “When the settlement government was secured, the land of Musanda was

declared to belong with the original owners of the Bantu clans Abagolive and Abamulembwa”

(Owen, 1933). By 1930 the “Native Authority and Other Ordinances” (Sept. 3, 1930) was

approved whereby “a provincial commissioner may establish within his province such native

tribunals as he shall think fit” and conferred extreme power to “officers acting judicially.” The

officers could not be sued in any court for any “act done or ordered to be done by him in the

exercise of jurisdiction conferred by this Ordinance, whether or not within the limits of his

jurisdiction” (8). This act gave undue powers to certain groups, those Luo people who were

favoured over others, and added further complexity to the pre-existing conflicts.

A clear hierarchy emerged within this new economy. Europeans were at the top. Wages

and working conditions of African people reflected European perceptions about their low

hierarchical status. Luo men were expected to work for very little as they transported items,

worked on plantations, or other labour jobs. The situation was a set up for an abuse of power,

and sometimes even resulted in forced slave labour (CMS/Owen, 1931). Hay (1976, 1996) noted

that this abuse in some cases was so extreme that some Luo men she interviewed, once they

returned home, vowed never to leave again. According to the interviews Hay did, the most
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egregious examples of abuse in the area took place before 1920 (ibid.). However, my research

revealed that slave labour went on much longer. In unofficial papers and correspondence files I

found notations about the issue of forced Luo slave labour existing right up to 1936 (Owen,

Correspondence Files, 1929-1936).

B. Historical Background about the 1930s: A conversation through signs

Fate has brought troubles…
Suffering is painful
It began before I was born.
(okot p’bitek, 1972, 83)

These were the experiences of Luo people in the area during from 1895 up to the 1930s,

and these experiences were carried as living memories. Alufayo Odongo of Musanda, Konya’s

son, now lived near Ng’iya. Like many other young men in the area, Odongo had been pushed

into a position of desperation and survival by colonial hut, poll, and wife taxes that people were

required to pay in cash. Thus, as a young man he came back to the Musanda area “with an elder

relation and others to help carry government loads. They came back as tenants really…to the

Bantu chief….” (Owen, 1933). By the time Odongo came to work in the late 1910’s when the

laws about taxes became stricter, Hobley had secured the area with a sufficient number of troops.

Odongo was forced to work here as a tenant, but at the same time he carried the memory of his

dead father.

When Odongo was little his mother wailed for days over his father’s body, killed by

British bullets. Odongo knew this land on which, prior to British interference, he had seen his

father, Konya, dance the victory dance. He remembered how his father had blown the horn; he

was dressed as a warrior in the “beautiful white feathers” of the ostrich (okot p’bitek, 1972, 43).
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But now this land that his father and others in his clan had fought and died for had been given to

Bantu clans by the British, and taken from the Kaeger with guns.

A new power had to be established to handle the complexity of this conflict carried by

Bantu and Kaeger people. The British set up a tribunal called the “Native Authority and Other

Ordinances” (Sept 3, 1930). This tribunal administered “the native law and custom that prevailed

in the area,” such as laws about community and localised culture, but only

so far as it is not repugnant to justice or morality or inconsistent with the
provisions of any order of the King in Council or with any other law in force in
the Colony. (Native Authority and Other Ordinances, Sept 3, 1930. No. XXXIX)

In this way the historical conflicts between Luo clans were sometimes exacerbated. Therefore,

conflicts between Luo clans were sometimes played out in these tribunals, with unfair penalties

being given to Kaeger people. The colonial authority became more firmly established in these

ways, and as it became entrenched in the 1930s Luo people responded with various strategies.

Whereas some people worked in the Native Tribunal or for British administrators, others

worked closely with missionaries who did not side with one clan or the other, but the

missionaries had an enourmous impact on Luo belief systems. Peel (2000) has noted a link

between Christianity and power in Africa, saying that because missionaries were the main

providers of education, which opened up sources of income, there is often a link that can be

made between religious conversion and power (Peel, 2000, 2). In the 1930s another rift became

evident among the people. This rift was between some Luo people who followed ancestral ways

in the “Roho” church, a spiritual movement that developed in opposition the Anglican

missionary presence in Nyanza province in the 1930s, and Luo who adapted the ways of

Anglican missionaries in Ng’iya (see Hay, 1996; Hoehler-Fatton, 1996; Onyango, 2003).
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However, this rift between the Roho church and Christians was less associated with clan

rivalries, and “difference” in the 1930s now became associated with a set of competing

cosmologies, which was evidenced in the dramatic contrast between these two aesthetic

orientations. Hoehler-Fatton (1996), when looking at the role of women in the Roho church,

describes women’s spirit possession dance of this period as a social critique of Christian

cosmology. Both Hay (1996) and Onyango (2003) also point out that traditionalists during the

1930s were staunchly opposed to the io-nanga (people of the cloth) and say that significant rifts

sometimes occurred between family members and community members as a result of their

association with one group or another. This issue of power and the major clash in belief systems

during this period was evidenced through striking visual cues. Clothing was a “highly visible and

shocking symbol of [peoples’ choices to turn]...their backs on tradition and on the ancestors”

(Hay, 1996, 254). Clothing came to signify which side of the “fence” someone was on.

Luo aesthetic conceptions of proper attire during the early 1900s to 1910s focused on

minimal amounts of fibre, animal skin, paint, and jewellery made of beads, wire and bone (Hay,

1996). Married men usually wore a small piece of goatskin over their loins and influential

lineage leaders wore cloaks of goatskin or leopard skin, as well as numerous earrings and wire

coils around their arms and legs. Warriors wore headdresses with dramatic ostrich feathers and

carved tusks, painted their faces in white and red, and carried spears and shields. Young women

generally wore a simple apron of fiber, and married women wore a chieno, which hung low

enough to cover the front and had a long strip which hung at back of the pelvis. These items

would usually last an entire lifetime, so, under the traditional economic system there was no need

of cash to buy clothing items.
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Figure 10. Luo Warriors at Ng’iya, 1931.

Hay (1996) noted that clothing styles slowly shifted through the 1910s and 1920s. A Luo

woman with a commitment to “Roho church”49 which celebrated the ways of her ancestors wore

items such as “lacacuku rattles...or string skirts” (okot p’Bitek , 1972, 43). The women who

chose to adapt to the aesthetic choices of missionaries, on the other hand, wore “cotton nests/On

their chests” (ibid., 44). During the 1930’s Luo women thus moved increasingly toward a

European style of dress as they began to see the use of adapting to Christianity. The Luo

aesthetic rapidly transformed to the point that by 1936 “[m]en felt they had lost control over

women in dresses and elders felt they had lost control over women in dresses and over young

men in shirts and trousers” (Hay, 1996, 253).
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Figure 11. Christian women at Ng'iya in western dresses, 1931.

Clothing and style also became linked to status through this period (Hay, 1996). As okot

p’bitek (1972) points out, European clothing choices were often impractical due to the hot

weather, and those men who dress “like white men...at the height of the hot season...[end up in]

waterlogged suits/ Drip like the tears/ Of a kituba tree” (45). Nevertheless, the reasons for

wearing European style of dress were sometimes based in economic considerations. For

example, Luo men noticed that those who wore an English style of clothing received better

wages and so they were attracted to buying these garments. In addition, English clothing

differentiated people in terms of economic status. In English dress there existed more variations

in the gradation of fibre, which were clearly associated with cost. People could differentiate
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themselves based upon what they were wearing, and class differences, previously non-existent in

the traditional society, now became apparent among Luo Christians. The upkeep of status now

also depended on people’s ability to buy new clothing, so among the Christian converts there

was thus a corresponding dependency on wage labour.

At the same time, the place of marriage in Luo society—traditionally polygamous—was

changing drastically because of missionary influences. Women responded in complicated ways.

For some women, working with important religious figures like Archdeacon Owen or with Mrs.

Owen in her Women’s League helped them to find a position of influence in the society. In

particular, if a woman was unhappy in her marriage she knew that she would have sympathy

from missionaries who did not agree with the traditional polygamous system.

IV. Figuring 1930s Luo Women in Dance History: Moving Beyond Disarticulated Bodies

Memory
In sharp
Images
Photographs
Not
Forgotten

A. I Remember Through Textures and Surfaces: My hands dig the earth

I reach out for the pile of books the archivist is handing me, smiling broadly like a

Canadian. She returns me a kind partial smile with thin English lips. Underneath my smile, I vow

silently to myself, “I will disturb the surface reflected in the photographs and missionary

writings” (Dissertation Journal, November 6, 2005). I will listen for stories to be revealed in

women’s appearances, stances, postures, and faces. Perhaps I will even hear Luo women’s
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voices revealed through a conversation with a missionary, or perhaps I will observe a culturally

relevant characterisation of space.

When I am left alone with these books of photographs I am equally reverent and

surprised. I lift the first book carefully, recognising that this particular view of women’s past has

been seen by few. But I am surprised the photographs are contained in the kind of scrapbook my

family had lying around while I was growing up. I run my fingers across the textured surface its

marble green cover. “Photographs” is embossed in gold italics across the front. I think about

how I used to sit on a chair and look at my one Scottish grandmother’s similar scrapbook over

tea and digestive cookies. Inside, on the first page are carefully pasted four somewhat faded

black nd white photographs. I am here to look at the images of Luo women, but I am also

interested in whose scrapbook this is. Miss P. Lethbridge, Ng’iya, 1927 is handwritten on the

left cover.

The first few photographs are uneventful. I glance at a one room white cottage with a

short dirt walk and three steps going up to the door. Ng’iya; Christian Compound. On the next

page I see a woman who may be in her early twenties standing awkwardly in front of the house.

She is dressed in a pale grey cotton dress, simply cut. Elizabeth is printed below her photograph.

This is the type of missionary dress worn by church women, what Miss P. Lethbridge might have

called “the converted.” Elizabeth might have sewn it herself since and this was one of the

activities of the Women’s League, later headed by Archdeacon Owen’s wife during the 1930s.

The same colour of grey material wraps Elizabeth’s hair, covering it conservatively.

When I look at this photograph of Elizabeth taken by Miss P. Lethbridge it is with great

care that I find Elizabeth’s personality. She stands in front of a camera; a distance between
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observer and observed. Elizabeth was recorded for documentation purposes, so I expect her

image was mailed to Christian Missionary Services headquarters in England along with an

annual report. I wonder if Elizabeth ever received a copy of the photograph. Does it sit on the

wall of her granddaughter’s home in Nairobi? I wonder what Miss P. Lethbridge thought as she

took the photograph. Did they laugh together at the Women’s League? Was Elizabeth a friend, or

was Miss Lethbridge proudly thinking about her accomplishments at Ng’iya? There are no

photographs of them together

I remember the story of Loye Elizabeth that I read about in Hay’s (1976, 1996) and

Onyango’s (2003) work about Luo women in this era. Elizabeth was mikayi or senior wife of

Ondango. She was known throughout the region for her abilities as a dancer and as a cultivator

of sorghum. Each person in the village had a small granary for sorghum, a grain that was ground

and made into ugali, a staple food normally eaten with stew or fish soup. Elizabeth was well

known for her generosity and by the fact that her granary was always full. Both generosity and a

full granary were valued as signs of wealth and status in traditional Luo society. This cultural

perspective of wealth is understandable since when someone found her or his granary empty, she

or he would go to another person in the village and ask for assistance. An individual’s status

increased if she or he could give to others in this way. Luo people believed that abundant

granaries were blessed with the spirit of juogi, a term for spiritual “power” related to meaning

and religious experience. Juogi is both a term for the reverence of Jok or “God” and an

expression of faith.

When Loye converted to Anglicanism it was shocking because as a Christian she

defiantly burnt her chieno, a decorated skirt worn daily to signify her status as mikayi of
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Ogumbo, and began to wear European clothing. In the 1930s these actions were interpreted as an

utter betrayal of her ancestors, so Ogumbo drove her from their home, and others thought she

would lose her juogi for harvest. However, Loye was a skillful cultivator. The survival of her

crops was considered so remarkable that after Ogumbo’s death she was not only welcomed back

into the compound with the other wives and family, but also was chosen to replace him as

Jagolpur, the one who begins cultivation for the family (Hay, 1975, 101). The Jagolpur was a

highly honorific title and this ceremonial role, generally reserved for men, was occasionally

given to widows past childbearing age. Such women were classified as Warriors.

I realise that the Elizabeth of the photograph is probably not Loye Elizabeth, but I

wonder for a moment. After all, Loye Elizabeth was known for how she skilfully balanced and

negotiated the seemingly opposing worlds of the Anglican missionaries with traditional Luo

ways. Onyango speculates that Luo women may have responded positively to Christianity in part

because they saw European women as having a relative degree of autonomy within the European

social order. She suggests this may even have been grounds for some women to choose to

become Christian, thus explaining why Luo women were predisposed to convert more quickly

than men. But I also think of what she might have hidden when she was on the compound. She

was a powerful dancer, and such embodied expression of self does not disappear overnight,

particularly when this expression is connected to the transmission of oral history in a culture.

In contrast to the missionary aesthetic, in traditional society, women’s skills as dancers

were of central importance. Traditional education for girls was conducted through both “games

and instructions from her mother or grandmother” which a young girl “mobilized and applied

[as] abilities for her own life” (Ocholla-Ayayo, 1980, 42). The centrality of dance to Luo society
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can also be seen in language. That is, the spirit of juogi, noted above as the spirit of God or Jok

that entered a granary, was also used to describe spiritual expression in Luo ceremony, dance

performance and ceremonial dress (Ocholla-Ayayo, 1980, 89). Dance was thus central to

women’s expression of their spiritual understanding in the culture, and the English Anglican

faith, where bodily expressions of spirituality were looked upon by some women with disdain

and distrust. In song of lawino okot p’bitek (1972) explains the way Lawino felt about her

husband who “lost his head/ In the forest of books (113). She does not want to leave her body

and her ancestors behind as he has. As Lawino puts it

…the reading
Has killed my man,
in the ways of his people
He has become
A stump (113).

African spiritual approaches that included dance practices also challenged the foundations of

Western approaches to spirituality, which valued intellectual understandings over bodily

processes. Anglicans in particular valued the importance of understanding one’s faith and history

through written texts. Lawino refers to this as “the shyness” that her husband “ate in the church”

(okot p’bitek, 1972, 118). As Stoller (1995), Thompson (1974), and Welsh (1990) each

discussed, a primary locus of understanding and interpretation in African contexts was located in

the body, which is the primary instrument of the sensual language of dance.

In the missionary writing I observed an attitude of disappointment with the performative

capacities of the African female body. This connects to what I discussed about dance discursive

practices, and was noted by Manning (2004) as the way that African bodies throughout the

diaspora were seen as “a site of aesthetic failure” during the 1930’s (84). Archdeacon Wilfred
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Owen’s (1934) disappointment is evident in the missionary correspondence when he describes a

Luo woman who he saw dancing after he walked in on a prayer meeting:

A woman who had been trembling and shaking and elaculating, put her baby on
the floor and executed a mad hysterical dance done in front of me raising her
hands to heaven and behaving in a most disappointing way (Owen, 1934. c.f.
Hoehler-Fatton, 1996, 9).

However strongly Owen’s opinions were shaped by 1930s discourses, the moment can also be

understood in the way I have described it, as a moment of cultural interchange. This cultural

interchange shows a Luo woman who spoke out in the missionary compound. In other words,

since dance and music were such an important means of communicating important messages in

Luo culture, perhaps the performance of a dance in this context meant something very different

to the woman who Owen is describing. One imagines Warrior Loye also spoke up to Owen.

What did she want to express to him as her world underwent catastrophic changes? Was she

worried for her daughter’s future? Did she want to correct Owen with a hwege50 song?

B. Imagining: A Method of Deciphering Luo Women’s Dance History

Digging harder
Search is heavy,
Thick like ugali51

As the examples discussed in the previous section show, the traditional uses of dance

slowly began to disappear in the society during this era due to drastic changes and Christian

influences, but that does not mean that the culture disappeared. In traditional Luo society “music,

song and dance are used in minute and applied ways” (Darkwa, 1985, 646). Such purposes of

dance continued despite colonisation. Dance was tied in complex ways to daily activities in the
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traditional economy. It follows logically that as the society underwent major changes in the

1930’s the role and purposes for dance would adapt, but would still be central.

As Ochalla-Ayayo (1980) indicated, dance was an integral aspect of spiritual life for

women and girls in traditional society. Traditionally it was most important that a woman like

Elizabeth be a skilled dancer in order to even be considered for marriage (Ochalla-Ayayo, 1980,

42). In part, the importance attributed to dance in the society was due to how dance was used to

instruct the young. Dance was the primary means through which women taught younger

generations about important “concerns of the culture” of which they were a part (Darkwa, 1984,

647). However, in the colonial economy which relied more heavily upon agriculture, the selling

of crops was often the means through which Luo people paid the required hut and wife taxes. As

the culture underwent rapid changes, the importance of dance thus decreased in a colonial

economy and it became more important that a “marriageable girl” know how to cultivate the

land.

digging has become the most important of female agricultural tasks. Her ability to
dig was the symbol for agricultural knowledge. In earlier days the ability to take
care of cattle, to milk and to cook well were most important, beside dancing and
singing. Now, more often than not, agricultural practice appears to be ‘a passport’
to marriage….(Ochalla-Ayayo, 1980, 42).

For Luo women, this meant a change in the priority of dance as the most necessary skill.

Nevertheless, dancing was still important as long as people continued to live in the community

because there would still be a need to tell the stories of the people or correct individuals’

behaviour through dance, song and story.

Ochallo-Ayayo and Darkwa both discuss that many lessons in the community were

passed down by women through dance and song. For example, the correction of behaviour was
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sometimes administered as punishment, like in the “huwege” song, which was used to expose a

theft or occurrence that violated the laws of the community. The huwege song was be sung in the

fields while cultivating, looking after cattle, and when going to fetch water from the river. In this

way, okot p’bitek linked song of lawino to this aspect of traditional oral culture, because Lawino

mocks her husband, Ocol. For example, she says of his European clothing, “Perhaps you are

covering up/ Your body hips and chest” (50). Such chastising in song was meant to impose

restraints when members of the community violated norms or laws. In traditional society, the

practice effectively humiliated the adult or child who violated community laws, and when the

lessons were not learned by the people who were being chastised, huwege songs could even

prevent an adult from finding a mate.

Likewise, women were restrained and guided to behave in particular ways through song.

Women who were married were celebrated through singing and dancing. However, if they were

found not to be virgins at the time of their marriage they were humiliated—referred to as a

“hududu fuong” (empty thing), which would remain as a stigma upon the girl throughout her life

(Darkwa, 1984, 648).

Although the society was undergoing catastrophic changes in the 1930’s as I have

discussed, dance was still paramount to the continuation of Luo society and culture. Okot p’bitek

(1972) wrote about the interconnection between ancestors and the self, community and identity,

self expression, dance, and culture. The very fibre of traditional society was found in dance,

which connected the people to the epic memory of their society. Lawino articulates the

importance of this culture and the ways of her ancestors to her husband:



174

When you took the axe
And threatened to cut the Okango
That grows on the ancestral shrine
You were threatening
To cut yourself loose,
To be tossed by the winds
This way and that way…
Let me dance before you
My love,
Let me show you
The wealth in your house…

(okot p’bitek, 1972, 119-120).

Lawino’s song points to the way that women dancers in the 1930’s carried in-depth

understanding about localised culture. Such knowledge was fundamental to the continuation of

the society and oral history.

Luo dance was an expression of juogi, of Luo culture, sometimes an expression about

ongoing conflicts between families like the Teso and Padhola52. The relationship between dance

expression and cultural practices tells me about the culture and is demonstrated in numerous

ways. For example, a “girl whose waist is stiff…is the lazy girl/ Who fears grinding the kabir

millet” (ibid., 43). Other women’s eyes “sparkle like the fireflies” as they swing “bead-skirts or

string skirts” off their hips (43). As discussed above in relation to the story of Loye Elizabeth,

some married women wore “a tiny piece of cloth/ And a ten-stringed bead” (43), the chieno, that

signifies their modesty and married status. “The tattoos on her back” (ibid., 43) also tell stories

about where she is from. In these ways, dance, song, and the body, although sometimes

expressed without words, speak back in the crevices of these historical documents I am digging

through.
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C. At Ng’iya, 1934: Her Body Speaks; I Know Her by Her Dances

At dusk, listen carefully while a young man plays a nyatiti. He lovingly calls his

instrument his wife, and he skilfully caresses her, running his fingers across her strings. Nearby

on the compound, Atieno’s mother sings “hoyo nyathi” to comfort the baby in her belly. The

men have earlier returned from fishing in nearby Lake Victoria, and she is happy. Her belly is

full, her love is at home. 13 year old Atieno is singing “wend-moto” songs with her sisters while

they fetch firewood. I wonder if Atieno has to censor herself around her Christian relatives or

neighbours or if her body shouts at them fiercely.

Like Owen, who looked on a Luo woman dancing as “disappointing,” Atieno was also

embarrassed to see how English men and women danced so close together. okot p’bitek

explained that the way that the English people “hold their sisters close” when they dance and

“even dance with their mothers” (ibid., 45) was a source of shame in traditional Luo culture.

Using Lawino’s words, Atieno looked back at Archdeacon Owen and Mrs. Owen dancing,

crying, “Shamelessly, they hold each other/ Tighty, tightly/ They cannot breathe” (44).

Through their songs and dances, Atieno and Lawino write a narrative. If I wait their

stories complicate the discursive practices surrounding Luo women’s dance history.

When the drums are throbbing
And the black youths
Have raised much dust
You dance with vigour and health
You dance naughtily with pride
You dance with spirit,
You compete, you insult, you provoke
You challenge all!
(okot p’bitek, 1972, 42).



176

V. Conclusions: A Method of Historiography for Looking at 1930s Luo Women’s Dance

Memory is circular. It comes back.
Sweet like mangos
Pulled from this tree
Peel the skin carefully

As I raked through writings of Luo women’s history I took on the job of a storyteller.

Trinh (1989) established that a writer’s role is both to raise consciousness about language itself

and to expose the way that “writing constantly refers to writing, and no writing can ever claim to

be ‘free’ of other writings” (21). Writing allows for “the emergence of a new reality” (ibid., 22).

In writing data as poetry I also begin to imagine a new story emerging (Glesne, 1997). In this

way, a “true picture” of history flashes up (Vattimo, 1988), and a petit-histoire grows through an

intertextual interchange.

Writing, reading, dancing, and hermeneutic questions formed the basis of the inquiry as I

sought to unfurl meaning in primary and secondary sources—as I sought to extract the

imposition of the historifiable versus the ethnographiable. In this way, and by including my

experiences of the data through poetry and narrative, I start to imagine voices of Luo women and

girls who are looking back, critiquing the violent stares of the foreigners who have “sharp eyes/

For girls’ full breasts” (okot p’bitek, 1972, 81).

A new narrative of history emerges that is at least as believable as the other narrative

configured during the Enlightenment, and the overwhelming silence of Luo women in the

missionary literature and elsewhere is challenged. Okot p’bitek (1972) used oral interviews as

the basis of his treatise about the interconnection between Luo ancestors and the self, community

and identity, dance expression and Luo culture. This study shows that now complex
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methodologies are needed to approach and analyse historic moments of contact between

Europeans and non-Europeans as cultural interchange. As discussed, binary discursive practises

are problematic in that they flatten out experience and in this case understanding of African

women’s histories is held at a surface level in broad descriptive terms. In the old framework, the

historifiable versus the ethnographiable, a dancer emerged who was still unidimensional; she

was still imagined in terms of her “difference.” In the new frame, the stories told within Luo

women’s dances, by women’s “lived bodies,” are enlivened.

As the discussion shows, a study of Luo women’s dance history involves a study of the

whole society, the roots of a place to which women’s dances are intimately tied. This work is

possible only because Africanist scholars in previous generations pushed toward more complex

understanding of Luo people through the use of oral interviews (e.g., Ocholla-Ayayo, 1980;

Ogot, 1967; okot p’bitek, 1972). Such works provide critical contextual information and a

written interpretation of Luo oral history. However, only when the voices of women are

highlighted through a feminist methodology will women’s contributions and experiences be told.

Hay (1975, 1996) and Onyango (2003) focused directly upon the experiences of Luo women and

also drew from oral interviews. Like these authors, I also searched for voices and stories of Luo

women. Unlike these authors, I looked at women’s dances, which played a central role in

self/communal expression and identity construction in Luo society during the 1930’s.

Dance was changed in various ways by the missionary presence, but by thinking about

African dance as an embodied discourse, like Connerton (1989), Stoller (1995, 1997), and Welsh

(1990/2001) I move away from Western models of history that value textual over sensual data. In

this way I listen for women’s “voices” in crevices between “events” of history to reveal a
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complex historical model through which to approach and analyse a moment of cultural

interchange experienced by Luo women. The goal is to disturb the chimera of origin in dance

discursive practices, to create ripples in the “old pond” by looking at the “monster” lurking

beneath the surface of the old pond. Remember, the popularised idea of “world dance” in the

dance field raises questions about why the study of non-Europeans is relegated to a separate area.

Another story can emerge if the binary is confronted, but this is not a naïve or hopeful counter-

memory beyond the binary, the idée fixe.

The problem is with the lack of complexity through which non-European dances are

sometimes viewed, the way African dances are construed as simplistic. Therefore, hermeneutic

questions brought me to engage this intertextual study of Luo women’s dance and include my

own experiences of finding data. In this I asked for the reader’s active participation with the pain

of remembering through my “lived body.” This research process was painful because I remember

what is possible—to know Luo women’s dances beyond a surface inscription.

However, the approach to Luo women’s dance historiography also cannot stay on the

page. My research questions beg for a study of the body: How can I illuminate a view of dance

that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way

that does not create another case study to sit outside of dance discourse? In the next chapter I

consider another way to re-think the idea of origins in “dance history” in a North American

context.

The next chapter brings the “conversation” with dance history again, bringing the

questions into a North American dance classroom where I open up a dialogue. The first part of

the chapter refocuses the problem from the “body of knowledge” to the “body of the knower,”
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and data from a dance process provides the basis of an intercorporeal theory. Remember that

theory, informed by the concept of Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse, connects to

how some feminists like Gatens (1996) describe the “lived body” and its capacity for theorising.

In the second part of the chapter the main emphasis is on “knowers” in the process. In the end,

the study conveys how a radically international view of dance history and aesthetics may be

approached intercorporeally, as well as how that view can change with each perspective

presented. It is a questioning of binaries between past/present, Africa/the West, the “body of

knowledge” and the “bodies of knowers” that may open up a sensation, or another way of

looking at dance history and aesthetics that was previously imperceptible.

I bite edges,
Linger

Fleshy mango
Fibres
Between teeth

Memory is sweet water
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CHAPTER 3

WRITING OF THE BODY:
A GENEALOGY OF

DANCE HISTORY DISCURSIVE PRACTICES

Although it is of the body, dance is not just about the body, it is also about
subjectivity—about how that body is positioned in the world as well as the ways
in which that particular body responds to the world.

—Ann Cooper Albright, 1997, p. 4

I. Introduction

A. Dissipated Origins in the Lived Body

Vattimo (1988) says that in the post-histoire era there is no narrative of history, only

multiple petit-recits, so it follows logically that “history” must be explored differently when “the

past” cannot be discussed in terms of origins. In response to related scholarly assertions dance

theorists have been refiguring the dance canon. The formerly accepted hierarchy of traditions in

question and several scholars are bringing anachronistic racist assumptions to light by redefining

what was previously termed a “universal body”53. As significant changes take place to this “body

of knowledge” it is important to also consider the “bodies of dancers,” how their lived

experiences of the refigured interrelations between knowledge, learning, and social change may

point to conceptual breakthroughs.

Donna Haraway’s (2004) genealogy of “humanity” where she asks how the “human” can

be refigured from outside the narratives of humanism provides a premise for the study as

discussed in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 then explains how a perception of non-Europeans as part of

“natural history” (rather than “history”) was established through a categorical separation between
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the discourses about European and non-European histories. Including my experience of

researching, I showed that history “lives” in the archives and discussed that its limitations are

connected to a binary—an idée fixe—in dance discursive practices. Now in Chapter 3 “knowers”

conceptualise, ponder, and embody history in a choreography process in a North American dance

classroom in 2007. This provides a method of analysis and discovery about how learners bridge

the somatic body (the body as we experience it) and its cultural/historical representation.

Refocusing the research problem to history in the lived body through this description of a

choreography process with 11 women, I present the basis of an inter-corporeal theory. That is,

my research methods emulate how history can be “known” in diverse ways, that a view of

history changes from the perspective of each embodied “voice.” Photographs in this chapter

provide glimpses of the choreography process and students’ words—as written in their journals

and final reflection essays during the process—convey how narratives of history and power are

experienced and contested by them. Inside the hermeneutic circle I forge a link between

“knowers” and “the body of knowledge” by viewing past, present and future through a

complexivist framework of “simultaneity.”

To remind, I am bringing “new streams” into an “old pond” of aesthetic and

philosophical inquiry, as Fraleigh (1999) would say. The purpose of separating out the streams

into the realms of “knowledge produced” (about the body, dance history) and “knower” (dancer,

choreographer, researcher) is not to suggest a dichotomy between the two, for I have clearly

gestured toward their inseparability. Instead, “a complexivist reading” indicates the importance

of remembering what is known through the wisdom of many indigenous traditions—like Luo

cosmology—that suggest the unity of body/mind and knowledge/knowing. Remember, what
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complexivists say is that “knowers and knowledges can be considered separately, even if they

cannot be considered separate. One cannot exist without the other; they are enfolded in and

unfold from one another” (Davis and Sumara, 2006, 155). That is, even though these two aspects

of “knowers” (dancers, choreographer, researcher) and “knowledges” (dance studies, women’s

studies, race studies) are often considered separately, it is also possible to look at how one

informs the other and vice versa: in a complexivist reading “knowers” and “knowledge” are thus

intimately connected.

In this chapter I thus depart from research purposes that are more common in the dance

field. As a young field that evolved out of a practice-based discipline, dance has often imported

theories from other academic disciplines and we have not always seen our choreography or

educational processes as a means through which to contribute to the wider body of academic

knowledge. The dance literature most often emphasises how theorists from other fields like

cultural studies can inform dance, and scholars have often worked on establishing the boundaries

(and limitlessness) of dance knowledge and practice (education, choreography) rather than

looking at how dance processes could contribute to other fields. Therefore, the contributions of

dance scholars to academic knowledge are infrequent and one rarely hears a dance scholar

mentioned outside the field. Now, entering a third generation of dance scholarship in North

America, scholars of the last two generations have established a place for dance in academia, and

the likelihood of increased exchange between dance and other disciplines seems much higher.

This is an ethical issue for me because dance is uniquely situated to contribute to

scholarship about the body and non-dualism. The complexivist framework of simultaneity not

only provides a means to see an exchange between the “body of knowledge about the body” and
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the “body of the dancer,” but also provides a means to see how dancers as “knowers” uniquely

have much to give back to the non-dualist project in academia. After all, the purpose of dance

training is to enhance dancers’ abilities to intermingle subjective understanding and objective

observation in their bodies, and dancers frequently learn to do this in multiple ways at once such

as through kinaesthetic, intellectual, emotional and somatic levels.

The stages of this research can be seen as different points along the circumference of a

hermeneutic circle, perceived in ongoing processes of moving from one level to the next, always

returning to the body of the knower. First, the research considers how ideology functions with

relation to accruing historical meaning and seen at the core of the previous chapter was a process

of level-jumping between researched information and embodied experience of it. At one level

information about Luo dancers adds to the “body of knowledge” and at another level the

dancer/researcher as “knower” is transformed through a process of contemplating the idée fixe in

the archives. Remember, inside the hermeneutic circle prejudices and prejudgements transform.

A choreography process described in this chapter developed out of this transformation

inside the hermeneutic circle. Similar to the description of Luo women’s dance history, this

choreography process is another metaphor, another level from which the reader can stop to look

back at history because together the dancers and I considered “[t]he purpose of history, guided

by genealogy, [which] is not to discover the roots of our identity but to commit itself to its

dissipation” (Foucault, 1971, 373). In turn, this process gestures me back into the hermeneutic

circle once again. There I see a connection to the dancing circle, and in Chapter 4 develop a

radically international polyrhythmic theoretical approach to dance studies.
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B. Genealogy: Refiguring the Lived Body in Dance History

As indicated, several scholars write about dance history in a way that helps challenge

“the canon,” and that indicates increasing sensitivity in dance toward how some Europeans have

seen non-European dance traditions as “the other.” For example, Theresa Buckland (2006) edited

volume of world dance histories which is helpful to begin filling out gaps in dance texts about

non-European dances. Buckland’s introduction also draws attention to disciplinary frameworks

that developed around non-European dance, and she suggests dance scholars need to be aware of

and problematise the construction of world dance as “other.” Various dance scholars employ

similar strategies toward redefining the terms of representation and this work is critical to the

field. However the problem in every canon, even a reconfigured one, is that there will always be

an omission of some body. Even when the “history narrative” is rewritten to include more

diverse bodies it still does not address the problem that history continues to live in our bodies

and experiences, affecting our perceptions and understanding.

To review, the re-configuration of “origins” is not what Foucault (1971) intended. He

explicitly positions himself against the idea of history as a linear development, and against

evolutionism which he describes as “the search for ‘origins’” (370). He argues that a genealogist

looks beneath the metanarrative of history at what is not normally thought of as history, what is

underneath the surface, and what “remained unrealised” (ibid., 369) in the events of history. The

genealogist thus works against the packaging of historical narratives and disturbs the surface of

what Fraleigh would call the “old pond.” Likewise, in the choreography/research/educational

process I worked against the packaging of historical narratives. The dancers and I developed an

intercorporeal theory by seeking to communicate beyond an idée fixe through non-dualism.
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How is the intercorporeal theory connected to the previous chapter about Luo women?

To review, instead of writing a narrative of Luo women’s dance history in Chapter 2 I write a

genealogy. Creating “a scrapbook of history,” I present a “conversation” with dance history. As I

questioned an idée fixe in dance discursive practices that causes me to reflect how narratives of

history live on in personal/cultural memories. This chapter presents another part of the

“conversation” with the body of knowledge where meaning is created through dancers’ inter-

embodiment, and by sharing cultural and danced memories.

Put another way, to work against the packaging of Luo women’s dance history I

explicitly fragment the roots of positivism. Following the path laid by Foucault, particularly his

discussion of genealogy, there is a need to demonstrate how the very idea of historical “origins”

was fabricated through the philosophy of reason and science, which pursued a false hope that by

writing down human history we would arrive back at an original—and thus pure—essence.

Importantly, Foucault also critiques Nietzsche’s positions on the origin of “truth” and suggests

this construct links the idea of positive knowledge [connaissance] to a field of knowledge

[savoir] which has the function to uncover the “origins of truth” in discourse. Instead, Foucault

critiques colonialism, saying genealogy does not impose or tie origins to evolutionism and “map

the destiny of a people” (374). He also suggests that because of Nietzsche’s association with

evolutionism these philosophical roots are “a dangerous legacy” (374) on which to stand.

Genealogy, rather than resting upon foundations of evolutionism, “disturbs what was previously

considered immobile; it fragments what was thought unified; it shows heterogeneity of what was

imagined consistent with itself” (375). Therefore, instead of reinforcing the foundation of a



186

positivist philosophy of knowledge Foucault seeks a method of historical analysis that can

“resist” its reinscription (375).

Now building on Foucault’s genealogical method to create an inter-corporeal theory, I

draw upon Grosz (1994), Gatens (1996) and Irigaray (1985) who expanded these insights to

discuss meaning and history in relation to women’s bodies. I am specifically concerned about

dance discursive practices—how the idée fixe of a binary between the West and Africa shapes

thinking about “difference” in dance. With two emphases in mind—difference and dance

traditions—I set out to disturb what is considered immobile. Within dancing bodies I looked for

a power sensed by dancers at the “moment of enactment” to reference Feldman (1991), that

embodied power that resists hegemonic discourses.

Not just as a theorist, but also as an educator I follow a path laid by those who went

before me—most notably Freire (1972) who originally laid out the basis for a process he termed

conscientization, a term used for highlighting a greater consciousness about how power operates.

Freire (1995) and other critical pedagogues who came after such as Augusto Boal (1985),

Elizabeth Ellsworth (1986), Madeleine Grumet (1988) and bell hooks (1994), to name a few,

assisted the methodology in the dance process where I sought to help dancers become aware of

the insidious powers of ideological enclosure in discursive practices by “disturbing what was

previously considered immobile” and “fragmenting what was thought unified.”

Consider this dance process another way: as a result of academic research into Kenya

Luo women’s history and the etymology of various theories and terms about representation, I

“translated my experience into story,…crystallized” my understanding and explored multiple

aspects of the subject (Richardson, 2000, 522). In appreciation of writing as “a method of
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discovery and analysis” (ibid., 522), I employed a “mixed genre” approach and included a

description of the dance process as a metaphor since this appeared to be the most effective way

of “crystallizing” (ibid., 522) my thoughts through non-dualism. In the dance process I waited

for a “true” picture of history flash up in women’s “lived bodies”—a picture which would only

disappear and be found again. These women’s voices add to multiple and conflicting voices of

“the past” because past, present and future are experienced simultaneously in the hermeneutic

circle. The multiple “voices” recorded in a North American dance process in 2007 thus challenge

the ideological enclosure discussed by Negri and Hardt (2000), the “globality of the command”

of empire that is still imposed by lines of force in “the inverted image—something like a photo

negative” (211).

It is true that the petit-recit of Luo women’s dance history as written aids the project of

addressing an idée fixe in discourse; it shows the “heterogeneity of what was imagined consistent

with itself” (Foucault, 1971, 375). However, as explained, even Foucault himself argued that

once written down a petit-recit falls short. Remember, Foucault also critiques colonialism,

saying genealogy does not impose origins or tie an idea of origins to evolutionism (ibid., 374).

Therefore, Foucault’s work hints at the possibility of disrupting a chimera of origins with lived

bodies, particularly in relation to the colonial past.

This choreography process presents such a disruption of the idée fixe, work that was done

through dancers’ lived bodies. In a four-month long concert dance process dancers’ multiple

“voices” were emphasised as their experiences of history were explored and binaries were

questioned. Therefore, with Foucault’s genealogy as a premise, I worked toward possibilities of
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transforming prejudices and prejudgements inside the hermeneutic circle, possibilities offered

through this contemplation of dancers’ descriptions of their embodied processes.

In the choreography process dancers give back to philosophical discussions. As Cooper-

Albright (1997) pointed out, a choreography process provides the means to experience meaning

that is corporeal and psychical at once, “to understand the ways the dancing body can signify

within a culture, one must engage with a variety of discourses: kinaesthetic, visual, somatic, and

aesthetic, as well as intellectual” (5). Therefore, this is an effective tool for the genealogist who,

like the choreographer also works primarily with bodies. That is, the genealogist seeks to find

“the articulation of the body and history…to expose a body totally imprinted by history” and at

the same time reveal “the process of history’s destruction of the body” (Foucault, 1971, 375-

376). Recognising we are alive with new experiences, contexts, or ideas that change how we

conceive of history and the body, the genealogist sees the body as “the locus of the dissociation

of the Me…and a volume in perpetual disintegration” (ibid., 375-376).

C. Dissipated Origins: Jumping Levels

Can I dissipate the idea of origins altogether by refusing the binaries inherent in

language? Foucault explains “the body” as positive knowledge [connaissance] is linked to a field

of knowledge [savoir] which has the function to uncover the “origins of truth” in discourse, so in

a way “the body” is reified as an idée fixe. This static nature of the body is reflected in the way

that significant changes tend to occur in academic discourses about the body over decades rather

than in the shorter time frame through which people can experience changes in the identity of

their bodies.
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At one level, “the body” is reified as an idée fixe and is contested in discourse; at another

level embodied experiences instantaneously challenge assumptions about power and the

reification of “the body” in discourse. Take the following example. One’s identity (daughter or

son, professor or student, woman or man, African or Western, etc.) is experienced at different

“levels” in relation to different contexts like one’s own family, a workplace, a community with

shared political concerns, or a nation. Thus one changes one’s body-identification; one often

“jumps” to another “level” in a matter of seconds when entering a roomful of people. This

happens because, in an embodied sense, an aspect of one’s identity in relation to a particular

community or interest group is aroused through the sensation of one’s inter-embodiment.

However, some aspects of identity such as determining how to negotiate gender or race in

relation to changing discourses also occur more slowly. Each person has to negotiate in this way,

sometimes carefully balancing individual or collective goals, sometimes considering the

purposes of a group in which one’s own interests are situated as these are related to the slower

changing “body of knowledge.” Therefore, over a lifetime one might find one has also “jumped”

at a different rate to a group with which one identifies. One might now emphasise a different

“level” of one’s identity that is interdependent with changes in “the body of knowledge.”

Take another relevant example. For the purposes of this study I highlighted my gendered

body, and in this chapter I emphasise 11 women dancers’ contributions to theory that are

achieved through their inter-embodiment. Remember, as Simone de Beauvoir (1953) once

famously stated at the outset of her treatise on gender, “One is not born a woman, one becomes

one” (1), so for what reasons do I insert this aspect of my and my dancers’ identities into the

study? Every level of this research study points to the position of “woman” as a category in
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philosophical discourse, including her lesser status. My preferred ways of knowing—involving

my sensation and emotion in the previous chapter and dancers’ inter-embodiment in this

chapter—may also be considered “womanly”; the research emphasis suggests a feminist

methodology. Therefore, the research focus heightens the need to negotiate precisely how

women’s material bodies are defined in western philosophical discourse.

Irigaray (1985) anticipated this negotiation that women theorists would encounter since

we have so long been associated with interiority and the private, not the public domain of

theorising. She goes further by connecting the relevance of women’s interior knowledge to the

public domain, saying that women’s liberation from the “old pond,” if you will, would be found

through the process of finding a different language that is created by women’s sensations. This is

because in the public domain of theorising, especially when this involves women’s material

bodies, women often negotiate the “woman” category in European languages and every woman

must take “a long detour by way of the various systems of oppression brought to bear upon her”

(Irigaray, 1985, 31). Therefore the primary purpose of this study, to disturb the idée fixe that was

previously considered immobile, brought my female gender and that of the participants and

research subjects into focus.

I recognised the significance of involving women and dancers in theorising since in the

West both have long been associated with an ideal of the body, interiority, and the expression of

emotion or sensation as opposed to theorising and knowledge. By involving women’s bodies in

this way I could directly confront a foundational philosophical assumption in western discourse

that theory and reason are associated with the mind (and men).
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But I did not start out with a feminist political agenda to make a statement through

women’s bodies. On the contrary, I chose to theorise with dance processes that present a method

of discovery, a self-organised system through which it is possible to study dancers jumping

(quickly or more slowly) between different levels of phenomena in an inter-embodied process.

Different dancers’ descriptions of their experiences negotiating the phenomena of their dance

identities and personal/cultural histories are embedded in more stable phenomena (like dance

department curricula or academic discourse). Their descriptions indicate details about their

negotiations of such phenomena.

This “level-jumping” occurred through somatic, intellectual, physical, emotional and

other processes. Notably, it sometimes took the more stable phenomena a greater length of time

to catch up to the speed of the dancers’ understanding, and this reality had different effects on

each dancer. For example, some dancers fought tooth and nail, determined about the perceived

stability of their beliefs in the established persistence of more stable phenomena (e.g., political

and academic discourse about race and gender as biological realities, dance technique). Others

adapted much more quickly to the changes that were suggested through their inter-embodiment,

and these dancers encouraged a much more critical view of the “stable” phenomena. This second

response of a more critical view of stable phenomena can be described in terms of Freire’s

“conscientization” since during the process these dancers were effectively increasingly critical of

binaries that are reinforced through hegemonic power like the “globality of the command” of

empire that is still imposed by lines of force in “the inverted image” of an African Other (Negri

and Hardt, 2000, 211).
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This chapter separates out some streams of change and negotiation that occurred for

dancers in the “contact zone,” 54 where identity was multiple and changing. The dancers level-

jumped as they encountered multiple personal histories, various dance traditions, knowledge

about African dance, and theory about how to express their identities through choreography55.

Along the way, through various exercises and processes, they also communicated the complexity

of their “identities” through dance and words. Interestingly, toward the end of the process many

of them described a sense of their own “empowerment” that had occurred through the dance

process. This, however, went beyond my intent as an educator and choreographer. My intent

was, simply put, to focus on the multiplicity of identity and history as configured in the body.

But in the process many of the dancers seemed to develop a greater intelligence about how to

engage inter-personal/inter-political interactions and they embraced a process of

“conscientization.”

D. Time and Knowing in an Emergent Process

This way that knowers jumped between different levels in the choreography process

could be explained as “level jumping” between experiences of distinct phenomena. From a

complexivist perspective, Davis and Sumara (2006) would call this “transphenomenal level

jumping.” In the case of this choreography process, I would describe it as jumping between (a)

the level of discourse (e.g., dance history, dance curricula, dance technique) associated with

transmitted objective knowledge or the events of history, and (b) the level of the knower (e.g.,

dancing, somatic processes of dancing, sensation, emotional understanding) associated with

subjective knowledge that is actively expressed, processed and understood. Davis and Sumara
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point out what I discussed in Section C above, that at the level of the “knower” transformational

changes can be processed in a matter of seconds.

Therefore, “transphenomenal level-jumping” provides a way to interpret this description

of the choreography process where the knowers’ experiences of subjective knowing were

recorded by dancers in their journals (where they bracketed out analysis and emphasised

descriptive writing) and in a final reflection paper. As discussed above, descriptions of their

inter-embodied experiences—where transformational changes happened quickly—often

challenged assumptions interpreted as part of a more stable “body of knowledge.” In order to

participate fully, the dancers had to take “transphenomenal level-jumps” away from ideas

presented in most curricula they had previously studied, wherein the body and dance are more

often discussed in academic fields through verbal processes. Put another way, the dancers

physically jumped from a “body of knowledge” where the mind and body are considered

separate and unequal in the common curricula at a liberal arts college. Their “lived bodies”

landed inside this intense 4 month choreography process wherein mind and body were seen as

both intertwined and equal. During the process the group became more cohesive as they worked

together to overcome distrust and fear at this unusual (for them) experience. Together as a group

collectivity, we often discussed their subjective emotional understandings and somatic processes.

The dancers were required to record and describe their processes of understanding and changing

over the semester.

The model on the next page was adapted from a model by Brent Davis and E. Simmt who

created the original model for the purposes of explaining what occurs in a mathematics teaching

process. As explained at the left of the model, it is useful to help learners and educators become
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Figure 12. Transphenomenal Level Jumping”: Five Levels in an Emergent Process56.

1. Academic Discipline (Dance, Philosophy, Aesthetics)

2. Dance Curriculum, University Department, Dance Technique

3. Group Collectivity, Choreography Process,
Dance Technique

4. Subjective Knowing

5. soma
(Lived body,

dance processes,
sensation)

PresentPast Future

Levels 1-2:
Categories of
objective
knowledge

(usually treated
as stable)

Timescale for
significant
transformations

(occur over
decades)

Levels 3-5:
Categories of
subjective
knowing

(usually treated
as dynamic)

Timescale for
significant
transformations

(occur in
seconds or
minutes)
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conscious about different ways that knowledge is exchanged between somewhat stable systems

on one hand, and systems that change more rapidly on the other. Therefore, the model can be

adapted for discussion in different fields. However, there is an element of a dance process that is

likely dissimilar to mathematics and many other teaching processes. This can be seen by the way

dance technique appears at both levels 2 and 3 in the model as I have adapted it. Note that, unlike

the original model, I have also indicated how past, present and future operate at once within the

hermeneutic circle and this was highlighted in the dance process.

In dance practices, learning occurs at various levels of body and mind. Dance “training,”

as it is referred to, requires an intelligence that the dancer has to refine through hours of daily

practice, repetition, and rehearsal. By studying details of muscle sensations (somatics) and

muscular-skeletal interrelationships in the anatomical structure of the human body the dancer

seeks to know her or his own body as a holistic system. In this way, she or he learns how to

communicate through the body. Beyond this, the importance of a heightened capacity for the

embodiment and expression of emotion has been discussed by several serious dance artists of

western concert dance (e.g., Karen Kain, Gelsey Kirkland, Doris Humphrey). The point here is

that emotional ideas can be transmitted through the body, and some kinds of dance training

require the dancer to develop emotional sensitivities which can be enhanced through training57.

In this way, the dancer learns to embody and express not only movement, but also a character or

the mood of a dance.

At the level of muscle sensation and interrelationship, the teaching of dance technique is

sometimes thought of through a transmission model—as the transmission of something stable.

This is especially true in ballet dance traditions and other highly codified techniques that
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emphasise the codification of uniformity. On the other hand, some dance traditions consider

dance technique from another perspective. Rather than a strict transmission approach, some

dance training will emphasise a high degree of individual input into the process of learning.

Although uniformity is often also emphasised, technique from this perspective is understood not

to be entirely uniform seeing that it will vary according to the boundaries of individual bodies.

Therefore, some dance traditions are more strictly uniform, whereas others are more open to

variations of expressiveness and/or diversity in expression.

Dancers in this choreography process came from extremely diverse dance training

backgrounds—a contact zone of dance traditions. When I taught technique some picked it up

very quickly, managing to form their bodies into a requested shape, and repeating this when

asked. However, other dancers were unable to do so. Therefore, the choreography process was

extremely challenging, even more so than I originally expected. In other words, I had expected to

draw from dancers’ diverse traditions, but I had not expected the degree of difficulty some

dancers had with learning and embodying diverse movement. In order to handle this challenge, I

often explicitly asked for individual dancers’ input in order to find the shapes and movements

that best suited them. I also allowed for a lack of uniformity; at times I even emphasised this

aspect of the contact zone as had been part of my original intent.

This choreography process was thus significantly different from a transmission learning

approach that some dancers become used to, especially in technique classes. It required dancers

to “jump” between different “levels” noted on the model, and work with numerous levels

simultaneously. For one, at an intellectual and emotional level they processed several complex

ideas about personal/cultural/historical identity as a collective while considering how
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choreography could communicate meaning. Second, at another level they used dance technique

they were familiar with to create and express their individual understandings of identity and

personal/cultural history. Third, at another level they learned and repeated dance technique that

emphasised both individual expressiveness and uniformity and this required the dancers to go

through various “training” processes in order to embody it. Fourth, at still another level the

dancers learned about explicit meanings in the dance movement that I transmitted to them, and

they were required both to complicate the meaning intellectually and to express the meaning

through emotional qualities as they danced. Therefore, their learning processes operated

simultaneously at various levels of the model. Within this process, sometimes dance technique

was treated as stable and objective knowledge (where the timescale for significant

transformations occurs over decades), and sometimes dance technique was experienced by the

“knower” in the group collective, through subjective processes, or at the level of the somatic

body (where the timescale for change occurs in seconds, minutes, and over the four month

period).

Some dancers understandably had difficulty with the challenge of jumping between these

levels and others less so. The process required them to be flexible enough in their thinking to

accept dance technique in three ways: a) as a means through which to communicate about and

experience dynamic, subjective knowing; b) as something that could be fused together with other

techniques, now a fairly popular idea in dance; and c) as a tool that, when observed closely,

could help them process complicated intellectual ideas through observation and analysis. The

first and third ways were sometimes a difficult point of departure for these dancers. Overall, their

responses of resistance could be generalised into two categories: when they resisted the process it
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was either with a view of dance technique as a stable knowledge system or with a view that a

“body of knowledge” learned in academic or political discourses was stable and could not be

complicated with a dance process.

How is a description of this choreography process going to present an intercorporeal

theory? The description in this chapter conveys an adaptive theoretical knowledge that emerged

among learners who “level-jumped” between phenomena while experiencing them

simultaneously. Whereas the idea of simultaneity discussed helps the reader understand the

purpose of focusing at once on different levels of the same research problem—the “body of

knowledge” and the “knower”—the idea of “transphenomenal level-jumping” conveys what can

be termed the verb of simultaneity. Like the dancers, the reader might also need to level-jump

when reading this dissertation.

When following me through these distinct chapters it may be helpful for the reader to

remember that I am working with analogy and using the description of the research and

choreography processes as metaphors rather than drawing a linear connection between diverse

contexts in the 1930s and 2007. Analogy assumes a correspondence of some kind between

dissimilar things and also assumes they are alike in some way. The biological definition of

analogy is slightly different: it assumes the “[c]orrespondence in function or position [is]

between organs of dissimilar evolutionary function or structure” (Webster’s II, 1984). I am not

discussing a biological structure, but the biological definition relates to the time progression

model I described. Remember that different time frames exist for the evolution of meaning in a

“body of knowledge” (where change occurs over decades), versus the “body of the knower”

(where changes can occur in seconds or minutes). Therefore, much like the interrelated organs of
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a body, the two “bodies” cannot be separated; they are studied as interrelated while

acknowledging their separate functions and evolutionary processes, which occur at different rates

of time.

The reader can now understand the purpose of level-jumping away from the previous

chapter in a 1930s African context to the present chapter about a North American concert dance

process in 2007 by thinking in analogical terms. Dancers’ experiences of transformation and

resistance noted here are also offered like a metaphor for the reader who is asked to “level-jump”

between diverse phenomena and contemplate how a “body of knowledge” and the “body of the

knower” are not only understood simultaneously at different levels, but also transform at

different rates. Like some of the dancers mentioned, the reader may have difficulty following the

multiple threads of the research problem simultaneously. Alternately, she or he might be

comfortable acknowledging an interrelationship between “knowledge” and “knowing” in

analogous terms. Regardless, the reader is now aware of the purposes of the juxtaposition, which

is to complicate some foundational assumptions in western philosophical discourse like body and

mind, past and present, woman and man, African and Western.

The “transphenomenal level-jumping” framework provides the “jumper” with a means to

think about the fact of jumping, as well as the purpose of jumping (at whatever rate of time she

or he chooses). The reader (also a frog) “jumps” away from the “old pond” where an idée fixe of

origins in western discursive practices was challenged by a “new stream,” which is a view of

Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse that speaks back. This “jump” leads the reader to

notice another phenomenological stream entering the old pond—a

choreography/research/educational process in 2007 North America. That stream presents a fluid
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conception of bodies, categorical definitions, and time as experienced and embodied by dancers

(also fellow frogs). This new stream creates another ripple in the “old pond.”

To phrase this another way, Foucault informs us that to explore a genealogy of history

theorists need to displace the primacy of cognitive over corporeal understanding. To do this, I

used a choreography process that involved the in depth exploration of eleven women’s historical-

danced identities, personal histories and dance training. Along with these dancers I wandered

through a “contact zone” of meaning: I listened for the histories, experiences, backgrounds and

identities of a diverse group of women, seeking to understand how their views of history,

identity, or movement were shaped by personal/communal histories and movement traditions. In

this way, I looked for insight into how the dancers conceptualised and experienced meaning and

history through inter-embodiment. The idea was to open a dialogue with history that would be

less constraining and involve women’s bodies in theorising.

Now that the purposes of this choreography process are better understood, I can qualify

the way I theorised with lived bodies and delimit the parameters of the choreography study more

clearly. In Section II, I then present the women’s words, their descriptions of what occurred, in

the context of my overall description of the choreography process. In Chapter 4 these women’s

“voices” will return once again, providing an open window through which light refracts and

reflects. Their “voices” provide a reference point of multiplicity and fluidity through which to

look back at the “old pond” of western dance discursive practices—a reference point that is

explicitly non-dualist and against an idée fixe of “origins.”
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E. Genealogy through Dance: Inter-Embodiment Creates Knowledge

When level-jumping, or looking at dance history transhistorically and transnationally

through inter-embodiment, theories of the body legitimised by historical materialist frameworks

are called into question. This is what the research questions also point to. Remember I ask, how

can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about

Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another case study to sit outside of dance

discourse? The questioning of historical-materialist frameworks for the body is what I explained

in a manner through Foucault’s genealogy above, with a brief reference to Irigaray. That is, even

though “the past” was written down as previous generations searched for origins by writing a

narrative of linear progression, “history” need not always be framed as a series of events that link

particular groups to a time and place. In reality, the reification of a linear view of history may

help perpetuate an ideological hold over a perception of origins. Likewise, as explained in my

premises with regard to feminist theories (pp. 43-49), the notion that thinking and sensation are

separate, at the foundation of western philosophical discourse or the “old pond,” can be re-

theorised by paying attention to connections between psychical and corporeal understanding.

These two points are connected because common assertions in Western philosophy are of

linearity, but a view of the past as a linear progression from a point of origin is usurped when a

hierarchy of cognitive over corporeal knowledge is displaced through inter-embodiment.

A theory of the body/mind connection recognizes that new knowledge and theory can be

built through the intermingling of bodies (Grosz, 1994, 1995). In Chapter 1 (see pp. 123-128)

and above I discussed that theories and knowledge can come out of inter-embodied processes.

Curricular theorists Stephanie Springgay and Deb Freedman (2007) provide a premise for this



202

choreography process because they also draw upon feminist philosophies to pose a theory of

“inter-embodiment” in education. They say that when inter-embodiment is an acknowledged part

of a pedagogy process (as would be implied in most dance processes), inter-embodiment and

touch can both construct bodies and create knowledge. This particular choreography process was

aligned with what Springgay and Freedman (2007) suggest are the terms of “inter-embodiment”:

the construction of the body and the production of body knowledge is not created
within a single, autonomous subject (body), but rather that body knowledge and
bodies are created in the intermingling and encounters between bodies (xxi).

In the Contact Zone class the identity of the bodies present were not predetermined but were

constructed in relation to other bodies and contexts58.The dancers’ bodies were understood to be

alive with new experiences, encounters of new contexts, histories, dances and ideas that could

transform them (and that might now transform how one conceives of dance history). This view

of inter-embodiment provides a way of understanding how intermingling bodies in a

choreography process could lead to new knowledge and theory.

The dancers’ descriptions of their experiences in this chapter hence are understood as

“voices” theorising together through inter-embodiment. However, this pedagogical framework

presented contrasts greatly with a more conventional western pedagogical framework wherein

knowledge is primarily associated with looking, transmission, and intellectual engagement—not

touch and embodiment. In the conventional Western classroom what is “known” and “produced”

can be analysed through objectivity. Springgay and Freedman suggest instead that much learning

occurs through the senses (ibid., xxii).

Whereas this process differs from a more usual western framework, it is actually similar

to what Luo women of the 1930s recognized—that knowledge and concepts are communicated
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through bodies. Before going further, I can thus suggest a relevant “level-jump” (at whatever rate

of time the reader chooses) which once again reflects back on Chapter 2 within this chapter about

a North American choreography process in 2007. Remember, I contemplated an embodied Luo

discourse in the 1930s that “speaks back” to an idée fixe in western discursive practices. Now an

inter-embodied choreography process in 2007 provides another way of looking at the idée fixe.

Analogically, the concept of inter-embodiment is thus related to a concept of Luo women’s

dance as an embodied discourse but only through a lateral connection. For example, as described

in the literature review (pp. 112-119) and in Chapter 2, Connerton (1989) made a point that in an

African worldview cultural and historical memory are “sedimented in the body” in two ways:

through “inscription,” derived from how people internalise messages they read in cultural

products like books or speeches; and through “incorporation,” which refers to bodily processes,

or how we incorporate culturally learned postures, movements, and so forth (Connerton, 1989,

96). Therefore, Connerton’s “incorporation” links sensation and inter-embodiment to knowing

and interpreting history. He also suggests an active relationship between dance and identity

construction, saying poststructuralist critiques of culture should not undermine the value of

“incorporation” for understanding human experiences. In studying African dances, Stoller (1995,

1997) likewise affirms and extends Connerton’s view, noting that memory is triggered by

sensations like smell, texture, sound and taste. Therefore, I brought these concepts of African

(Luo) dance as an embodied discourse—informed in part by Connerton’s and Stoller’s

discussions—into a North American context.

The concept of Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse thusly affected and

influenced how I developed this choreography process. That is, the idea of Luo dance as an
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embodied discourse, summarised in part by what I presented in the previous paragraph, informed

the dance process in a North American dance classroom. I actually came to know of Grosz

(1994, 1995) and Springgay and Freedman’s (2007) theories after the dance process had already

begun. The concept of this dance process was at first grounded in two premises that I brought as

“new streams” into the “old pond”: Foucault’s genealogy and the idea of African (Luo) dance as

an embodied discourse.

Before going further, this transnational and transhistorical concept behind the dance

process is sometimes difficult to communicate and grasp. To qualify, I am not suggesting that I

looked at a North American concert dance process in 2007 the same way I looked at a 1930s

African context. Nor do I say there is a parallel between this concert dance and an oral tradition

in Africa. Dancers and I did not dance Luo movement and receive “messages” from Luo people

through the movement. Instead, the dancers recognised a theory of inter-embodiment by studying

the concepts I presented to them. They learned that African dancers “incorporate” knowledge,

history and ideas, as well as communicate them through dance. In this way, the African

movement we danced could take on meanings far beyond physical shapes and sequences as I will

explain in Section II.

Each time I presented African movement to the dancers I acknowledged it as coming

from a particular community and context in Africa, and I suggested that dancers needed to read

deeply into the meaning. To deepen their abilities to “read” what was being communicated in the

movement, I first re-drew for dancers what I knew of African (Luo) dance as an embodied

discourse. I communicated this through a slide show, a discussion, a video, and relevant readings

about African aesthetics that I have referred to. I pointed out that our choreography study was, in
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effect, about interacting with an idea: If as a group we acknowledged 1930s Luo women’s dance

as an embodied discourse, this would suggest there is no linear narrative of “history” as written

and often perceived where Africa appeared in terms of a western European narrative. Instead

there are multiple “voices” in the past and thus versions of history. That raises an issue,

discussed earlier in relation to Vattimo (1988) and others like Foucault (1971), that even though

history was written down as previous generations searched for “origins” by writing a narrative of

linear progression, “history” need not always be framed as a series of events that link particular

groups to a time and place. I asked the dancers to conceptualise a contact zone with me, where

various histories and dance traditions intersected. To do this, they had to consider the idea that

the reification of a linear view of history and origins is likely what perpetuates a perception of

origins. I also asked them to question the notion at the foundation of Western philosophical

discourse that thinking and sensation are separate. I believed both these ideas could be re-

theorised in the process of creating the dance if dancers and I paid close attention to and recorded

interconnections between psychical and corporeal understanding in the contact zone.

In effect, I explained five main points to the dancers in succession and the lessons during

the process were organised around these lessons, which all circled around their somatic processes

of inter-embodiment. First, this view of Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse created a

need to displace the narrative of “history” as such. Second, this idea required a fragmentation of

the roots of positivism wherein cognitive understanding was valued over corporeal. Third, if

dancers could suspend a belief in binaries (of body/mind, present/past, self/other,

African/Western) during the choreography process then they could likely theorise inter-

corporeally and construct knowledge. Fourth, I asked them to communicate aspects of their
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experiences and histories through dance movement. Fifth, I taught them African dance

movement (again, not Luo movement) and asked them to interpret the movement as theory and

ideas that were being communicated by its originators. In these ways, the process was directly

informed by a concept of African (Luo) women’s dance as an embodied discourse.

To reiterate, the research/educational process clearly challenges fundamental

epistemological assumptions in the West that are about the primacy of cognitive learning over

corporeal. Even the very idea that dancers as “knowers” can theorise through non-dualism was a

difficult concept to communicate to the group since their expectations and beliefs were often

quite different. However, as I have indicated, a choreography process is also well-suited to

helping students do this work since it presents a self-organised system wherein it is possible for

dancers to ponder meaning through non-dualism. In fact, many dancers in this process seemed to

have a highly developed intelligence, an understanding of how to communicate in a way that

overturns psychical/corporeal binaries. In the remainder of the chapter, drawing from students’

journal writing and final reflection paper in the four month course, I discuss these North

American students’ processes of “incorporation” in a choreography process. The conversation

we had over the semester suggests many of them opened up sensually and kinaesthetically to a

dialogue about what Foucault discussed as “dissipated origins.” This provides the basis of a

radically international intercorporeal theory discussed in Chapter 4 through which it is possible

to look back at Luo women’s dance history transhistorically and transnationally and challenge

binaries in discursive practices.

A feminist approach to the movement and ideas is clearly suggested and so this is

discussed in the remainder of this chapter. Therefore, Chapter 4 also draws connections between
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the importance of theorising the body extended in these cultural/feminist theories and a view of

African dance as an embodied discourse. I point out that these theories, when regarded alongside

the choreography/research/educational process discussed here and the research process into Luo

archives, call into question the material processes by which language and understanding come to

be. As the reader follows the description of the choreography process below, she or he can thus

be aware of the intention stated in the research questions which is to bring the concept of 1930s

Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse to bear upon dance discourse. As a “new stream”

in an “old pond,” this transnational presence of Luo women in a 1930s context raises further

questions about the way 1930s “origins” are conceived in dance history as discussed by several

dance scholars (e.g., Dempster, 1998; Dils and Cooper Albright, 2001; Manning, 2004/2006).

F. Summary of Approach

A brief summary of how a radically international view of dance history and aesthetics is

conceived provides the reader with a skeletal frame for moving on to Section II where the

choreography/educational/research process is discussed. The idea of simultaneity (discussed as a

framework borrowed from complexity thinking) provides a way to conceive of a two way

“conversation” between dance praxis (choreography, education) and dance discourse (history,

aesthetics). Using the framework of “simultaneity,” the research disrupts what is conventionally

portrayed as a dualism between dancer/researcher as “knower” and dance studies as a “body of

knowledge.” Here I rely upon a “deep compatibility between complexity thinking and

hermeneutic inquiry” discussed by Davis and Sumara (2006, 167). These authors discuss that

hermeneutics is similar to complexity theory because it is oriented toward questions of human

consciousness such as how we come to believe or think in certain ways or what is taken for
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granted in discursive practices (like the narrative of history). Discussing simultaneity as an

underlying assumption of complexity theory, they also note that human consciousness “depends

on social collectivity at the same time as it is always personal and individual…[so] [t]o

understand consciousness one must be able to think in transphenomenal terms and engage in

transdisciplinary ways” (ibid., 167-168). Oriented by research questions about how history

shapes human consciousness, this study borrows concepts from hermeneutics, complexity theory

and feminism. Engaging simultaneously with individual and collective bodies, the process

described explores what Gatens (1996) called the “imaginary body,” where a relationship

between the “material body” and the “lived body” is articulated and emphasises

phenomenological descriptions.

Like the framework of simultaneity, Gatens’ (1996) theory of the “imaginary body”

where a relationship between the material body and the lived body is articulated also enables an

understanding of how Derrida’s concept of interdiscursivity can be extended to embodied

processes in an choreography/research/educational process. The voices of women who

participated in this process are thus considered as additional “voices” in an intercorporeal theory.

Notably, in contemporary educational contexts the imaginary body is increasingly affected by an

emphasis on globalisation, so the dancers and I can experience a sensation of interconnectedness

between Africa and North America due to flows of culture and information (see model, p. 55).

Therefore, just as Chapter 2 shows my lived experiences of doing historical research about

Africa in the context of global consciousness where cultures and people flow across geographic

boundaries, the choreography process is also a metaphor for the interplay between individual and

cultural consciousness in 2007. These two research processes are thus partnered in
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“conversation,” presented as metaphors through which I question what is taken for granted about

a figure of “humanity” configured under Enlightenment.

The Model of Simultaneous Experiences inside the Hermeneutic Circle on page 38, the

Model of Transphenomenal Level Jumping on page 194, and the Research Model on page 57

each show how dancers and my “lived bodies” are implicated in the research questions as we

engage processes that emphasise emergent knowledge. Inside the hermeneutic circle that

connects past and present discourses, even future possibilities, a transdisciplinary, transnational,

and transphenomenal approach enables me to theorise about how “history” as such shapes

human consciousness.
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II. Sand and Bone: Dancing, Choreographing, Theorizing

Figure 13. Choreographing in Sand and Bone rehearsal with stage designer Mark Wenderlich.

“A woman is more at a loss when she is immobile than when she is moving, for she is fixed in
one position, exposed in her own territory” (Irigaray, Luce. 1989, 136).
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A. Introduction to Choreography as Engaged Pedagogy

I have explained the process whereby, while writing and researching, I found myself—

my body—in “conversation” with history, with a concept of Luo women’s dance as an embodied

discourse, and with categories of meaning. The content of this conversation revealed that to

disrupt a mythology of origins, a “collective past” I needed to break open the naturalisation of

certain splits in discursive practices that had become entrenched, seemingly “natural” splits like

body/mind, private/public, self/other, past/present, African/Western, and woman/man. As

Irigaray (1977/1985) said of binaries in Western philosophy, “woman is not protected by the

fort-da, by the way in which it is constituted by divisions of time, space the other, the self, by its

phonetic divisions. She is more often than not unable to express herself unless…she moves her

whole body” (136). I was constrained by language. I wondered if perhaps Irigaray was correct in

saying a “woman is more at a loss when she is immobile than when she is moving” (ibid., 136),

and I sought answers about various splits (not just the split between woman/man that Irigaray

focused on) through a choreography process.

During this four month process in the Contact Zone the dancers and I committed to the

questions with ferocity. We met four times per week in lengthy rehearsals that led to a final

concert, which was a 20 minute dance piece called Sand and Bone, and a public

lecture/demonstration that aired on National Public Radio (Odhiambo, 2007). The Contact Zone

involved women from several dance traditions (ballet, hip hop, African, modern, Afro-

Caribbean) who met to consider and question the existence of binaries. As I have noted, the

process provided the means through which we explored a transnational and transhistorical
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perspective of dance and community, including movement and choreographic patterns that held

symbolic meaning related to these themes.

During the first section of the course I helped students develop movement phrases and

short solos in their respective traditions. I used theatre techniques derived from Augusto Boal

(1989), wherein I asked them to create “movement pictures” as a means toward presenting their

danced identities to the class. In these short solos dancers conveyed meanings about their

personal histories and philosophies and considered their private/public identity. Later, I

incorporated small pieces of their movement into the whole dance piece, either as motifs or short

phrases.

This work at the beginning of the process also helped me see who would be most capable

of embodying movement I taught them since this dance movement is what unified the piece.

Over the semester I challenged and extended dancers’ movement capacities, training them in

grounded modern dance movement and technique. Since most dancers were not yet versatile in a

number of technical styles and the majority of “trained dancers” only had trained in ballet and

other modern techniques, I frequently used the repetition of grounded movement as a unifying

ritual at the beginning of class.

Three groups of dancers emerged in the Contact Zone and each group needed different

types of training. Therefore, this created intense challenges of embodiment and unification as we

progressed toward the final performance. However, as I acknowledged to the students from the

beginning, this would be a challenging semester because I was using what bell hooks (1994)

terms an “engaged pedagogy” approach to learning, one that would bring students to reflect upon

difficult subjects that challenge their ways of thinking about bodies, histories, identity, and
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meaning. Over the first few weeks while students were creating their solos we looked at writings

of educational/spiritual theorists like Paulo Freire (1995), Thich Nhat Hanh (1993), and bell

hooks (1994). Most students wrote in their journals and final essays that they understood this

process as an application of the theories we were reading, or as a way of developing theory. For

example, one student wrote in her final essay about how she understood our application of

hook’s (1994) “engaged pedagogy” approach.

The difference between Freire and Thich Nhat Hanh was their concentration of
applying engaged pedagogy processes. Freire focused on this process in reference
to the mind, while Thich Nhat Hanh referred to the process as a way of signifying
wholeness in a “union of mind, body, and spirit.” This exact union is used in the
somatic process of learning in the course, Contact Zone. The link of mind, body,
and spirit is crucial to the process in which we learn movement (student journal).

With such clarity about a relationship between theory building, dance, and personal

understanding, all students who did the readings and attended class regularly were able to

recognize that mind and body work together to build knowledge. This was possible even as we

operated in the context of a university system that sharply demarcated separate spaces for

embodied practices on one hand, and theory building on the other.

With a relationship between theorizing and

dancing now established, students gave short

movement presentations and discussed the meaning

of their pieces. As one student related in her final

essay, by the fourth week, “Each student brought their

past into the classroom and shared it with others. We

exchanged stories of trials and tribulations. The

Figure 14. Contact Zone dancers in
rehearsal
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personal was exchanged and well as the mean and ugly. I and many other students kept nothing

back.” Some of these presentations were emotional, others less so. But as this quote suggests, by

the end of the process everyone was “engaged.” I guided the students to deepen their connection

with the meaning of these short solos through writing prompts, discussion, journaling, and later

by “trying on” the movement of other dancers.

The journal writing prompts I gave students asked them to consider the embodied identity

of each dancer through her movements. That is, the prompts assisted them to think of identity not

as an idea imposed from the outside by language, but through what the dancer had expressed and

embodied. I asked them to bracket out judgements of the dancer’s technique from their minds

and focus on descriptive writing. For example, one dancer saw within another’s solo, “an

importance of the hand and the heart. I felt the vibrations of the earth as she stomped to the

rhythm of her heart. There was a sense of the preciousness of life of breath and flow of blood

through the body and into the earth.”

As the semester progressed I regularly

reminded the dancers of this foundation at the

beginning of the semester. One way I did this was by

speaking of the dancers’ movement “signatures.” That

is, whenever I incorporated a movement motif from

one dancer’s solo into the dance, during the rehearsal

process I would refer to the movement by naming it

as that dancer’s signature. Therefore, dancers often described each other with reference to these

particular qualities in their journals. These were not the usual ways that students might describe

Figure 15. Dancers discussing movement
and theorising process.
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one another in a class that solely emphasises intellectual ideas. For example, one student saw

another dancer in this way: “As[she] performed I saw words rolling through her body. It seemed

internal but also open as she was expressing it outwardly. I saw energy of a force in her pelvis

that moved her.”

We engaged with the meaning of dancers’ short solos in group discussions, and the

students quickly began to feel interconnected with others in the group beyond the initial cliques

that had formed prior to class. All student journals reflected in one way or another something

about the experience of inter-embodiment. One student’s comment was consistent with the other

journals when she said that the “meaning of a community…changed as a result of this course.”

The same student wrote of this changing construct of group/individual identity as a transition

from knowing the definition of community intellectually toward understanding the term through

inter-embodiment:

I can remember being in grade school and being told that a community was a
group of people who were living together in one setting. I now know differently.
A community is not just that. A community encompasses persons who share the
same setting, feelings, struggles, achievement, lifestyle, diseases, views, and more
(student journal).

Thus, instead of community being an imposed term that was attached to “culture,” geography, or

a common interests, the students now associated the term with an experience of diversity in the

Contact Zone and an exploration of the “sensible transcendental” (Irigaray, 1993) in an inter-

corporeal process.
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Figure 16. Contact Zone dancer practicing a solo.

B. Theorising Spaces in-between Binaries: The “Sensible Transcendental”

In the choreography process I defined the body as Grosz defines it, not as a material

construct or an ideal, but as a series of “representations and cultural inscriptions [that] quite

literally constitute bodies and help to produce them as such” (Grosz, 1994, xi). In a similar way,

Gatens (1996) discusses the body by making a distinction between “material” and “lived” bodies,

and showing the former informs the latter. The Contact Zone provided a means of knowing and

theorising with “lived bodies” but, importantly, I did not impose upon dancers a way of

considering their identities since this would only reinforce an idée fixe. Instead, as I explained in

the introduction above, writing prompts and short choreography exercises assisted the dancers

not to think of themselves and others in terms of an imposed “identity.” Instead, each dancer was

identified in terms of what she expressed and embodied in movement. In this way, they

experienced one another through the senses and presented themselves to others through a

choreographed short solo using technique with which they were familiar.
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Over the semester, I asked pointed questions, required readings, and juxtaposed

movement traditions in a way that aided dancers to negotiate meaning with their lived bodies.

They used theory and employed a self-critical practice. One student wrote in her journal about

the possibility this process unfolded for her:

I ask the question, ‘what does my body teach me?’ Neither the mind nor the body
is solely responsible for knowledge, and the imposed internal hierarchy between
informer and informant ceases to exist upon closer examination (student journal).

Therefore, throughout the choreography process the group maintained a focus on their “lived

bodies” in the following way: dancers unpacked binaries, looked through sensation at the in-

between spaces where lived bodies experience meaning, and probed moments of interest

between variations or divisions upheld in language that we may sometimes use to define

ourselves (e.g., woman/man, gay/straight, African/Western, body/mind).

Irigaray’s (1993) idea of the “sensible transcendental” is relevant to the choreography

process and provides the most useful way to understand the in-between space dancers were

probing and theorising. As mentioned, Irigaray primarily theorises the space between masculine

and feminine as the “sensible transcendental,” but her idea can be applied more broadly to

complicate the idée fixe as I am doing here. To contextualise her work briefly, she often uses

sexual imagery of the female body. For example, to theorise about women’s passivity within

western discursive practices she extends the metaphor of a “hole” penetrated by the phallus (e.g.,

Irigaray, 1985). Her theories not only provide a way of challenging patriarchal tendencies in

Western languages (for example, seminal works become germinal ones), but also of explaining

the relevance of women’s interior explorations. She says a fundamental step for women theorists

is the negotiation of the material body—the abstraction of “woman”—and says this is how
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women can find different language by exploring “interior knowledge” or what is termed “lived

bodies” for the purposes of my discussion. In this way, Irigaray connects the relevance of

women’s interior knowledge to the public domain. She says that even though “women” have

been edited out of the public domain, a new language can be found that includes women if we

(as women) value and use our experiences and sensations in theorising.

What concerns Irigaray most then, is that because “woman” has arguably only belonged

to the “private” realm in the West “she” (woman) has not been the creator of the languages that

describe her. Irigaray believes that women’s own desires, sensations, or yearnings (to which

Irigaray suggests one may only be privy by nature of one’s sexual specificity), are the key that

unlocks women’s own language of signification. The point is that this new language can release

her from the confining patriarchal language that restricts her creativity and power. Put another

way, the answers will be unlocked in women’s lived bodies: “If we don’t invent a language, if

we don’t find our body’s language, it will have too few gestures to accompany our story….we

shall remain paralysed. Deprived of our movements” (Irigaray, 1985, 214, my emphasis).

Therefore, in the public domain of theorising, especially when it involves the experiences of

women’s material bodies, “woman” must take “a long detour by way of the various systems of

oppression brought to bear upon her” (Irigaray, 1985, 31).

What does it mean to belong to the private? The fact that women and all non-Europeans

have long belonged to the private domain in the West is not new knowledge59. At the moment

the “individual” came to be in western philosophical discourse during the 17th Century under

Enlightenment, the individual who functioned “publicly” by writing philosophy, doing business,

owning properties, and so forth was European, male, heterosexual and usually wealthy. His was
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the realm of reason and science. In contrast, the private realm included women, domestic

workers, servants, slaves, lower classes, and the sexually “deviant,” each of whom were coveted,

protected, actively hidden, ignored, persecuted and/or excluded from the public realm. Hence, in

the private realm were “passive beings” who needed either direction or punishment because they

were so full of sensation and emotions, which incidentally had long been considered less

“reliable” than reason or logic as means through which to pursue philosophical questions.

Changes to “the canon” that occurred in many fields during recent years are often,

implicitly or explicitly, about collapsing this private/public distinction. Many have sought to

redefine the “material body” by attending to the idea of inclusiveness as I discussed specifically

with relation to dance discursive practices. However, now that the distinction between the private

and public is collapsing in the 21st Century, I argue that a complete re-evaluation of the

public/private distinction is needed. This will involve a re-evaluation of the foundational binary

distinctions in philosophical discourse as the dancers approached through non-dualism in the

Contact Zone.

Irigaray’s concept of the “sensible transcendental” is thus a useful device for identifying

what the dancers explored in the Contact Zone. Importantly, the sensible transcendental

identifies a space in-between “knowing” and “the body of knowledge.” It is a way to speak about

what happens in-between “knowing” and “the body of knowledge,” as a “knower” jumps from

one level to the next.

Irigaray’s theories have been critiqued and analysed from various fronts, but Summers-

Bremner’s (2000) interpretation of the sensible transcendental is useful since she applies

Irigaray’s concept to assist her as a dancer/feminist to move away from binaries in language.
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Summers-Bremner (2000) undertook a dialogue between what she saw as her two selves: the

silent dancer and the feminist academic. Interpreting Irigaray’s sensible transcendental,

Summers-Bremner writes of distances she experiences between her dancing self who

experiences the sensuous pleasure or pain of movement in her body, and the “ideal self” she

imagines she sees in the mirror.

Through embodiment a dancer knows the sensation of dancing, which is inside her

experience of it, the “dancing self.” However, the “ideal self” is only interpreted and imagined as

the dancer looks at herself in the mirror or works toward achieving an imagined ideal. In the

“sensible transcendental” the dancer is in-between those two selves. She is still without language

as she alternately negotiates embodiment with her dancing self and meaning with her projected

ideal self. Therefore, in the experience of the “sensible transcendental” neither mirror image nor

experience is fixed or defined. In this in-between place the dancer explores amorphousness, “the

forgotten middle ground between masculine and feminine, the corporeal being which both men

and women share but which women tend to signify in Western ideologies, leaving them without

a signifier for a material specificity of their own” (Summers-Bremner, 2000, 93).

Since the main purpose of identifying the “sensible transcendental” is to provide an

exchange between binaries by “forcing a recognition of what they have in common” (ibid., 93),

pondering what is in-between experience and the signified self or “knower” and “knowledge”

helps the dancer push past imposed discursive limits of binaries rather than informing or

reinforcing them. Therefore, the sensible transcendental necessarily leads one to focus on

processes as I have done throughout this study.
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Figure 17. Model of the Sensible Transcendental.

The sensible transcendental describes a corporeal experience of a dancer who negotiates

between her experience of dancing and her “body double,” an ever present signification in the

mirror, as seen at level number 5 on the model above. Each “trained” dancer has a relationship

with the body double even when she is not looking in the mirror. This is because throughout her

training she must constantly be aware that her leg can be lifted higher, that her leap could go

further, that a shape could be made clearer for her audience (whom she imagines are behind the

mirror while training).

Irigaray’s sensible transcendental as interpreted by Summers-Bremner suggests that the

dancer’s representation in the mirror is linked to that discursive category “woman.” Summers-

Bremner argues that it is only language that references danced sensation that the dancer can use

to negotiate this amorphous space in-between dancing self and mirror image, that a female
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discourse;
3. “body of
knowledge;”
4. Meaning
5. Mirror image as
body double

Sensible
Transcendental

Sensible
Transcendental

What Appears FixedEmbodied Experience

MODEL OF THE SENSIBLE TRANSCENDENTAL:

Corporeal
experience of
a dancer
reclaiming
representation
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dancer can reclaim her representation back from the disembodied transcendent in the mirror.

Therefore, Irigaray’s concept of the “sensible transcendental” provides “a visionary aid…for

reconsidering our corporeality—what it signifies and makes (im)possible for us—so as to bring

to representation those elements to whose unconscious effects we may have hitherto been blind”

(94).

Dancers in the Contact Zone reconsidered their corporeality in this way, by exploring the

effects of binaries and using language to bring to consciousness the interchanges they were

having between their embodied experiences and the unconscious effects of discursive practices.

The focus upon spaces in-between the lived body and its signification in western philosophical

discourse—the material body—opened several questions for the dancers about some strongly

naturalised conceptions about female embodiment in western philosophy, including the

association of dance with the outlawed female body60.

C. Meaning in an Emergent Process: “A piece that had its roots in each of us”

During the four month rehearsal period, several strong themes emerged in Sand and Bone

through the course of these dancers’ inter-embodiment. Three interrelated ideas were central in

the Contact Zone: engaged learning, hidden discourses, dissipated origins and transnational

community. Students often wrote in their journals and final essays about how their diverse

histories, identities, politics, and personal lives intersected or collided. For example, a student’s

journal said that “the Contact Zone’s final performance piece is so much more [than learned

movement]…. This dance represents individual and community identity, transnational and

personal consciousness, decomposition of cultural fixes, the idea of self….One of the most

evident factors of the composition is the idea of individual and community identity.” Dancers not
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only extended themselves to one another through movement, but also described how they

changed individually. For example, one student described herself as a “typical New Yorker” at

the beginning of the term saying to her this meant “if you don’t move out of my way I will run

you over” and that she failed to “think about things that do not concern me.” However, she wrote

that her “identity as a person has changed as well due to my participation in this class and

performance.” Of this change she wrote:

I am the typical New Yorker: if you don’t move out of my way I will run you
over. As a New Yorker I fail to think about things that do not concern me. I lack
interest in learning about other countries and their cultures, issues applying to the
other gender, and what has happened in the past that I cannot change. “Sand and
Bone” brought my attention to these topics.... By bringing this abundance of
stories which have contributed to each of our identities, we were able to create a
piece that had its roots in each of us and what sprung out of us was the
compilation of various cultures and identities…. Now not only was I a New
Yorker, but I was a New Yorker who knew of the past, present, and the hopeful
future of friends in my generation (Student’s final essay, my italics).

Thus, a concept of shared “roots” in diversity emerged and was experienced by most students as

a result of this contact zone. The dancers grew and changed as they came together in a group.

While acknowledging the many challenges this process brought for them, they also theorised

courageously through inter-embodiment. At about mid-term, another student wrote of the kinds

of decisions she needed to make about whether to join in the overall experience of growing and

changing with the group. In her journal she wrote, “the water, [as symbolised by one dancer]

comes between us before becoming part of our group. Like with the continents, [water] divides

us; she creeps between us as we hold our Sankofa bird pose. In the end she joins us, which I

think represents our ability to climb over the waters and unite. The option is ours….”
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As I continue describing the dance, I will continue to pull quotes from student writings,

draw relationships between them, and juxtapose quotations with photographs. This helps convey

the experience of creating “a piece that had its roots in each of us.” However, in order to protect

student anonymity, images of dancers in Contact Zone rehearsals or in the final performance of

Sand and Bone generally do not correspond with the person whose writing I am quoting and

names of students are usually not revealed. Occasionally, since some of the women have

graduated and are now professional dancers or scholars who indicated to me they want the

exposure, I will attach a dancer’s name to her image where requested.

D. Corporeal Becoming: Dancers “incorporate” the “sensible transcendental”

Figure 18. Sand and Bone, opening movement.

The students “incorporated” the concept of history and explored the “sensible

transcendental” between past/present and self/community by first looking at their family

histories through embodied processes. To begin, I accentuated a personal/historical link to the
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past through the lineage of their grandmothers, and students created movement that introduced

their own grandmothers or a “grandmother figure.” Afterward, I asked students to represent the

emotions their grandmothers may have felt at the moment when Martin Luther King, Jr. was

assassinated. Not only did this provide a way for me to position each student in terms of a dance

background and capability, it also showed students how they were each situated historically or

geographically in relation to an important moment in American history—and, arguably, world

history. During one class they even danced their movements and emotions to a speech by Dr.

Martin Luther King Jr. This movement exercise later became a central aspect of the piece.

Figure 19. Solo in Sand and Bone, second movement.

For the final performance, I adapted a portion of each student’s movement about their

grandmothers and choreographed other movement upon a soloist, pictured here, who performed

the second movement. The dancer in this section, Diana Carson, represents a sponge in the piece,
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and she dances the solo with drummer Maureen Clarke. Metaphorically, Diana soaked up the

suffering of the world, including historical consciousness, which she expresses through her body.

Other movement was added to this section over the semester, and all of it symbolises

important events in peoples’ lives, personal/communal histories, or contexts. For example, one

student presented a tender moment wherein she recognised her desire for another woman.

Someone else contributed movement about racist graffiti and hate crimes that took place on

campus during our process. Both I and another person found it essential to present movement

about our responses to Don Imus’s racist comments on a radio show about the Rutger University

women’s basketball team in April 2007. In addition, I contributed movement about various

important people and events: my own grandmother, a young family member who died of AIDS

in early April 2007, and a protest I witnessed in Africa in 1990. In these ways, the soloist soaked

up individuals’ unique stories that were informed by

our experiences, and she presented the idea that

history lives in the way it is interlaced with present

contexts.

Meaning was constantly developing during

Contact Zone rehearsals and even after the dance was

completed. Most students were clear this dance

presented something about the fluidity of identities,

and they considered themselves to be part of an

organic whole, the cast. Frequently the process

challenged their more conventional notions of “identity” that were about the way their material

Figure 20. Sand and Bone, third
movement.
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bodies and definitions handed down in discourse. That is, in other contexts and classrooms on

campus, students had become accustomed to identity being represented in terms of binaries and

the fragmentation of community through race, gender, and so forth. Instead, through inter-

embodiment and a focus on somatic processes, we drew a genealogy of history in our dancing

bodies. Therefore, working with meaning in this way gave students a different way of

conceptualising a link between class members as part of an organic whole. One student wrote:

This idea of community is displayed through specific people and their depiction
of the significances of the movement. For example, the fluid connection of
identities within an ideal community is displayed by [one dancer who represents
water] and her movements. Each dancer holds meaning to the piece like [another
dancer] who signifies the beating of a heart which everyone lives by. Diana also
signifies a sponge, soaking up all of society’s tragic elements of suffering (student
journal, my italics).

The “lived body” is inscribed with history, language, and ideas, is vulnerable to power

relations and is imposed upon by a dominant ideology. A genealogy of history in dancing bodies

exposes where the body becomes dissociated and fragmented. During the choreography process,

the dancers and I layered movement, description, theory, personal histories, and context into

dance movement as a critical practice. Through the process we produced what Feldman (1990)

would call “legible lines of agency” in the sense that many of the dancers came to new

understandings and wrote of connections between experiences of individuals—whether tender or

painful—that might have been lost through a more conventional academic discussion of these

issues.

E. The Potentials of an Empathic Agenda: Dance Fusion as Engaged Pedagogy

As an educator I saw an opportunity beneath the popularised idea of dance “fusion.” I

wanted to move away from the idea of a dance aesthetic as being about shape and external form
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toward the idea of an African aesthetic, which suggests that dancing is about communicating

meaning and iss related to the process of identity construction. As I explained, dance movement

in Africa goes far beyond the visual shapes and aerobic activity. I wanted students to understand

this and, to go beyond binary thinking about Africa as something “different.” However, I could

not bring the exact meaning behind each movement into this context because meanings in

African dance movement are always embedded in context, and I was unable to connect students

directly to a specific culture and place. Instead we created a new context—a contact zone—

where I would bring meaning/movement/history about Africa into the equation.

To undercut the mind/body binary, I talked to the dancers about the body as a library of

meaning and a receptacle of knowledge; in other words, our bodies are our libraries, and

referenced within our memories are endless stories that connect us to history. With this view of

the body and memory, I acknowledged that movement transported here from an African context

may be interpreted differently than it would be in a particular African village or city since it is

communicated out of context by me, an imperfect messenger from a non-African culture with

limited movement capacity. Nevertheless, students could still respect these movement phrases as

belonging to a complex discourse that they and I analysed through bodily processes. That is, I

wanted students to consider African movement in the way that they might read poetry from

another place. By embodying it, they could both learn about the context and draw inferences to

meaning in their own lives.

This type of inter-embodied learning is not simple. African dance is often connected to

daily life, so agricultural references persist in some movements that denote harvest time. Taken

out of context, I feared that essentialist dichotomies between Africa and the West might cause
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students to construe meaning as simplistic, neither attached to a philosophical orientation or

connected to a place of origin. To counter these essentialist tendencies I asked dancers to look at

other possible connotations of the movement metaphors. An example is the metaphor of a

machete used at harvest time, which is figured through a

foot movement, seen here that cuts like a sheath across the

front of the body. I suggested the movement, transported

from Mali, might symbolise not only a harvesting of food,

but also a harvesting of thoughts or deeds. I spoke of my

experiences with indigenous elders from countries like

Canada, Ireland, and Kenya who taught me of the need to

act in a way that accounts for the next seven generations,

and to be clear and careful in both thought and deed. I suggested an interpretation of the harvest

could be that one sows the results of one’s thoughts and actions. I encouraged students to deepen

this meaning over the semester as they danced and wrote in their journals about Sand and Bone.

Beginning from this core, one student started developing a multicultural inter-embodied theory

from the danced imagery by mixing meaning of this agricultural reference with the

movement/meanings contributed by individual dancers. She wrote,

We do the machete where we picture our legs as knives which are being used to
take down the crops, the modified Sankofa bird which stands for African
American pride, and later…[another movement] where we use our feet and the
movement of our bodies to sow the land and prepare it for food growth. Each of
these movements are done are either with small groups or the entire group, but not
solos. By more people doing the same movement we are acknowledging the
acceptance of other cultures into our bodies. We are saying “Okay” without
moving our mouths.

Figure 21. Machete movement.
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The Hongwé phrase provided another point of connection for many students. I discussed

it several times, layering in deeper understanding. The hongwé is the national bird of Zimbabwe,

as I was taught by Dr. Kariamu Welsh who started the country’s first national dance company.

This movement travelled to North America from Zimbabwe, so I sought to honour where it came

from. Zimbabwe is now considered to be the poorest country in the world, so I asked students to

remember this as they flew in the shape of the hongwé.

Figure 22. Dancers perform movement called Nigerian stomp.

As seen above, they first did the Nigerian stomp as a group to prepare for battle. I spoke of a

battle over negativity or negative thinking. This was a commitment they then carried with them

when they flew as the hongwé bird. At this point in the dance I asked them to commit the

movement to the people of Zimbabwe. They each considered someone they cared about when

they made the prayer-like movement that figures on the next page and I asked them to think of

how they would feel if that person they loved was suffering in Zimbabwe. According to one
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student, at this point in the dance “We show that this transnational community has truly entered

into our bodies and changed who we are.”

Following this prayer

movement is a spiral motion

backward, as if to express the

resultant tension in their

bodies. Humbled by the

enormity of the world’s

problems, the dancers return to

receive energy from the earth, rolling

back to the other side where the group first formed. Finally they splinter off, scattering again.

Students had different relationships to the Hongwé, and they each came to know its

meaning at different points in the semester. One student said “When making gestures in a prayer-

like motion it is as if we are trying to heal Zimbabwe of its suffering through the movement we

are performing. These movements also allow the audience to become more aware of the issues

we are presenting.” Another student connected to the meaning in this movement by drawing a

relationship between her personal suffering and the suffering of the group. She wrote in her

journal:

As we do the hongwé phrase, I feel as if we have the power to say to the audience,
“here, look, look at the suffering in the world, we are giving this to you, hold on
to it, feel it, know that it exists.” We can not mitigate the suffering in the world,
but we can be present to it, we can contribute to the process of consciousness
raising. Every one of us in the dance class, could read about the poverty and

Figure 23. Dancers perform prayer movement.
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violence in Zimbabwe, but it is a very different experience to say I am going to
take this suffering into my body. It is this process of allowing the body to do the
learning that is critical to our dance piece (Student journal, my italics).

The action of incorporating meaning into their bodies provided dancers with a way to explore the

suffering of others in their lived bodies.

Each movement that was embodied over the semester held within it the capacity for

dancers to create new meaning and they probed for meaning with and through their lived bodies.

I encouraged them often to think about the “sensible transcendental,” those spaces between self

and other, present and past, Africa and the West, the personal and the political because each of

these binaries contributes to an idea—an idée fixe—of separateness between the suffering of a

person on another continent such as Africa and one’s own suffering in North America. The dance

and writing processes in the Contact Zone assisted students to move away from a view of our

separateness from Africa, or from one another, by exploring the sensible transcendental and

emphasising an empathic agenda through inter-embodiment.

If dancers could embody the meaning of the Hongwé phrase that said we are not separate

from the suffering or joy of a person in Zimbabwe, then they could explore a possibility in dance

that spoken language might not offer. To further communicate with students about this kind of

possibility in movement, what I term an empathic agenda that is afforded by the process of

learning movement, I read students the poem “Call Me By My True Names” by Vietnamese

Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh (1993). This poem questions a common human inclination to

quickly judge another person for her or his wrongdoing and suggests the contrasting Buddhist

premise of non-separation, which involves an empathetic response to the other person’s

suffering. Originally written in 1978 while Hanh assisted “boat people” escaping from Vietnam,
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the poem was his response to the pirates who raped young girls on these boats. Young girls

frequently committed suicide as a result of their shame, and Hanh writes of the difficulty he had

feeling compassion for the perpetrators of this violence. However, his compassion went easily

toward the victims of rape. As a Buddhist monk and a peace advocate, he realised that he would

need to find compassion for the pirates, however, and this prompted him to understand

forgiveness and non-separation on an extraordinary level. In the poem he considers that concept

of non-separation, contemplating that the pirates must have suffered deeply to even be capable of

such an act. He considers the Buddhist idea that our hatred or anger feeds all that which is

manifested externally, whether or not we consider it to be “ugly” or “beautiful.”

I am the child in Uganda, all skin and bones
my legs thin as bamboo sticks.
And I am the arms merchant,
selling deadly weapons to Uganda.

I am the twelve-year-old girl,
refugee on a small boat,
who throws herself into the ocean
after being raped by a sea pirate.
And I am the pirate,
my heart not yet capable
of seeing and loving
(Hanh, 1993, 72).

The poem, in expressing this idea of non-separation, straddles the sensible transcendental by

calling out through empathy for both victim and oppressor and experiencing past and present

simultaneously. Hanh continues, “I still arrive in order to laugh and to cry,/ to fear and to hope./

The rhythm of my heart is the birth and death of all that is alive” (ibid., 72). These words

provided one basis through which dancers in the Contact Zone considered compassion as a link

in the sensible transcendental.
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As I explained above, the dance included African

movement fused with non-African movement, my own

movement, and some movement from students’ short dance

solos. The recurring motif of a fist, for example, was derived

from a solo enacted by one of the students and it symbolised

strength to her. This became her “signature” placed at

different points in the dance on different bodies or fused

with movement from Africa. Shown here, this dancer

symbolises a new green shoot in spring. I incorporated the

fist into a solo wherein she joins with the community of other

dancers. This dancer, who I referred to as symbolizing a green shoot in spring, represents

empathy, hope, and possibility as she makes a call to the group to join her.

This explains how I approached the dance creation process: as an examination of

meaning and memory carried in the library of our bodies and as an exploration of the

possibilities of social protest. A student articulated in her final essay that the choreography

process made her think twice about the ways that she had been taught to think in terms of

binaries. She said, the process “profoundly opened my mind to the way in which we view

individuals, communities, ourselves, and each other. I feel as though I can take a step forward in

working towards breaking these ideas of cultural fixes, binaries, and barriers.”

Figure 24. Motif symbolising
strength.



235

F. Embodiment: The Pain of Coming to Know Differences in a Heuristic Process

Now I slide away from the crossing, and sink into the lived space of between—in
the midst of many cultures, into the inter of interculturalism. In-dwelling here is a
dwelling in the midst of differences, often trying and difficult. It is a place alive
with tension. In dwelling here, the quest is not so much to rid ourselves of
tension…but more so to seek appropriately attuned tension, such that the sound of
the tensioned string resounds well.

Ted T. Aoki, 2005b, 382

By definition the process dancers went through was heuristic as dance learning processes

often are. Choreography processes often follow a circular rather than a direct line of

development toward decisions about which dancer to highlight or what movement to include

since such decisions become evident through inter-embodiment. Thomas Csordas (2002)

discusses “embodiment” in relation to healing processes and defines what he terms “somatic

modes of attention.” Presenting a phenomenological-anthropologist’s basis for interpreting the

relationship between self and other as found in the “processes in which we attend to and

objectify our bodies,” he describes somatic modes of attention as “culturally elaborated ways of

attending to and with one’s body in surroundings that include the embodied presence of others”

(Csordas, 2002, 244). This is similar to inter-embodiment discussed because Csordas emphasises

not an isolated body, but attention to and engagement of “the body’s situation in the world”

(ibid., 244). This engagement is recognised through various aspects of sensory awareness like

emotion, intuition, kinaesthesia, and muscular sensation. Since dancers in the Contact Zone

worked through inter-embodiment, the process thus worked best for dancers who understood the

importance of somatic modes of attention.

The ability of dancers to be attentive to somatic modes of attention was a critical aspect

of the dance process in the Contact Zone. However, emotion and intuition in particular are not
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always considered important to young dancers when they are learning movement. This is

noticeable when dancers have trained primarily in kinaesthetic and muscular awarenesses and

they sometimes hold fast to the “knowledge” that dance is primarily about mimicking shapes and

executing technique. In the Contact Zone the dancers’ awareness of the role of emotion and

intuition in inter-embodiment was vital, however, because dancers considered inter-embodiment

“in the midst of differences” (Aoki, 2005, 429). As Aoki (2005) says, this in-between space of

differences is “often trying and difficult. It is a place alive with tension” (429).

The circular learning process was similar to how Springgay (2007) describes inter-

embodied learning in the relational inquiry of the A/r/tographer. She explains that in a relational

inquiry “meaning is not external to

action but embedded and folded

within self and other, and objects and

their relations are embodied,

intercorporeal, and folded with, in

and through one another”

(Springgay, 2007). Springgay’s

succinct description could substitute

as a summary of what happened in the Contact Zone. That is, as the dancers found

“meaning…embedded and folded within self and other, and [as] objects and their relations

[were] embodied,” the process required them to let go of what were often firmly held beliefs in

definitions and categories. They were asked to explore the sensible transcendental as a kind of

Figure 25. Contact Zone dancers consider meaning in the
relational inquiry.
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“place” inside of which we all created a dance together, and that place was full of amorphous

meaning.

However, as young dancers attending a small liberal arts university, the students

sometimes felt confused and uncomfortable with this curriculum. The idea of an open ended

process was initially interesting, but in reality the process was sometimes difficult for them—

especially because they were embodying were complicated theoretical ones and some of the

ideas were painful to consider. Despite the information they received about what the process

involved at the beginning of term, several students still held firmly to expectations about

working with their bodies as a passive mind/body instrument that executes dancing “tricks”

performed by the body-double (that is visible in the mirror). Instead, I emphasized somatic

modes of attention: coming to know, kinaesthetic processes, observations of other dancers, group

discussions, collaboration, and making connections between elements that are sometimes seen

objectively as opposing like mind/body or self/other. Springgay (ibid.) also values

amorphousness and changeability; each exploration “linger[s] in the sensual and pedagogical

spaces of experience simultaneously creating and disrupting meaning, being, and becoming.” For

students in an education system that often teaches the security of knowing right and wrong

answers, this kind of process was alternately unsettling and rewarding.
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Figure 26. Choreographer directs Contact Zone rehearsal with soloist, Diana Carson.

In dwelling here, the quest is not so much to rid ourselves of tension…but more
so to seek appropriately attuned tension, such that the sound of the tensioned
string resounds well.

Ted T. Aoki, 2005b, 382

Figure 27. Contact Zone dancer shares insight: "we are the theory"
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One difficulty that arose for some dancers in the Contact Zone was that the primary focus

was not always upon those who were used to being cast in lead roles. In other words, it became

apparent some dancers had unarticulated expectations that they would “star” in the dance or be

favoured in some way because they were senior students and dance majors or minors. However,

I questioned even the binary between dancer and non-dancer. In fact, each participant would find

herself in the background at some point or another because through the bodies of dancers, or

“knowers,” I was asking the same questions I had asked of the “body of knowledge”: Who

counts as a dancer? How is dance defined? What dance aesthetic counts as beautiful? I did this

not only by bringing together multiple dance traditions and body types, but also by what I

valued. I looked at each person holistically and not just in terms of their technical abilities. For

example, I valued the sincere emotional quality of a particular person when she danced, the work

ethic of another who always asked for help and met several times beyond rehearsal, or the

constructive attitude and intellectual qualities of another dancer. I wanted to highlight the

qualities each person brought to the process at different times because I was showing what each

dancer contributed to the process.

Added to this dynamic of the “star” dancer was that working with grounded movement

also challenged some dancers who preferred a lifted modern dance aesthetic. Unsurprisingly, the

lifted movers who trained regularly in modern and ballet technique often had great difficulty

embodying grounded movement. Likewise, those who trained more often in grounded movement

traditions had difficulty with movement that was lifted.

To be clear, most dancers were quite advanced, recognised the difficulties of

embodiement, and worked very hard to understand movement that differed from the aesthetic
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they were used to. However, a small number of dancers acted unmoved by the difficulties and

had formed a cohort before the dance process began that affected the process of inter-

embodiment. It is common for researchers to focus on “what went right” in their processes and I

could discuss the many advanced ballet and modern trained dancers who understood the process

and worked very hard to embody African movement. However, it is sometimes more instructive

in an engaged pedagogy process to analyse “what was difficult” in the process. The cohort of

dancers I refer to were European American and judged African movement as “simple.”

However, instead of working this out in an open dialogue that could be engaged within the

group, their body language and journals reflected that they felt frustrated by how little new

movement they were learning. Unfortunately, they believed they understood the African

movement after brief attempts. Even though I urged them to practice, discussed their position as

one of leadership in the process, encouraged them, and explained how the movement could done

correctly, their work ethic was lacking in relation to this movement. They did not often practice

when they had opportunities to do so in rehearsals. Since these dancers were older and more

experienced than some of the others, their behaviour may have influenced one or two younger

and more inexperienced dancers, one or two of whom gave up quickly when movement was

unfamiliar, finding it too “difficult.”

Therefore, although this should not be seen to describe the entire process, it was

interesting a few experienced modern dancers contributed something that was “difficult” to this

process of inter-embodiment. They stood out by seeming either bored with or stressed about

embodying unfamiliar grounded movement. I also heard reports after class about what was said

offstage by some of these dancers that affected some other dancers negatively. This attitude was
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obvious and created a palpable tension for some other dancers because when these dancers talked

of “not liking the movement” that was grounded this appeared to some other dancers as

involving racial biases. It was clear the movement they didn’t like had African roots. Open

conversations about these difficulties either seemed to have no affect on this behaviour or would

even exacerbate the tensions. Since grounded movement unified the piece and our time was

limited, sometimes this lack of experience with grounded movement in combination with such

attitudes coincided with the person having a less significant role.

This dynamic was especially jarring and painful for each dancer. Because of its racial

overtones, numerous individuals suggested a relationship with “race issues” mixed with the hurt

feelings they expressed. For example, one of the dancers mentioned was used to starring in

dances, but had a lesser role in this piece because she missed classes and exhibited these

disruptive behaviours. Whatever her reasons, she was so evidently lacklustre in her movement

that I could not trust her to perform energetically for the show and I ultimately chose not to give

her a major part. A ballet dancer of European origin, she interpreted this through a race

paradigm, critiquing the way I valued grounded movement and believing that she could not

contribute to the process. Below she describes how she found it difficult to maintain her

motivation.

I felt as though my significance in the piece varied constantly, and I struggled
with how I could still contribute to the end product. This became increasingly
difficult especially when the movement being brought in by others in the group
was very different, and strayed from the western form that I contributed. Any
movement which seemed to hint at containing the African aesthetic was always
considered movement of a higher standard, and it became difficult for me to keep
up, and keep myself motivated (student journal).
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I had compassion for her because she had legitimate reasons to miss rehearsal and she clearly

had difficulty with the emotional and intuitive aspects of embodiment Csordas (2002) talks of.

Since she had a great capacity for movement and training, she got away with not working hard at

movement based in a dance tradition that she recognised, but as she noticed, her need to work

harder was especially evident with movement that “strayed from the western form that [she]

contributed.” The difficulties she had seemed to stop her from trying so she did not have a

“starring” role in the dance.

Another dancer is worth mentioning here as she was part of the cohort but I perceived her

behaviour differently. This European American dancer felt confident about her abilities in both

European and African based traditions. She clearly carried an attitude of confidence in her

abilities as a dancer, and in her journal indicated she had superior technique to many of the other

dancers. She was quite explicit about the hierarchy of technical ability she perceived, saying she

perceived herself as an “advanced dancer” and she found it difficult to work with “dancers of all

levels. I cannot say I was disappointed; rather, I did not know how the class would benefit me”

(student journal). I often observed her as having a sensation of her superior technique as seen in

her facial expressions, attitudes and body language. For example, sometimes she crossed her

arms in frustration or rolled her eyes when observing other dancers as they learned movement.

Of course, I recognised this may not have been her intention to put down other dancers. A

European American dancer trained in modern technique, she did not understand the African

based dance technique that several others were trained in, and she likely felt insecure when

learning it. This can raise a level of insecurity and causes some dancers to act aloof. In class she

did not work as hard to embody the African movement she perceived as simple (she acted as if
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she already knew it), but outside of class she clearly rehearsed movement and she came very

prepared.

Regardless of its cause in insecurities, this kind of behaviour and dynamic was

challenging in the context of the inter-embodied learning process because the process of

embodying movement often carried racial overtones where the difficulty of European based

dance technique was perceived of as greater than that of African technique. Another dynamic

added to this, since dancers who performed African based movement with technical proficiency

sometimes described themselves as having “no training”since they saw training as ballet or

modern dance training. In addition, facility with the techniques frequently fell along racial lines.

I am not suggesting that the dancer noted in the above paragraph recognised these racial

overtones and enacted this with a consciousness about how it would be perceived; however,

other students interpreted this type of behaviour in this way. These attitudes affected several

dancers from all backgrounds, European American and African American, who wrote about

sometimes being “sick of the hierarchy in dance where ballet is at the top and everything else is

below” (student journal).

These were some of the difficult issues that were discussed in the open but not always

worked through. For some these kinds of frustrations in the process provided opportunities for

learning; others saw “difficult” moments as simply painful. These kinds of responses are very

common when people engage in education about social and cultural issues. For example, bell

hooks (1994) discusses encountering similar difficulties when working with critical pedagogy.

Like me, hooks reveals herself to students in the education process, and she writes of how this

leaves the professor more vulnerable to students’ criticisms because it allows for (even
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encourages) student dissent and diversity of perspectives. Hooks underscores how she

incorporates these dissenting processes into the educational experience:

[I]n reconceptualizing engaged pedagogy I had to realize that our purpose her
isn’t really to feel good. Maybe we enjoy certain classes, but it will usually be
difficult. We have to learn how to appreciate difficulty, too. Or accept that cozy,
good feeling may at times block the possibility of giving students space to feel
that there is integrity to be found in grappling with difficult material, whether that
material comes from confessional narratives, books, or discussions….If we focus
not just on whether the emotions produce pleasure or pain, but on how they keep
us aware or alert, we are reminded that they enhance classrooms (hooks, 1994,
154-155).

With regard to the European American dancer described, this dynamic did not change over the

four month period, but she seemed to be learning through the difficulties as I saw this reflected in

her journals and final essay. She worked very hard and as a result had a major part in the final

piece. She wrote of the difficulty she sometimes had in the experience, saying that during the

process doubt “subsided at times when I felt I was enjoying the movement and it crept back in

when I felt I was at a more advanced level than what was being taught.”

There were numerous other issues that arose in the dynamic of inter-embodiment as

dancers sensed what Springgay (2007) described as “meaning…embedded and folded within self

and other, and [as] objects and their relations [were] embodied.” The heuristic process asked

dancers not only to let go of these ideas they had of themselves as performers and dancers, but

also they were asked to peel away layers of what were often firmly held beliefs in definitions and

categories. Most of these were binary concepts that they held on to quite closely as they had

learned them over time in their lives or in other courses.

Since I acknowledge and discuss these difficulties again in the next section some readers

might look at these as flaws in the process and interpret the process as flawed. However, it is
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important to remember that the process was also rewarding on many levels. I focus on the

difficulties of this work because this is how the process of conscientization often occurs, in the

difficult moments, but many of these highly trained dancers also showed a high degree of

emotional and intuitive intelligence. Almost all students were able to contemplate the experience

of being in the background from a more philosophical standpoint and such work led them to

deepened knowledge. For example, below is a quote from another dancer who contemplated her

evolving definition of this community in the contact zone in a way that is quite different to the

dancers noted above. Also known as a “star” on campus, she was able attach a different kind of

meaning to being in the background:

I am a woman who spends the majority of her time as the center of attention. …I did
not fully understand what it was to be supportive and in the background, until I began
experiencing the Contact Zone…I need to learn what it is to labour without
affirmation, to contribute to a collective whole without individual recognition, to be a
part of something great that is larger than myself. It is all of this that I am
experiencing as I roll back and forth.

Figure 28. Abstraction of opening roll movement in Sand and Bone.
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G. Inter-Embodiment of Fractured Coalitions: A Language Constantly Recreated

Rather than working in familiar (known) dance traditions over a semester in a process

that would have proposed a measure of comfort for those seeking to “get it right,” in the Contact

Zone students explored the “sensible transcendental” in-between movement traditions and

considered complex possibilities of a community found there. Together we discovered how

fractured and time consuming working in the contact zone is. France (2005) uses the term

“temporary coalitions” to explain the permeable nature of community in contemporary society.

The contemporary urban person may speak two or more languages, travels often and may not

have an in-depth relationship either to a community or to her or his culture of origin. Therefore,

we no longer think of community or identity in ways that were common fifty or even fifteen

years ago.

Members of the class were bound together to some degree by their shared experiences on

a small liberal arts campus, but in previous meetings on the campus defined “groups” and “sworn

enemies” had formed either in political organizing or dance making processes—often in both.

Our class inherited these fractures. One student wrote seriously to me, “You brought everyone

together. That hasn’t been done before.” Despite our explicit focus on moving beyond binary

oppositions, some students held fast to their ideas of separateness. A different student wrote:

I began to notice even more, that there was a constant difference between the
members of the class. There were the black girls, the white girls, the girls who
couldn’t dance and the dancers. There were the upper classmen and the lower
classmen, as well as the quiet girls and the outspoken girls. Our class consisted
completely of dichotomies which sometimes made coming together in one piece
seem impossible (student journal).
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There were even more oppositions this student did not mention between women’s collective vs.

women of colour, gay vs. straight, political vs. non-political, athletes vs. non-athletes, and so on.

This fractured organizing is of course necessary on any contemporary campus in the face of

homophobic, racist, and sexist violence. However, the work we did in the contact zone

underscored the reality that political organising also teaches people how to relate to one another

in terms of an “identity” that is imposed by binary thinking and the way power operates in

society.

These challenges made it more difficult for some of the students to let go of dichotomies.

I had anticipated this, and to help the students articulate their way through this process, we

looked at bell hooks’ (1994) writing on diversity education. Hooks discusses the need to face

binaries in classrooms head on, and she suggests that to combat the domination of one cultural

group teachers and students need to embrace the idea of cultural codes by way of “learning to

accept different ways of knowing, new epistemologies, in the multicultural setting” (41). This

type of teaching is difficult, but is central to education in diverse settings because students can

learn valuable lessons. This is seen by another view of the same student who I quoted above as

looking at “impossible” differences between students. Later on in the semester she wrote that she

often “thought about ‘the other’ during the class” and concluded that “the persistence of

differences in our culture is merely a source of power, and degradation, and we have to find

ways to work around them.” Since this student had not taken many theory classes before it was

quite remarkable that she was able to articulate this.

Surprising to me as visiting faculty, this was also the very first time that a mixed race cast

of women had ever worked together on the campus. Not surprising to me, “issues of race” arose.
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First it is important to say something more about the context. As a mandatory part of their

education students at this liberal arts college are taught in to consider whether or not they hold a

position of racial privilege, so this gave them a rudimentary theoretical background to discuss the

issues. However, the definitions of race and “the body” I discussed were contrary to what they

had been taught. According to some students, they “were tired of hearing about [their] privilege”

(discussion). Some of them thought “it was an important part of [their] education,” others said it

taught them to “focus too much on victim and oppressor mentality” (discussion). The idea of

inter-embodiment acknowledges privilege, but also suggests that “race” is not a static category

through which one can be defined. Local and global positions of power are acknowledged, but in

the sensible transcendental definitions and categories are also made a little more fluid. Since the

importance attached to one’s “race” is contingent upon context, this idea of “race” is more akin

to Essonwanne’s (1992) definition of how race identifies “communities of meaning” rather than

a biological category. It suggests that race is specific to culture and the same is true for other

categories of meaning like gender.

That said, we were in a context where “race” was important, and I did not skirt over

issues of race and power during class. I held no expectation that by bringing several dance

traditions together students from various backgrounds would magically be able to co-exist

peacefully. To raise discussion about issues of power I had students do readings like bell hooks’

(1994) “Holding My Sister’s Hand,” which points to racism as an issue not only for women of

colour but also for women whose “assumed positions of power…enable them to reproduce the

servant-served paradigm in a radically different context” (hooks, 1994, 103). Hooks writes of the

problem that women of colour are sometimes “in the position of serving white female desire to
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know more about race and racism, to master the subject” (ibid., 103). I asked the students to

consider how race dynamics like this could be recreated or refuted in this process, and how our

process might be affected by and could challenge these dynamics.

Facing how power narratives touch the body was not easy, but we discussed movement

and the embodiment of meaning in terms of cultural codes and power differences. As a result,

several students made connections between the difficulties they sometimes experienced in the

dance process—as in the example discussed in the previous section with reference to the

European American dancer who found the African movement too easy—and their experiences of

“the embodiment of culture.” At the same time, many of the students recognised a sense of their

own empowerment in this process to create meaning. One student wrote, “Our bodies are

symbols in almost every way—sexualised, aged, abled, gendered, and raced. However, our

bodies also create their own meanings….[onstage] the bodies move around each other weaving

and unweaving. This [dance] must be a language constantly being recreated” (student journal,

my emphasis). Another student presented a compelling sadness in her final essay and journals,

writing of how in public spaces with men her body sometimes “crouched…afraid to touch or be

touched, afraid to take the space,” and how watching and dancing in Sand and Bone awakened

her desire to escape the confines of her body through its sensuality:

I think the key is keep watching, to take it into my own body and let it spread like
fire. I believe that when I was younger, I used to speak a dancer’s language. Now
the somatic is riddled with semiotics, and the male gaze turned my feet to
concrete long ago (student journal).
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The difficulty of the sensible transcendental is encapsulated in this quotation above, which so

clearly presents both the importance of sensual processes and the fear of uncharted spaces that

women have to travel.

This sense of an unknown and even dangerous embodied knowledge can be frightening

for dancers to transgress. However, it was a critical aspect of creating an intercorporeal theory

that could begin to help us question distortions that are created by binaries. Another student

wrote of the difficulty of embodied knowledge as a power dynamic she experienced in relation to

the European American dancers mentioned in the previous section. She was uncomfortable with

“dancers” and self-defined as a “non-dancer.” Not unlike the previous section where some

dancers perceived their own technical superiority, this African American student wrote of her

perceived inferior technique in a way that carried racial overtones:

When I am standing in the presence of ballerinas I don’t believe I am a dancer. I
understand that most ballerinas would not be comfortable in the world of step and
hip-hop dance, but this totem pole is almost engrained in me. When I am in a hip-
hop setting and ballerinas walk in, I am in no way intimidated…. I get a “stay
away” vibe in the presence of ballerinas. Living in the western world I was
socialized to place my roots in dance on the backburner, keeping the world of
ballet and jazz at the front (student journal).

These kinds of dynamics and raw feelings were a strain on the group, and as we moved toward

the pressured deadline of the final performance students’ frustrations sometimes mounted.

However, most dancers seemed very engaged in the process. The African American dancer

described, for example, appeared to grow in profound ways over the semester despite the

difficulties. Later in the semester she said “It took me this class to be conscious of that mentality

and I am still working to deconstruct it” (final essay).
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Another description of dancers who resisted the choreography process also provides

insight into the inter-embodied learning process. Certainly each dancer went through periods of

doubt, but most of them were able to work this out in group discussion, privately with me, or

resolved their doubts by getting help with movement that they were uncomfortable with. Three

or four dancers, however, developed an actively negative attitude that escalated late in the

semester as we got closer to the performance date. They sometimes demonstrated a negative

attitude, lateness, and other body. We discussed this behaviour openly as a group.

These dancers perceived me—an Irish Canadian woman—as a sort of common enemy

who forced an idea of “multicultural unity” despite the fact I did not specify a multicultural caste

or push toward the immediate resolution of the issues. Interestingly, this point of frustration did

not fall along lines of race. There only observable common denominator in this group of

European American and African American dancers in that they all had an attendance problem. I

wondered which came first—attendance or negative attitude. In each case it was clear that they

had missed significant class discussions where we discussed the complicated ideas they were

working out. The dancers may also have been inhibited by additional stresses brought on by the

cause of their allowable absences. What remained distinct is that those who came regularly and

on time to rehearsal seemed to understand the purposes of the project well and could adapt—

even if they needed to express and work out difficulties at times. This was evidenced in

conversations, journal writing, and final essays and in their attitudes. We were “in it together.”

Those who had attendance problems often could not grasp the complex concepts other dancers

were embodying.
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The interactions described of dancers who resisted the choreography process can be seen

from a broader analytical perspective since there are several reasons that dancers are likely to

resist such a process. As is now plain, the Contact Zone process of learning movement differed

significantly from a transmission learning approach that many dancers were used to. The

learning processes operated “simultaneously” at various levels. As seen in relation to the model

of Transphenomenal Level Jumping on page 217 it also required dancers to “jump” between

different “levels.” Working with numerous levels simultaneously is a strenuous intellectual

exercise. In addition, when in the midst of this study I had not yet conceived of this model. Thus

at intellectual and emotional levels dancers were required to process several complex ideas about

personal/cultural/historical identity without the benefit of the models, descriptions and hindsight

provided in this study.

The dancers operated at least at three difficult levels of conceptualising while learning

movement. For one, as dancers processed several ideas simultaneously through inter-

embodiment they considered the complex notions discussed. Secondly, they learned movement

partly through personal stories others had offered, so working on the expression of movement

also was interrelated with their personal understandings or feelings about others in the group.

Similarly, they learned meaning in the dance movement I gave them, and they were required

both to complicate the meaning and express emotional qualities. All of this is challenging both

intellectually and emotionally. This is especially true if one was expecting to have fun or to

release one’s stress in a dance class over the semester. Thirdly, even at the level of dance

technique the process required complex conceptualising since the dancers were required to work

with more than one dance traditions. For the majority, this meant some movement technique in
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the process was brand new. The difficulty of working in an unfamiliar tradition is that dancers to

go through various “training” processes that feel awkward in order to embody the movement.

This can raise feelings of insecurity and tension as one propels toward a final performance date.

Therefore, the process required dancers to be flexible in their thinking, to accept dance

technique as a means through which to communicate about subjective knowing, and to

contemplate political and academic discourses that were normally thought of as stable. These

were complex ideas to recognise and accept, and I believe the most difficult point of departure

for dancers who resisted the process was that they viewed knowledge learned in academic or

political discourses as stable. For example, in the minds of these few women an idea like “race”

could not be complicated in the sensible transcendental within a dance process. This was true

even though they had extremely different views about race politics and although they argued

openly with one another about these issues during the process. Some dancers noted who were

uncomfortable with the process said it seemed “too chaotic” (discussion). I found it interesting

that when feelings of uncertainty arose in this process this vocal group of four united in their

resistance toward a “common enemy,” since in the past and during the process had been sworn

“enemies” of one another. According to their discussions with me, their status as “enemies” of

one another was largely due to how they interpreted one another’s race politics, dynamics of race

and dynamics between communities of interest on campus. However here it was me, or rather the

dance process I created, that was the enemy.

Despite the various difficulties that sometimes arose for dancers, there were also many

moments of hope in the process. The dancers spoke openly with the group and with me about

their points of view, even though some emotions were “difficult.” In the process, I also saw
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significant changes in the dancers—even the ones mentioned who resisted. For example, the

same European American student discussed as having so much difficulty embodying African

movement was one of the ones who most actively resisted. Nevertheless, this student wrote in

her final essay that “the persistence of differences in our culture is merely a source of power, and

degradation, and we have to find ways to work around them” (student’s final essay).

These kinds of breakthroughs gave the work a deepening meaning, and by the end the

meaning of the dance was quite powerful for everyone. Regardless of dancers’ emotional

responses, work ethic, attendance and attitudes during the process, they each found opportunities

to change and develop as people. Words like “empowerment” frequented student journals and

the word found its way into each of their final essays. The same African American student who

wrote the above indented quote about her perceived “inferiority” in relation to other dancers also

spoke to me privately and wrote about her progression through these issues. “It took me this

class to be conscious of that mentality and I am still working to deconstruct it. As it took time for

it to be engrained in me it will take time to be removed.”

Dancers’ experiences of processing information, whether painful or empowering, were

thus mirrored in the Contact Zone. The joining and dispersal of their bodies on stage in the final

dance, Sand and Bone, reinforced—for the dancers at least—messages of both community and

isolation. During class we regularly pondered how this dance was a metaphor for a diverse

community, which does not necessarily mean an ideal or a celebration of “unity.” In other words,

everyone does not always get along and as one student wrote “maybe that’s what diverse

community is” (final paper). Another student wrote “the more powerful experience has been that

of pain. The pain has been both physical and emotional, and it has been difficult to trust that the
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pain is a critical element of growth…” (student journal). Despite pain, the dancers’ courage and

willingness to engage with meaning was the most prominent aspect of this process, as evidenced

in movement presentations, journals, performance, and discussions.

Importantly, throughout the process I did not only use readings that highlighted issues of

power, I also sought to move away from the limitations that may be imposed by a focus on

fractured coalitions. There was a point of transition at about mid-term when I discussed the idea

that we were creating a living mythology. As I hinted in the descriptions in previous sections, I

noted five main dancers who represented the qualities of: water, a heartbeat, a sponge, a green

shoot in spring, and fire. I talked about these metaphors in terms of a mythology about

transformation and shared writing about this with the students. For example, in mythological

terms the quality of fire often represents both passion and destruction/transformation. I spoke of

one dancer representing fire, which I saw as both the passion of their youth to create a better

future and the root emotion of anger and destruction that we need to transform binaries.

Figure 29. Heartbeat movement from Sand and Bone.
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I asked students to respond creatively to these “living metaphors” as the dance meaning evolved.

One student wrote of the heartbeat metaphor, relating what this meant to her idea of community:

“She is the heartbeat that we each have inside that we can never see, but rely on daily. She is the

heart the moves us to grow strong, to have feelings, and to desire community in this chaotic

world” (student journal).

As discussed, embodying the diverse movement was challenging and created stress for

some students as they worked toward the (mirror) image of perfection that they desired for the

final performance. It was difficult for all

of us to balance in the sensible

transcendental and not think of the

mirror image or body double as the

performance date drew near because on

a purely physical/kinaesthetic level the

dancers and I had so much work to do.

African and modern techniques vary

greatly. For example, African dance traditions require an ease of movement within the spine and

pelvic area, and dexterity of hip fluctuation can be crucial to executing the movement. In

contrast, both modern and ballet traditions require dancers to keep the hip region stable and the

rib cage lifted as a primary aspect of the training. I incorporated the students’ ease or tensions

with learning, performing and embodying diverse movement traditions into the piece. For

example, one student pictured here easily performed a variety of traditions and this sense of

Figure 30. Sand and Bone dancer symbolises water.
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fluidity that she demonstrated became a central aspect of the metaphor of water she

symbolised—that is, flexible, changeable, and also able to be present in all of the different

movements. Like water, this dancer presented an ideal of harmony that figured in each section.

But that harmony would always be ruptured. Like water, her shape, form and meaning were

changeable: sometimes she collected strength, resting in

crevices until she could spill over an obstacle; at other times

she presented an energetic, choppy quality of water in wind;

and sometimes she was the source, all that linked different

parts of a whole. As one of the students said, “Like with the

continents, [the water character] divides us; she creeps

between us…. In the end she joins us.”

Figure 32. Dancer joins the different groups on stage.

Figure 31. Dancer changes shape
like water.
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All students, even those whose character did not take on a metaphorical meaning, came to

symbolise something important as members of a community. For example, three students who

identified as non-dancers and had difficulty remembering and embodying new movement were

organised into a trio I called “the chorus.” One student in the chorus spoke of the heuristic

learning process in terms of how movement was made, understood in her body, and then layered

with new meaning. She clearly articulated the process of inter-embodiment, saying “we all

struggle with connecting our lives together to create one unified movement. As we come

together the meaning expands and we add to the meaning that you taught us” (student journal)

This created, for her, a “breakthrough” that connected to meaning in her life:

Today as I finally broke through my issues with [the heartbeat] signature piece
was special to me. Her piece now means to me that I am able to overcome my
difficulties. When I go low I feel the strength and power from the earth, as I raise
my arms up I feel like I am praising the sky, almost thanking them for working
together with me and nature, becoming one with each other (student journal).

Students did not always feel comfortable sharing breakthroughs with the larger group,

especially if the tendency of some dominant personalities that day was to focus on “difficulties”

of the process. As this description of the choreography process in the Contact Zone conveys, the

frustrations of embodiment sometimes directly reflected the fractures in temporary coalitions.

The difficulty of exploring the “sensible transcendental”—that space in-between binaries that is

amorphous and changeable—was exacerbated by students’ prior personal and collective histories

of working across differences on the campus and by their values, ages, personal concerns and

temperaments. This difficulty was reflected outwardly in the frustrations of working across

different dance training backgrounds and the difficulties of embodiment and inter-embodiment.

In the end, the kind of work we did together over the semester, including the difficulties and
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rewards, directly relates to what often needs to happen in a diverse community or educational

setting.

Figure 33. Dancer symbolises hope offered by a green shoot in spring.

In summary, Sand and Bone was ultimately a collision of aesthetic orientations in

dancers’ “lived bodies.” Dance was valued as a means of communication, a form of communal

expression, and a method of social protest in a heuristic process in the Contact Zone. I didn’t

come to the process with a naïve agenda that we would “all get along,” so I sought to create a

measure of safety for students by creating a context where they could express themselves and

explore the “sensible transcendental.” However, I found myself in the midst of a raging debate

that started before I got to campus and that would most likely continue after I left. This was an

old debate, where narratives about race, power, and privilege were very much alive in students’
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“lived bodies.” Therefore, the process sometimes felt exposed, painful, and raw—particularly

when some students resisted the basic premises of the process.

From an ethical standpoint, I struggled and had to consider the cost to myself and to

participants of doing this sort of embodied questing in a university setting. But then I also

wondered whether the doubts that entered my mind were not put there by the very mechanisms

within the institution itself, the power that always seeks to reinforce and maintain the status quo.

Bell hooks (1994) who we discussed in the class wrote of how the teacher’s own embodiment,

while difficult, is a critical part of undercutting power dynamics and cultural biases in

universities. She says:

Significantly, those of us who are trying to critique biases in the classroom have
been compelled to return to the body to speak about ourselves as subjects in
history. We must return ourselves to a state of embodiment in order to deconstruct
the way that power has been traditionally orchestrated in the classroom, denying
subjectivity to some and according it to others (hooks, 1994, 139, my italics).

My own embodiment in the classroom undeniably required me to speak about myself as a

“subject in history,” and because I was connected to the process in this way it left me vulnerable.

Hooks writes that through inter-embodiment the professor’s process becomes more evident, and

she or he loses the privilege of “appearing not work” (139). By working with students to create

knowledge I became vulnerable to student criticisms and frustrations that entered the process:

Student and professor are looking at each other. And as we come physically close,
suddenly what [the professor says] is not coming from behind this invisible line,
this wall of demarcation that implies…the only possible way I can respond is by
saying “good” (hooks, 1994, 138).

On the other hand I opened myself to the possibility of deepening ongoing relationships with

students. I stood behind the “wall of demarcation” in giving students a grade for the course, but I
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also opened the door of possibility, though not the requirement, of exploring the sensible

transcendental in ongoing work together.

H. Conclusions: Making Dance, Making Theory Together

Figure 34. Sand and Bone, watercolour impression of final scene.

In the end our dance did not tell a story that a choreographer had decided to tell,
nor did it create an “image” that had been preconceived. Rather the dance
demonstrated a reality that we were in the midst of living out. Communities are
not static entities, they grow change and expand, they have conflict and struggle.
At times the members of community support one another at times they don’t
(Student journal).

A bodied curriculum attends to the relational, social, and ethical implications of
being-with other bodies differently and to the different knowledges such bodily
encounters produce. It is a practice of being oriented to others, to touch, to reflect,
and to dwell with others relationally.

—Springgay, Stephanie and Freedman, Deb 2007, xxiv.

As a whole, Sand and Bone reflects the “incorporation” of personal/cultural histories,

human reality, human struggle, isolation, geography, poverty or wealth, and so on that may keep



262

us from ever being at peace with a sense of community in contemporary society. Some of us

struggle with isolation. Binaries in language or institutionalised structures separate us, so we may

join with others only to be left behind or to turn away ourselves. We may look for communities

of meaning in an us/them world as women, as lesbians, as students, as professors, and so forth.

Life is a lonely existential pursuit and yet we seek compassion; we need experiences of

community and yet we may not have the skills to be in it.

The Contact Zone of this inter-embodied curriculum (Springgay and Freedman, 2007)

required that I strike a delicate balance. Although difficulties arose for students in the course, as

outlined above, each participant also described profound experiences of empowerment in their

journals, essays and discussions. As the facilitator of this process I was constantly aware of how

my own body was perceived in the space and I found myself endlessly contemplating

complicated power dynamics of the situation. On a wider scale I also had to consider power in

the context of the university where dance is often distinguished from academic pursuits and is

considered frivolous. Dance is not supposed to be “work,” and its association with the feminine

as mute and outlawed body likewise contributes to its lower status in relation to some of the

other arts like music or literature.

Dance processes like the Contact Zone that deviate from the conventional and may be

thought of as social activism are suspect in such an environment. Whereas I saw a thinking body,

some students were not used to considering theory through inter-embodiment. This dichotomy

arises because of the context of this Contact Zone—a Western academic setting wherein

occupations of the mind are frequently separated from those of the body, the old split between

the psychical and the corporeal. The strain of working within this dichotomous setting did not
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slip past the students. One student articulated these difficulties and contradictions clearly in her

final essay:

As a class we are enrolled in a higher education institution which teaches us to be
in constant conversation. We are asked to aim for inclusive excellence but by way
of the tongue. We don’t pay attention to the conversation of the body and the
importance it has to the inclusive excellence movement. As human beings we are
consistently communicating by way of body language, but in the western society
we often ignore this presence of the body, missing out on a large portion of the
conversation (student essay).

Sand and Bone challenged binaries of western academic settings and teaching practices through

a meaningful engagement of dance as a method of inquiry.

As noted earlier in this chapter, in such a process meaning is not “external to action but

embedded and folded within self and other, and objects and their arrangements are embodied,

intercorporeal and folded with, in and through one another” (Springgay, 2007). This orientation

to an aesthetic/research/educational pursuit suggests the desire for learners to engage with

meaning from their unique perspectives since what emerges is an educational experience as

much as an aesthetic result. This process-oriented approach values the “relational

forms…amongst artist, researcher, and teacher identities and practices” (ibid.) Process-oriented

approaches are also characterised by less centralized teaching methods like hands-on practices,

multiple ways of knowing and thinking, group interactions, and flexible specification of desired

outcomes.

One student felt that Sand and Bone “was essentially created out of all our journals.

They were journals not comprised of words, but journals comprised of movement stored in our

bodies which told something our story” (student essay). In a way she encapsulated the essence of

learning through inter-embodiment. By requiring students to both write and dance their
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“journals,” I sought to help them embody movement and meaning at once, inter-corporeally.

Sometimes our conversations thus seemed to occur more deeply from an inter-embodied

perspective whereas on the surface things might have remained fractious:

From day one to the last class we were talking to each other but I feel as though
we were not listening to each other. Listening is a very important part of a
conversation and we will never even get close to understanding each other if we
are not listening to each other.… Interesting enough I believe we held better
conversations by way of movement. As a dance group, no matter how foreign a
movement was to our body we all worked together to make it happen. It was a
beautiful thing…. For the first time in my life I felt that conversation of the
physical was more present than the verbal (student essay).

In conclusion, through a heuristic

process, Sand and Bone asked

questions about an embodied

understanding which the

participants were not always able

to articulate verbally. My hope is

that the participants became more

engaged through the process.

Regardless, the dancers theorised

intercorporeally during the process, which is presented here as a genealogy of dance

discursive practices. By juxtaposing traditions and considering how narratives of history

and power become sutured to and imposed upon bodies I raised questions about how we

see dance traditions and how inter-embodiment can affect a view of dance traditions.

Figure 35. Community section in third movement
with “hope” at centre.
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The questions I asked through this dance process may sound innocent, but they

were not easy for the “knowers.” Which dance counts? Who counts as a dancer? How is

dance defined? The presentation of the dancers’ inter-embodied experiences in the

Contact Zone provide a means to think through what happens internally as discursive

practices separate and compartmentalize human beings, forcing us to form fractured

communities of affirmation in response to overwhelming power. The ways in which

some dancers had difficulty with embodiment give pause for reflection about power and

how it operates insidiously in the “lived body.”

We live in a fractured world and history

continues in the sense that our lived bodies carry

judgments, ideas, and concepts that are part of

history. By asking these questions about dance

traditions, I was asking individuals in the Contact

Zone to think about how ideology shapes meaning

and how they are implicated in power relationships.

How is the devaluation of human life based in class,

race, or gender differences recreated and reinforced

in lived bodies? Could these ideas be contemplated,

even transformed, in the “sensible transcendental”?

This choreography process has a main effect, which is to theorise through non-

dualism and present the basis for a transnational and transhistorical approach to dance

history and aesthetics, which is regarded as a contact zone of numerous identities,

Figure 36. Soloist Diana Carson.



266

histories, knowledges, and dance traditions. In a similar way, Davis and Sumara (2006)

use education as a metaphor for “cultural consciousness” and discuss the interplay

between individual and collective consciousness that is at work in educational contexts.

Therefore, the choreography/research/educational process provides a metaphor, a means

to make links between learners’ personal experiences (in their lived bodies) and

collective experiences of dance education and western discursive practices. This is

expanded on and theorised in Chapter 4.

As the explanation of the Contact Zone process

infers, vulnerability and healing are not achieved by

simply learning movement and executing it correctly;

they are found where meaning-making moves dancers

beyond the performative elements that dance has become

associated with in the West. Winterson (1995) writes of

how “the healing power of art…cuts through noise and

hurt, opens the wound to clean it, and then gradually

teaches it to heal itself” (157). In a world driven by

media, where artists and politicians have learned to brand

themselves and their messages, I reach instead for healing powers of dance by probing beneath

the surfaces of the “event” of dancing. This is what Irigaray writes of in the sensible

transcendental, a healing power where new words are sensed. It is also what Foucault wrote of

when he described the primary task of the genealogist to find “the articulation of the body and

history…to expose a body totally imprinted by history” and at the same time reveal “the process

Figure 37. Dancers perform first
group unison movement about
preparing to battle negativity.
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of history’s destruction of the body” (Foucault, 1971, 375-376). As Foucault explains, such

exposure belies the fact that we are alive with new experiences, contexts, or ideas that change

how we conceive of history and the body, which is “the locus of the dissociation of the Me…and

a volume in perpetual disintegration” (ibid., 375-376)..

As noted at the beginning of the chapter, a radically international approach to dance

needs to tell a story beyond the history of “difference.” This is a story about questing, a yearning

and willingness that opens us to a history of “the I and we that is/are never identical to itself, and

so has hope of connection to others” (Haraway, 2004, 48). I believe such a story can be

understood and invented through inter-embodied processes like the Contact Zone where dancers

looked in-between spaces through an empathic agenda that connected “self and other” and

opened up sensually and kinaesthetically to a dialogue about dissipated origins. However, as

Winterson warns, the healing of our society is not without cost, and “[t]he psyche and the spirit

do not share the instinct of the damaged body. Healing is not always triggered nor is danger

usually avoided” (Winterson, 1995, 157). Despite some dangers evidenced, the process suggests

dancers can work intelligently through inter-embodied processes and theorise intercorporeally.

The description of the process thus lends insight into a radically international approach to dance

history and aesthetics discussed in the concluding chapter.

Figure 38. Heartbeat movement.
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CHAPTER 4

A POLYRHYTHMIC THEORETICAL MODEL:
A RADICALLY INTERNATIONAL APPROACH TO DANCE

THROUGH INTERCORPOREALITY

“Within a polyrhythmic structure, separate rhythms are necessary to create an
interlocking whole. This whole is created by the active participation of
players….Time is not externally given; it is created by the connection between
players.” (Castaldi, 2006, 8)

I. Introduction

A. The Polyrhythmic Theoretical Model: Multiple Interlocking Rhythms

Now in the concluding chapter of the dissertation,

the polyrhythms of African dance and music provide a

structure, a means of synthesising what is discussed thus

far. With this explanation of the structure is also a transition

into Section II and III of the chapter where I discuss a

polyrhythmic radically international approach to dance

history and aesthetics. First, I am informed by the

polyrhythms of this drummer, a Luo man at Ng’iya in 1934,

in that the polyrhythmic structure of Luo music provides the

basis for a theoretical model a way to explain the numerous

“separate rhythms” within the four chapters that “are necessary to create an interlocking whole”

(Castaldi, 2006, 8). At the core of the study is this “rhythmic baseline” to which I return when I

imagine a Luo woman dancing.

Figure 39. Drummer at Ng'iya,
1934 in churchyard.
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This constant, steady pulse is the same one that I hear in the rhythm of major African

scholars and artists who wrote, resisted, and created in colonialism’s wake. For example, Kenyan

scholar N’gugi Wa’Thiango (2008) spoke of colonialism as a “cultural bomb” dropped on

African and other indigenous peoples; he said the object of colonisation was to annihilate people,

their environments, languages and traditions so much so that “the people would want to distance

themselves from that wasteland.” In the same lecture N’gugi also talked of cultural memory and,

in following with his focus on the importance of indigenous languages in Decolonising the Mind,

N’gugi discusses that colonisers “planted their memory everywhere they went, including on

African bodies….[so in this way] Africans were branded by the names of the owners” (ibid.)61.

Like the Luo man at Ng’iya beating out a rhythm on the drum, N’gugi and other African

scholars of his generation provide the “rhythmic baseline” of this study because the research

problem is located at this foundational place of cultural identity and memory in the body. This is

both where the African continent was “bombed”—in the body and memory—and also where the

Luo women speak back at “the moment of enactment” of a dance. This rhythmic baseline

informs whoever addresses the way ideology of colonialism functions to inform western

discursive practices and history. Anyone looking for a story of “humanity” beyond the

disfigurement, the “story of the I and we that is never identical unto itself” (Haraway, 2004, 34),

will know of the rhythm I hear.

Now that the cultural bomb and its ongoing effects on “the body of knowledge” and “the

body” are acknowledged, we also need new interpretive structures and theoretical models that

fragment the roots of positivism. I use a polyrhythmic theoretical model informed by this

“rhythmic baseline.”
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When looking and sensing through a polyrhythmic theoretical model it is possible to

understand what is known only by looking at each of the dissertation chapters as “separate

rhythms…necessary to create an interlocking whole” (Castaldi, 2006, 8). However, before

synthesising the content of those chapters, I first explain how I derived a polyrhythmic model

with the aid of several scholars: Castaldi (2006), who uses a polyrhythmic structure to frame her

research about Sénégalese dance; Welsh (2001) who discusses “polyrhythm…[as] the motion

sense” in that movement and meaning cannot be separated and the “rhythm sense” which is

“crucial if one is to understand polyrhythms as a sense”(146); and Stoller (1995, 1997), who also

discusses the role of sensation in remembering and negotiating meaning through dance. For

Stoller, the embodiment of meaning also implicates the perfomer in “shaping and reshaping the

past” and the “negotiation and renegotiation of social roles in the present” (Stoller, 1997, 34).

Castaldi’s work is similar to mine in that she is a third generation dance scholar who

shifts between contexts in Africa and North America, tracing her own voice as “a genealogy of

academic interests that have defined the object under consideration” (Castaldi, 2006, 4) 62. By

connecting African dance and oral history she acknowledges the Senegalese dances she studies

as “a form of historical writing” and at the same time implicates her own “writing on dance as a

form of choreography” (4). She presents a polyrhythmic theoretical model which is similar to

“multiple threading,” by now a common model for presenting research in English or Women’s

Studies. In multiple threading and polyrhythmic structure, seemingly divergent “threads” (or

“rhythms”) of a study are focused on a common theme and presented as separate parts necessary

to create “an interlocking whole.” Davis and Sumara who provided the premises of simultaneity

and level jumping in this study also discuss multiple threading as a useful technique for
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presenting research, saying it provides a means to present the complex interlocking of “several

narrative strands by, for example, moving from one setting to another between scenes or

chapters” (Davis and Sumara, 2006, 162). Davis and Sumara note that multiple threading has

become common, mentioning as an example the popular television sitcom Seinfeld wherein part

of the enjoyment of understanding the sitcom as a coherent whole depends on the awareness of

numerous stories or “threads” as interlocking. The use of this popular programme to illustrate the

example also indicates the degree to which that multiple threading has become commonplace as

a technique of presentation.

Even though it is now fairly common and numerous scholars outside the dance field

theorise about metonymic links between seemingly divergent phenomena, as a manner of

presentation multiple threading has only entered the dance field recently. Nevertheless, Susan

Manning (2008) comments on a perceivable shift in dance discourse. In her keynote address to

the Society of Dance History Scholars she spoke of this as a tendency of “third generation dance

scholars” to work across multiple disciplines while unifying around a common theme. Her

address did not mention either multiple threading or a polyrhythmic model per se, but her

overarching survey of trends in the field suggests that multiple threading (or a polyrhythmic

theoretical that model may be more appealing to dancers who work with rhythm) may be

increasingly common in dance as a form of research presentation. The implication is that

Castaldi and I, as “third generation dance scholars,” are indirectly or directly influenced by

tendencies in western discourse toward complexivist thinking and multiple threading, which

enables us to interpret connections and flows between diverse phenomena, and thus perceive the

influences of African philosophies and oral traditions on our ways of thinking.
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Castaldi does not mention multiple threading, but the polyrhythmic model is similar

because it provides a way to unify different “rhythms” of her study (what some would call

diverse “threads”). She contrasts this model with two other familiar models of knowing in the

West, transmission and rhizomatic:

This model contrasts with the hierarchical mode in which relationships of power
follow a linear and centralized mode of transmission and with a rhizomatic model
that conceptualises a network of egalitarian relationships without a center. A
polyrhythmic model presents us with differentiated layers (nonhomologous
relationships) within which different rules of improvisation apply (degrees of
freedom) as well as with a circular (nonlinear) mode of connections that refer to
each other without claiming an absolute point of origin (Castaldi, 2006, 8).

Therefore, her theoretical model is similar to what I propose in that she acknowledges the “flow”

of cultures and ideas across continental divides, using an aspect of an African worldview to help

her develop a theory. As she says, “polyrhythms define not only a musical and choreographic

strategy but also a theoretical model that articulates relationships of parts to a whole within a

hierarchical structure” (ibid., 8). She differentiates this from a transmission model that operates

from the top down and emphasises linearity, and a rhizomatic model that is egalitarian but which

has no definable centre. In contrast, the polyrhythmic model presents a “hierarchical structure”

that follows from the lead of the “rhythmic baseline” (ibid., 8). The overlapping “layers” of

rhythm then make “circular (nonlinear) mode[s] of connections” (ibid., 8).

Understanding the organisation of a polyrhytmic musical structure is central to

understanding how I use the framework to indicate the particulars of this polyrhythmic

composition—the theory understood when looking at the lines of rhythm in the dissertation.

Castaldi clarifies the polyrhythmic theoretical model further, discussing how this African

musical structure is arranged through a minimum of “three layers of sound” (ibid., 8). At the first



273

“level” is the “rhythmic baseline” discussed that provides a time signature from which all of the

other rhythms will follow. Another level of drumming adds “complex and interlocking of

rhythms” (ibid., 8). At the third level is the “master drummer” who improvises “variations or

outstanding phrasing” (ibid., 8). More possibilities of rhythmic lines exist, and Castaldi also

notes that many African drumming ensembles have six or seven drummers to provide more

rhythmic complexity. However, to explain a polyrhythmic model succinctly she says three

interlocking rhythmic baselines “are enough to produce this polyrhythmic structure” (ibid., 8).

There is another aspect to the polyrhythmic model—sensation—that is central to

understanding both polyrhythmic structure and how it is used in this study. African dance

provides visual, kinaesthetic and sensual emphases that alternately may inspire or interpret these

different lines of rhythm closely, and which also represent complex interlocking rhythms of the

cosmos. Welsh (2001) refers to dance as the “motion sense,…the world within another world,

the deeper you travel, the more you feel, hear; it is multidimensional” (146). This notion was

related in Chapters 1 and 2 with regard to the concept of Luo dance as an embodied discourse,

and indeed Welsh provides one of the premises for that discussion. In previous chapters I made a

connection between her discussion of the “sense” aspect of African aesthetics and Connerton’s

(1989) discussion of “incorporation,” wherein meaning and history are understood through

embodiment and sedimented in the body. Stoller (1995, 1997) then extended Connerton’s work,

saying embodied sensations like smell and kinaesthetic awarnesses are also triggers for memory

and thus part of the “sense” aspect of African dance. To remind, in Chapter 3 I linked this aspect

of African dance to the exploration of meaning in the Contact Zone, at the point where Irigaray’s

(1993) “sensible transcendental” describes the corporeal experience of a dancer who reclaims her
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representation (see model, page 244). Stoller (1997) likewise connects to this aspect of an

African aesthetic, describing a “sensuous scholarship.” He recognises that when the subject of

study is fully embodied, it can no longer be a purely intellectual endeavour to understand it. This

sense of being implicated in one’s scholarly studies suggests “the increasingly political

implications of our work” (Stoller, 1997, 34).

In summary of what has been discussed thus far about a polyrhythmic theoretical model,

there are a minimum of three baselines of rhythm (the rhythmic baseline or “time signature”; the

second interlocking “rhythmic line”; and the “master drummer”). In addition, the “motion sense”

is seen in dance movement which represent complex interlocking rhythms of the cosmos, carries

meaning that senses, and follows or alternately inspires the other lines of rhythm. Likewise,

Stoller extends a similar understanding of the role of sensation in negotiating meaning, history

and memory and suggests scholarly research, when more than an intellectual exercise, carries an

“embodied implication” for scholars who in relation to the things they study. The polyrhythmic

theoretical model is useful to help synthesise the whole of the dissertation.

One other sense that Welsh (2001) refers to is the “rhythm sense,” and this adds the final

piece of the polyrhythmic theoretical structure that is useful to understanding the dissertation as a

whole. Welsh knows that “African dance requires a musical sophistication in order to adequately

participate within the rhythmic framework of a particular movement” (Welsh, 2001, 146). This

means that all who participate in the “rhythmic framework” are required to have sense of the

whole structure. This requires an ability “to stand back from the rhythms of a scene and find an

additional rhythm which complements and mediates those other rhythms” (ibid., 146). This

“musical sophistication” enables the listener to not only establish and execute another rhythmic
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line, but also to have a confidence in a sense of the whole coming together, perhaps even a

patience with its unfolding. This is similar to what I ask of the reader. For example, when I

referred in Chapter 3 to “level-jumping,” I asked you “to stand back from the rhythms” and

participate first by listening to how my “improvised phrases” and “variations” interlock with all

the other rhythms. Remember, you could work with your own sense of timing, allowing an

evolution of meaning (another rhythm) to sound at whatever rate of timing you choose. In this

way, and only if desired, you can contribute another interlocking rhythm.

The polyrhythmic structure of African dance and music thus provides a theoretical

framework through which to synthesise the study. The framework is compatible with each of the

concepts presented: the “hermeneutic circle”; complexivist frameworks of “simultaneity” and

“level-jumping”; the “incorporation” of history and meaning; and the “sensible transcendental”

wherein the corporeal experience of a dancer/researcher reclaims representation. To remember

how these ideas are compatible with a polyrhythmic theoretical framework, the model on page

55 of “Simultaneous Experiences inside the Hermeneutic Circle” is useful in that it could be

interpreted as presenting a polyrhythmic structure. In creating this I sought to help the reader

understand how I interpret meaning inside the “hermeneutic circle” where past, present, and

future exist simultaneously and at the same time one’s experience is interconnected with other

aspects of a changing universe. Like the hermeneutic circle, a polyrhythmic structure in African

dance and music also emphasises simultaneous “circular (nonlinear) mode of connections that

refer to each other without claiming an absolute point of origin” (Castaldi, 2006, 8). In addition,

rhythm in the dancing circle is interconnected with a view of history and timing (rhythm) as I

will discuss in Section B. Therefore, the hermeneutic view that past, present and future interact at
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once within the circle is related and “known” by dancers and musicians in the dancing circle who

internally perceive musical timing and history as interconnected. As will be explained this is an

aspect of the philosophy behind African movement that is reflected in the rhythmic structure,

providing reasons why “[t]ime is not externally given; it is created by the connection between

players.” (ibid., 8).

Moving forward in the dissertation to see the lines of compatibility with the polyrhythmic

theoretical framework, one has only to look at how the “body of the knower” and the “body of

knowledge” were studied as separate parts of an interrelated whole. To remind, the model titled

“Transphenomenal Level-Jumping: Five Levels in an Emergent Process” on page 217 explained

a connection between “simultaneity” and “level-jumping.” There I identified the need for readers

(and dancers) to “jump” between different “levels” of knowledge as they worked with numerous

levels of knowledge and knowing “simultaneously.” That is, to follow through-line of the

dissertation, the dancer and the reader each have to think analogically and become conscious that

they are being asked to “level-jump” (at whatever rate of time they choose) between academic

discourse on one hand, and somatic modes of knowing on the other. This is like the polyrhythmic

theoretical framework where different “rhythms” interact beside one another in direct

relationship even while the time signature of these rhythms is distinct. The “rhythmic lines” are

similar to the “body of knowledge” and the “body of the knower” these are distinct systems that

develop at different rates of time. Even though they are different, they are complimentary and

intimately interconnected.

There is another way of looking at the compatibility between the methodology used and

the polyrhythmic theoretical model. As noted just above with reference to Irigaray’s (1993)
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sensible transcendental, Welsh’s “motion sense” and Stoller’s emphasis on sensation, each

aspects of a polyrhythmic theoretical model, are both aligned with the ways I explored meaning

through “bodies of knowers.” This non-dualist emphasis of the work is directly a result of what I

learned from the study of 1930s Luo women’s dance as an embodied discourse in the context of

dance history. This is because, like Stoller (1997) I agree that “one’s implication in things [one

researches]..can never be purely intellectual” and to react to them through a “sensuous

scholarship” is only a natural extension of recognising one’s role as a storyteller of sorts (34).

Stated differently, like the Songhay griot who provides the subject of Stoller’s work, I recognise

the effect of the words I perform on “shaping and reshaping the past” and also how those words

implicate me and are “central to the negotiation and renegotiation of social roles in the present”

(Stoller, 1997, 34). In this way and for these very reasons I bring past and present together in a

conversation with dance history. I do this through what Stoller calls a “sensuous scholarship”

which involves: “1) a critical awareness of the senses; 2) an attentiveness to voice; and 3) a

recognition of the increasingly political implications of our work” (Stoller, 1997, 34).

In summary, each framework used in the dissertation—the hermeneutic circle,

simultaneity, level-jumping, the sensible transcendental, and incorporation—can be understood

as part of a unified through a polyrhythmic structure where “separate rhythms are necessary to

create an interlocking whole” (Castaldi, 2006, 8). With the compatibility of the frameworks used

in this study and the polyrhythmic model established, it is now possible to synthesise the

particulars what was written by highlighting the various rhythmic lines of this particular

composition.
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B. The Particular Polyrhythmic Composition: Behind a Radically International Approach
to Dance

In this particular polyrhythmic composition, as pointed out, an earlier generation of

African scholars discussed that includes N’gugi and okot p’bitek provides the “rhythmic

baseline” or “time signature” alongside the embodied discourse of Luo dance and music. This

indicates the interlocking rhythms will assist or compliment this critique of the binary under

colonisation in Africa since synthesis of the diverse theorists and dancers is a critique of

colonisation63. As discussed, the African theorists mentioned brought me to focus the dissertation

on Luo dance as an expression of cultural memory and counter-hegemonic power at “the

moment of enactment” (Feldman, 1991).

The “baseline rhythm” informs the other “rhythms” of theory added. N’gugi and others of

his generation established the need to resurrect African oral traditions, including dances; to

secure the baseline from which African cultures communicate. Similarly, this was the main

project of Luo scholars or artists like Ochalla-Ayayo (1980), Ogot (1967), and okot p’bitek (e.g.,

1972), each of whom I quote at length in Chapter 2. The women who were often left out of these

works are also part of that “time signature.” Even when they are not always pictured, their

presence can be sensed and perceived. “They are dancing/ And singing meaningful songs,/ In the

arena” (okot p’bitek, 1972, 119). Therefore, I heard their embodied voices in the “rhythmic

baseline” as the “motion sense” of this particular polyrhythmic composition. These “voices” are

highlighted in the emphasis upon Luo oral tradition, especially women dancers who embody and

express cultural memory as discussed in Chapter 2.
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A second “interlocking rhythm” adds further complexity. This rhythm complements and

mediates the baseline, and it was drummed by various theorists who contributed important

insights about how power operates during the 1960s, 1970s or 1980s. I discuss this in the

literature review (pp. 103-122), pointing out that okot p’bitek, N’gugi, Mbiti and other African

scholars also wrote at this time of rapid change when academic theories often related important

insights about power and the interpretation of culture. As noted in the literature review, this

could suggest that their “rhythmic baseline,” which focused specifically through the power and

placement of indigenous African cultures and languages (including dance), influenced European

theorists of earlier generations. This is what Said (1989) effectively argued against Lyotard

(1979)—that Europeans didn’t simply grow tired of Enlightenment theory by their own volition

but instead heard non-European voices whose silence was previously accepted as an ontological

given. Said would suggest theorists were now thinking about power and culture differently

because they saw realities and uprisings on the ground that challenged how “the past” and

meaning had previously been configured in western discourse. What began first (whether this is

the second interlocking rhythm or the rhythmic baseline) is not relevant since one’s view about

this simply depends upon one’s understanding of history, and especially one’s views about the

role of praxis.

For me, as noted, African scholars and artists signal the “time signature” I hear, which

indicates I will critique the binary under colonisation. Hence, the focus of the study required a

clarification about my view of power, and the section of the literature review I refer to was about

power, epistemology, and “emergent knowledge.” This showed a definition of power that allows
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room for its emergence within groups and individuals, suggesting change often happens from the

bottom up.

From this “time signature” it is clear that during an era of transition from colonies to

post-colonies a second “interlocking rhythm” was sounded in the late 1960s and 1970s that

interlocked with and complimented the first. The rhythm emerged from scholars who saw the

importance of writing about power from various perspectives and fronts (women, indigenous,

etc.). These theories were seeking to make sense of rapidly changing phenomena in the midst of

new intercultural patterns, rules and codes that resulted in the epistemological rupture from

modernism to postmodernism or/and from “colonies” to post-colonies. Not surprisingly perhaps,

various social and educational movements also emerged at around that time. For example, as

discussed a new wave of feminism emerged, as did educational movements like Freire’s

conscientization. These movements both affected and were affected by how people considered

meaning and power in relation to social change.

The “second line of rhythm” that contributed insight into how power operates in

discourse clearly interlocks with and complements the rhythmic baseline provided by African

scholars and African (Luo) dancers and drummers, and a specific example of how the line of

rhythm sounds in this study is Foucault (1971) who was referenced throughout the chapters.

Remember, he precisely positions himself—as do the African theorists and dancers noted—

against the idea of “history” as a linear development and against “evolutionism” which he

describes as “the search for ‘origins’” (370). He wrote that a genealogist must look beneath

“history” at what is not normally thought of as history, what is underneath the surface, and what

“remained unrealised” (ibid., 369) in the events of history. Foucault’s theory “interlocks” with
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the “baseline rhythm” because he reveals a need to work explicitly against ideology. When

writing Chapter 2 his methodology interlocked and complimented the study of Luo women’s

dances. In Chapter 3 Foucault’s rhythm informs the approach taken toward the “lived body” in a

North American choreography process. There dancers worked against the packaging of historical

narratives, beneath the “events” of history, through non-dualism.

A fundamental questioning of power is found in these first two interlocking rhythms of

African theory/dance and non-African theorists who asked questions about power, epistemology

and culture. This reverberates loudly in other academic fields. Some ideas thus began to

proliferate during the 1970s and especially the 1980s suggesting that many social scientists and

education theorists stood back from the first two rhythms and perceived how another rhythm

could potentially interlock. They presented the praxis-oriented view that a critical theory

perspective combined with an advocacy approach would actually help to produce social change.

This was called “emancipatory research.” Patty Lather, borrowing from Hesse (1980 in Lather,

1986) who references Louis Althusser, wrote of the proliferation of emancipatory research in the

1980s as an “epistemological break”64 in social science literature. This is Bachelard’s (2002)

term which refers to a “rupture” in the established way of conceptualising an issue—a rupture

that inverts meaning, or an inversion of the taken-for-granted.

Lather points out that social science research in the 1980s was characterised by a lack of

belief in absolutes, which makes sense if one thinks of how positivist social science paradigms

have heretofore been shattered by the sound of the rhythmic baseline. Referencing the large

number of post-positivist research paradigms that were developed with an openly emancipatory

intent during this period, Lather says that a radical, widespread change in social science literature



282

indicated an “epistemological break” had opened up the possibility for the development of what

she terms “emancipatory knowledge.” Emancipatory knowledge is characterised by Lather as

knowledge that increases the research subject’s awareness of contradictions that were either

hidden or distorted by dominant hegemony. Emancipatory knowledge is thus related to what

Antonio Gramsci termed “common knowledge”—or what can be understood as commonly

accepted understandings that cause people to accept how power operates as normal.

The first two rhythms about questioning power discussed as the “rhythmic baseline” and

the second “interlocking rhythm” are intimately connected with this movement of “emancipatory

research,” the third interlocking “line of rhythm” that complements the other two. The researcher

with an “emancipatory intent” sought to direct the research subject’s attention to the possibilities

of social transformation that were available to them. At the time, it was thought that

emancipatory changes would occur by heightening research subjects’ awareness that “‘common

knowledge’ contributed to the oppressive relationships in which they found themselves” (Lather,

1986, 259).

Thus far 3 lines of interlocking rhythms are thus identified and thus a particular

polyrhythmic composition. First is the “rhythmic baseline” of African scholars who made a place

for the resurrection of oral histories and the women and men (in this case Luo) who resisted

hegemonic power “at the moment of enactment,” as they drummed, sang and danced in the

1930s. Second is the “interlocking rhythm” of theorists who wrote about questions of power, like

Foucault who precisely positions himself against the idea of linear “history” and against

“evolutionism” which he describes as “the search for ‘origins’” (370). He and other theorists

noted in previous chapters, most notably Derrida (1980), provide a rhythm that complements the
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baseline. This generation of scholars was pointing to the need for deep reflection about how

ideology (or common knowledge) affects perceptions and Derrida provided a sense that multiple

“voices” exist beneath the surfaces of binaries. The third “interlocking rhythm” compliments the

other two, and is sounded by praxis-oriented65 researchers in the social sciences or education in

the 1970s and 1980s with “emancipatory intent.” This rhythm is clearly informed by and

interlocks with both the rhythmic baseline and the second interlocking rhythm.

With an understanding of how each “line of rhythm” interlocks as a whole, especially the

rhythmic baseline which informs all other rhythms in this particular polyrhythmic composition,

the ways that I “improvise variations” of rhythms or create “outstanding phrases” may be easier

to follow. Remember, Welsh (2001) said that “[r]equirement for participation in…[a

polyrhythmic structure] is the ability to stand back from the rhythms of the scene and find an

additional rhythm which complements and mediates those rhythms” (146). Put another way, if

the reader stands back and observes these interlocking lines of rhythm she or he may “sense”

another rhythm that compliments the whole. What is important now is that the reader

understands and acknowledges the composition as a whole. In this way my position as the

“master drummer” (an extremely humble one who admits to having limited drumming and

dancing skills) will be accepted as resting on the presence of these three foundational rhythms

that provide the framework of this particular polyrhythmic movement.

However, remember a polyrhythmic structure can have more than three lines of rhythm,

so before moving on to add my “improvised phrases” there is still a fourth “line of rhythm.” That

fourth line of rhythm interlocks with these three previous rhythms and it came about in the 1990s

when a break away from these empirical research paradigms began to gather momentum. It can
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be seen as another “epistemological break” in discourse. At the time, several scholars questioned

the idea of a self-other binary, and there was a wave of intensified interest in finding knowledge

in-between binaries that took different forms in various academic fields. For example, in

feminism Irigaray’s (1977/1989) earlier work set up the possibility for her questions of the

masculine/feminine binary through the “sensible transcendental” (1993)66. These works also

provided a foundation for Grosz (1994, 1996) and Gatens (1996) who write about

intercorporeality and the “lived body.” As indicated, they each discuss a relationship between the

“material body” in discursive practices and the experience of the “lived body” in relation to

discourse. Remember, Gatens’ (1996) “imaginary body” refers to what are often unconscious

“ready-made images and symbols through which we make sense of social bodies…and

determine their value” (viii). She indicates how particularities of difference go beyond biological

features of the body and are “lived” in bodies.

In a related way, researchers in social sciences and education also questioned a self-other

binary at around the same time, and progressive research during the 1990s was thought to help

clarify relationships in-between constructions of self and other67. Therefore, during the 1990s

dichotomies like mind/body and self/other were more widely recognised as false just as the

underpinnings of empiricism were being more widely questioned and could be understood as

leaning increasingly toward hermeneutic interpretation. For example, at this time Yvonna

Lincoln (1993) suggested the need for “authentic” texts that are more representative of the

“interconnectedness of the knower and the known” (Lincoln, 1993, 23). Paraphrasing Max Van

Maanen (1988), she suggests the need for “open-endedness with respect to authority,

interpretation, reinterpretation, and finality of findings” (Lincoln, 1993, 33) and says at times the



285

role of a text may actually be to “demonstrate the hermeneutic and interactive role of social

science” (Lincoln, 1993, 40). Smagorinsky (1995) went further than Lincoln by criticising the

prevailing beliefs about the value of empirical research as “a social construction, being

developed and practiced primarily in western cultures that value the development of ‘scientific

thinking’” (Smagorinsky, 1995, 198). Not unlike Gadamer (1990), Smagorinsky criticises the

argumentative form of “representation” that presents and justifies a hypothesis through empirical

data. He says this is founded on outmoded beliefs about representation and “the rational

approach to problem solving that characterizes the dominant institutions of Western culture”

(Smagorinsky, 1995, 199).

These views about the need to lean toward interpretation and “demonstrate the

hermeneutic and interactive role of social science” (Lincoln, 1993, 40) are related to the works

cited in the methodological approach in this study. Fo example, Gadamer’s (1990) hermeneutic

circle or Davis and Sumara’s (2006) “simultaneity” each follow this trend away from conclusive

certainty, calling upon the possibilities of interpretation offered in hermeneutics and complexity

thinking respectively.

Several other scholars mentioned in previous chapters could therefore be considered as

adding to the fourth interlocking rhythm in the 1990s. For example, I also discussed several

leading names in dance scholarship who questioned dichotomies of African/Western, mind/body

and self/other in this era. For example, there are those who argued the need to move away from

perceived hierarchies in dance and who questioned the appropriation or borrowing of “cultural”

movement (e.g., Dixon-Gottschild, 1996). Others questioned previously accepted paradigms for

thinking about dance traditions in binary terms and provided more complex interpretations of
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non-European dance aesthetics (e.g., Welsh, 1990/2001; 1998). In addition, some dance

historians disrupted linear models of dance history and questioned the purpose of studying dance

in terms of isolated styles (e.g., Adshead-Lansdale and June Layson, 1995).

Now that binaries were less accepted and indigenous oral traditions were more widely

respected as presenting particularised philosophical and aesthetic traditions, scholars began to

acknowledge more openly the ways that African theories might be translated to inform

westerners. This was more often being done in anthropology, not dance, because anthropology

was the disciplinary framework through which non-European dance traditions were generally

discussed. For example, previously I referred to Connerton’s perspective of (1989)

“incorporation” wherein he discusses the sediment of culture and history in the body. Connerton

also suggests poststructuralist critiques of culture should not undermine the value of

“incorporation” for understanding human experiences. Likewise, Stoller (1997) writes that

scholars need to acknowledge how they are implicated in the research they do, effectively

critiquing the project of representation in the social sciences by saying “one’s implication in

things [one researches] can never be purely intellectual…[so scholars must acknowledge] an

embodied implication in our representations (Stoller, 1997, 34).

Therefore, a fourth “interlocking rhythm” of this particular polyrhythmic composition

was presented in various fields where the rhythm was about recognising what were once firm

lines (binaries) were now blurred. This was another “epistemological break,” an inversion of the

taken-for-granted, in that lines that had previously seemed to exist between “oppositional”

frameworks (postcolonial/postmodern), concepts (mind/ body; material body/lived body),
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contexts (western/non-western), disciplines (anthropology/dance history) and research paradigms

(phenomenological versus “praxis-oriented”). These “oppositions” were now in question.

To pause again and regard the whole, I count four initial interlocking rhythms in this

particular polyrhythmic composition. First is the “rhythmic baseline” of both African scholars

who resurrected oral histories and Luo women and men who resisted hegemonic power “at the

moment of enactment” of a dance or its drummed accompaniment. Then is the second rhythmic

line of theorists who wrote about questions of power, epistemology and culture. Third sounds the

rhythm of “emancipatory knowledge” created by researchers in the social sciences or education

in the 1970s and 1980s. Fourth is the inversion of what was taken-for-granted about binaries and

oppositional frameworks in concepts and research paradigms. Stepping back from these four

lines of rhythm and interpreting an overall compositional structure, I can now contribute a fifth

line—my own “improvised variations” and “outstanding phrases” that complement this

particular polyrhythmic composition.

So what is the next rhythm? The hermeneutic question evolves along with the “body of

knowledge” and becomes more actively entangled as my body and the bodies of dancers who

improvise with ideas about representation and power under the surface of “history.” As the other

interlocking rhythms convey, representation is no longer the researcher’s primary goal and

binary frameworks are called into question. That is, the interest now lies in the

“interconnectedness of the knower and the known” (Lincoln, 1993, 23) and knowledge is

pursued with regard for a need of “open-endedness with respect to authority, interpretation,

reinterpretation, and finality of findings” (ibid., 33). From this point of view, not only does the

researcher (in my case also a westerner) have no business representing 1930s African dance, but
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also the educator/choreographer has no power to “emancipate” her students in a North American

context. Since the necessity of disputing fixed binary categories like African/Western,

mind/body and past/present has already been properly attended to, this opens other possibilities

for researchers like me.

However much the fourth line of rhythm sought to rupture oppositions, the mind/body

split was not always questioned and various binaries were taken for granted even as others were

questioned. Nevertheless, or perhaps because of this, their sounds created room for another

rupture in what had become an established way of conceptualising the issue, another

“epistemological break.” The rupture is in the following question: how can one theorise about

“the body” without bodies?

A loosely defined “movement” may be afoot, a trend in discursive practices toward

engaging with meaning from unique perspectives while questioning through inter-embodiment.

In this “movement” the lines between academic disciplines are blurred (as in transdisciplinarity)

and the body is used as an instrument of “knowing.” For example, working in fine arts,

Springgay (2007) developed a research methodology that can be related to this polyrhythmic

model, which she describes as Art/o/graphy. The similarity is that she uses art processes and

inter-embodiment as a basis for theorising. This and other examples like Castaldi (2006), Davis

and Sumara (2006), or Springgay and Freedman (2007) each illustrate a compatibility with the

framework of simultaneity in that they each recognise an interconnectedness between knowing

and knowledge. These examples show an emphasis now accepted more broadly in academia, that

knowledge can be pursued through inter-embodiment. Possibilities of finding meaning are thus

no longer “external to action but embedded and folded within self and other, and objects and
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their arrangements are embodied, intercorporeal and folded with, in and through one another”

(Springgay, 2007).

This orientation is toward observing separate systems in terms of their interrelatedness.

For example, the “body of knowledge” and the “bodies of knowers” are distinctly different

systems but wisdom also suggests these are interrelated. When this interrelationship is

appreciated as with this study, aesthetic, research and educational pursuits become linked with

theoretical processes. This is because a researcher/artist/educator who pursues meaning this way

desires to engage with meaning from numerous unique perspectives while questioning through

inter-embodiment. A research environment presents an enclosed system where that becomes

possible since it is recognised by the researcher as part of ever-expanding systems of knowing,

bodies of knowledge, and a global context as explained in the “Model of Simultaneous

Experiences inside the Hermeneutic Circle” on page 55. What emerges is as much an educational

experience as an aesthetic or research result. The emphasis of findings is based in a process that

values the meaning in “relational forms…amongst artist, researcher, and teacher identities and

practices” (Springgay, 2007).

In this study the research has also specifically emphasised the interrelatedness of

knowledge and power. Reflecting a compatibility with this “movement” in discursive practices,

this meaning is engaged from unique perspectives and questioned through inter-embodiment.

Having stepped back to observe the whole, it becomes possible to emphasise the

improvised movements of the “master drummer” in this particular polyrhythmic composition.

These are sounded in earlier chapter through the recognition of my own implication in the

embodiment of researching 1930s Luo dance, my poetic voice and in the descriptions of the
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choreography process in Chapter 3. Other variations will sound in this chapter where the

polyrhythmic theoretical approach is further explained and established. For example, Section II

of this chapter is more praxis-oriented in that some practical realities of including polyrhythms in

a world dance classroom are emphasised. Leaning toward having a radically international

conversation with dance history and aesthetics in dance classrooms, I also consider and recognise

some of the very real obstacles that present themselves there—not the least of which is the

“docile body” of the trained dancer. There the choreography process thus interlocks again in this

chapter as an illustration of certain problems that need to be considered, coming into play along

with some other memorable teaching experiences that add rhythmic variations. Throughout the

chapter I draw insights from scholars who seem interested in following a similar rhythmic line in

relevant fields like dance, education, anthropology and women’s studies.

In summary, this particular polyrhythmic composition presents a radically international

approach to dance history and aesthetics, behind which is the idea that the body of the “sensuous

scholar” is implicated in the “body of knowledge.” By emphasising the embodiment of meaning

about the subject of this study, 1930s Luo women’s dance history, I came to theorise through

non-dualism in the Contact Zone about how western discourses contribute to shaping human

consciousness. The polyrhythmic structure recognises this work would not be possible without

the works of previous generations—including the moment of enactment of a Luo dance at Ng’iya

in 1934. As I sense a Luo woman’s embodied response she causes me to question what is taken

for granted about a figure of “humanity” configured under Enlightenment.

Knowing the significance of Luo women’s embodied voices and their potential to shape

and reshape discourse about history, it seemed appropriate to imagine a “conversation” between
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past and present, one that accounts for emergent worldviews and evolving circumstances in the

contact zone. This is how I “reset” history and questioned the validity of a figure of “humanity”

that was configured under Enlightenment. By emphasising both my sensed experiences of

researching into “history,” the experiences beneath the “events” of history, and the fluidity of

binary constructs in western discourse I reset several fixed ideas about the configuration of the

senses and self/other.

Both Luo women in the 1930s and North American women in 2007 take a bite at

“humanity,” that universal category. This helps me to contemplate another idea of humanity, one

that cannot likely be grasped before it disappears again, submerged under the old pond. This idea

that can’t be grasped was hinted at by Vattimo’s post-histoire; it is an aspect of a radically

international approach to dance history and aesthetics. There is no through-line suggested

between diverse geographical/historical contexts and dance traditions in a radically international

view, and there is no goal of connecting dots in a linear narrative. Humanity is found in

embodied experiences, in-between the embodiment and the other (mirror) image, in the presence

of lost stories, and in the contemplation of absence. The purpose of juxtaposing 1930s Luo dance

and a choreography process in 2007 is thus to enter the hermeneutic circle with the reader. Since

past and present are connected with an aim to see differently, I emphasise research processes and

individual perspectives, engaging even with my voice where I am a self appointed mediator of

information and history.

As discussed, dancers are uniquely situated to contribute to “the body of knowledge”

about “the body,” so although dance is not often used this way to contribute theoretical

knowledge I view this as an ethical issue. Cooper Albright (1997) discussed that dance traditions
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reflect culturally embedded meanings, so a choreography process provides numerous potentials

for theorising. Dancers focus daily on the embodiment of movement meaning, and some dance

training especially emphasises awareness of what Csordas (2002) termed “somatic modes of

attention.” Remember, Csordas discussed embodiment in regard to healing processes, saying

somatic modes of attention include kinaesthetic, emotional and intuitive knowing. The Contact

Zone, as an enclosed choreography system, offered dancers the opportunity to theorise about

power, culture and emergent knowledge through inter-embodiment. This study thus suggests

through inter-embodiment dancers can conceptualise and re-frame some difficult issues that arise

from listening to the “rhythmic baseline” where common sense notions about humanity, an idée

fixe, are questioned.

Ultimately, the choreography process was a means of moving the philosopher-dancer (or

frog) through non-dualism as a “creative artist…beyond mental habits and assumed authority” of

western discourses in history, aesthetics and philosophy (Fraleigh, 1999, 211). Consider then,

this particular polyrhythmic composition frames a radically international intercorporeal theory.

This suggests an understanding of what is “radically international” can be achieved through

inter-embodiment, which is the basis of an intercorporeal theory. This theory, which is found in

the descriptions of the choreography process in Chapter 3, provides a “concrete aesthetics,” a

foundation for further discussion of how “new streams” can be brought into the “old pond”68.

However, it is also found in “multiple threads” or “lines of rhythm” as presented here.

If the reader stands back to observe the whole, knowledge and awareness of each

rhythmic line can help her or him notice a sensation or rhythmic accent from which to improvise.

In this particular composition, the baseline is beaten by the Luo drummer in 1934 and the Luo
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woman dancing provides the motion sense. By hearing his sound and sensing her movement, one

can follow the motion sense offered as well as my choreographed approach to writing about

dance, time (history), meaning and inter-embodied education.

Before further elaborating how a polyrhythmic theoretical model can be used to interpret

a radially international dance history and aesthetics, the compatibility between the “rhythmic

baseline” and a hermeneutic approach must be acknowledged. Since this particular polyrhythmic

composition is informed by an African conception of time and history it is important to properly

recognise this compatibility, how I conceived and developed the research in relation to the

rhythmic baseline, and the way hermeneutics reflects a perspective that has been “known” for

centuries in indigenous societies like the Luo society.

C. African Philosophies and the Hermeneutic Circle: Dancing History and Meaning

Drum beats rhythm. Feet scratch earth, hands shiver through fingernails
(Dissertation Journal, Fall 2004).

The intercorporeal, radically international, polyrhythmic approach to dance history and

aesthetics is informed by African conceptions of time, which is another aspect of the

polyrhythmic theoretical model. A relationship can be illustrated between African and

hermeneutic conceptions of time and in the remainder of “Section I” the reader can notice this

compatibility. In both African philosophies and Gadamer’s (1990) hermeneutic circle past,

present, and future exist simultaneously. I demonstrate how this concept of time affected the

development of te research through reflection on a series of interconnected processes that were at

play inside the hermeneutic circle as I conceived of the research, including what I was learning

about African conceptions of time.
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These descriptions convey an aspect of the cyclical heuristic process involved with

developing the research questions, a cycle represented in the research model on page 75. Now

thinking back to how I conceived of the research, I reflect mainly on learning experiences when

doing PhD coursework at Temple University in 2004-2005. As a philosopher-dancer (or a frog) I

often returned to my own body to process meaning and this process was recorded in my

Dissertation Journal from which I draw several quotations.

During my PhD coursework as I performed movement in African dance classes I

connected the meaning of this movement to African philosophies I learnt about in African

Aesthetics class69. I saw a relationship between these two classes because an African worldview

about “the body” and “rhythms of time” were presented in each class as a basis through which to

comprehend meaning. This helped inform the rhythmic baseline of this polyrhythmic

composition. For example, Kenyan scholar Mbiti (1975) writes that in the African worldview the

“universe is considered to be unending in terms of both space and time” (Mbiti, 1975, 34).

Therefore, there is a sense of interconnectedness between all phenomena and events—whether

past, present, or future—is replicated in the “minor rhythms…found in the lives of the living

things of this earth” such as human bodies, animals, ecosystems, and so forth (ibid., 34). In an

African worldview, therefore, the rhythms of time in the universe are represented in the symbols,

especially circles. Circles are often used in ritual and ceremony where dance traditionally occurs

(ibid., 35).

All these rhythms of time suggest that the universe will never come to a
halt….[and] circles are used as symbols of the continuity of the universe. They
are the symbols of eternity, unendingness….used in rituals….showing that life is
stronger than death. This can also be interpreted to mean that continuity on a large
scale is more important than change in small details (Mbiti, 1975, 35).
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When I danced African movement in a circle to live polyrhythms in my African dance class I

recognised the circle as a signal of unending time and a heartbeat of mother earth.

The polyrhythms I observed and danced inside the dancing circle also signalled a

metaphor that suggested how inside the hermeneutic circle I could interpret a transnational and

transhistorical connection between the “rhythmic baseline” symbolised by a Luo man drumming

at Ng’iya in 1934, and my own “lived body.” In Africa there is a direct relationship between oral

history and dancing. The body processes and informs meaning in the dancing circle, including

the cosmological connection between rhythm and time which is innately part of “history.” This is

conveyed through the discussion of Luo dance as an embodied discourse (pp. 112-123) where I

discuss that both Stoller (1995, 1997) and Welsh (2001) indicate the importance of sensation and

dance in communicating oral history.

Therefore, in Africa it is through the senses that memories of ancestors, cultural histories,

and meaning that is important for future generations are all communicated. To remind, Welsh

(2001) refers to this as a central aspect of the African aesthetic, the “epic memory sense…

[wherein] the experience or memory sense is drawn upon” by the dancer who, in humble

relationship with ancestors and spirit, communicates history and memory through emotional and

spiritual “sense” (149). Likewise, Stoller (1995, 1997) refers to the senses which play a central

role not only in “shaping and reshaping the past” but also in the “negotiation and re-negotiation

of social roles in the present” (Stoller, 1997, 34). In this humble relationship with a creator and

ancestors, the African dancer also understands and communicates the importance of living in a

way that honours future generations.
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Therefore, a relationship between sensation, time, ancestral memory, and even future

possibility is found in the dancing circle metaphor. Similar to Mbiti (1975) who writes of circles

as “symbols of eternity, unendingness” (35), Castaldi also points out that time is symbolised by

the circle where dance traditionally takes place and is embodied by dancers “through the living

memory of a collective body in dialogue with past generations” (Castaldi, 2006, 3). As Castaldi

says, the continuous movement occurring inside the dance circle in African traditions also

highlights the symbolic continuity between past, present, and future. The circle is thus “a

metaphor of historical time, which is not an abstract and linear category” (ibid., 3). Castaldi is

worth quoting at length on her description of this circle metaphor because she succinctly

summarises an African concept of an interrelationship between history, time, rhythm and dance:

Dance becomes a privileged space where communication with the ancestors is
enacted: The dancing body proclaims the continuity between the material and the
spiritual, which in turn links the past and the present. Dance is memory, a
memory that is not static and does not exist outside the moment of remembrance.
Rather, it needs to be activated and made meaningful through the embodiment of
ancestral spirits and the repetition of performances. The relation with the
ancestors is a two-way relation: The ancestors (the past) depend on the living (the
present), just as the living depend on those who came before them…. At the same
time, the continual redefinition of the relationship between the past and the
present carries implications for the construction of a meaningful future. Thus,
past, present, and future are continually transformed in the dancing circle, which
delimits the boundaries of manipulable space time: History is reinterpreted and
rewritten through performance and through the fusion of bodies and spirits
(Castaldi, 2006 3).

The dancing body is thus connected both to ancestors and to future generations in African

aesthetics. On one hand, by embodying a humble approach to ancestors within the circle, where

both memory and history are alive in the dancing body, the dancer acknowledges the importance

of ancestors and performs a “reinterpretation” of history. By considering herself or himself in
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relation to past generations, the dancer likewise acknowledges with humility her or his

responsibility toward future generations, as symbolised in the metaphor of the circle’s

“unendingness” (Mbiti, 1975, 35).

Remember, in this particular polyrhythmic theoretical composition I am discussing a

transnational and transhistorical concept that is sometimes difficult to communicate and grasp

because it often involves the reader in letting go of an idée fixe. Therefore, I must remind you of

a qualification addressed in previous chapters. I do not believe by dancing in the circle in my

dance classes I embodied esoteric messages from particular African ancestors and later

communicated this to dancers in a Contact Zone. To qualify again briefly, when I danced African

movement I listened to (read) the “rhythmic baseline” of earlier generations of African scholars.

This provided me with an understanding of the African worldview of interconnectedness

between all phenomena and the unending circle seemed roughly similar to what I saw in the

concept of “simultaneity,” and what I conveyed with the model of Simultaneous Experiences

Inside the Hermeneutic Circle on page 55. This model indicates how my “lived body” dancing

African movement in North America was simultaneously connected to past and future, Africa

and North America, and so forth. Inside these concentric circles my “lived body” experienced

numerous phenomena simultaneously: dance movement, my individual and family body, the

cultural body that is informed by collective experiences, education about “the body,” bodies of

knowledge in academic discourse, and the planetary body. Therefore, at this outermost circle I

recognised a connection to Luo people through flows of culture, ideas, economics, and ecology

that characterise the global era.
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The purpose of this composition can be heard in the rhythm, that steady pulse that sounds

at the baseline. Remember, N’gugi (2008) spoke of colonialism as a “cultural bomb” dropped on

African and other indigenous peoples, saying the object of colonisation was to annihilate people,

their environments, languages and traditions so much so that “the people would want to distance

themselves from that wasteland.” He and other African scholars of his generation often mention

the importance of reclaiming cultural memory and finding that lost connection to their histories

and cultures that were severed through colonisation. Indeed, many of them died for this cause or

suffered other unspeakable experiences. In following with N’gugi’s focus on the importance of

indigenous languages in Decolonising the Mind, he talks about the body, saying colonisers

“planted their memory everywhere they went, including on African bodies….[so in this way]

Africans were branded by the names of the owners” (ibid.). In this sound is thus the process of

claiming what was lost, stolen, severed.

In this study I bring sensation into the arena in an active relationship with western dance

discursive practices. As master drummer I saw the objective to regain a sense of, or a connection

to, another part of what has been lost from the effect of this cultural bomb. The idea is to sense

(rather than see as object) a post-histoire. Using language to evoke a sensation of presence, I

wrote a scrapbook of history that likens learning about Luo women’s stories to learning the

stories of my own grandmother. I also employed the logic of the academy to subvert the idée fixe

found in the binaries of categories and assumptions of western discourse. The emphasis on

presentation rather than representation indicates this is not a naïve suggestion or an egotistical

assumption that I could “give voice” to Luo women or the women in the Contact Zone. In

contrast, the sensations offered here reflect my ongoing commitment to finding the contours of
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“lost biographies, memories, words, pains and faces which cohere into a vast secret museum of

historical absence” (Feldman, 1994, 104; q.f. Stoller, 1997, 83)70.

That absence I have discussed as reflected in the terms through which African dance and

world dance are discussed. This is similar to the photographs of Luo women taken by

missionaries in that the terminology relates an image, a disembodied subject. Stoller would

describe this as “the exponential stratification and specialization of the senses in modernity” that

includes the power of visual media to manipulate and sanitise; “In this way the state contours

memory—through the physiognomic manipulation of the body” (Stoller, 1997, 81).

Images, terminology and discursive practices may have the power to define, to

manipulate “the body” this way through a view of its materiality. However, remember in his

discussion of Northern Ireland Feldman also suggested the possibilities found in embodied

resistance. He said a body is neither a political agent nor the author of violence until the

subject/object of violence articulates a counter-narrative through action (in this case dance).

According to Feldman, agency occurs “at the moment of enactment” (Feldman, 1991, 153).

Therefore, Luo women and women of the Contact Zone enacted a counter-narrative. Through the

process of inter-embodiment in the Contact Zone I also found another means to “improvise

variations” on the theme presented in the rhythmic baseline.

By questioning the absence of African women from dance discursive practices, by

wondering about what has become “common sense,” that dancers have difficulty knowing about

Africa and African dance with specificity and depth without travelling to Africa, I acknowledged

my embodied implication in a material representation of Africa as other. I then brought 11

women in the Contact Zone into this contemplation. With the recognition that in African
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aesthetics dancers “incorporate” knowledge, history and ideas, communicating them through

dance, the African movement took on meanings that went far beyond physical shapes and

sequences. As I explained in Chapter 3, Section II, African dance was interpreted through

processes of embodiment in much the same way one could interpret poetry from another country:

one cannot know the exact meaning intended by the originator, but can look at how meaning was

likely to have been interpreted in context. In this way, one develops refined intuitive responses to

the meanings therein.

Therefore, when we danced in the unending circle in the Contact Zone, we examined this

circle metaphor as reflecting an African conception of time and considered the idea of

“continuity on a large scale” (Mbiti, 1975, 35). In this way, questions arose about the absence of

African perspectives in history as the image. We questioned the flattened voices of African

dancers. Searching for this point of connection from inside the dancing circle, we considered our

own implication in this predominant terminology and narrative of origins in dance discursive

practices, the idée fixe of “African dance” and “world dance” that is studied separately from

“dance history.”

D. Power and Ethical Responsibility in the Hermeneutic Circle

In drawing attention to the way past, present and future exist in the hermeneutic circle

and making “simultaneous” connections between “bodies of knowers” and the “body of

knowledge,” the hermeneut thus understands and highlights through a scholarly argument what

has long been known in Africa and in other non-African indigenous traditions. Remember, Mbiti

(1975) says the continuity of time is observed through “Mother earth” and her cycles (33).

Likewise, a “power in the universe” that is “mysterious…[and] available to certain human
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beings…[who] have visions” (37) suggests a continuity between self and other through or

knowers and knowledge because it is understood that “the world and the universe have no end”

(ibid., 44). Similarly, Castaldi writes about African dance where one finds “the living memory of

a collective body in dialogue with past generations” (2006, 3). There, the dancer’s ethical

responsibilities are found in her or his implication in “the continual redefinition of the

relationship between the past and the present [as well as]… for the construction of a meaningful

future….[because] past, present, and future are continually transformed in the dancing circle”

(Castaldi, 2006, 3).

As explained, when dancing African movement in the dancing circle I was aware of this

textured sound of the “rhythm in the baseline.” This conveyed to me how time, history and

interconnectivity were observed symbolically in the movement and pointed me toward an ethical

responsibility of constructing a meaningful future for the next generation. At the same time, I

knew about the affecting powers of African dance, what is described in Luo as juogi. Juogi refers

to the power embodied in an action like dancing. When this is connected to the unending circle

of ancestral knowledge and directed humbly and meaningfully towards the good, juogi can

contribute to the abundance and future of a community71. This power is understood in the

dancing circle and named differently in each African community. It can be seen through the

African spiritual understanding of interconnectivity, which not only allows for continuity

between past, present and future but also the juogi embodied within various interconnected

phenomena.

If there is a power in dancing and I interpret “voices” that were silenced beneath what

Foucault called “the events” of history, then how would I behave responsibly with this power?
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For Foucault, knowledge is power. For me, knowledge of history and interconnectivity was a

power that pointed to the phenomenon of the outer shell of my light skinned body, which is “the

colour of sand” (Dissertation Journal, Fall, 2004). I would have to consider that when I dance

African movement in the circle my body symbolises and references a colonial past,

appropriation, a present economic disparity, and an idea of an uncertain future in Africa that is

based on economic disparities in so-called First World/Third World economics. Numerous

complications arose.

I was not alone in wondering about this. My dancing body, when dancing African

movement, shouts of a complex distance from the movement in that my body signifies its distinct

relationship to historical time and colonial power. Castaldi (2006) also discusses this

complication for her, saying how as an ethnographer/dancer of European origin her body is “a

visible sign of mediation” between the colonial past and the present, “a mediating nexus between

theory and practice…inserted into a corporeal field, a corpus of histories that reaches back to

previous generations of ethnographers and the historical cradle of ethnographic practice:

colonialism” (5).

Despite distances, I was determined to find a way to disrupt the roots of positivism

through my female Irish Canadian body, to develop a means of moving as a philosopher-dancer

through non-dualism “beyond mental habits and assumed authority” in western discourses about

history, aesthetics and philosophy, the “old pond” (Fraleigh, 1999, 211). At one level metaphor

in African movement connected to the meaning in an African worldview as explained. At

another level, in the fusion of lived bodies in the dancing circle, I considered the way social

scientific thinking places “frames” around constructs such as “African” and “Western.” In
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reinforcing binaries and polarities, these frames can contribute to the repression of non-western

cultures, sometimes unknowingly, because some thoughts are vehicles of hegemonic power,

evolved in a culture that represented non-westerners through the trope of non-western otherness.

With recognition that such frames can sometimes be used, perhaps unconsciously, to impose

“‘communicative hegemony’ on our relationship with less powerful others” (Page, 1991, 269), I

sought to aid movement, language and arguments that worked against such impositions.

In the writing and dancing this study I would thus muddy waters in the “old pond” using

tools of hermeneutics, phenomenology, African philosophies, poetic voice, and feminist/cultural

theories. Each would bring “new streams” into the “old pond.” Within the polyrhythmic

theoretical model explained, including the interconnection between the hermeneutic circle and

the non-linear conception of time in an African worldview, I find a way to include my own

rhythm. The section below shows how as the researcher I am “situated” in the hermeneutic

circle. This provides a transition into Sections II and III of this chapter where I reach toward a

conclusion while discussing some of the problems encountered in “radically international” dance

pedagogy, thus providing some insight to the practical application of this particular polyrhythmic

theoretical composition.

When reading the next section remember a “radically international” approach to dance is

achieved through the inter-embodiment of multiple “voices.” Important to remember are four

lines of rhythm that beat beneath my improvised phrases: African theorists and dancers or

drummers in the oral tradition at the rhythmic baseline; philosophical questions about power

discussed in the second interlocking rhythm; emancipatory research which provides the third

interlocking line of rhythm and complements the other two with its emphasis on empowerment
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of individuals and communities; and a fourth line of rhythm that interlocks with the three

previous rhythms, referring to intensified interest in finding knowledge in-between binaries

during the 1990s. Remember that these works sounded over previous decades and provide four

interlocking lines of rhythm which create room for another possibility, an “epistemological

break” about studying meaning through inter-embodiment.

As suggested in previous chapters, in this polyrhythmic composition meaning is often

engaged from unique perspectives, sometimes with poetic language while questioning through

inter-embodiment. In my “improvised movements” the lived body and poetic (sensuous) voice

are instruments of “knowing” about “the body of knowledge.” A purpose of listening to unique

perspectives could be put the following way: Although poststructuralism was useful to help draw

relationships between ideas and discourses and break down labels or categories, it has not been

as useful to see how these insights can be interpreted and applied to understanding distinct

phenomena (knowing, learning, dancing). In contrast, when “knowing” and “knowledge” are

explored as intersected it is possible to unearth a link between analysis and inter-embodiment.

That link between knowing and knowledge is a fundamental aspect of an intercorporeal theory.

Therefore, to further unearth that link between knowing and knowledge, between inter-

embodiment and analysis, (and before jumping forward to discuss some of the issues involved in

radically international dance pedagogy) I jump back. Only for a moment I wait beside the old

pond, reflecting on how the seed of this dissertation was planted.

Situating myself inside the hermeneutic circle this way with poetic language, I stand back

and acknowledge the whole of this particular polyrhythmic theoretical system. In so doing, I

recognise that doing this work is not simple for scholars or learners. It is about peeling away all
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frames (i.e., self, time, place, country, skin) and exploring outside what one may think is

“known.” In jumping back I thus provide a motion sense for you, the reader. The rhythm is what

I experienced in my “lived body” as I negotiated meaning and considered the dissertation topic

in Fall 2004, during the first year of my PhD studies. In this writing, I invite the reader to sense

with me in new (old) ways. I ask the reader to “level-jump” from “the body of knowledge” to

“the body of the knower” for a moment, following me through a complex of interrelated

experiences.

The framework of “simultaneity,” like a polyrhythmic structure, recognises that each

rhythm is important to the whole and that parts are interconnected, even as they are unique.

Remembering the whole, the reader can thus follow my “improvised phrases” in this

choreographed approach to writing about dance, philosophy, aesthetics, and time (history)—all

aspects of a radically international approach to dance.

E. The Situated Self in the Hermeneutic Circle: Conceiving a “conversation” with history
through the corporeal

When I started developing these ideas at Temple University in Fall 2004 I needed to find

a way to use the logic of the academy to subvert “common sense” categorical distinctions. I

knew intuitively I would find answers because my body was active with questions as I twisted in

my core and pressed my feet toward the earth in African dance class. Inside the dancing circle I

knew that past, present, and future are continually transformed because this African worldview

was in line with my personal philosophy and life experiences. I knew the symbols in dance are

about transformations as I had learned over time72.
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If “the fusion of bodies and spirits” is being transformed in the dancing circle in Africa,

then what was transforming in my Irish Canadian body as I danced and developed this

methodology? To find this answer, I look back to what I was sensing and processing in the first

few months of my PhD studies when I wondered about language and distances between my

embodied experiences of African movement and meanings conveyed by the cultural community

in Africa where the movement came from. At another level, I had the particular experience of

developing these ideas in Philadelphia, in the context of an American culture where I perceived

“oppositions” to be emphasised and exaggerated. When I went for long walks in the city I

noticed the history and spiritual shame of the nation:

Breath is short here, shallow. Still, constant. I do not know the land or people. I
see spirits walking among us, but they are unfamiliar, often cold. I know that
blood was been shed because it screams at me in the day, at night (Dissertation
Journal, Fall 2004).

My feet hurt as they drummed on broken cement blocks, and dance experiences in the circle tore

at thin layers between the living and the dead. At times, before the noise and joys of the city

began to dull my experiences, the screams of ancestors sounded loud and my body hurt in places.

I wailed at the history I observed between buildings, inside cracked walls of churches where

African Americans once sat in the rafters in the old city:

Signs are everywhere about ancestors of enslaved people and of those who hold
power. They are buried under floorboards. I know the stories and I remember
again, painfully. I am foreign (Dissertation Journal, Fall 2004).

I wondered about the absence of aboriginal people from this landscape and listened for ghosts

inside walls. For me, African dance class and my own dance practice whenever I found a place

to dance alone, was a haven from this constant pounding I experienced elsewhere.
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Hair and Ghosts

My mother is the colour of sand like her mother, and our mothers before that. We have dark,
thick hair.
Sand sifts,
Now history and political movements intermingles in our family, and laughter.

When our ancestors came to North America my sister says they gave up our cultural identity to
ghosts.
Dancing, I listen for ghosts.
My father is a ghost.

Another Place

Listen.
Hospital room
Looks at two
Sister mountains.
Sister lions,
Old as life.

Wait.
Snow falls and March creaks out twilight. A thousand paper cranes cast shadow patterns that
would help him recover.
Candle. Light.

Breathe.
Rhythmic, constant.
I sing for him: “those who have died have never ever left…” 73

Breath is the only dynamic.
Holding his cold bones,
Together we share an old story. He smiles with me.
Eyes closed.

Face sallow. Morphine drip.

Breath is small.
Body is pain skeleton,
Lying, I tell him it is okay,
Not to wait.
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Breath.
I sing for him: “the dead have a pact with the living...
Listen more often to things than to being”74.

No breath.
Still. Sudden Shudder.
He inhabits me and is gone.

Maybe not. Check.

No breath.

Grief is not what people think. It is not crying and wailing. It follows you to another country and
buries itself there, under the floorboards. 75

Now a new place, “Another Country” where grief is buried
Under floorboards
Inside walls.
Screams
Jarring my rough underflesh,
exposed like broken
Veins.
Blood splinters.

Breath is short, shallow. Ghosts among us are unfamiliar to me, often cold. Blood screams at
night,
Inside toes

Listen.
Nanticoke, Susquehama, Delaware, Montauk, Munsee, Mahican, Tutelo, Monacan, Powhatan.

Breath.

Listen for ghosts.
Signs about ancestors are buried under floorboards. I search, remembering painfully
Walking painfully over cement blocks,
“When Rita Joe came to the city she said, the cement hurt her feet.”76

Breath.
Dancing, listen to ghosts.

Drum beats rhythm. Feet scratch earth, hands shiver through fingernails.
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II. World Dance: Theorising Radically International Dance Pedagogy

“Live(d)” in “lived experiences” marks the double meanings of experience. The
first of these is “lived experience,” referring to past experiences that are assumed
to be historically recollectable. The second is “live experience,” referring to
ongoing experiences of the moment.

Ted T. Aoki, 2005, 335

A. Intercorporeal “Conversations” and Live(d) Experiences

Remember the research is framed through two questions, how can I illuminate a view of

dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a

way that does not create another case study to sit outside of dance discourse? Over the last three

and a half chapters I have established a polyrhythm of multiple “voices.” The works of African

scholars, African (Luo) drummers and dancers provide a “rhythmic baseline” that I listen to and

this is what clarified the need to focus on Luo dance as an expression of cultural memory in

Chapter 2; it also informs the other rhythms added. These rhythms counted out by previous

generations suggest that history is not a narrative at all but instead “lives” in our experiences, in

what we know, and in the dancing circle. That is, we each experience a discourse about history

superimposed as an ideological narrative over our experiences, which are found beneath

“history” as such. We each carry “interlocking rhythms” that we add—personal ones, cultural

narratives that include family histories, and identification with geographic locations or nations.

But why have a “conversation” with dance history? The way that “world dance” courses

are taught separately as add-on elective courses suggests “history” is as Ted Aoki discusses both

“‘lived experience,’ referring to past experiences that are assumed to be historically

recollectable….[and] ‘live experience,’ referring to ongoing experiences of the moment” (Aoki,

2005, 418). If asked, Aoki would see this in the Contact Zone choreography process because
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“Live(d)” in “lived experiences marks the double meanings of experience” (ibid., 418). In Aoki’s

terms, the world dance teacher faces both “lived experience” of a separation between European

and non-European discourses and the “live experience” that each student has in the classroom.

In a world dance class the professor most often has to assume the room will be fractured

by the “multiplicity of Multiculturalism” discussed by Aoki (ibid.). At least in the varied

populations of dance and humanities classrooms I have taught in over 8 years, almost no past

experiences can be assumed historically recollectable by the group. The professor is forced to be

highly selective when deciding which movement traditions, post-histoires (petit-recits), and

cultural information she or he will teach over a semester. Therefore, inevitably in a world dance

class many dance traditions are left out, and choices about what to cover are always informed by

a person’s limited knowledge, experience, skill, access to available resources, and time.

Added to these limitations, when a professor brings up non-European dance traditions she

or he runs into an idée fixe. Perhaps Aoki would call this a “live(d) experience” of colonial

history that is historically recollectable, but it is most often unspoken. The difficulty of “looking”

(at what is visible) is what the professor encounters: an idea of “culture.” The act of “looking” is

part of the process of going in-between representation and embodiment. As discussed in

reference to Irigaray’s (1993) sensible transcendental or Stoller’s (1997) sensuous scholarship, it

is possible to articulate what is “in-between” frames, to where one processes and transforms

meaning. However, some if not all students will likely resist this “live experience” of learning at

times.

This problem of “live(d) history” was theorised by Aoki in connection to the meaning of

“live(d) curricula.” Much like the Contact Zone described, Aoki suggests that when individuals
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and their uniqueness are included in an education process the reality is ultimately a non-

standardised process. Stated differently, educators who acknowledge that each student interprets

a curriculum differently will recognise the presence of numerous “live(d) curricula” or “multiple

voices.” This was certainly the case in the Contact Zone where there were 11 diverse

interpretations of the curriculum in addition to my own. In acknowledging this diversity of

interpretation and understanding, educators and students are forced to acknowledge that meaning

and its embodiment can also refuse static terms, definitions, and standards to reflect a more

circular process characteristic of somatic learning. Learning becomes something alive, breathing,

and non-linear. Aoki would say this signals a “live(d) curriculum” which he interprets as the

“Rhizomean curricular landscape” (Aoki, 2005, 419). In the rhizomean landscape there exist no

abstractions but only individuals like teacher and students who are acknowledged for their

individuality, uniqueness and for how they complicate meaning. The “multiplicity of

Multiculturalism” in this context thus looks like “a textured web of connecting lines that, like

rhizomean plants, shoot from here to there, and everywhere working through, nourished by the

humus” (ibid., 419).

The Contact Zone is similar to the rhizomean curricular landscape but is better described

through the polyrhythmic theoretical model because this acknowledges a certain hierarchical

order. When discussing difficult issues in the Contact Zone, one acknowledges interlocking

rhythms about power and history sounded in previous decades while helping students blur the

boundaries between self and other, representation and embodiment. However, students need a

theoretical background to process difficult issues that can arise, and these issues would not

necessarily be handled or adequately addressed in a rhizomean landscape. In this case, theories
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that acknowledge the contributions of the rhythmic baseline could guide students or dancers with

a ladder out of some highly charged discussions. Precisely how one draws on theories as an

educator may become clearer as I describe some of the problems associated with teaching these

ideas in dance studies.

Dance processes thus offer a hope of a non-standardised curriculum for “world dance”

that could help teachers and students co-create a “radically international” live(d) dance history

and aesthetics. However, as any process as complex as the Contact Zone would attest, it

involves introducing students to various theories that can help them interpret and dissipate an

idea of “origins” found in the ideology of a narrative of history. Most dance professors will

likely shun this idea, understandably complaining about not even having enough time in a

semester to teach one dance tradition, let alone history and theory. However, a problem of a

hierarchy exists in dance studies that needs to be addressed. Therefore, dance professors need to

decide whether or not they are implicated in these dance discursive practices.

The problem is recognised when regarding some differences between “world dance

classes” and, for example “modern dance classes,” something explained in previous chapters in

relation to how I learned about Doris Humphrey versus Luo dances. In a modern dance technique

class it is often possible to teach one tradition with a degree of depth, sometimes over several

semesters. In addition, dance majors would likely take several different modern classes over the

course of a degree and would become familiar with a variety of technical approaches. Added to

this, there are often opportunities for students to learn of modern techniques elsewhere. Some

context would be provided in at least one “dance history” class that is often than where the

histories of numerous modern dance traditions from Europe and the United States, and possibly
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jazz dance history, are taught as part of a required course for dance majors. Therefore, some

context of European American traditions—and even often some African American traditions—

can be “assumed to be historically recollectable” by dance majors.

The situation for “world dance” is quite different. The array of dance traditions that fall

under this umbrella is vast, and teachers do not have assurances that the history of a particular

tradition will be taught elsewhere. At the same time, the binary between European and non-

European discourses can make the need to identify the history of non-European traditions seem

more urgent. Stated differently, perceptions about the simplicity of non-European dances so

widespread that, as seen in Chapter 3, this can create pedagogical problems that add further

complications as various students embody the movement. This is linked to the discussion in

Chapter 2. Those problems are part and parcel with what Michel Duchet (1985) points out, the

idea that under Enlightenment non-Europeans were understood as a people “without history.”

For many reasons, it can thus be difficult for the world dance teacher to choose precisely what

aspect of “world dance” to teach. The problem in these classes is either that the emphasis on

history is too high for students’ liking, or that the focus is on experience at the expense of

history.

Just as an assumed hierarchy about which dance traditions are deemed significant to

“dance history” exists, the same could be said of dance aesthetics. Firmly entrenched practices

thus work against establishing “radically international” dance pedagogy and for this reason, it

may seem impossible to achieve. It is true that the separation of discourses about Europeans and

non-Europeans is monolithic, but dance professors have an ethical responsibility to more

accurately reflect the post-histoire era. For dance professors who teach in diverse settings it can
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seem absurd to teach mainly European and European-American dance histories to a group of

diverse students. However, resources are limited, and as my description of looking at Luo dance

history will attest, and the terrain “world dance” is fraught with difficult “issues of race.”

The Contact Zone choreography process offers hope of a solution to some of these

problems. It is not that the Contact Zone solved the myriad of pedagogical problems associated

with teaching “world dance” at once and the process was often flawed. However, it provided a

basis for theorising about a “radically international” methodology for dance history, and a means

through which to contemplate pedagogical problems that arise through such studies. My

descriptions of Contact Zone rehearsals illustrate that when discussing world dance we might

often “hold better conversations by way of movement” (student journal). Remember, this same

student later wrote of inter-embodied communication in the Contact Zone class as “a beautiful

thing…. For the first time in my life I felt that conversation of the physical was more present

than the verbal.”

Despite the beauty encountered there, several problems are likely to arise when a

professor acknowledges lived bodies in the classroom. A Contact Zone changes how we

remember “history.” However, when history no longer seems like an abstract narrative that is

imposed, instead it becomes a highly personal act that changes the conceptualisation of self-other

relationships. When people are changed in these ways, through inter-embodiment, it affects both

personal and shared investments in cultural narratives or ideologies that have real impacts on self

perception. Such processes raise questions about lived experiences of discourse, how we are each

implicated in an “imaginary body.”
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In the remainder of this section I discuss some of the problems that can often arise in the

Contact Zone and appreciate some difficulties associated with doing this work with dancers.

Remember, the “rhythmic baseline,” that steady beat from which all other rhythms are overlaid.

Steadily in each chapter I moved closer to the “radically international” intercorporeal theory

understood through this particular polyrhythmic theoretical composition. First, I suggested

“history” is not a narrative but instead “lives” in our experiences and a generation of African

scholars at the rhythmic baseline clarified the need to “reset” the events of history and refigure

an image of humanity. To reset history is to displace a gaze that presents “a hostile notion of

difference, one that sneaks the masterful unmarked categories in through the back door”

(Haraway, 2004, 59). Therefore, to “reset” the events of history I need to disrupt undifferentiated

notions of “difference” told just as the histories of particular women were subsumed beneath

them. Much like Haraway’s (2004) analysis of Sojourner Truth’s re-written speech, “what most

needs cleaning up here is an inability to hear [her] language, to face her specificity, to

acknowledge her….” (59).

This emphasis of the work brought into focus Luo dance as an expression of cultural

memory in Chapter 2, and informed the other “rhythms” added, including the rhythms of each

dancer in the Contact Zone. However, when reaching for a radically international approach to

dance, it is wise to understand and articulate several problems that will likely be encountered.

B. The Problem of Language

When theorising a radically international dance pedagogy during Contact Zone rehearsals

two aspects of “live(d) history” were most evident and complicated the problem of how to

communicate about world dance. First is the problem of how language is valued in the West over
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embodied processes. As I stated at the beginning of Chapter one, the binary between the West

and Africa is an idée fixe so embedded within current that it can dominate other possibilities

inherent in our language, thoughts and processes. Hierarchical linguistic codes serve as cues that

connote meanings, and these are difficult to overcome because they are so embedded that they

are known unconsciously. Therefore, language and thought may provide a means to understand

lived experience, but might not help when communicating about experience in the sensible

transcendental. In fact, because hierarchies are so embedded in discourse, we may be better

predisposed to theorising intercorporeally about some issues. However, the demands of such a

pedagogical process are high.

Both students and teachers need help recognising how meaning and understanding can be

achieved through inter-embodiment and some difficulties encountered during such a process

were discussed in the previous chapter with reference to the Contact Zone. Despite these

challenges, many students seem eager to understand meaning through inter-embodiment.

Frequently, they see how kinaesthetic/emotional processes inform not just their theoretical

knowledge, but their personal development. In the Contact Zone I valued “incorporation,” what

Connerton (1989) referred to as non-verbal processes of understanding, as an important way to

help students understand how their experiences are informed by different discourses like

“history.” As one student quoted in Chapter 3 wrote, in previous classes she had always focused

on learning through firmly entrenched visual and linguistic codes. In contrast, the Contact Zone

emphasised a process that contradicted the hierarchy of symbolism she was so used to seeing:
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Our bodies are symbols in almost every way—sexualized, aged, abled, gendered,
and raced. However, our bodies also create their own meanings….the bodies
move around each other weaving and unweaving. This [dance] must be a
language constantly being recreated (student journal).

This quotation shows how symbols and codes through which the student understood “identity”

began to unravel. This points back to the idea of transphenomenal level jumping indicated in

Model 3 (pg. 217) in that symbols and frames might be slower to change in reference to a “body

of knowledge.” However, in the “bodies of knowers” change often happens much more quickly.

This way change happens more slowly in language and discourse is reflected in a broader

view of dance discursive practices over time as pointed out in a discussion of simultaneity and

transphenomenal level jumping. As discussed, changes are happening slowly in dance as a “body

of knowledge” and various perspectives have emerged in the dance field since the 1980s that

focus upon the importance of the dancing body in culture. Some scholars have emphasised cross-

cultural comparisons and analyses of numerous traditions side-by-side. Over the last 20 years,

dance scholars in Europe and North America thus accelerated challenges to discursive practices

that created an image of a “universal body” in dance, or that indicated European or European

American artists as the sole “pioneers” of modern dance.

However, this is not “new knowledge” in the field. It was forty years ago that

Kealiinohomoku (2001) suggested that terms like “ethnic” are a thinly veiled form of

ethnocentrism and since this time her article has been published numerous times, pointing to its

continued relevance. Similarly, Walther (1979) also wrote of the need for a cross-cultural

approach to dance criticism in the 1980’s, during the era of increased “multicultural awareness.”

Further, African American dance artists such as Katherine Dunham or Pearl Primus fought
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perceptions of their bodies as “ethnic” and thereby “inferior” in the 1930s and 1940s, long before

there was a venue to debate such things in academic circles. In other words, an awareness of

how identity issues interface with dance aesthetics is not a new phenomenon, but the issue has

more recently gained currency in dance studies, which shows that a shift happens more quickly

in bodies than in language and discourse.

Therefore, in looking at dance discursive practices over time with regard to the research

questions, it is important to remember another way history “lives.” The research questions are

about establishing a transnational and transhistorical approach to dance history and aesthetics, an

idea that may seem appealing. But dance curricula and scholarship may not always have caught

up to “lived” innovations in the field. In regard to dance education, the bureaucracy or

practicality of making changes to education programmes sometimes means that teachers lag

behind actual changes in consciousness. Unfortunately, classes in dance appreciation and

aesthetics often still reference a dance heritage like “modern concert dance” or “American

ballet” as a main background, with teachers helping to place the student historically in

relationship to a particular history of dance movement. As discussed, teachers might think that

all students reference a common heritage of dance, with other dance traditions adding an

interesting enrichment to their education. Therefore, even though the currency of

multiculturalism has caused dance scholars to question the odd shape of dance history in

discussing the “body of knowledge,” the way we approach the lived experience of learning, the

lived body of the “knower” is likely to be influenced by a lack of available audio-visual

resources and curriculum still tend to reference a European, displacing non-western dance forms

as a sideline.
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C. Radically International Curricula is a “Live(d) Curricula”

The second aspect of lived history is “live(d) curricula.” Ted Aoki (2005) laments an

institutionalised language of education that “feels choked, out of breath, caught in a landscape

wherein ‘curriculum’ as master signifier is restricted to planned curriculum with all its supposed

splendid instrumentalism” (423). He is concerned this institutionalised language of education

may influence educators to become that language, become its standards and linearity. However,

when individuals and their uniqueness are included in an education process similar to the Contact

Zone the reality may be non-standardised. Dance processes which are alive and non-linear thus

offer hope for educators who seek to complicate meaning and its embodiment because dance can

refuse static standards through circular, somatic learning processes.

What happens when such processes are infused into our higher education curriculum

through a “radically international” polyrhythmic dance pedagogy? As noted, Aoki’s vision of a

rhizomean landscape is similar to the polyrhythmic composition that dancers explored in the

Contact Zone. Aoki calls on educators with a strong sense of poetics like those in the arts to help

redefine the landscape of education and our discussions of it as he signals for a “live(d)

curriculum” (2005, 419). In the Contact Zone I sought to redefine that landscape. Exciting

insights were found in spaces in-between, what I theorised in Chapter 3 through Irigaray’s

“sensible transcendental.” Similarly, Aoki draws from Deleuze (1987) who wrote of multiplicity

as “not the elements, but what there is between, the between as a site of relations which are not

separate from each other. Every multiplicity grows in the middle” (Deleuze and Parnet, 1987,

q.f. Aoki, 2005, 420). This focus of the Contact Zone where dancers explored the sensible

transcendental and of Aoki’s rhizomean curricular landscape shifts attention toward the
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generative possibilities of “ambivalent spaces,” which are between the live(d) and planned

curricula, but are neither/nor; “where it is no longer possible to cross smoothly and quickly”

(420).

What is in this ambivalent space? Therein lies a transformative power. Focusing on it

involves shifting thinking from the “seen” (what can be analysed, thought about, and understood

objectively) toward what can be felt, sensed, heard and embodied. This does not mean analysis

is discarded. On the contrary, as the rhythmic baseline indicates analysis is necessary. This view

of the educational process is interactive because it is experienced differently and at the same time

determined by the “lived body” of each person in the room. The professor thus needs to

acknowledge both live(d) curricula and live(d) history exist in the contact zone and this is an

aspect of the methodology acknowledged behind a radically international approach to dance

pedagogy.

D. Shifting Thinking about Aesthetics, History and Somatics: Transformative Power

A shift in thinking is required to ensure dance majors learn to recognise and articulate

their own perspectives about dance aesthetics and history in relation to a number of aesthetic

styles, thereby situating themselves within a radically international view of dance history,

aesthetics and culture. Important to this shift in thinking about the body in global culture is the

idea of perceiving and sensing the body, especially one’s own body, through an aesthetic lens. I

am talking about the somatic body, which is usually considered part of a core curriculum in

dance education with courses being offered in “dance science and somatics.” Remember, the

soma is the “body as we perceive it and experience our potential, not the person we believe

others see when they look at us” (Fraleigh, 2004, 1-2). Despite its obvious importance to dance,
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the soma may be overlooked in classes about dance aesthetics and dance history. Even in this

field about an embodied art form educators are only just beginning to explore the processes by

which cultural values are experienced and internalised, and only a handful of scholars have

begun to theorise a pedagogical space that accounts for the exploration of these processes.

My discussion of the research questions demonstrates a need for dance educators

consider at least three aspects of dance education—aesthetics, history and somatics—as

intertwined in “world dance” curricula. To remind, the research is framed through two questions,

how can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational? How can I write

about Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another case study to sit outside of dance

discourse? The previous chapter shows students can be assisted to make a connection to the

soma and to experiences of transnationalism while at the same time understanding on a personal

level something about the cultural and political representation of their own bodies.

Aesthetics, history and somatics are each vitally important interrelated aspects of dance

education and are even connected to personal empowerment for dance majors. This was inferred

in a discussion by Cooper Albright (2003), who describes a studio course in which she explored

how her own and her students’ bodies could be used to think about what she called “culturally

different bodies” (177). Likewise, some other dance scholars have also inferred that somatic

processes offer possibilities of transforming alienating cultural representations through

embodiment in dance processes. For example, Summers-Bremner (2000) contemplates the

mirror-dancer relationship with an eye on its transformational possibilities.

Summers-Bremner (2000) looks at transformational possibilities of dancing by exploring

a relationship between aesthetics and somatics in the analysis of the mirror-dancer relationship.
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At one time, the dancer’s interplay with the mirror image provided an interesting basis for some

feminist theorising in dance, and this was viewed as a symbolic re-enactment of woman’s

alienation from her self-image and sense of herself (e.g., Dempster, 1988; Adair, 1992).

However, Summers-Bremner wonders whether the study of this relationship can aid in the

transformation of her alienation from her own self-image. That is, rather than only describing

and analysing a condition of the symbolic re-enactment of alienation she theorises the space in-

between the mirror and the self. As discussed in relation to the Contact Zone, this leads

Summers-Bremner to employ Irigaray’s sensible transcendental as a “transformative power” that

can “present us with connections where we may have been previously unaware of the strength of

our need to keep things apart” (ibid., 98). Seen in this light, the sensible transcendental provides

a powerful tool of transformation because it highlights a power of connection between a somatic

experience of dance and understanding one’s own objectification in culture.

Jill Green (1998) also discusses the importance of dancers making a connection between

the soma and the body’s representation in the mirror from a feminist perspective. She calls this

having an awareness of the “politicized body.” In her work with dancers at the university level,

Green suggests that the common emphasis upon body shape and form in dance both affects and

is informed by the presence of a body ideal in dance classrooms. This body ideal is emphasised

in the way that some teachers in dance programs criticize and judge students for being what they

perceive as “overweight.” The students’ experiences of and response to this body ideal may be

exacerbated in classes where teachers are pushing them to fit into a shape and a form that is

beyond what their bodies can achieve. For instance, students may feel pressure to lose weight. At

the same time, they may be told regularly they need to gain greater flexibility in the “turn out”
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muscles. Rather than emphasizing correct technique, they might try to reach 180-degree turn out

when their flexibility level is incapable of this. Green points out that because technique classes

are usually taught in front of a mirror, the dancer’s perception about the mirror image of her or

his body, rather than a somatic experience, is a significant part of being in class.

Green (1998) theorises a pedagogical space that accounts for the exploration of the

processes by which cultural values are often experienced and internalised by women in a dance

classroom. Her work and Summers-Bremner’s connects to the Contact Zone because both focus

on the importance finding the link in dance education between the soma and the body’s

representation in culture. Therefore, numerous dance scholars have theorised that space between

the visible mirror image as truth and the sensation of dancing where information is processed,

understood as in-between experience and objectification, carries a potential, a transformative

power. The polyrhythmic intercorporeal theory can be used in a pedagogical space that values

this space in-between experience and objectification as carrying a potential, a transformative

power. This transformative power is the basis of radically international dance pedagogy.

However, professors need to help students focus on both the embodiment of cultural

representation and its transformation in the sensible transcendental.

This connects to the central objective of this section, which is to say that radically

international dance pedagogy requires a shift in thinking toward perceiving and sensing the body,

especially one’s own body, through an aesthetic lens. That suggests the need for dance educators

to consider aesthetics, history and somatics in terms of their interrelationship. Influenced by

critical pedagogy, my teaching is directed toward student “empowerment,” and is about finding

transformative possibilities of education even while I find the notion of “giving” empowerment
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or giving voice to be problematic. Like Shapiro and Shapiro (2002), I believe “I can ask

questions and provide the students both the space and time to speak and I can listen and try to

hear what their concerns are….I cannot ‘give’ them their voice. They must do that for

themselves” (33). Therefore, my teaching is centred on fostering students’ increased critical

awareness of their politicised bodies.

In the Contact Zone I sought to open such a discussion and student performances or

exercises highlighted the increased awareness about their bodies in culture. I believe dance

majors and non-majors need to consider carefully what others are saying about their bodies,

either explicitly or implicitly, within a larger cultural framework. In the Contact Zone they had

an opportunity to reflect on their own aesthetic perceptions, as well as those that are favoured by

their teachers, fellow students, dance critics and audiences. But I also learned that to give

adequate attention to issues that will arise in a Contact Zone, dancers and dance educators must

be informed how their own aesthetic perspectives fit within the rubric of contemporary critical

dance theory.

What I am discussing here is that dance classrooms are not hermetically sealed. On this

level, dance education that blends a focus on aesthetics, history and somatics is connected to

education for multiplicity (e.g., multiculturalism). This is because it involves an intercorporeal

re-theorisation of the taken for granted or what Gramsci discussed as “common knowledge.”

This kind of work follows after the third line of rhythm discussed as “emancipatory knowledge”

at the beginning of this chapter, and the fourth line of rhythm that came in the 1990s where

researchers in education with an emancipatory intent, similar to Shapiro and Shapiro quoted

above, questioned whether it was too grandiose to imagine one can offer “emancipation” to one’s
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students. What many came to recognise is that educators can at least raise questions for students

with an aim to help them “see differently.”

On the part of the professor, this type of education requires patience and an awareness of

responsibility for the professor with regard to accepting whatever will unfold. In dance

classrooms one needs time to process the information—intellectually, emotionally, at an intuitive

level, kinaesthetically. My research in the Contact Zone, along with Green’s (1998), Cooper-

Albright’s (2003), and others’ in education (e.g., (Britzman et. al, 1993; hooks, 1994) shows that

students often feel the impact of aesthetic judgments about their bodies. This can be volatile. For

example, dance students may internalise negative judgments or a projected body ideal in the way

that a person can internalise sexist, homophobic, or racist comments. The internalisation of

negative judgments in a university dance class can have considerable impact on young people

who are at a critical developmental stage. Often dance majors are also at an impressionable age,

living away from their parents for the first time and preparing to embark on a career as a dancer

or dance teacher. If students are not provided opportunities to critique how they are being judged

in class, they are more likely to personalize comments from their teachers than to attribute

comments to perspectives that are culturally based.

Despite the difficulties, a class that combines somatics, history and aesthetics will also

prepare students for how to face criticism—a significant part of being a dancer. Thus, these three

aspects of dance education, somatics, history and aesthetics, must be considered in terms of their

interrelatedness.
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E. Untraining Docile Bodies: Determining the Course Population

Jill Green’s (1998) study shows that placing the pedagogical focus upon dance students’

soma can help them achieve a sense of personal engagement in articulating their own responses

to criticism. Green discusses the issue with reference to Foucault’s “docile body,” calling

attention to the way discipline and power function in relation to her students, who she says are

trained in dance classes to disconnect from inner sensory feedback in order to achieve difficult

physical exercises and who also are often required to conform to standardized behaviours and

dress codes. A correlation with Foucault’s writings on the body seems appropriate given that the

message Green’s students had received from “corrections” was often that there was a right and a

wrong way to do things. Green’s students believed if they were corrected they were doing the

exercise “wrong” even though to do exercises “correctly” it was often important to numb their

bodies to pain. Over the years dance educators have observed how this problem frequently leads

to dancers exaggerating their “turn out,” which results in common dancer injuries of the knee or

hip, for example.

Like Green, I am looking at a pedagogical problem in a wider context of “the body

politic” and I share her concern about the limitations of dance training, which often places too

much emphasis on conditioning bodies, and not enough on the connection between mind and

body. This issue is topical in dance in higher education and concern about this inadequacy is

widespread in the field. For instance, apart from Green, other dance theorists have drawn similar

correlations between dance training and bodily repression. For example, Sherry Shapiro

described dance as having “an obsessive focus on matters of technique and performance,” and

said the art form, “as far as females are concerned is, arguably, a highly repressive aesthetic
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practice” (quoted in Shapiro and Shapiro, 2002, 31). Butterworth (2004) also believes that dance

training in higher education places too much emphasis on training. This concerns her since, as

her PhD research demonstrated, contemporary choreographic processes often rely upon dancers’

abilities to contribute dance movement through a democratic role with the choreographer. For

example, contemporary choreography processes might include uses of improvisation, working

from imagery, elaborating from thematic material, or involve dancers in making aesthetic

choices about shaping material that ensues through a developmental process. For these reasons

alone, dance majors need a “world dance” class that not only helps them understand how to

develop movement from raw material, but also helps them to be confident about their aesthetic

choices and clear about the quality of contributions they bring to a negotiated choreographic

process.

Green’s observations about how a disciplinary gaze can affect dance majors and

Butterworth’s discussion about qualities that choreographers find lacking in contemporary

dancers also resonate with my observations in the Contact Zone and over several years of

teaching dance to both dance majors and non-majors. One dance major quoted in Chapter 3

wrote during the Contact Zone process: “I began noticing that I was having difficulty with this

idea of ‘individual significance.’ I was lost trying to figure out how to successfully include my

own individuality through the movement that was naturally in my body” (student final essay).

This student had great difficulty expressing herself through dance, and it was difficult to see her

expression beyond lacklustre shapes and sequences of movement. Of course, for her this may not

have been about the effect of a disciplinary gaze and there were many variables at play. But

when observing this student in various ways throughout the process I saw this difficulty
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embodying cultural meaning and expressing herself creatively. This resonated with my own

findings over years of teaching dance majors and with others’ findings, as noted above, in that

this student’s difficulty with contributing creatively and embodying cultural meaning reflects a

larger phenomenon that frequently results from years of dance education. My teaching

experience is also not limited to a small group in the Contact Zone. For example, I taught similar

exercises to mixed classes of dance majors and non-majors over a four-year period and noticed

this kind of response occurred more often with dance majors. I also talked informally with other

teachers who had similar concerns. Indeed, these types of teaching experiences and concerns

were what led me to develop the Contact Zone choreography model.

Throughout these numerous teaching experiences and a review of related dance literature

I have come to recognise a methodology for radically international dance pedagogy involves

challenging western formalist assumptions about a mind/body split and bringing theory into

choreography processes by using Boalian style theatre techniques like what I discussed in

Chapter 3. The Contact Zone was such a process. There were those dancers who resisted the

process-oriented approach as discussed. Other problems also arose through inter-embodiment of

dance movement. For example, there were those students who had aesthetic judgements about

the movement, perceiving non-European movement as “simple.” Despite these difficulties, most

of the dancers engaged very seriously in the process.

I saw evidence of dance training in dance majors’ awareness of interpersonal space and in

their command of physical or technical exercises. However, I also noticed a heightened self-

consciousness in how they performed exercises, which were intended to help them develop raw

material for choreography. Understandably, dancers drew extensively from their technical and
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performance backgrounds, which resulted in a highly controlled way of presenting themselves.

But ballet gestures appeared out of context, for example, when students were asked to think of

everyday gestures and develop these through improvisation exercises. On the other hand, with

non-dance majors the task was straightforward. A gesture would be drawn from an experience

outside of dance class and then expanded on through promptings. Dance majors shied away from

“original” movement and resisted these exercises.

A radically international dance pedagogy must assist students to understand connections

between their somatic experiences, dance aesthetics, and dance history while going beyond the

limitations and “docility” developed in their “training.” This is done by involving students in

situating themselves and their own dance backgrounds in a polyrhythmic landscape. In an ideal

world, students would be able to do this over three or four semesters as one aspect of their dance

training. As noted by the discussion this would be significant for numerous reasons since it helps

them to understand their own dance tradition and histories in relation to a contact zone of

multiplicity and reflect on their somatic experiences as a “body in culture.” As discussed, this is

a powerful experience and is even connected to personal empowerment for dance majors.

F. Elements of a Live(d) Curricula for World Dance

Remember the research questions are about framing a transnational and transhistorical

view of dance. How can I illuminate a view of dance that is transhistorical and transnational?

How can I write about Luo women’s dance in a way that does not create another case study to sit

outside of dance discourse? A radically international dance class not only must assist dance

students to reflect on their somatic experiences as a “body in culture,” but also needs to help

them articulate the intersection between their artistic visions and their identities. As many have
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pointed out (e.g., Ellsworth, 1986; Green, 1998), this kind of terrain—involving students’

politicisation and awareness about cultural or racial identities—can be complicated. Since

educators are not free from power relationships, they are also likely to demonstrate imperfections

when approaching sensitive issues such as cultural identity, which can involve power dynamics.

The question becomes one of how to develop a dance curriculum that is widely useable

by educators for the purposes noted—to assist student reflections about their somatic experiences

as a “body in culture” and to help them gain insight into their own perspectives on aesthetics in

the context of contemporary dance theory and the changing canon. Understandably, teachers

reach for traditions and dance histories they are familiar with. They may feel ill equipped to

teach students about a tradition with which they are unfamiliar. Available audio-visual resources

also can fall short in their explanation and contextualization of a dance tradition. Some teachers

are also afraid to encounter a terrain that is racially charged, and may distinctly avoid “race

issues.” However, to be fair, dance teachers cannot avoid or systematically ignore the

experiences of some people attending their classes. The time for change is upon us, and the focus

of dance curricula should alter to reflect the fact that “the body as a focus for the study of culture,

power, and resistance is demonstrated in the prolific amount of writing about it currently in

circulation” (Shapiro and Shapiro, 2002, 31).

Unfortunately, because of the limitations of our discursive practices and curricular

supplements, “difference” is often represented in relation to a European, able-bodied dance

canon. This can reinforce the idea that non-canonical works should be placed in a “separate but

not equal” category. This worldview also is reinforced by an underlying fear of many “white”

artists that the rich heritage of European and European North American concert dance will be
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watered down if contemporary dance does not maintain a higher status than works that come

from different corners of the world. Marcia Siegel (1991) summarized this as a fear that “high

art” norms and criteria would be de-privileged, noting it as the underlying theme of the Dance

Critics Association conference titled “Looking Out: Critical Perspectives on World Dance.”

However, radically international dance pedagogy avoids the pitfall of representing

difference in relation to a canon. To assist this end, the concept of live(d) history can be

presented to a class as it was in the Contact Zone. This discussion could be furthered by

examining the issue of aesthetic perception through a cultural relativist lens. That is, issues like

racism, sexism or homophobia can be discussed in a way that is not bound by polarizing

arguments about “right” and “wrong,” but that sees perceptions about these categories as based

in particular cultural worldviews. At the same time, educators need to avoid a view that

“anything goes” in the classroom. For example, I do this by relating an anti-discrimination

policy. No one is allowed to inflict harm upon or discriminate against others in the class, and this

extends to all areas of interpersonal relations in class. The point is that our interactions should be

respectful, and all perspectives are listened to with a view that each individual brings a unique

experience to class. Students can be led through discussion of how we learn what is “right” or

“wrong” and I explain how this stems from values, beliefs, perceptions, and behaviours that are

enculturated.

To avoid the pitfall of presenting a canonical/non-canonical discourse, I present the view

that we each inhabit a body that is “cultural” and can be interpreted through a cultural

worldview. Students explore readings about connections between movement and cultural origins.

When they reflect on personal and cultural values through journal entries and develop informal
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movement presentations in small groups in a way similar to the Contact Zone, in journals and

class discussions they answer questions about how they learned cultural values and culture can

be discussed as being learned on many levels such as family, community, region, or nation. This

is often difficult for students whose own cultures are reified as the norm, but exercises like those

used in the Contact Zone help students to know of ways they are informed by culture, and also

help them start see one another on a level that is much deeper than they often do in university

classes. Importantly, this emphasis upon intercultural communication does not preclude a

discussion about how racism impacts upon peoples’ cultural perceptions. I mention this because

some scholars have expressed concerns that an overt focus on culture can be a way of deflecting

or refracting issues of race (e.g., Gunew, 2004). A discussion of racism can be brought to the

fore through a discussion of culture because I believe that racism is learned culturally, in a direct

relationship between culture, history and place.

A discussion about why certain works are considered canonical over others opens a

conversation that includes a diverse population and multiple histories, but the idea of being open

to whoever is present in the classroom requires that one is flexible as an educator. That is, if a

conversation moves in an important direction that expands on a theme in the course, I may

include an extra newspaper article or find another way to help direct the conversation to include

issues that are important to the students. In addition to being flexible to the various perspectives

in the classroom, it is important to allow for diverse experiences of students. In other words,

students should learn about theories offere, but should not be pigeon holed into a particular

version of what is “right” and important to know about “race” and “culture” simply because a

teacher believes that is important. This is Ellsworth’s (1986) concern that sometimes when
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problems of race are discussed in classrooms, even though this is done with a view of

empowering students, the resulting dialogue is anything but empowering for students of colour

and aboriginal students.

Again, my approach to dance education is not goal-oriented toward “giving”

empowerment, but it is important to recognise that such a course might raise internal conflicts for

students or help them see the world in a new way. I see my role as to guide students through

readings and exercises that are thematically organized around a subject, in this case of “world

dance.” Fraleigh’s (1999) concrete aesthetics is useful and she offers some suggestions for

observation, but she does not address what happens when students are unconscious of a

hierarchy of dance traditions they may have internalised. This is where the rhythmic baseline is a

useful metaphor, especially when an African tradition like Luo dance is being discussed.

This discussion points to the elusive ideal of students’ “safety.” I must be open to all the

meanings created by my students. However, in relation to “world dance” subjects students of

colour and aboriginal students often need their professor to create a measure of “safety” in the

studio/classroom where European American students are learning non-European movement. This

can be done through an open discussion of the “issues” but it takes time. It is a precarious

balance as exemplified in the Contact Zone where an African American student described how

she was disturbed by some ballet dancers who perceived of her movement as “simple.”

Therefore, before engaging in these complex discussions with students like how race politics can

inform a view of a dance hierarchy, theoretical readings are important because these help

students find the language to discuss such criticisms of non-European traditions that might feel
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personal and hurtful. The goal is to help them find language that assists their understanding and

articulation of the issues.

G. Teaching Interpretive Strategies through Dance

A few specific strategies I developed can help students have complex discussions about

dance and criticism. These exercises and readings can bring aesthetic differences to the surface

in a way that is non-judgemental, and so can be used early on in the process. Ideally, these

strategies would be employed over the course of a semester, after which point students could

engage in a Contact Zone process such as described in Chapter 3. The two courses hand in hand,

would prepare them to engage in a third one where “world dance history” was explored through

inter-embodiment, readings, dance presentations, and a research paper/presentation.

In a beginner course, students often start with terms and definitions. Here I can suggest

an approach to teaching a beginner course. As they are defining words like “aesthetics”,

“culture”, and “worldview”, students can observe Bill T. Jones’ Still/Here, a major work inspired

by Jones’ experience of living with HIV and losing his life partner to AIDS in the 1980s. The

video includes documentary footage of the process through which Jones created the piece,

including his interviews in various communities of volunteers across America. The volunteer

participants each had terminal illnesses and most were non-dancers. Jones conducted trust

exercises with the participants and asked them to contribute their personal stories of living with a

fatal illness as the basis for his dance.

After viewing this video, students can write a brief interpretive paper about Still/Here,

sharing their responses and summarizing other critical responses to the work. Jones’ Still/Here is

an appropriate choice for this exercise since the controversy over this work presents a clear
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articulation of the argument the between the formalist view of Arlene Croce (1995)—a well-

known critic for the New York Times—and various other perspectives. The controversy that

ensued upon publication of Croce’s statement was recorded in numerous articles and letters to

the editor, some of which were reprinted in DCA News. An analysis of the controversy provides

students with an entry into a discussion about how reviews sometimes impact dancers and

choreographers. This exercise grounds the students in the processes of interpreting, critiquing,

and writing about dance at the beginning of the course. Through the class discussion, I help

demystify the steps students can take when interpreting dance and place their aesthetic

perceptions along a continuum of critical perspectives. This assists a primary objective of the

curriculum, which is to help students differentiate their own opinions about dance aesthetics.

Discussions about critical strategies can help deepen students’ experiences of active

interpretation of dance. A look at Ann Daly’s (2002) article on “The Interested Act of Dance

Criticism” introduces students to a variety of contemporary theoretical approaches. Daly terms

these approaches as canonical, ethnographic, descriptive and feminist. In discussing different

types of dance criticism, Daly describes Croce’s article as “a manifesto of canon criticism”

(Daly, 2002, xxix) in that Croce adheres to a formalist perspective. Unlike Croce, Daly’s

perspective is similar to my own. Just as I discussed the conundrum for teachers who may not

understand how to present a dance form with which they are unfamiliar, Daly discusses how

ritual and other non-western dance forms present a conundrum for critics who may wonder how

to “critique” a dance tradition they know very little about. Something like the professor who

avoids race issues, the critic may avoid writing about non-western dance forms, wondering how

she or he can do justice to a non-western tradition.
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As long as we were writing about dances from within our own tradition, the rules
were clear—even if they were so embedded as to remain unspoken. But when
faced with wayang wong of Central Java, or Indian kutiyattam, our professional
directives seemed to come unmoored. Suddenly having become the outsider, what
was the critic to do? Leave the review at the level of description? Attempt
analysis? Risk interpretation? On what basis could one judge? Perhaps it was the
feeling of ignorance that bothered us. But clearly it was a matter of arrogance to
attempt analysis, interpretation, or judgement without sufficient contextual
knowledge (Daly, 2002, xxxi).

Daly says that a new era of criticism is upon us and it requires a shift in some critics’ ways of

thinking about dance. She perceives stagnation in some current concert dance and says

“multicultural awareness, [which] has become evident in recent festivals, conferences and

professional discourse” (Daly, 2002, xxix), is effectively reviving interest in the concert stage.

Instead of a critical distance of canon criticism, Daly says that cross-cultural dance

criticism requires the critic to act as an interpreter rather than as a judge. Referencing Geertz’s

landmark piece, Interpretation of Cultures (1973), about the differences between what he termed

“thin” and “thick” description, Daly calls this “ethnographic criticism.” A short classic in

cultural anthropology, this book has been widely reprinted (e.g., Emerson, 1983). Here Geertz

describes his idea of “thick description,” saying it is imperative when interpreting any aspect of

culture such as dance or poetry to locate the meaning within the culture that produced it. This is

achieved, according to Geertz, through “thick description,” where the interpreter looks from the

perspectives of those who live within the culture in which the dance is situated.

Daly suggests, and I agree, that this model of interpretation is more appropriate than a

critical one in a multicultural context or a contact zone, and thus it can be imported from

anthropology into dance studies. By “resituating the site of meaning-making from the individual

spectator or critic to the culture, ethnographic criticism dismantles the dichotomy between the
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world as subjectively constructed by the critic or objectively given by the dance” (Daly, 2002,

xxxii). More importantly, a cultural relativist approach like this one is the great equalizer since

people who are working in non-canonical traditions have been fighting an uphill battle for years

in relation to critics.

Daly outlines two other critical perspectives she titles “descriptive criticism” and

“feminist criticism.” Alongside Fraleigh’s “concrete aesthetics” discussed in Chapter 3 where

students observe and write non-judgemental descriptions of one another dancing, Daly’s

approach further helps students to place their own perspectives on a continuum. Daly explains

descriptive criticism is rooted in 1960s formalism, the main purpose being to show what a dance

piece is. Feminist criticism is explained as emerging in the 1980s, the main purpose being to

analyse the way that gender is created or contested in dance. These four perspectives Daly

discusses—canon, ethnographic, descriptive and feminist—do not account for the array of

perspectives in dance criticism and of course many critics fall into more than one category. But

the categories help students understand how to approach thinking and discussions about dance.

After this background work is done and students understand “multiplicity” as defined

within a polyrhythmic curricular landscape, as a contact zone where numerous cultures, histories,

aesthetics and “lived bodies” collide and intersect. A curriculum can be organised around

supplements like dance videos about particular cultures or discussions of comparative dance

histories. Dance can be learned as “moving history” (Dils and Cooper Albright, 2001) and

“moving culture” or as a “cultural discourse” (e.g., Ajayi, 1998).

In seeing European dance traditions discussed alongside non-European ones in this way

through aesthetics, history and somatics several questions often arise for students. Many of their
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questions are about hierarchies in how dance audiences perceive and sense the differences

between dance traditions. However, with a complex understanding of their own cultural-

historical and danced identities that is achieved through an inter-embodied process, students can

often achieve a transnational understanding of distinctive cultural traditions. This kind of

discussion, combined with readings and viewing dances, provides an initial entry point into

discussions about students’ cultural identities through dance.

When exercises like these are done over a semester preceding a course like the Contact

Zone in the second semester, students may be more willing to place themselves historically and

culturally in an inter-embodied process because they are provided with a clearer vantage point

from which to understand dance history and aesthetics. Regardless of the make up of a dance

class or the rural/urban location of a university, students can thus gain awarenesses of how they

are culturally situated.

Along with this transnational understanding or because of it, students will ask questions

such as the ones I was asking in the Contact Zone: Which dances count? Who counts as a

dancer? And how is dance defined? This is more complicated than it sounds at first, and requires

the professor guide them in understanding that power and ideology function to create some

bodies as the “norm” against which other bodies are viewed as “cultured.” Some of the difficult

issues beneath these questions were discussed in Chapter 2, and some techniques for addressing

them were discussed in Chapter 3. For another practical example of how to extend the

discussion, a comparison of particular European and non-European dances could be explored.

The Dance at Court video series is useful in that it presents audiovisual information about the
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history and aesthetics of ballet and Ashanti dance in contrast. This provides a way of opening a

conversation about the rhythmic baseline discussed.

In such a curriculum often more than a few classes are spent discussing how the binary

affects thinking in dance discursive practices and how one might negotiate around this or

respond to it. The video provides students with a specific means to demonstrate, explore,

negotiate and discuss more complex understandings of dance history and aesthetics. This helps

move the conversation away from generalisations. Likewise, Kealiinohomoku’s (2001) article,

“An Anthropologist Looks at Ballet as a Form of Ethnic Dance,” provides another interesting

entry point for dance students, and can accompany an extended discussion of the video.

Generally students who have a foundation in classical western forms like ballet need such an

extended discussion to learn about themselves as representatives of communities of meaning.

These are some practical means I developed to bring students through various stages of

discussing a radically international dance history and aesthetics. Among other effective strategies

are those used in the Contact Zone where personal danced and written poetic expresses ions

combined with choreography exercises, journal writings, and improvisation assist dancers’

abilities to communicate about and understand a transnational and transhistorical view of dance

history and aesthetics. Including this as an aspect of dance curricula is not only important as a

way to help students think of themselves in terms of dance/cultural orientation but also provides

a way to address some of the issues related to dancers’ “docile bodies” because students gain

experiences working from imagery or thematic material.

Student evaluation in this context is another subject that I would pursue further given

time, but in part evaluation should depend upon their ability to demonstrate engagement in the
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creative process through class participation and journals. They can be evaluated partly in terms

of whether they ask reflective questions of themselves and others, carefully consider peer

responses to their work, and push themselves deeper into a study of the material.

III. Possibility: Radically International “Conversations” Through Inter-Embodiment

[T]heorizing with, in, and through the cultural body…would require a
reconceptualization of the lived body intertwined with the imaginary
body….Difference is neither dichotomised nor neutralized. Embodied
understanding takes place in and through [the cultural body].

(Springgay, Stephanie and Freedman, Deb, 2007. Curriculum and the Cultural
Body, p. xxiv).

The idée fixe is part of a larger historical discourse about what is considered “natural,” so

the study opens its perceived fixed meanings. Now all pieces of the research are braided in a

rope-line that helps me lift open the lid of a box—an idée fixe of historical narratives. This study

connects the “lived body” to the “material body” in dance/research processes in order to trouble

understandings of aesthetics and history through processes of inter-embodiment. The research

processes highlighted somatic modes of attention like intuition, emotion, and kinaesthesia. The

hermeneutic methodology and the particular polyrhythmic theoretical composition suggest the

intertwining of history, aesthetics, and somatics is important and that distinct rhythms can be

interlocked as complimentary aspects of a radically international polyrhythmic composition.

In developing the research I used a heuristic research model because these circular,

heuristic processes link past and present discourse. First I presented Luo women’s dance history

in a way that disturbs the disfigurement of “humanity.” The emphasis on presentation is

important because my goal was not to arrive at a conclusive certainty about “Luo women’s dance



341

history in the 1930s” through representation or narrative enclosure. Instead, through research,

poetic language, a description of a dance process and an odd juxtaposition of contexts in North

America and Africa the aim is to open my reader and myself to a new way of perceiving

“history” as such. In this way, I explored tensions between a view of the past I saw figured in

archived missionary and travel photographs from Kenya and what happens when I ask what

stories emerge, what new meanings, what new ways of thinking about dance history and

aesthetics.

The polyrhythmic intercorporeal theory offered is a means through which to question

unstated hierarchies in how dance audiences look at differences between dance traditions.

Whereas binary perceptions of dance history and aesthetics reflect oppositions that are encoded

with values and concepts of power, superiority, and worth, a radically international approach

opens up another way of perceiving “history” as such. The hope is that through inter-

embodiment we can reach new areas of meaning in dance and humanities that are more global in

their reach and understanding. In an inter-embodied process each person involved—dancer,

researcher, choreographer, student, or professor—has agency and works within larger contexts of

meaning making. A “conversation” between these “knowers” and “the body of knowledge”

opens the door to new explorations of relationships in-between self and others.

I have sometimes been choked as student and educator when reaching for a language of

inter-embodiment, so in this presentation I offer the dance of a “sensuous scholarship” (Stoller,

1997). Along with the words offered is a hope that various individual/collective perspectives of

history and the personal will be emerge in more complex ways through poetic language, dance,

and embodied memories. The polyrhythmic theoretical model helps shift attention toward the
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generative possibilities of spaces in-between the “known” and “knowing” as well as to the

poetics of embodiment. The exciting knowledge is found in-between, in spaces where our stories

emerge together through poetry, danced metaphors, or on rocks where as frogs we land and

breathe.

Through poetic language, movement, and inter-embodiment it is possible to change

preconceived notions about community and belonging and at the same time examine how

memory, power, place, culture, and history shape perception. In these ways, to borrow Fraleigh’s

(1999) metaphor again, as frogs we jump into an old pond. Breathing deeply before jumping, one

can leap in a way that requires courage only to uproot those long stems planted in previous

generations. These are the discursive practices that choked, that made up distances in

relationships between self/other that are sterile, cruel, or distant. To take this leap we frogs must

remember the in-breath, the one constant in life, the rhythm. Octavio Paz said that

understandings come out of a silence, a place without words. As a frog I invite you to jump with

me to another level:

Down below, submerged, the words are waiting. And now one must descend, go
to the bottom, be silent, wait. Sterility precedes inspiration, as emptiness precedes
plentitude. The poetic word crops out after periods of drought. But whatever its
express content may be, whatever its concrete meaning, the poetic word affirms
the life of this life (Paz, 1973, 13).

Here in the ambivalent spaces I will look for you, the reader. I sense you where our words do not

persist as abstractions—as a way into an experience but not the experience itself. Individuals,

educators, witnesses, dancers (frogs), and students can communicate in caring “conversations” if

prepared to reach honestly with caring. In this way, we must also sometimes listen to the horrors
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of what happened, acknowledge the difficulties. But at other times, breathing through poetics, we

can challenge the idée fixe.

Memory told me what I had lost, what was taken.
In her dances I knew her memories.
In her dances,
I went home.
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ENDNOTES

1 At best, if African dance is considered historically it would most often be through the likes of American born
dance artists like Katherine Dunham and Pearl Primus who sought knowledge of African traditions and developed
codified Africanist techniques they performed on American stages.

2 I borrow the phrase, “radically international” from Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003). Feminism Without Borders:
Decolonizing Theory, Practising Solidarity. Durham and London: Duke University Press. Mohanty upholds the
vision of international feminism, wherein discursive practices that were inherited are acknowledged in terms of their
impact while at the same time distinct experiences, discourses and histories of women are considered. A radically
international feminism suggests borders drawn between cultural knowledges, particularly those “drawn to mark
legitimate and illegitimate knowledges, are often porous” (Mohanty, 2003, 189). If one reconsiders the way
ideological, economic and historical relations created the need to “establish relations of rule that consolidate and
naturalize the dominant values of a globalised capitalist consumer culture” (ibid., 189), then a view of borders as
flexible and permeable not only enables a clearer sense of various women’s distinct cultural identities, histories and
“knowledges,” but also enables an intercultural communication and flow of culture, history, ideas, or information
that is respectfully located outside the idea of which cultures produce canonical or non-canonical discourses.

3 I use the term “elder” to refer to people who are older than me, and who were alive in Kisumu region during the
period I am looking at. This is a respectful term, but does not indicate that they have specialized knowledge of dance
or oral history. I interviewed two Luo elders from Ng’iya during the process of writing this article and one Maragoli
elder while assisting her to write a children’s book.

4 In fact, I had originally hoped to travel to Kenya for elder interviews and to work with contemporary dancers on a
discussion of “contemporary Luo dance.” I maintain several contacts there. However, I was unable to do so in the
duration of this study, in part due to 2007 election violence and the time constraints of what is possible to
accomplish within a four year PhD programme and funding. I fully embraced this limitation in that it shifted what I
was able to accomplish, and it caused me to emphasise even moreso the theoretical aspects of the work that are of
interest to me. These theoretical aspects of the work are the driving force or the “so what” of the dissertation, and
seemed to be the most important focus.

As I will explain further in the discussion of methods I interviewed two elders from the area. As noted, I
use the term “elder” to refer to people who are older than me, and who were alive in Kisumu region during and
immediately after the period I am looking at. I used Margolis’ (1998) method of photo elicitation, bringing archived
photographs to the elder interviews. However, unlike Margolis, who used an end point process to discover
information about the past, I prefer the idea of a “hermeneutic conversation.” The data was collected over several
years through intimate, long term relationships.

5 Corrine Glesne (1997) writes of poetry in a way that is similar to how Gadamer discusses art. She refers to it as a
means to “present” research where the goal is to change the way we perceive rather than to reach reductivist
conclusions.

6 Brent Davis and Dennis Sumara (2006) in their joint book, Complexity in Education also discuss Gadamer’s
hermeneutic circle and this idea of a distinction between “presentation” and “representation” as a basis of
complexity theory. Hermeneutics is highly compatible with complexity theory. In fact, Gadamer’s ideas were first
introduced to me by Brent Davis in 1995 when he was my professor at the University of British Columbia. Both
Davis and Sumara have influenced my methodology in direct or indirect ways as my professor or as scholars, and I
draw references to their joint book later in the chapters.
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7 The term “lived bodies” is adapted from Moira Gatens (1996) and I discuss this in relation to premises in Section
II.

8 See, for example, http://www.english.emory.edu/Bahri/Exhibition.html for a critical view of Saartje Bartman or the
so-called “Hottentot Venus,” a young Xhosa woman who was forced to put her body parts on display and who was
exhibited across Europe in the 1600s.

9 Kathleen Canning (2006), for example, writes about German women in the 1930s and discusses a similar problem.

10 For a discussion see Hay (1976, 1996).

11 For a discussion, see see Kelley, 1987.

12 Because women have often been focused on as a biological category this raises a red flag, and precautions must be
taken when approaching the idea of “women” and “the body” in theorising. In looking at the categories of
“femininity” and “women” Canning (2006) notes that “feminist scholarship in the disciplines of literary studies and
philosophy has effectively critiqued the gender/sex distinction” (178). She instead considers the idea of “body
history” or “bodies in history” through a conceptual reflection on historical methodology. However, Canning also
makes the point of needing to focus on women in a way that is similar to how I do. Citing Elisabeth Grosz (1995,
1996), Moira Gatens (1996), and Leslie Adelson (1993), Canning theorises about women’s bodies in a way that
enables a clearer distinction between women’s “lived bodies” and women’s “material bodies.” Here Canning also
cites Moira Gatens (1996) work on the body.

13 Gatens is focused on how male and female bodies “live” and respond to discourses about femininity and
masculinity, but I don’t mean to suggest that her work is in some way flawed because she does not include a
discussion of colonial discourses. Her work quite clearly enables this expansion.

14 I was also reminded of this while doing the archival research because I worked in the Cambridge University
Library, which was off limits to women until 1929.

15 The term “contact zone” was used by Mary Louise Pratt (1999) in reference to a class that she taught at Stanford.
The class sought to understand the multiple identities of students in the room, presenting lessons that interpreted
historical or cultural events from students’ differing locations. “Contact Zone” not only became the title of the
course I created and taught, but also Pratt’s work provided a premise for the choreography process.

16 It is worth noting here that I did not deliberately exclude men from participating in this dance process. However,
as is quite common in dance, I found that an overwhelming number of women came to the auditions. In this case, no
men tried out. This clearly influenced the process, and even the theorists I chose. I will discuss the effects of this all
female cast at more length in Chapter 3. Another inference can be drawn that dance is a “female” art form.

17 The term “contact zone” was used by Mary Louise Pratt (1999) in reference to a class that she taught at Stanford.
The class sought to understand the multiple identities of students in the room, presenting lessons that interpreted
historical or cultural events from students’ differing locations. “Contact Zone” not only became the title of the
course I created and taught, but also Pratt’s work provided a premise for the choreography process.

19 Hay (1996) also discusses the changes occurring in the society in symbolic terms by looking at dramatic changes
in clothing. Her oral interviews with Luo elders confirmed that clothing acted as a shocking symbol of change and
gave me insight into their experiences of the context, which I observed in the photographs.

20 Originally, more elders were consulted but problems of violence created by the 2007 election scandal in Kenya
made it impossible for them to focus on the project at this time. Since I was only able to check the data I collected



346

with one Luo elder and one Maragoli elder who live in Canada, I suspended my use of the data from elders in
Kenya.

21 Augusto Boal (1989) wrote Theatre of the Oppressed, which provides a methodology for examining issues of
power with theatre processes. Boal discusses techniques for helping people create “pictures” of their life experiences
through short theatre skits. This technique offers people insight into the experiences that have affected their lives.
Boal assists them to focus on the way power is structured by developing the skits into a presentation and together
with a group of learners/audience members, pointing to how power could be challenged through individual or
community action. The book follows upon Paulo Friere’s (1973) “engaged pedagogy” approach in Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. Both authors come from Brazil and these approaches to education were created with the idea of
empowering peasant workers. Many educators have since adapted these teaching techniques.

22 Again, I make a reference to Sondra Fraleigh’s (1999) discussion about the need for new approaches to dance
aesthetics. She compares the philosopher-dancer to a frog, the “old pond” with inherited philosophical and aesthetic
discourses, and “new streams in an old pond” with feminist, existential and phenomenological innovations that
enable scholars to re-think dance aesthetics through non-dualism. She suggests dance scholars can contribute to the
non-dualist project, which she says is “yet unfinished.”

23 In her PhD thesis Ann Dils (1993) discussed this as a sense of reaching into “a collective past” when doing
historical research and dance reconstruction.

24 For an excellent example of a self-reflexive approach wherein an anthropologist looks at his own implication in
the dances he studies see Paul Stoller (1997). Sensuous Scholarship.

25 Writing was discussed as a method of inquiry by Laurel Richardson (1992/2000). This essay was referenced
earlier in the chapter where methods were discussed, and is part of the movement away from representation in the
social sciences. For example, Richardson suggests that through writing the researcher can come to know a subject
more deeply, or “crystallise” a subject. She thus offers this method of crystallization as opposed to the
“triangulation” of data in social sciences and education.

26 As noted, I adapt Ajayi’s semiotic codes using her and other scholars to help me develop a definition of Luo
dance as an embodied discourse in Section V of this chapter.

27 I am referring to Paulo Friere’s (1972) argument in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which I discuss in Chapter 3. This
oppressor/oppressed argument Friere (1997) later expanded in Pedagogy of Hope, in light of the movement in the
discourse toward greater complexity of understanding about power.

28 For a specific example, Canadians instituted a nationalized policy of multiculturalism in 1971, which was stated
as an amendment to the constitution, a Bill of Rights, and stated all Canadians had the right to non-discrimination,
including the right to be schooled in their own language. Cultural rights of non-discrimination would from hereon be
recognised as a constitutional right under Canadian law, although not without continued struggles.

29 This idea of “flows” is often associated with the works of Arjun Appadurai (1996) who discussed flows of culture
across borders in anthropology. Several theorists have discussed the idea of flows, which points to the way culture
travels along with people, and so is exchanged back and forth under increased globalisaton. The idea of “flows”
counteracts the idea that this exchange is from one direction only (from the top down, or from the West outward),
and accounts for the way cultures are affected and changed internationally through complex interchanges.

30 For a discussion, see Moira Gatens (1996). Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power, and Corporeality. London and New
York: Routledge.



347

31 N’gugi wa Thiango’s position about racism is that it is “a conscious ideology of imperialism with five interlinked
features” (Ngugi, 1990, p. 117). Ngugi notes that the fifth of these features, “oppression”, is an accumulation of the
previous four features (obscurantism, divide and rule, domination, and exploitation), which cumulate in an
experience of racism that “is felt in the flesh, in the very practice of daily living” (121).

Notes to Chapter 2

32 For a discussion of ethical issues and the need for a long-term commitment to a community when doing research
see Elbaz, 1988.

33 This work was also referenced by Welsh (1998) in her critique of the colonial gaze upon African dance and the
associated fetishization of African women’s breasts.

34 For a discussion, see Hardin and Arnoldi, 1996.

35 Adapted from a dance history model by Adshead Lansdale and June Layson, 1995.

36 Durr (1981) notated three Luo dances through Labanotation. However, I did not use Durr as a source because the
interpretation of African dance through Labanotation is a subject that is still undergoing extensive critique, as has
been debated in Africa for over forty years. It is thought Labanotation cannot properly convey an African dance for
two main reasons: 1) because of the way dance is connected to oral history and music in Africa; 2) because the
movement derivatives in African dance are distinctly different. However, since scholars and artists have forged a
place for dance and music within academic institutions in Africa since the 1960s, they also knew that any subject
without written documentation was devalued within academic institutions. Therefore, various African academics
have been seeking the means through which to share music and dance between the different societies and language
groups on the African continent. For example, as noted in footnote in Chapter 1, a non-African named Doris Green
developed “Greenotation.” This system is related to Labanotation but starts with different core movements written
alongside various African percussion instruments and sounds. This is done in suchaway that can be easily read by
the average literate musician and dancer. Several concerns thus arise with regard to Durr’s notation. However, since
these concerns require specialised knowledge of dancers and musicians interested in the subject of notation I would
reserve the debate for another time.

37 I wrote all the poetry unless otherwise stated.

38 See, for example, Fanon, 1967; Foucault, 1971; Derrida, 1980; Lyotard, 1978; Said, 1978.

39 Robert Farris Thompson (1974) brought this to the attention of Western dance scholars in a study of numerous
West African dance traditions wherein he considers the central importance of dance and the body in African
philosophy and aesthetics.

40 There are numerous studies of African dance in the field of Anthropology. Some examples that I have referenced
already are Boddy (1989); Darkwa (1985); Erlman (1996); Stoller (1995).

41 I worked with Dr. Joellen Meglin who directed the project.

42 For example, in New York City I took Humphrey classes from Jim May who often incorporated stories about
Doris Humphrey and the meaning behind the movement into class.

43 In particular, I rely upon the theories of Haraway, 2004; Snitow, 2006; Trinh, 1989; and Ware, 1996.
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44 Okot p’bitek uses the word “Acoli” which is another descriptive term under which Luo people were classified in
the colonial era. His work is based on oral history research he did with Luo people just across the colonial border
between Kenya and Uganda, a border which is not recognised in Luo traditional understanding of familial
associations.

45 The nyatiti is a traditional Luo stringed instrument.

46 Bessie Head is a South African writer, but the other writers referenced in this section are from Kenya.

47 Hay (1996) and Ocholla-Ayot (1980) both discuss the vision of these “red strangers.”

48 In missionary archives, the early name for the area of Seme in which this research is focused is Kavirondo. After
WWII, the name of the area itself was changed to Nyanza Province, and the district of Central Nyanza in
independent Kenya was split into Kisumu and Siaya Districts. East, Central and West Seme all lie in the modern
Kisumu District. The Luo people were also often referred to as Acoli or Acholi in these early documents.

49 Hay (1996) discusses the Roho church as a sort of counter-movement to the Christian church as symbolised in
clothing. As discussed earlier in this chapter, in the 1930s the movement developed and those who followed it
celebrated the traditions of the ancestors and wore traditional clothing. Christians, on the other hand, wore European
clothing.

50 Asante Darkwa (1985) writes of the hwege song, sung in Luo society together with dance movement or while
working. Hwege songs were used to shame others into correcting their behaviour. One person started the song and
others could join in as a commentary on an individual’s bad behaviour. Once the behaviour was corrected, the song
would be stopped. However, if the behaviour was not corrected, more would join in singing the hwege song until in
some cases this could even keep the person from finding a mate.

51 Ugali is a thick porridge-like grain eaten with main meals.

52 See Ogot (1967) for a detailed description of the conflicts between these family groups in the area.

Notes to Chapter 3

53 See, for example, Welsh, 1990/2001; Dixon Gottschild, 1996; Manning 2004/2006.

54 To remind, this term “contact zone” was used by Mary Louise Pratt (1999) in reference to a humanities class she
taught at Stanford. In the contact zone she sought to understand the multiple identities in the room, presenting
lessons that interpreted historical or cultural events from students’ differing locations.

55 The main text used for the course was Cooper Albright’s (1997) Choreographing Difference.

56 Adapted from a model by Davis and Simmt for understanding complex unities as subsystems within larger unities.
For a view of the original model and a discussion see Davis and Sumara, 2006, 91.

57 Descendents of Doris Humphrey, for example, often emphasise the importance of emotional expressiveness in
dance training. Some examples in New York City are Jim May and Jennifer Muller.

58 This is true even of the category “woman” in that I neither predetermined that this would be a group of women
nor that they would all define themselves as women in terms of a sex and gender binaries.
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59 Not only “women” as a category but also people/women of colour and aboriginal people/women (who if they
figure at all, appear as anonymous servants, slaves, or in terms of sexual fetish as animalistic) were confined to this
“private” realm. Irigaray’s theory does not address this, but her work can be extended in this way. For now, I use
(and undermine) this category “women” that I have explained in my premises in Chapter 1.
60 Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) “flesh,” a notion of the intertwining of psychical and corporeal understanding, provides
another foundational work for exploring these ideas within Western philosophical traditions. Much like Irigaray,
Gatens, and Grosz who came after him, Merleau-Ponty conceives of the intertwining and reversibility of body/mind
as orchestrating the relationship between the corporeal (embodied sensation) and the ideal (mirror image). However,
I work with feminist theories since here since the sexual specificity of the female body is central to this study.

Notes to Chapter 4

61 Cultural memory is also the subject of N’gugi’s (2007) book, to which he was referring. This was a lecture
presented at the University of Hawaii at Manoa, April 26, 2008.

62 At the same time, Castaldi’s work is distinctly different. Briefly, she looks through ethnography at three
contemporary ballet companies in Sénégal, once a French “colony” in which the first president after independence,
Léopold Sédar Senghor, promoted ballet for twenty years as a sort of national ethnic identity.
63 Since I developed this model to theorise about the absence of African women’s dance from dance history and the
disfiguration of humanity in western discursive practices, I use the particular rhythmic baseline discussed. The idea
stated is that the theoretical model could also be extended and applied in other ways. That is, a different “rhythmic
baseline” could be used and this polyrhythmic model could help one regard any other “absence” in discursive
practices. For example, one such rhythmic baseline could be first wave feminism, which made room for several
“lines of rhythm” that came afterward. This could be discussed, for instance, in relation to later movements that
address the disfiguration of women or lesbians in canonical/noncanonical discussions.

64 Hesse used what she describes as an Althusserian term, “epistemological break.” However, as I discussed in
Chapter 1 it was actually the French philosopher Bachelard who originated the concept of epistemological break,
which Althusser then applied to the work of Marx. As noted, the term refers to a rupture in the established way of
conceptualising an issue—a rupture that inverts meaning.

65 Lather (1988) references Morgan (1983), who used the term “praxis-oriented” to clarify the “critical and
empowering roots of a research paradigm that is openly committed to critiquing the status quo and building a more
just society” (Lather, 1988, 258). This form of research was at that point distinguished from phenomenological
approaches.

66 Of course, as noted in Chapter 3, Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) “flesh,” a notion of the intertwining of psychical and
corporeal understanding, came earlier and his foundational works for exploring these ideas within Western
philosophical traditions undoubtedly influenced Irigaray.

67 For a discussion see Michelle Fine (1995).

68 Fraleigh suggested a phenomenological approach toward aesthetics could be called a “concrete aesthetics” in that
it emphasizes the concrete action of the dancer and the interpreter who witnesses the dance. As discussed, she
referenced western aesthetic and philosophical discourse as the “old pond” and cited existential, phenomenological
and feminist philosophies as “new streams in an old pond” while aiming to find an approach to dance criticism that
acknowledges a diversity of aesthetic standards. The diversity of standards could be based in cultural orientations
and contemporary (postmodern) approaches or standards for evaluation.

69 For example, I took African dance class with Dr. Kariamu Welsh in 2004 and African Aesthetics with Dr. Abu
Abarry in 2005.
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70 As discussed in regard to the hypothesis, Alan Feldman (1991) extends Adorno’s insight that the increased
objectification (and hence dehumanisation) of an Other also increases the oppressor’s capacity to inflict pain upon
that Other. Similarly extending Adorno’s thesis here, Feldman (1994) writes of the police beating of Rodney King
by the Los Angeles police that was caught on videotape and made public in 1992. Point by point, he discusses the
steps of objectification and disembodiment of King, how in the manipulation of images King goes from being a
victim of police brutality through the stages of blackness, bestiality, narcosis and finally sensory anaesthesia. This
conveys how the “objectification” (dehumanisation) of the Other in this case both increases the “social capacity to
inflict pain…[and also] render[s] the Other’s pain inadmissible to public discourse and culture” (Feldman, 1994,
104, q.f. Stoller, 1997, 81).

71 See Hay’s (1996) discussion of the dancer “Wuon bel” or Loye Elisabeth, whom I discussed at some length in
Chapter 2. As noted, it was thought that Loye would lose her juogi when she converted to Christianity
(Anglicanism) and burned her chieno (traditional clothing), but she did not and was later honoured in the community
as a “Warrior Woman.” While juogi was sometimes attributed to the power in symbols like the chieno, it was also
the “power” such as what is found in the affect created by dancing or in the action of producing an abundant harvest.

72 To give due credit, I owe many of the insights I am relating about embodiment and history represented in the
dancing circle not only to what I learned through studying and dancing in classes at Temple, but also to what I was
taught in previous years by numerous aboriginal elders in ceremonies in Canada, by Bayangi elders in Cameroon,
and by Luo and Maragoli elders from Kenya who I interviewed.

There is a relationship between several indigenous philosophies that I have observed. In each context I found
a similar relationship was discussed between the circle, history, the dancer and the drummer. Therefore, I believe it
is worth mentioning that much of my understanding of this symbology of the circle is part of what I learned from
Bayangi elders in Cameroon (Ndifon, 1989-1990) and later when I assisted in aboriginal ceremonies like the
Sundance and Cleansing Rituals (1994-1997). In particular, I studied indigenous traditions seriously over several
years in Canada and the US, where I assisted Elders Tom Harris (Coast Salish) during 1994-95, Jim Gordon
(Ts’alagi/Cherokee/Creek) during 1992-1997 and some other aboriginal leaders and artists. I also interviewed
numerous prominent elders in Canada as a research writer for the United Native Nations.

Therefore, I wish to respectfully honour the teachings of these female and male elders from whom I had the
privilege of learning. Since knowledge was communicated through an oral tradition and some ceremonies are not
open, sometimes it is difficult to give due credit by naming particular people, times, and places of learning. As an
elder once said to me, “Gratitude comes from the heart and the heart cannot speak, so I show my gratitude through
action.” I will continue to act in a way that is grateful to the wisdom and insights generously offered to me, a way
that honours the traditions and histories of those mentioned, and a way that is respectful of the next seven
generations.

73 These words are part of a song by the acapella group Sweet Honey in the Rock called “Breaths” and are written by
Bernice Johnston Reagon. The words were memorised in my childhood and may have been misquoted.

74 These words are part of a song by the acapella group Sweet Honey in the Rock called “Breaths” and are written by
Bernice Johnston Reagon. The words were memorised in my childhood and may have been misquoted.

75
This line is conjured from memory of a live reading of an unpublished poem by Yasotha Sriharan.

76
This line from, The Ecstasy of Rita Joe often repeated in my head when I first came to Philadelphia as I used to

listen to the play often in my teens. In the play the narrator is referring to a young aboriginal (Native American)
woman who came to the city from her reservation. Her experience of the city is painful and her troubles
symptomatic of what happened to numerous aboriginal people who struggled in between aboriginal and non-
aboriginal worlds.
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APPENDIX A

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Embodiment describes a theory of the body/mind connection that suggests the

intertwining of psychical and corporeal understandings can lead an individual to new

knowledge.

Globalisation: refers to the increasing emphasis on a more global economy, which is

marked by free trade, free flow of capital, and international trade and labour markets.

Imaginary body: Moira Gatens’ term, “imaginary body,” indicates how particularities of

difference go beyond biological features of the body and are “lived” in bodies. The

imaginary body refers to what are often unconscious “ready-made images and symbols

through which we make sense of social bodies and which determine, in part their value,

their status, and what will be deemed their appropriate treatment” (Gatens, 1996, viii).

Gatens makes clear the imaginary body is not analogous to ideology about sexed

difference, but is a fluid notion used to draw relationships between the “lived body” that

houses particularities of individual embodied experiences and the material-historical

relations inside which one’s embodied experiences are theorised and articulated, the

“material body.”

Inter-embodiment: A theory of the body/mind connection recognizes that knowledge

and theory can be built through the intermingling of bodies. I draw from feminist
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philosophies about the body (such as Gatens’ imaginary body) to pose a theory of “inter-

embodiment.” When understood as part of engaged pedagogy, the concept describes how

knowledge and even “bodies” are constructed and created through inter-embodiment.

This is because the identity of the body is not predetermined, a social given, but is

embodied and constructed in relation to other bodies and contexts.

Intercorporeal theory: The concept of an intercorporeal theory relates concerns about

particularities of embodied “differences,” and much like Derrida’s interdiscursivity, an

intercorporeal theory describes a systematic effort to flag multiple “voices.” Moira

Gatens’ notion of the “imaginary body” provides a premise for understanding of how

Derrida’s concept of interdiscursivity can be extended to include the corporeal. Gatens

explains unconscious symbols that determine the value and status of bodies (e.g., body

size, size of breasts, etc.) are embodied rather than pre-determined. When the

unconscious embodiment of symbols is articulated and made conscious through inter-

embodied processes, this can be connected to discursive practices and assists theorising.

Therefore, in an intercorporeal theory articulations of embodied experiences are

“flagged” through processes of inter-embodiment and considered as additional “voices.”

Interdiscursivity: Concerned about how to represent the multiple particularities of

“differences” in the postmodern era, Jacques Derrida developed the concept of

interdiscursivity, which is an interpretive approach toward understanding textual

representations. One attempts to flag diverse and conflicting “voices” in a text—its

interdiscursivity.
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Lived body: The lived body houses particularities of individual experiences of

embodiment, including the lived material-historical relations inside which one’s

embodied experiences are theorised and articulated.

Material body: describes the material-historical relations inside which one’s embodied

experiences are theorised and articulated

Transhistorical: is defined as transcending historical bounds. When regarding a colonial

context in Africa, historical bounds are related to binary oppositions that appear between

western/non-western. These are encoded with values and concepts of power, superiority,

and worth and are connected to the way history is interpreted in theoretical discourse. A

transhistorical perspective theorises and seeks to undermine the ideology of colonialism

that informs binaries western discursive practices and in a broad narrative of “history.”

An understanding of multiple historical realities is highlighted.

Transnational: is defined as transcending national bounds and going beyond national

boundaries. In this study which looks at dances from African and North American

contexts the term raises the issue of binary oppositions between western/non-western,

which are encoded with values and concepts of power, superiority, and worth. A view of

race as a cultural construction rather than a biological category points to the need to

negotiate more complex understandings and move away from binaries, as well as national
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divisions. The term raises questions about unstated hierarchies in how dance audiences

look at the differences between dance traditions.


