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ABSTRACT 

LYN C. WILTSHIRE 

NOTICING AND NAMING: MAKING VISIBLE THE INVISIBLE SPACE AND 

VOICES OF WOMEN OF COLORS LEADING DANCE WITHIN HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

AUGUST 2021 
 

This research project examines the experiences of four women of colors in dance 

leadership in the United States currently, and the problematic patterns of system-wide 

issues in higher education that affect their lives. To develop that understanding, this study 

drew upon portraiture methodology to amplify the voices of these women of colors by 

establishing historical and institutional contexts, by collecting their narrations and 

experiences, building relationships, searching for emergent themes, and finally 

composing a narrative as a stimulating whole. The portraits present the experiences as 

lived to draw attention to stereotypical and discriminatory understandings of women of 

colors. This study employs the theoretical framework of Black feminist thought and 

critical race theory to guide and enable the many ways to analyze the experiences of 

marginalized groups, and the importance of the theoretical stance to focus on the different 

ways of accounting for these experiences. 

The argument of this study is the culture of leading in dance can be 

dehumanizing, disempowering, and marginalizing, can cause isolation, silence one’s 

voice from discourse, and symbolically stigmatize groups. 
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The purpose of this project is to expand leadership literature, and dance literature 

to include women of colors and to bring visibility to their contributions to leadership 

studies. This study illuminated indicators of the profound obstacles women of colors face 

in leadership roles in higher education in dance in relation to embodied experiences, 

marginalization, and isolation as foundational to the structural inequalities and racialized 

policies that perpetuate issues of race, gender, and class. In this dissertation, I pay 

particular attention to the relationship of the narrators’ body, mind, and consciousness, 

their perspectives of living in a racialized body, and women of colors as embodied 

knowledge producers. Few researchers have addressed embodiment and leadership, and 

the literature has failed to address how thought and the sense of being cannot be removed 

from bodily habits in relation to social environments. The study suggests the following 

implications: that studies of leadership should embrace, the body as a site in the 

construction of identity in cultural and social practices, the corporeal materiality in the 

performance of gender, and the embodiment of race in the lived experiences of women of 

colors in dance leadership. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

I have always thought what is needed is the development of people who are 

interested not in being leaders as much as developing leadership in others. 

—Ella Baker, “Black Women in White America: A Documentary History.” 
 
 

Ella Baker taped her interview with Austrian-born American historian and 

feminist, Gerda Lerner in December 1970, six years after the passage of the Civil Rights 

Act and six years or so before the evolution of critical race theory (CRT). Baker, an 

African American civil and human rights activist, articulated the then novel idea that 

cultural and political inequalities and the intersection of multiple oppressions were 

inextricably linked to power structures. Second wave feminism was just beginning to 

explore equality and discrimination. The Combahee River Collective was clarifying their 

place in the politics of feminism, including racism and heterosexism. Yet, bigotry, 

economic empowerment and unequal access to quality education had not improved, 

despite civil rights advancements. Functioning where she felt there was a need, Baker 

sought to develop and organize community leadership and enlisted student activists from 

her alma mater in acts of civil disobedience. According to Peter Northouse, leadership is 

a process whereby an “individual influences a group of people to achieve a common 

goal” ([1997] 2015, 2). Baker, who was known to defy “the restrictions that defined 

conventional femininity” (Ransby 2003, 258) also defied the prevailing individual model 
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of leadership. Her leadership model was group-centered and comprised of collective 

efforts to empower, build consensus, and negotiate, combining the generic concept of 

leadership Northouse defines. 

The concept of leadership and the fundamental qualities of effective leadership 

have changed little in the last decades of the twentieth century. Leaders in general, still 

require a clear vision, an ability to communicate that vision, an ability to inspire those 

they are leading and a leader who can commit to the organization’s goals. So, inspiring 

and motivating through collective efforts to empower, building consensus and negotiation 

continue to be a part of the leadership concept. Up until 2000, into the twenty-first 

century, an institution changed at a slow pace with the focus on the leaders’ skills, getting 

tasks done and making many of the decisions with little input from employees. However, 

ten years later, 2010, the Internet and the impact of technology has forced leaders to 

adapt to a more collaborative, people-oriented approach. In essence, institutions are less 

top down and working more from within. 

With a collaborative people-oriented approach to leadership we consider gender 

perspectives, and this dissertation seeks to point out, that the female leader does not 

necessarily gain a new sense of wholeness and identity from positions of leadership, but 

at times identity tends to fragment. The importance of the opening vignette is to reignite 

issues of gender and race that have been addressed separately in leadership studies and to 

include details of gender, race, culture, and class inequalities, the intersection of multiple 

oppressions and their link to power structures for women of colors. Through the lens of 

CRT and Black feminisms this research seeks to draw attention to the marginalized voice 
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bringing awareness to the significance of the narrations of women of colors in leadership. 

Because my study also seeks to understand the role of body awareness, self-management, 

and physical health (Hay 2009; Pert 2007; Pert 2010) for women of colors it focuses on 

dance specifically and dance leaders in higher education. 

Taking into consideration women of colors standpoint directly and indirectly this 

study seeks to dismantle the misrepresentation of their experiences and invite new 

understandings of the institutional effects and limitations for women of colors in 

administrative leadership in dance. The twenty-first century model of leadership 

underpins the paths the four women in my study took, building consensus among groups 

of people, negotiating within cross-cultural settings, and facilitating empowerment in the 

spaces where they do their work. Thus, for women of colors in the academy, leadership 

becomes the focus of my project. 

As a woman of colors, questions of how race, gender, and class affect perceptions 

of women leading in dance emerge from my personal experience as a professional 

dancer, choreographer, a scholar of dance, educator, and an administrator. My inquiry 

unfolded while at a large predominately white institution (PWI) where I performed 

administrative roles, with responsibilities of leadership. What I know from more than 

four decades as a dance educator, twenty years leading and advocating for dance 

programs and faculty at the University of Texas at Austin, and as the institutional 

representative to the National Association of Schools of Dance (NASD) is that leadership 

is multi-layered; it presents a complex matrix of system-wide issues. 
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During my time as a dance administrator, I sought to create a workable matrix. 

One that reflected the concerns of faculty, the department, college, and university and 

consideration of faculty and the need to advance their careers and plan for their future. 

Acknowledging the department’s directive and mission to respect and administer the 

educational goals of students was a goal. For the department I had the unenviable task of 

creating a cohesive reflection of all programs with the college and the university’s 

contract with students to deliver these programs. In doing so, what I know is that the 

visibility of leaders of colors is underscored with issues of race, ethnicity, and gender 

equality, and that I was physically absorbed by the syncopations, dissonance, and 

movement required to negotiate the spaces where dance, leadership, education, and 

administration merge. This project was born from a desire to understand this matrix from 

the perspective of women of colors, specifically in dance to take initiative in bringing 

forward new understandings. To combat a sense of futility that surrounds planning for the 

future of dance and consider a greater commitment for action in a practical and 

productive way. 

My questions of leadership also emanate from discussions with women of colors 

faculty colleagues in leadership positions across the United States. These colleagues 

described many tasks that were required to perform their roles, such as giving 

attentiveness and support during administrative processes, communicating the value of 

the arts and engaging others. The multiple perspectives used to perform those roles were 

portrayed as tension in satisfying demands, facilitating, or even exploiting relationships 

with colleagues. For example, expectations that were unclear or hidden, difficulty in 
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creating balance with life and work responsibilities and socialization challenges with 

regard to other faculty and spaces. And they expressed how they chose to adapt to 

standards and structures based on their perceptions while advocating and leading dance in 

their institutions. What I learned from my colleague’s accounts provided me with 

emotional distinctions and embodied experiences as a lens to consider issues in dance 

leadership as well as within predominately white institutions (PWIs). 

And finally, what I know is that this research does not translate easily. I had to 

find a way to describe the meanings, forms, history, and more, and yet, they are all 

approximations. Therefore, in this study an important aspect was to view leadership as an 

administrative component for women of colors designed to interpret the intersections of 

multiple oppressions in higher education and their relationship to dance. Moreover, I 

have intimate knowledge of dance, intimate knowledge in the role of administration and 

by virtue of my administrative roles I have assumed leadership responsibilities. My 

approach to narrowing the focus in this research project has to do with the participant 

pool being senior faculty in dance leadership. As a result, this study addressed challenges 

with regard to tension and demands and brings awareness of the relationship of these 

experiences and their effect on emotions and the body. 

Project Overview 
 

This research project examines the experiences of women of colors in dance 

leadership in the United States and the problematic patterns of system-wide issues 

affecting their lives. While dependent upon many factors beyond the scope of this study, 

women faculty of colors are seldom in positions of power as leaders and decision makers 
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in PWIs (Allen 1995). Thus, it calls into question essential ideas of race and gender, as 

well as the political, social, and economic barometers that impact perceptions of, and 

access to, leadership. Ultimately, this study investigates the way leadership and 

administration revolves around issues of parity, subordinate representation in hierarchical 

frameworks, and the marginalization and alienation of women leaders of colors in dance. 

The participants in this study share impactful stories giving significance to 

understanding each woman and recognizing the unique attributes that are embedded in 

their voice and narratives. As each woman’s life spans different generations, their 

experiences within the walls of academe brings new dimensions and knowledge spoken 

with transparency, candor, and distinction. Each of the women in this research project 

were selected based on their self-identification as minoritized women full professors with 

teaching and administrative responsibilities to dance and dance programs and were 

employed in PWIs of higher education. I had a professional and personal rapport with 

each of these women prior to the onset of the study, in the professional realm through 

conferences and meetings on education and university systems, and personally through 

the intimate and interwoven arena of dance. In this study the participants’ voice is distinct 

from the researcher. The participants’ voice and dialogue are an extension of these 

women and enabled me to rethink the participants’ interiority. Throughout this 

dissertation the women of colors become inseparable from their narrative voice. Together 

we remarked and designated what was unspoken about just being a woman, and more 

importantly a woman of colors whose experiences of exclusion are perceptible. 
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I studied how these women describe their experiences in the academy. The 

research data consists of qualitative, in-depth interviews with each participant allowing 

each interviewee to create her own “leadership story.” Drawn from counter-stories and 

narratives, these stories are placed in conversation with literature discussing leadership 

within the broad contexts of gender and ethnicity in higher education, and more 

specifically within the field of dance leadership. This project yields insight into how 

women of colors in the future can create their individual paths as leaders within the field 

of dance in PWIs. 

In addition to autonomy, diversity, and accessibility, this project considers the 

structural space of higher education as a physical space that has relative external 

positions and directions wherein departments and programs in institutions of learning are 

arranged. The political space of the academy is one internally configured based on 

arboresque social systems of hierarchal organization. Within this, dance leadership can be 

described as an experiential person-environment interplay in which leadership roles and 

the perspectives of producers and products of social systems collide. With my 

participants, I explored how dance leadership in particular imparts the disquiet that exists 

around the historical, social, political, and economic indicators of racial, gender, and 

class identity in relation to embodied experiences, marginalization, and isolation. I pay 

particular attention to the relationships among the narrators’ body, mind, and 

consciousness, their perspectives of living in a racialized body, and women of colors as 

embodied knowledge producers. It should be noted that my participants are individuals, 
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but their experiences are not singular and therefore, emergent themes that collide with 

institutional practices are also examined. 

Few researchers have addressed embodiment as a component of leadership, thus 

failing to address how bodily habits structure, and are structured by, social environments. 

Bodies are not just constructs of discourses of power but are simultaneously productive, 

communicative capacities for changing personal and social relations. This research is 

significant because it contributes to the fields of leadership in higher education, women 

of colors leadership, and dance leadership, all of which are broadened and brought to life 

in ways not traditionally discussed or imagined. 

A Note on Language in this Dissertation 
 

Because my research focuses on the notion of invisibility of women of colors in 

dance, the term “women of color” prompts the question: Who gets to count as women of 

color? The term “women of color” traces its origin to political and ideological 

movements aimed at solidarity among all minority women. This definition expanded the 

Black women’s agenda introduced in the National Plan of Action at the National 

Women’s Conference of 1977 in Houston, TX (Ross 2015). Since 2015, there have been 

numerous articles, websites, and videos on the subject of the term people of color. Each 

offering various pros and cons for it use. Some negatives include, just a dislike for the 

label, or a closer relationship to identity in that it collapses differences or simplifies 

complexities. However, in racial politics, there is genuine support as Latinos, Asian 

Americans, and other non-white groups behind the cause of African Americans is unified 

because they all have skin in the game (Bernal 2013; Lowe 1996; Matsuda 2021; 



9  

 
 

Matsuda et al. 1993; Yosso et al. 2009). In essence, the underlying premise is that the 

term people of color centers whiteness as the norm (Kalunta-Crumpton 2020). Given 

these two terms, it is true that women of colors does not capture the entirety of women 

who self-identify as nonwhite and their intersecting identities. Women of color who have 

been minoritized in its current meaning, forty plus years later, are grouped biologically 

and statistically to include Black, Hispanic or Latina, and Asian women, therefore 

reducing a former political designation of women to a biological destiny (Ross 2015). As 

for the term people of color, it is used in reference to the literature reviewed and the 

language of the participants. My first encounter with the term “women of colors” was in 

2015 in a women studies course at Texas Woman’s University (TWU) that explored 

theorist and activists developing contemporary feminist and womanist theories. Now, 

given this most recent global inclusivity, for this project, I use the term women of colors 

to emphasize the need to count all oppressed non-white women of the global majority 

situated in the United States, and any self-identified non-white population. More 

specifically, the use of the term women of colors for my purposes allows diverse groups 

of minority female faculty to easily locate themselves. The four women in my study self- 

identified as African American, Black (non-American), Latina, and Asian, from the 

diaspora and beyond. 

I draw on Kimberlé Crenshaw’s use of the word “Black” with an upper-case “B,” 

because it aligns with a specific cultural group, such as Asians, Latinx, and other 

minorities denoted as proper nouns (Crenshaw 1988, 1332). According to The Associated 

Press style guide (2020), Black should be capitalized in 
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a racial, ethnic, or cultural sense, conveying an essential and shared sense of 

history, identity, and community among people who identify as Black, including 

those in the African diaspora and within Africa. The lowercase black is a color, 

not a person. (The Associated Press 2020) 

I use Black women interchangeably with women of colors as it refers to non-white 

groups and mirrors the usage in the literature and by my participants. In this 

reinterpretation, the point is to return to the political designation and in essence give back 

the self-naming power of the original intent. The connections and disconnections 

discovered between the divergent conversations, both structural and political, theoretical, 

and personal, general, and individual, opens insights for understanding of how 

overlooked, underseen, and undertheorized women of colors are in creating their 

individual paths as leaders within the field of dance in higher education. 

Background 
 

The following section presents statistics for women in the US, women of colors in 

administrative positions in US organizations, and education statistics for total faculty and 

women of colors in post-secondary institutions. Detailed here are different types of 

views, the percentages overall, the more general categories of administration in 

percentages specific to institutions of higher education and the percentages of women of 

colors in tenure and tenure-track positions. 

I created each chart from the data sources mentioned in the adjoining paragraphs 

and these data sources are cited. The data as a whole represents a span of ten years 2010 
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to 2020 and within that ten-year time period, women of colors make up approximately 

36% of the United States population. 

This figure indicates the percentage of total women in the United States 

population as of 2019. The break down is 60% white (not Hispanic or Latina), 18% 

Hispanic or Latina, 12.9% Black or African American, 5% Asian, 0.7% American Indian 

and Alaska Native and 0.2% Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Percentage of Total Women in US Population 2019. 
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Black women comprised only 6% of C-suite positions in higher education in 2009 

and 2011, according to data compiled by The American Council on Education (ACE) 

(Ryu 2010). In contrast, white men held 38% of these positions and white women held 

41% (Ryu 2010; Wilder et al. 2013). Figure 2 demonstrates percentages in each position 

for women of colors. In 2020, women of colors represented 34% in entry-level, 23% as 

managers, 17% as senior manager/director, 11% vice presidents, 9% senior vice 

presidents, and 6% in C-suite (provost, president, chancellor) positions (Catalyst, n.d.). 

 

Figure 2. Women of Colors in Leadership Positions in 2020. 
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As seen in Figure 3, up until 2013, the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES 2016) reported 1.5 million faculty employed in degree granting post-secondary 

institutions. A more detailed breakdown showed that 43% were white men, while 35% 

were white women. 

 
 

Figure 3. Faculty Employed in Degree Granting Post-Secondary Institution. 
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Detailed in Figure 4, data from NCES reported in 2013, fewer than 22% of faculty 

positions across tenure and tenure-track ranks (clinical, assistant, associate, and full 

professors) were held by non-white women (NCES 2016). Black women made up only 

6%, holding 3.7% of the tenure-track positions and 2.2% of tenured positions. Hispanic 

women represented 5% with 2.5% in tenure-track positions and 2.3% in tenured 

positions. Asian/Pacific Islander women are at 7% with 4.8% in tenure-track positions, 

and 2.6% in tenured positions. American Indians/Alaska Natives and people of two or 

more races making up less than 1% (NCES 2016). Only 7.1% of women of colors faculty 

were in tenured positions in PWIs. 

 
Figure 4. Positions–Tenure and Tenure Track–Women of Colors. 



15  

 
 

Drawing on these NCES and ACE demographic sketches, as an entry point to my 

examination of women of colors, I had questions related to the racial, gendered, and class 

breakdown of women of colors in the professoriate and administration. In comparison 

faculty and administration positions in higher education for women of colors shows little 

movement. 

Across campuses in the United States there are offices of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion, statements of diversity on campus websites and brochures in an effort to attract 

a wider demographic of faculty and students that are ethnically and racially diverse. In 

reviewing the above statistics there is an enormous gap between the stated goal of 

diversity and the material reality of hiring and promotion practices. These statistics 

simultaneously illustrate and raise questions about PWIs’ goals to diversify the 

professoriate and the limited number of tenured women of colors faculty. 

Further, oppression of women of colors does not disappear even when an 

organization or institution hires them. Giving attention to one aspect, difficulties arise for 

women of colors in leadership in hiring, expressly when assumed to assist an institution 

in meeting their diversity goals (Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012; Yosso et al. 2009). 

Women of colors in leadership roles should not be assumed to be enforcers of the 

dominant white agenda for the sake of reaching institutional racial and gender quotas. In 

instances when hires are primarily to meet diversity quota, the faculty can feel isolation 

(Turner 2002). The impact for women of colors in being in a stark minority in terms of 

representation has an effect on other faculty and students (Allen 1995). The institutional 
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infrastructure itself is found to have changed little (Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012; 

Yosso et al. 2009). 

Beyond the negative impact of diversity initiatives such as hires, the flip side positive 

result of improved gender diversity in general corelates to the institutions social 

responsibility to other faculty and students. Studies have found that gender integrated 

leadership positions come full circle, and it is quite simple; to increase the number of 

women of colors in leadership positions, there needs to be an increase in the number of 

women of colors in leadership positions (Keohane 2010). 

Overview of Leadership, Gender, and Race 
 

Leadership theory tends to define leadership through concepts of behavior and 

traits of power and authority (Northouse [1997] 2015; Parker and Ogilvie 1996; Vetter 

2010). These traits include positivity, influence, accountability, gracefully recovering 

from mistakes, and vision in terms of setting short- and long-term goals as well as 

planning how to get there (Northouse [1997] 2015). In leadership theory, dominant 

leadership theories and research detail the various ways leadership is experienced, 

understood, and organized to better understand the implications on organizations and its 

members. However, leadership studies ignored the role of demographic and cultural 

differences due to a lack of interest in such topics by white male researchers (Hill Collins 

1990; Northouse [1997] 2015; Ospina and Foldy 2009). There is much we can learn from 

a focus on race and ethnicity and the human condition as it relates to leadership. When 

there are unequal social power relations, as experienced by women of colors, an 

examination of these issues is key to a rigorous understanding of leadership dynamics. 
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A growing body of literature has examined gender perceptions of leadership 

effectiveness through an exploration in specific contexts, such as, education, business, 

and government (Bell and Nkomo [1992] 2001; Haslanger 2000; Irby and Brown 1995; 

Risner and Musil 2017a, 2017b) or female gender roles that lead to prejudice, 

stereotypes, biases of representation toward female leaders (Ahmed 2012; Banaji and 

Greenwald 2016; Eagly and Karau 2002; Hull et al. 1982; James 1999; Lorde 1980; 

Sanchez-Hucles and Davis 2010; Solórzano and Yosso 2000). The influence that my 

theoretical framework has on dance leadership fills the gaps in the literature that exists by 

addressing the issues women of color in leadership positions experience in PWIs of 

higher education. Jean-Marie et al. discuss the climate of PWIs exhibiting indifference, 

invisibility, aggressions, and the complex matrix of issues women of colors face (2009, 

565). The issues indicate a new or different identity where women of colors leadership is 

undermined, compromised, and limited (Jean-Marie et al. 2009, 565). The issues for 

women of colors to overcome racialized gender and class boundaries are not new and are 

broadly documented; however, the exploration of tenured professors in administrative 

positions in PWIs of higher learning is limited. 

While less established than studies on gender and leadership, a few studies (Allen 

1995; Byrd 2009; Ospina and Foldy 2009; Gostnell 1996; Parker 2004; Parker and 

Ogilvie 1996) have examined race, culture, and class. The links between race, culture, 

and class are “grounded in collective experiences of everyday life and multiple 

perspectives (Byrd 2009, 583) and the benefits of the reconceptualization of leadership 
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from women of colors’ point of view “encompasses the creativity and commitment for 

individual and group well-being” (Allen 1995, 26). 

Dance leadership is its own unique realm, a practice that incorporates Northouse’s 

definition of individuals influencing a group for a common goal ([1997] 2015, 3), yet 

dance leadership does not necessarily have to be tied to an organization or a title. 

(Alexandre 2011, 2017a, 2017b). Dance and leadership occur in an undetected space 

because dance as a discipline is elusive, and its interpretation is often misleading. When 

dance and leadership are taken together dance leadership as a concept is missing from the 

literature on dance and leadership. In essence, dance leadership is buoyed by the dancer 

artist, choreographer, artistic director, scholar, and educator whether from within the 

walls of the academy or in the private sector (Alexandre 2017b). 

By its nature, dance carries with it disparities in gender roles in its practices, 

artistic direction, and leadership in the private sector which are mirrored in the academy. 

For instance, in dance class “men” do one set of things and “girls” do another (Daly 

1987; Hanna 1988). The impact of this exaggerated difference is it plays down the 

similarities between genders. As dance historian and critic Ann Daly notes specific to 

ballet, boys do become men, but girls rarely become women (1987, 6). In this we 

consider the notion of gendered bodies where girls are submissive and do not question 

instructions and boys are urged to be ambitious, dynamic, and bold in the dance 

environment, and these gendered stereotypes continue from adolescents to adulthood. 

Gender roles are even more explicit in positions of leadership in dance, both in the 

private sector and the academy (Ollwerther 2016). In recent years, various articles, books, 
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and blogs authored by Amy Seiwart,1 Margaret Fuhrer,2 and dance historian Lynn 

Garafola3 for example, have surfaced questioning the lack of women’s presence in dance 

leadership (Fuhrer 2012). 

As far as I know, no previous research has investigated women of colors leaders 

within the field of dance in PWIs. Many post-modern historiographers, feminist theorists, 

and ethnographers suggest that when concepts, histories, and stories are not represented 

in research literature, these concepts, neither can be used as a springboard to innovatively 

continue the progress of dance nor illuminate issues of the past that, upon reflection, are 

poised to be the foundation for current changes in the field (Butler 2006; 

Kealiinohomoku 1970; Manning 2004). The notion of a springboard for progress, appears 

to warrant a closer look at the full circle model expressed earlier, women of colors in 

leadership positions will increase, when women of colors in leadership positions are 

increased. 

Leadership, racial identity, gender, and social class are not simply social and 

political categories but lived experiences. Particularly in dance, women of colors in 

administrative leadership must navigate both the environments of institutions and 

simultaneously, the material reality of what their body signifies within these institutions. 

 

1 Amy Seiwert enjoyed a nineteen-year performing career dancing with the Smuin, LA 
Chamber and Sacramento Ballets. (https://www.asimagery.org/amy-seiwert) 
2 Margaret Fuhrer is the editor in chief and producer of The Dance Edit newsletter and 
podcast, and the former editor in chief of Dance Spirit 
(https://www.dancespirit.com/u/margaretfuhrer) 
3 Lynn Garafola is an American dance historian, linguist, critic, curator, lecturer, and 
educator (https://www.encyclopedia.com/arts/educational-magazines/garafola-lynn- 
1946). 

http://www.asimagery.org/amy-seiwert)
http://www.dancespirit.com/u/margaretfuhrer)
http://www.encyclopedia.com/arts/educational-magazines/garafola-lynn-
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Leadership in higher education for women of colors can be isolating, uncertain, and 

powerless (Ahmed 2012; Byrd 2009; Stanley 2006b; Welch 1992). As my research seeks 

to point out, women of colors do not necessarily gain a new sense of wholeness from 

leadership, but at times a sense of disintegration or becoming simultaneously invisible 

and hyper-visible. In essence, my research study is designed to provide additional 

insights into the voices and narrations of women of color in administrative leadership in 

higher education. Given the lack of existing literature specific to dance, the participants 

of my study are among the most authoritative voices of what their experiences offer. My 

participants offer new ways to situate race, gender, culture, class, aspects of identity, and 

social location as mediated by lived experiences. Through my participants lived 

experiences we touch on the awareness of the body, the embodied context, and the 

cognitive impact that emerged in discussions and analysis. 

Theoretical Approach 
 

This research project applies CRT and BFT to dance leadership, analyzes issues 

of isolation, marginalization, and disempowerment women of colors in leadership 

positions experience in the academy such as: tokenism, stereotypes, dehumanization, and 

bias. A core component of BFT within the feminist framework is the continuous struggle 

against oppression. Black women pushed vigorously against a white feminist agenda that 

lacked an intersectional approach during the late 1960s and as it persisted through the 

1970s. BFT recognizes the importance of difference and that systems of oppression are 

interconnected. CRT originated in US law schools and is a school of thought that evolved 

in response to racism and racial conditions in the US. CRT analyzes how racism and race 
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are fundamental components of social structures and social experiences and demonstrates 

the ways in which race and racism constitute the foundation of modern forms of 

knowledge and our social order. From this perspective of Black feminism and CRT, I 

recognize in this project that race, gender, and class are intertwined and operate in 

tandem with other identities such as ethnicity and sexual orientation, national and 

religious preference, etc. (Crenshaw et al. 1996; Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012; Hill 

Collins 2005; Williams 1991). 

Of particular use to this project is the theoretical concept of the “outsider within.” 

A term coined by African American socialist Patricia Hill Collins, the “outsider within” 

is defined as a person, in the case of women of colors, by nature of gender, ethnicity, and 

other components is on the margins of society, however based on the benefit of education 

and status allows them to occupy and navigate various spaces having the ability to gather 

insider knowledge and resources (Hill Collins 1986). The experiential standpoint of 

women of colors in dance leadership is “within” the environmental administrative 

structure of the academy as an employee. However, this standpoint operates 

simultaneously outside because leadership is predominantly a white male privilege in 

many sectors of society. This crossing of political and structural boundaries locates the 

notion of dance leadership at the margins of administrative structures while interrogating 

the disorienting, alienating, and uncomfortable space where the “outsider/within” 

intersects. 

As a result of this outsider/insider status, visibility, and invisibility for women of 

colors leading dance in administrative roles are potentially a double-edged sword. One 
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edge signifies the awkward visibility such as that attached to tokenism and diversity hires 

(Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012; Yosso et al. 2009). The other edge denotes the 

convenient invisibility such as silencing or ignoring one’s voice in intellectual discourse 

(Hill Collins [1990] 2008). In this regard, invisibility squanders intellectual capital by 

neglecting the development of women of colors suited for positions of dance leadership 

and intellectual growth. Women of colors constitute a particularly influential but nearly 

imperceptible intellectual source whose multidimensional identities and lived experiences 

inform and direct sociocultural shifts in the US. 

Patricia Hill Collins argues that “many Black female intellectuals have made 

creative use of their marginality—their “outsider within” status—to produce Black 

feminist thought that reflects a special standpoint on self, family, and society” (Hill 

Collins 1986, s14). The outsider within perspective, however, allows for recognition of 

unique and alternate models for women of colors, where they are empowered to take 

charge of their own liberation struggle. Within that the discussion and approach for this 

research project is the fact that my theoretical framework attends to the construction of 

new knowledge and is grounded in the power of strategic collaborations with my 

participants. 

Finally, it is not possible to have a nuanced conversation about leadership, race, or 

gender without engaging with notions of power. The definition of power I rely on in this 

project is derived from Foucault (1979): 

Power is the moving substrate of force relations, which, by virtue of their 

inequality, constantly engender states of power, but the latter are always local and 
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unstable. It is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength 

that we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex 

strategical situation in a particular society. (Foucault [1979] 2019, 93) 

As discussed above, in leadership, an individual influences people to achieve a goal 

(Northouse 2004, 2) by wielding their administrative power: an array of tactics to prompt 

actions. For example, forces individuals to comply with your wishes is coercive power, 

whereas utilitarian power refers to performance-reward systems. The latter is often seen 

in higher education. In this regard, unequal social power relations, as experienced by 

women of colors, requires an examination of these issues and thus is key to a careful 

understanding of the changes in leadership. 

Yet, when the institutional landscape is comprised of collective prejudice backed 

by institutional control, racism becomes a structure not an event (DiAngelo 2018; Schmid 

1996; Winant 1998). In other words, power can then carry out discriminatory actions 

through institutional policies and practices that shape cultural beliefs and values. 

Consequently, this project intervenes in particular understandings of the role of ‘power’ 

within the context of leadership (Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012; Omi and Winant 

[1986] 2015; Yosso et al. 2009) to include the vectors of gender and race. 

Chapter Overview 
 

In order to acknowledge and emphasize what women of colors leading in dance 

means it was important to begin with a chronological history of leadership theory in 

Chapter II: “Literature Review.” Dominant leadership theories and research detail the 

various ways leadership is experienced, understood, and organized, yet this literature has 
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almost entirely omitted women of colors. I then consider emerging authors whose 

research examine biases against female leaders and leaders of colors, and the materiality 

of leadership. The final authors bring to the forefront those theories more connect to 

awareness of the body, the embodied context, and the cognitive impact which gives 

support to my findings. With this historical overview, I organize my theoretical stance 

around BFT and CRT which serves as a foundation for using Portraiture methodology. 

Chapter III: “Methodology-Portraiture” details BFT and CRT as the foundation of 

both my research design and data analysis. There is a rapport between the standpoints of 

BFT and CRT in which each explain ways the voices of marginalized populations are 

engaged persuasively. In my research methodology and research design, I am setting up 

controls that assume that women of colors faculty are vulnerable, exposed, and by their 

very nature endangered in white society and its by-product education. The methodology 

of portraiture permits a pivot to reframe the view, in that it notices and lifts the voices of 

those marginalized by exclusion and names the invisible making it visible. It is not lost 

on me that these aspects when sought out using women of colors faculty in the academy 

may make some feel uncomfortable. However, this direct path is a necessity in order to 

get at the information which reveals how women of colors faculty chronicle their lived 

experiences, the institutional circumstances that affect their lives and the emerging 

themes born from advancement limitations in PWIs. 

Through portraiture, the four women in this study each narrate their lived 

experiences. Chapters VI, V, VI, and VII are dedicated to presenting the participants’ 

portraits and demonstrates their incredible resilience and the impeccable methods of 
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negotiation. Chapter VI: “Dr. Olivia Ghatak” is excited by the discourse around dance, 

experimentation as an artist and an advocate for social justice through dance as an 

educator and an artistic director. Chapter V: “Professor Maricela Fernandez” infuses 

music and dance in her professional and private life. She is an educator, storyteller, and 

collaborator dedicated to community outreach and arts enrichment. Chapter VI: “Dean 

Solange Duverger-Leclère,” dancer, choreographer, educator, and now Dean, models the 

framework of collaborative leadership and consensus building bridging her past 

synergetic relationships into her present campus responsibilities. Chapter VII: “Dean 

Rebecca Saunders,” a thought leader, performing artist, choreographer, and educator 

connects her administrative practice to community pursuing the right balance of energy, 

power, and values around the discourse of race and racism. The four women of colors in 

this study help us to interpret how historical power and social constructions exercised in 

institution of higher learning affect their professional experiences contributing to the 

discourse on leadership theory. 

In Chapter VIII: “Analysis,” I dig into four areas and named the findings. In this 

chapter, I draw connections between the four sections analyzed, what the analysis found, 

and discussed the literature that supports those findings. My position is the culture of 

leading in dance can be dehumanizing, disempowering, and marginalizing can cause 

isolation, silence one’s voice from discourse, and symbolically stigmatize groups. My 

interviewees employed varied response mechanisms to overcoming the boundaries and 

limitations exhibited through institutional racism. And in doing so, we continue to 

cultivate the notion of the body as the collaborator with the subject rather than the object 
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of investigation. Attention is given to the relationships among the narrators’ body, mind, 

and consciousness, their perspectives of living in a racialized body, and women of colors 

as embodied knowledge producers. Portraiture, BFT, and CRT in combination put the 

four analytical areas in conversation with each other, illuminated issues of race, class, 

culture, and gender in higher education for women of colors in administration and dance 

leadership as well as reflect on what the field might do with these findings. 

The final chapter, Chapter IX: “Conclusion” summarizes dance leadership and 

considers the concept contributing to the influence individuals have on groups and dance 

as a discipline. The chapter draws upon the entire dissertation, to tie together the 

theoretical and empirical strands in order to articulate the various perspectives where new 

knowledge and understandings emerged. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that 

they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story become the 

only story. 

—Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, “The Danger of a Single Story” (2009). 
 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to review theories of leadership beginning with the 

historical chronology of leadership theory and an exploration of the relationship between 

leadership theory resources and institutional practices that support my research project. 

The racialized gender and class boundaries women of colors face is not new and are 

broadly documented, however the exploration of tenured professors in administrative 

positions in PWIs of higher learning is limited. 

The introductory section provides a brief overview of leadership theories to 

describe and discuss the way the study of leadership traits, behavior, interpersonal and 

intrapersonal skills progress. The review then goes on to the second section “Women and 

Leadership,” with a focus on gender fueled by an increasing interest in women in 

leadership position. To acknowledge a needed focus on representation and inclusivity, 

section three “Leadership and Race” describes in greater detail unequal social power 

relations for women of colors. Aspects of identity and how it intersections with race, 

ethnicity, and class are discussed through an intersectional lens in section four, 

“Intersectionality and Women’s Leadership.” The review of leadership to this point has 
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been general to overall organizations. Academia identifies specific consideration 

described in “Leadership in Educational Contexts,” section five, discussed by scholars 

whose finding and methodologies impact my study. Section six, “Leadership and 

Embodiment,” the last section, directs attention to the body in the conceptualization of 

leadership and specifically examines embodied approaches, opening discussion of how 

embodiment is tied to leadership. 

Thus, this literature review highlights emergent theories that are inclusive of 

minoritized women in leadership. My literature review and research project are guided by 

factors found to be influencing the lived experience of women of colors as they navigate 

institutional structures. I understand lived experiences to be firsthand accounts and 

impressions: how an individual perceives, describes, feels, judges, remembers, makes 

sense of, and talks about the experience (Patton 2002). 

An Overview of Leadership Theories 
 

Dominant leadership theories and research detail the various ways leadership is 

experienced, understood, and organized to better understand the implications for 

organizations and its members. Because leadership can shape institutional strategies, the 

organization and members are affected by value, culture and employee motivational 

decisions which can cause changes in execution and effectiveness (Northouse [1997] 

2015). 

From a historical perspective, great man theories, with an emphasis on influential 

and individual use of power, dominated the literature from the 1840s until the 1970s, 

when the field shifted to the participatory theories of transactional and transformational 
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leadership. In his book, Leadership: Theory and Practice, Dr. Peter Northouse, renowned 

for his best-selling leadership textbooks, traces leadership theory from the great man 

theory in the nineteenth century, to effective traits of leadership in the twentieth century, 

to follower-centered and authentic leadership theories of the early twenty-first century 

(2019). 

Leadership is deeply contextual. I remind us to think of leadership in the broadest 

possible range of leading one’s life and making choices. The most basic form of context 

can be created through representation. Researchers who ignored problems related to 

gender difference in leadership create a limitation in the study of leadership. Leadership 

studies ignored the role of demographic and cultural differences due to a lack of interest 

in such topics by white male researchers. The key strengths of this study are its insights into 

how overlooked, underseen, and undertheorized women of colors are in the discourse on 

leadership. 

Women of colors as knowledge producers give voice to minoritized womens 

experiences while leading. Northouse’s text shows the implications of various leadership 

styles and behaviors giving context for leadership in general and charts a path to examine 

difference in the study of leadership from the 1970s to the twenty-first century. For me, 

the text gives language and agency in support of other authors examining leadership in 

specific contexts. 

The term leadership encompasses a practical skill linked to performance and 

inspiration and a research area challenged by emerging technologies, therefore, in my 

study the language of leadership resides in the context. It is worth mentioning here in 
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talking about leadership in contexts, my intent is to denote the ability to lead one’s life 

and make choices, not necessarily the model of leadership within organizational contexts. 

I explore leader’s performance and methods of inspiration. Moreover, the research and 

literature used for my study turns the discussion from an inquiry to an exploration by 

highlighting processes driving behavior change and choice. As such, the role of emerging 

technologies, organizational variables, in leadership growth and development becomes a 

tool. For example, when considering organizational variables, this encompasses the 

institutional environment and set of circumstances that are conducive to behavior and 

results which are employed as part of my own framework. 

Northouse’s approach to leadership is the individual and as such, his main 

takeaway is the importance of context in its execution and effectiveness. He defines 

leadership as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to 

achieve a common goal” ([1997] 2015, 3). He argues that the practice of leadership is a 

vital and complicated component of organizations but defining leadership has long 

proven challenging for scholars and practitioners of the field ([1997] 2015). Northouse 

contends leadership is a complex process having multiple dimensions and therefore he 

contextualizes descriptions and applications to many different approaches to leadership. 

His historical chronology of leadership theory is specifically useful because the 

various strands in the study of leadership come together through his approach. As an 

example, Northouse says, “[S]ome researchers conceptualize leadership as a trait or as a 

behavior, whereas others view leadership from an information-processing perspective or 

relational standpoint” (2019, 32). He describes how leadership can inform and direct 
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leaders in improving their leadership skills, which not only fills research literature and 

publications, but assists the development of organizational leadership programs. Such 

programs guide the practice of leadership within a context where individuals are held to 

norms, values, and beliefs of the organization’s culture (Parker 2001). For me, leadership 

generates considerable interest in terms of my own experiences as an educator, but the 

many roles and applications as seen in my study in the field of dance, therefore it 

becomes useful in thinking about leadership to inspire dance leaders of tomorrow. 

A second body of literature examines the human-to-human interactions of 

leadership, as opposed to the individual. Northouse’s brief overview details the different 

strands of leadership theory, however, a subcategory and main interest for my research 

project are the factors encompassed by relationship-oriented leadership. In Thinking 

About Leadership, political theorist and first female president of Duke University, Dr. 

Nannerl O. Keohane argues that while many political philosophers concentrate on ways 

to avert leaders from misusing their power, little research examines what holding power 

feels like, how leaders do their work, and how they relate to the people they led (2010). 

For Dr. Keohane, leadership comprises two points, implementing ideas to accomplish 

goals and moving group energies toward that course of action. These go beyond the 

attributes of discretion, assertiveness, integrity, intelligence, and interpersonal skills. She 

details the second point is just as important as the first. The participants in this study 

discuss goal-oriented ways they implement ideas, and they describe the achieved results 

or consequences of those actions. In considering the essence of leadership, Dr. Keohane 

poses selected questions around different approaches of leadership and the relationship of 
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leadership and power. She considers additional contemporary issues with questions of 

how gender influences the process of leadership, also discussed later, and the relations 

between leadership and ethics. 

The following author demonstrates how some characteristics interact. For Jane M. 

Alexandre in Dance Leadership: Theory into Practice her examination of leadership 

considers those who do not lead an organization or have a body of followers but rather 

demonstrate leadership through projects where the relationship in groups tend to form 

(2017b). Furthermore, the concept of relationship-oriented behavior has been examined 

in the study of leadership since the late 1950s. Behavior attributes as a style approach is 

relationship-oriented but is not a refined theory and does not provide an organized set of 

prescriptions for leadership effectiveness (Northouse [1997] 2015, 69). Applicable to my 

study is the non-linear approach to a relationship-oriented leadership style as seen 

through my participants as change makers. Alexandre denotes the evolving nature of a 

holistic and inclusive approach to leadership for which expertise and experience factor 

centrally in relationships. The key contexts for collaborative leadership that is 

transformational is the social engagement, identity, and place, all structures explored in 

my project. 

A third branch of the literature examines leadership at the level of the 

organization and how they operate both individually and interact with larger institutional 

systems. Relational leadership theory (RLT) differs from relationship-oriented behavior 

in that it focuses on togetherness and variances between agency and participants that 

produce and enable leadership. RLT is not restricted to one person or even a small group 
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but realizes leadership whenever it occurs. According to Mary Uhl-Bien (2006) in 

“Relational Leadership Theory: Exploring the social processes of leadership and 

organizing,” RLT is a framework for the study of leadership “as a social influence 

process through which emergent coordination (e.g., evolving social order) and change 

(e.g., new approaches, values, attitudes, behaviors, ideologies) are constructed and 

produced” (654). RLT does not restrict leadership to hierarchical positions or roles but 

views the relational dynamics within the organization. Uhl-Bien infers that this 

perspective centers individuals, including leaders and followers, and focuses on 

individual reality. 

This approach can also be understood as the “entity” perspective. In “Mapping the 

Terrain: Convergence and Divergence Around Relational Leadership,” Sonia Ospina and 

Mary Uhl-Bien develop the entity perspective and expand a constructionist perspective to 

demonstrate the paradigmatic interplay of relational leadership (2012). These authors 

suggest leadership should be seen as “individuality, independence, rationality, and 

agency” as a “mental model,” which challenges some of the most ingrained assumptions, 

models, and concepts associated with leadership, such as thriving on relationship or a 

focus on developing high quality work relationships (2012, xxiii). I use this literature to 

recognize leadership as moving beyond a unidirectional or even reciprocal leader and 

follower relationship but as influential to my project and its place in thinking about 

organizations and variances between agency and participant. 
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Women and Leadership 
 

Until the 1970s, researchers largely ignored problems related to gender difference 

in leadership. Social psychologist Crystal L. Hoyt claims in Leadership: Theory and 

Practice that the increasing number of women in academia and women, more generally, 

in leadership positions has fueled recent scholarly interest in the study of women leaders 

(Northouse [1997] 2015), 265). The current literature on women in leadership includes a 

steadily growing body of research on leadership styles, organizational performance, 

image, and types of biases against female leaders. The literature that follows looks at 

women in leadership generally, shaping the context around image, biases, and stereotypes 

against female leaders; however, it should be noted that this literature universalizes the 

experiences of white women (Allen 1995; Parker 2004). Women’s experiences in 

leadership are not formed from a single crystal, a monolith of leadership (Bell and 

Nkomo [1992] 2001). It is important to state here that it is difficult to have a discussion 

of gender without accounting for race and ethnicity, which is foundational to my study. 

Though research starts in earnest in the 1970s, twenty years later researchers still 

noted problems in the approach to women in leadership. In “Constructing a Feminist- 

Inclusive Theory of Leadership,” Beverly J. Irby and Genevieve Brown delineate the five 

stages of research on women executives since the 1970s (1995, 2): 1) numbers of women 

documented, 2) search for women who have been or are administrators, 3) women as 

disadvantaged or subordinate, 4) women studied on their own terms, and 5) women as 

challenge to theory. Citing two findings that support the need for research on women 

executives, they contend that the profile of women executives is not the same as that of 
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men executives, and that a “legacy of discrimination and exclusion” shapes the world of 

women’s experiences and behaviors differently than men (4). Irby and Brown’s research 

also analyzes perceptions of leadership effectiveness in three contexts: education, 

business, and government. They do so to contrast male and female perspectives on 

leadership effectiveness and briefly touch on the institutional aspects that affect the 

experiences of women in the workplace. Irby and Brown propose a transformation of 

current theory or development of new theory to initiate the construction of a feminist 

inclusive leadership theory. 

The effects of bias and prejudice and the barriers they cause for women in 

leadership are reflected here in higher performance standards and blame for failure than 

their male counterparts. Eagly and Karau demonstrate negative bias in representation 

compatibility toward female leaders (2002). They write: “According to role congruity 

theory, the agentic qualities thought necessary in the leadership role are incompatible 

with the predominantly communal qualities stereotypically associated with women, thus 

resulting in prejudice against female leaders” (573). They argue that the incongruity 

between leadership roles and gender performance for women manifests two forms of 

prejudice. One form is the belief that women are limited in their innate abilities related to 

leadership and the second is that they are evaluated as performing leadership less 

effectively than men (574). In essence, one form of prejudice leads to the other in that the 

observer perceives women as less capable of accomplishing a leadership role and 

therefore evaluates women leaders less favorably. The consequence of perceiving 
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women’s leadership capacity as limited is explored in my study through the lens of 

unrecognized contributions and a need to work harder. 

Some research has found, however, that these biases and stereotypes can be 

mitigated through ideas that go against the perceived standardized stereotypes. Stefanie 

Simon with Crystal L. Hoyt in the article “Exploring the Effect of Media Images on 

Women’s Leadership Self-perceptions and Aspirations” compare advertisement 

displaying women in counterstereotypical roles, such as female business executive or 

female surgeons, with stereotypical traditional roles, such as household and family 

responsibilities (2013). They argue that research that examines the effect of media images 

depicting counterstereotypical roles for women, generate desirable outcomes on the 

leadership aspiration and self-perception of women. Their findings suggest that more 

advertisements that do not affirm counterstereotypes increase the potential outcome of 

women seeking leadership positions. I use this research to recognize the double lack of 

female representation for my participants around race/gender together with inclusivity in 

leadership and its potential impacts. 

Leadership and Race 
 

Despite their absence from the scholarly literature, women of colors’ 

volunteerism and relational leadership has left its mark on many important institutions 

such as the “peace movement, consumer unions, education reform” (Keohane 2010), 

and “the civil rights movement” (Barnett 1993). The following authors demonstrate 

how early research in leadership studies ignored the role of demographic and cultural 

differences due to a lack of interest in such topics by white male researchers. They argue 
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that the analysis of the unequal social power relations women and people of color 

experience is key to a precise understanding of leadership progress. These authors offer 

approaches to internal and external concepts in the study of leadership including rejecting 

negative stereotypes, shifting gender-centered and race-neutral models, affecting social 

transformation through leadership and shifting worldviews. Their research is persuasive 

for my study in that they present the institutional aspects that affect the experiences of 

women in the workplace, such as gender discrimination that stems from patriarchal 

ideology in the workplace (Bell and Nkomo [1992] 2001). 

I draw briefly on Ian Haney López’s position in White by Law: The Legal 

Construction of Race to contextualize how racial hierarchy depends on discrimination 

and racial subordination to maintain white superiority and the centering of white identity 

([1996] 2006). This racial system, according to Haney López, is stable and cohesive 

because of “the conceptual existence of Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans and other 

races as tropes of inferiority against which whiteness can be measured and valued” (132). 

It is significant that the ideologies that maintain power through the racial 

hierarchy pushed me to explore methodologies that are different, alternative and breaks 

long-held silences in spaces invisible to the dominant culture. Thus, my project was 

shaped by standpoints that explain the absence of women of colors from previous 

leadership studies, even those that center women. The social construction of race, 

fabrication, and choice are explored in White by Law, and it is a foundational contribution 

to CRT, a theoretical framework that supplements and supports the methodology for my 

project. 
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While Haney López does not specifically address leadership, the concepts he 

raises, discrimination and subordination are relevant to leadership and leadership studies. 

Specific to the experience of African American women, Marilyn Byrd’s article “Telling 

Our Stories of Leadership: If We Don’t Tell Them They Won’t be Told” details the 

disempowering encounters and exclusion of African American women leaders in PWIs in 

order to advocate for the importance of research that disrupt myths and stereotypical 

images (2009, 582). Concerned with disempowering encounters women face based on 

race, gender, and social class, Byrd states, “[B]lack feminist theory describes two types 

of power that challenge African American women in positions of leadership: a 

disciplinary domain of power and a hegemonic domain of power” (600). She describes 

the disciplinary domain of power as that which keeps African American women under 

constant surveillance, while hegemonic power is that which allows dominant groups to 

use organizational practices and social interactions to justify oppressive actions and 

behaviors (ibid). Byrd models the type of scholarship that might interrupt these domains 

of power by placing African American women leaders at the center of her analysis 

through situated knowing, thus giving voice to African American women’s experiences 

while leading. The important point Byrd makes is the advantage of giving voice in 

narrative and how it benefits the oppressed by exposing their reality and challenges the 

oppressors is a continuing position and discussion in my study. 

In “A Critical Review of Race and Ethnicity in the Leadership Literature: 

Surfacing Context, Power and the Collective Dimensions of Leadership” Ospina and 

Foldy (2009) argue that if society, communities, and individuals are informed by race, 
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then leadership must be as well. They contend that without addressing context, theories 

of leadership are incomplete. Two essential questions guide their research, “[H]ow has 

the leadership literature to date treated race?” and “what particularly fertile areas in the 

relationship between race and leadership should be explored” (2009, 877). Their study 

reveals that race does not operate in isolation from other vectors of difference such as 

gender, class, sexual orientation, nationality, and religion (Ospina and Foldy 2009, 877). 

Further, they propose that identifying the role race and ethnicity play in leadership studies 

is crucial to understanding how connections between the experiences of peoples of colors 

can be cultivated without suppressing difference and how they are used as research 

sources from within a particular social context. For instance, their study of how white 

followers of Black leaders challenge and undermine leadership demonstrates how the 

“stress created by marginality” constrains Black leaders (880). The authors acknowledge 

that the experiences of people of colors are often isolated and treated as special cases in 

research instead of as sources for theorizing from within a specific social setting. 

I consider how some of their findings are essential to my study in that the research 

serves to recognize how women of colors have been excluded from prior literature. 

Ospina and Foldy (2009) suggest four topics for future exploration of whiteness as a 

social identity: (1) intersectionality, the ways in which the location of women of color at 

the intersection of race and gender makes our actual experience of domestic violence, 

rape, and remedial reform qualitatively different than that of white women (Crenshaw 

1991, 1244); (2) the convergence of CRT and leadership theory; (3) the broadening the 

scope of social actors, contexts; and (4) policy arenas in leadership studies (893). My 
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holistic and inclusive approach integrates intersectionality to interrogate racial, ethic, 

gender, and class disparities, CRT, and BFT to place women of colors at the center of the 

analysis and the institutional landscape to establish the way the lives of women of color 

faculty are affected. 

An emerging body of literature centers women of colors in this critical race 

approach to leadership. In her 2004 book Race, Gender, and Leadership: Re-envisioning 

Organizational Leadership from the Perspectives of African American Women 

Executives, Patricia S. Parker argues that “distinctly feminine” leadership research has 

“focused on the identity and experiences of a select few,” (2004, xv) privileging the 

experiences of white middle class women. She states that, “[T]he exclusion of African 

American women from both traditional and feminist studies of leadership is in part a by- 

product of the problems of race-neutral theorizing in organization studies” (xv). Parker 

points out that reconceptualizing cultural processes will provide a more racially inclusive 

framework for understanding leadership in the twenty-first century (2004, xv). She 

describes having a cultural sensitivity when theorizing about leadership to allow a focus 

on hidden processes and practices. 

Toni C. King and S. Alease Ferguson also call for the inclusion of women’s 

perspectives in leadership development. They consider that social change depends on 

women of colors personal development and capacities for shaping their world. In 

“Charting Ourselves: Leadership Development with Black Professional Women” King 

and Ferguson (2001) define leadership development as consisting of “activities, 

processes, and methods,” that assist in analyzing a woman’s understanding of her 
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relationship to “groups, communities, and societies.” They stress the importance of self- 

definition and the relational positioning for African American female professionals to 

construct their “sense of personal efficacy and collective purpose” (2001, 126). They 

propose a twofold mechanism for being centered, to promote a capacity for internal 

growth and external effectiveness within leadership development, which enables a 

process for self-restoration (125). King and Ferguson promote leadership development 

that identifies self and group empowerment; they also suggest expansive processes to 

stimulate development. 

This literature has made a significant impact for my research and the relevance for 

women of colors in leadership. The culmination of distinct and separate findings 

contributes to my approach in my study. For example, I consider how society, 

communities and individuals are informed by race and how different types of 

discrimination such as race, gender, and social class interact. The way power both 

disciplinary and hegemonic, disempower women of colors using surveillance and 

institutional practices. And the way leadership development needs the perspective of 

women of colors to challenge race-neutral theorizing. 

The literature stresses the importance of both geographical and social position, 

and their attendant cultures, in the construction of women of colors’ professional 

identities. In Our Separate Ways: Black and White Women and the Struggle for 

Professional Identity—Careers of a Different Color, Ella L. J. Edmonson Bell and Stella 

M. Nkomo illustrate the impact of social location when combined with race on women’s 

professional identities by discussing similarities in women’s experiences of gender 
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discrimination and document crucial differences in their workplace experiences ([1992] 

2001, 62). Bell and Nkomo consider patriarchal ideology in the workplace to examine 

these differences, which differentiates their work from the other women of colors 

scholars referenced in this section. With a similar concern for location and position, 

Beverlyn Lundy Allen examines the experiences of non-elites and leadership in non- 

traditional locations in her doctoral dissertation “Black female leadership: a preliminary 

step toward an alternative theory” (1995). Allen argues that leadership in traditional 

models emphasizes elite patterns of decision-making and seldom includes women and 

minorities in their analysis. For Allen, advancing leadership theory requires attending to 

cultural context, 

By connecting the social and the cultural in leadership thought, we 

better understand the processes by which black female leadership 

emerges. Only through understanding the action processes in all of 

their dimensions can we come to understand the meaning, content, 

and form of leadership as experienced by diverse groups. (36) 

For Allen a comprehensive analysis of leadership examines women of colors culture of 

resistance by identifying the process, form, and content of their leadership. Allen’s 

framework considers processes that move away from assumptions and seek to 

understand processes prior to “the doing” of leadership or “the outcomes” of leadership 

(36). 

Patricia S. Parker and D. T. Ogilvie also explore the importance of culture in 

leadership theory, particularly for African-American women executives. In their article, 
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“Gender, Culture, and Leadership: Toward a Culturally Distinct Model of African- 

American Women Executives’ Leadership Strategies” (1996), the authors follow Bell’s 

and Nkomo’s ([1992] 2001) argument that a gender-centered focus on women in 

management literature presents an incomplete examination of the interactive effects of 

racism and sexism on African American women executives in predominantly white 

organizations. Parker and Ogilvie assert that the unique cultural experiences of African 

American women, differs in organizationally relevant ways, such as the way their 

leadership strategies are shaped by their socialization. For example, their experiences 

living in a society divided by race requires them to take risks, use creativity, and 

divergent thinking to establish effective strategies toward leading. Gloria Murphy 

Gostnell, likewise, places “Black women’s standpoint and places Black women’s 

experiences at the center of analysis” (1996, 5). In her dissertation, “The Leadership of 

African American Women Constructing Realities, Shifting Paradigms,” she argues for a 

more inclusive view of the realities of leadership, and a better understanding of the 

impact of the interlocking status of race, gender, and social class on the practice, 

pursuit, and perceptions of leadership by women of color. She presents a summary of 

recommendations for educational policy, such as the contributions, experiences, and 

points of view of women and men of color as part of core curriculum, a 

contextualization of leadership studies to reflect the social, cultural, economic realities 

of the “real world,” and alternative modes of identifying and certifying educational 

leaders (223). As I see it, this scholarship offers a corrective to the exclusion of women 

of colors from the leadership literature by emphasizing equity and inclusiveness and 
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offering specific strategies to centering women of colors in the analysis that are 

embraced in my theoretical framework and methodology as discussed above. 

Intersectionality and Women’s Leadership 
 

As the studies in the previous section suggest, a discussion of women’s 

leadership without reference to race and ethnicity presents an overly simplistic and 

misleading view. However, other identity facets, such as socioeconomic status in 

relation to income, education, and occupation, also profoundly shape women’s 

experience in leadership and women of colors’ experiences in particular. And as 

Sociologist Rosalind Chou argues, “intersected racial and gender identity affects self- 

image and self-esteem,” (2012, 22). Leadership literature exploring these variables is 

inadequate (Allen 1995; Bell and Nkomo [1992] 2001; King and Ferguson 2001; 

Ospina and Foldy 2009; Parker 2004), however, the following authors are widely 

considered to be most important for examining systems of power in organizational 

contexts from an intersectional lens. I brought the intersectional approach to my 

leadership study to guide my focus in constructing an integrated analysis and a 

practice that unpacks systems of oppression and the way they interlock missing from 

the emergent literature on women of colors in leadership. 

One of the first articulations of the ideas behind intersectionality came from the 

Combahee River Collective—a group of non-sectarian, socialist, queer Black 

feminist—in 1974. They write as their statement of belief: 

[T]he most general statement of our politics at the present time would 

be that we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, 



45  

 
 

heterosexual, and class oppression, and see our political task the 

development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact 

that major systems of oppression are interlocking. (Hull, Scott, and 

Smith 1982, 13) 

In Feminist Theory: From Margins to Center, bell hooks places a similar emphasis on 

feminism, promoting the inclusion of women of all classes and colors and even the 

inclusion of men (1984). Civil rights activist Audre Lorde acknowledges that Black 

women operate in a system for which racism and sexism are fundamental, intentional 

systems of oppression necessary for profit in a white patriarchal capitalist society (1980, 

2007). Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith put a finer point on this in 

All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave (1982), 

arguing that in discussions of feminism and race in America, the group that is so often 

left out is black women. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, professor of law, civil rights advocate, and leading scholar of 

CRT is credited with actually coining the term intersectionality, a consideration of how 

different types of discrimination interact (1991). For Crenshaw intersectionality is not “an 

effort to create the world in an inverted image of what it is now” (Coaston 2019, 7). 

Rather, she points out intersectionality is to make room “for more advocacy and remedial 

practices” to create a more egalitarian system (ibid). Crenshaw was building on the above 

body of Black feminist writing and paved the groundwork for ongoing considerations of 

intersectional feminism and its applications. Relevant to research, Crenshaw now asks the 
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question, “[W]hy is the intersection of maleness and whiteness driving our analysis and 

not the intersection of being a woman and a person of color?” (2017). 

Vivian May synthesizes Crenshaw’s points through an interdisciplinary 

examination of intersectional histories, concepts, and systems in Pursuing 

Intersectionality, Unsettling Dominant Imaginaries (2015). May argues that while 

intersectionality is widely known, debated, and practiced, it is often defined in ways that 

remove its use from political influence or even breaches its most basic intent (2015). She 

suggests that the how and why of intersectional ideas be examined to contest the 

delegitimizing of intersectionality (viii). Similarly, in Emerging Intersections: Race, 

Class, and Gender in Theory, Policy and Practice, Bonnie Thornton Dill and Ruth Enid 

Zambrana examine problems of inequality and oppression from new angles by using an 

analytical strategy in promoting intersectionality as an interpretive tool that can be 

utilized to better understand the ways in which race, class, gender, ethnicity, and other 

dimensions of difference shape our lives today (2009). For Dill and Zambrana, 

intersectionality constitutes, 

an innovative and emerging field of study that provides a critical analytic lens 

to interrogate racial, ethnic, class, ability, age, sexuality, and gender disparities 

and to contest existing ways of looking at these structures of inequality, 

transforming knowledges as well as the social institutions in which they have 

found themselves. (2009, Kindle loc. 20) 

This definition, links knowledge and power, research, and policy, the individual and 

the collective, and captures the spirit of intersectionality over the last three decades. 
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Kimberlé Crenshaw describes intersectionality with this clarity after thirty years, that 

it is not a blanket term for ‘it’s complicated,’ it is a lens to see where power is, where 

it collides, where it interlocks, and where it intersects (Crenshaw 2017). 

In the 2003 text, Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing 

Solidarity, postcolonial and transnational feminist theorist Chandra Talpade Mohanty 

addresses feminist cross-cultural discourse and exposes the limitations of Eurocentric and 

universalist western feminism (39). In her materialist analysis, Mohanty argues that 

unequal distribution of resources plays a vital role in sustaining gender hierarchy, which 

is crucial to understanding the impact of international economic institutions and 

economic oppression on identity, agency, community, and nation (53). She highlights the 

depictions of non-western “Others” and analyzes the limitations of First and Third World 

definitions in western feminist discourse (41). Her analysis adds to the understanding of 

feminism in the US by pointing out classism, and the limitations of women’s 

advancement due to capitalism, and identity practices. Mohanty further suggests a move 

away from binary structures (i.e., oppressor/oppressed, colonizer/colonized), that reify 

struggles of women (39). Ultimately, she asserts that solidarity is essential to 

transnational feminisms and discusses strategic coalitions across class, race, and nation to 

build “oppositional political identities” (37). 

In This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, Cherrie 

Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (1983) provide a framework for coalition building by 

charting “areas of concern for a broad-based political movement of US Third World 

women” (xliv). Moraga and Anzaldúa’s text resonates with what feminist theorist 
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Aimee Carrillo Rowe in Power Lines: On the Subject of Feminist Alliances (2008) calls 

“alliance-building,” as a means for “more inclusive feminisms” (43). Carrillo Rowe 

cites Mohanty to draw attention to “contemporary debates in feminist theory, and the 

urgent political necessity . . . of forming strategic coalitions across class, race, and 

national boundaries” (135). Mohanty aligns with these earlier writers by suggesting a 

“group-based power” and the importance of border crossing. She believes decentering 

provides a better understanding of feminism as a world issue. In essence, crossing 

borders shifts the power away from existing binary structures and stimulates more 

worldly knowledge (77). My takeaway for my project is the opposition to the 

subordination of women through a shared commitment to feminist values. Giving 

attention to the history of postcolonial feminisms offers a theoretical framework to 

analyze gender injustices. 

Discussion of intersectionality specifically within leadership discourse of 

women of colors is an emerging theme in the literature. For example, as women of 

colors are characterized as women and minorities, they can be rendered by the 

underrepresentation in leadership roles. This structural obstacle is considered in 

“Women and Women of Color in Leadership: Complexity, Identity, and 

Intersectionality,” where Janis V. Sanchez-Hucles and Donald D. Davis (2010) 

examine how the dimensions of gender and race shape leadership (170). As well the 

structural barriers women of colors encounter in the workplace such as inadequate 

access to training, unfair consideration for advancement, disengagement by superiors, 

prejudice, discrimination, and lack of mentorship. Sanchez-Hucles and Davis attribute 
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the underrepresentation of women of colors in leadership roles to “inadequate career 

opportunities [due to] racial differences in speech and socialization, ethnosexual 

stereotypes… old boy networks…[and] tokenism” (2010, 173). According to Sanchez- 

Hucles and Davis, sexism and racism are parallel processes and “[w]omen of color in 

leadership roles may therefore experience triple jeopardy because of the multiple 

stereotypes associated with gender, race, and ethnicity that they trigger in others” 

(2010, 174). They reveal that woman of colors leaders specifically name negative 

stereotypes as the cause of poor performance assessment and exclusion from networks 

of influence. 

As minoritarian gender, race, and ethnic identities are mired in negative 

stereotypes, the intersection of multiple identities culminates in a complex web of 

discrimination (Hill Collins and Bilge 2016). Thus, a critical understanding of 

intersectionality is crucial for leadership studies in the workplace. The influence of 

scholarship (outside leadership studies) on intersectionality and the findings emerging 

as leadership does turn to intersectionality and relates specifically to my research 

project. 

Leadership in Educational Contexts 
 

Thus far discussion of leadership has been general to overall organizations, but 

academia is specific relative to specified targets. Consideration is given to institutional 

structures and procedures as well as quality and quantity as it relates to administrative 

leadership. The following authors discuss the experiences of women of colors specifically 

in secondary and higher education leadership contexts. The term “educational leadership” 
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draws on interdisciplinary literature and focuses on pedagogy, epistemology, and human 

development (Thompson, Bonner, and Lewis 2016, 101). Educational leadership broadly 

aligns with Northouse’s definition of leadership as “a process whereby an individual 

influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” ([1997] 2015, 3). More 

specifically, educational leadership’s focus promotes equity, inclusiveness, and justice in 

various spheres, such as student, academic, community-based, institutional, 

governmental, vocational, and administrative affairs. The authors included in this section 

examine the concepts of educational administration and leadership from the vantage point 

of their own positions as leaders in academic settings, which aligns with the goals of my 

study to explore new understandings regarding the institutional factors in higher 

education that create impediments in the personal and professional lives of dance 

administrators. 

In “A Case Study of the Teaching Experiences of African American Faculty at 

Two Predominantly White Research Universities,” Christine A. Stanley et al. (2003) 

explore two key concerns that are relevant for the other scholars discussed in this 

section: firstly, the examination of “how being viewed as “minority faculty” affects 

their perceptions of classroom and collegial experiences,” and secondly, the 

“institutional practices [that] impact their teaching experiences” (154). The authors 

examine the interviews of fifteen African American faculty with a focus on their 

teaching roles, responsibilities, and activities. Stanley et al. argue that minority faculty 

are held to a higher standard of contribution, organization, and clarity when evaluated 

for their effectiveness as authority figures. In terms of rank advancement institutional 
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factors considered are teaching, service, and scholarly and creative research (154). 
 

Christine A. Stanley’s book, Faculty of Color: Teaching in Predominantly White 

Colleges and Universities (2006a) builds upon the Stanley et al. (2003) study. This 

volume brings attention to the phenomenological experiences of “African, African- 

American, American Indian, Asian, Asian American, and Latino” faculty in 

predominantly white institutions of higher education (2006a, xii). Stanley identifies the 

themes that emerged in twenty-three narratives from faculty of colors and found that the 

themes were not necessarily specific to the respondent’s own race or ethnicity. She 

states, “[F]or example, almost every author, regardless of race, had experiences with 

racism” (362). In addition to the discrimination, they personally experienced, the 

contributors in this volume identified examples of institutional practices and policies that 

disadvantage “faculty of color based on race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, national 

culture, religion, and gender” (371). Some institutional practices are related to campus 

climate, and its subcategory (i.e., the academic environment, separate value systems). 

Giving time to mentorship of students of colors and serving on university policy, 

governance and curriculum committees that do not bear serious weight in the tenure and 

promotion process (365). Stanley’s summary acknowledges that no person or institution 

wants negative labels, that faculty feel forced to view their experiences through the lens 

of identity, and with that, offers recommendations to advance the institutional and 

research dialogue on these issues (i.e., trainings on implicit bias, alliance-building). 

From a broader perspective, Sara Ahmed’s On Being Included: Racism and 

Diversity in Institutional Life (2012) provides an ethnographic account of the 
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experiences of diversity practitioners in higher education to understand how diversity is 

framed in the university context. Ahmed captures and recreates how the diversity 

worker’s experiences of frustration and disappointment feel; she describes diversity 

work as a “banging-your-head-on-the-brick-wall job” (2012, 26). Ahmed supplements 

interview data with her own recollections of racialized and gendered experiences while 

performing diversity work. She explains that the incorporation of diversity into higher 

education institutional practice is both an act of legal compliance and, potentially, a 

performative commitment. She writes, 

[P]eople of color are asked to concede to the recession of racism, we are asked 

to ‘give way’ by letting it ‘go back.’ Not only that: more than that. We are asked 

to embody a commitment to diversity. We are asked to smile in their brochures. 

(163) 

Ahmed sees the request to “embody” diversity as problematic in that it archives people 

of colors and therefore becomes a sign of compliance by the institution. Ahmed adds, 

“[B]odies of color provide organizations with tools… We become the tools in their kit. 

We are ticks in the boxes” (2012, 153). Yet, Ahmed views diversity work as having the 

potential to transform institutional culture and advocates that, institutions of higher 

education break down the barriers of exclusion and inequality by enacting a 

commitment to change through continued conversations and vocalizing grievances that 

require change. For Ahmed there is a need for responsive vigilance (2012, 160). 

The importance of an intersectional analysis is stressed in the preceding section 

and is essential for considerations of equity, inclusion, and justice in educational 
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leadership. Michele Tracy Berger and Kathleen Guidroz (2009) refer to these 

intersections as the race, class, gender matrix, which they apply to intersectional 

paradigms, interlocking systems of oppression, and multiple axes of inequality. In the 

context of real lives, the study relies on feminist perspectives in the study of members 

of social clubs, Berger and Guidroz examine how formal and informal systems of 

power are used, preserved, and strengthened, including within women’s and gender 

studies in the academy, where intersectionality is being theorized, applied in research, 

and debated in discourse (Dill and Zambrana 2009). In highlighting a focus on the 

intersectional approach, they provide a critical overview of gender inequalities within 

the academy and beyond. 

Specific to women of colors, Caroline Sotello Viernes Turner focuses on the 

experiences of sixty-four female faculty members of color in higher education to analyze 

the consequences of underrepresentation and stereotypes in “Women of Color in 

Academe: Living with Multiple Marginality” (2002, 79). Turner states that, “[A]lthough 

faculty women of color have obtained academic positions, even when tenured they often 

confront situations that limit their authority and as they address these situations, drain 

their energy” (2002, 75). For Turner, those who differ from the norm (women of colors) 

within organizational hierarchy confront a chain of additive disadvantages as opposed to 

those who fit the norm (white men and, at times, white women) who encounter a cycle of 

advantages. She writes, “[S]ituations in which a woman of color might experience 

marginality are multiplied depending on her marginal status within various contexts” 

(77). Turner identifies the multiple issues women of color faculty face, such as isolation 
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and lack of respect, salience of race over gender, being underemployed and overused, 

being torn between family and career, and being challenged by students (2002, 80). She 

posits that continued scholarly interest will enhance the study of leadership and will also 

result in a more reasonable work environment for women of color faculty in the future. 

Lynne Brodie Welch also focuses specifically on women of colors in Perspectives 

on Minority Women in Higher Education (1992), with an emphasis specifically on the 

recruiting and retention of minority women in higher education. The authors present a 

commonality reflected in the literature of bias that directly impacts how objectivity, 

meritocracy, individuality, and experiential knowledge are view and assessed (Welch 

1992, 14). Welch brings together women of colors to discuss and provide insights into the 

roles and dilemmas ethnic minority women face (1992, xi). Welch cites issues raised by 

the participants of being on the sidelines and not really being a “player” or being 

identified as a marginal person. Collectively, the participants provide a broad assessment 

of the problem women of colors face while working in colleges and universities 

transnationally, discussing cultural difference, marginalization, support, mentoring, and 

networking. The sources discussed in this text are most pertinent to my study as they 

focus on similar questions and the findings and methodologies impact on my own 

research will build and extend their work. 

Recent developments in CRT scholarship have focused on the cultural and racial 

politics of education. In Foundations of Critical Race Theory in Education, Edward 

Taylor, David Gillborn, and Gloria Ladson-Billings ([2009] 2016) demonstrate how 

CRT can be applied to the theory, policies, and practices of education. Their anthology 
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is organized into eight sections and offers a study of legal cases and a range in policies 

in education, methodology, and developments in educational theory. One of the key 

tenets of CRT is storytelling, and the authors hold that racist policy and practice can be 

revealed in the narratives of oppressed people. 

In “The Role of Critical Race Theory in Higher Education,” Payne Hiraldo 

(2010) identifies CRT’s framework as comprised of five tenets for educational settings: 

1) counter-storytelling, a framework that legitimizes racial and subordinate experiences 

of marginalized groups; 2) the permanence of racism which suggests that racism 

controls the political, social, and economic realms of US society; 3) whiteness as 

property—due to the embedded racism in the US whiteness can be considered a 

property; 4) interest conversion, which acknowledges white individuals as the primary 

beneficiaries of civil rights legislation; and 5) the critique of liberalism, which stems 

from the idea of colorblindness, the neutrality of the law, and equal opportunities for all. 

(2010, 54). Hiraldo uses these tenets as critical tools to analyze social disparities 

between dominant and marginalized racial groups in higher education institutions and 

society at large. 

Leadership and Embodiment: 
 

General Approaches to Embodiment and Consciousness 
 

It is worth saying upfront that when I talk about embodiment and leadership, I 

mean the relationship between the body and leadership. Embodiment or a somatic sense 

is the subjective experience of the body. The body experienced through an aspect of ‘I’ 

and an element of ‘we.’ Looking at embodiment and leadership, use this lens: embodied 
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self-awareness of self (i.e., the body, health, posture, breath, mood, emotions, etc.) and 

self-management of the self (i.e., postural adjustment, movement itself, breath control, 

mood management, etc.; Goleman 2001). 

Opening with an overview of “General Approaches to Embodiment and 

Consciousness,” this section considers what embodiment is, its relation to the self and 

can best be treated under these headings: “Embodiment and Gender” and “Gender and 

Race.” The last section “Embodiment and Leadership” considers what it looks like 

when embodiment is applied to others. In the context of dance that examines diverse 

approaches to the body, my study seeks to understand the role of body awareness, self- 

management, and physical health (Hay 2009; Pert 2007; Pert 2010) for women of 

colors as dance leaders in higher education. Research suggests that the body/mind 

connection may be a critical missing piece in relation to the exteriority of the body and 

embodiment and the interiority of the lived body and wellbeing (Burkitt 1999; Grosz 

1994; Noë 2010; Sheets-Johnstone 2016) for those in leadership. We act using out 

physical bodies; therefore, there are sensory approaches that inform the process how the 

body is thinking, and the way that thinking informs the body. The participants in this 

study are trained dancers whose careers, as movement practitioners, eventually led 

them to leadership positions in dance, therefore a review of the literature on the 

corporeal insides and outsides of the body, is meaningful to new understandings, a goal 

of my research. Embodiment is an awareness of the present sensations in your body, 

which is a heightened sensation for these participants as dancers and dance educators 

and I would venture to say carries an additional impact influenced by stresses from 
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leadership. The authors in this section expand this conceptualization of embodiment 

through their consideration of perception, behavior, emotion, feeling, and optimal 

experience. They examine the connection to the self, the connection to others, and to 

the present environment. Consideration is given to how embodiment shifts 

responsiveness and ever-changing situations as they emerge for women of colors and 

leadership. 

Before reviewing the literature specific to embodiment and leadership, it is 

necessary to first provide a general overview of embodiment studies and embodiment 

literature. The following scholars examine theories of phenomenology, performativity, 

and social construction in relation to bodies and discuss how the body functions as a site 

of perception, expression, and experience. In doing so, their scholarship enables a 

pathway to alternate knowledge of the body as not just the process of thinking bodily 

but also how the body informs the logic of thinking. While these authors do not 

necessarily locate their examinations of the body in the realm of leadership per se, my 

study is informed by this unified mind/body concept, helps to expand the concept of 

embodiment and is specifically suitable for my participants under study in my research. 

In “The Visible and the Invisible: The Intertwining—The Chiasm” in Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty: Basic Writings, Merleau-Ponty (1968) frames the body as a “chiasm,” 

(crossing-over) which combines subjective experience and objective existence. He 

concentrates on the idea of the body as having two dimensions, visible (perception) and 

invisible (the language of truth; 1968, 130). Merleau-Ponty argues that the ultimate 

reality within which behavior is understandable cannot be a reality of “matter in the 
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sense of corpuscles . . . Nor [is it] . . . mind [or] substance, . . . [but] a general thing 

midway between spatio-temporal individual and the idea” (133). For Merleau-Ponty, 

the “ultimate explanation,” is that the body is neither all material nor absolute 

consciousness but rather a structure comprised of each. This inside-out dynamic of the 

body affords further investigations into coding the material body and inscribing the 

psychological domain. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological approach in general was a 

challenge to Cartesian dualities that privileged mind over body and hence excluded the 

body from consideration of body awareness, embodiment, and the wellbeing of the 

lived body. 

More contemporary studies have built on phenomenology to focus on somatics, 

a sense of being and the material body, suitable to my study for analysis and 

interpretation of the objectified ‘other,’ the performance of gender and the embodiment 

of race. In Body Consciousness: A Philosophy of Mindfulness and Somaesthetics, 

Richard Shusterman reexamines the body’s traditional philosophical place as 

subordinate to and apart from the mind (2008). He argues that revised awareness of 

body consciousness can improve one’s knowledge and performance. Shusterman uses 

“soma” in place of body, defining it as the “living, sentient body” rather than just a 

physical body (2008, xii). He extends the scope of “aesthetics” from its traditional 

philosophical and critical treatments of the beauty in art and nature to the exploration of 

beauty in somatic practices. Shusterman’s focus on the awareness of body 

consciousness demonstrates a communicative and productive capacity of the body and 

advances the idea that the body is neither fully material nor solely consciousness. 
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Alva Noë’s Action in Perception investigates forms of sensorimotor 

understanding and conceptual understanding. He postulates that perceptual 

consciousness is an enactive embodied activity rather than a brain activity (Noë 2006, 

227). Noë writes: “The enactive approach seeks to explain the quality of perceptual 

consciousness not as a neural function caused by and realized in the brain, . . . but rather 

in terms of patterns and structures of skillful activity” (ibid). Noë uses the example of 

“experiential blindness” to further his point regarding the relationship between 

perception and sensorimotor bodily skill. Different than blindness caused by a disruption 

of the sensitive eye, experiential blindness occurs as a result of an inability to integrate 

sensory stimulations with patterns of movement and thought. He writes, “[e]xperiential” 

. . . is important . . . to “lend[s] support for the enactive view” (4), it is blindness despite 

the presence of something like normal visual sensation. It is “not seeing differently but 

failing to see” (8). Noë argues, on phenomenological grounds, that the content of 

perception is not like the content of a picture. In particular, the detailed world is not 

given to consciousness all at once in the way detail is contained in a picture. With 

vision, as in touch, a person gains perceptual content by active inquiry and exploration. 

Noë continues his investigation into perceptual content and acknowledges the continued 

scientific study but also advocates for the continuation of its philosophical contributions. 

In Bodies of Thought: Embodiment, Identity, and Modernity, Ian Burkitt extends 

the study of the body to issues of communication and power; he argues that thought and 

sense of being in a person are inextricable from bodily habits within social relations 

(1999). Through a discussion about post-Cartesian dualisms such as mind and body, 
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Burkitt explains human life and interconnected relations are linked through “relations 

that transform the real, relations of communication, and relations of power” (1999, 17). 

As my research project examines multiple facets related to processes in considering the 

concept of embodiment, I draw from Burkitt’s exploration of individuals being 

understood as complicated bodies of thought. Moreover, he characterizes individuals as 

embodied and material beings. Burkitt argues that bodies are not purely the constructs of 

discourses of power: they are also productive, communicative, and invested with 

powerful capacities for changing the social and natural worlds. 

Movement in and of itself is significant and its dynamics justify close 

examination with regard to the tactile-kinesthetic body. The Corporeal Turn: An 

Interdisciplinary Reader is a series of essays written by Maxine Sheets-Johnstone across 

twenty-six years. She counters the biological body that breathes and moves in this 

research as an observed biological perspective rather than as a lived presence. She has 

several ways to approach corporeality or “thinking in movement” (i.e., synergies of 

meaningful movement; 2009, 35). Using a triumvirate of perspectives— 

phenomenological, phylogenetic, and ontogenetic—Sheets-Johnstone envisions an open- 

ended inquiry into corporeity, the quality of having a physical/material body and 

corporeality, the state of being corporeal. In refining her perspective, her position is the 

tactile-kinesthetic body does not ignore its evolving (ontogenetic) development or its 

ancestral (phylogenetic) heritage. Sheets-Johnstone’s inquiry into the bodies ancestral 

(i.e., racial heritage, opens a link into my own query in this study, the embodiment of 

race). 
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Other contemporary research on embodiment highlights the importance of 

environment (context) for understanding cognition and perception. Andy Clark’s (2011) 

Supersizing the Mind: Embodiment, Action, and Cognitive Extension is a focused 

survey of situated cognition, research that emphasizes the contribution of environment 

and non-neural bodily structures, the aspect that is “just the sensor and effector system 

of the brain” (249). Clark illustrates the possibility of human cognition as substantially 

extended by arguing, “[T]he embodied agent is empowered to use active sensing and 

perceptual coupling in ways that simplify neural problem solving by making the most of 

environmental opportunities and information freely available in the optic array” (2011, 

15). In other words, the cognitive system detects correlations between “self- generated” 

movement activity and the resulting perceptual or kinesthetic signals, and the agent can 

learn effectively by intentionally moving in various ways (17). The research of Clark 

and Sheets-Johnstone acknowledge the role of bodily awareness, the concept of 

embodiment and its relation to cognition and affectivity. 

Still other studies of embodiment foreground the interconnection between 

emotion and consciousness. In The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the 

Making of Consciousness, Antonio Damasio examines the problem of consciousness, 

emotion, and feeling as rooted in the body (1999). He considers self-consciousness as 

“core consciousness” a second-order state of the mind/brain located in some specific 

regions and capable of representing the relation between objects and the soma while the 

soma is reacting emotionally to some object or another. In other words, Damasio views 

the emotional reaction in the body (soma), feelings, as “the realization of a nexus 
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between an object and an emotional body state” (1999, 132). Damasio further 

distinguishes core consciousness, which is concerned with the here and now, from 

extended consciousness, which is concerned with autobiographical memory and the 

perception of time. His interest in consciousness points out two questions: the first, asks 

how neural patterns engender mental “images,” and the second how we come to have “a 

sense of self in the act of knowing” (9). He contends “[T]here is no consciousness that 

is not self-consciousness” (20). For Damasio there is a relation of self-consciousness to 

the knowledge or feeling of emotions. While the theory of emotion is not new, Damasio 

adds the distinction between feeling and consciousness. Experiences of emotion, what 

these experiences feel like and how they arise culminates this section of approaches to 

how the body functions as a site of perception, expression, and experience and supports 

my study in the analysis and interpretation of embodiment and leadership. 

Embodiment and Gender 
 

The general approaches to phenomenology as discussed above, though 

conceptually deep and has an overall importance for my study, are limited without 

considerations of gender. Important to my study, a branch of this literature explores the 

productive intersections of embodiment and gender, with a particular focus on women 

and women’s experiences of embodiment. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone’s The Roots of 

Power: Animate Form and Gendered Bodies presents a feminist perspective on 

interdisciplinary study of the corporeal roots of power.; she stages an intervention 

against what she terms “the patriarchy of early phenomenology” (1994, 188). She 

emphasizes recovering the lived body to acknowledge the body’s centrality to gendered 
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experience (ibid). Through her critiques of Sartre, Lacan, Foucault, and Derrida, she 

maintains a focus on the lived body as “animate form” (70), a living being from the 

perspective of its own active, responsive, and dynamic aliveness, and particularly as 

“gendered bodies related to animate form” (3). In essence, lived bodies move and their 

movement is self-generated. 

In exploring the self-generated movement of the lived body, we now consider 

how gender is performed. Judith Butler’s notion of gender as performative is also a 

reclamation of embodiment theory from its early patriarchal roots. For Butler, “gender 

reality is performative . . . that it is real only to the extent that it is performed” (in 

Conboy, Medina, and Stanbury 1997, 411) through the performative nature of 

ordinary speech acts and all manner of nonverbal communication. Within that, certain 

kinds of acts are interpreted as expressive of gender or identity, as acts that confirm or 

contest assumptions. These acts serve to define and maintain identities. She criticizes 

the assumption of feminist theory that there exists a pre-social subject who requires 

representation in politics and language. Identifying performative acts and identity 

provides a brief backdrop for a deeper dive into the lived bodily experiences of 

women of colors. 

Katie Conboy, Nadia Medina, and Sarah Stanbury further the development of a 

specifically feminist approach to embodiment in Writing on the Body: Female 

Embodiment and Feminist Theory (1997). The authors focus on representations of 

gender identity and the “tension between women’s lived bodily experiences and the 

cultural meanings inscribed on the female body” (1). Conboy, Medina, and Stanbury use 
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Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the body as an active process that embodies historical and 

cultural possibilities. Collectively, the theorists contend that understanding the female 

body as a contested site for competing ideologies is a common feminist theoretical 

approach. As such, the body, a textualized material surface to receive meaning becomes 

the carrier of sensation, emotion, feeling, and motivation (Pullen and Vachhani 2013, 

315). This discussion and conceptualization of embodiment and gender offers a sensory 

approach to understanding interrelated human conditions when analyzing my research 

data. 

Elizabeth Grosz also examines embodiment and the social construction of the 

sexually specific body in Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (1994). 

Elizabeth Grosz turns to the material body in order to demonstrate the social and 

political through feminist readings of Nietzsche, Freud, and Lacan. Grosz argues for the 

“outside-in” body, or the “body as sociocultural artifact rather than manifestation or 

externalization of what is private, psychological, and “deep” in the individual” (1994, 

115). Contrary to the Conboy, Medina and Stanbury feminist approach to embodiment, 

Grosz contends that feminist theory has participated in philosophy’s fear of the body 

and its “implicit coding of femininity with the unreason associated with the body” 

(1994, 4). Therefore, she suggests criteria that should govern a feminist theoretical 

approach to concepts of the body. She proposes in the development or interference of 

knowledge the body is acknowledged and when discussing the body, it is problematized 

through restricted and binary limitations (5). While acknowledge the body as I seek to 
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understand new knowledge in my study, I am undecided whether binary stipulations 

serve my project. 

Gender and Race 
 

As with gender, embodiment also needs to be considered specifically within 

intersections with race as a lived body, felt experience, and embodied activity. In 

Appropriating Blackness: Performance and the Politics of Authenticity (2003), E. 

Patrick Johnson argues that there is a “gap between those who view race as biological 

essence and those who view race as a discursive category” (12). Johnson draws on 

performance theory, queer studies, literary analysis, film criticism, and ethnographic 

fieldwork to build his argument that Black in the US is necessarily a politicized 

identity, avowed and disavowed, attractive and repellent, fixed and malleable. In this 

regard, Johnson explains how the Black body has historically been the site of violence 

and trauma and that history informs all performance of race in America. He suggests a 

theory that does not “privilege identity as either solely performance or sole 

performativity . . . by demonstrating the dialogic/dialectic relationship of these two 

tropes housed in and by the body” (42). While Johnson presents the tension between 

Blackness as a lived, embodied experience and Blackness as a discursive construction, 

he states Black identities are constructed through the lens of race in the US. Otherwise 

stated, discursively constructed presupposes that social or cultural meaning takes place 

through collective speech acts or linguistic conventions. 

Embodiment and Leadership 
 

The literature in this section is specifically relevant to leadership and 
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embodiment, though lacking as it relates to race, useful because it concerns gender and 

gives an indication of patriarchal concepts (Butler 1988; Sheets-Johnstone 1994). 

Embodiment is significant to all aspects of an integral prototype of leadership, 

everything we do is done with the body. However, when embodiment is applied to 

leadership use this lens: embodied social awareness of others (i.e., individual and group 

moods, social attentional awareness, evaluating others by looking at their form, 

intuitive sense of others, etc.), and embodied social connection and influence in 

changing others (i.e., leading and rapport building, resonance, empathic and emotional 

connection, and impact, trust building etc.; Goleman 2001). 

Wendelin Küpers concentrates on organizational learning and change, 

corporeality, emotions, and creativity in leadership. In his essay, “Embodied Inter- 

Practice in Organisations—The contribution of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy for carnal 

organization studies,” Küpers draws on the phenomenological concept of a body and 

sensation oriented or “carnal” stance and applies it to individuals in the workplace in 

order to theorize embodiment as part of the everyday worlds of organizations (2013, 

32). He also addresses the ethical relevance of understanding the body and embodiment 

in organizations. 

In his second essay “Dancing on the Līmen: Embodied and Creative Inter-Places 

as Thresholds of Be(com)ing: Phenomenological Perspectives on Liminality and 

Transitional Spaces in Organisation and Leadership,” Wendelin Küpers examines the 

spaces and places of transition and liminality in organizations and leader/followership 

(2011). Küpers defines liminality as a relational construct and dynamic milieu of in- 



67  

 
 

between. He interprets liminality relationally, and explores the phenomenology of space 

and embodied place, drawing on the work of Victor Turner and Arnold Van Gennep’s 

three-part theory of liminality: separation, transition stage, and reassimilation. In my 

view, this theory can be considered as self-examination–psychological and physical 

transformation, self-exploration–changes in identity and consciousness and self- 

determination–incorporation. 

Küpers sees the effect of inter-relational connections and the implications for 

body-centered inquiry through the use of language and the scope of text to reveal the 

body’s gendered experience. It is the body-centered inquiry that yields the most potent 

relevance, and it relates to the self and understanding the body in my study. 

Researchers Allison Pullen and Sheena Vachhani (2013) develop body-oriented 

investigations in the workplace to include the embodied nature of leadership and its 

relationship to concepts of expression, representation, and influence. Despite extensive 

research on ‘instinctual’ or ‘emotion-based’ leadership, for example, in transformational 

and charismatic leadership, Pullen and Vachhani point to the materiality of leadership 

and argue that the body “becomes the carrier of emotion, desire or motivation” (2013, 

315). The materiality of the body has it challenges to create and protect personal 

boundaries and a human desire to guard the integrity of the body. The body is a 

textualized body, a material surface to receive meaning (Conboy, Medina, and Stanbury 

1997; Grosz 1994), as a political/social organization (Grosz 1994). Pullen and Vachhani 

state that in the pursuit of organizational effectiveness, the body is subordinated for its 

instrumentality and commodification. In this regard, the textualized body receives 
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superficial mean in relation to its effectiveness in leadership, for example, characteristics 

that are physical ( i.e., body type, height, etc.). They claim that the body is engaged in the 

“process of organizing” and focus on the “inter-connections and inseparability of 

mind/body and subject/object” (Pullen and Vachhani 2013, 315), referencing Merleau- 

Ponty’s (1968, 130) notion of “chiasm” an anti-dualistic concept of the subject’s lived 

body experience: an individual’s ability to perceive things a certain way, and as a result, 

to act as though their thoughts, feelings and emotions are true. Pullen and Vachhani 

suggest expanding the concept of leadership to include the surface or exterior of the body 

and embodiment (2013). Building on this scholarship, my research project considers how 

the exterior body and embodiment generally are a locus for the kind of dehumanization 

that attends minority status of women of colors in PWIs. I draw on the notion that 

leadership is embodied and practiced through and between bodies. 

Conclusion 
 

This literature review summarizes my investigations on factors, themes, and 

experiences of women of colors navigating institutions that are predominately white. My 

research draws from the understanding that leadership, racial identity, gender, and social 

class are not simply socio-political categories, but, lived experiences (Byrd 2009, 2, 9). 

Women of colors’ particular arrangement of lived experiences when placed alongside 

corollaries of marginalization, disempowerment, and isolation provide a trajectory for my 

research (Byrd 2009, 585-586; Byrd 2012, 426). 

Accordingly, this conclusion begins with the reminder that leadership is 

contextual and should be thought of from the standpoint of a person leading their life and 
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the choices they make. In considering how leadership is experienced, understood, and 

organized, we also considered the institution and how members are affected by values, 

cultures, and motivational decisions. The literature in this review encompassed the way 

leadership resides in particular context and focused on women of colors as knowledge 

producers. The initial body of literature gave attention to the individual and the second 

examined human-to-human interactions of leadership. Included was a third branch of 

literature which examined leadership in organizations, their individual operations, and 

synergies with larger institutional systems. 

Beginning in the 1970s, research comprised findings related to gender differences 

in leadership, however researchers noted continued problems in the approach to women 

in leadership twenty years later. Indicated in the research findings were barriers women 

in leadership faced, such as bias and prejudice. This overview was foundational for my 

research project as it brings together the main areas of leadership covered over time and 

supports the systematic approach in the review of leadership and race, intersectionality, 

the educational context, and finally embodiment as examined in my project. 

Despite the absence of women of colors in the previous literature, leadership and 

race recognized the continued presence of ideologies that maintain power through racial 

hierarchy. This section brought to the forefront the need for different and alternative 

methodologies in the examination of race, gender, ethnicity, culture, and class and the 

construction of women of colors identities. As the studies in the previous section suggest, 

leadership discourse of women of colors using the framework of intersectionality 

demonstrated how their lived experiences are shaped at the intersection of multiple 
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identities along with themes of underrepresentation in leadership roles and the complex 

web of discrimination. Moving the overall discussion from a general view of 

organization, the educational context situates my participants administrative leadership in 

academia and targets the structures of PWIs of higher learning dealing with issues of 

equity, inclusion, and social justice. The last section, leadership and embodiment focuses 

the somatics, a sense of being, consciousness, and the material body offering a resource 

for analysis and the interpretation of the objectified ‘other,’ the performance of gender, 

and the embodiment of race. 

While this summary is not exhaustive, this literature is a lens that brings into 

focus my study. My research found that women and women of colors scholars have used 

non-traditional methods to collect and analyze data. While scholars discuss the increase 

of women and women of colors in positions of leadership, the omission of the perspective 

of women in general, and women of colors in particular exclude advancing the study of 

knowledge diversity. It allows me to present the data to expand current literature and 

deepen the understandings of oppositional knowledge by, for, and in defense of a 

marginalized group’s interest and well as the intellectual tools to bring to light subjugated 

and partial perspectives. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY–PORTRAITURE 

 
Many stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign. But 

stories can also be used to empower, and to humanize. Stories can break the 

dignity of a people. But stories can also repair that broken dignity. 

—Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, We Should All Be Feminists. 
 
 

This chapter outlines the qualitative research methodologies, discusses the 

foundations of my research process, and summarizes the innovative perspective of 

portraiture. As a process of inquiry, I describe and reflect upon patterns and themes that 

emerge for women of colors in higher education dance leadership. The main goals of my 

project are summarized in the “Research Statement of Purpose” and are guided by three 

Research Questions. Conceptualizing the intersecting identities of women of colors is 

captured in “Theoretical Framework–Simultaneous Oppression and Coordinated 

Standpoints,” where BFT and CRT are discussed. I provide an overview of “Conceptual 

Frameworks” as a background for “Feminist Theories and Methodologies” to bring 

attention to various feminist political movements including a discussion on the narrative 

approach. The “Methodology” section describes my lens as a researcher, providing the 

background and justification for Portraiture methodology and the selection and 

introduction of the participants. Data Collection, Transcription Process and Restorying, 

and Data Analysis are also included in the “Methodology” section. 
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Research Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
 

The purpose of this qualitative research study is to explore, through the narrations 

and experiences of women of colors faculty, the individual paths taken in PWIs of higher 

education. This study inquires into the professional realities, academic positions, and 

phenomenological perspectives of mid-level administrators and educators within 

differing dance programs. It does so to describe and explore factors, intending to make 

the invisible space visible through the creation of narrative portraits of women of colors 

leading dance in higher education. This is explored through the researcher’s own 

observations, field notes, journal records, interview transcripts, storytelling, archival 

records, and audiovisual materials of four to six selected women of color in positions of 

administration/education in dance in an effort to create narrative portraits that celebrate 

the achievements and illuminate the challenges for women of colors. 

This research will be guided by the following research questions: 
 

• How do women of colors faculty in departments with dance programs narrate 

their professional experience? 

• What institutional factors affect the lives of women of colors faculty in 

departments with dance programs? 

• What common themes emerge as women of colors faculty discuss their 

experience of advancing through the ranks of PWIs? 

In order to answer these questions, I employ the theoretical frameworks of BFT and CRT, 

which ultimately led me to the methodology of portraiture described below. 
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Theoretical Framework– 
 

Simultaneous Oppression and Coordinated Standpoints 
 

In this study, I relied on two theoretical frameworks to conceptualize the 

intersecting identities for women who identify as women of colors and to guide my 

choice of methodology. There is a rapport between the standpoints of BFT and CRT in 

which each explain ways the voices of marginalized populations are engaged 

persuasively. BFT recognizes the experiences women of colors confront and those that 

are constructed and rendered by women of colors; it acknowledges the unique standpoint 

of women of colors and appreciates the multiple contexts in which their experiences can 

be understood (Hill Collins 1986; Howard-Hamilton 2003). CRT uses storytelling and 

experiential knowledge to address the needs of members of marginalized groups to tell 

different stories based on experiences that challenge the discourse and beliefs of the 

dominant group (Bernal and Villalpando 2002; Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012). In 

combination, these theories enable varying perspectives of the marginalization and 

oppressive issues my research subjects encounter providing a deeper understanding of the 

meaning and impact of their experiences. 

Black Feminist Thought 
 

One of the most significant ideological contributions of BFT to this project is the 

“concept of the simultaneity of oppression” (Guy-Sheftall 1995, 260). The fundamental 

characteristics of simultaneity of oppression is that race, gender, and class are operating 

simultaneously, they all intersect. According to the Combahee River Collective Statement 

(Smith 2000), Black feminism is a logical platform in which to contest simultaneous 
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oppressions that women of colors face. BFT offers women of colors “a different view of 

themselves and their world than that offered by the established social order” . . . and 

therefore, “rearticulates a consciousness that already exists” (Guy-Sheftall 1995, 341). 

Different perspectives of women of colors experiences encourage them to value their 

experiential knowledge. The portraits of my participants contain elements and themes 

infused with distinctive and self-defined standpoints of women of colors beyond the 

limited focus of standard leadership theory literature. 

In theory building for this study, a BFT framework realizes three key 

interventions (Hill Collins 1986; Howard-Hamilton 2003): first, that while it may be 

recorded by others, the experiences women of colors encounter are constructed and 

rendered by women of colors. Second, this framework acknowledges the unique 

standpoint of each woman of colors and recognizes the intersecting perspectives between 

and among their experiences. Third, while commonalities are prevalent, there are 

multiple contexts in which their experiences can be understood (i.e., ethnicity, class, age, 

etc.). Hill Collins notes that the role of “Black female intellectuals is to produce facts and 

theories about the Black female experience that will clarify a Black woman’s standpoint 

for Black women” (1986, s16). In short, Black women do not hold ownership over BFT, 

but “Black women must be centered in its practice” (Hill Collins 2016, 135). Taking this 

into consideration women of colors standpoint directly and indirectly seeks to dismantle 

the misrepresentation of their experiences and invite new understandings. 
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Through this project, I merge and blend identifications, based on how the women 

in my study self-identify. In this I draw on Hill Collins, whose words are worth 

considering in full: 

Researching Black women in all our heterogeneity—for example, women of 

African descent who identify as African American women, Afro-Caribbean 

women, Nigerian American women, Black British Women, Afro-Brazilian 

women, and women who claim blackness in combination with other racial 

identifications—constitutes an important intellectual goal. While research that 

recognizes class, sexuality, age, immigrant status, and other forms of 

heterogeneity among Black women provides long-overdue descriptions of the 

complexities that operate within the term “Black women,” such research does not 

necessarily or automatically embrace a vision of Black feminist thought as 

oppositional knowledge. Additionally, claiming Black feminist thought in name 

does not make one’s research oppositional. (2016, 135) 

For Hill Collins, racial identity is heterogeneous when diverse characteristics exist 

side by side; however, the perspective of BFT is not always a matter of course even 

within complex identifications. A deeper dive into racial identity and diverse 

characteristics concern color hierarchies produced by institutionalized racism. 

Hill Collins also stresses that while oppositional knowledge challenges social 

hierarchies, subjugated and partial perspectives can also be in service to those hierarchies. 

When dominant groups used hierarchical power to impose their ideas, concepts, and 

interests, Hill Collins argues this power can be used to oppress people but also contends 
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that those oppressed have the ability to use creative power. Engaging with the use of 

creative powers, she prompts attention be given to how the knowledge and experiences of 

women of colors can counter forms of oppression and subordination. In considering the 

relevance of BFT for my study, my research participants, as women of colors are center 

and their knowledge and experiences of some of the system-side issues in the academy, 

align with BFT and the concepts it suggests (Hill Collins 2016). 

Critical Race Theory 
 

CRT examines society and culture in relation to the categorizations of race, law, 

and power. As a concept CRT responds to racial disparities in white society (Ladson- 

Billings 1998). CRT is a theory for research in that it is seeks “both a critical space in 

which race [is] foregrounded and a race space where critical themes [are] central” 

(Crenshaw 2002, 19). As a critical space focusing on race, it is evolving and malleable, a 

practice that critiques the social construction of race and institutionalized racism as 

critical themes addressing racial inequality. Researchers list five tenets of CRT concerned 

with how peoples of colors are marginalized and oppressed in white society. Counter- 

storytelling, the permanence of racism, whiteness as property, interest convergence, and 

the critique of liberalism frames the limitations of a majority-rule democracy (Crenshaw 

et al. 1996; Ladson-Billings 1998; Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso 2000). 

One of the key contributions of CRT for this project is its theorization of the 

outsider within. The status of the outsider within is a social location of being on the edge 

and CRT considers those at the margins as able to use their outsider-within status to 

provide insight and vision as well overlapping with BFT, challenge forms of oppression 
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and subordination. BFT’s interventions are distinguished by the attention to the unique 

standpoint of women of colors. Coupled with the importance CRT’s tenets yield in the 

categorization of race and institutionalized racism, together they are coactive in 

supporting how my research participants narrate their stories and are affected by varying 

factors in higher education. 

Further, the CRT framework considers the implications of outsider status as 

minorities move toward the center of power, even while the environment continues to 

position them at the periphery. In I’ve Known Rivers: Lives of Loss and Liberation, Sara 

Lawrence-Lightfoot describes it this way: “For privileged African-Americans, these 

contradictory experiences of insider/outsider, power/impotence, security/uncertainty are 

felt, I think, with particular force” (1994, 10). The role of the outsider, in fact, becomes 

clearer as she works to claim an insider’s place (ibid). For example, there are trade-offs, 

simultaneous feelings of loss and gains in status, the idea of giving up one good for 

another. 

CRT also offers tools to interpret, analyze, and directly engage the 

misrepresentation of communities of color and explore new understandings. CRT uses 

counter-stories, sometimes in the form of discussion, to acknowledge that some members 

of marginalized groups, by virtue of their marginal status, tell different stories based on 

experiences that challenge the discourse and beliefs of the dominant group (Bernal and 

Villalpando 2002; Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012). Therefore, counter-storytelling is 

used to cast doubt on existing ideas or myths held by majority group members. As 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis write: 
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Interpretation as a cognitive activity involves recognizing, sorting, and organizing 

perceptions toward a cohesive construction of understanding. This activity of 

discerning the qualities of a subject that are necessary for understanding is a kind 

of active search for connections and coherence. (1997, 30) 

Connections and coherence point to the interactions among different stories and the 

tensions inherent in narrative, description, and interpretation. Key components of CRT 

that are important to my study are the use of narratives to better understand my 

participant’s experiences, to examine how PWIs perpetuate racial and gender inequalities 

and the ways practices and policies woven into the structure affect the lived experiences 

of the participants (Crenshaw et al. 1996; Ladson-Billings 1998; Solórzano, Ceja, and 

Yosso 2000). 

Conceptual Frameworks 
 

Feminist Theories and Methodologies 
 

BFT is my primary theoretical lens in conversation with CRT. Taken in this 

perspective, components of race and gender were informed by feminist research 

methodologies which first appeared in the late 1960s and early 1970s in the US. 

Institutionalized in women’s studies program around the 1970s, the interdisciplinarity of 

feminist research recognized that the existing fields of knowledge provided an 

incomplete view of women’s situations (Hesse-Biber, Gilmartin, and Lydenberg 1999, 1). 

Feminist researchers advocate that feminist research should be by, for, about, and where 

possible with women (Ramazanoğlu and Holland 2002; Reinharz and Davidmann 1992). 

Feminist research is unique in that its perspective is derived from varied feminisms and 
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not a unidimensional point of view. In Feminist Approaches to Theory and Methodology: 

An Interdisciplinary Reader, Sharlene Hesse-Biber, Christina Gilmartin, and Robin 

Lydenberg (1999) explain that the theoretical work for feminist analysis and 

interpretation “mainly occurred in three localities: at the margins of the disciplines, in 

interdisciplinary women’s studies programs, and in interdisciplinary journals . . .” (1999, 

1). In Feminism and Methodology, Sandra Harding (1987) explains the difficulty in 

demonstrating a distinct feminist method; the discussion of method (techniques for 

gathering evidence) and methodology (a theory and analysis of how research should 

proceed) have been intertwined with each other and with epistemological issues (issues 

about an adequate theory of knowledge or justificatory strategy) in both traditional and 

feminist discourses (1987, 2). The feminist position on methodology exposes the 

patriarchal power in the production of knowledge (1987, 162). 

A continuing position and discussion for this research project is the fact that 

feminist research methodology characteristically attends to the construction of new 

knowledge. These methodologies are grounded in feminist values and beliefs and include 

diversity. Feminist researchers critique the objectivity of social science believing their 

questions cannot be answered using explanatory frameworks. For example, in Feminist 

Methodologies for Critical Researchers: Bridging Differences, Joey Sprague (2005) 

argues: 

knowledge develops out of specific social contexts and sets of politically relevant 

interests, and that mainstream social science, like mainstream knowledge more 
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generally, tends to assume the position of privileged groups, helping to naturalize 

and sustain their privilege in the process. (2005, 2) 

As Sprague continues along this line, she lists the four kinds of concerns feminists have 

related to traditional practices as (1) increased salience of race/ethnicity, gender, and 

class in the research relationship; (2) the objectification of research subjects; (3) the 

influence of social power on who becomes a research subject; and (4) problematic 

assumptions in the conventional analytic approaches (121). Based on these concerns, 

feminist approaches place strategic emphasis on building connections between the 

investigated and the investigator. In addition, a feminist research decenters the 

researcher’s perspective and values the power of strategic collaborations (133). The 

methodological lens for this study focuses on the convergence of feminist perspectives, 

narrative inquiry and analysis, and textured portraits. Pertinent to my project, feminist 

research questions characteristically attend to the construction of new knowledge. 

In designing this research study, I looked to Caroline Ramazanoğlu and Janet 

Holland, who suggest in the text, In Feminist Methodology: Challenges and Choices, the 

starting point for the feminist researcher is the different ways of conceptualizing and 

explaining aspects of social life and their interconnections (2002, 150). For example, 

Ramazanoğlu and Holland consider the choice of theory to be closely related to the 

researcher’s ontological assumptions (2002, 151). It is helpful for the researcher to ask 

themselves questions to identify their ontological position (i.e., “how you already think 

about the nature of the aspects of gender,” ibid). As well, in relation to epistemology, 

“[D]ifferent decisions about epistemology have different implications for relations 
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between knowledge and power. Situating your research question in relation to 

epistemology means deciding what can constitute authoritative knowledge of gender” 

(151, 152). In essence knowledge and even authoritative knowledge of gender form 

social realities that influence people’s conduct. 

Hesse-Biber, Gilmartin, and Lydenberg point to a shift within feminist 

methodologies around rigor. Further detailed, rigor is integral to the research process. In 

feminist methodologies, rigor assumes that the researcher’s values and attitudes are dealt 

with at the starting point of the research process (1999, 339). As I encountered research 

methodologies in the research process, the blend of philosophical perspectives and 

interpretative frameworks in narrative research, and feminist practices reframed my 

responsibilities. In the preceding pages I examined theoretical frameworks, concepts, 

terms, definitions, models, and theories, because they became the engine driving my 

research study. As the instrument of data collection, I acquired meaning and 

understanding within the natural setting of the social phenomena. Within my research 

design, therefore, I took an insider perspective in identifying the research problem, in 

reviewing the literature, in specifying a purpose, collecting the data, analyzing, and 

determining the quality of the data, and finally, reporting the research (Creswell 2014, 

107-121). 

Feminist methodologies in general, makes an effort to further feminist issues and 

attend to the construction of new knowledge. Interdisciplinary in scope and having a 

global orientation feminist research is unique in its perspective, in that there are many 

feminisms and no one unidimensional standpoint, however; it has some common aims 
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and characteristics (Harding 1987, 2004). Two conceptual frameworks are identity and 

experience. The feminist standpoint encompasses a gender perspective, a focus on 

women’s subjective experiences, ways to mediate relations of power, social action, and 

participatory methods (Hesse-Biber, Gilmartin, and Lydenberg 1999; Ramazanoğlu and 

Holland 2002; Sprague 2005). In accomplishing these points in my research study, 

therefore, it was important for me to follow ethical principles when considering the 

participants of my study as well as to ensure rigor through credibility, dependability, 

transferability, confirmability, and authenticity. This study required I obtain permission 

to study human subjects from the Institutional Review Board. 

In planning the research project and activities designed to understand how 

leadership is enacted and experienced, I used an intersectional framework that was 

inclusive of race and gender. My research project was designed to focus on participants 

who identify as women faculty of colors to extend leadership studies that have 

traditionally addressed issues of gender or race separately to include details specific to 

the intersections of gender, race, and culture for women of colors leading dance programs 

and departments. I used narrative portraiture to explore the stories of these women of 

colors establishing historical and institutional contexts. My project was pointedly 

structured to gather experiences of women faculty who are tenured, teach in dance 

departments, and identify within a minority demographic. In considering these protocols, 

using a series of structured and unstructured interview questions, I recorded the data 

collecting the voices and experiences of my participants and transcribed the interviews. I 

then used their narratives to create portraits of their experiences and perspectives over 
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time and in context to move through a series of stages for data analysis (Waterhouse 

2007). Once their portraits were created, I submitted the transcript, the portrait drafts to 

the interviewees along with the audio/video recording as an attachment via a secure email 

server. We built relationships through this process as the participants were able to review 

their portrait drafts and have input into the sections directly related to the interview 

transcript. After the first round of portrait feedback, I began data analysis, initiated 

follow-up interviews, with each of the participants to deepen and clarify aspects of the 

portrait as themes began to emerge. 

Once the analysis was completed, it was important for me to make it clear to my 

readers what I have studied, how and what I observed and how I have interpreted it 

(Creswell 2014, 77). I conceptualized and explained aspects of my participants social life 

and their interconnections. My realizations in using these research strategies emphasized 

for me that within the research process itself, it guided me to where the stories live. 

Narrative Research 
 

The concept of narrative research focuses on the use of narrative as part of the 

research process. Employing an interdisciplinary perspective in my study, narrative 

research takes the story as the basis for the data collection and analysis and portraiture 

methods, discussed more fully later in this chapter. Narrative inquiry emerged in the 

1990s, influenced by F. Michael Connelly’s and D. Jean Clandinin’s essay “Stories of 

Experience and Narrative Inquiry” (1990). Narrative inquiry, a form a narrative research, 

specifically inquires in to lived experiences of individuals, narratives of the self. Chase 

states that “narrative inquiry can advance a social change agenda” (2005, 642). Susan E. 
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Chase defines narrative as “retrospective meaning making” and defines narrative inquiry 

as an “amalgam of interdisciplinary lenses, diverse disciplinary approaches, and both 

traditional and innovative methods–all revolving around an interest in biographical 

particulars as narrated by the one who lives them” (2005, 641). Narrative inquiry’s 

purpose is to gather information on the storied lives of participants and is a building 

block for shaping new theoretical understandings of those experiences. John W. Creswell 

and Cheryl N. Poth (2018) identify the key guiding questions in narrative inquiry as: 

“Who owns the story? Who can tell it? Who can change it? Whose version is convincing? 

What happens when narratives compete? As a community what do stories do among us?” 

(57). These questions become narrative inquiry’s greatest challenges (Creswell and Poth 

2018). Narrative inquiry emphasizes collaboration with participant. The relationship 

between participant and researcher creates a dynamic process of continuous interaction 

useful in capturing nuance and detail of my participants lived experiences. According to 

Connelly and Clandinin, stories can be general or particular (1990). As an example, 

stories can act as conflicts in the process of learning about the human condition by 

understanding life as lived. The researcher engages from beginning to end incorporating 

these nuances in the written narrative (ibid). 

An additional topic in narrative inquiry suggests the interactive nature of theory 

building and hypothesis testing in narrative analysis. This allows me to consider the 

emotional core of the research participants. The researcher analyzes the stories created, 

enlisting in an inquiry of raising question of the narrative texts for a reason. In Varieties 

of Narrative Analysis, James A. Holstein and Jaber F. Gubrium illustrate the “interplay 
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between theory building (the context of discovery) and hypothesis testing (the context of 

justification)” (2012, 29). The context of justification involves testing the validity of the 

insights using interpretative frameworks, for examples, critical race, feminist, queer, 

disability theories, etc. (Creswell and Poth 2018). Richard Delgado, one of the founders 

of CRT, argues that stories told from the margins challenge the mindset of the source of 

their oppression (1989). The important point Delgado makes relative to justification and 

theory building is that narrative benefits the oppressed by exposing their reality and 

challenges the mindset of the oppressor as well. 

The focus of storying in narrative inquiry is derived from data collection, coding 

information for themes and then reconnecting the thematic data into the stories. Because 

narrative research has various types of narrative used in the collection of stories, Creswell 

and Poth state, “the methods of conducting a narrative study do not follow a lockstep 

approach but instead represent an informal collection of topics” (2018, 71). In keeping 

with this element, my field notes, journal records, observations, interviews transcripts, 

letter writing, documents, and/or audio-visual material were all used to frame the data 

collection (i.e., through context, setting, and a chronology of past, present, and future 

experiences) which are then shaped and told. Given that my participants told their stories 

through a series of unstructured and open-ended interview questions, I recorded audio as 

well as visual documentation. In doing so, I had a diversified method of defining the 

context and expanding the stories based on gestures, vocal intonation, and the setting. 

Through this process I gave attention to my research participants’ individuality, which 

aligns with the critical and productive approach to difference intended in this study. 
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Methodology 
 

Portraiture: Background and Justification 
 

Discussed above is the relationship of narrative research, the basis for the data 

collection is the story; narrative inquiry, a form of narrative research that inquires into a 

person’s lived experiences; and narrative analysis the researcher interacting with theory 

and assumption. This review of narrative processes led me to portraiture as a 

methodology. Portraiture drives the creation of the narrative and relates the context in 

society and culture (Gaztambide-Fernández et al. 2011). I defined my researcher lens 

through the approach of portraiture methodology to engage groups and leaders in their 

daily actions and in telling their stories in life. Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot first employed 

portraiture in her 1983 book The Good High School, a portrait of an institution in which 

instead of a single story, a myriad of tales are told. She co-authored The Art and Science 

of Portraiture with Jessica Hoffmann Davis in order to broaden and also explain the 

application of portraiture as a method of scientific research (1997). Her intent is to 

“combine systematic, empirical description with aesthetic expression, blending art and 

science, humanistic sensibilities and scientific rigor” (Lawrence-Lightfoot 2005, 5). She 

has a respect for the rigor of science, the rules of design, and the rituals of methodology. 

To accomplish this, she is influenced by the history of dialogue and collaboration 

between artists and scholars, novelist, and philosophers (ibid). By embracing the 

interconnectedness of the participant and researcher it allows a co-construction of an 

interpretative narrative. The collaborative nature of portraiture methodology guides my 
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study and as the researcher I endeavor to illustrate meaning in the personal stories and 

events presented as narrative. 

Lawrence-Lightfoot has pioneered this complex methodology of “inquiry 

distinctive in its blending of art and science, capturing the complexity, dynamics, and 

subtlety of human experience and organizational life” (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 

1997, 30). The underlying philosophy and process of portraiture is that it enables insight 

of real people in real settings through the “painting” of their stories. 

Portraiture has five essential features that guided me in creating the aesthetic 

whole into portraits: “context, voice, relationship, emergent themes, and the aesthetic 

whole” (Given 2008, 644). Context is the setting where data collection happens. In 

portraits the context “captures the richness, complexity, and dimensionality of human 

experience in a social and cultural context, conveying the perspectives of the people who 

are negotiating those experiences” (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 1997, 5). For 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis context entails four things, the ecological—the rich 

description of “geography, the demography, the neighborhood and detailed 

documentation of the physical characteristics of the place” (44); historical—includes the 

culture and history which “places the portrayal in a setting that transcends the limits of 

the aesthetic space” (74); personal—are the aspects of my role as the researcher the 

“experiential repertoire” (74); and internal context—are the details such as “the subject’s 

history, background or location” (32). These contexts were a crucial guide for me as they 

were the outline for collecting the data, in the transcription and in creating the portraits. I 
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report how portraiture pays close attention to context as an important tool in interpreting 

meaning (Brooks 2017, 2234). 

The researcher’s voice being evident as witness, as interpretation, as 

preoccupation, listening for the voices of others and voice as dialogue. The voice as 

witness is the role of the researcher, the portraitist “captures the terrain and its inhabitants 

with new eyes, from a position on the boundary” (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 1997, 

88). This is an aspect of framing the story described in detail below. In order to “make 

sense of the data,” the voice as interpretation is used and includes analysis (91). Voice as 

preoccupation is referenced as “the ways in which her observations and her text are 

shaped by the assumptions she brings to the inquiry, reflecting her disciplinary 

background, her theoretical perspectives, her intellectual interests, and her understanding 

of the relevant literature” (93). In this regard the researcher acknowledges their personal 

context and implicit biases. Listening for the voices of others has two subtle distinctions, 

listening to a story and listening for a story. Through the use of written and audio/visual 

recordings the portraitist “captures its texture and cadence, exploring its meaning and 

transporting its sound and message into the text through carefully selected quotations” 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 1997, 99). In listening to and listening for a story, the 

researcher is required to “be attentive to silences” (100). This aspect is brought into the 

portrait along with timbre, resonance, and cadence. The voice as dialogue is the 

relationship between the participant and the researcher. The distinction in this voice from 

the others is the conversation chronicles the developing relationship, whereby there is 

“emerging trust and intimacy, capturing the dance of dialogue” (103). 
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The relationships are created, formed, and sketched through interactions between 

researcher and participant. Through the building of relationships between the participant 

and researcher “access is sought and given, connections made, contracts of reciprocity 

and responsibility (both formal and informal) [is] develop[ed], trust built, intimacy 

negotiated, data collected, and knowledge constructed” (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 

1997, 135). It is here that there is a fusion among the conceptual, methodological, 

emotional, and ethical challenges of portraiture. 

In the search for patterns, emergent themes are the interpretive insights, analytic 

scrutiny, and aesthetic order to the data collection. This process is both iterative and 

generative, “the themes emerge from the data and they give the data shape and form 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 1997, 185). This process is also the development of the 

narrative and as an empirical process brings together description, interpretation, analysis, 

and synthesis. The last element the aesthetic whole as the product comprises the previous 

four, the context, voice, relationship, and emergent theme all define portraiture 

methodology and the creation of portraits (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 1997, 39-241). 

As I continue to describe portraiture methodology, I draw specific attention to 

voice and dialogue and the way stylistic occurrence in portraiture draws from narrative 

research. The participants’ voice is distinct from the researcher. Framing the story, also 

known as a story within a story is related as narrative devices (Flick, von Kardoff, and 

Steinke 2004). Separating the voice of the researcher using visual-textual devices place 

emphasis on the participants’ voice by using italics in the portraits and gives attention to 

the method of framing, highlighting direct quotes that expand the narration and identify 
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the dialogue (ibid). The participants’ voice and dialogue are an extension of these women 

and enables me to rethink the participants interiority. It sets a distinct tone and 

atmosphere achieving an effect in their portraits and the analysis distinct from the other 

chapters. It lessens the distance in the narration between the researcher, participant, and 

reader, so that the voice and dialogue are indistinguishable. Throughout this dissertation 

these women of colors become inseparable from their narrative voice. The rigorous 

empirical descriptions and artfulness of the portrait allow for multiple and diverse 

audiences. 

When considering data analysis in portraiture, the story the data tells is the 

primary focus. Concentrating on the story involves interpretation as well as analysis. 

Defined as two separate concepts, Linda Dale Bloomberg and Marie Volpe state, 

“analysis may imply objectivity, and interpretation may imply subjectivity” (2018, 107). 

However, when developing an understanding of the lived experiences of participants 

through telling their stories, these two concepts work in tandem (ibid). Lawrence- 

Lightfoot offers a generous perspective of “goodness” in telling stories stating, “it is not a 

static or absolute quality that can be quickly measured by a single indicator of success or 

effectiveness” (Lightfoot 1983, 477-478). In the article “Research as an Aesthetic 

Process: Extending the Portraiture Methodology,” Dixson, Chapman and Hill, draw on 

the search for goodness in portraiture methodology, defined by Lawrence-Lightfoot and 

Davis (1997) who argue “that research that focuses solely on failure has a tendency 

toward being facile. That is, it is easier to locate and document shortcomings and failures 
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than to find those moments of resistance and negotiation that ultimately lead to success” 

(Dixson, Chapman, and Hill 2005, 18). 

The narrative approach fits well with my theoretical frames and methodology. As 

Chela Sandoval writes in Methodology of the Oppressed, oppositional consciousness is a 

“mobile, flexible, diasporic force that migrates between contending ideological systems” 

(2000, 30). Exploring portraiture as a site of oppositional knowledge helps me to answer 

the question, “who is our work for?” In Thandeka K. Chapman’s article “Interrogating 

Classroom Relationship and Events: Using Portraiture and Critical Race Theory in 

Education Research,” she explains, “[I]n combination, portraiture and CRT allow 

researchers to evoke the personal, the professional, and the political to illuminate issues 

of race, class, and gender in education research and to create possibilities for urban 

school reform as social action” (2007, 156). The transformative approach of portraiture 

mediates between feminist/womanist approaches and acknowledges there are no margins 

without centers and thus authentic voice can become central in the study. 

Selection of Participants 
 

For this study, I sought women who were tenured associate or full professors; had 

teaching, supervisory and administrative responsibilities within dance or dance programs; 

and who were employed in primarily white public or private institutions of higher 

education. These numbers are few across the United States (HEADS 2016; NCES 2016). 

I obtained the names of women who self-identify as women of colors through 

professional contacts, the network of colleagues at professional conferences, and dance 

program directories in higher education. I made initial contact via email, followed by 
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phone calls. Because of the criteria I used, the pool of potential participants was small. 

Four women of colors took part in this study. In essence, we were following each other’s 

careers across the United States. If an individual left an institution, it was easy to track 

where they had been hired, either through a network of colleagues, or professional 

conferences. Therefore, pseudonyms are used for the four participants to allow 

confidentiality within the network of faculty in higher education. In addition, I am 

leaving out traceable information to my participants. Based on my own positionality, this 

project materialized from personal interests and experiences raising questions which 

prompted my investigations. 

Prior to beginning data collection, I obtained the permission of the Institutional 

Review Board and I secured signed informed consent from all four women to preserve 

professional integrity, privacy, and confidentiality. The face-to-face interviews were then 

scheduled. I had a professional and personal rapport with each of these women prior to 

the onset of the study, through conferences and meetings on education and university 

systems or through the intimate and interwoven arena of dance. 

Introduction of Participants 
 

Solange Duverger-Leclère was raised in the Midwest of the United States and 

spent her childhood in predominately white schools where she cultivated a “do it 

anyway” attitude where fear was not a deterrent. Solange is married with one child. For 

many years she lived and was employed in the Midwest. Just three months prior to the 

interview, she relocated to the Northwest to begin a senior administration position at a 

public university. Her responsibilities include hiring, academic policies, budgets, and 
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fundraising, etc. Outside of this process, I have known Duverger-Leclère for at least 

fifteen years through professional connections. 

Maricela Fernandez, while petite in size, is an energetic force. Raised in the 

Midwest United States, she identifies as Afro-Puerto Rican. Maricela is married and has 

two adult children with children of their own; she is a devoted mother and doting 

grandmother. Music and dance are infused in her professional and private life. She is an 

educator, storyteller, and collaborator enriching and bringing the arts to the independent 

school districts of the Midwest through community outreach. As a participant, she 

punctuated her responses to the interview questions with the interrogation “right,” 

demonstrating her educator spirit and desire to be clearly understood. Maricela has spent 

more than forty years within academia, and I was mentored by her at the beginning of my 

academic career. Having retired just prior to our interview schedule, Maricela’s legacy is 

clearly etched in the fabric of the college, department, and the program where she worked 

for decades. 

Olivia Ghatak is an artist, educator, and scholar; she is a contemporary Indian 

dancer, choreographer, and artistic director. Originally from India, she completed her 

Ph.D. in the United States and has been entrenched in academia in the Midwest ever 

since. As a single parent, the academy was her pathway to financial security. Her 

colleagues soon recognized her resourcefulness and encouraged her to step in and lead 

their department. With hesitation, she gracefully agreed to be the voice for her colleagues 

in upper administration and was excellent in the role. Her scholarship identifies 

commonalities within gender, race, and nationality for her own choreography and the 
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choreography of others, making contributions to the fields of women’s studies, African 

American studies, and postcolonial studies. 

Rebecca Saunders had just relocated to the Southeastern United States at the time 

of the interview to assume a position in upper administration for a Research I university. 

A single mother of a preteen and teen, her adjustment to the newness of the position was 

palpable, yet she demonstrated a relentless organization of all aspects of her life. As the 

daughter of educators, she was raised in an environment where discussion and debate 

created positive stimulation and excitement. She is skilled in behavioral and movement 

analysis and the ability to communicate critical conceptualizations of an idea. She 

considers her voice to be at the intersection of race and other types of complex power 

laden diversity. She continues work as a dancer and choreographer and considers the 

compositional side of her artistry to coincide with designing systems of human 

interaction and capacities. 

Data Collection 
 

For initial data collection, I traveled to interview each woman face-to-face in their 

own environments for two to four days each. Video and audio recordings supplemented 

my note taking to capture nonverbal cues and physical nuances. The sessions consisted of 

both structured interviews, with a predetermined set of questions, and informal 

interviews, with impromptu questions that followed the flow of the conversation. In the 

structured interviews, my research participants responded to a series of eight interview 

questions that were developed from my research questions. The study addressed the 

following three research questions: (1) How do women of color faculty in departments 
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with dance programs narrate their professional experience? (2) What institutional factors 

affect the lives of women of color faculty in departments with dance programs? (3) and, 

What themes emerge as women of color faculty discuss their experience of advancing 

through the ranks of PWIs? 

My participant interviews were recorded in several ways. I used the application 

Notability in my computer as well as video recording on my mobile phone (on a tripod) 

during the interview. Video and audio recordings supplement my note taking to capture 

nonverbal cues and physical nuances. During the interviews, I took notes on the behavior 

and activities of the participants. In conjunction with the recordings, this allowed me to 

carefully report their responses as well as the environment, their gestures, and the 

intonations of their voices. Family, colleagues, phone calls, etc., were considered aspects 

of the participants’ lives, rather than interruptions, and were included in the interview 

documentation. 

While on their campuses I also reviewed public documents, such as university 

brochures and department information, campus newspapers, official annual report 

publications that included strategic planning, etc. for contextual information of what was 

happening at their institutions at the time of the interview. I also took photographs and 

videotapes with sound. 

Transcription Process and Restorying 
 

I began by transcribing the interviews with all audible verbal intonations. As 

described above, from the recordings, I was listening to the story and for the story. I then 

went through each transcript a second time with the video to capture gestures that 
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coincided with the responses and placed them in the transcript in blue. I also 

characterized the environment and things important to the setting, items, sounds, family, 

cooking, meetings etc. and infused this into the transcript in green. The aesthetic whole in 

portraiture is like “weaving a tapestry” or “piecing together a quilt” (Lightfoot and Davis 

1997, 12). For me, using different colors in the transcription process worked like threads 

to piece together three of the portraiture elements, context, voice, and relationship. 

My data had at least two overlapping levels: the participants’ accounts of their 

lived experiences in the transcripts and the interpretive accounts I developed as the 

researcher based on the interview data, field notes and observations (Given 2008). 

Moreover, the stories my participants told were not necessarily chronologically or 

conceptually in order. To complete the transcription process and begin to build the 

portraits for the study, I employed reconstruction and reordering. Reordering the storyline 

brings narrative nuance to the portraits (Kim 2015, 202). When my participants 

responded to a specific question, it may have occurred currently or it may have been tied 

to the past, affecting the chronological timeline of how their lived experience would be 

interpreted. 

Data Analysis 
 

My data was analyzed using Quirkos and NVivo to reduce the data into more 

organized elements (i.e., codes, categories, themes, and theory). First, I used Quirkos, a 

qualitative data analysis software that presents live visualizations in the form of animated 

bubbles of the selected interview texts. Quirkos is an encrypted, cloud-based application 

that automatically saves the data entered and any new coding that is applied with each 
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use during the analysis of the project data. These bubbles are named by assigning 

properties. The entire transcript was included in Quirkos but not all text was coded to 

align with the research questions of the study. I assigned multiple categories to the 

selected groups of text based on the interview questions and subdivided them into 

subcategories and then grouped those into themes that began to emerge after running the 

software. I gave the selected text from the transcript properties based on the interview 

questions (e.g., leadership philosophy, systemic forces at play, etc.) Quirkos identifies 

these properties as ‘nodes,’ the animated colored bubbles which expand, sort of like 

filling a balloon, each time text is added to them. When I wanted, I could ask the 

application to generate a report which color codes each node. For example, the property 

‘leadership philosophy’ was assigned the color green in each transcript and coalesced the 

four interviews to show all participant responses about leadership philosophy. I did not 

always wait to the end of data entry to run a report because the sophisticated nature of 

Quirkos allowed reports to be generated and updated each time it ran. 

Once I reached the point of saturation, meaning no new categories or themes 

emerged, I transferred the initial data report for further analysis. Because the story is the 

object of investigation in narrative analysis, I reduced the data to a set of organized 

elements (Creswell and Poth 2018). I used coding units, as described by Robert K. Yin, 

in Case Study Research: Design and Methods by pattern matching, and explanation 

building (2014). In other words, from the first coding units, I was able to look for 

complex patterns and accounts of identity, knowledge, and social relations for detailed, 

cultural points of view (ibid). I then transferred the Quirkos nodes (coding units) into 
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NVivo, a standalone qualitative data analysis application, for further exploration. The 

data file within NVivo was continuously updated as I worked and saved on an external 

hard drive. NVivo enables deeper insights and the rigor necessary for immersive 

analyses, such as applying numeric and charts. For example, a report created in Quirkos 

provides, the source summary meaning the transcripts, a quirks summary which is the 

quirk property I assigned (e.g., leadership philosophy, systemic forces at play) mentioned 

above and the total codes that property yields (i.e., a number–30). 

By contrast, Quirkos vs. NVivo, using a coding comparison from the Quirkos 

properties, NVivo then yields a treemap chart and numeric chart of coding references 

related to those properties as reported most. What this enabled was for me the researcher 

to review the report to consider what has emerged thematically. Aligning the analysis 

with one of my research questions, as an example, a theme that emerged for each 

participant was they felt the institutional obstacles had to do with them being othered. I 

then placed this theme in conversation with the theoretical framework of the the “outsider 

within status” and supported it with literature examining this evidence (Hill Collins 

1986). 

Finally, the data was verified for “credibility” (do the data and findings reflect the 

participants ’experience?; Rubin and Rubin 2012, 213); “transferability” (can the findings 

be transferred to similar context?; 223) and “reliability” (if the procedures were followed 

would there be a similar result?; 220). Credibility was established by continued 

engagement with my participants. I conducted additional telephone interviews, after 

sending them the portrait draft, and audio/visual account for feedback. Participant 
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validation also known as member checking, is a technique for exploring the credibility of 

results. Dependability in this study was achieved in one way by the invitations for onsite 

visits from the participants, giving approved access to the campuses, their offices, dance 

studios and homes. Transferability through the process of coding provided efficient 

interpretative rigor for the analysis (Saldaña 2016). Confirmability in this study was 

organized through different perspectives brought to the data interpretation by participants 

and me as the researcher, through continued feedback and discussion. 

These two sets of nodes have been reassembled into more meaningful parts that 

relate to each other, and as such enable retelling, rewriting the stories, and incorporating 

the setting of each women’s experiences for deeply textured portraits (Creswell and Poth 

2018). For instance, having the Quirkos report was insightful, however, utilizing NVivo 

to further the analysis, led me to issues I recall as talking points in the interviews but had 

not been able to connect the dots to identify them as themes across the participants’ 

experiences. An example of such issues was ultimately captured in the data related to the 

physical and emotional stresses the participants experienced and the methods they used or 

even failed to acknowledge until a later point in time. Thus, the process of coding and 

analyzing yields new knowledge and understanding around how women of colors faculty 

create their individual paths as leaders within the field of dance in institutions of higher 

education. The resulting analysis brings to light the emergent themes experienced by 

these four women of colors as they navigate their career paths through PWIs of higher 

education. 
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For this research, in creating the portraits, I drew on the five essential tenets of 

portraiture (i.e., context, voice, relationship, emergent themes, and the aesthetic whole). 

In doing so, the institutional factors that affect these women’s lives provided the context 

and the relationships within their departments and programs which influences and 

informs the phenomenology of the body in these spaces in their portraits. By narrating the 

professional experiences of my participants their views and voices identify the culture 

and the elements of performativity in racialized and gendered spaces during their tenure 

as dance faculty administrators. Through this process, this methodology allows for 

insights into themes that emerge from their embodied experiences and reflect on the ways 

these themes are discussed with an eye toward advancement of women of colors faculty 

within the institution. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

Dr. Olivia Ghatak 
 

My decision to ask Professor Olivia Ghatak to participate in this research study 

was born from the idea that she identifies as a woman of color. I recognized from our 

brief history as colleagues, through our similar roles as artistic directors, creative research 

as choreographers and engaged in leadership in dance programs, that her experiences fell 

within the range of issues foundational to my study of women faculty leading dance 

programs at PWIs. 

I first encountered Dr. Ghatak’s scholarly works in a graduate course at Texas 

Woman’s University. In this course, we watched, read, deconstructed, and created 

analytical papers from articles, book chapters, and videos. This was a first-year graduate 

course, aimed at developing writing skills for research content. As time went on, I delved 

further into Dr. Ghatak’s writing. I was interested in the feminist perspectives she brought 

to the field of dance, particularly choreography. 

I then met Dr. Ghatak in the fall of 2016, at the university where I was employed 

as administrative faculty and as one of the producing artistic directors of the BFA dance 

company. Faculty colleagues invited her to join our artistic team as a guest choreographer 

to create an original work to premiere in the 2016-2017 dance season. I was her contact 

and liaison during her residency and spent many hours with her each day. Our daily 

interactions revolved around research for the dance work, workshops for the cast, content 

building (including music score and voice), and feedback discussions with the dancers. I 
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transported her from her hotel to campus and back again, and we also dined together. We 

shared many stories, past and present, from artistic development to research pursuits. We 

discussed inspiring outlooks toward the future of dance, education, and administration in 

academia, and most specifically for women faculty for whom historical and 

contemporaneous familiarity with exclusion was part of their lived experiences. Our 

relationship as colleagues grew, and we remained in contact as we handled her offers for 

two dancers graduating from my BFA dance company to join her dance company. One 

dancer pursued the opportunity. So, while on the interview schedule, it was engaging to 

observe the dancer in Dr. Ghatak’s creative environment, to watch her leadership in 

action and reflect on how connections flourish. All these instances aided my decision to 

see more closely how Dr. Ghatak narrates her professional experiences with leadership 

and as an administrator employed at a PWI. 

Leadership as a Flexible Flame 
 

Dr. Ghatak was born in India. She has a particular interest in identity politics and 

the body, which evolved from her experiences as a student of Indian classical and folk 

dance and the injustices surrounding her. Having lived through post-colonial situations 

and knowing how successful power can be in breaking a person’s psyche, she articulates 

her ability to keep at a distance and hold the oppositional line. With her finger wagging 

for emphasis and eyes clear and penetrating, she defined power as a corrupting force 

based on these experiences, very different from empowerment. 

As a young dancer, her interest in experimentation led her to pursue dances that 

were expressive of her daily life. This prompted her to delve into contemporary Indian 
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dance entrenched in social justice, which became the foundation of her graduate study in 

the United States. Her goals in pursuing higher education were both scholarly and 

practical; she was excited to continue her work around social justice in dance contexts, 

and as a single parent, she hoped that academia would provide her with job stability. She 

was able to create the niche she was after within academia as a dancer, choreographer, 

and scholar, and as she continued as an educator, she progressed through the ranks of 

professorship and administration. Currently she is a full professor of dance in a theatre 

arts and dance department at a Public Ivy4 Research I5 Doctoral University.6 Here she 

moved into the role of leadership within dance administration, as the principal liaison 

between the department and the college. As dance department faculty, Dr. Ghatak 

engages in creating, producing, and teaching dance. Along with other dance faculty, she 

presents performances for diverse audiences on the university campus and the community 

at-large. And, as an artistic director, she holds workshops and employs community 

engagement in her dance company’s performances. 

 

4 Public Ivy is a term coined by Richard Moll in his 1985 book Public Ivies: A Guide to 
America’s Best Public Undergraduate Colleges and Universities to refer to U.S. 
universities that are said to provide an Ivy League collegiate experience at a public 
university price. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_Ivy) 
5 Research I University (R1) is a category that the Carnegie Classification of Institutions 
of Higher Education used to indicate universities in the United States that engage in the 
highest levels of research activity. 
https://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/classification_descriptions/basic.php (based on 
2016-17 data) 
6 Doctoral University includes institution that award at least 20 research/scholarship 
doctoral degrees during the update year and also institutions with below 20 
research/scholarship doctoral degrees that award at least 30 professional practice doctoral 
degrees in at least 2 programs. 
https://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/classification_descriptions/basic.php (based on 
2016-17 data) 
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The morning of our scheduled interview was bright and sunny with cloudless 

blue skies. I took in a dramatic skyline as I approached the yellowish contemporary 

building emblazoned with her dance company’s name: a newly acquired studio space not 

far from the university. Advertising and pamphlets for the space tout its availability for 

events such as rehearsals, workshops, meetings, performances, movement classes, 

healing ceremonies and community gatherings. It was Sunday, a rehearsal day, though 

the studio was occupied by only one company member when I arrived. After brief 

introductions, the company member graciously gave me tour of the space. As we neared 

9:00 am, the dance artists began to arrive and settle into their personal pre-warmup. Dr. 

Ghatak walked in, toting a backpack that spanned the length of her back, already dressed 

in rehearsal clothing. We had spoken several times at length over the phone, and through 

email and text, so our meeting that morning seemed like a continuation of a long 

conversation. We easily picked up where we left off, as she assumed her role in the space 

as artistic director of her dance company of women and cultural activists of color. Her 

dance practices and performances possess the standpoint of dance as a method of political 

articulation (Wilber 2018). During our two days together, I documented her voice, our 

relationship, and my perspective through film, photographs, recorded interviews and 

observational notes. Our conversations merged business, pleasure, and just plain life as 

experienced by two individuals on parallel roads. 

Dr. Ghatak’s leadership with her dance company is comprised of skillfully 

guiding the artists through movement principles and experimentation, while giving the 

dancers the physical space to express their bodies as the subjects of political power. 
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During rehearsal, she circulated the spacious dance studio with an intense gaze, offering 

refinements to the dance artists’ movement expression that reflected the formulated dance 

language she had co-created with her founding dancers. The company warmup included 

deconstructions and extensions of the movement principles of contemporary Indian dance 

language, and yoga. She offered gestural rhythms to accompany her instruction, syllables 

weaved into counts, and guided breath. A few times, her assistant took over the counting 

while she continued the instruction. The transitions between the two were seamless and 

fluid. At the end of the intense and productive five-hour rehearsal, she presented 

feedback for the assembled artists, musicians, and designers. Dr. Ghatak, still vibrant 

with energy, led me to a conference room in the same building for the interview directly 

after rehearsal. 

Our conversations over the previous months had swirled around being an educator 

and administrator, so we were able to delve right in to discussing leadership as guided by 

my questions. Dr. Ghatak offered a succinct definition: “In this space, which is a space 

I’ve crafted, leadership is very much a flexible flame.” The heart of the flame, “the hottest 

part is blue,” she observed, while around the blue heart are hues of orange and gold. She 

likens these variations in fire to the “ability to shift intensities as you speak.” Taken from 

the perspective of working as a dance artist, she describes the company’s artistic work 

unfolds through a unique contemporary dance vocabulary. Compare unique vocabulary to 

shifting intensities and it appears the idea works in both realms. 

This dual orientation is what serving in leadership in a university setting has 

taught her. She emphasized that “values of the visionary frame, or a progressive frame,” 
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using creative structures are undergirded by logistical clarity, a strategic mindset of how 

to get things done. When it comes to her administrative duties, faculty meetings, program 

oversight, new courses and/or curriculum revisions, she defines she has to “dot my i’s and 

cross my t’s.” Working through every detail, no matter how mundane, is deeply important 

and not at all glamorous. Her role as the department chair was to serve as the principal 

interface between the department and other administrative offices, etc., and requires her 

to be flexible just as the flame. 

Dance Leadership and Cultural Diversity 
 

In this section I consider cultural diversity and Dr. Ghatak narrows in on the word 

diversity, explaining that it is a loaded word with a lot of meaning. In answer to the 

question regarding her philosophy on cultural diversity, she posed a question of her own 

that succinctly sums up the challenge of working for diversity in institutional settings: 

The thing about difference is that it’s never formulaic. It is always the 

decision you make particular to a situation, right? So sometimes when I 

hear people say, “but this is about diversity, this is what should happen,” 

… we always have to think through the intersectional frame, right? So how 

do we have the intersection of race, gender, sexuality, class, caste, and 

then make decisions or have a vision that tries to understand the 

complexity of that? 

There is an importance of context when facilitating diversity, such as 

collaboration, and cooperation which requires the inclusion of a diverse culture. 

When considering diversity initiatives, acknowledging differences—in skills and 
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abilities, personality traits, values, and attitudes—is a central component of 

cultural diversity. Her approach to leadership with an eye toward diversity and 

difference is perhaps best encapsulate through her choreographic work. In the 

courses that she teaches at the university, dance history and choreography, she 

promotes the principles of discussion and movement research. With her dance 

company, her choreographic process is community-engaged, co-created with 

dancers based on multilayered story, dialogue, and experimentation. The dance 

movement, a contemporary feminist dance language that is dynamic, flowing, and 

stimulates creativity, is formulated from the shared experiences of women 

marginalized in the arena of concert dance. Dr. Ghatak believes that dances 

should be “an experience of femininity, an experience of connection” thereby, 

making space literally and figuratively for difference, especially ethnic difference. 

She commented that as “a woman of color artist, you are so available for 

so many boxes” that other people check off but none of those boxes allow space 

for your excellence. Women of colors have intersecting identities, such as 

experiences with oppression, cultural stereotypes, for example, that cause 

discrimination (Sanchez-Hucles and Davis 2010). In the face of that, she says you 

must search for your own existence because women of colors exist with two 

personae, the authentic self, and the socialized self. The authentic self aligns with 

your thoughts, words, and action and having the three match each other, while the 

socialized self is an aspect that your identity is influenced by interpersonal 



108  

 
 

relationships and by the reactions of others (Burkitt 2014; Noë 2010; Sheets- 

Johnstone 2011, 2016). 

However, applying this approach within the institutional setting of the academy 

has proved to be quite challenging for Dr. Ghatak. She made an adjustment in her seat, 

this time rearranging her arms, as she explained that the institution that dictates the lived 

experience of women of colors faculty in departments with dance programs were similar 

to being an experimental modern dancer within a hierarchical system that privileges 

classical dance forms. Ballet and modern styles are derived from a sequence of steps and 

movements, whereas some alternative movement-based disciplines, such as “yoga and 

tai chi” are compiled of motion between points in space. In a matter-of-fact manner, her 

response is: “I’m specific. You just can’t see it.” The idea that codified systems such as 

ballet and classic modern are more efficient for teaching dance is an age-old argument. 

She says that “ballet-based stuff isn’t the only specific thing.” Within this rigid system of 

dance instruction and dance making comes corporeal animosity that only certain types of 

bodies can do certain types of dance disciplines. It has been her mission to advocate for a 

curriculum that does not just include a distinct eight-level track in ballet. She observes 

the Eurocentric aesthetic of classic movement styles as considered foundational, yet 

black and brown bodies do not fit within this aesthetic based on claims of symmetry, the 

thin, lithe body, pink tights, hair, and ballet accessories (i.e., pointe shoes; Brown 2018). 

For women of colors in dance leadership it is challenging because white women are able 

to navigate these systems and fit within them without being contradicted by these 

systems. Dr. Ghatak says it is difficult to change their minds. 
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Whether responding to curricular issues as a Chair or discussing these issues as a 

professor in faculty meetings, she goes on to state, “So, I knew that the nature of 

leadership for women is one thing. The nature of leadership for women of color is yet 

another level, right? So, it’s completely, it’s quite different.” Dr. Ghatak views herself as 

working in opposition to what are often default perceptions of leadership rooted in white 

masculinity: “very suited and very linear.” The hierarchical institutional structures and 

the default perceptions surrounding them affect women of colors leadership. She 

described herself, in contrast, “I think you can be much more the soul of femininity, you 

can understand, and you can actually be connected with people, while letting them 

understand students and others.” She thinks there are ways in which women of colors 

can be leaders without forcing what a masculine form is and to understand when you are 

in a position of power it takes work to not reproduce the model that is already set. 

Dr. Ghatak has approached administrative leadership with caution, as she is aware 

of the barriers for women of colors faculty advancing through the ranks of PWIs. She 

never imagined herself in a leadership role, saying “I did not want to do it at all.” She 

took on a leadership role because faculty and staff convinced her they needed her to help 

as Chair to stabilize the department. Dr. Ghatak reflected on the difficulties she herself 

has faced in this position given that many key decision-making meetings (and the 

decision-making process itself) take place in male-dominated settings away from campus. 

Dr. Ghatak is inferring to men who play golf together or hallway negotiations. Decision 

making in higher education is not centralized, it is a process whereby a group of decision 

makers are diffused throughout the whole academic structure. Points of power in the 
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hierarchical systems of higher education is not always evident or familiar even to those 

who have been on the tenured faculty roster for many years. 

In holding the oppositional line, she stated, “I know there were times when my 

hand was really slapped by the powers that be.” To give one example, Dr. Ghatak is a 

staunch advocate for labor rights, a reflection of where she grew up. She shared with me 

an experience as junior faculty, that as a result of raising objections to upper 

administration cutting the pay of the lowest level of staff, she was reprimanded and even 

given a termination warning, all of which have an effect on promotion and advancement. 

Each university offers a handbook of operating procedures, which provide examples of 

conduct that could warrant dismissal, such as a violation of university rules and policies 

or abuse of authority and influence. In Dr. Ghatak situation, she was encouraging students 

to dance along the picket line as part of their choreographic work. The news media was 

on campus taking pictures of the picket line and the dean saw the images which included 

her students. She continued her level of work, research, publishing, and choreography. 

She says, “that was a different time…at any rate, I got tenure.” She adds, “and to make 

sure that I do more that what my white colleagues are doing, and more than other women 

of color colleagues are doing in some ways because I am being the oppositional voice.” 

In higher education, tenured appointments basically mean continuously retained as full- 

time faculty, and represents a presumption of competence and ongoing service. For Dr. 

Ghatak in stating she’s the oppositional voice, and the need to do more is taken from her 

logic that if she keeps generating more, she can always point to her record of producing 

and say, “You see what I’ve done?” as a kind of protection. Indeed, in this case, her 
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productivity seemed to prevent punitive denial of rank and advancement in the 

institution. 

Given this reality, I wanted to know if she harbored resentment from this kind of 

treatment. Her response was: 

It’s just bloody, negative energy. Like, what I resent much more is actually, 

like, I resent having to go, to be on grad panels, and having to explain why 

I’m a contemporary choreographer. Whereas white choreographers never 

have to explain that. I resent that, too, but what is the point? 

Despite her fatigue and frustration, Dr. Ghatak is committed to this work for diversity 

and inclusion as part of her leadership practice. She stated: “As long as you hear my 

voice, you have to hear me that I’d rather keep doing the work. It’s, you know, it’s like, 

it’s gonna eat me up, you know?” When the dominant culture normalizes a position, 

standard or system in the institution that they benefit from, women of colors are place in 

a position to navigate the blocks and boundaries, that inhibit and limit forward 

movement, often going above and beyond in an effort to manage the system. 

Aesthetic Superiority and Divesting 
 

What Dr. Ghatak has recognized is that within dance departments, alongside 

issues of racial, gendered, cultural, and class-based superiority is the issue of aesthetic 

superiority. The hierarchical privileging of classical dance forms, and which bodies 

perform them, is noted above. Within this are clashes against movement innovation and 

creativity, corporeal animosity, cultural supremacy, the oppression of melanated bodies, 

dismissal of gender identity, and an opposition to ethnicity. Therefore, impulses toward 
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innovation and creativity in movement requires risk and as mentioned earlier a ballet- 

based aesthetic creates a physical antagonism for bodies, culture, ethnicity, and gender 

that are different. Dr. Ghatak realized aesthetic superiority was at work when she saw 

“colleagues talk to each other, validate each other, in their modern dance work, and they 

didn’t even take me seriously as an artist.” This was hard, and it used to hurt her. She 

makes a specific point about students from the university not attending her company’s 

performances off campus for the community. She feels they are being taught that there is 

only one way to be who they are and what they are. She is not explicitly stating that 

students were told not to go to her company’s performances but through their training her 

performances and aesthetic are not on their radar because they focus primarily on 

Eurocentric aesthetic of classic movement styles. 

This aesthetic privilege impacts, as well, her level of comfort in inviting guest 

artists of color from non-classical aesthetics to the department and campus to perform, 

My question is, when I’m weaving in, when I am interested in inviting in 

other artists of color, what am I saying to them, they have to pass through 

the valley of the modern thing? And it bothers me so much. And I just 

have no match, I just don’t know about that. I have more and more 

disquiet in my heart about that. 

Seeing the difficulty in changing her colleagues’ mind-sets regarding the cultural 

supremacy of her institution, Dr. Ghatak has worked hard on divesting her 

feelings. Taking her yoga training to heart, she stated she simply observes the 

creative drama and moves on, otherwise the wounds would run deep. She has 
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primarily decided to just disengage and continue to do the work she set out to do, 

which is multi-layered movement that is community-based. She puts more effort 

into her company and her creative process and research. She does note that 

disengagement is a privilege available to her as a full professor with an 

administrative leadership position; she feels even worse for adjunct faculty and 

other faculty of colors who are teaching one class within the higher education 

system. Her contributions to the academic structure as an administrator from her 

perspective seemed ineffective in broadening the lens of dance in the department, 

however her pedagogical perch as a professor and artistic director benefit from 

her energy and talent. 

Social Justice and Advocacy: Teaching as Leadership 
 

While dealing with administration has been difficult as a department chair, 

teaching has been a creative outlet for her and a place where she feels like she can 

advocate for her students, perhaps more successfully than in her actual administrative 

role. Pedagogically, she trains the students enrolled in choreography courses to 

understand how to organize projects around social justice and advocacy. She reflected on 

an instance when students were feeling disrespect from some of the faculty on issues 

related to gender identification and touch. Dr. Ghatak guided the students in creating a 

project choreographed from the standpoint of social equity principles which was a 

creative exploration of fair treatment and balance between individuals. Even though her 

dance colleagues were very resentful of the project outcomes, which were the students’ 

presentation of a series of workshops, she knew what she and her students were doing 
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was diffusing tension by bringing awareness of the issues into public spaces. As such, her 

teaching practice is part of her unofficial leadership practice around advocacy and 

organizing. In a certain sense, as a leader her practice is to shift misguided beliefs or 

practices from the normal, natural, and necessary into contextualized awareness. 

As a leader, she argues for the students of color, declaring, “For the students of 

color, I will go out of my way, because the university does not. It is hostile to them.” In 

clarifying this statement, Dr. Ghatak says that in general, white students have other 

people to watch out for them, whereas students of color do not. She says, “so the young 

folks of color will talk to me in a different way.” Woman of colors faculty as mentors are 

also expressing their leadership through problem-solving and advice for 

underrepresented populations. 

Her experience as a professor has not been without its challenges. During our 

interview, she looked off into the distance as she shared an instance when she was 

mistaken for the cleaning lady based on stereotypical readings of her appearance: her 

hair, skin and even the iris of the eye. Her example was, “If I would come out, they 

wouldn’t bother me. They would be like, ‘Can we talk to some of the professors?’ And I’d 

say, ‘Yeah, sure, I’ll try to tell them’.” Dr. Ghatak reflects on her thought process, she 

continues: “You know, you are great. So, you will succeed.” However, she continues to 

articulate her thinking, the hegemonic view transmits, “The rest of you, people like you 

are not good enough.” The inference on the part of the parents is a component of 

conditioning (i.e., who belongs and who does not). The logistical clarity Dr. Ghatak 

affords this experience is draped by location and position. She made a conscious decision 



115  

 
 

to step outside of herself and see what she was doing. This instance encapsulates the kind 

of microaggressions enacted on women of colors even though different voices are 

foundational to diverse environments 

Reinvigorating Possibility of Breath 
 

Leadership experiences and perceptions have a corporeal influence and impact 

and Dr. Ghatak utilizes her restorative practices to bolster her resilience. As she considers 

her embodied experiences, she says, “It’s a damn hard thing.” She stressed the 

importance of yoga and “the reinvigorating possibility of breath.” Still seated, with a 

grand extended gesture of her arms, she used the example of navigating a difficult yoga 

pose to illustrate this practice: “When I’m falling, instead of getting into a knee jerk 

reaction where I stop everything, and I get tired, I have to actually breathe through, 

maybe fall, come out of it, redo it again today, tomorrow, day after, every day.” In this, 

the lesson therein, is the difficult moment does not produce a knee-jerk reaction. As she is 

talking about her experiences, she is also acknowledging how her practices help her 

navigate issues she faces in the academy. 

Yoga and breath practice have also helped her with difficult moments in her 

teaching. She explained the cognitive dissonance she experiences when she encounters 

pushback, particularly from white students: “when students offer a critique of something, 

is it just that white entitlement speaking? Or is there a legitimate thing that I could have 

done better?” Using her hand balanced at the elbow on her knee, she illustrated a direct 

line from the forehead outward and says, “How am I going to clarify, how am I going to 

clearly know for myself? How am I not going to get swayed by either my emotions or the 
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way in which whiteness holds legitimacy?” Both are possible. How she gains this clarity 

is an important thing to think through. The essence of yoga is breath and for Dr. Ghatak 

she is able to connect to subtle energies, helping her to navigate not only her physical 

state as in the knee-jerk reaction but also her mental and emotional state when observing 

herself absorb and react to situations with students. She has cultivated this mindset 

through yoga and breathwork and it has helped her in the classroom. Dr. Ghatak used a 

food analogy to explain this embodied mindset. She mentioned that filtering out 

unhelpful thoughts is like deciding not to eat foods that are not healthy for the body. 

Dr. Ghatak believes in the materiality of energy and acknowledges that the body 

is taking on all these energies (i.e., feelings, emotions, etc.). She explained, as she 

gestured to areas of her legs and torso, that she feels there are places in her body where 

she stores memories and difficult experiences. I prompted her to say more. She settled 

back in the seat, crossing both legs in an easy pose. She used this comfort to reflect that 

when a difficult situation arises, one gets tight because of that incident. She gestured 

toward her face in a circular motion, describing how one’s ears start to get hot and there 

is heat that comes through the nerves on the cheeks and face. She has learned to 

recognize these moments so that her body does not get harmed as a result these incidents. 

Yet, she noted, “But it’s so hard. You know it has to go somewhere!” Dr. Ghatak is aware 

of the impact on her body and also that embodied practices bring awareness, they act as 

an alert, something she depends on to maintain balance, physically, mentally, and 

emotionally. 
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In summary… 
 

Dr. Ghatak is driven by the idea of claiming her excellence as an artistic director, 

choreographer, dancer, scholar, and educator. She speaks of these things confidently and 

consciously without a hierarchal order. Her authentic self is all these things equally, 

ordinarily, and without difference. This notion is grounded in her approach to the mind 

and body connection, she sees the mind’s way of telling the body what to do and the 

body’s influence on the psyche. For her balance is key and is enacted in her practice but 

also in social relations and interpersonal relationships. From her position of leadership, 

she finds “dancers are sort of natural leaders, because they have already kind of thought 

through that dichotomy.” She claims to not have intellectualized this hybridity, but that 

these are infused facets of herself. She is raw and courageous, and a tremendous resource 

for the dancers she educates and directs. Dr. Ghatak stresses the mind/body dichotomy in 

her lived experience. Moreover, our innate experiences as movers may diffuse this 

dichotomy by not acknowledging that our physical intelligence and mental intellect are 

conjoined. She believes dancers are in the prime position to contribute to the discourse on 

leadership for women of colors, although she acknowledges “it’s not necessarily a place 

that wants to be heard, which is very interesting to me how the body takes all the song, 

you know? I mean, where else is it gonna go?” The flexible flame, the soul of femininity 

and the authentic vs. socialized self are three examples of her internalized work and its 

connection to her leadership, creativity and teaching, her embodied practice, and the way 

it feeds her ability to manage challenges she faces, and the way she interacts in the world. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

Professor Maricela Fernandez 
 

Professor Maricela Fernandez and I crossed paths more than four decades ago. I 

was an apprentice at the Dance Theatre of Harlem, a ballet company in New York City. I 

distinctly recall during one, perhaps even two of the summer intensive courses there, a 

young dancer with shapely legs, high arched feet, and a ballet bun at the nape of her neck 

that was incredibly thick. Fast-forward fifteen years or so, on a trip to check out a 

professional dance company and I was to be met at a Midwestern airport by a board 

member named Maricela Fernandez. In the years prior, we had not exchanged names 

because, as dancers do, we studied each other from across the studio in an effort to collect 

and integrate each other’s feedback during training. At this airport rendezvous, a distant 

dance acquaintance was then recalled and recognized as the visiting summer dancer at 

Dance Theatre of Harlem years before. This rendezvous created the shift in our 

relationship from acquaintance to colleagues in dance education and ultimately 

friendship. 

I immediately thought of Professor Fernandez as a participant for this study because 

I had the opportunity as a professional dancer and then as academic colleagues to witness 

her advancement in higher education. Over the years, Professor Fernandez and I have 

stayed in touch via iMessaging, Skype, WhatsApp, and texts, where we have shared all of 

life’s announcements, births, graduations, weddings, and grandchildren, as well as life 

transitions. Instead, annual meetings and conferences affirmed that the experiences of 
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Professor Fernandez, a recently retired full professor, would and should be included in 

my research. She identifies as women of colors faculty and a dance leader in a PWI 

where institutional factors affect how she navigates through a Black studies department, a 

non-academic institute unit, and offers courses associated with a dance minor. Professor 

Fernandez’s work has been bringing many dance communities together in Midwest US, 

where she integrates multicultural understanding that supports equity and respect in 

leadership, her academic trajectory and path that led to becoming the first tenured Latina7 

at the PWI where she was employed. 

Professor Maricela Fernandez was born in Puerto Rico, an unincorporated 

territory of the United States in the Caribbean Sea. She was raised in the cold Midwest, in 

a neighborhood where Latinos, Mexicans, African Americans, Polish people, 

Yugoslavians, and other cultures lived, but lived separately (i.e., on their own streets). 

The one thing all these families had in common were the steel mills where they worked. 

As this was a working community, Professor Fernandez says there were no dance schools 

in the area. Her first mentor created a program that not only taught students how to dance 

but also taught them how to be better students. They learned dance, discipline, and ways 

to get along with one another in this diverse environment. With these foundational 

principles, and through her early academic studies, Professor Fernandez became a first- 
 

7 Latina/o is used here at the preference of the participant. Further definition of the term 
Latina/o/x as a category in the United States is short for latinoamericano or latino- 
americano. More specifically Latino refers to people who are from or descended from 
people from Latin America. On the other hand, Hispanic, a term often used 
interchangeably with Latina/o, refers to people who speak Spanish and/or are descended 
from Spanish-speaking populations. Both of these terms are heavily debated in both the 
academic and public sectors (Delgado and Stefancic 1998). 
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generation college student. She earned a bachelor’s degree in physical education with a 

concentration in dance and finished a master’s degree in physical education with a 

concentration in elementary school education and modern dance as well. It seemed that 

for Professor Fernandez, when a vision was not present in her immediate community or 

trajectory there appeared someone with insights that made her vision a reality. At a PWI 

in the Midwest, she interviewed for a newly created position as a collegiate dance 

company director and was offered the job. Her life-changing journey began. 

Bringing Many Dance Communities Together 
 

As the first director of the university dance company, Professor Fernandez 

showcased the historical significance and influence of Black cultural performance. 

Situated within the Arts institute, the ensemble benefited from the mechanisms the 

institute provided of performance management and engagement, connections to the 

campus and local community otherwise limited in the department. Her vision was also to 

create a space through the dance courses for university students across campus in any 

major, not limited by race and ethnicity, and where all levels of dance experience were 

welcome at the dance company. The courses for the dance company were cross listed 

through the department for diaspora studies, her home department. As faculty in diaspora 

studies and director of the dance company in the institute, Professor Fernandez sees 

dance as always evolving. Within that, one never stops learning, which she says is a 

metaphor for life’s lessons. She considers teaching as transformational. In teaching, one 

guides students to become their best selves. In dance, leadership as modeled by Professor 

Fernandez brings many dance communities together, her leadership influence and 
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teaching of Black dance reaches to communities in the department, the institute, the 

larger campus, and local community and while in the city where she lives, she brings 

dance to the school district communities as well. For her diversity in leadership makes for 

a diverse education. 

Quite a Story 
 

I spent almost thirteen years in the Midwest in the same city as Professor 

Fernandez. I observed her navigate her career path through the ranks of the university, 

just as I was entering academe as a lecturer and then junior faculty. It was not until many 

years later, I realized that her trajectory through the academy influenced some of my 

views about creative research. 

For four consecutive days in the Midwest, the weather was ideal, a mixture of 

clouds and sunshine. I arrived late afternoon to clear blue skies and relatively high 

temperatures for July, but with very low humidity—nothing at all like the blistering 

climate and relentless sun of my current home in the Southwest. Bookended on either 

side of my four-day visit were travel days. I was met at the airport by Professor 

Fernandez’s husband, and as the saying goes, “Old friendships never die.” Therefore, just 

like with his wife, our conversations picked up right where we had left off, at least two 

decades before. 

The university campus where she worked is approximately one hour away from 

where she lives. On the first interview day, we decided to drive to campus, pick up some 

groceries, and work for the next three days in her condominium. Though retired, 

Professor Fernandez maintains the condominium as a second home for campus visits, 
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performances and a “get away.” The hour drive was smooth and straight, with white 

clouds drifting along the sky. July on campus was sparse with student and faculty activity, 

and this afforded a comfortable and leisurely investigation for my study. Once settled into 

the condo, I set up my equipment and sat comfortably at a barstool high table. Professor 

Fernandez adjusted in her seat and referring to the circumstances that led her to dance in 

higher education, says, “That is quite a story.” 

Professor Fernandez’s academic journey takes place on a campus where prestigious 

academic programs merged with impressive faculty, on a campus full of international 

culture, innovative music, and arts engagement. In the mid-1970s, when she began 

working there the positions in the arts at this PWI were called “coordinators.” In the early 

1980s, coordinators were moved to tenure-track assistant professor positions. The dance 

unit in the College of Arts and Sciences offered Western European dance forms of ballet 

and modern, and the historical and cultural characteristics of their development. Professor 

Fernandez used the diaspora experiences in dance that she knew from her Caribbean 

roots, her research and master teachers who shared their knowledge to explore Black and 

traditional dance experiences not introduced in her undergraduate or graduate education. 

Here, using air quotes for emphasis, she cautions, “And that’s a problematic term” 

meaning the term Black dance, “and I understand that, but for the purposes of this, in 

that, trying to get students to understand that dancing was more than just dance.” 

Professor Fernandez uses the term Black dance to include people of African ancestry or 

origin drawing from Black Caribbean and West African cultural forms and traditions. She 
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feels in this way dance students expand a simplistic idea of dance as an art form and are 

exposed to aesthetic philosophies and spiritual origins of the diaspora. 

It was in these early experiences in higher education that led her to design an open 

curriculum and take students beyond contemporary modern dance. This foresight shifted 

the focus of the contemporary dance program from exclusively ballet, modern, and jazz 

forms to include a Black aesthetic that consisted of all these dance techniques and much 

more. She says, “I think we succeeded to professionalize students in the understanding of 

how Black studies and performance is intertwined, and how important it is to life. And so 

that’s sort of my early experience in higher education.” 

During the time Professor Fernandez traversed through the path to promotion and 

tenure, she characterizes the lineage in studies of the African diaspora in this way: “As we 

know, Afro-American Studies, Black Studies, across the country came out of just struggle 

and oppression” to develop courses and “disciplines that were close to Black life.” 

She reasons that her experiences led to her leadership philosophy: 
 

As a teacher, instructor, professor, leading students to understand what, 

protocol, discipline, history, diaspora, you know, all those things that we learn in 

class and making sure that you know, we were the best that we, I can make them, 

the best that they can be. 

As we are seated across from one another at the table, Professor Fernandez, uses her 

hands to frame and mark categories to emphasize the meaning of her statements. She 

continues to explain that leadership is not only about what you are teaching, but also 

about how one guides students to become people with character and integrity. She taps 
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her index finger and moves rhythmically to middle, ring, and pinky as she describes 

telling the students, “You’re learning, discipline, protocol, collaboration, and 

compromise, you know, all those things, because those are the things that you’re going to 

be taking with you after you leave the university.” Professor Fernandez links this to her 

roles and responsibilities as Director of Undergraduate and Director of Graduate Studies 

in collaboration with other colleagues and professionals, as well through 

multidisciplinary affiliations—for example, the interdisciplinary work within Black 

Studies and African American African Diaspora Studies as single disciplines, the cross- 

disciplinary alliances from the Institute of African American Arts to various departments 

and campus communities, and interdisciplinary integration across different academic 

disciplines. In this regard, the collegiate dance company that she directed was formed to 

preserve African diaspora culture and: 

Promote equity, respect, multicultural understanding, and self-determination. So, 

I do look at leadership, as, you know, all these tiered [layers] and to lead by 

example, and to really be invested in what you’re actually trying to lead. So, I 

think that, you know, it’s a very simple philosophy, I guess, for me. 

The Energetics of Language 
 

When Professor Fernandez talks about equity, respect, multicultural 

understanding, and self-determination it is a seamless segue to her philosophical view of 

cultural diversity. She considers how a truthful and at the same time complex 

understandings of the peoples and cultures around us is important in education. Taking 

care to frame the population she intends, she states, “People of color, you know, African 
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descent, and when I say African descent, I’m including the diasporic realm, not only 

continental US but also the Black diasporic realm.” Her inference is that historically, 

people of color have always absorbed the cultures of other people and therefore: 

By nature, we already have accepted cultural diversity, in the way that we’re all 

connected. And some of those connections can be, you know, the oppression, the 

discrimination, the prejudice, and what we all know is that those are some 

underlying things that really kind of keep us connected. 

In considering cultural diversity, Professor Fernandez imparts the thread that 

weaves together the notion that “to impress upon the majority culture, which I hate those 

words majority culture because right now, we are the majority. And so, the word minority 

has always kept us in, at a lower vibrational level.” It is compelling to contemplate 

cultural diversity through the energetics of language. In this instance, majority culture 

denotes a collective deemed to possess the most power and emphasizes their sameness by 

categorizing themselves away from the minority culture by virtue of race, ethnicity, class, 

gender, religion, body politics, etc. For Professor Fernandez, low vibrational levels are 

associated with fear, depression, hatred, and anxiety, and she says it perpetuates low 

energy levels linked to segregation and discrimination. Therefore, she professes an 

understanding of “how important it is to break down systems that has been so 

oppressive.” 

Having framed this thought, Professor Fernandez reflects on the ways that she has 

used dance to be culturally diverse. She gets students to the understanding cultural 

diversity through Afro Cuban dance, for example, and its connection to religion to break 
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down boundaries of how people think about religion, traditions, and cultures. Her efforts 

have been to expose people, whether they are colleagues or administrators to differences 

to expand how they think about people. Professor Fernandez extends the discussion by 

expressing that the social construct of race is ingrained and therefore has been infused by 

people of color as well. She puts it this way: “It is the most difficult thing because the 

social construction of race is so embedded in our society, that it has even permeated into 

people of color. So, trying to break down those old ways of thinking, is a challenge.” 

In this regard, she states, that it is important for cultural diversity to bring real 

diversity. She forewarns that “diversity” is doublespeak because old notions and old ways 

of thinking happen with students and the university system of colleagues and 

administrators. As an example, she presents being the only Black person or Latina person 

on a committee. When a question is posed in the committee about actions that can affect 

marginalized populations and members of the committee, they “turn to you to . . . well, 

you know, I don’t have all the answers,” and they are not “going to listen to me anyway.” 

Accordingly, they offer, “Let’s discuss this,” and summarizes, “It is always pushing and 

pushing for the understanding and breaking down barriers to understand how important 

cultural diversity is to a larger arena.” With this, Professor Fernandez demonstrates a 

level of engagement in the university community and a commitment to diversity that 

helps expand ways of thinking and dispel old notions. 
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Where Are You From? 
 

When asked about her philosophy regarding ethnic difference, without hesitation 

she responds, “People identify with their nation-state,8 right?” From this quote, let us 

consider nation-states, in its most concise form, as people or subjects that are alike, 

uniform in factors related to language, common ancestry, and cultural characteristics. 

Professor Fernandez unpacks her definition as historical traditions, culture, food, music, 

and dance. 

She makes it plain that she identifies as Puerto Rican, but also as Afro-Puerto 

Rican (Simpson 2006). This ethnic categorization applies to people who identify as 

Puerto Rican of African ancestry and “is different than identifying as African American.” 

She is clear to add that “people don’t seem to go beyond what you see as a phenotype or 

color.” Her example refers to hearing a Black person speaking Spanish and being asked, 

“‘Where are you from?’” So, it is trying to get people to understand what ethnicity is, 

versus what we know as its construction of race.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

8 Nation state…defined in Merriam Webster dictionary (2020): a form of political 
organization under which a relatively homogeneous people inhabit a sovereign state 
especially: a state containing one as opposed to several nationalities; a sovereign state 
whose citizens or subjects are relatively homogeneous in factors such as language or 
common descent. Foucault argues that nation states, police, government, legal practices, 
human sciences and medical institutions have their own rationale, cause and effects, 
strategies, technologies, mechanisms and codes and have managed successfully in the 
past to obscure their workings by hiding behind observation and scrutiny. From Security, 
Territory, Population is part of a lecture series given by French philosopher Michel 
Foucault at the Collège de France between 1977 and 1978 and published posthumously 
based on audio recordings. 
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Proving Leadership 
 

Professor Fernandez is eager and expressive in her responses articulating how she 

finds herself a leader in male-dominated hierarchical systems of higher education. I was 

curious to know if she always understood herself to be a leader. She is retired but spent 

over four decades as a faculty member and director, and during her tenure, she never 

thought she would be offered leadership positions. She uses a cupped right hand with 

fingers grouped and touching to depict leadership as a thing and to emphasize, “I was 

never given that opportunity to do that outside of my teaching.” At this point, the 

circumstances surrounding this statement speak to the notion that a designated title given 

on paper, or a title given by appointment from upper administration is where leadership 

resides. Professor Fernandez says, “I had to prove to others probably that we could 

handle leadership.” She is speaking broadly here by including generally other women of 

colors faculty that share the same experience. In this regard, proving to the chair or upper 

administrations is a plight not lost on women of colors. Chairs or persons in 

administrative visionary positions can manipulate what is done in their department. Here 

again, the hands talk. With palms down and just her fingertips touching the surface, 

Professor Fernandez’s unconscious gesture conveys authority and dominance. She 

specifies aspects of her experience: “You had to be able to banter. He [her supervisor] 

was always edging you on. So, I think in his own way, he was trying to figure out how can 

you handle the university.” This kind of conversational exchange revolved around 

arguments, philosophies, and professionalism about dance, in general, as well as where to 

have programs and when to have concerts. For Professor Fernandez as the director of the 
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collegiate dance company, this meant the chair wanted a successful dance company 

program in the department that was going to be a leader in the university community and 

more global public sector, but he did not know what was needed to make this happen. 

In systems like PWIs or any university system, you learn as you go. Professor 

Fernandez says, 

You have to be observant. You have to be quiet. You have to look. You have to 

listen. You have to do your reading on policy. Being on a committee, listening to 

people and the process of how people conduct business, where you may or may not 

agree. 

Professor Fernandez also saw this to be the process for tenure and promotion. However, 

she reflects on the way her trajectory through her department and college had 

overshadowed her ability to lead: “I don’t think I was ever trusted that I could be an 

administrator, because I don’t have my Ph.D., and in “performing arts a lot of us artists 

were always pushed to the side because, ‘They are just dancers and musician. They don’t 

know.’” It should be noted here that in the performing arts, the MFA9 is recognized as the 

terminal degree. In looking at the opportunities for women of colors in the university and 

in the case of Professor Fernandez in Black Studies, it is to be, “at the table, bantering, 

talking, negotiating, because there is a hierarchical system.” 

Professor Fernandez explains a few of her experiences and how they were prompted 

by specific issues which had a series of threads. She describes her ability to banter. For 

her this means trying to convince and supporting agenda key to committee members for 

9 MFA is an academically recognized terminal degree and is given to practitioners in the 
fine arts and performing arts (Grant 2013). 
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the benefit of the college, department, unit, and/or students. She talks about her capacity 

to engage and ingenuity in collaboration as part of her fight to prove that her adeptness 

and ideas were the mark of a leader. She says, “I always had to fight to prove that I can 

be a leader, that I can come up with ideas that can be better for the department, better for 

students.” As the Director of Graduate Studies, she took pride in how she developed her 

skills by studying policies and speaking in depth with the dean, and specifically her 

ability to chart trajectories and outcomes through infusing new concepts into programs 

for students. She knew these skills could transfer to administrative positions. During her 

tenure as graduate director, the day often ended after one o’clock in the morning in her 

office, where she wrote emails to students to keep them on track, to suggest what 

orientation and training sessions to attend, to advise on how to write their syllabi and 

lastly to present some pedagogical elements for them as emerging instructors. Even 

though Professor Fernandez had the respect and admiration of the students and faculty, it 

was during a time when the master’s program in the department was being suspended. 

Students were being farmed out to other departments and faculty found it necessary to 

fight to keep the master’s by enlisting a program evaluator from outside of the university. 

The result was the program was saved. However, the chair deemed that without a Ph.D., 

Professor Fernandez was ill equipped to maintain the position of Director of Graduate 

Studies. She says colleagues in the department “were not strong enough to tell the dean, 

‘We have a good Director of Graduate Studies’” and therefore fell prey to what the 

majority administration was telling the department to do. For Professor Fernandez, not 

continuing as Director of Graduate Studies “was really hurtful. I must say that that’s one 
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of the times that it was very, very hurtful because I wrote the damn graduate guide that 

they still use today.” On the other side of the coin, she received validation of her 

leadership ability from the Dean of the Graduate School who marveled at the graduate 

guidebook that she had created and is still currently being used. 

Another leadership position in the department was Director of Undergraduate 

Studies, which entailed working with an academic advisor. However, at many PWIs, 

academic advisors are shared across departments and faculty, as Professor Fernandez 

comments, at this university faculty are not permitted to advise students. Moreover, 

courses need to be evaluated by faculty in order to be in compliance with university 

mandates. So, Professor Fernandez wrangled members of the department to comply. In 

this regard, her ability to meet with faculty, cajole them in meetings, and send emails 

about the specifics of what was required were some of the foundational qualities of her 

leadership contributions. 

Thinking About All of Those Things 
 

Prior to her roles as the Director of Graduate and Director of Undergraduate 

Studies, Professor Fernandez was an associate professor. The interim chair from the 

Dean’s Office was appointed to serve as her department was going through a series of 

transitions. At some universities, there are guidelines stating that an associate professor at 

rank for a six- or seven-year period can submit a letter of intent for consideration for 

promotion. At other universities, consideration for full professor is by invitation from the 

chair or the department’s Executive/Budget Committee in the department (June 2016). In 

this case, Professor Fernandez was invited to submit her dossier while an interim chair 
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and an interim dean were fulfilling their appointments. She makes clear in our interview 

that this would not be a strategic move, as promotion often requires the dossier to be 

presented and discussed in a specific way for understanding and impact. She puts it in 

this way, “In my mind, I was saying nah I’m not going to go up to a full professor with an 

outside dean . . . to have a feather in his cap. Look what I did for you. Oh, no, I knew it 

right away.” 

It is here that I segue to my next question: How does race, culture, class, and 

gender affect your leadership experiences and perceptions? Immediately with left palm 

up and right hand cupped, she responds, “I was thinking about all those things when this 

man was asking me.” Professor Fernandez and the interim chair looked carefully through 

her two boxes that contained her dossier. After he suggested she submit her dossier for 

full Professor, she declined by saying, “Thank you so much for the invitation,” but “I 

don’t think I’m ready right now.” Two years later with a permanent chair, she submitted 

her dossier knowing that the department would be able to frame her case for promotion 

“to what I really specifically did in the university and how that was an integral part of 

Black Studies and our department and how that translated within the university and 

outside the university community.” It is not uncommon when considering promotion that 

a faculty member employs a mentor to state the case for promotion who can be invited to 

the reviewing committee before forwarding the dossier to the administration. Professor 

Fernandez was being strategic because traditional ways were not gonna get me 

promotion. I knew that I had the material. But it’s the way that you state it and what you 

do.” She was promoted to full professor; however, she thinks race, culture, class, and 
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gender all played a part in her trajectory. She noted the difference in administrative 

personnel would have an impact on decisions and she signaled the commonality of 

experiences for women of colors working in the performing arts at PWIs. 

Her perceptions of race, culture, class, and gender manifest from how her racial 

and ethnic identity were viewed in the department. She states, “Here I am a Latina 

person coming in, in a department that is continental US -focused African American, and 

I’m Afro-Puerto Rican but people didn’t know.” Professor Fernandez clarifies that she 

identifies as Black but not African American and specifically as Afro-Puerto Rican. Afro- 

Puerto Rican are those whose African ancestors entered Puerto Rico through forced 

migration in the Atlantic slave trade. She articulates that her colleagues and 

administration did not inquire, though she had her assumptions. In this way, the idea of 

DuBois’ double consciousness10 for those with historical and contemporary experiences 

with exclusion is not just a fleeting thought but a reality of existing in the dominant 

culture’s society. Professor Fernandez said it was not years, but decades before anyone 

became aware of her ethnicity. In conversation, her current chair said, “I didn’t know you 

were Puerto Rican.” To which she replied, “What did you think I was? I never hid it from 

you. It is right there in all my paperwork. You want to talk about this?” The chair said, “I 

just never realized. I thought you were Black.” Professor Fernandez answers, “I am Black. 

It’s your perception on how you look at what race and ethnicity is. I’m not African 

American but I am Black. So how did you come to that conclusion?” It was after this 

 
 

10 Double consciousness is a term describing the internal conflict experienced by 
subordinated groups in an oppressive society (DuBois [1903] 2014). 
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exchange that Professor Fernandez said her work became more viable in the department. 

She had been doing work in the diaspora from her early tenure, but the work was not 

understood. The discipline of African American and African diaspora studies was gaining 

recognition at several PWIs in the United States because learning about the diaspora 

showed that not all Africans that were forced into the Atlantic slave trade came to the 

United States. As an educator, Professor Fernandez instilled into her students the need-to- 

know history and that understanding the culture, religion, music, history, and dance being 

learned in one dance was of profound importance. To this, she says, “that was always a 

very interesting journey.” 

As we deepen the conversation on class, Professor Fernandez reminds me that she 

is an immigrant from Puerto Rico, growing up near the harbor where her father worked in 

the steel mills. She is a first-generation college student that entered a PWI and struggled. 

Because of her early difficulties and yet successful trajectory as a professor she feels 

those experiences redirected the way she structured the department programs. She says 

first-generation college students are often considered less capable in the university 

setting. Because of Professor Fernandez’s experiences, she works to build self-esteem 

and encourage current students. She says, “So, race, ethnicity, class, I always, carry that. 

It was like something [a criticism] to my face.” 

That criticism is also directed at being a woman of colors. She says, “You’re 

always marked. We cannot change that. And you’re marked in different ways.” In 

referencing gender in the university environment, she is talking about being marked as 

you walk around campus, marked while being a member of a committee, marked when 
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entering the classroom to teach and finally, being victimized through microaggressive 

incidents. She says, “I don’t even call them microaggressions, just like big aggressions. 

Thinking, that you don’t know your material. Thinking I don’t have to do this for this 

professor. Thinking why did you give me a C minus or D on this paper?” She claims that 

the only safe space is being with other women of colors to commiserate with, to talk to 

about what is going on and to share how to deal with these issues. Professor Fernandez 

says it’s “a big albatross to carry, right?” 

People do not know who you really are. Then there is the culture within a 

department and how one exists in that department. As a minority professor, “you have to 

be a person that can maneuver from one departmental culture to another, dealing with a 

departmental culture, what do they do, how do they do it, how they speak to each other.” 

One way that women of colors faculty create and innovate, is through creative research. 

As a continuing professional, dancing or choreographing outside of the university can be 

difficult. The university system and some departments do not always support extended 

leaves, and by extended, it may be a week or two weeks off campus because often the 

professional artist is in a specialized discipline in the department and cannot get someone 

to cover their courses. While there are long winter breaks and summer, these breaks often 

coincide with times not ideal for intensives, master classes, or lectures, or for setting 

original or restaged choreographic work. For Professor Fernandez, the workaround was 

to invite professional dance artists and choreographers to visit campus and work with her 

students by giving workshops, master classes, setting original choreography and 

discussions. Reflecting on her leadership, she feels the last couple of years before she 



136  

 
 

retired were the most profound because as the Artistic Director, she was able to take the 

collegiate dance company on several fully funded international trips. 

Erasures 
 

In these moments, Professor Fernandez offered some key words, such as “felt and 

erase,” and gestured to her heart area while expressing herself. This became an easy 

transition for engaging in my questions about embodied experiences. In a world where 

women’s voices are undervalued, and the spaces where women of colors faculty do their 

work becomes both figuratively and literally invisible. Women of colors see oppression, 

systemic racism, and gender bias, operating as inaction in the face of need. Given this, 

leading dance programs or directing dance companies—whether exclusively for women 

or by women offers an invaluable opportunity for freedom of expression using the 

language of movement. In some ways, Professor Fernandez believes this language 

becomes like a “mother tongue.” Movement educators, dancers, choreographers, etc. not 

only open their bodies through movement disciplines but the body in its openness thus 

becomes exposed to the energetics of microaggressions. The core of this part of our 

conversation is deep and compassionate as Professor Fernandez declares that no one has 

ever asked her these kinds of questions and that she had not realized how physically 

affected she was by her perceptions and experiences within the university environment. 

She considers what happened physically, mentally, and emotionally during her 

tenure at the university. Her experiences in aggressive or even passive-aggressive 

situations resulted in tightness for her, a restriction in the muscles of the throat, and an 

intensity around the chest. Emotions run high immediately as she remembers how hurtful 
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these experiences were and how they had not been expressed. With her voice quivering 

she says, “You know as I’m thinking about it, I have not let go.” I promptly ask to pause 

because it is plain to see how difficult this moment was. True to form, the Professor 

Fernandez I have come to know and admire over several decades replies, “No, no I’m 

going to push through, because that’s how I’ve had to do it, is to push through, yes?” 

Having gathered her composure she continues, “But in the pushing through, you don’t 

take care of that tightness, that throat closure, that pit in the stomach. Right? And it was 

really interesting because I have a complete hip replacement.” 

Professor Fernandez goes on to describe in detail the steps leading up to the 

replacement of her right hip. While Director of Graduate Studies, she noticed that she 

began to lose the cushion and mobility within the area of the femur and acetabulum. She 

had no recognized prior injury to this area. The anatomy of the hip consists of a ball and 

socket joint and the socket is formed by a part of the pelvic bone called the acetabulum. 

This socket joint receives the ball of the femoral head, which is the upper end of the 

thighbone. She remembers clearly that the reasons she was not celebrating milestone 

anniversaries for the dance company was because her pain was so intense, she did not 

have the energy to organize the celebratory workshops or even stand up. She is extremely 

emotional in describing how debilitating the pain was and how it was not until this 

moment that she put the sequence of pain, energy level, hip replacement, and letting go 

together. 

Making a six-week recovery, Professor Fernandez participated in a special 

conference with supportive colleagues. Continuing her rehabilitation post-surgery in the 
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spring, she returned to campus in the fall. Upon her return, her students “were the most 

protective.” What she learned from this was “I didn’t have to do everything. So, I 

rearranged my whole way of teaching. That I didn’t have to put it all on myself. And it 

actually strengthened them.” During this experience, Professor Fernandez was supporting 

a colleague who was having departmental difficulties, and she realized that she was 

absorbing and letting this energy transfer to her. These experiences were during a time 

when her only recourse was “riding it out” because as a senior faculty and full professor 

she had no administrative leadership authority to help assuage issues for her colleagues 

and for the department. This question of embodied experiences is “a good question for 

me,” because these issues, “became a burden in my own psyche.” She reflects on the 

hierarchical structures, and she refers to where people see and hold their leadership and 

the ways they use it to suppress others. 

Equity, Respect, and Multicultural Understanding 
 

Professor Fernandez is a leader who promoted equity, respect, and multicultural 

understanding during her tenure at the university. Her lesson as an educator and director 

has been preserved, protected, and defended. For her teaching is transformational when 

one gets to know your students in and out of the classroom because dance is always 

evolving, and during its evolution one never stops learning. “That’s really life’s lesson, 

isn’t it?” says Professor Fernandez. She perceived cultural and systemic forces at play in 

dance leadership and revolve around the discipline of dance itself. According to Professor 

Fernandez, it: 
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Is very difficult for people to understand. They understand visual art. They 

understand photography. They understand things that they know about the 

process. There’s a process wherein you get a canvas, the process of painting or 

visual, and then you take that end product and have a museum opening or 

something like that. 

As dance is ephemeral, it requires recapturing and resurfacing to engage its value and 

importance in the arts. Professor Fernandez remarks that for dance disciplines in the 

academy, especially Black dance, the process is not understood. By this she means Black 

dance’s historical and diasporic connection to the larger campus community, the local 

community, public schools, and the national and international community. She feels it is 

difficult to get outside colleagues and departments to engage in the history, collaboration, 

and compromise students learn in Black Studies. For Professor Fernandez, it was a 

mission to use personal and collective power to overcome messages of oppression and 

bias for women of colors faculty in the academy and more specifically for people 

involved in Black dance. She explains an instance during a collaborative project with an 

historian from the rural South who gave lectures and described her experiences in 

Mississippi to the students. Professor Fernandez’s creative choreographic flow was to 

innovate expressive movement about those experiences. Subsequently, the historian 

remarked that she had never understood how a story or experience was developed and 

expressed through movement. Having gone through the entire process this collaborative 

project was a transformative moment for the department. The historian became another 

voice to articulate to faculty and the department the representational significance of Black 
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dance (how it encompasses all forms and styles of dance) and the import of the dance 

company in heightening the university’s visibility. Here Professor Fernandez clarifies 

specifically that her role as an educator and choreographer has been to pull from 

movements and experiences of traditions to tell the story of Black lives in the diaspora, 

“in any way that I can.” 

Through her decades of work, Professor Fernandez sought to meaningfully 

addressed disciplinary silos by encouraging department administration to not diminish the 

status of future leadership—for example, maintaining a tenure track pathway to 

promotion and academic job security toward full professor, and retaining the directorship 

of the collegiate dance company in the home department. It became evident that actions 

were needed at the beginning of the search to fulfill her position, post-retirement. 

Because this position would be a joint appointment between the academic unit (the 

department) and the non-academic unit (the Institute), Professor Fernandez was acutely 

aware of how she as a faculty member and her directorship of the dance company had 

been perceived. The overall perception was her courses, the students, and the dance 

company focused on Black dance and studies and were isolated from the larger 

department community. This is an interesting position as historically, Black dance, Black 

choreographers, Black historians, and Black artists in general have struggled 

continuously to gain stature in a Eurocentric arena. By virtue of deliberate exclusion, the 

perception becomes one of isolationism. The paradox is striking. Professor Fernandez 

linking back to embodied experiences and says, “Suddenly, I felt attacked throughout my 

whole body to say that I was an isolationist,” and my program was, “in isolation.” The 
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notion that a specific focus within the historical framework of dance be considered 

isolationist is contrary to the view of ballet and contemporary dance and its elitist 

Eurocentric orientation. Artistic fulfillment and historical legitimacy reside in all forms of 

dance and is not “isolated” to one specific genre. The imbalance and bias, whether 

conscious or subconscious in dance requires a paradigm shift to prosper and survive the 

tainted ideology of who creates and what is created through the art of dance. As such, 

departments in university settings are by default interdisciplinary by virtue of their very 

curriculum. For Professor Fernandez, departmental and university meetings in which the 

colleagues around the table are “all different people is interdisciplinarity.” It is complex 

because oppression and racism, operate as either inaction in the face of need or 

situational reframing to serve different needs and not necessarily the original mission that 

it was set out to accomplish. 

Another occasion detailed was the potential to devalue a department tenure-track 

appointment leading to full professorship to a non-tenure track, joint position. “So, now 

the system, is devaluing my position,” says Professor Fernandez. “In a sense, I felt like I 

was being devalued. Where for two weeks, I could not sleep. Two weeks! I could not 

sleep, eat, nothin’. That’s how “in the body” I took it.” Reverting four decades of building 

a program and cutting a full professor position back to an entry level non-tenure track 

position, specifically dance in Black Studies is superfluous. 

Professor Fernandez states the need to preserve, protect, and defend spaces. Our 

conversation shifts momentarily to the long fought-for building and studio space for 

which the Institute initiated a dance floor dedication and tribute to Professor Fernandez as 
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the director. The second day of my campus visit was devoted to learning about the 

grounds the new building was erected on and the studio. 

Dialogue, Educate, and Bridge 
 

We begin to discuss women’s voices and how women of colors faculty can 

contribute to theories on leadership, within PWIs. It was acknowledged that this 

university does not have a safe space for women faculty of color to come together, to 

dialogue, to educate, to bridge between sections of campus, colleges, and departments. 

Professor Fernandez says women faculty of color are hired by the university but remain 

for only two or three years. Though there are initiatives for hiring minority faculty, 

however, retention is an issue. She says, “We buy into a system that starts snuffing out 

our own voices and particularly women, and that’s problematic.” Women of colors 

faculty are silenced by hegemonic white masculinity and the ideological construction of 

fragile white femininity, casting women faculty of colors at PWIs as Other to femininity 

and womanhood. As Professor Fernandez articulates it, 

I’ve seen this in my career at this PWI, even in our department, where men want 

to snuff out women’s voices . . . What do you think the majority culture, the 

privileged folks want to do? . . . They are being suppressed by white women who 

come to the forefront and want to talk about your discipline. 

Moreover, Professor Fernandez expresses that research, teaching, and creative activity for 

women faculty of colors are not as valued at PWIs, “I feel that we have got to work so 

much harder,” she says. Professor Fernandez further describes this from the standpoint of 

providing “majority culture women” the space to write books, have semesters off, or 
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course reductions. They link the inclusive nature of their work with students within and 

outside of the department, and how it is also capitalized on for white female colleagues 

because they receive the “tools to success at the university.” She says this breeds a lack of 

trust and plays into the vulnerabilities of women of colors in the ways all women should 

come together to strengthen their voices. We broaden the discussion to include leading 

women of colors in the field of dance and how they are virtually invisible in the historical 

lineage of contemporary modern dance. In university systems, “so many women of color 

out there have to depend on themselves. They do not have anybody that they can 

commiserate with and in PWIs there are not that many,” says Professor Fernandez. 

Despite surrounding circumstances and the deep and sensitive information 

revealed throughout this interview, Professor Fernandez feels she was the happiest in her 

academic career during the latter part, meaning the last eight years leading up to her 

retirement. The reason being was she felt like she finally had the “tools to work, you 

know, like the studio. It was in a time also, where I was opening up more.” Prior to this, 

when Professor Fernandez, did not have her own studio space, she struggled to survive, 

“to keep the company going, to keep my choreography, to keep my students. And so, I was 

working. I felt always against something and against the grain.” She adds that having the 

new studio helped her to feel more creative and more motivated, even though she still had 

challenges in her academic unit. Her international travels with the dance company also 

helped her to flourish. While the academic unit turmoil persisted and was hurtful, she was 

renewed and supported by the students. The driving force for Professor Fernandez is her 

own perseverance: “If it was just one force, it starts with yourself. At the center, 
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perseverance, because it is very very internal.” As we conclude the interview, Professor 

Fernandez, makes this final statement with a well of emotions: “That having the 

opportunity to talk about these things has released something in me.” She continues, with 

a deep surge of “perseverance and resolve” to say, “Nobody has asked me those kinds of 

questions, so it made me dig deep because sometimes it is hard to resurface back, 

because you keep it in.” This interview channeled her energies back on to the internal 

self. She states, “When you talk about the body . . . all of the stuff that I felt bombarded 

with, it comes out and can release some of the tightness, because you realize that you may 

not be the only one. The end commentary revolves around the fact that the entirety of 

these experiences and the journey for women of colors women faculty is still being 

written “but it is also a journey that women of color are still having.” 

In summary… 
 

Through this portrait of Professor Fernandez and her generous articulation of her 

experiences, I have pushed at limitations and conventions of how lived experiences are 

represented. I endeavored to not trade in stereotypes and clichés but to present truthful 

and complex understanding of the people and cultures around us. She has contributed 

relevant insights into more global involvement for women of colors faculty in the 

academy and the local struggle she experienced over four decades of tenure under a 

system that authorizes dominant cultures’ positions in the academy and rationalizes the 

subordination and oppression of women of colors faculty. 
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CHAPTER VI 
 

Dean Solange Duverger-Leclère 
 

Dean Duverger-Leclère received her professional dance training in New York City 

at two prestigious dance centers. She worked with renowned choreographers in the early 

1990s in the contemporary genre. At the time, choreographers without companies were 

commissioned by professional regional companies to create original work or re-stage 

critically acclaimed works. These professional companies created a repository for 

incredible works making regional dance companies feeder companies into companies like 

Alvin Ailey, Dance Theatre of Harlem (DTH), Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and 

José Limón, to name a few. As a soloist, Dean Duverger-Leclère was in one such feeder 

company, we have danced the works of many of the same choreographers (me as a 

member of Ailey and DTH) and have even danced some of the same works in these 

companies’ repertories. 

Life led Dean Duverger-Leclère to teach non-majors’ jazz in the city where she 

grew up. She entered an MFA graduate program that waived prerequisites for her and 

awarded professional equivalencies, thus, putting her on an academic path. Her academic 

career has included five years teaching in the Southwest, and almost fifteen years in the 

Midwest as a professor, an associate dean, and a position as dean in the Northwest region 

of the US. 

As an educator her creative research focused on choreography, creating work for 

universities and high schools for the arts and she has also presented in international 
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choreographers’ showcases in Europe and Asia. In addition, she has certifications in 

Pilates, and a certificate in leadership for women in higher education. While an associate 

professor, after several years of teaching, Dean Duverger-Leclère was appointed 

Associate Dean of Undergraduate Studies at a midwestern university and began to point 

her career into the direction of upper administration. Now in her position as dean in the 

Northwest, our conversations for this research focused on this point in her career, where 

the institutional factors affecting women of colors faculty were particularly potent. 

Our professional relationship began at a choreography intensive, where I was on 

the faculty, and she attended as an emerging choreographer. There, I spent two weeks 

delving into the craft of choreography, defining principles of space, time, shape, and 

motion, and directing choreographers on the foundational path of movement 

improvisation and composition. We remained in contact over the years through the 

National Association of Schools of Dance11 (NASD). It was during the annual 

conferences that we discussed how women of colors faculty in departments with dance 

programs navigate their professional experience and pathways to advancement. As an 

associate professor, when Dean Duverger-Leclère was appointed Associate Dean of 

Undergraduate Studies her focus on administration, where the institutional factors 

affecting women of colors faculty fed into our conversations. 

As few women of colors faculty are leading dance programs in higher education, it 

was easy to maintain academic contact, which led me to ask her to participate in my 

11 National Association of Schools of Dance - Founded in 1981, the National Association 
of Schools of Dance (NASD) is an organization of schools, conservatories, colleges, and 
universities with approximately 83 accredited institutional members (https://nasd.arts- 
accredit.org/). 
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research project. She agreed without question. The themes that emerge as women of 

colors faculty discuss their experiences in PWIs is the fabric of the project, and their 

contributions are the threads that merge the theoretical framework together. 

As usual, I arrived the day before our scheduled time together, allowing me to take 

in the city and prepare. Upon arrival, I took pictures and video from the airport to the 

hotel. Day one was a glorious day, with bright sun, and clear skies. However, it was 

confusing to find the location on campus. The Uber driver was able to go to designated 

entrances only, and it was not easy to determine the correct door to enter the specific area 

of the building where her office was. I spent a lot of time wandering. Luckily, I was 

early. Once I found her office, the excitement of seeing one another was evident. As we 

caught each other up on the previous two years, she began to prepare her office and her 

day. Dean Duverger-Leclère had a meeting scheduled with faculty from different units, 

during which she allowed me to be a fly on the wall. She also had a one-on-one meeting 

with a unit head (director) in my presence. While meetings took place, I was evidently 

not a distraction, nor did she have any concern that confidential information would be 

compromised by my presence. From the participant observation standpoint, it was 

insightful to see her in her element conducting business as usual. She is practical, 

reserved and at times guarded, it was easy to sense the overall feeling of newness in her 

position as Dean. Once her meetings concluded, we left for lunch. When we returned, I 

set up my equipment. Dean Duverger-Leclère’s office was quite large. There was plenty 

of room to move the equipment around as necessary. Nothing out of the ordinary ensued, 

except I discovered that her soft-spoken nature meant that volume, tone, and intonation 
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made the recording sound muffled at times during the transcription process. Other than 

that, we were off to a great start. Because we were in the working environment, she was 

able to arrange her time to devote exclusively to the interview process. Although it 

seemed there was little difficulty for Dean Duverger-Leclère to be in the working 

environment, it was difficult for her to just relax into the interview while her dean hat 

was on. 

Collaborative Leadership 
 

We are set up, with equipment turned on and office door closed. Dean Duverger- 

Leclère’s is giving me her undivided attention. I ask if we are ready to go, and she 

abruptly gets up from her seat to retrieve something. “I am! I feel like I should be taking 

notes,” she says. “I just feel comfortable having a notebook in front of me. Not that I 

always use it.” The scheduled time is ours and yet the process of this “interview” is, I 

hesitate in saying was “resigned;” we were ready however the energy is contained, little 

eye contact and the connection we had was missing. I thank her for agreeing to put this 

on her schedule and reiterate from our phone chat that we can do whatever is needed for 

her comfort level. She, like all interviewees, received the questions guiding the project 

beforehand. But since Dean Duverger-Leclère is just three months into her new position, 

the line of questioning may have her on guard. 

Circumstances leading to dance in higher education is the starting point, and she is 

eager to delve into her background but uneasy and says, “tell me if I'm being too verbose 

within any of my answers.” Because this is an academic research project and we are 

sitting in an office within an institution of higher learning, it seems appropriate that she 
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would be concerned about circuitous and long-winded responses. With an upward gaze to 

the right, she takes a brief pause and bows her head. Then she begins. Dean Duverger- 

Leclère did not intentionally pursue graduate study in dance. While education of the body 

was her goal, her plan was to engage in complementary medicine, such as chiropractic 

treatment, which provide manipulative treatments of the musculoskeletal system. This 

was based on her love of anatomy, physiology, and kinesiology. She completed all the 

prerequisites except one, but that was all that was needed to enter a program in medicine. 

Her husband’s acceptance to graduate school, opened the door for career 

questions. She mentions, “I was just kind of floating.” Her husband’s graduate program 

was in the same city where she grew up as a teenager. She was familiar with the dance 

department, at this Midwest institution, because they offered a program where high 

school dancers auditioned to attend classes with university dance majors in the mornings. 

As a teenager, she was accepted and attended this gifted and talented high school 

program. When her husband began his graduate study, she was still undecided about her 

next academic move; however, something prompted her to reach out to faculty in the 

department of dance. She happened to be in the right place at the right time and was 

recommended to the chair by a faculty member she knew to cover a non-major’ jazz 

class. She had the expertise needed from her career as a professional dancer in the 

northeast and was hired. While teaching there, she reports, “I met all of these amazing 

graduate students that didn’t have undergraduate degrees that had come from the Martha 

Graham ensemble and Pacific Northwest ballet.” It was during this time that she 

entertained the idea of getting a master’s degree in dance because the department 
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accepted professional experience and waived the BFA degree. Even though she did not 

have a plan and stumbled into the department, she realized that this was something that 

she could really embrace. 

Realizing how much she missed being a dancer and being around awe-inspiring 

artists, she made the decision to pursue an MFA, which she says, drew out her 

collaborative nature. The synergy surrounding the stage, choreographing, and teaching 

helped to nurture her leadership philosophy, which she later described as finding 

consensus among a group of people. To map her trajectory, Dean Duverger-Leclère spent 

approximately five years on the faculty of a university dance department in the Southwest 

before moving back to the Midwest. Moving through tenure and promotion in a public 

university in the Midwest, over the fourteen years there she realized that consensus 

building did not necessarily mean that there would always be agreement: 

But more so that we can all get our heads wrapped around what our motivation is, 

and what our purpose is for being in that room and then kind of agree to be OK 

with moving forward in a certain way, evaluating that way, and deciding if we 

want to change direction at that point. 

For Dean Duverger-Leclère, the ideal process is to be at the table with 

stakeholders, asking a lot of question about what her colleagues are trying to accomplish, 

joining forces on the most effective and efficient way to get there, and finally determine 

if they have been successful. She describes this as part of her desire to meet people, build 

relationships, and get to really know them. As she folds back into her story, she begins to 

let go and relax. Her air of reserved seriousness, what I perceive associated with the 
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newness of her position dissipates and our connection in the interview begins to build. 

Using a circular gesture of gathering with her arms, she shares that she is the kind of 

person who is energized by being charged with bringing a team together around an idea 

and sharing thoughts and feelings about it. In reflection, she says she had not assessed 

that about herself in her previous position but had become more aware of her attributes 

and particularities as a new Dean. She characterizes her previous leadership 

responsibilities as largely centered around policies and procedures, but not ones that were 

structural or integral to the operations of the institution: 

And so, one of the things I realized, looking back, and reflecting on it is, you know, 

when you’re given responsibility but no authority over the people that you need 

help from, you’d have to figure out a way to get them to want to help you and to 

work in sort of a collaborative sense that, you know, this is not just about me. This 

is all of us doing something for, in this case, the students or whatever, the 

program. 

She concludes that in thinking back, she was developing the mindset and way of working 

that she has carried with her throughout her trajectory. 

A Metric for Evaluating Excellence 
 

From her entrance into academia and her leadership philosophy, we move to the 

issue of cultural diversity. Dean Duverger-Leclère believes that cultural diversity should 

be a a metric used in terms of evaluating the excellence of an institution, and not just an 

attribute to aspire to within PWIs. She says, “They’ve done a lot of research that says 

we’re actually a much stronger institution, the more types of voices we have, that are at 
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the table making decisions, whether it’s about policy, or what have you.” As a consensus 

builder, she believes if she has a group of people sitting around her with the same 

background, the same experiences, or the same influences, she could just have one person 

sitting with her. In a homogeneous group, she is not really getting all the information that 

she needs. She continues, saying: 

It’s a challenging part about not just being at an institution that is predominantly 

white but has historically been so in a community that has historically been so. It 

[the institution] has a very challenging and difficult task, because when you’re 

trying to overcome those issues and bring in students that are underrepresented, 

sometimes you haven’t put in place any kind of community that helps them to want 

to stay there. It’s hard because community begets community. 

In discussing her view of an institution’s role in diversity, Dean Duverger-Leclère 

shares her path at a university in the Midwest. The dance unit is in a conservatory 

community of music and theatre studies. She indicates she was the first woman of colors 

tenured in the conservatory’s 100-year history. The tone becomes quiet, and a sensitive 

feeling permeates the room as Dean Duverger-Leclère expresses how difficult it was to 

feel proud about that sound bite every time her dean used it to introduce her in different 

situations. She felt a little bit more diminished each time. There was no one behind her; 

no women of colors to look to. She adds a different feeling of pride would be evident “if I 

felt like I kicked the door open and now I made a way for people. But instead, I felt like I 

was sort of being used as this, you know, talking point to say, ‘Look! Look at how much 

we, look at how far we’ve come in 100 years! it was kind of embarrassing.” 
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Right after receiving tenure, she was asked to be an associate dean with 

responsibilities to student and faculty affairs. As she relays this story, I remember the 

deep conversations we had at the time were about moving through the ranks of this 

institution into middle or upper administration and the lack of a roadmap for how to 

navigate this aspect of an academic career. My rank as a Full Professor and an Associate 

Chair at the time gave her some insights into the consideration she had before her. For 

example, we talked about how departments and colleges typically appoint faculty to a 

middle administration role and can reduce or eliminate their load as part of the 

appointment, as well as give consideration to their rank or promotion. Second, an 

appointment can lead to continued progression from associate dean and put a person in 

line to deanship or it can be followed by a return to full-time teaching. Third, it can be 

challenging to advance from associate professor to full professor while in an 

administrative position. This might be especially true in departments where creative 

research is performance or movement-based because movement is ephemeral and 

captured digitally as created, presented, and documented. And fourth, time for an 

administrator to practice their craft of creative research to enhance the strength their 

dossier for promotion can be limited. In response to the opportunity to move into 

administration, she says, 

To be completely honest, I think I took that not because I thought I had the 

aptitude or the capability to do it. But it was because I felt like I should aspire to 

more. I felt like if I was in a position like that, maybe others would somehow 

follow in some way. Maybe I could influence in some way. 
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“Lead by example” is a mantra that permeates communities of women of colors, 

which is not to say that it is unrecited in communities of the dominant culture as well. 

During Dean Duverger-Leclère’s trajectory from Associate Professor to Associate Dean, 

she had an international project in the works that she was able to finalize and implement, 

which strengthened her dossier for consideration to full professor. She received 

promotion and described the same talking point occurred by the same Dean, however 

after many discussions about this a tagline was added to state, “something to the effect of, 

‘but we know we have more work to do,’ kinda thing. So, you know, you kind of get it. You 

kind of get that you should get it. [An upward gaze as she continues] But when I looked 

behind me, there still wasn’t anybody coming next.” In this context, Dean Duverger- 

Leclère describes that there had been an Assistant Professor that left after receiving 

tenure (years after her) and therefore retention was an issue at the conservatory. Having 

has this experience, she has become passionate about not just trying to get faculty in the 

door but establishing support for their continued success. 

In her role as Associate Dean, this was a time when she worked not only across 

departments, but across curriculum and therefore deepened her experiences with the 

students whose trajectory was part of her portfolio. She defines that she considers 

students more supported in her current university as initiatives prompted by student 

demands have been realized but unfortunately support mechanisms are lacking for 

faculty. 
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Missed Opportunity 
 

Dean Duverger-Leclère says for her philosophy of ethnic difference is like 

cultural diversity. She describes it in the following manner: 

Sometimes, I think that when you’re in a very progressive, predominantly white 

area, one way they have about thinking about ethnic diversity is to remove its, its 

visibility. So, my accepting you is to say that I don’t see your color, I see your 

ethnicity, right? I’m just seeing you as another person. 

In this way, she explains, individuals do not have to evaluate or judge differences. 

Without the onus of judgment, the individual is liberated and placed in the “I’m being a 

wonderful person,” category. Dean Duverger-Leclère goes on to clarify that doing this to 

a person of color diminishes their value and what they bring to the table. She brings this 

up because before she arrived in her current post there was a search being done for a non- 

tenure track professor. The acting dean and search committee were completely involved 

in the review of the candidates’ dossiers. When Dean Duverger-Leclère arrived and 

assumed her appointment, the non-tenure track position had been filled. The reports she 

received was that the hire was phenomenal, the person was far and above the best 

candidate, and the college and department were energized and excited. She was thrilled 

but did not realize the hire was a person of color until the announcement came to 

introduce her to the college community. Dean Duverger-Leclère wondered why she was 

not informed that they hired a woman of colors. She imagined it was because they felt 

that it was a non-issue. 
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They picked the best, most amazing candidate. And she is amazing, and to 

mention that in their eyes, I think diminishes that fact. But for me, I’m thinking 

this is an important fact that you picked, yes, the best, most talented candidate 

and she happens to be a woman of color–that this is just as important. I mean, 

when I saw the job posting, I sent it out to our Office of Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion and said, ‘We need to welcome this young woman to our campus.’” 

Dean Duverger-Leclère felt that when you have a small population of people, then 

someone coming into that small population of people needs to get connected to it in some 

way. She thought that an opportunity was being missed, and that if you are not a person 

of color, you do not necessarily think about making connections with communities so that 

conversation can be had. 

Charting a Trajectory 
 

Dean Duverger-Leclère’s desire for mentorship is part of her personality and is 

key to how leadership development happened for her. For example, when she was asked 

to be associate dean, she immediately reached out to other administrators serving in that 

role in other units. She also connected with colleagues in other institutions that were 

serving or had served in that role. She wanted to talk through some of the issues, 

concerns, and pitfalls, things to be worried about or look out for to inform her approach. 

“[T]here were very few women of color that I could sort of reach out to,” she says. 

Commiserating and seeking advice was how she informally developed her leadership 

skills. During her tenure as Associate Dean, the provost contacted her dean to 

recommend her to a leadership institute. Her connection to colleagues, the leadership 
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institute, and her position gave her insight as she charted her trajectory and sought out 

and applied for other leadership development opportunities in the university system. 

After she conveyed these details, I prompted for her to describe how her 

leadership experiences have either shaped or steered her. She nods as she absorbs this 

question and begins the process of framing her thoughts to respond. She shared in 

response that when it was first announced that she was going to be an associate dean, 

many colleagues sent congratulatory emails. Face to face conversations, however, had a 

different tone, with people saying things like, “we knew he was gonna appoint you 

because, you know, he’s always talking about wanting more diversity on the leadership 

team or you know, you’re underrepresented, so, you know, I guess it’s good to have you 

at the table.” This kind of experience right out of the gate had the effect that Dean 

Duverger-Leclère had to justifying her being there and proving to everyone, “No, this 

was not just an affirmative-action opportunity, but rather my voice is being here at the 

table.” She was the voice for both students and faculty on issues of curriculum. While the 

intent may have been innocent, she admits in her mind it meant that her colleagues did 

not think she was qualified. She needed to run an assessment report better than anybody, 

take charge of curriculum, figure out the deficiencies, and help faculty to restructure 

better than anyone. She wanted to prove she owned the position and there was no one 

else that should have had the position. Once people experienced her as a leader and 

developed respect for her method of doing things, their mindset seemed to change a bit; 

those same colleagues conceded that her appointment was valid. In addition, seen through 

the lens of faculty-turned-administrator, faculty colleagues struggle and can offer more 



158  

 
 

friction within the division than outside colleagues. She noticed that colleagues in other 

units are more receptive. 

I wanted to dig a little deeper to why she thinks the voice in her head said proof 

was necessary. In response she shared, “Well, I think … this goes back to something 

deeply ingrained in me in childhood.” With eyes closed, she gestures as if to wipe away 

the memory or the known environment. She tells me that she grew up where there were 

very few people of colors in the area she lived and often she was the only or one of two in 

the class or school. Proving herself to be as smart, as clever, as creative, as funny, as the 

white students was ingrained in her early. “You know, it’s was always kind of feeling the 

need to overcome stereotype.” Because of this experience, offhanded comments about 

qualifications or credentials were difficult for Dean Duverger-Leclère to brush off as not 

really mean anything. 

A pivotal point in Dean Duverger-Leclère leadership development was realizing 

that there was no upward mobility in her Associate Dean position. She had been pigeon- 

holed in an area where her role was focused on internal assessment, accreditation, 

curriculum; and advising student and faculty affairs, but not tied to budget, leadership, or 

faculty. The limitations of this role would not and did not provide the appropriate tools to 

move on to the next level of dean. Dean Duverger-Leclère skipped the chair step, which 

would have given her programmatic and operating budget oversight. In her role as 

Associate Dean, she reports that she felt like a glorified administrative assistant. Shifts in 

administrative structure that called for the Dean to be more externally focused, did mean 

that the role of Associate Dean eventually became more robust internally, and led to an 



159  

 
 

opportunity to interview for executive associate dean, which would mean handling 

internal operations and faculty budget. She was one of two candidates for the position. 

However, the difference was she was viewed as healing an environment because of her 

people skills and being a consensus builder and the other candidate was viewed as a nuts- 

and-bolts, bottom line practical details individual. At the time, the financial structure and 

stability was more important, and the other candidate was offered the position. Seeing 

that upward mobility would be difficult she negotiated for a change in title that read as 

more academic and faculty affairs and added faculty oversight responsibility on her 

curriculum vitae. When the dean left and there was the opportunity for someone to be 

interim dean, the college did not go through the same process and the person serving as 

executive associate dean was appointed. Lacking a pathway to access, Dean Duverger- 

Leclère realized that she had to leave the institution if she wanted to pursue upper- 

administrative opportunities. 

If You Peel Away Aspects 
 

Dean Duverger-Leclère takes a long pause, nodding her head as she considers 

how race, culture, class, and gender impact and influence her experiences and 

perceptions. She notes the question is interesting and says, “If I were to peel away all of 

those aspects of my psyche, right?” With a downcast gaze, she moves closer and says, 

“I’m not going to worry about being perceived as a woman. I’m not going to be worried 

about being perceived as person color or this or that.” Finally, she says, “I don’t know 

that I’m as intentionally focused on what the conversation should be.” The clarification 

she offers is this: if embracing the fact that as a woman, she will have a particular lens, as 
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well as a person of colors having a particular lens, including all the other backgrounds 

that make up her identity, she can acknowledge she has something valuable to bring to 

the table. Trying to extrapolate out various aspects of her identity and professional 

expertise like they matter less would mean the benefits that all those facets of who she is 

underutilized. Bottom line Dean Duverger-Leclère says, “I wouldn’t be as effective.” She 

is clear, she needs to be herself. Having felt marginalized, “you bring [sic] with you some 

insight about how to lead in certain situations,” she offers. She looks off in the distance, 

with a gaze that feels as though she is in a room by herself; I have disappeared from her 

view, yet I am sitting directly across from her. She admits, “sometimes, I have a hard 

time separating out, am I being treated certain ways because of a function of my 

personality as a woman of color?” She goes on to present an example of people talking 

over her when she was starting to say something in team meetings primarily made up of 

white men, people interrupting her and then later in the meeting recounting something 

she said and/or attributing it to someone else in the room. “I would sit there and go, it 

sounds petty for me to say, hey, actually, I said that, right?” The laughter now is not for 

comedic input but sarcasm, because Dean Duverger-Leclère, is soft spoken and describes 

herself as not the kind of person to “loud talk you to get my point across. I’m going to 

talk in this tone, and if you over-talk me, I’m going to stop and wait until you’re done 

talking. And then I’m going to reassert myself and say what I have to say.” She wonders: 

if this is because she is a woman, a person of colors, or is it because she is not matching 

volume and tone. She tells me that combing through her experiences and her perception 

of her experiences with me “is good therapy.” 
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Embodied Experiences That Register 
 

The interview has a synergy as I segue to the next questions. I ask Dean 
 

Duverger-Leclère what embodied experiences while in leadership in dance have revealed. 

For the entire interview we have been discussing occurrences that reside outside of the 

body or are reflected through thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. This question gives her 

pause, as she says it is a hard question for her. She asks for examples of embodied 

experiences, and of course, I hesitate because I do not want to lead her in any way. 

Nonetheless, I talk about some things that I recognize in my own body, such as how the 

stresses I encounter that are exhausting in my professional role result in hip weakness, 

etc., and clarify through my examples how embodied experiences are related to the 

individual body having the experience. I describe how all experiences register in the body 

as well as the brain, and how repeated experiences can create habituated patterns of 

response, postures, movement patterns, and other expressions during a prolonged period 

of time. Dean Duverger-Leclère begins her response from this perspective, “You know, 

it’s interesting and I just realized, I always thought of myself as being very in tuned 

physically, and I realize through this conversation how not I am because there are a lot 

of ailments that I was having at [her previous institution] that didn’t come here with me.” 

While she had thought about factors such as a different job environment, change in 

climate, diet, sleep, and stress, she had not considered her bodily issues. Realizing this, 

she noted that her spinal surgery and old dance injuries began to “rear its ugly head in 

[her previous job], and there were times, I couldn’t even move my head, even in 

chiropractic care, massage and all kinds of stuff.” In planning her relocation, she planned 
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to find a practitioner and talked with them about the things affecting her body. “I just 

remember feeling like, I can’t wait to come here and be healed by hands of all these 

doctors they’re talking about that really are deeply into the body, and I haven’t needed 

anybody.” In reflection, Dean Duverger-Leclère realized that her previous job experience 

and issues with her body were reactions to the frustrations and microaggressions that she 

was going through. “But I never made that connection until just this moment,” she says. 

She continues to define her current position as more challenging with more 

responsibility, and a lot more overwhelming, “but it’s not oppressive.” She feels she is 

well supported, and there is much more positive energy. 

Do It Anyway 
 

In terms of advancing into leadership, Dean Duverger-Leclère advised junior 

faculty to not see dance as just a discipline. For faculty to consider the way those in dance 

think and process differently and how these attributes are of benefit to the department or 

the unit. She states there is an unfortunate perception of dance that needs to justify its 

existence or validity in the academy and falls prey to the cultural and systemic forces at 

play in the institution. She recounts there have been instances where faculty have 

declined appointments because of the institutional climate around the arts outside of the 

department. She says that historically dance has been the stepchild of the arts colleges: 

“we are the lowest paid faculty, [with] the least amount of resources being funneled to us 

and we learn to put on a production with a stick of gum and a band-aid, as opposed to 

big elaborate sets and those kinds of things.” She makes circular gestures as she talks to 

illustrate her commentary. Dean Duverger-Leclère thinks these limitations are always in 
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the back of dance faculty’s minds as she was sending faculty through the ranks or into 

leadership if that is the direction and trajectory they chose. “[S]o, I think that they’re part 

of this systemic issue in whether or not we’re really valuing that perspective.” As she 

sees it, the way movement artists organize their thinking is different in many ways than 

people from other disciplines. Dean Duverger-Leclère says, “so, some of the ideas and 

the thoughts and the process especially that we bring to the table sometimes is just very 

different and important; however, many of us don’t get a chance to do that, because of 

our disciplines, not being seen as, as being something valuable to have at the table.” It is 

one thing for someone in dance and/or theater to be diminished in their own department, 

but even more egregious for an entire department to be diminished within a unit. She 

gives an example of a faculty colleague that feels she is more valuable in her own 

department and while the colleague considers it sort of an easy out, she would rather stay 

where she is valued. She continues that the colleague is thinking there is safety within the 

walls of the program and why would she step into situations where she is not valued. “So, 

I think that until dance as a discipline is given the same value in an institution, it’s going 

to be hard for there to be more leaders coming out of those areas and feeling like they 

really have something to offer, she says.” She deepens the tenor of this statement by 

recapping that dance faculty have refused appointments because they see themselves 

more valued in their department. Yes, it is sort of a “cop out way,” of saying I know 

where I am valued. 

I inquire if she thinks it is fear that stops women of colors dance educators from 

pursuing an upwardly mobile career path into administrative leadership. Her immediate 
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response is that she does not think she is the right person to ask, because she feels she is 

the kind of person that may be afraid but does something anyway. She describes herself 

as “hands shaking, palms sweating, voice quivering, and I still jump out there and do it 

just because my bigger issue has always been what will I miss if I don’t try this, or if I 

don’t get myself out there?” Her summary is that although not everyone has the same 

way of thinking about things, fear does keep some dance faculty from aspiring to 

leadership positions. She then goes on to specify that this is “maybe not even a fear [of] 

not wanting to have to butt up against a brick wall, that they think is, you know, never 

going to fall down for them.” Fidgeting with her earring, head tilted to one side, trying to 

manage the conversation with eyes averted, there is an air that comes over the space, as if 

in that moment she over spoke about colleagues. Although I nodded agreement, in my 

notes I remarked that my personal agreement was disingenuous, however my thinking 

was perhaps not. Within this part of the conversation, it is true that people make strategic 

decision to stay within the department where they are valued. The question of why 

women of colors faculty hesitate to take opportunities to advance toward leadership feels 

deeper than just holding back for comfort. And, yes, of course some may not have those 

aspirations. I point to my role as the researcher bringing a lifetime of experience and 

history and how that is merged into assumptions, an element of the voice of 

preoccupation in portraiture. 

When Value and Value of Perspective are Embraced 
 

The voices and narrations of women of colors becomes an important contribution 

to the discourse on leadership and struck Dean Duverger-Leclère as a complex 



165  

 
 

consideration as she weighs her response. She closes her eyes, broadens her smile, and 

says, “I don’t know.” There is levity in the comment, but she brings herself back to the 

task at hand and settles into a serious demeanor. She says, 

“So, when I’m sitting around a Dean’s Council table and there are roughly, at 

any time—we count divisional deans at this institution—there are probably about 

12 deans sitting around the table. And there are five women among those 12 

deans. And there are three women of color among those 12 deans.” 

She chuckles, eyes upwardly case, then says: 
 

And, I want to say… I don’t want to say that I haven’t seen yet that our value 

and our value of perspective has been embraced. And want to qualify by saying 

that I’m not saying that it isn’t, or that we’re feeling diminished in any way. But I 

guess what I am saying is that I can’t honestly say that what we’re providing has 

been identified and valued as this is the voice of a woman of color who’s being 

represented and it’s changing the conversation in any kind of meaningful way. 

Dean Duverger-Leclère hesitates to continue because she is cautious about how what she 

says will be interpreted: 

I’m trying to figure out how to say this, where it doesn’t sound like what I think it 

sounds like, which is that I think that I haven’t made any kind of impact. And I’m 

not meaning to say it that way. It’s just that I don’t have observable evidence that 

the three women of color sitting [at the] table have moved our thinking in any 

kind of different way, or moved the decision making any kind of different way. 
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She continues with a series of questions like: If she was not in the room, how 

would she know what would have happened? When giving a perspective while in the 

room, if opposition were offered, what would the discussion have been? What direction 

would have taken place? What would the outcome have been, “if we hadn’t been in the 

room? For Dean Duverger-Leclère, the contributions of women of colors to the campus 

community, colleges, units, and department is not easy to measure as she considers 

potential social and cultural transformation in the institution’s environment. The notion 

that women of colors faculty attrition is high when their faculty membership is low, as 

mentioned early is a factor and the same applies in the academic hierarchy for leadership 

even more so. Therefore, in relation to her previous position, Dean Duverger-Leclère 

feels that she has had more value having left because now she hears from former 

colleagues that in her absence people are starting to be able to hear the things that she 

was saying and are starting to observe the concerns she had. “The chickens are coming 

home to roost, so to speak.” Her former colleagues who are also friends, are now 

reporting that issues of tracking students, recruitment of diverse populations, and faculty 

retention are all on the table now, but while she was there, even though she raised these 

issues, she did not see the needle move at all. Because there is no one in the room 

acknowledging that these are issues, “no one in the room is saying that, and now, it is 

deafening, very loud, and that conversation is happening.” The empty seat at the table, in 

essence represents a missing voice, where academic and curricular considerations, faculty 

retention and attrition were discussed but moved down or off of the agenda at the time, 

and now that that voice is no longer pushing these issues, the issues become more visible 
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and seem more pressing. Dean Duverger-Leclère admits that she thinks leaving her 

previous post was good and a contributing factor because it lays bare the intention of 

departments, units, and institutions about changing their commitment to institutional 

transformation and whether discussions are being had about identifying and challenging 

the academic structures that have a negative aspect for women of colors faculty. 

In summary… 
 

As we move into the final phase, we close the interview with two questions. The 

first is: Where and when was Dean Duverger-Leclère the happiest in her academic 

career? Immediately, without hesitation she says, “Grad school.” As I comment with an 

exclamation, we laugh at the speed with which her response hit the air. This was also her 

first year of marriage. They had recently sold their house, relocated, and moved in with 

her parents. While this may have been stressful for someone else, she says, “I’m very 

close to my family. And they were very close to my husband. Someone else was cooking 

dinner.” She goes on to say her life was all about rehearsals and classes and, “quite 

honestly, I think if someone would pay me to be a student, I would be one forever.” She 

admitted that her second happiest time is in her new position, because she has 

perspective. She is exploring, experimenting, and learning. 

We conclude the interview process with me asking her about the driving force in 

her academic life, the juice that keeps her going. Once again, without hesitation, she says, 

“It really is the students.” Even when she is her most drained, watching young people, 

their passion, and wide-eyed love for what they are doing, she is renewed and energized. 
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CHAPTER VII 
 

Dean Rebecca Saunders 
 

In the fall of 2006, I was an Associate Professor marking my eleventh year in 

Texas. As the head of the dance program, I had the distinct privilege of collaborating with 

colleagues to engage professional choreographers working in academic settings. In this 

calendar year, we were able to enlist a choreographer through the Big XII Faculty 

Fellowship Program,12 a member-affiliated program that subsidizes expenses associated 

with creative research and scholarly activities. This was my first meeting with Dean 

Rebecca Saunders, and a professional and institutional relationship developed between 

us. Approximately three years later, we came into contact again while attending the 

annual NASD conference. Meetings, lunch, dinner, and coffee were times when Dean 

Saunders and I discussed the underrepresentation of women of colors faculty leading 

dance programs and departments in higher education. Reflecting on these conversations, 

it seemed appropriate to ask Dean Saunders to participate in my research project. 

Dean Saunders is a dance administrator, performing artist, choreographer, 

educator, and researcher. She began her path to tenure as an assistant professor at a public 

research university in the western United States. She taught there for more than ten years, 

receiving tenure and promotion to Associate Professor. She was later appointed as 

associate chair and director at this institution, and in those roles, she was involved in 
 

12 Big XII Faculty Fellowship Program is for faculty to travel between member 
institutions and is designed to exchange ideas, pursue research and stimulate creative and 
scholarly activity (https://gradschool.utexas.edu/faculty/big-xii-faculty-fellowships. 
Accessed April 2, 2018). 
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curriculum development and programmatic revisions. When I asked Dean Saunders to 

participate in my research project, she was employed at a mid-sized private institution in 

the Midwest. Here, she entered as a full professor and chair of the dance department. In 

addition, she served a one-year term as interim Dean and was appointed to Dean in 2016. 

Her administrative portfolio comprised nine departments in the school of arts, both fine 

and performing arts. As Dean, she moved away from teaching and was busy in several 

administrative capacities. 

Despite her administrative responsibilities, Dean Saunders has remained active as 

a performing artist, choreographer, and researcher. Her creative research focuses on West 

African and Caribbean dance history and practice. Her ethnographic research, art 

practice, and connection to community informs her administrative practice. She says, “As 

a composer of dance, I’m not only composing movement but also composing the 

movement of ideas.” Within this, she believes being an artist and administrator both 

involve finding the right balance. “Nothing is done alone,” she says. Dean Saunders 

articulates that she pursues relationships that are like the rapport between an innovator to 

their devices instead of an individual to their routines or behavior. 

My visit took place in the summer of 2018, a transition period for her. When we 

were finally able to block out time to sit together and chat, Dean Saunders was packing 

and moving her family to the Southeast US. By the time I interviewed her she was just 

three months into her new position as Dean assuming the leadership at a public Research 

I institution with sixteen academic colleges and more than 150 research centers and 

institutes. 
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The college is a large arts community that engages in critical studies and creative 

practices that empower students, faculty, and staff to be catalysts for equity in arts 

education. 

Our discussion covered the years leading up to this transition, and while I visited 

this new campus and saw a performance, most of our focus revolved around the two 

previous institutions. Some things merged as indications of where she saw her personal 

health, emotions, and environments after having made this cross-country journey. 

Additionally, we discussed current exceptions in this new administrative position and 

what she intends to bring to the new environment. She references her work on race and 

racism in institutional settings. For Dean Saunders, she states that she has been talking 

about race since a junior faculty member, as a normal part of her workday. She describes 

the practices offered by Undoing Racism training13 as part of her entry point. 

I arrived at Dean Saunders’ home late at night, so I had no opportunity to observe 

the route or neighborhood on the drive from the airport. What was obvious when passing 

houses and lawns full of bones, spiders, cobwebs etc., was that Halloween was near. We 

settled into the evening easily and planned for the next day. It was a leisurely start to a 

Saturday morning, with Dean Saunders in the kitchen preparing meals for the weekend, 

 

13 Undoing Racism training utilizes a systemic approach that emphasizes learning from 
history, developing leadership, maintaining accountability to communities, creating 
networks, undoing internalized racial oppression, and understanding the role of 
organizational gate keeping as a mechanism for perpetuating racism 
(https://pisab.org/our-principles/. Accessed October 2018). 
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her daughter still in her wing of the home and her son engaged in multiplayer video 

games. As we began, equipment set, we managed around the excess noise that comes 

with being in an open kitchen, living room, and the ever-present demands of parenting 

responsibilities and realities. 

Dean Saunders walks back and forth between the stove and the counter, where I 

am seated on a stool, speaking comfortably but fully. Despite her movement, she speaks 

at a volume that could be picked up by my recording device and remained in the video 

frame. I wanted to know what lead her to dance in higher education. While multitasking, 

she acknowledges that she wanted to dance but was not supported by her father. 

However, the opportunity arose as an undergraduate student when she realized the 

freedom of being able to sign up for her own classes without supervision. In college, she 

began to dance, first jazz and then some ballet in the very region where she is now living. 

Her first teacher in college led her to a community-based dance organization run by a 

Dunham dancer on the campus of an HSBU. Between her experience as a student dancer 

and community member in the dance organization and the non-major classes she was 

taking at her home institution, she discovered herself as a dancer and this all happened in 

a collegiate setting. 

With her father as a Ph.D. and her mother as an elementary school teacher, Dean 

Saunders spent her entire life in an educational setting. Her dancing was nurtured while 

in college and not in what she describes as the American dance system. Many dance 

studios in America have a system that includes classes in certain styles—ballet/jazz/hip 

hop/tap/contemporary—geared to beginners to advanced, for ages two or three to adult. 
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After her undergraduate degree, she began her graduate education focused on 

choreography. She had a child and to feed her family, she continued to teach dance and 

she has been connected to dance ever since. She clarifies by stating that the exception 

was the two years she spent teaching kindergarten in an elementary school and adds how 

important that pedagogy was for her now working in higher education. 

Leadership as Cultural Technology 
 

As I share over the course of this chapter, Saunders has navigated multiple roles 

across multiple institutions by drawing on her skills as a choreographer and what she 

calls her “cultural technology. I ask about her leadership philosophy, and she is 

thoughtful. She absorbs the question. She is in the kitchen, attending to cooking while she 

lets the question marinate, as it were. For me, the pause is stimulating. I am focused on 

her movements while she is stirring the contents of a pot on the stove and I am trying to 

take in the connection of her actions while she is thinking. For her there is an early 

trajectory in her life and her response to my question about her philosophy of leadership 

comes by way of her training as a teenager. She was in a leadership development group 

in high school, having been identified as a leader and speaker while very young. She was 

class president, with responsibilities to contribute to her community, for example, she 

introduced noted figures when they were speaking in her county and she competed in 

public speaking competitions. She also credits being raised by a Ph.D. father and an 

elementary school teacher mother for her capacity to articulate and involve communal 

critical conceptualization of an idea, such as verbalizing the engagement of community 

groups who share the same things (i.e., where they live, work and play). Dean Saunders 
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grew up in an environment of discussion, debate, a sense of interest, excitement, and 

positive stimulation in navigating complexity, verbally, with multiple people. She adds, 

“I was raised to enjoy it.” She links this to dance and performance, finding her body and 

movement style based in West African dance. She feels these practices added a second 

level of leadership because of their community engagement, community development, 

intergenerational community education, and public scholarship. 

Dean Saunders describe how her leadership philosophy was also informed by the 

three years she spent at a summer leadership institute intensive, where professionals and 

community-based artists from the field of dance engaged in leveraging the arts as a 

vehicle for social activism and civic engagement. This combined with the movement and 

technical analyses derived from her father as a behavioral psychologist and athlete, were 

all a base for her study of dance and influenced her philosophy. She talks about her 

interest in understanding dance for its physical technicalities, and how it functions in a 

social group, to order events, to direct the flow of human individual and communal 

emotion towards change. In summary, “what I learned and evolved and developed and I 

could go on and on, as a choreographer and a dance teacher translated for me into 

administrative leadership,” she says. 

She narrates her professional experiences through the lens of the body and her 

African roots. When considering institutional factors that affect women’s lives, she 

expresses this through energy, power, and values. Advancing through the ranks at PWIs is 

viewed through her personal idea of technology—not that of the internet and the matrix 

of computers but cultural technology, mechanisms she learned that function effectively 
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through the systems Black women use in Western Africa. She reflects, as a mother in 

graduate school, she learned how to tie a baby on her back, during time spent as a 

youngster in West Africa. As an adult this skill of the baby swathed in cloth, transferred 

from the front of the body (where it may be feeding) to the back in one movement, 

settling into the synchronized sway of the body is a system of technology. For Dean 

Saunders, this cultural technology, this one movement functioned to shield her through 

institutional systems while going to grad classes, where unwritten policies are spoken in 

whispers. There were no strollers or sippy cups, but a baby strapped tight, a calm nervous 

system, and her heart beating again his ear, literally unseen and perhaps making a small 

sounds but was mostly quiet. This cultural technology stimulates the notion of movement 

and educational processes that are not new as a skill, but when revised and revamped, are 

useful when navigating the path through institutional systems. 

Now in her new position as Dean, she is considered for the field of dance a 

thought leader, speaker, and curator in the field of dance. She also says, I’m talking about 

how the system within higher education evolves itself, how change happens, and how 

power gets expressed. Much of it flows from what happens in meetings.” This rendering 

in the context of meetings for Dean Saunders, is where she considers the way one 

occupies space physically with other people. She acknowledges one of the primary 

locations of impact in administration in higher education is the way one inhabits the 

communal performance of a meeting. She describes her leadership as a combination of 

how she carries herself and her strength as a leader lies in her sense of time and space and 

choreographic structure. She designs systems for humans and their capacities in areas of 
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the institution that she has leadership in (i.e., how to move individuals in time and space, 

to come together and to go apart). “It’s very dance like for me, and so it’s very 

compositional,” she says. 

She concludes with the notion of individual technique, voice, and performance 

and how she was drawn into leadership through her voice at the intersection of race and 

other types of complex power-laden diversity and her capacity to articulate these issues 

and how they manifest in higher education. She reflects and acknowledges her leadership 

philosophy by looking at what she has done and recognizing the patterns that have 

emerged. 

Natural Ecosystem as a Metaphor 
 

In considering race and diversity, we move into the area of cultural diversity 

wherein Dean Saunders uses the natural ecosystem as a metaphor for how diversity 

operates. She says, “So in the same way that biodiversity or genetic diversity increases 

the chances some issues will survive, or that ecosystem will be able to sustain life, I think 

that cultural diversity operates in a very similar way.” As a natural system, diversity 

builds our capacity for survival because it extends and makes more complex options for 

responding to unforeseen circumstances. Dean Saunders: 

The more variations on modes of survival that we have, that we understand, 

appreciate, have access to within our systems, the more potential we have for 

responding to circumstances in a myriad of ways that increase our chance to 

survive and thrive and continue to exist. 
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She explains that the cultural environment in the United States has not changed much 

over time. That Black Americans and thus Black women exist in an environment that has 

been actively suppressing cultural diversity for a long time. She reasons that racism has 

suppressed and isolated the genetics that result in light skin, and by separating genetic 

traits out of the human race. It is damaging to white people, to the strain of people with 

light skin, and more damaging to their long-term survival than it is to ours. Therefore, 

strategically through social engineering, the suppression of diversity has been happening 

because of racism. In her position as an educator and role as a Black female educator, she 

believes the impact of that suppression on the culture of women is complex and 

profound. She clarifies, not necessarily more or less important than any other type of 

cultural diversity, but as a Black female, working in higher education there are a myriad 

of issues one deals with—for example, navigating through a system set up to suppress 

your expression and your impact, particularly, if it is distinct to that identity group. There 

is also a position of being a gatekeeper of an educational system that is perpetuating that 

suppression through its curriculum and the education of the next generation of students of 

all races and creeds. Dean Saunders feels there is a need to infiltrate and adjust that 

system of suppression, which is inherently damaging the capacity to thrive for women of 

colors. 

An Adjacent Ecosystem 
 

Because the conversation led in many directions with regard to race and ethnicity, 

I guided the direction specifically to ethnic differences. Dean Saunders says her response 

is not exactly germane to my query but perhaps adjacent. The silence of this pause is 
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filled with the sound of moving pots and pacing from stove to sink. She begins her 

answer continuing the idea of the ecosystem, this time equating it to a string of plants or 

greens that grow in a variety of geographical locations. Gesturing in the air, she says 

these plants manifest in a peculiar way, and she likens that adaption of the plants to a 

human version, namely ethnicity. Making an imaginary sphere or orb with her hands, for 

emphasis, she deems political and economic choices has shifted the relationship of 

culture to ethnicity historically because the geographic ways of gaining food from 

farming for our civilization, due to the innovations of transportation. She describes a 

related concept in the United States, when white people decided to create the concept of 

whiteness, they cleansed the whole group of light-skinned ethnic people, she states, 

“They shifted them from their ethnicity into an identity called white and then afforded 

them an experience, a cultural experience in the United States, that put them in a 

situation to develop a white culture.” In a similar way, by removing particular ethnic 

groups from various places in Africa, who all happen to have darker skin and “moved 

them and put them in a category called slave, Black, it put us in a situation to now 

develop a culture called Black culture.” For both groups in the United States, “the 

stripping of ethnicity occurred in order to gain the economic potential of classifying those 

groups of people in a way that was easier to sort for the functioning of capitalism,” she 

summarizes. She thinks that ethnicity has a weird relationship to culture and identity in 

the United States. With a tilt of her body, she finalizes her thoughts saying that there is a 

strange offset to it, it’s a complex idea, that she does not think is very understood, 

particularly in the United States. 
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Dean Saunders says the concept shifting ethnicity into identity and its complexity 

affect students’ ability to learn, particularly in liberal arts, and humanities. She believes it 

also affects our ability to teach and learn in this country, saying, “I imagine that it’s not as 

difficult in places like Europe. She deems it was clearer, although complex with 

colonialism in West Africa. She reflects on when she was in West Africa: 

Yoruba people knew that Yoruba was Yoruba, even though we all went to school in 

English, and we knew that we were in a British educational system, Yoruba was 

Yoruba, Igbo was Igbo, like people understood what ethnicities they come from 

and where geographically those ethnicities were located. 

Even within that, understanding the analogy of the string of plants and how they have 

mixed and where they are now, “people can go home to the village. America scrubbed 

itself of that. And it makes learning interesting, but sometimes it makes improvisation.” 

She lets her fingers dance as though playing the notes on an instrument and continues 

“There are ways that I could think about how I think that affects me as an administrator 

in the system.” While the striping away of ethnicity in the US is not as simple as black 

and white, Dean Saunders’s, summary is an indication that multiple generations are 

distanced from ancestral lineages. Thus, making identity more potent than original ethnic 

origins, therefore, having an effect on learning and curriculum in the educational system. 

She concludes that she could say more but hesitates as she considers she will have 

another opportunity further into the interview. 
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Mentorship in Leadership Development 
 

Dean Saunders now describes her development in leadership, acknowledging that 

this is an interesting question because “I’ve only been in the system as a Black woman.” 

We both chuckle here, and she declares that her earlier leadership development was 

foundational and that she does not think she has had very much development as a 

professional in higher education. She states: 

I don’t know if that has anything to do with my being Black or if that’s just 

because higher ed doesn’t do leadership development for anyone. I’ve heard tell 

of such things. Although I feel like I have seen colleagues to my right and left be 

groomed. 

Dean Saunders recognizes that the times she had been identified as a leader, they were 

when she was being recruited to take a job. There were no conversations for her in the 

vein of “You are going to be a good person to one day…” fill in the blank (i.e., lead a 

department, college, association etc.). Her recruitment conversations were based on 

positions that people wanted her to get. 

The first place where she emerged as an administrator in higher education was as 

junior faculty in her initial university position in the Southwest. With an embracing 

gesture to indicate closeness, she describes her relationship with her colleagues, a tight 

group that is very much like family to her. She moved into a leadership role there with 

responsibilities to the dance program and curriculum. In this environment, Dean Saunders 

was influenced by the way her role began the process of building a quality program, that 

not only had the support of colleagues but superiors. In reflection, she said she knew she 
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would eventually need to leave this position if she wanted to continue in administrative 

leadership because here, she did not want to lose the intimate rapport she had with her 

colleagues. She did not want to be their boss. She did not want to be in the office 

downstairs and them upstairs. She did not want their relationship to go through the 

changes that would need to happen. Together, they had done a lot of work around 

diversity, but there was still a lot of work to do. She did not want them to rest because 

they had done their job of putting a Black woman in charge. Dean Saunders wanted them 

to continue to push that program forward. She knew that opening this small community’s 

eyes to the reality of racism could not be the pinnacle of her accomplishments in higher 

education, at least, at that institution. She wanted them to lead that program forward and 

onward in a complex diversely influenced direction. 

Dean Saunders advanced through tenure and promotion having spent eleven years 

in the Southwest. From there her move to her next position as chair was at an institution 

in the Midwest, where she says it was really the beginning of her leadership trajectory. 

Gesturing to slice through statements, the side of one hand as the blade again the palm of 

the other, she says, “I came in, as the leader. I was always the leader in that place. I was 

new, and I built relationships as a leader.” An interesting aspect for her in this position 

was that she often found herself consulting a friend she had for many years back in her 

previous higher education community about issues she faced in her new job. The friend 

was a white male bartender of whom she says, “I had watched him run shit behind the 

bar.” She colorfully describes this bar in a “dive university town,” where everyone came 

to him for advice, “grad students, all the fraternity people, the smart kids, some faculty 
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members, you know, the retired intelligentsia of a college town.” She saw him be a leader 

in that environment where he was negotiating the complexities of a college town. The 

environment of the bar, with people drunk and often demonstrating their worst behaviors 

in a white male dominated space, in some ways resonated with her new environment 

where her main peers were chairs of other departments. She spent a lot of her time in 

meetings with them and most of them were white men. Leaning right and left to illustrate 

the way she had to be observant, she recounts, “the way that affected my body, the types 

of interactions, the way things happened, and the way people positioned themselves and 

talked to one another, my [bartender] friend, was the person that I would call and 

consult.” She would explain scenarios to him, and he would break it down immediately, 

advising what was happening and what she needed to do. She did not always do what he 

said, but she feels it gave her a perspective, an insider white male perspective that was 

very useful. In this regard, though unconventional, she was being coached in developing 

observable methods to be used as a guide for navigating the environment of her current 

administrative community. 

Another useful perspective and one that benefits her to this day came from her 

first job out of graduate school. A mentor and sort of godmother for her gave her the so- 

called African American talk. In some circles, Black parents sit down and provide 

instructions, a navigation map when young adults enter white society’s workforce. In 

Dean Saunders’s case, the advice came from an elder Black woman, who cautioned her 

that going to work for white people required a list of protocols, including, “Don’t trust 

anybody. Keep a paper trail. Constantly write all your ideas down because they’ll steal 
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them. Here’s your to do’s and not to do’s.” Dean Saunders says, “It was a pretty shortlist, 

but it was very clear, you’re going into enemy territory.” It was the basic, “watch your 

back” talk, and she says, “I was freaked out.” One of the things Dean Saunders drew from 

this advice was to be herself and she believed when viewing the American capitalist 

landscape, joining education was the only thing that seemed to have honor for her. Being 

a part of educating young people gave her hope and she made a conscious decision to use 

her knowledge to navigate complex ideas and debates in a community setting. This was 

important to her trajectory as she felt that if this representation of white people was 

accurate, then it was her generation’s job to further deconstruct it. “So, what I did was, I 

shared that conversation with white people over and over, again,” says Dean Saunders. 

When she got into situations where issues of diversity, culture, race, and ethnicity would 

start to come up, she would convey, “this is what my community told me was going to 

happen. And, people’s faces would be like, whaaatttt.” She would reinforce the 

conversations by stating, “This is how we’re instructed. This is how we are educated to be 

prepared to deal with you in this context, in this environment.” She was aware that in 

some ways she was being strategic, “but it worked for my generation of white people in 

liberal academic environments, because they wanted to be a part of the people that was 

going to make a difference. They didn’t know how, they didn’t know why,” because many 

of them had not yet addressed their own internalized racism. Dean Saunders continues: 

when I said to them, ‘this is how this environment is represented among Black 

people, and I’m making the choice to speak to you directly about your whiteness, 

when the generation ahead of me didn’t, so your parents didn’t hear this from my 
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parents’ generation but I’m expecting you to do better than your parents.’ I’m 

going to tell you directly most of the white people that I said that to took it as a 

compliment, which helped me. 

She expressed that the pedagogy she used as an elementary school teacher returns 

in these types of instances and conversations, “you can use that same tonality” as she had 

use for her young students and translate it to “Look at my colleagues in dance. They are 

not afraid to think of themselves as white people and really consider their roles in 

dismantling racism.” With this, she winds up her thoughts on leadership development by 

reflecting that she did a lot of reaching to places outside of the academy—she pulled 

from collective leadership with her initial colleagues, elder mentorship, coaching from 

her bartender friend—figured out how to apply them. She summarizes that she adapted 

these things to the situations she faced and extends them into the way she plans her 

approach to leadership. 

Language and Capacity 
 

Shifting to the next interview question, I ask Dean Saunders her thoughts on how 

race, culture, class and gender affect her leadership experiences and perceptions, Dean 

Saunders candidly remarks, “I mean, in so many ways, it’s hard to know where to start, 

you know. I feel like race has affected me because of my race. And because I talk about 

race, so it’s like a double whammy.” She indicates that there are so many things that 

happen in the context of working in higher education where she wonders what it would 

be like if she were not Black. And she also questions, “the extent to which people seem to 

assume that I’m incompetent.” She begins by sharing the story of a time when she was 
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late to a chair’s council meeting after having spent the morning managing her children 

and commuting on the train, only to encounter the gaze of colleagues in the meeting 

looking at her weird. She realized they were not looking at her strange because she was 

late, but because for the first time she had worn her hair in an Afro outside of the dance 

department. One chair commented on her hair and referred to her as being kind of wild. 

She was struck by the comment: “Whoa, I was like, ‘Oh, he’s thinking that because my 

hair is out that I somehow was harried and rushed this morning and didn’t get a chance 

to do my hair.’” The bottom line is her intersecting identities as Black and woman in this 

instance, in a room of white men meant that not only was racism at work in the comments 

on her hair, but it was compounded by the fact that men feel they can comment on 

women’s appearances even in a professional setting. While she deems his comment, with 

air quotes, “off the cuff,” she drove a comment back, equally off the cuff but peppered 

with how inappropriate he and his comment were: “Come on now. Don’t tell me you 

weren’t in the streets the last time the Afro was in style.” For her, he was clearly old 

enough to have been around. 

Another instance was in a meeting in her role as as interim dean, of the school of 

performing arts with other administrators, including the head of facilities for the 

institution, chief of staff to the president, provost, and members of the provost’s office. 

Despite a series of emails have circulated about the need to preserve a campus garden 

because it had been approved for an MFA thesis performance, the location was 

nonetheless bulldozed in order to break ground for a new building. During the meeting 

that was called to discuss the situation because the MFA student had gone directly to the 
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president of the institution to complain, Dean Saunders had an expectation that the head 

of facilities, as the person responsible for the situation, would give a presentation 

outlining a solution. Instead, the other meeting attendees searched their phones for how to 

create an indoor greenhouse. “We go through the process of the meeting and it’s that 

passive aggressive, like nobody’s actually calling him out, which is really the other white 

man in the room, the president’s chief of staff should have been reading him the riot act.” 

Dean Saunders had many encounters with the head of facilities before this meeting, who, 

she shares, had a habit of referring to her hair or the way she looked, and had often 

stopped mid-sentence in other meetings to do so. She observes, 

It’s a familiar mechanism that I’ve experienced in older men particularly. Well, I 

don’t know if I would say it’s all—it’s particularly white men—but that tendency to 

neutralize you with a compliment, to like put you in your place, the way that they 

would refer to you as ‘little lady’ or ‘young lady’. 

At the end of this meeting about the garden, “he turns to me, and again, with the hair 

comments, and I’m like seething, because this is my student. I expected him to apologize.” 

she says very animated, sneering at the fact that no apology was made, even in deference 

to her role as the Dean of the performing arts school. To make matters worse, after the 

meeting he inserted himself into a side conversation about physical therapy between 

Dean Saunders and the associate vice provost, suggesting that her need for physical 

therapy and injury were the result of age. At this point the entire room is now focused on 

him as he doubles down, leans in, and asks how old she is, trying to tease out if their age 

is the same or if she is younger. Dean Saunders counters, “I’m old enough to know that 
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you’re not supposed to ask me my age at work.” For her, “it’s just this clear 

demonstration of him knowing that he’s on the hot plate and refusing to accept it and 

going after the person in the room that he perceives to be the weakest.” She went back to 

her office, in describing her next steps, she gestures the rapid pace of typing, and sent an 

email and copied his supervisor, and her supervisor. Laying out a list of what was wrong 

with the situation, the inappropriateness of the conversation, and what was expected, 

“this is what just happened. You will never do this again. You will keep your conversation 

with me on point and on topic. And this is what I was expecting: I was expecting that I 

would get an official apology from your office to my school and instead, this is what I 

got.” He was dismissed the next day and Dean Saunders was assured that this was the 

final straw, that they had been investigating him for several infractions already. 

Reflecting on the situation, Dean Saunders observes that she has gotten to the 

place of having the language and the capacity to move through her own emotions to 

respond to those kinds of circumstances. She adds that she felt safe as well because her 

supervisor had been through Undoing Racism training and was able to facilitate divisive 

issues. She acknowledges that in her current position, only three months on the job and in 

the Southeast, it may be different, but that within education in the United States, “we 

need to talk about race in the same breath we talked about curriculum, in the same 

breath we talked about technology and that this is a key component to us doing our jobs 

effectively for the next generation.” She asserts that the term “white person” needs to roll 

off our tongues with ease in a professional environment. If not, “we are not doing our 

jobs correctly. And so, I just embody it, and I do it and and I get attacked for it.” She 



187  

 
 

points out to people that they are attacking her because they are uncomfortable because 

she is, “talking about race and you haven’t dealt with your own race.” Dean Saunders 

feels an honest sense of urgency about this. She is of the opinion that for students of all 

races, it is imperative for this generation of educators to do a better job of addressing race 

personally and curricularly—and fast. Attending to race, she believes, effectively 

prepares the students for the world they will encounter. 

With a growl for emphasis, she says, “I think that in some ways, it both makes a 

target of me and it also protects me.” On one hand, she has a language to use in rooms 

where it is needed. On the other hand, it causes people to work against her. She shares: 

I definitely feel like I’ve had lots of times where I’ve had to navigate intentional 

planned insurrection. Insurrection isn’t the word, but I’ve definitely had many 

times where I’ve had to navigate white males working together behind the scenes 

to set me up, to silence me, or to move money out of my budget, faculty lines to 

other places, because they don’t want to report to me, or they don’t like the way I 

evaluated them. And they use their race privilege and their relationships to one 

another in order to take action. 

Despite this, Dean Saunders, keeps her eye on the prize and moves where there is 

momentum, resources, and inspiration to work on these problems. When momentum 

begins to subside, when the energy wanes and people start to fatigue, even for herself she 

is able to move on to a different the position. She observes, “so far, what I found in 

looking back is” when her voice is being heard even in her absence and “that’s when it 

becomes more durable and sustainable.” She has found that she can sense the collective 
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conversation in each of the situations she encounters, whether in the institution, lectures, 

workshops, etc., the work resonates and will continue and gets louder. Dean Saunders 

considers five years in one position as a time to begin to reconsider her next steps, to 

assess and reassess because educating people and groups on race and racism is 

exhausting work. 

We take an extended break to just visit, eat, and enjoy her children. We come 

together a bit later, this time on her terrace. She is seated comfortably in a wicker chair, 

with a turquoise sweater and a purple, blue, and pink blanket over her legs. As this phase 

of the interview begins, she caresses her cat on her lap. There are plants on stands near 

her chair and the backdrop is a view to the greenbelt behind and a big picture window to 

the living room. 

I point out we left off with two very stirring examples of race, culture, class, and 

gender. Dean Saunders takes a forceful exhale that vibrates her lips and continues, saying 

that Black people have a way that we need to process the experience of working in a 

white space that can be reductive: 

But I feel like we do that because we get reduced in a white space. And we have 

to. It takes so much energy sometimes to get people to engage with what we’re 

actually saying, to recognize what they’re ignoring or dismissing in order to get to 

the conversation that you feel like you ought to just have, if you were being 

respected and taken seriously. 

In her effort to discuss how women of colors are often devalued, she admits that 

at times she feels like she is being simplistic and dismissive. However, she thinks that it 
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is normal, saying, “there’s a psychological balancing in my being able to reduce it.” 

Moreover, she thinks this is similarly inaccurate because in working with different 

people, at various levels of awareness of what whiteness is and how race and racism 

operate, “their effect on my experience and on the level of stress can shift in positive 

ways.” While balance is necessary in the work of race and racism, Dean Saunders also 

comments on the positive effect that occurs in the work because she has observed the 

shift in individuals based on the various levels of awareness of what whiteness is and 

how race and racism operates. People learn and develop and there is noticeable shift in 

their experience and the level of stress from engaging in the work creates a shift in 

positive ways. 

Although many of Dean Saunders’ stories about race, culture, and gender related 

to incidents in her role as an administrator, the classroom comes up as well. After a 

thoughtful pause, she summarizes that particularly in dance, race and class intersect in 

interesting ways. For example, dances that have the most aesthetic, observable, and value 

relationship to the dances of Black people have also tended to be relegated “to the 

popular class or the entertainment to the dances of the lower class, if you will.” She 

thinks there are lots of things connected to that designation, for example low center of 

gravity, multiple body rhythms, forms of release, such as stomping feet, clapping hands 

and voice are some of those relationships. She relates all this back to her junior faculty 

position, where she realized her African dance expertise was inadequate, having been 

taught solely in the United States by African Americans. In this first junior faculty 

position she was exposed to traditional masters from Guinea, Ivory Coast, and Senegal 
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and realized that while she was a good technique teacher, she was not a folklorist, that 

through her training. Her dance training did not have enough information about the 

ceremonial, ritual, and storytelling characteristics or otherwise, to be a teacher of West 

African dance. She notes her percussionist were the folklorists with the traditional and 

cultural information. She had three master drummers and dancers from the city playing 

for her classes, and they “were people that [were]drumming behind me [while teaching] 

who could dance circles around me.” Dean Saunders consciously stepped away from 

teaching African dance for these reasons. However, she relates a story that occurred 

before that when she engaged one of the drummers to substitute teacher for her while she 

traveled out of town. She says, with air quotes, “I would come back, and there would 

have been some incident in class.” In one of these instances, a women’s studies graduate 

student fomented a disturbance because the substitute introduced a dance that he 

described accurately in its cultural roots involved female circumcision ceremonies, which 

she refused to dance and provoked protest against this practice in African societies. Dean 

Saunders points out the discussion on male circumcision as well or the relationship to 

ballet in the French court and the tradition of beheading people, with histories over 700 

years old. These incidents are related to culture, the depiction of history in liberal arts 

education, the perception of the female body, and the study of dances of the lower classes 

in an American capitalist environment, in terms of the content of the curriculum. 

Taking on another direction referring to class, these types of issues have become 

more global for Dean Saunders in her new position, as she engages in the collegial 

relationships of active donors and large foundations. She gives consideration to 
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wondering about her new home and invitations to the homes of the donor class in the 

institution, a group of people she will interact with to fund-raise. Dean Saunders had an 

uncomfortable conversation with her development officer in which they discussed who 

the upper echelon of donors is, how a dean’s home is supposed to be a place to host 

donors, and more. “I realized that, yeah, . . . I have not purchased status symbol furniture. 

I don’t have objects in my home that mark me as a member, or even as aspiring to be a 

member of a particular social or economic class,” she says. To redirect this idea, she 

comments, “My house doesn’t fit. It doesn’t have the setting that you use for that.” 

Pointing to the entrance foyer of her home, she says, “I could probably do a performance 

or concert in this space at a level that . . . [I] wouldn’t be able to do if it was stuffed full 

of overstuffed chairs, heavy furniture, and all of that.” With distinct clarity, she confirms 

that she has never been from the upper-echelon class and that while she had an academic 

home of educators, she also comes from an ancestral family of farmers and carpenters. 

Although, she is not the first to have that story, she acknowledges that she was called into 

this space, she didn’t aspire to it, “I didn’t knock at the door and say, ‘Please let me in,’” 

she says. However, she takes it as an opportunity to engage the people around her in a 

conversation of, “you guys offered me this job. This is who I am. And so, let’s talk through 

it. How should we make it work?” She sees the way that race, and her presence pushes 

against the status quo of race, class, and gender assumptions. 

Performativity and Performance 
 

As we continue the discussion how race, culture, class, and gender affect 

leadership experiences and perceptions we delve briefly into the performance of these 
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lived experiences. Dean Saunders reflects back to her first job with a new baby and 

recounts how she brought her infant onto campus, and to faculty meetings, breastfeeding 

everywhere she went, “I just carried myself as if I was allowed.” She makes a big 

adjustment in her seat, sitting up, more physically present. Pushing her hand forward a 

few times to indicate pushing against something, she says that in actuality, her tendency 

to be really aggressive is proactive, more from a place of activism with regard to race and 

racism. She says a lot of this was performative. She delves into the stress from these 

experiences. As she gestures to pushing something across a surface, “I put forward 

[something] on the table, what I perceive to be the standard and how I perceive what I’m 

bringing to the table as different and I name it, I don’t try to talk around it. I don’t try to 

be polite about it. I just put [it] on the table.” Dean Saunders refuses to bear her 

experiences silently. Her colleagues question why it is always about race. She responds, 

“because I am a racialized body all of the time. And, when I’m in a room, I don’t want to 

be the only one thinking about that.” She wants to make sure that if she is in a room, that 

everyone is dealing with race, “because, if I’m the only one dealing with it, then there’s 

an imbalance in the system.” 

Interestingly, within the process of the interview, she explains she recognizes that 

she has never explained these issues like this to people but thinks that is the way she has 

been surviving it. She characterizes herself as having a certain level of the bravado that 

comes from being mixed race, having been raised by an African father and a white 

mother. “I can perform a presumption of privilege and access,” she says. There is a dare 

here, a challenge to try and remove her from the place that she chooses to put herself 
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performatively. She has explained earlier that she exercises access as though she is 

allowed. When people exert effort to confront her, she sees this kind of confrontation and 

the person or individuals are actually exposing themselves, demonstrating their attitudes 

and behaviors. She admits while this is a risky position for her to take, she sees it is as 

necessary based on the options she sees for herself. She feels like it is the safest route 

given her kind of intelligence. In this capacity, 

I’m a performative person. You have to be dazzling. That’s the only thing that’s 

going to protect you and keep you in those spaces. The thing that I do best is 

performance improvisation. I can articulate the emerging idea out of a group. I 

can be the one that says it and it’s not just my idea, I’m not imposing my idea on 

people, I can track people and I can stimulate. And then I can name it and say it, 

and everybody goes, ‘Yes.’” 

Dean Saunders points out the coping mechanisms for the dominant group of 

people in the racialized society of the United States is to behave in ways that manifest an 

internalized racial superiority that they are taught systematically in our society. People 

who are of suppressed races, on the other hand, are taught an internalized racial 

inferiority, she says. There are behaviors within a group that demonstrate coping 

mechanisms. She explains for Black people in the United States, for example, one way 

these coping mechanisms manifest is an exaggerated visibility. These manifestations can 

be like gold teeth and bold colors, or even more sophisticated tactics, such as types of 

speech that adapt to various contexts. 
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In an institutional setting, Dean Saunders thinks everybody comes up with their 

own, “schtick, the thing that they do that works for them.” For her, gender has centered 

around navigating what it means to be single, to be a single parent in the context of a 

professional culture, as well as being in places where people are bringing their spouses 

and not having a spouse with her. “I think that again, it’s hard to split it [gender] off from 

other things from race or from class,” she says. Dean Saunders thinks of how the 

accepted norms and cultures of upper-middle class, white heteronormative culture 

demonstrates expectations of normalcy around time, presence, and availability, and when 

and where certain types of things happen. 

In her positions as Dean, she draws on and formulates her opinion, “coming out of 

dance, in retrospect, was helpful for me, because dance is dominated by women.” An 

additional hindsight stems from her perception of her experiences in the particular dance 

departments she has worked where her colleagues, who also had young children, were 

attuned to a feminist perspective. She acknowledges that while spaces in the workplace 

had patriarchal expectation, (i.e., spaces without children) the female community of 

colleagues that gathered to do their work, also brought their children. She said they had 

the types of conversations in an informal setting, which blurred boundaries, defied 

traditional gender roles for female faculty and led to developing social infrastructure that 

allowed Dean Saunders to become a leader in the institutional environment. This may not 

have happened at the more formal cocktail parties, or more typical heteronormative 

upper-middle-class settings to which she did not have access. Those experiences, “taught 
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me a lot about the power of feminine. I also was making really intellectual and specific 

choices.” 

She maintains her performative influences, and access to her professional 

experiences that involved spaces and children were derived from West African 

technology where Yoruba women wore bubas (big blouses) that had their Naira (money) 

and extra snacks for the babies they wore on their backs all while possibly handling 

somebody else’s child, changing a diaper, and bargaining for the price of rice. “They just 

keep doing business. This is a West African version of feminism,” she said. “It’s different 

from a white person’s feminism.” Dean Saunders was able to integrate this in a way that 

people began to understand these concepts as having efficacy. She was living it, 

experimenting with it, noting it and all the while through the years advancing her creative 

scholarship through administrative contexts by demonstrating that the study of West 

African dance and pushing the definition of art beyond the performative framework of 

Western European’s methodologies of evaluation illustrate the values inherent in African 

diasporic culture. She says, 

As Americans, you are cutting yourself off from your own cultural heritage, 

because you are . . . how many generations? You’re a Midwestern person from 

Ohio or Iowa. You are a member of an African diaspora nation. Your grandfather 

was listening to rock and roll, and gospel music and country western. You have 

African diaspora in your cultural heritage, and by limiting your exposure to 

African classical culture, you are cutting yourself off from information about 

yourself. 
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She expands her argument to include the cultural technology embedded in 

African diaspora form, 

because the biomechanical use of the body that allows you to put your hand 

underneath the baby’s butt and swing that baby under your arm, and tighten that 

lappa14in one fell swoop, is a complicated polycentric action. That technical 

capacity is encoded into the dances. 

As mentioned earlier, Dean Saunders believes knowing how to tie her baby on her 

back gave her access to spaces in the institution, enabled her to advance professionally 

and make money as a single parent and allowed her to be in the position that she is in 

now. Rubbing her brow and chuckling to herself, she says that the underbelly of all of 

that is she is aging. “Sometimes, I think that my body is,” a long, long pause here, “that 

it’s taking years off, she says” I ask her to hold onto that thought as I segue into the next 

phase of the interview. 

Consequence of Certain Energies 
 

When I ask Saunders what her embodied experiences as a leader in dance reveal, 

without hesitation, she says, “I think that there was this extra layer of labor, of working 

on racism, whether you like it or not, because you have to work. It’s like clearing a path 

through a jungle.” She says her dreams were to dance; to make work; to perform on 

every continent; to continue to study dance, movement, and healing modalities of 

movement; and to get better at those things as she grew older. And, she says, 

 
 

14 Lappa is a colorful garment widely worn in West Africa by both men and women 
(Encyclopedia.com. Accessed November 2, 2018). 
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to eventually retire to some place where there’s mountains and sea and where I 

could make herbal teas, grow an herb garden, and sing jazz. Like, I never 

imagined this. I feel like I’m on a detour. This leadership thing is this detour that 

ended up as an outgrowth of my need to clear the space in front of myself. 

This outgrowth is part of her creative and ethnographic research as a choreographer in the 

academy, teaching members of the institution about its racism and sexism for her creative 

work to be taken seriously. She says, 

And so, in the process of explaining or teaching people to see and value my work 

on its own terms, I became this leader. Because that discourse was the leadership 

that the academy was looking for at the time when I happened to be moving 

through it. 

Dean Saunders feels she has allowed herself to be pulled into performing these 

roles, and as a result, she questions her role as a leader because she says her body is 

suffering. She rubs her brow with her left hand and identifies that the left side of her body 

is in chronic pain. She describes seeking out different kinds of specialists, mostly 

homeopathic practitioners, although she also had X-rays from medical doctors. The 

conclusion of all of those visits was that there are no apparent structural issues related to 

her symptoms and that perhaps it is emotional. This is a sore point for Dean Saunders, as 

she relates to the historical concepts surrounding women’s hysteria from ancient times to 

the 1950s. After being in denial of her symptoms being emotional, two years later, she 

attributes her issues to life circumstances. Sometimes it relates to her home life. Other 
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times, it relates to the types of energy she faces on the job. She recognizes the symptoms 

when the stress kicks in, the discomfort returns. 

To move deeper into these embodied experiences, I prompt her to describe more 

fully what is happening on the left side of her body. She illustrates with a closed fist, 

spiraling, and rotating at the wrist, saying, “it feels like a fist that twists and makes my 

body curl. This is an exaggeration of it.” I watch her spiral and rotate her left side and 

fold it into the right side of her body. She continues, “That’s the stance. And I feel it in my 

neck and up behind my ear.” Generalizing around the right eye socket and head, Dean 

Saunders is specific about further sensations around her heart, hip, and leg. “It’s just, the 

whole thing: jaw, wrists . . . everything feels a little bit out of its place,” she says. She 

reflects it is the result of moving from dance to administration, from moving and teaching 

technique, to sitting in chairs. In summary, Dean Saunders says: 

I still feel that dancers respect each other. Dancers are all trying to maintain 

their own alignment. And as we get older, no matter how limited our cultural 

perspective, there’s something, there. There’s a way in which we’re sitting in that 

meeting. But we’re all trying to like to keep those shoulders back and down and 

keep the pelvis available, and keep the hip flexors from clenching, like all of us 

are, in whatever methodology we approach it. We all know better than to twist 

ourselves up. 

Understanding the depth of her symptoms, I ask what offers release and what does she 

notice when these issues are not there. Her immediate response: “It’s when I have time, 
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when I have time to be on the mat. And to be in my body. And when I have time off from 

working. And then I spend more time moving and dancing.” 

For Dean Saunders, there is an unspoken respect that dancers have for one 

another’s bodies within a dance context that mediates some of the attitudes among non- 

practitioners in dance departments. “Now, sometimes when you have people in a dance 

department who are not primarily practitioners, the dance studies people or when they 

bring in arts administrators to work, they mess up the vibe,” she says. Dean Saunders 

relates all of this and her connections to a strong relationship with an Alexander 

practitioner. On the phone, she said, “Oh my god, I feel like I’m being attacked, 

energetically. My body is being attacked in these meetings, non-verbally.” There was a 

hyperawareness for her, of the distance between what individuals were saying, how they 

were moving their faces and bodies and what was happening in the moment. As she 

drapes her frame from top to bottom, over and over, she relates that she was instructed to 

create a protective capsule. “I had to figure out how to do that. I had to create like a two- 

way mirror kind of thing because I can’t close myself off. I work empathetically, and I 

work by making people feel me. So, I have to be able to connect energetically. That’s my 

superpower,” she says. Dean Saunders feels that to remain open and not close off is 

exhausting. She observes when she is at the bottom, fatigued and uncomfortable, she had 

profound doubts as to whether she was on the right path, “[am I] fooling myself that I’m 

making any difference?” 

When making a difference, there is an additional toll: isolation. Dean Saunders 

feels that you end up being separated from your cultural and ethnic community of people. 
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She says, “I feel very isolated from other Black women, particularly older Black 

[women].” She seeks to commiserate with older Black women to draw from their 

experiences and realizes it takes time, free time, to seek out and connect to the elder 

community. Dean Saunders says this time is lacking. An indication of the need for more 

time, she moves at a rapid pace now, the dialogue increasing in speed and momentum as 

she explains her life. She says, “Am I talking about being a Black woman? Am I talking 

about being a single mom? Am I talking about just the rationality or American life in 

general? I don’t have time to figure it out.” Having said all of this, Dean Saunders 

wonders if it is all worth it. By the same token, she feels that the work can be seductive, 

that if she was not there in these spaces, 

the chances that the spot that I’m standing [in would] be occupied by a white 

male are above 90%. And if I wasn’t here at this moment, to speak with the voice 

of the dean, or the chair or whatever, as well as my experience, the decision that 

would be made at this moment would not favor all of those people. 

Which people is reflected through gesture, a long list of populations at the bottom of the 

pyramid. “And so those moments where you viscerally know that your presence is making 

a difference, it keeps you in there, and especially somebody with my sensibilities. I feel a 

sense of responsibility,” she says. It is this need to make a difference that is seductive, a 

feeling that the work being done matters, but the consequences are echoed in health 

issues, and potential decline. It takes time to think through the complexity of situations 

and know how to communicate them. It takes a level of concentration that pulls her away 

from her physical needs and her personal life, like getting a mammogram or attending to 
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children’s education and future. Her body slumps. She brushes her brow. With an audible 

“hmpf” she says, “The feeling that I have is always that I’m an imposter.” I am 

profoundly struck here, because all women of colors I have spoken with have this same 

feeling, myself included. For all her accomplishments and the passion with which she 

does her work, Dean Saunders says, “If I were to grade myself, C- across the board, 

because I know what I would do, if I had the time to do what I think needs to be done to 

do a good job of it, in all of the realms that I work in.” So, this is either a very real place 

or self-deprecating. She feels she is not insecure. Dean Saunders was raised by parents 

with high standards of excellence. Still, being given the time, space, and support to focus 

her capabilities in the areas she expects herself to excel in would like to eliminate the 

feelings of doubt, she believes. “I do recognize that there is something about my 

intelligence that thrives in complexity and quantity, and that there are levels of me being 

able to do the thing that I’m best at, synthesis,” she says while illustrating a full forward 

gesture with her hand from her mouth outward, “and express that better when there’s 

more, more pressure, more stress, more things to do, more complexity of problems that 

are swirling around me.” Dean Saunders predicts here, that even stepping down, she is 

not sure she would not create this complexity in another context, where she was 

surrounded by her people, people of her culture and ethnicity. She hopes to give herself 

time in her life to figure these things out. “I think that I will find an exit strategy when I 

still have time to continue to work. I want to go back to the body. I want to go back to 

being. I’m not gone from my body but [I’m] like just treading you know,” she says. Upon 

reflection, Dean Saunders says, “I want to die dancing and I want to drop dead on the 



202  

 
 

dance floor. When I hear stories of dancers dying on the dance floor, I’m so happy for 

them.” Laughing at the proposed finality of her future vision, we conclude this aspect of 

the interview. 

Contested Commodity 
 

We begin right out of the gate with an emphasis on the body, the dancing body, 

the American dancing body, the Black American dancing body. Dean Saunders believes 

that, “in the United States, the thing that hems dance up in a particular way is the fact 

that the body is our medium. And we are living in a society so close to the body as a 

contested commodity.” Holding up both hands, palms forward, she illustrates, two bodies, 

saying, “[T]he slaves and whore.” The United States as a nation, has a particular 

orientation towards the body that Dean Saunders deems intersects between the slave trade 

and the puritans. She clarifies, “We talk a lot about gender and sex and sexuality and 

sexual identity, gender identity, sexual orientation, and we do not talk about sex as bodily 

function.” She says we do not talk about it in dance, even in spaces where somatics is 

discussed. These discussions go deep, into the brain and fluid and movements of the 

spine and distal relationship. However, she says, “I’ve never been in a dance context in 

the United States where they talked about orgasm. Where they talk about penises and 

vaginas as a part of the body. You talk about all these other components of the body.” 

She acknowledges that terminology of “sunshine, moonshine” are used, but she thinks: 

we end up at its intersection between a European orientation towards sex as a bodily 

function that keeps getting avoided in the activation of the body as a site of performance 

and artistry, where we continue to have these cultural clashes because not all the 
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cultures in the United States have such an issue with acknowledging the body as a site of 

sexual behavior and function.” 

Dean Saunders deepens the conversation further by describing sexual function as 

a behavior similar to that of respiratory function and excretory function, as well as the 

ingestion of food. There is a taking in and letting out process that the body does, and this 

process is “deeply connected to dancing, and to what it is we’re doing when we’re 

dancing, but we are not addressing it in a direct way, and then we do expose our 

prejudices,” she says. 

Dean Saunders shares an anecdote in which movement based on one’s experience 

of one’s own body and the identification of movements as pleasurable. She described that 

movement from the diaspora, rhythmically moving the spinal cord or the pelvis in a 

certain way, “and that one’s brain goes, oh, that is a movement that elicits pleasure in the 

body,” that a Europeanist interpretation of that movement is somehow devoid of 

intellectual import. She says, “These prejudices against our forms are deeply located in 

people’s personal orientation towards their own experiences of sex, not sexuality, sex.” 

She points directly to the part of the question of the cultural forces at play in dance 

leadership, by illustrating with two fists as if holding the top and bottom of a rope and 

twisting it. “How those experiences have been controlled, formed, and directed 

culturally,” says Dean Saunders. How foundational is the way you are socialized around 

when it is OK for you to feel pleasure? In your body? How foundational is that?” This 

consideration begs the questions: How is orientation to these socializations related to the 

capacity to respect movement expression? Within dance programs, who gets to lead 
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conversations? Who get to finish a debate around curriculum? Dean Saunders speaks on 

the divide between dance scholars and dance technique teachers on curriculum 

committees: 

In some ways, it’s the dance scholars that have brought more critical diversity 

theory, equity language in, where the practitioners weren’t even thinking about 

that right? The dialogue goes, ‘[T]hey are just teaching a thing and is it racist 

and sexist?’, I don’t know, I’m just like, are they on their leg?” 

In this divide, the dance scholars are pulling the technique people along in committees. 

The dance scholars will drown out the intelligence of the body, treat the ones keeping 

alignment strong, and “make decisions for them and tell them what they think and dismiss 

them,” says Dean Saunders, “because their intelligence is in and of the body.” In the 

culture of the university itself, how successful have those who lead dance been in pushing 

forward and standing up for the body in its full expression? Add to that race in the 

complexity of West African movement, where the dances that have proliferated tend to 

embrace pleasure in the body as a foundational principle. In a return to sex and release, 

Dean Saunders states energetically, “[t]hat you have a responsibility as a member of a 

society to keep your energy flowing and balanced. And sex is a part of that. Just like 

digesting and fully excreting your food. And the waste material, the body is a part of 

that.” This aspect of the conversation in a context of a mixed cultural engagement with 

dancing is not included. 

Dean Saunders says that over the years, she has been very careful about the 

language she uses when having this conversation within the institution in multicultural 
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environments. In these environments, there are various assumptions about what pleasure 

is and what it means and the ability to respect differences. She says, 

So back to your original question. I think that being an administrator and being a 

leader in the context of dance is this delicate balance of guiding the collective of 

increasingly diverse approaches to the body in a context where the body is the site 

of so many of the hierarchies in our society, that play out and are demonstrated in 

the dance form and then, you are in a system where the body is the primary 

modality and you are leading a civic process of gatekeeping power within a 

system within which the body is the primary functioning modality and you have to 

negotiate all of the spoken and unspoken resolve, resolving and unresolved 

nuances of that and you still have to like get a schedule out and make things 

actually happen and so on. Some levels it feels impossible. Other levels it’s like, 

whoa, it is the most worthwhile work there is. 

This summary speaks to the administrative responsibilities Dean Saunders has 

while navigating and negotiating the role of a practitioner in the realm of supervising 

departments, units, and faculty in multicultural environments. For Dean Saunders, this all 

plays out and is demonstrated in dance forms, in systems where the body is the primary 

modality. In leading civic processes where gatekeeping power systems function, one 

must negotiate all the spoken and unspoken, resolve and unresolved nuances of this 

system. Getting a schedule out and making things happen on some level feels impossible 

and on another level is the most worthwhile work there is for her. 
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Human to Human Interaction 
 

We enter this part of the interview from the standpoint of consensus building, 

where voices of the community are respected. Where there is respect and 

acknowledgement that everyone in the community does not have the same experiences or 

roles, and therefore, should not necessarily have the same amount of power. A 

community where there is encouragement, and everyone can be fully expressive. To be 

entirely effective in the present, Dean Saunders draws from the past, from the influence 

of mentors, and from when she was a dancer. She gathers information for community 

engagement practice and story circles from theater exercises. She uses cooperative 

learning techniques from her elementary school teaching, such as Kagan15 Cooperative 

Learning Method. This method considers positive interdependence, individual 

accountability, equal participation, and simultaneous interaction, as integrative strategies. 

Dean Saunders comments on the need to engage the entire college in a collaborative 

effort to write a narrative guide for hiring initiatives. In her examples, she planned a 

dinner, designating and creating a loose collaboration where everyone was free to 

participate, “send out the word,” and express their version of “we need you guys to bring 

the vegetables, you guys to bring the nah, ne, ne, nah,” so that when it all comes together, 

it will work, and it is digestible. She says, “[S]o, you still function as a head, but you 

diffuse decision making out into these units that then come together and can be quickly 

assembled into something that everyone can say, ‘Look at that thing we made. Isn’t it 
 

15 Kagan Cooperative Learning Technique is a system where each student “participate 
frequently and approximately equally,” and utilizes four principles Positive 
Interdependence, Individual Accountability, Equal Participation, and Simultaneous 
Interaction (Kaganonline.com Accessed November 13, 2018). 
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cool?’” These influences are pieced together, both written and encoded into cultural 

frameworks, artistic frameworks and are demonstrated, particularly by Black female 

leadership, observes Dean Saunders. This remix in the idea of faculty governance in the 

academy, scholarship in conversations about intersectionality, and pushing against the 

idea that public scholarship is somehow a lesser version of written scholarship brings 

about “solutions for activating, for getting things done with a lot of people, that were 

developed generations ago, in women societies all over the world, but in particularly in 

women society in places in the world that was warm, where women were producing.” 

Dean Saunders describes these matrilineal societies where women own and farm the land, 

are midwives, are central figures in marketplaces and economies, and forge metal and 

hunt to create sustainable societies. She believes that in Black women’s culture, survival, 

productive intersections of people and resources for collaboration on sustainability are 

useful social technologies for higher education and for systems of organization in the 

United States writ large. Given this, we as a society we would do well to invite more 

leadership from women of colors and let women of colors in leadership collaborate with 

one another. Dean Saunders says that this is starting to happen in her new position. She 

believes women running the entire systems arose from places where people had the least, 

made mechanisms to sustain and made the most. “We need to get the people that have 

survived the harshest in positions of the most influence, as quickly as possible for 

everybody’s sake . . . its survival . . . a particular formula,” she says. For Dean Saunders, 

effective sustainability is survival and not at all a power play for those in positions of 

influence. 
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We move to reflections of her academic career, extracting personal contributions 

that began twenty years ago in her second year as an academic faculty. She had a 

newborn baby; she was seeking the answers from those older and wiser about racism; and 

she was involved in community engagement. Her personal practice was vibrant, up early 

and on the mat daily. Her role as an educator coordinating students and community 

women fed into her responsibility as artistic director of her company producing concerts 

with the help of grants. Most importantly in this moment was an introduction into the 

idea of gatekeeping. According to the principles identified in Undoing Racism: The 

People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond, 

[P]ersons who work in institutions often function as gatekeepers to ensure that the 

institution perpetuates itself. By operating with anti-racist values and networking 

with those who share those values and maintaining accountability in the 

community, the gatekeeper becomes an agent of institutional transformation. 

(n.d.) 

Dean Saunders inquired what it meant to be a gatekeeper of access to privilege in the 

context of higher education and how access is given to some and not to others. While 

discussing this phase of her career she adds a sidebar restating the strange sensation she 

experiences on the left side of her body. The sensation began ten years later; however, it 

is during this ten-year period that she was the happiest time in her career because “I was 

primarily, even though I was doing this work and I was stimulating this kind of 

conversation. I had plenty of opportunity to be on the dance floor and connected to, like 

pure light.” As a fellow mover, this was a beautiful way to capture the connection to the 
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dance floor and stimulating conversations. It was also a “wow” moment as her upward 

gaze and reflective presentation was extremely touching and beautiful. 

In her academic life, Dean Saunders is driven by a sense of responsibility to hold 

down this activist spot for the collective community (inside and outside of the academy) 

and the urgency she feels. She says, “For the energies that flow through me and other 

connections to other conversations that can flow through me to be present in the rooms 

that I’m in and I have allowed that to become the driving force, in my academic career.” 

She makes it clear that she does not think it is her personal driving force. This is manifest 

in her body. She thinks this is why she has pain in her shoulder. I seek to understand more 

about what the replacement would be if the pathway or the very nucleus is not personal. 

Is there room for both, or is one distinct from the other? Her statement is the key. She 

says: 

One possible path, one possible pathway would be to, and the funny thing is, I’ve 

been doing it. I’ve been leaving, I’ve been leaving positions and guiding my 

replacement in a way that maintains the voice. Just another voice, of course. And 

so, the path is to, is really about my finishing whatever responsibility that I think 

I’m doing. Finishing it and feeling like I’ve done enough. And going back to the 

dance floor. 

Dean Saunders says that in leaving the dance floor for the administrative chair, you skip a 

developmental stage, and it is difficult to go back and fill that gap. For her this is a fear, 

but she acknowledges that she thinks it is possible, but you must work at it and keep 

working. She says it was never a career pathway but a life/work practice. “I gave myself 
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to it. I need to be spending more time,” she says. “The only time that I’ve experienced 

perfect harmony as a physical being on earth, has been dancing.” With this comes the 

declaration that spending more time might take up too much of the day for her to also be 

a dean. However, she works to remain in touch with the responsibilities that she feels 

could transfer into writing and publishing. 

In summary… 
 

We have come to the end of this wonderful time together, pushing and pulling, 

digging at final statements for clarity. She says to have clarity in her spine will eliminate 

the pain on the left side of her body. We both agree that this will take place only with 

forward movement. If that means leaving her position, it will have to be leaving the 

position, for each position offers clarity. In many ways this is who she has been. Dean 

Saunders was incredibly generous and gracious with her time and candor. Throughout the 

entire interview process, the pauses and silences were louder than the dialogue and details 

she provided. She cared for the process and genuinely cared for me as the interviewer. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

ANALYSIS 

Challenging power structures from the inside, working the cracks within the 

system, however, requires learning to speak multiple languages of power 

convincingly. 

—Patricia Hill Collins, On Intellectual Activism, 2013 
 
 

Chapters IV through VII presented the experiences of four women of colors 

faculty administrators of dance and dance programs. Their stories shed light on the 

obstacles they faced in achieving promotion and success within higher education. I 

identified four themes in their narratives: “From the Outside In: Visions of Bodies in 

Society;” 2) “Enacting Subjectivity: Effects of Gender and Race Performativity;” 3) 

“From the Inside Out: Noticing the Sensation;” and 4) “Felt Experiences: Naming the 

Embodied Context.” In this chapter, I placed these themes in conversation with current 

literature from the fields of feminist and social theory, gender and ethnic studies, 

consciousness, interaction, healing and thought philosophy, and higher and continuing 

education. I also examine the themes in light of literature that examines the institutional 

factors that act as obstructions to advancement within the context of gender and ethnicity 

in higher education and specifically within the field of dance leadership. Through this 

process, I reveal behaviors related to stereotypes, biases, and tokenism, unwelcoming 

spaces that impact their perceived value in higher education. In addition, this discussion 
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reveals an institutional landscape that presents boundaries that affect the physical 

intelligence and mental intellect of these women of colors. 

The analysis considers how bodies are perceived, performed and how bodies 

speak. The participants’ professional experience is marked by their subjective experience 

navigating the institution. Drawing from the work of a multidisciplinary set of scholars, 

theories of phenomenology, performativity, and social construction in relation to 

gendered and racialized bodies, the analysis reveals how the body functions as a site of 

perception, expression, and experience. For my research project, their scholarship 

enabled a pathway to alternate knowledge of the body by understanding interiority and 

exteriority as not just the process of thinking bodily but also how the body informs the 

logic of thinking. Thus, the exteriority of the body and embodiment and the interiority of 

the lived body and sensory approaches is informed by this unified mind/body concept. In 

placing race and gender at the center of my study, different forms of sensorimotor 

understanding, embodied perspectives, and social constructions of the marginalized body 

are illustrated. Overall, this chapter aligns the portraits and analytical interpretation with 

the research problem and purpose to underscore the contributions of this project to the 

literature in leadership studies. 

From the Outside In: Vision of Bodies in Society 
 

In this section, I utilize a Black feminist lens to analyze “outside-in” concepts of 

bodies in society to better understand the gendered and racialized body for those 

minoritized women working in PWIs. Patricia Hill Collins characterizes the significance 

of a “Black female-centered analysis” as “defining and valuing one’s consciousness of 
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one’s own self-defined standpoint in the face of images that foster a self-definition as the 

objectified “Other”“ and it allows Black women to “reject internalized, psychological 

oppression” (Hill Collins 1986, s18). The relevance of the outsider within status, from 

this perspective, highlights how detrimental it can be when women of colors do not see 

themselves represented within institutional structures and, as a result, incur a loss of 

individualism. It is important to note, additionally, that women of colors have been 

invited into spaces where dominant culture assembles, such as higher education, albeit in 

marginalized positions. Rabelo, Robotham, and McCluney discuss this practice is a way 

of depersonalizing women of colors faculty by creating a failure to notice their 

individuality (2020). Ultimately, my goal is to demonstrate how historical structural and 

institutional racism persists via social constructions of race and often excludes, or at the 

very least constrains, women of colors. Yet, Patricia Hill Collins argues that “many Black 

female intellectuals have made creative use of their marginality—their “outsider within” 

status—to produce Black feminist thought that reflects a special standpoint on self, 

family, and society” (Hill Collins 1986, s14). This analysis highlights the issues and 

experiences from multiple perspectives to accommodate both commonalities and 

diversity in terms of class, age, and gender identity. Approaching difference from this 

nuanced perspective allows for greater insight into how women of colors can engage in 

advocacy and coalition building from their unique perspectives (Hill Collins 1990). 

Historical and contemporary formations that include gender and race considers a 

central understanding of the ways in which the body acts as a site of political, social, 

cultural, and economic contestation. Because feminist standpoint theory is one of the 
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many ways to analyze the experiences of marginalized groups, its importance guided the 

focus and the different ways of accounting for my participants experiences. The outsider 

within status becomes a subtle but simultaneously powerful obstacle as described by my 

participants. In their narratives, these four women locate the notion of dance leadership at 

the margins of administrative structures, a disorienting, alienating, and uncomfortable 

space of the “outsider/within.” For example, being talked over in meetings, drawing 

attention to appearance, devaluing the importance of dance movement from the diaspora, 

and relegating cultural dance aesthetics to supplementary status in the curriculum. The 

experiential standpoint of women of colors in dance leadership ‘within’ the 

administrative structure of the academy has an insider status as an employee. However, 

the four women of colors in my study exist as outsiders within when the practices 

illustrated above persist. In many cases, the most obvious examples of marginalization 

have to do with the treatment of women of colors’ bodies. This study synthesizes the 

collective experiences of the body as a textualized body, a material surface to receive 

meaning (Conboy, Medina, and Stanbury 1997; Grosz 1994), as a political/social 

organization and as inscribed (Grosz 1994). It is important to state that the mind, body, 

and consciousness are all symbiotic with each other in creating this human experience. 

These narratives underscore that inequities and stereotypes continue to exist and 

create boundaries for women of colors, particularly around their embodiment in these 

marginalized spaces, as they attempt to gain educational and economic parity in society. 

The racialized body is read as having lower class status that undercuts the positions of 

authority these women have attained. For example, Dr. Olivia Ghatak described how 
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parents at the auditions for the university’s dance program assumed she was part of the 

custodial staff because of the color of her skin. While perhaps demeaning, she felt their 

perception of her served her well in moving through the parent and potential student 

environment without confrontation. Dr. Ghatak spoke about encounters with upset 

parents whose children did not succeed during the audition while they assumed she was 

the cleaning lady. Her way of navigating this experience was coupled with the realization 

that her body was limited to a specific space within the institution. Domestic service is 

one example of how class status is attributed to minoritized women. While Dr. Ghatak 

has access to these spaces she is marginalized and experiences the burden of racism, 

however she deals with it in order to be included in white institutional culture (Ahmed 

2012, 2014). Facilitating diversity, collaboration, and cooperation requires the inclusion 

of a diverse culture. Acknowledging differences—in skills and abilities, personality traits, 

values, and attitude—is a central component of cultural diversity. 

Specifically for women of African descent, the body as represented by issues with 

hair becomes a target through attention to appearance. Manya C. Whitaker and Eric 

Anthony Grollman define the perturbing intensity of hair criticism in this light: 

“[S]ometimes I wish my hair was the bravest thing about me, but . . . I know that my very 

presence in the university is a testament to our courageous legacies” (2019, 19). 

Appearance is a visual announcement and when hair pushes against the European 

standard of beauty, it renders identities different in white spaces and thus relies on 

strength and courage for women of colors demanding a place in the academy. Although 

there are compliance training requirements in many universities for students, faculty, and 
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staff with regard to harassment,16 administrative status within the institution does not 

necessarily protect a woman of colors from targeted commentary that runs afoul of this 

training. Dean Saunders described arriving at an executive level meeting and having an 

attendee stop the entire meeting to direct focus to her hair. For Dean Saunders, while he 

stopped mid-sentence and the inference was, she was disheveled, this interruption was as 

though he could not control himself, she recalls. For Dean Saunders the references to her 

hair, when based on the European standards, stereotypically indicate not only that women 

of colors are inferior but also that they are unkemped in grooming and in comportment. 

This example illustrates an assumption about appearance and undercuts her authority as 

well as marginalizes her within a space that she has every right to occupy. E. Patrick 

Johnson explains how the Black body has been the site of attack and damage historically 

and that history informs all performance of race in America (2003). The power dynamic 

exhibited in the reading and policing of the Black body, in this instance, is deemed as 

acceptable behavior within the space of the university when commentaries such as this go 

uncontested. 

Unwelcoming spaces in higher education create additional obstacles to ethnic 

diversity. The following highlights the complicated embodiment of hyphenated identity, 

when two or more ethnic and/or cultural identities are joined and how it is often 

determined by the dominant power structure. Professor Fernandez acquired an ethnic 

identity in the walls of the institution, envisioned by her colleagues based on phenotype, 

 

16 Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 (https://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/for- 
individuals/sex-discrimination/title-ix-education-amendments/index.html). 

http://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/for-
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an identity she had not articulated. While race is a social concept, Blackness is a social 

construct as well (Johnson 2003). Comprised of two components, Blackness can be 

defined externally through the stigma of dark skin with African features and internally 

through cultural pride, history, survival, struggle. She is Latina and self-identifies as 

Afro-Puerto Rican. For years an assumption was made in her department. Fernandez’s 

Chair did not know she was Puerto Rican and the Chair qualified this by categorizing 

Professor Fernandez as Black. Professor Fernandez brings clarity to the encounter by 

stating she is Black, however, corrects the perception of how one looks at race and 

ethnicity. She continues by making clear, she is Black by having a darker color to her 

skin, but she is not African American. Identity that is ethnically and culturally plural is 

complex and multifaceted, however in social relationship where ethnic distinction is 

made by the dominant culture, it negates the fact and the intersectional notion that ethnic 

minorities include a number of diverse cultures, behaviors, language etc. 

Institutions have practices “that keep members of historically underrepresented 

groups in subordinate positions” (Whitaker and Grollman 2019, 7). The connection 

between tokenism and embodiment operates from two points of view. On the one hand, 

women of colors do not see themselves in positions of leadership and on the other hand, 

the representation of leadership is further marginalized through tokenism. Research 

studies indicate that “achieving leadership is more difficult for women than men” and 

therefore, women are placed in roles of leadership as a token gesture (Eagly and Karau 

2002, 581). Often, tokenism has many synonyms and is an obligatory and symbolic yet 

superficial effort to, for example, fill diversity quotas (The Combahee River Collective 
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Statement [1978] 2015; Wilder, Jones, and Osborne-Lampkin 2013). For instance, Dean 

Duverger-Leclère was the first woman of colors at her conservatory’s one-hundred-year 

history to received tenure and promotion. Her administrators boasted at this 

accomplishment, yet she admitted how difficult it was to feel honored. She felt that the 

position was ‘given’ to her as a woman of colors and that her ability was being 

questioned. In addition, there was no one coming up behind her which was disheartening. 

Tying up the issues of embodiment, representation, and marginalization, in this instance, 

Dean Duverger-Leclère was not able to enjoy her accomplishment because there were no 

women of colors in leadership before her, the between the lines questions is can they 

(women of colors) cut it? The other glaring issue is the diversity quota, a token gesture 

100 years in the making. 

As these examples suggest, the observable traits of skin color and hair engender 

stereotypical categories that serve as obstacles for these women of colors. Northouse 

describes stereotypes as cognitive shortcuts categorizing people based on characteristics 

of gender, race, or age ([1997] 2015). Stereotypes create a judgment bias for those in 

decision making positions in the institution (Grosz 1994; Turner 2002); once stereotypes 

are embraced, they become a sieve through which information is discriminately brought 

to mind and used, as with class status for Dr. Ghatak and professionalism for Dean 

Saunders (Ahmed 2007). Dominate stereotypes in both of these examples seems to be 

‘unprofessional’ or unreadable within white conceptions of professionalism. The 

experiences of Dr. Ghatak and Dean Saunders also illustrate Ahmed’s point with regard 

to the academy that spaces are energized by the way that bodies occupy them and not 
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how bodies perform in the space as well as how some bodies are passed by and others not 

(2007). Appearance for women in the workplace is a problematic factor, however, for 

women of colors negative stereotypical traits about appearance can undermine career 

advancement or be used as a target to enact a subjugated and subordinate lens for those 

women of colors in administrative positions (Turner 2002). The authority over Professor 

Fernandez’s ethnic identity is determined by the dominant culture and given 

representation of who they think she is from their lens. Women of colors faculty navigate 

their experiences of embodiment through white norms (Ortega 2008). Dean Duverger- 

Leclère advanced in rank through tenure and promotion, however racial and gender 

realities are highlighted by the institution’s commitment to inaction a consequence that 

harms women of colors faculty through the reproduction of institutional authority 

(Ahmed 2004). 

Another perspective of the institutional landscape is by means of my participant’s 

scholarship and creative research. Through their choreographic influence, these women 

have been working to challenge some of these dominant notions of embodiment. Within 

dance leadership, choreography is typically a place where the value of bodies in society 

flows through the institution and falls under the framework of the dominant culture and 

European movement practices. Yet, Dr. Ghatak, Dean Saunders, and Professor Fernandez 

all value the groundedness in movement disciplines other than their own. Working within 

Indian classical, West African, and Afro-Cuban dance forms, these women push the 

definition of art beyond the performative frameworks of Western European dance and 

those methodologies of evaluation which limit the inherent value of diasporic and varied 
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cultural dance forms. Each of these women of colors consider the opportunities 

traditional and diaspora dance forms offer (DeFrantz and Willis 2016). 

For example, Professor Fernandez spent decades teaching, directing, and 

choreographing diasporic experiences and performances. She used literature to highlight 

the struggle and oppression of Black life, moving the programs she directed from the 

continental United States into the diaspora.17 During her tenure at the university, she was 

inspired to deepen her work with diasporic communities validating her experiences of 

thriving even though excluded from some opportunities and academic spaces. Professor 

Fernandez’s understanding of the intersections between gender, racialized ethnicity as 

well as immigration status, informed by her personal background and the institution, 

shaped her journey through higher education (Whitaker and Grollman 2019). BFT 

suggests women of colors engagement of self-determination and agency are radical acts 

and particularly prominent for my interviewees is their desire to reshape the complex 

understanding of culturally diverse populations and its importance in education. 

Dr. Ghatak when working with her students wants to impart the idea of dance as 

not being a showcase of skill but for dancers to be involved in an experience beyond skill 

sets. She identifies commonality within gender, race, and culture and infuses this into her 

choreography, thus pushing the boundaries of the marginalized space. Her specific 

intervention was to develop and open up space for herself and her students. A by-product 

of dances value for these leaders is to envision and choose to implement institutional and 

 

17 Diaspora, to disperse any people from their original homeland. 
(https://www.globalizationpartners.com/2016/10/02/diaspora-the-dispersion-of-people- 
from-their-homeland Accessed February 20, 2020). 

http://www.globalizationpartners.com/2016/10/02/diaspora-the-dispersion-of-people-
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at times structural change by continually moving art beyond static performative 

frameworks. For example, Dean Saunders’ intervention is to engage faculty in 

discussions in meeting about racism and sexism in order to open up space for her 

choreographic work to be taken seriously. From a Black feminist perspective, she has 

entered the discourse at a time when the institution needed to approach these issues, 

doing twice as much work in order to validate her experiences, showing agency and self- 

validation in her administrative work. 

It is encouraging to find similarities in methods of navigating boundaries that are 

expressed through the perspectives opening up marginalized space albeit a limit to this 

kind of work. In the case of Dean Duverger-Leclère, the other side of token status 

prompted possibilities to be used in the preparation for administrative leadership. A 

further realization for the Dean was this was not unusual and that other women of colors 

experience limitations within an institution. Her recourse was to leave the institution if 

she wanted the opportunity to advance her career in the administrative realm. Dean 

Duverger-Leclère shifted the focus of tokenism and the impact of her acquired position, 

to leverage a trajectory through institutions where her administrative work could flourish 

outside the limits of tokenism. 

Before proceeding to examine embodied practices more fully, there are innate 

experiences for dancers where physical intelligence and mental intellect are conjoined. 

The association of inter-connection and inseparability of the mind and body (subjective 

and objective; self and other) is an anti-dualistic concept (Grosz 1994; Hays 2009; 

Merleau-Ponty 1968; Pert 2007; Pullen and Vachhani 2013; Sheets-Johnstone 2016; Van 
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der Kolk 2015). The mind/body dichotomy reenforces the status quo, excludes the 

marginalized and seems to speak back to the practice of policing and limiting the body. It 

positions the body as an inscribed space with its own intellect. The mind, body, and 

consciousness are all symbiotic with each other in creating this human experience. The 

importance for leadership studies is separation and subordination in leadership studies are 

under-examined, limiting the potential for a “corporeal imagination” in leadership studies 

(Pullen and Vachhani 2013, 316). Women of colors in the field of dance have put forth 

efforts to diffuse this dichotomy in their toolbox to see beyond the status quo of the 

institution. Dr. Ghatak finds dancers are innate leaders because they have already thought 

through the dichotomy and can contribute to the leadership discourse. 

As these examples show, the ways in which women of colors use embodied 

practice to challenge their multiple oppressions illustrates the continuous evolution of 

Black feminist consciousness. While simultaneously unified and fragmented, feminist 

consciousness has as its mission the attempt to dismantle institutionalized and 

commonplace gender, race, and class discrimination. There are tensions that emerge 

during identity formation when women of colors negotiate experiences (Hill Collins 

[1990]2008; Moraga and Anzaldua 1983), however as discussed above, my participants 

exercise a feminist consciousness, in transposing issues through their administrative 

work, creative scholarship and research. In Counternarratives from Women of Color 

Academics, Yolanda Flores Niemann describes how Chicana feminisms inform her 

values and beliefs around racial and ethnic heritage (qtd in Whitaker and Grollman 2019). 

I include two components of her feminism here as they are a fitting end for this section of 
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analysis; “1) addressing legacies and remnants of historical power, with a focus on the 

intersections among gender, race, and social class; and 2) an understanding that the social 

construction of race is central to how people of color are constrained in society” (qtd in 

Whitaker and Grollman 2019, 7). As Niemann’s framework suggests, the historical 

power structures and social constructions of race and gender exercised in institution of 

higher learning affect the professional experiences of my participants. From the outside- 

in, racial subjugation has implications of internalized incongruity. Eagly and Karau 

discussed two forms of incongruity that manifest two forms of prejudice (i.e., stereotyped 

limitations for women in leadership roles and the evaluative vantage are able to enact the 

conventions of a leader; 2002). A deeper understanding of these social constructions 

emerges in my analysis and open up space and work against these systems of oppression. 

This begins as we looked at the body as a site in the construction of identity in cultural 

and social practices and the corporeal materiality in the performance of gender and the 

embodiment of race are described by my participants as their experiences are lived. In 

other words, how identity, the perception of self is embodied and performed by racialized 

and gendered bodies. 

Enacting Subjectivity: Effects of Gender and Race Performativity 
 

As analysis of the first theme indicates, women of colors leaders in dance in 

higher education still occupy outsider within status. The perception of the embodied self 

within the social-semiotic matrix of social, society, person, suggest performatives depend 

on the social relations that reproduce them as intelligible, believable, and acceptable—or 

not. J. L. Austin posits language includes speech acts, utterances that function 
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performatively ([1962] 1975). Judith Butler considers the concept of performativity to 

describe how gender is constructed which is a socially constructed process that is an 

ongoing and continuous process of performative acts (1988). Race and gender 

performativity, which relies on patterns and codes (Ahmed 2006), is continual based on 

the relationship of how boundaries are set and reset (Pereira 2019). In the above section, 

there were institutional and societal patterns and codes. This section of the analysis 

considers how bodies are perceived, performed and how bodies speak. I consider the 

effects of gender and race performativity: how boundaries designate benefits depending 

on the value of what is on the inside, who belongs on the inside, and who remains on the 

outside. Presented in the analysis are a series of ways boundaries are enacted to 

understand alternate knowledge of the body through interiority and exteriority, not just 

the process of thinking bodily but also how the body informs the logic of thinking. 

Institutional performance and the performative experiences of women of colors 

faculty are two acts surrounding systemic professional as well as personal boundaries. 

Structural domination is recreated and reenforced through systems of power, this is being 

framed in language of inclusivity, equity, and diversity (Parker and Gillborn 2020). Thus, 

generating material changes in a person’s existence and in their bodily self (Butler 1988). 

Stylized repetitions of bodily acts are not limited to gender, and while they include 

discursive construction, differences include embodied experiences (Butler 1988). I 

examined the performative potentials in the life, norms, and habits of these four women 

in light of the systemic boundaries they face. 
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Performativity is an important area of analysis for this project because it reverses 

the idea that an identity is a static and essential source of secondary action, speech, and 

gesture. Theories of performativity highlight the processual construction of identities, as 

the accretive result of actions, behavior, and gestures. E. Patrick Johnson explores the 

tensions in performing Blackness as lived and embodies experience through the lens of 

race offering insight into the process of enacting one’s subjectivity (2003). 

An analysis of performativity and social construction in relation to gendered and 

racialized bodies rely on attention to boundaries because it reveals how the body 

functions as a site of perception, expression, and experience. It must be said that not all 

boundaries assume racial hierarchy. However, women of colors faculty often face 

structural and political boundaries comprised of whiteness and maleness, experienced as 

racial, patriarchal, and gendered. Whiteness when analyzed as race is a way to contrast 

one’s identity as different than others (Haney López [1996] 2006) and maleness is the 

state of being male (Crenshaw 2017). As Derrick Bell states, “for all the slipperiness 

involved in the signification of these boundaries, a stable racial hierarchy continues to 

exist with whiteness on top and blackness at the bottom” (qtd in Roediger 2010, 138). 

John A. Powell (2005) writes in his article “Dreaming of a Self Beyond Whiteness and 

Isolation,” that boundaries in racial contexts are socially constructed and are established 

to determine who belongs on the inside and who should remain on the outside. He asserts 

that “these external boundaries and manifestations of whiteness and internal white 

identity are linked at a deep level and that a better understanding of this relationship helps 

to explain why whiteness and racial hierarchy are still reproduced across all of our spaces 
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from the most public to a space as private as our dreams” (Powell 2005, 15). Boundaries 

as an institutional deterrent are erected to defend something from something or someone. 

Powell further states, “[T]here needs to be some differential between who or what is 

inside and who or what is outside with a different valuation between them. If there is no 

differentiation, or if this differentiation is too weak, the boundaries will become 

meaningless” (2005, 16). What we gain from this brief review of boundary is boundaries 

are not necessarily marked as spaces that are equal. The designation is of benefit to one 

group and an opposition for other groups. Depending on the value of what is on the inside 

this determines how great the interest is in trying to get in as well as gives value to who 

belongs on the inside and devalues those kept on the outside. We also learn that race is 

not without consequence and race and gender as an identifiable marker of difference as 

examined by Butler suggests that identities are performatively constructed (Butler 1988; 

Johnson 2003). The purpose of boundaries is to maintain relationships while 

performativity becomes a reiterative practice based on relationships (Butler 2011; 

Johnson 2003; Powell 2005, 2012). 

For my participants, they each mentioned the direction they were moving was 

through, and/or around boundaries within the institution. Not being recognized or being 

limited or stopped as they moved through boundaries and the driving forces and self- 

imposed commitments as they navigated around boundaries is described through bodily 

experiences. For my participants, institutional boundaries constituted a strong theme in 

their narratives in terms of what they needed to move through, and/or around. The 

analysis suggests that whiteness circumscribes spaces in the institution. Rabelo, 
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Robotham, and McCluney find that a unique set of practices are associated with white 

spaces in institutions that are “(1) imposed, (2) presumed, (3) venerated, and (4) forced 

through the use of the white gaze” (2020, 7). At the professional level in PWIs, whiteness 

is presumed the default. 

Tenure and promotion are two milestone steps in many institutions, no one 

perspective captures the many factors that are in the stories of women of colors. The 

instance of Dean Duverger-Leclère milestone tenure and promotion as the first women of 

colors in the conservatory’s century old history is significant in that it is an 

acknowledgement by the institution of a long-term commitment to the faculty member. 

Yet, in the case of Dean Duverger-Leclère it diminished her sense of accomplishment, as 

the institution’s commitment to antiracism decelerates actions toward recognizing current 

and ongoing racial and gender realities. Framed through intersectionality, from one 

perspective, when women of colors as a marginalized group or when their work is 

focused on marginalized groups, they experience a difficult time achieving legitimacy 

when moving through the boundaries of whiteness and maleness. From another 

perspective, while the lack of institutional action is not necessarily discriminatory from a 

legal standpoint the conduct notwithstanding harms women of colors faculty. The impact 

of this conduct affects women of colors in the following ways: the marginalization that 

devalues their presence, the lack of recognition for their contributions, and the unwritten 

rules that undercut women of colors ability to navigate boundaries. Furthermore, tenure 

and promotion are milestone steps in many institutions, the circumstances that 

surrounded her case diminished the overall effect. 
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There are two performative acts occurring in this regard, the institutions 

performance as it recognizes gender and race as a current or even ongoing reality, and the 

women of colors’ resulting performative experience. Dean Saunders finds the work 

around gender and race to be exhausting. Being on the margins is energy-draining when 

efforts to justify your existence and/or work is a constant requirement. A subtext to this 

requirement is women of colors feel any errors on their part are being interpreted as 

intellectual inferiority (Hill Collins 2013). 

As an illustration of institutional performance on race, Ahmed warns, “if [the 

institution] did recognize such racism, then it would be more likely to see that racism as 

coming from “strangers” outside of the institution rather than “natives” inside it” (2004, 

110). For Ahmed, the strangers are those who may visit the institution, employed outside, 

and bring their perspective to the institution. And natives refer to the employed 

inhabitants/citizens of the institutional community. An institutions recognition of racism 

accordingly produces a commitment to antiracism; however, this performative act can 

retard actions thus enabling “mechanism[s] for the reproduction of institutional authority” 

(2004, 110). Institutional performance functions as a speech act whereby the commitment 

to antiracism hinders rather than enables action (Ahmed 2012). Dean Saunders comment 

that the work to push the institutional system and faculty to recognize race and racism is 

exhausting and therefore is a process of trying to get through a brick wall (Ahmed 2012). 

The performative experience of women of colors faculty is enacted because of such 

systematic boundaries. Institutional inaction sits in the realm of a long-delayed and 

bankrupt response to centuries of long-delayed and bankrupt responses that does physical 
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and emotional harm (Powell 2005). The institutional performance operates as inaction in 

the face of need and makes women of colors faculty both figuratively and literally 

invisible. 

Further, where systems of power engage in reinforcing and recreating structural 

domination, this structural oppression is being framed in the language of inclusivity, 

equity, and diversity (Parker and Gillborn 2020). For example, there are a plethora of 

perspectives through educational exposure for students and faculty in higher education, 

various campus resources, diversity sessions, etc.; however, few challenge normative 

worldviews (Stewart 2017). An institutions strength is its ability to persevere and 

therefore race and racial structures are challenged but remain unchanged. The language 

of inclusivity, equity, and diversity paradoxically reenforces this unchanged status, 

through a system of appeasement (Stewart 2017). As this example suggests, language in 

policy and protocol stating inclusivity, equity, and diversity often stands in for action on 

these issues and are not always interpreted in ways that address the problem. As a result, 

a diverse student body and diverse faculty do not always represent a sense of belonging 

for either. 

One example of institutional performance that depersonalizes and erases women 

of colors faculty is the failure to notice individuality (Parker and Gillborn 2020). In 

meetings, my participants described not being heard or recognized in group settings as 

part of their experience of invisibility and exclusion in white spaces. Being interrupted 

and spoken over were issues Dean Duverger-Leclère faced. An expectation of knowing 

the racial statistics on campus was indicated by Professor Fernandez and repeating the 
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same issues over and over for Dean Saunders was exhausting. Even if you have the 

ability to connect and communicate clearly, intellectually, and emotionally, the 

underlying issue toward advancement in this regard is if you are not remembered for your 

contributions in meetings, two factors result. Not being remembered at the time of 

promotion and/or in order to be recognized the subtle or not so subtle directive is to work 

harder. My participants find that institutions of higher education disproportionately serve 

and resource the dominant group of people while women of colors faculty are 

underserved and exploited. The harmful effects on non-dominant racial and ethnic 

women faculty of colors becomes critically important for their health and well-being. 

For women of colors, these boundaries have a direct impact on their embodied 

experience. As Sarah Ahmed argues, spaces in the institution “take shape through the 

habitual actions of bodies” (Ahmed 2007, 156). Dean Saunders acknowledged that she 

felt an urgency around holding space in her positions and being a conduit for undoing 

systemic oppressions in higher education. Being present in the room and allowing this 

energy to flow through her has become the driving force in her academic career. 

However, she thinks this self-imposed commitment is why her shoulder hurts. In our 

interview, she described the pain as being like a fist twisting. She animated a spiral and 

rotated the left side of her body while folding into her right side, to demonstrated how it 

makes her body curl. She explained that she feels this tension in her neck and behind her 

ear all the way to her eye socket and into her head. There is tingling in her fingers and her 

hip hurts sometimes. For her, everything feels just a bit out of place. From the example, 

the analysis prompts two considerations. The first is the relationship between the 
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institutional inaction physically impacts her lived bodily experience and performativity. 

Secondly, the performativity of taking on the role of pushing for inclusivity through her 

presence in reaction to the university’s inaction has material impacts on her embodied 

experience. Each part of the body expresses emotional issues individually, but when 

taken as a whole, the left side of the body, represents receptivity, the woman, the mother, 

taking in, and utilizing feminine energy (Hay 2009). And then focusing on the arm, 

“represent[s] our ability and capacity to embrace the experiences of life. The upper arms 

have to do with our capacity, and the lower arms have to do with our abilities” (Hay 

2009, 155). Dean Saunders is committed to moving her community forward using the 

scope of her professional experiences and understanding that there is educational urgency 

regarding issues of race. 

While bodies of colors are made invisible in white spaces, they are 

simultaneously hyper-visible in meetings, classrooms, and on campus. Professor 

Fernandez discusses being marked walking around campus, being the only women of 

colors on a committee, or when entering a classroom to teach. Ahmed explains 

hypervisibility in this way, that marked individuals experience the burden of racism 

(2012). The examples she provides are dealing with the climate in order to be included in 

white institutional culture, conceding to the recession of racism, embodying a 

commitment to diversity, and being asked to smile in their brochures (Ahmed 2012). As 

mentioned above, once again, a diverse student body and diverse faculty, as expressed 

through promotional materials, do not always represent a sense of belonging for either. 

The white gaze is the perception of bodily oversight and surveillance (Ahmed 2007). The 
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marginalization of women of colors bodies requires them to manage their appearance, 

behavior, emotions, and speech in order to conform. 

Similar to the issue of invisibility, in having their bodies stand out in white spaces, 

women of colors’ subjective experience are framed by the emotional and cognitive 

impact of that experience; having their bodies flow into white spaces “is to turn back 

towards itself, to become an object” (Ahmed 2007, 161). In this space where women of 

colors do their work, the internal struggles to perform in these spaces result in chronic 

stresses which reside in the body. Dean Duverger-Leclère describes herself as a ‘do it 

anyway’ personality, even when she feels fear. She explained that her hands may be 

shaking, palms sweating, voice quivering but she will still move in a forward direction. 

The conceptual idea of bodily boundaries and their modes of understanding demonstrate 

internal and constitutive articulation and/or disarticulation between the inside of and the 

outside of the body. The internal struggles to perform and the impact on the body as 

described by injury, pain, and the like, yields perspectives of a corporeal exterior, 

referenced by Grosz as psychical structuring out of which generates a psychical 

interiority (Grosz 1994). In the case of Dean Duverger-Leclère a desire to push forward 

and do it anyway. It is at these times when the impact of the experience and/or desire are 

messages stored in the body (Pert 2010). The notion of extended consciousness and 

physical intelligence resonates here (Hay 2009; Pert 2010; Van de Kolk 2015). 

For women of colors, their experience of navigating unwelcoming spaces surface 

and becomes embedded at a very young age. Dean Saunders references her younger 

experiences before she was fully aware of race, growing up in a multiracial family, 
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Saunders’s interactions with her white grandfather created a space she characterized 

through the belief that she was special anywhere and around anyone. As she became 

more aware of race, however, she accessed spaces performatively. Dean Duverger- 

Leclère describes living in an area and attending school being one of two children of 

color and that overtly visible environment having the need to prove herself to be just as 

funny, clever, smart, creative, etc. It is here that Powell’s point cautioning the direction of 

movement and who is doing the traveling realizes it importance. Moving into the 

unwelcome space sets up a performative action derived from the extended consciousness 

and physical intelligence (i.e., do it anyway, being special anywhere or around anyone). 

Performativity describes how our social realities, and our bodies acquire and retain the 

quality of permanence, of becoming a permanent and neutral surface on which culture 

and politics then seem to act. It describes a process by which some bodies get produced 

as real and others as unreal or less than human or aberrant and thus less desiring of 

protection. 

In spaces where bodies are not extended, the direction of movement is difficult. 
 

To this point Ahmed writes, 
 

[S]uch bodies are stopped, where the stopping is an action that creates its own 

impressions. Who are you? Why are you here? What are you doing? [Y]ou are 

stopped by being asked the question, just as asking the questions requires that you 

be stopped. (2007, 161) 

My participants believed their bodily subjectivity—bodies as objects that can be 

stopped—is a series of boundaries in spaces that are contingent on the enactment of 
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social conventions. When a person crosses a boundary, people are intent on policing that 

boundary or line. This perspective raises questions about the initial value of the 

boundary. In the case of race, fluid lines elicit fear, especially for those that invest in 

racial identity markers and boundaries. Bodies are as a series of boundaries in that they 

are individually, socially, and politically inferred and managed (Sheets-Johnstone 2011). 

Found in these emerging themes are the negative impact of institutional performance and 

resulting boundaries. 

Given the impact of institutional performance, we now turn to some of the active 

strategies, the performative activities women of colors faculty use to create safe spaces 

for themselves. Professor Fernandez reflects that the only safe space was when she was 

with other women of colors where she was able to commiserate and share her 

experiences. She adds to this commentary by acknowledging that women of color in the 

academy have to depend on themselves for the most part because there are not many 

women of color faculty in her PWI. It is a matter of survival for Professor Fernandez to 

be able to listen to the issues of other women of colors on campus to manage the 

obstacles she herself faced. Professor Fernandez continued to add she felt some relief 

when the long fought for building had finished construction providing a dedicated dance 

space for her to direct the dance company. In this newly acquired space she felt safe, and 

her creativity flourished because she was not constantly exposed to accommodation 

spaces (i.e., gymnasiums, theatre rehearsal spaces, etc.). Dean Saunders seeks older 

women of colors to draw from their experiences, time that she deliberately has to mark on 

her calendar and Dean Duverger-Leclère seeks women of colors outside of the academy 
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for advice as she navigates multiple hierarchies. Dr. Ghatak initiated and created an off- 

campus dance space where she is able to express the relationship of ideas and how the 

politics of bodies expands and is clarified. She works to deepen understanding of 

oppositional knowledge and bring to the forefront subjugated and partial perspectives. 

My four participants’ agency in seeking out and creating spaces separate from the 

dominant culture is a survival practice. Challenging social hierarchies can also be in 

service to those hierarchies by expanding perspectives (Hill Collins 2016). In each of 

these instances whether negative or positive, the participants detailed white spaces can be 

isolating. Questions of where power, race and gender hierarchy, privilege, and oppression 

reside, manifest and are enacted are captured in the portraits and analysis and inform the 

bodily ways of perceiving and understanding, lived experiences. From my participants 

descriptions and the analysis, the end result is that these women of colors are 

temperamentally wired to carry on. 

In this study, storytelling became another performative strategy that my 

participants engaged to take agency over the performance of identity as well as to re- 

negotiate institutional boundaries. The examples of Professor Fernandez, Dean Duverger- 

Leclère, and Dean Saunders seeking women of colors spaces for commiserations, is also 

a form of storytelling. The value of storytelling or narrative as a utility is its capacity to 

allow marginalized and disempowered groups to reclaim their voices (Crenshaw et al. 

1996, 63; Hill Collins [1990] 2008, 119). Further, I view storytelling as a radical 

combination of diversity and inclusion work paired with social justice, in that they are 

connected to transformation and the institution as a whole works for transformation. 



236  

 
 

Tapping into these issues illustrates that my project, this dissertation continues this work 

by providing an academic space that foregrounds storytelling and reclaims alternative 

methods of dismantling racial, gender, class, and culture disparities. Drawing from Hill 

Collins, the “broader context of social justice knowledge projects,” requires addressing, 

being accountable for the inequity’s women of colors face in efforts to remove systemic 

barriers and thus enabling freedoms and liberations without support (Hill Collins [1990] 

2008). 

From the Inside Out: Noticing the Sensations 
 

Exploring the body’s active, exploratory engagement in the process of 

embodiment is fundamental to broadening understandings of how race and gender are 

constructed and experienced through cultural and social practices in higher education. 

Phenomenology of the body is to study the physical, sensual experience of the body. 

Feelings and sensations are emotion phenomena that are present in the moment and their 

understanding depends on a first-person account of the experience. To understand felt 

sensations through mind/body/emotions is to see the energetic components of what my 

participants experienced physically. Having examined the duality performed by women 

of colors in dance leadership through the constraints of dance scholarship, leadership 

analysis, BFT, and CRT in the previous themes, it is now important and powerful to 

detach my participants lived experience and begin to see their experiences symbolically. 

This is not to say their experiences were not lived but to expand the perception to a more 

symbolic and energetic view. Both are true, the physical and energetic components, thus, 

one does not erase the other. It is just a broader point of view. 
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Despite the importance of understanding emotion and feelings, as a movement 

educator it is my belief that little effort has been devoted to awareness and perception of 

inner experience for women of colors. There is a wide range of location of sensations, 

multiple distinct feelings, however the connections for women of colors, the construction 

of race and gender, and its effect on the mind/body raises questions of the interactions of 

interpersonal and intrapersonal events, their implications, and consequences. In addition, 

what the analysis reveals is an approach that offers a more generalizable and applicable 

process outside of my participants specific experiences. 

I draw specifically from Alva Nöe’s examinations in analytic phenomenology and 

the structures of experience and consciousness (2006), which posits that “seeing is not 

something that happens in us. It is not something that happens to us or in our brains. It is 

something we do” (Nöe 2009, Kindle loc 922). In this regard, seeing is a skillful activity. 

An individual might think that awareness of their body is like their awareness of any 

other kind of object. However, the experience of the body includes the experience of the 

space around a person’s body. They can experience parts of themselves and the space 

around them as almost part of the body. For the gendered and racialized body, this is 

illustrated in the feeling of entering the classroom or meeting rooms as the only woman 

of colors. The experience entails learning how to fit in, learning how not to say the wrong 

thing, as well as the peculiar sensation of being the only person of colors in the space, a 

physical embodiment of difference. What the interpersonal and intrapersonal events offer 

in the moment and the expanded awareness and perception of inner experience provides 
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additional understandings of the body and in this case the gendered and racialized bodies 

women of colors. 

My participants described sensation in the body as not only enactive embodied 

activity but also an exploration of the inner being, the cognitive core as a direct 

interaction between the body and the world it inhabits (Clark 2011; Noë 2006). In Dr 

Ghatak’s narration of her experiences she indicates how interesting it is “how the body 

takes all the song … I mean where else is it gonna go?” Professor Fernandez’s 

experiences result in tightness, muscle restrictions, “You know as I’m thinking about it, I 

have not let go . . . it was really interesting because I have a complete hip replacement.” 

As these quotes suggest, perception and sensorimotor bodily skill, when taken together, 

are not the same as seeing the content of a picture but rather an active inquiry and 

exploration using felt bodily sensations (Gibbs 2005; Noë 2006). A deconstruction of the 

understanding of the body is to explore the inner being, the cognitive core in direct 

interaction between the body and the world the body inhabits (Burkitt 1999; Clark 2011; 

Grosz 1994; Noë 2006, 2010; Sheets-Johnstone 2009). 

Further, placing a body in a specific place on a time/space continuum (Burkitt 

1999), can serve to anchor a person in a particular experience (Noë 2010). For my 

participants, they recall specific moments in time, events that occurred (i.e., what 

happens in meetings, reactions to frustrations and microaggressions, etc.). We can return 

to Sheets-Johnstone’s metaphysics of movement which bypasses metaphysical dualism 

and explains a complementary academic perspective of the corporeal insides and the 

outsides of the body. Each of my participants discussed areas in their bodies that were 
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injured or had intense pain (i.e., the hip, knee, neck, back and arm), all relating to their 

first-person account of when or how their awareness was connected to a specific moment 

or event in time. 

To elaborate on this idea, Antonio Damasio (1999) points out there is a relation of 

self-consciousness to the knowledge or feeling of emotions. Damasio further 

distinguishes core consciousness, which is concerned with the here and now, from 

extended consciousness, which is concerned with autobiographical memory and the 

perception of time. It is within this realm that patterns emerged in the analysis of my 

participants. Common across all of my participants was the use of practical applications 

of massage, chiropractic as well as other complementary and alternative body modalities, 

such as physical therapy, or even tuning into the body, rebalancing the nervous system by 

lying on a mat. These examples underscore that their emotional identity was linked to 

pain that they had had or were still having. 

The theme that emerged from the analysis was those older experiences, in the 

form of messages stored in the body, must be accessed through the body (Damasio 1999; 

Pert 2010) and that the corporeal body can be changed by emotional experiences. For my 

study, this section of the analysis exhibits a collateral effect brought about by institutional 

factors that underlie the experiences of my participants. This is framed in the example of 

Dr. Ghatak who mentions her knee joint has pain, and in her assessment is a place in her 

body where she stores memories and difficult experiences. “But it’s so hard. You know it 

has to go somewhere!” She resigns herself to stay focused on the work she intends to do, 

in spite of the pain, yet she questions where this kind of pain goes. There is a resulting 
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awareness that ensues when situations and environments affect emotions. However, this 

research as extracted from the analysis, recounts the awareness as it directly occurs, my 

participants first-person account and not inferred by a third person. In this way, the 

research into what the pain indicates from an emotional standpoint gives a perspective on 

how pain is expressed. Dr. Louise Hay, who details the emotional causes of physical 

ailments, analyzes knee pain as a desire “to move forward, but we do not want to change 

our ways” (2009, 166). Taken from Dr. Ghatak narrative, she acknowledges the 

materiality of experiences, “Where else are you going to put it correct, because 

experiences are material, right?” Regarding feelings, she affirms experiences are 

material and recognizes the materiality of feelings and emotions and how the shock 

registers and lands in different parts of the body. She details because the emotional pain 

has no other place to go it stays in the body and therefore, she uses Yoga to assist her in 

divesting her feelings, letting go of the experience. It is important to find ways to engage 

the places in the body where our physical intelligence, detecting and actively managing 

the mind/body relationship and our mental intellect, understanding, and managing 

emotions are connected in order to address areas with emotional experiences in the 

extended consciousness. Because prior experience is stored in the body and accessed 

through the body, how emotional experiences emerge, pain and emotional identity 

weaken the body systems will have a direct affect emotional health. 

This kind of phenomenological approach lay bare what DuBois describes as 

double consciousness as an inner discord experienced by marginalized groups in an 

oppressive society ([1903] 2014). Dr. Ghatak’s example is an indication of such inner 
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discord and how for women of colors the association between experience and 

consciousness influences their lived experiences. Contradictory experiences of the insider 

and outsider, power and subordination, security and uncertainty present a particular force 

in the lives of women of colors (Lawrence-Lightfoot 1994). Professors Fernandez’s 

experience of discord and the impact differ only in the location of the body. Following a 

period of stressful administrative transition, where she was removed from her 

appointment as Director of Graduate Studies without a replacement. This shift tied 

directly to how she felt her authority and professionalism had always been perceived 

within the institution: she felt the administrative shift was the result of not having Ph.D. 

credentials in the position of Director of Graduate Studies although she had been 

appointed and assumed the responsibilities successfully with a master’s degree. During 

this period, she experienced tightness in her throat, a hurt in the heart and lack of hip 

mobility. There was a celebration for the dance company that included a workshop, and 

she recalls how she did not have the energy to put the workshop together given the 

debilitating pain in her hip. In recounting this experience Professor Fernandez remembers 

how hurtful this time was and with her voice quivering during the interview and me 

prompting a pause, she states, “no I’m going to push through, because that’s how I’ve had 

to do it, is to push through, yes?” I place this example in relation to DuBois’ concept 

because Professor Fernandez’s removal from a position she had been doing successfully 

for a while was later attributed to lack of academic credentials, she was made aware of a 

perceived deficit in a particular way by the dominant institutional culture and continued 

other work leaving this particular emotion unresolved. Broadly this concept relates to 
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various oppressions experienced by women of colors. In the body, the hips align balance; 

according to Hay, major thrusts in moving forward, fear of going forward in major 

decisions and nothing to move forward to reside in the hips (2009, 196). Just recalling 

these moments in the interview re-ignited some of these physical sensations: her throat 

locked as she acknowledged how much her body had been affected by the circumstances. 

This analysis brings to light that this is not just hip pain, but the weight of past exclusion, 

and future uncertainty. 

Similarly, Dean Duverger-Leclère, had issues with her neck, shoulder, and lower 

back, as well as a torn meniscus that was at times were crippling. In this instance, like 

with the above example, this reflects, the immediate wear and tear of dance, but also 

reflects the stress and uncertainty of her position. According to Hay: 

the neck represents the ability to be flexible in our thinking, to see the other side 

of a question, and to see another person’s viewpoint. When there are problems 

with the neck, it usually means we are being stubborn about our own concept of a 

situation. (2009, 154) 

She had neck and back surgery many years before and at her previous institution these 

where the issues that required her constant attention, with massage and things of that 

nature. Hays’s description is two-fold, on the one hand there is a flexibility in thinking 

and viewpoint around the neck but if there are neck problems the shift links to 

inflexibility. Dean Duverger-Leclère discussed, “Sometimes, I have a hard time 

separating out, am I being treated certain ways because of a function of my personality 

as a woman of color.” Internalizing further she herself is determined to not be talked over 
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when in meetings of mostly white men and describes herself as not the kind of person to 

“loud talk you to get my point across.” But at the same time, she faced moments when 

something she says is attributed to another, “‘Hey, actually, I said that, right?’” This 

emotional back and forth, becomes a trigger and thus the physical issue surfaces and 

recedes as the environment changes. Having accepted a new position, she delighted in the 

idea of finding a practitioner in her new location whose expertise was deeply into the 

body. However, she reflected that she did not have the need once there and attributed this 

to a change in lifestyle. Within our interview conversation she began connecting the dots 

that perhaps her body had been reacting to the frustrations and microaggressions in her 

previous position. 

As these examples suggest, the body is a site of experience, perception, feeling, 

emotion, and thought in a specific place on a time/space continuum (Burkitt 1999; Noë 

2010). Revealed in the analysis, space/time is impacted by past experience of racialized 

strain and stress. Recognition of memories and trauma stored in the mind/body is 

required for healing and/or recovery. According to Dr. Pert, “[A]wareness of where your 

past and injuries are stored” is a first step in the process and is often a step or connection 

not immediately seen (2007, 172). The next section builds on this point to explore how 

felt experiences of the body inform the human condition. 

Felt Experiences: Naming the Embodied Context 
 

The final section of the analysis considers the psychology of embodiment, the 

familiar felt experiences of the space the body occupies: attention, intention, posture, 

movement, and breathing. As the previous section suggests, embodiment is the way a 
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person feels and understands their body’s context and it determines how they relate and 

act. The psychology of embodiment focuses on the first-person awareness of the body, 

specifically choice. From this perspective, rather than defaulting to habitual modes 

conditioned by past or present situations, one can choose options that are more 

appropriate for the psyche. As such, this section lays the groundwork for agency and 

strategy women of colors can access in relation to choice and highlights its utility in 

navigating PWIs. The analysis expands this conceptualization of embodiment through the 

consideration of perception, behavior, emotion, feeling, and optimal experiences that 

emerged in discussions with my participants. Extracted from these considerations are 

awareness of the body, the embodied context and cognitive impact which gives support to 

my findings. 

When awareness relates to choice it is a way to exercise agency. My participants 

optimal experiences of attention, intention, posture, and movement are recognized by an 

awareness of the body as a body. Derived from the analysis is a focus on hurt feelings 

and their utility. To begin, going from the field of vision from the outside-in, what is 

perceived and thought solidifies into existence. The embodied context moving from the 

inside-out, an individual can have a multitude of thoughts and those thoughts are going to 

be the ideas, judgments, expectations, and assumptions acted on. The depictions from the 

analysis in this section are grouped by two points only, that of hurt feelings and whether 

it is worth it. 

My participants all expressed feelings of hurt and indicated coping strategies they 

had developed to relieve their feelings and influence forward trajectories. Dr. Ghatak 
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spoke of intense feelings of hurt in relation to her students’ creativity: that students were 

being taught that there is a particular way to express who and what they are. Dr. Ghatak 

talked about aesthetic superiority and the way it deprives creativity and creates corporeal 

animosity, furthering subjugation of melanated bodies. This consistent institutional tactic 

through curriculum and faculty cultural superiority is hurtful. To guard against being 

hurt, she divests her feelings, for her developing a creative space apart from campus 

allowed her to be authentic in her creative innovation and share oppositional knowledge 

with students. Professor Fernandez experienced hurt when she was removed from the 

position of Director of Graduate Studies even though the department still uses the 

graduate guide she created to this day. Both participants experienced discomfort in 

recalling these experiences to the point that we considered pausing the interview. Taken 

from this is how hurt encompasses past experiences as well as the present moment of 

recall. This illustrates the way the mind is is not anchored to a point in space and time, 

that it is not confined to any kind of space whatsoever (Burkitt 1999; Merleau-Ponty 

1968; Nöe 2010; Shusterman 2008). Experiences with hurt bring about transactional 

moments in which agentive practices occur. 

My participants acknowledged the reality of their thought processes as a 

conscious awareness to look to ways to continue the process of living in and in response 

to negative circumstances, activating instances of choice as mentioned above. Physical 

tiredness in institutional settings, gives way to mental exhaustion in personal experiences. 

Through their choices they chose to shape their embodied experience despite these 

feelings of hurt and in radical contrast to the messages they received of unworthiness, 
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inferiority, and lack of value that created their feeling of hurt. Prior to the analysis mode 

for this section, I specifically recall in the transcription phase how this section brought 

tears to my eyes, because these participants reiterate the larger narrative of whether a 

difference is being made and if it is worth it to one’s health to continue on this path. As 

demonstrated on their less vulnerable days and times, the answer was ‘yes,’ but they 

agreed collectively that those moments were often clouded, foggy, and fleeting. 

Dean Duverger-Leclère and Dean Saunders both demonstrate the level of mental 

fortitude necessary to keep going. Both of them exhibit an ability to persevere by facing 

their challenges and showing up authentically. Given the barriers they faced both 

externally and internally, their resilience is truly remarkable. Dean Duverger-Leclère 

hesitated to say with confidence that what she is providing is of value to other woman of 

colors; she sees no observable evidence that the women of colors around the table have 

moved others’ thinking or decision making in a different direction. She questions how 

she would know, if she were not in the room, what would have happened? Does speaking 

up and giving a different perspective shift the discussion and what would the outcome 

have been if she were not in the room? Again, even in this instance the sense of pushing 

the institutional system and faculty to recognize her contribution is exhausting and 

therefore is a process of trying to get through a brick wall. Derived from the literature 

through the psychology of embodiment what occurs is consciousness has a collection of 

experiences that it has taken from other places, from a different time, different 

dimensions, but yet it is not in full manifestation. The entire experience is only funneled 

into this tiny place through the mind into the body, like taking an entire ocean and 
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cramming it into a bottle (Burkitt 1999). By contrast, the body is about the physical 

experience, where it is right now, and takes in information in order to survive, to cope. 

(Chikszentmihalyi 1990; Shusterman 2008). My participants choice of perseverance, 

resilience is how they are able to survive. 

Dean Saunders felt more acutely and directly attacked in meetings. She attributes 

some of what she was feeling to being around non-dancer bodies. Her senses were 

registering the dis-ease and lack of wellness her colleagues were carrying in their bodies. 

She was hyperaware of the distance between what they were saying, how they were 

moving their faces, and what was actually happening in the room. Her work to create 

alternate means of engagement exhaust her. Similar to Dean Duverger-Leclère, she has 

profound doubts whether she is on the correct path when she has hit bottom. During this 

time Dean Saunders realized she needed to integrate mental mechanisms, visualizations 

etc., to create a protective capsule. She had to create a sort of two-way mirror, knowing 

that she would not be able to close herself off entirely because she works empathetically. 

Dean Saunders agentive illustration shows an aspect of choice despite the significant 

obstacles and challenges. 

The psychological aspects of embodiment for the gendered and racialized body as 

viewed through the lens of women of colors faculty are transitional. While women of 

colors faculty as a group have their own experiences, there are common themes, such as a 

loss of identity: navigating white normative structures of academia can create dualistic 

and at times, oppositional processes of assimilation. Representations of who we are 

through the process of assimilation involves a multidirectional social process of self and 
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group identity (Ortega 2008). As the examples above suggest, the net effect can often feel 

like little awareness is given to the contributions of women of colors faculty. 

And . . . Unexpected Consequence 
 

The interview process for this study took place three years ago, the writing 

process began in 2020. Now in 2021, in the member checking phase, I have had 

numerous conversations with my participants three years later while they review their 

portraits. In reflection, to go back to the interview moments and the experiences prior, 

they express how the feeling of vulnerability still lingers as though it was happening in 

the current moment, an uncomfortable feeling to know the experience again. Thus, the 

potential outcome of this unexpected finding for the study serves as a direction for future 

research as the notion of emotional, physical, and mental experiences resurface and linger 

with a similar intensity as first described. This provides a clearer understanding of why 

when a person recounts an experience the emotions are still raw, so to speak, the emotion 

still lives in the body perhaps in an energy center or a body part. This is what I realized in 

them living again through their experiences. I realized in these circumstances the 

resonating impact. For me there was an ‘ah ha’ moment… 

New research has been examining, the mind, the area of the brain that processes 

pain, physical pain, as the same area of the brain that lights up to processes social pain 

(i.e., through insult, assault, microaggression, discrimination etc.). The result is the 

resurfacing of the shame of being on the receiving end of the experiences and the guilt 

associated with the after effects of the shameful experience. This is why it lives on in the 

body, why we reaccess it and feel the bodily sensation. There are studies, on 
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vulnerability, shame, and guilt, I am curious to extend that direction to examine how it 

resonates in the body to have a corelative understanding of how the person who 

dehumanizes /discriminates absorbs the shame and guilt of their actions, because in some 

way they are in pain as well (either physical or social). There are studies of how the 

person who oppresses (shame being a tool for oppression) is also affected by the need to 

shame. A future direction for research . . . 

Conclusion 
 

In summary, ethnic, and racial perspectives underscore the contributions of this 

project to the literature in leadership studies. I considered stereotypes, boundaries, 

embodiment, and as such, it was essential for me to keep in mind that people are a 

combination of identities. This study analyzed the narrations of four women of colors 

faculty administrators of dance and dance programs in higher education. The study 

identified factors that account for the invisibility of women of colors faculty in positions 

of leadership in order to reveal new understandings regarding the institutional factors that 

create impediments in the personal and professional lives of dance administrators. That 

said, while acknowledging racial, gender, class, and cultural disparities persistent over 

time, this study and knew understandings seek to dismantle these issues. By means of 

their descriptions, this research sheds light on the obstacles they overcame to achieve 

success and promotion. The analyses are placed in conversation with current theories and 

literature that discuss, the institutional factors that act as obstructions to advancement 

within the context of gender and ethnicity in higher education and specifically within the 

field of dance leadership. The actions I took to investigate my research problem and the 
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rationale I used for specific procedures that identified and analyzed the information was 

applied to understanding the problem. In addition, this chapter displays key findings, the 

outsider within and the inside out status applied to experiences as they are lived, the felt 

sensations of embodied experiences and emergent themes obtained from the narrations of 

these four women of colors. My participants experiences confirm the existing literature 

on leadership theory, the theoretical frameworks and embodiment yet their unique 

experiences and this sophisticated analysis offers new insights, oppositional knowledge 

and understandings that has previously been lacking from this literature and provides a 

model for future study. 
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CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

In Summary… 
 

I began to draft this dissertation at the beginning of 2020. Within two months, I 

had to take a mental pause amidst a global pandemic, social distancing, and mask 

mandates. Meanwhile, current events, such as the impeachment and acquittal of the 

President of the US and the stock market crash of 2020 were a consistent part of radio, 

television, and social media transmission. Equally, if not more impactful headlines broke 

through: social injustices and police-involved killings, Black Lives Matter protests, and 

civil unrest in response to senseless murder and systemic racism. In what ways was I to 

process all of this? There were no answers. I had no answers. I only knew that I had to 

regain my footing, regain a sense of purpose and motivation. What I realized in the midst 

of this chaotic time and dissonance was the importance of connections, and a part of that 

was to share my participants knowledge and experiences. My experience was a 

recognized departure of the familiar as demonstrated by current events. My participants’ 

experiences, their voices and stories were a radical response, a necessary balm to the 

issues of systemic racism and inequality that not only police violence but even the 

pandemic itself would unveil. My research underscores that women of colors, myself 

included, are affected by structures of power and inequities in the institutions we operate 

in and the larger world in which they are situated. This is, in a sense, normal, and it 

should not be normal. 
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What I have come to realize during the process of writing during the pandemic is 

that women of colors face a daunting continuum of systemic stressors. It became 

important to focus on what I could influence both personally and politically. To not let 

the potential connections, intent, and the contributions of this study become invisible or 

disappear entirely. To continue the transformative vision of what women of colors can 

accomplish for leadership and academia. The shifting landscape exposed by protests, 

anti-racism and white accountability, and the broken health care systems and economies 

of 2020 provided an opportunity to leverage the unique leadership qualities women of 

colors possess and to gain insights through an intersectional gender and race lens in 2021. 

Thus, I focused on writing when news was both destructive and spirited. I wrote whether 

encouraged or not and acknowledged the world in its pause. Ultimately, I emerged from 

this experience more convinced than ever that racial and gender diversity at the top can 

begin in the academy with the recognition of women of colors’ contribution and the 

impact of these contributions on the education of all students. 

This project set out to expand leadership and dance literature to include women of 

colors, to bring visibility to their contributions to leadership studies as well as to give 

magnitude to their voices through narrative portraiture. Considering portraiture does not 

necessarily fit in a box, a consequence is that it merges and interfaces with BFT and 

CRT. Race, racism, and the gendered body was a unifying theme, was explored through 

portraiture methodology and the theoretical lens of CRT and BFT. These portraits 

mediate a feminist/womanist approach and acknowledges there are no margins without 

centers and thus authentic voice became central to this study. My participant’s portraits, 
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spoken words and written representation focused on their lives as told through their own 

stories. Their narratives account for the way their experiences of race, gender, systemic 

racism, institutional obstacles produced conditions of inequality that have contributed to 

the way they have been affected. Their experiences of stereotypes, biases and 

discrimination illustrate a racial self-consciousness based on self-image. 

The four women in my study model how women of colors approach leadership, in 

the traditions established by Baker and other women of colors: through building 

consensus among groups of people, negotiating within cross-cultural settings, and 

facilitating empowerment in the spaces where they do their work. When using BFT and 

CRT the understanding that leadership, racial identity, gender, and social class are not 

simply socio-political categories, but lived experiences was highlighted (Byrd 2009, 2, 

9). Women of colors’ particular arrangement of lived experiences when placed alongside 

corollaries of marginalization, disempowerment, and isolation revealed that 

underrepresentation yields unwelcoming spaces unsafe (Byrd 2009, 2012). The issue of 

disparity in which women of colors are least represented in institutional structures, the 

outsider within status, subjects them to microaggressions, dehumanization, and a loss of 

individualism that impact the physical, social, and emotional wellbeing of women of 

colors faculty. In addition, issues with disparity exposes the absence of ethnic and racial 

perspective as well as knowledge and normalizes external boundaries and manifestations 

of whiteness and internal white identity (Powell 2005, 2012). The analysis speaks about 

the conditions and context of racialized and gendered leadership stereotypes and the ways 

these stereotypes are preserved in the institutional landscape. 
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Further, my study found that navigating white normative structures of PWIs 

creates a dualistic as well as an oppositional process of assimilation for women of colors 

(Ortega 2008). The concept of boundaries and the effects of gender and race 

performativity on identity were revealed in conversations with my participants. The 

analysis illustrated that boundaries are not necessarily marked as spaces that are equal. 

The designation is of benefit to one group and an opposition for other groups. The finding 

on unwelcoming spaces found in the analysis, uncovered the impact of perceived value 

and the effects on the interiority and exteriority of the body as well as how the body 

informs the logic of thinking. Issues related to subordinate representation in white spaces 

in academia affect the lives of women of colors faculty. The oppositional process of 

assimilation is described in the analysis as a process where instead of defaulting to 

habitual modes, in essence picking up from past or present situations, the individual 

chooses options that are more appropriate for their psyche and the situation at hand 

(Ortega 2008). Where approaching emotions as functions of the brain for survival trumps 

emotions as social and cultural phenomena. 

A final comment for this section is my participants indicated that while women of 

colors are not experiencing the same struggle, at its base there is a larger need for 

solidarity, alliances, and coalition in PWIs (Delgado 2000; Mohanty 2003). The study 

drew from CRT’s political critique of binary thinking and found diminished solidarity 

and opportunities for coalition where my participants do their work (Delgado 2000). 

Within the framework of intersectionality, strategies for solidarity among women of 

colors, coalitions that overcome established divisions and differences, and alliances that 
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span the class divide and other inequalities for marginalized communities on campuses 

would benefit from an intersectional perspective (Carrillo Rowe 2008; Mohanty 2003). 

For this study the number of participants involved were limited. With four participants, 

the limitations of the study do not only revolve around numbers, but the close proximity 

of the participants to each other and to me as the researcher. Feminist methodologies in 

general, makes an effort to further feminist issues and attend to the construction of new 

knowledge. I conceptualized and explained aspects of my participants social life and their 

interconnections. My realizations in using these research strategies emphasized for me 

that within the research process, the process itself would guide me to where the stories 

live. Our interviews were conducted on site with the participants, and we had continued 

engagement beyond the interview protocols. 

Because of the collaborative and co-constructive nature of portraiture 

methodology, with my participants, this study revealed some unexpected findings 

through the member checking process, where participants reviewed their video, 

transcripts and the drafts of their portraits, our conversations revealed that reliving these 

experiences had lingering effects. The participants felt vulnerable in having revealed their 

experiences, shame in having received such targeted assaults and guilt for having had the 

shameful experience in the first place. This is notable that this goes beyond the 

immediate experience and attaches as well to the memories of those experiences and the 

lasting impact which resonates with accessing surviving for thriving. As a consequence, 

what indications does it have for how we think about power, race, gender, and 

aggressions or where the workplace begins and ends? In addition, in what way is this tied 
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to the assimilation process, or is it the cost of breaking with that assimilation process? 

These are just some of the profound and fundamental impacts of understanding the lived 

realities of bodies caught within systems of power. How vulnerability, shame and guilt 

affect the mind/body/emotion of leaders has the ability to be more generalizable to 

leadership studies as a whole. For me, these ideas and questions would add to the existing 

literature, however, while thought provoking, I am not clear how as this is not something 

that comes immediately to mind when one things of leadership. Although, leadership 

focuses deeply on traits and behavior, viewed from a different angle, there is leadership 

in the way one enacts choice, not just the results of choice. 

The principal implication of the study is the need to continue to diversify the 

professoriate and to augment the number of tenured women of colors faculty in 

administrative dance leadership as well as representations of their experiences in the 

literature. Because their perspectives and embodied experiences are missing from the 

discourse on leadership, breaking through the cultural and systemic forces that pose 

barriers and obstruct the advancement of women of colors in PWIs reveal hidden blind 

spots. Be that through unwritten expectations, lack of action regarding policy and 

procedures, or even acknowledging unsafe spaces. 

What I learned from this research project and these four women of colors is the 

specific type of resilience dance and administrative leadership offers. Dance as a 

discipline necessitates self-care, being a team player while simultaneously being a solo 

player. In dance though one makes progress individually, a dance career entails dancing 

for something more than oneself. A consequence of dance is being empowered to adapt 
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to situations and move forward, resilience at its best. The four women of colors 

participating in this study never failed to humble me; they demonstrated consistently that 

they are uniquely equipped with the emotional and psychological strength to move 

through the oppression, aggression, and discrimination that target their race, ethnicity, 

gender, culture, class, identity, and corporeal experiences. Their resilience consists of 

confidence, commitment, and a need to commiserate with other women of colors in the 

academy. These women are bolstered by their creative sensibilities in spite of their 

environments and when they fail, they do so gracefully. Those in dance are observers 

trained by watching others mistakes and self-correcting before and after, with the mindset 

to move past the error. And last, they recognize that success does not come overnight, 

and any failures are not permanent. These attributes prompt additional studies into dance 

leadership or more broadly leadership in the arts. They offer the field in general exciting 

new models and insights for leadership as the example above of shame and guilt does for 

women of colors. The stories of these four women are not over, this research is just a 

segment of their lived experiences within the continuum of their journeys. 

…To Close 
 

In conclusion, the literature for the racialized body is limited and there are more 

insightful questions about women of colors in predominantly white institutions to 

research. When we enable oppositional perspectives almost like a lens, we expand 

differentiations and conversations shaping their bodily experiences. The following 

conclusions can be drawn from the study, I found racialized social narrative exists that 

reveals the harmful institutional and systemic factors contributing to the possible 
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derailment of women of colors in dance leadership in the academy (Crenshaw et al. 1996; 

Delgado and Stefancic [2001] 2012; Hill Collins 2005; Ospina and Foldy 2009). This 

study recognized various ways stereotypes and biases affect women of colors 

administrators leading in PWIs. Because the mind/body/consciousness perspective 

recognizes how emotional identity is affected physically additional questions and theories 

become conjoined and enables deeper understandings. Those women of colors that are 

speaking about the conditions and context for racialized and gendered leadership 

stereotypes indicate ways these stereotypes are preserved in the institutional landscape. 

These finding reveal factors otherwise not addressed in literature on leadership theory 

and prompt a more comprehensive exploration of leadership experiences for the 

racialized and gendered body. 

In few cases women faculty of colors are in administrative positions or positions 

of power as leaders and decision makers in PWIs (Allen 1995), and while the analysis is 

not intended to be an exhaustive or comprehensive list of themes affecting women faculty 

of colors, these issues open unsolved questions in leadership and dance. This research 

does not provide immediate end result; however, it does provide themes that deepen the 

understanding of behavior, influence, spaces, and boundaries. There are ways in which 

women of colors in administrative leadership navigate the institutional landscape and at 

the same time the way their journeys move is both within the environment of institutions 

and simultaneously in the body. While the participants identify differently along the lines 

of ethnicity and culture, there are larger systems that create issues not only around race 

and gender. For these women solidarity on a larger level allows us to see the more global 
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systems we are fighting against. We might not be experiencing the exact same struggle, 

but we are definitely up against the same oppressor. The theoretical framework of BFT 

and CRT were not only foundational to support this research but can support future 

research as it moves the discourse beyond the lack of information regarding roles, 

stereotypes, biases, socio-cultural, and personal boundaries in the systems of higher 

education in PWIs. It is critical for the development of successful strategies for future 

growth and inclusion of those dance artists and dance educators that follow behind and 

their role in the future of dancers leading dance. 

As dancers, as leaders, as educators, as administrators, we color our movement 

and our leadership choices with our performance experiences, as the performativity 

required by just being in the space, by walking in the room, is similar to curtains up and 

lights on. And instead, in bringing these voices out of an invisible space, I am encouraged 

to suggest we be empowered to color our movement, our leadership with our research 

experience, born from our embodied, lived, and authentic expressions. Resurfacing and 

reshaping is gathered from the same resilience seen in my participants and so we 

continue. 
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Dear Prospective Participant: 
 

I am a doctoral candidate in the Department of Dance at Texas Woman’s 
University in Denton, Texas. I am writing to request your participation in my 
dissertation research on the leadership experiences of women of color faculty in 
predominately white institution of higher education. It is important to note there 
is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, downloading, electronic 
meetings, and internet transactions. 

 
A primary focus of this research is to contribute to the discourse on the study of 
leadership which excludes the voices of women of color. From my coursework 
and professional experience, I became aware of how the impact of race, gender, 
and class in leadership experiences excludes the perspective of minority women. 
My goal is to advance research and advocate for the voices of minority women in 
an area that has received little to no scholarly focus. Participation will require a 
maximum cumulative time commitment of 10 hours. The interview process and 
participant observation will be 7 hours, including follow-up and transcript review 
and 3 hours of researcher’s observation of participants within their work 
environment. It should be noted that Email communication between sessions and 
possible phone conversation to confirm scheduled time when appropriate will 
occur. The interview and data collection will be taking place summer and fall of 
2018. Participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at any 
time. My contact information is lwiltshire@twu.edu if you have questions. I will 
contact you to schedule a convenient time and location, should you choose to 
participate. 

 
Thank you in advance for considering this request 

mailto:lwiltshire@twu.edu
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Institutional Review Board 
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs 
P.O. Box 425619, Denton, TX 76204-5619 
940-898-3378 
email: IRB@twu.edu 
https://www.twu.edu/institutional-review-board-irb/ 

 
 
 

DATE: 

TO: 

 
FROM: 

January 21, 2020 
 

Ms. Lyn Wiltshire 
Dance 

 
Institutional Review Board - Denton 

 
Re: Notification of Approval for Modification for Noticing and Naming: Making Visible the Invisible 

Space and Voices of Women of Color Leading Dance within Higher Education (Protocol #: 20020) 
 

The following modification(s) have been approved by the IRB: 
 

Dr. Rosemary Candelario has replaced Dr. Matthew Henley as faculty advisor. 

 
 

cc. Dr. Rosemary Candelario, Dance 

mailto:IRB@twu.edu
http://www.twu.edu/institutional-review-board-irb/
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Institutional Review Board 
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs 
P.O. Box 425619, Denton, TX 76204-5619 
940-898-3378 
email: IRB@twu.edu 
https://www.twu.edu/institutional-review-board-irb/ 

 
 
 
 

DATE: 

TO: 

 
FROM: 

 
March 18, 2021 

 
Ms. Lyn Wiltshire 
Dance 

 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) - Denton 

 
Re: Extension for Noticing and Naming: Making Visible the Invisible Space and Voices of Women of 

Color Leading Dance within Higher Education (Protocol #: 20020) 

 
The request for an extension of the IRB approval for the above referenced study has been reviewed 
by the TWU IRB (operating under FWA00000178). This study was originally approved on April 17, 
2018 and has been renewed. Approval for this study expires on April 16, 2022. 

 
If applicable, agency approval letters must be submitted to the IRB upon receipt prior to any data 
collection at that agency. If subject recruitment is on-going, a copy of the approved consent form 
with the IRB approval stamp is enclosed. Please use the consent form with the most recent approval 
date stamp when obtaining consent from your participants. A copy of the signed consent forms must 
be submitted with the request to close the study file at the completion of the study. 

 
Any modifications to this study must be submitted for review to the IRB using the Modification 
Request Form. Additionally, the IRB must be notified immediately of any unanticipated incidents. All 
forms are located on the IRB website. If you have any questions, please contact the TWU IRB. 

 
cc. Dr. Mary Williford-Shade, Dance 

Dr. Rosemary Candelario, Dance 

mailto:IRB@twu.edu
http://www.twu.edu/institutional-review-board-irb/
http://www.twu.edu/institutional-review-board-irb/
http://www.twu.edu/institutional-review-board-irb/
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• What were the circumstances that led you to dance in higher education? 
• What is your leadership philosophy? 
• What is your philosophy regarding cultural diversity? 
• What is your philosophy regarding ethnic difference? 
• As a woman of color how would you describe your leadership development? 
• How would you describe your leadership experiences? 
• How does race, culture, class, and gender affect your leadership experiences and 

perceptions? 
• What do your embodied experiences as a leader in dance reveal? 
• What do you perceive as the cultural and systemic forces at play in dance 

leadership? 
• How might the voices and narrations of women of color faculty’s leadership 

perspectives contribute to the discourse in leadership theory? (create develop and 
sustain) 

• When and where were you happiest in your academic career? 
• What do you think is the driving force in your academic life? 
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