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IN FEBRUARY 2020, manidoons collective, a  reasoning. Many reacted defensively, and sev-

Toronto-based circle of artists creating Indi-
genous performance, asked that only critics
who are Indigenous, Black, and/or people of
colour (IBPOC) review their show bug, citing
both the cultural specificity of the work and
the systemic racism embedded in ‘current
colonial reviewing practices’ (Figure 1).!
Anishinaabe-Ojibwe and South Asian artist
Yolanda Bonnell, the show’s performer and
creator, quickly became the face of this deci-
sion, which sparked a flurry of responses on
social media and in the mainstream press in
Canada and abroad.? While the largely white
critical establishment generally respected
manidoons’s request, critics displayed varied
and often limited understandings of its
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eral implicitly suggested that the request sup-
ported the ‘attack on criticism’ evident in
reduced arts coverage at major outlets across
Canada and beyond. Established independent
blogger Lynn Slotkin complained that ‘the
whole practice of reviewing plays in the
media has been decimated over the last sev-
eral years’;> manidoons’s ‘provocative policy
comes at a time when theatre criticism has
been disrupted,” wrote Kelly Nestruck in a
Globe and Mail op-ed.*

The bug controversy, however, was not
novel but the latest manifestation in a long
international history of tension between art-
ists and critics, documented in theatre criti-
cism scholarship over the last two decades.”
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Figure 1. bug. manidoons collective, Toronto, 2020. Photograph: Dahlia Katz. Copyright courtesy of manidoons

collective.

At the heart of this tension are unequal power
dynamics in which, due to the printed word’s
ability to outlive performance, as Josette Féral
points out, the critic’s assessment of the artist’s
work reaches a much larger audience than the
work itself.® Artists push back against the
limits of conventional criticism, including the
harm done by ignorant reviews; critics, con-
cerned about their waning relevance, see art-
ists” responses as a threat to their imperilled
profession.

More recent scholarship has established
that this tension is particularly heightened in
the relationship between artists from equity-
seeking groups and a critical establishment
that is largely white and male.” However,
exactly how this relationship manifests —
how critics write about these artists’” work
and what the persistent problems are — has
yet to be interrogated in any depth. This is
especially true of the critical reception of the
work of Global Majority artists working in the
Global North such as many IBPOC artists in

the USA and Canada. And yet, IBPOC artists
in these countries (and elsewhere in the world)
have a long-standing history of critiquing
mainstream criticism and its gatekeeping role.
In op-eds, interviews, and social media posts,
these artists have drawn attention to the harm
critics cause through ignorant or racist
reviews. This important context underlying
manidoons’s request was overlooked in its
media coverage.

This article intervenes in ongoing scholarly
analyses of white supremacy within theatre
production and reception by examining the
role theatre criticism plays within these sys-
tems of power in the USA and Canada. It
brings the overlooked body of work of IBPOC
artists writing on critics into conversation
with urgent questions around the changing
landscape of theatre reviewing, as greater
attention to racial justice and decolonization,
on the one hand, and the erosion of print
journalism, on the other, are demanding that
critics re-examine their practices. When faced
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with works that fall outside of their presumed
expertise, critics commonly resort to a strategy
that we call critical disengagement, by which
they displace focus from artistic works and
refuse to evaluate them on their own terms.
Critical disengagement, as identified above,
reifies critics’ knowledge and protects their
power while devaluing artists” work. Its per-
vasiveness as a pattern within mainstream
responses to IBPOC work is a form of what
Gayatri Spivak calls epistemic violence, which
points to the sustained influence of white
supremacy within dominant critical models.
From an examination of case studies of inci-
dents in Toronto and Chicago, three key mani-
festations of critical disengagement emerge,
best denoted as othering, imposing, and self-
centring, which together uphold power differ-
entials between critics and IBPOC artists.

In her seminal essay ‘Can the Subaltern
Speak?’, Spivak characterizes epistemic vio-
lence as ‘the remotely orchestrated, far-flung,
and heterogeneous project to constitute the
colonial subject as Other’.® Kristie Dotson,
extending Spivak’s concept in her examin-
ation of how the attempts of marginalized
groups at giving testimony are silenced,
observes that ‘one method of executing epi-
stemic violence is to damage a given group’s
ability to speak and be heard’.” Dotson stres-
ses the importance of reciprocity within the
exchange between speaker and audience: an
audience must be ‘willing and capable of hearing
us’.'Y For our purposes, testimony takes the
creative form of theatre, and its success as an
illocutionary act depends upon its audience’s
willingness and capacity to engage with
it. Critical disengagement, then, is a form of
silencing whereby a critic’s refusal to recipro-
cate within a communicative exchange enacts
epistemic violence by undermining the
experience and knowledge that inform the
artwork. Critics, as mediators between
the work and other spectators, can also inter-
fere with how the testimony is received by its
broader public. Yvette Nolan accurately
observes in her book on Indigenous perform-
ance that ‘Reviews can be an obstacle to even
entering into a dialogue with the audience’.!!
Examining case studies from major theatre
centres in Canada and the United States, and
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drawing on the writings of IBPOC artists to
analyze them, our reading of critical disen-
gagement contextualizes troubling patterns
in reviewing practices as part of a movement
toward re-imagining anti-racist and anti-
colonial critical practices at this pivotal
moment.'?

Understanding Critical Disengagement

The concept of critical disengagement is per-
haps most clearly illustrated in an example
from the USA that preceded the bug contro-
versy by three decades. This example repre-
sents an interesting inversion of manidoons’s
request in which, instead of an artist asking
that certain critics not review their work, a
critic insisted on not reviewing an artist’s
work. In 1994, dance critic Arlene Croce wrote
a notorious non-review of choreographer Bill
T. Jones’s show Still/Here for the New Yorker. In
‘Discussing  the Undiscussable’, Croce
explains her decision not to attend or review
(but to subsequently condemn) Jones’s show
for its incorporation of footage from ‘real’
people, non-dancers living with cancer and
AIDS. Croce’s objection lies in the argument
that such incorporation placed Still/Here
decidedly ‘beyond criticism” by becoming
what she referred to as ‘victim art’, its pre-
sumed focus on eliciting sympathy meaning
that it couldn’t objectively stand as an art
piece. Croce explains her decision:

A critic has three options: (1) to see and review;
(2) to see and not review; (3) not to see. A fourth
option — to write about what one has not seen —
becomes possible on strange occasions like ‘Still/
Here’, from which one feels excluded by reason of
its express intentions, which are unintelligible as
theatre.'?

By choosing the fourth option, Croce refuses
to engage with the work on its own terms; that
is, as a piece that blurs the lines between dance
and performance art (by incorporating the
accounts, via video, of those living with ill-
ness). Instead, she centres herself, telling us
more about her personal artistic values than
the work she has not seen. This example is
crucial because of its landmark status in dis-
cussions of contested performance criticism: it
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sparked The Crisis of Criticism (1998), an
important collection of essays edited by Maur-
ice Berger, and one of the few to focus on
cultural criticism to date. It also demonstrates
the longevity of the debates at the centre of our
article.

While this example is one of critical disen-
gagement taken to the extreme, since Croce
refused even to see the work that she was
meant to review, this article will map out
similar but more subtle forms of disengage-
ment in cases where critics have seen the work
under discussion but choose not to assess it on
its own terms. These are representative of
larger patterns in dominant theatre criticism
practices, which are descended from neoclas-
sical and Enlightenment formulations of criti-
cism and centre around the ideals of fair
judgement and critical objectivity. Our discus-
sion primarily grounds critical disengage-
ment in case studies from two major global
theatre cities, Toronto and Chicago. Focusing
on these cities provides a departure point for
examination and helps to delimit the bounds
of this article, while facilitating a discussion of
three modes of critical disengagement that are
applicable in wider contexts. Although their
demographics differ, both Toronto and Chi-
cago are known as multicultural cities and as
two of North America’s most vibrant theatre
centres. Yet, despite these reputations, the
theatre communities of both cities have been
critiqued for not equitably representing the
diversity of their populations, and both have
been recent sites of major controversies
involving theatre critics” reviews of the work
of IBPOC artists.'*

In analyzing mainstream criticism of the
work of Global Majority theatre artists, this
article regularly uses the acronym ‘IBPOC’.
This acronym stands for ‘Indigenous, Black
and/or People Of Colour’, and is more com-
monly used in the USA and Canada — the
areas central to our study — than other acro-
nyms, including BAME (‘Black, Asian, and
Minority Ethnic’), which is generally popular
in the UK. IBPOC is similar to its counterpart
BIPOC, but centres the firstness of Indigenous
peoples on the continent of North America.
Despite their now common usage, there have
been some noted critiques of both acronyms,

observing how they may, at times, be unhelp-
ful and reductive.'® Despite such valuable cri-
tiques, this article uses the acronym IBPOC
because it is part of the language that the
manidoons collective uses, and because our
article seeks to explore similarities in the way
that mainstream critics treat the work of artists
who are non-white.

Building on findings from our recent sur-
vey of digital theatre reviewers in Canada,
which revealed a lack of diversity amongst
those writing about theatre on the most visible
platforms (publications with a print equiva-
lent, most often newspapers),'® this article
seeks to examine the power dynamics at play
in the critical reception of productions like
Still/Here and bug by asking how critics write
about IBPOC artists. In order to illuminate the
power dynamics underlying our case studies
and theorize our conception of critical disen-
gagement, we draw on writings on criticism
by IBPOC artists throughout this article. These
writings — features and op-eds published in
mainstream media outlets, and social media
and blog posts — are valuable sources of know-
ledge coming from those who may not be
scholars but who are experts in their own
experiences of discrimination and marginal-
ization. In centring their voices, we follow
George Dei’s principle of anti-racist research,
which ‘places the minoritized at the centre of
analysis by focusing on their lived experi-
ences’, and bring scholarly attention to this
long-existing body of literature.'”

In their writings, IBPOC artists have lever-
aged critiques against a variety of critics. This
includes, expectedly, theatre critics who write
for major newspapers, but also, in our age of
waning print journalism, other types of crit-
ics such as independent bloggers. In some
cases, these bloggers, despite their smaller
platforms, gain high status in the communi-
ties for which they write, and they may be
less likely to be constrained by editorial con-
cerns about cultural competence in their
writing.'® For international readers, in par-
ticular, we have offered the context of their
position and platform for some of the reviewers
we cite.

Our case studies illustrate the three broad
forms of critical disengagement specified
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earlier, each with a particular focus. The first is
‘othering’, which is about the artist. The sec-
ond is ‘imposing’, which is about the artists’
work. The third, ‘self-centring’, is neither about
the artists nor their work, but about the critics
themselves. These categories are porous and
work together to sustain the critic’'s power
through epistemic violence. However, as con-
structions, they help to identify and under-
stand the distinct ways in which criticism
goes wrong, while they also shed light on
critical disengagement as a practice. The
examples of the Tita Collective’s Tita Jokes
(2021) and Native Earth Performing Arts’
Death of a Chief (2008) in Toronto elucidate
‘othering” and ‘imposing” as methods of crit-
ical disengagement, and contextualize the
critical uproar over bug and the manidoons
collective’s request, as cited above. The Chi-
cago premiere of Antoinette Nwandu'’s play
Pass Over (2017) facilitates an exploration of
the phenomenon of ‘self-staging’.

Critical Disengagement as Othering

Lynn Slotkin’s January 2020 blog review of
Tita Jokes, an all-Filipina sketch-show
described by the creators as ‘a love letter to
the strong Filipinas in the artists” lives: their
mothers, sisters, aunts, grandmothers, and
friends” (Figure 2),'” garnered widespread
accusations of racism when Slotkin com-
plained, among other things, that she did not
understand what ‘Tita” meant nor to whom
the show was intended to appeal. Slotkin asks:
‘Is it for a Philippine audience or a general
audience? They have to decide.””"

Tita Jokes was being remounted after a suc-
cessful run at the Toronto Fringe, and the
show’s many supporters quickly drew atten-
tion to Slotkin’s review on social media. Actor-
director Eva Barrie wrote a lengthy public
Facebook post about the incident, calling the
review racist, and noting: ‘It was incredibly
frustrating for me to witness these talented
artists be torn down in such a way, and more
frustrating because this has been happening
for years.””! Tita Collective member Alia Rasul
also responded publicly on Facebook, writing,
‘We feel okay that you had to look up what Tita
meant. I'd like to invite you to think about how
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Figure 2. Tita Jokes. Tita Collective, Toronto, 2021.
Photograph: Tita Collective. Copyright courtesy of Tita
Collective.

that felt, and imagine a group of people who
constantly feel alienated in art spaces.”?” In her
op-ed about manidoons’s bug request written
in the months that followed, Yolanda Bonell
cited the Tita Jokes incident. She explained:

White folks do not understand what it is like to
walk through the world as a person of colour.
However, as people of colour, being constantly
inundated with whiteness in the media, in our
everyday lives, in academia, in institutions, we
are required to understand whiteness. We know
how and when we need to code switch.?®

In their responses, both Rasul and Bonnell
identifed a pervasive double standard within
the theatre community which expects the work
of white artists to be universally understood
while the work of IBPOC artists is relegated to
‘niche’ level and so requires translation. Slot-
kin’s question of ‘for whom [Tita Jokes] is
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meant’,?* and her insistence that the creators
must decide between ‘a Philippine or a general
audience’, imply that she, as a white audience
member, cannot access the show because of its
cultural specificity — a standard rarely applied
to the work of white artists. Significantly, the
binary Slotkin sets up between a Filipino and a
general audience undermines the diversity of
theatre audiences and casts the creators as
‘other’. Despite theatre’s purported ability to
evoke empathy and understanding in its audi-
ences, this othering of IPBOC artists through a
process of centring whiteness indicates an
unwillingness to hear or recognize the particu-
larized experience that informs the work.

Slotkin’s critical disengagement is mani-
fested as othering: the flattening and binary
placement of work by a critical establishment
that continues to divide plays according to
imagined differences between the white main-
stream and those existing outside it. Othering
as a practice of critical disengagement ignores
creators’ intentions or terms of engagement in
favour of a superficial focus on identity. Nikki
Shaffeeullah, a Toronto-based theatre-maker,
succinctly describes how critics’ superficial
fixation on identity operates:

They read a marginalized identity as a genre; they
assume a marginalized identity is intended to be in
and of itself a source of dramatic conflict; or they
simply fixate on a character’s marginalized identity
at the expense of their stories, or other elements
such as the production’s design, direction, and so
on.?

This act is, in Dotson’s elaboration of epi-
stemic violence, a failure to meet the speaker
halfway in the communicative exchange due
to pernicious ignorance.”® Slotkin’s response
to Tita Jokes reflects a problem with the pre-
dominantly white (and often male) critical
establishment — a feature underscored by Jill
Dolan, who suggests that works by members
of equity-seeking groups are often ‘suspect as
“special interest” vehicles” and so are not
given consideration for how they might con-
nect to a wider audience.?”

Othering often occurs in two key modes:
homogenization and stereotyping. Reviewers
homogenize when they assume sameness
amongst a group of people by virtue of their

shared ethnic or cultural background. Ameri-
can playwright Donja R. Love explains in a
blogpost:

Critics comparing artists of marginalized identities
to other artists that exist within the same margin-
alized identity seems like the standard. Oh, this
Black writer is just like this other Black writer. That
Muslim writer is telling a similar story as that other
Muslim writer, because they re both Muslim. Those two
writers are Queer so surely their plays are the same.?

Former Artistic Director of Toronto’s Cahoots
Theatre, Marjorie Chan, recalls that one critic
compared Cahoots” production of Kawa
Ada’s The Wanderers to Ins Choi’s Canadian
hit Kim’s Convenience. Chan notes that the
pieces are of ‘[d]ifferent styles, different
modes, different intentions, different time
periods, and born of different cultures’, with
the only connection between them being that
they are plays by writers of colour.””
Reviewers resort to the second subcategory,
stereotyping, as a form of racist shorthand
when describing a person or group of people
from a shared cultural or ethnic background.
Thus they compare, for example, a First
Nations actress’s face to a stone statue — an
image rooted in stereotypes of Indigeneity as
fixed and archaic — and imply that Indigenous
peoples are stoic.”’ Another example of such
gross reductionism cited by IBPOC artists is
the tendency of critics to associate non-white
artists with labels from ‘cultural food’. For
example, ‘in a review of Nandita Shenoy’s
Washer/Dryer reviewed by Stage Scene LA, a
“kumquat” and “jasmine rice” are referenced
for no reason at all’.?! Acts of stereotyping
suggest critics’ limited ability to perceive
IBPOC artists” works and cultures beyond
what they can consume from them.??

The assumption that plays by IBPOC artists
are a matter of ‘special interest’ is at the root of
acts of othering, and is reflective of a broader
fixation on race, where, as Shaffeeullah explains
above, race is assumed to be the subject of the
show by the mere presence of minoritized char-
acters and/or the playwright’s minoritized
identity. As Love, cited earlier, writes:

Because I am Black, my play was reduced to a
melodramatic race play. Because every Black
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playwright is intentionally writing about race,
always — right? Do white artists get that — the
assumption of what they’re writing about, the com-
parisons? Was Tracy Letts or Sarah Ruhl ever com-
pared, so frequently, to other white artists?*

The Latinx Theatre Commons (LTC), a col-
lective of Latinx theatre-makers, make a simi-
lar critique in an essay published on
HowlRound which draws attention to the
harm caused by expectations of IBPOC artists
that are rooted in stereotypes. Pointing to
several examples of problematic reviews that
demand more ‘Latino flavour’, the LTC argue
that ‘such reviews suggest that, for instance,
playwrights can only write about culturally
specific issues or have characters that fit into
the reviewer’s assumptions about that cul-
tural community, of which they are not a

part’?* Beyond any possible material

impacts on the artist’s work itself (box office,

funding applications, and so on), acts of
othering devalue artists’ particularized
knowledge and experience, and circulate
and recirculate harmful stereotypes that sus-
tain white supremacy.

Critical Disengagement as Imposing

Our next case study is grounded in the critical
reception of a landmark adaptation of Julius
Caesar which premiered at Canada’s National
Arts Centre (NAC) in 2008 in co-production
with Native Earth Performing Arts (NEPA).
Death of a Chief, adapted by Yvette Nolan,
NEPA'’s then Artistic Director, and Kennedy
C. MacKinnon, used Shakespeare’s play to
explore issues of power, ambition, and cor-
ruption within post-contact Indigenous self-
governments (Figure 3). The creative team
made several choices in their adaptation,

B

Figure 3. Death of a Chief. Native Earth Performing Arts, Ottawa, 2008. Photograph: Nina Lee Aquino. Copyright

courtesy of Native Earth Performing Arts.

40

https://doi.org/10.1017/50266464X22000355 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X22000355

including cutting and intercutting scenes and
adding a movement-based opening sequence
that foreshadowed the action of the first half
of the play.” Significantly, women were cast
in many of the main roles (including Monique
Mojica and Jani Lauzon as Caesar and Ant-
ony) due to the gender make-up of the all-
Indigenous cast and Nolan’s interest in inter-
rogating male dominance within First
Nations governance structures.’® When dis-
cussing her choice to adapt Julius Caesar,
Nolan stresses Shakespeare’s versatility:
‘He’s everywhere. Every community, every
cultural group has been able to find their own
experience reflected in Shakespeare, even
though he wrote in English.”*” Death of a Chief
also served the practical purpose of provid-
ing the Indigenous cast with experience in
Shakespearean performance, as they had
expressed frustration at being overlooked
for these roles.

However, NEPA’s reclaiming of Shake-
speare was challenged by the mainstream crit-
ical reception of Death of a Chief, which,
through critical disengagement, drew bound-
aries around the play. Rather than engage
with what the artists presented, the predom-
inantly white reviewers imposed expectations
upon it grounded in their limited artistic and
cultural associations regarding Shakespeare
and who can and should produce which
plays. Critic Richard Ouzounian reviewed
the NAC production’s remount at Toronto’s
Buddies in Bad Times Theatre for the Toronto
Star, a major local newspaper. The review is
headlined ‘Julius Caesar Doesn’t Work in
Indian Setting’,*” implying that Death of a Chief
had been insufficiently adapted to an Indigen-
ous context. Ouzounian questions the play’s
relevance to ‘aboriginal political disputes” and
suggests that A Midsummer Night’s Dream or
Coriolanus would be better suited to a ‘native
setting’.* He states: ‘As often happens in
Stratford and Shaw, a play has been taken
out of its rightful period and put into another
without asking whether or not it belongs
there.”*! The Globe and Mail’s Kelly Nestruck,
theatre critic at one of Canada’s national
newspapers, makes a similar argument about
the production. His review is headlined ‘Sha-
kespeare done right . . . and wrong’, and his

assessment of Death of a Chief as ‘Shakespeare
done wrong’ stands in contrast to his positive
evaluation of Soulpepper Theatre’s concur-
rent ‘airy, straightforward’” production of As
You Like It.*> Like OQuzounian, Nestruck rec-
ognizes Indigenous cultural elements present
in the performance, but concludes that ‘the
play fails to make any resonant connections
to Aboriginal issues’.*

In both cases, the underlying implications
suggest a paradox: that the NEPA adapta-
tion of Julius Caesar is ‘not Indian enough’**
(according to standards imagined by settler
reviewers) but also that Shakespeare’s play
is irrelevant to Indigenous communities in
the first place. This demonstrates a totally
reductive understanding of Indigeneity.
Indeed, Nestruck goes so far as to quote the
claim made by the press material that the
play engages with ‘the legacy of colonization
and the impact of ambition and in-fighting
on the Native community’ before dismissing
NEPA’s concept as an idea generated
‘mainly for the grant application’.*> Rather
than consider how these themes might be
present in the play or expand on his argu-
ment that they are lacking (and thus engage
with it on its own terms), Nestruck devotes
most of his double review to praising As You
Like It and, in the remaining space, swiftly
critiques Death of a Chief's performances,
short length, and gender-blind casting -
elements that might provide an easier focus
because, unlike the production’s Indigene-
ity, they fit within the scope of his knowledge
and expectations of contemporary Shake-
speare staging.

When writing about the play’s critical
reception, Métis scholar Jason Woodman Sim-
monds concludes that critics ‘take their par-
ticular experiences in the theatre world as a
body of knowledge that extends magically in
the form of an opinion about what constitutes
authentic Shakespearean performance and
impose their opinion onto the experiences of
NEPA's self-fashioned community’.*® Rather
than interrogate the limits of their under-
standing, they rely on what they do know.
By imposing settler-generated standards on
to the play, Nestruck and Ouzounian’s
reviews serve a gatekeeping role by
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delineating the limits of Shakespearean adap-
tation.*” The epistemic violence brought about
by their critical disengagement works to
delegitimize Indigenous interpretations of
Shakespeare and demotes Indigenous per-
formers to stereotypical roles such as the
fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

In their HowlRound essay, the Latinx The-
atre Commons identify ‘a larger pattern seen
in American theatre criticism in which the
reviewer imposes their own mistaken expect-
ations on to an artist of colour’.*® While some-
times these mistaken expectations are
grounded in racist ideas connected to artists’
identities and thus fall under our first category
of ‘othering’, they may also be grounded in
normative western artistic standards.*’
Whereas othering often responds to the cre-
ators and performers of the works reviewed,
imposing relates more to the works them-
selves. One example of imposing is when
Aristotelian models of plot and structure are
upheld as the default standard for artistic
works. Such an act ignores that, as charles
c. smith asserts, ‘theatre, acting, drama have
long histories in other parts of the world’
outside of ‘the West’, which may be ‘based
on other aesthetic standards’.>" Just like other-
ing, imposing demonstrates how critics let
their expectations and lack of competence in
certain areas cloud their ability to engage with
the works in front of them. Instead, critics
impose a set of “‘universal” standards to their
evaluation and dismiss works that do not fit
those criteria. In cases of imposing, these
standards are typically tied to Eurocentric
theatrical norms, as opposed to the perceived
backgrounds of the artists whose work is
being reviewed.

In an interview about her collective’s
request that bug be reviewed by IBPOC critics,
Yolanda Bonnell illuminates how the practice
of imposing operates as a strategy of critical
disengagement:

There is often a tone along the lines of ‘I don't
understand this, therefore it’s not valid or good
art’. Aspects like style, movement, language, and
music are at risk of being dismissed. There are so
many different styles of theatre or storytelling. Can
everyone be proficient in all of those? Probably not.
But as reviewers, I think there’s a responsibility in
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acknowledging that you may not understand cer-
tain cultural aspects of how the storyteller is choos-
ing to tell that story.”!

Here Bonnell reveals how a lack of expertise in
particular artistic and /or cultural traditions is
often unacknowledged among reviewers,
whose reliance on their existing knowledge
leads them to mischaracterize work outside
their direct range (the case of Nestruck and
Ouzounian when reviewing Death of a Chief).
The reviewers that Bonnell identifies display
what Kathleen Smith, former editor of the
magazine The Dance Current, describes as a
‘lack of experience and simpatico with non-
Western modes of understanding and know-
ing art’.”? In the same interview quoted above,
Bonnell highlights the ‘Eurocentric notions of
excellence’™ that pervade mainstream criti-
cism, which means that, even when reviewers
have some idea of relevant artistic and/or
cultural traditions, they may instinctively
value them less than European models such
as the aforementioned Aristotelian dramatur-
gical structure. The act of imposing shapes not
only what reviewers make of a work but also
how they actually experience it. Nolan
observes — here expressing a sentiment shared
by many IBPOC artists in their critiques of
mainstream reviewing — that ‘the reviewer
brings his teachings, his worldview, and his
lens to view the work, and those things can
preclude his viewing of the work in any other
way. So often, the reviewer does not review
what he sees, but what he wishes he had
seen.””* This statement again specifies that what
is at stake in these discussions is not cultural
sensitivity, but cultural and artistic competence.

Crucial to understanding imposing as a
form of critical disengagement is the discourse
of universalism. One consequence of this dis-
course is the assumption that artistic works
can be objectively good or bad (as opposed to
dependent on culturally relative artistic stand-
ards), and that a critic is able to be ‘objective” in
judgement.” Dolan underscores the connec-
tion between objectivity and universality as
critical values, and their role in constituting
authority within traditional models of criti-
cism, pointing to the ‘preponderance of white
male critics [who] write from unexamined
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gender and race biases that leave them ignor-
ant of how theatre and popular culture can
represent others”:

Many continue to buy into the myth of objectivity,
insisting that to be balanced and fair, a critic needs
to erase his or her predilections and prejudices and
come to their spectating experiences as a ‘univer-
salist’. I don’t believe objectivity is possible or desir-
able; instead, it simply masks the biases that any
critic, of necessity, brings to his or her work.”®

Here, Dolan outlines the relationship between
knowledge and power within the critical estab-
lishment. The critic’s unexamined belief that
they can come to spectating free of bias and
take on a universalist position rests on the
assumption that their knowledge is singular
and expansive, and that the standards applied
to evaluation transcend the specifics of identity
and culture.

Besides its false assumption of objectivity,
the discourse of universalism is problematic
because it is almost always unequivocally
associated with whiteness. Thus, champion-
ship of the “universal’ goes hand-in-hand with
championship of whiteness and the perpetu-
ation of white supremacy. In a keynote speech
for the American Theatre Critics Association,
Diep Tran observes that ‘we have all been
socialized to read the white experience as the
universal one, as the one we should identify
with and have empathy for’.”” Nestruck and
Ouzounian, in their reviews of Death of a Chief,
reinforce this equation of universality with
whiteness when they imagine limits around
how Shakespeare’s ‘universal’ play might
apply to Indigenous peoples.”®

Imposing as a form of critical disengage-
ment is supported by the universalist
assumption that one set of standards, one
that is Eurocentric and ultimately white
supremacist, can be applied to all artistic
works. Rather than require critics to examine
their biases and the limitations of their
knowledge, imposing allows critics to abdi-
cate responsibility in their communicative
exchange with artists by reframing critical
ignorance as artistic failure. Refusing to meet
artists’ works in their integrity, critics impose
their own standards and, in so doing, they

enact an epistemic violence that sustains
white supremacy in theatre.

Critical Disengagement as Self-Centring

Antoinette Nwandu'’s Pass Over presents two
young Black men, Moses and Kitch, who must
find ways to pass the time as they remain
stuck on a street corner, dreaming about the
promised land but unable to pass over their
oppressive circumstances. Their world is dis-
rupted at different moments by the appear-
ance of the aptly named Master/Mister and a
police officer, who torment the two friends in
different ways. Master/Mister brings the play
to a tragic end when he shoots Moses.” The
play melds Beckett and the Old Testament in
its trenchant critique of systemic anti-
Blackness and the cyclical violence of white
supremacy. Nwandu characterizes the critical
response to the play’s 2017 Chicago premiere
as ““not-all-white-people” side-stepping’; a
‘crash course in the myriad ways people
who feel implicated by a play’s message
attempt to dodge that bullet’.”

Theatre critic Hedy Weiss wrote what has
been widely seen as an infamously racist
review of the show in major local newspaper
the Chicago Sun-Times. Weiss took issue with
Nwandu'’s characterization of a white police
officer, noting that ‘Nwandu’s simplistic,
wholly generic characterization of a racist
white cop (clearly meant to indict all white
cops) is wrong-headed and self-defeating’.®’
With this language, Weiss lets her subjective
views on police officers overshadow what
was presented on stage. Weiss then moves
her discussion even further away from the
production, challenging the idea that anyone
might have a problem with the police and
citing ‘news reports about recent shootings’
and ‘the look of relief when the police arrive
on the scene’ (notably not mentioning who is
looking relieved).®> Underlying her response
is a sense of defensiveness common in self-
centring as a mode of disengagement,
whereby critics, when confronted by a work’s
political message, choose to foreground their
discomfort rather than analyze what the pro-
duction is attempting to do.
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Underlying the strategies of critical disen-
gagement is a need to elevate critics” know-
ledge above that of artists, thus maintaining
the uneven power dynamic between the two.
This is tied to a model of criticism that posi-
tions critics as omniscient beings who deter-
mine the standards by which artworks will be
evaluated. In some cases, critics move beyond
imposing inappropriate standards to project-
ing themselves or their concerns on to art-
works. This critical self-centring may involve
both the more introspective act of self-
indulgence, when critics centre their own
importance in their writing over the works
they review, and the outward-facing act of
self-protectiveness, when critics respond to
artworks as though they pose a threat to them.

Self-centring is a subtler form of critical
disengagement compared to the previous
two discussed above. Often laced with emo-
tion, it pulls up the curtain on the critical ideal
of objectivity to reveal critics’ subjective
responses. The insertion of the self into
reviews (including via emotional responses)
is at odds with the traditional positioning of
critics as neutral and distanced outsiders.
Importantly, and in contradistinction to fem-
inist and anti-racist approaches to criticism
that foreground social location and conceive
of knowledge as ‘situated, not objective’, self-
centring as a form of critical disengagement
does not acknowledge subjectivity; it just
reveals it.?® Indeed, critics’ failure to acknow-
ledge their subject positions, while concur-
rently centring themselves, leads to a failure
in their communicative exchange with the art-
ist, or, to use Dotson’s terms, an unwillingness
or incapacity to hear artists.

To return to the example that began this
article, we can now see how self-centring also
manifests in the mainstream critical response
to manidoons’s request about reviews for bug.
Instead of taking advantage of the moment to
examine the structural problems of racism in
criticism that the request was clearly meant to
highlight, critics chose to focus more on how
manidoons’s request impacted on them and
prevailing critical practices. For example, in
the opening of his op-ed on manidoons’s
request, Globe and Mail theatre critic Kelly
Nestruck asks, ‘Should artists be allowed to
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choose which colour of critic reviews them?’¢*
His question reflects a greater interest in who
was not invited than why the request
was made.

In their analysis of the media coverage of
bug, Sanchari Sur notes that instead of work-
ing to understand the request and its context,
the central focus of Nestruck’s piece was ‘his
apparent, and alleged, inability to review Bon-
nell’s play bug’.% Further, they note that the
piece ‘reveals a desire to gain control of a
narrative that Nestruck seems to be unable
to control’.°® Indeed, Nestruck’s attempt to
control the narrative was further reinforced
in his subsequent coverage of bug — a discus-
sion between himself and Cree scholar, artist,
and writer Karyn Recollet, published in the
Globe and Mail under the headline, ‘A Cree
professor and a white critic went to Yolanda
Bonnell’s bug. Then, they discussed’.®” On the
surface, the piece may appear to respect man-
idoons’s request by centring an Indigenous
voice in the newspaper’s coverage of the
show, but the dialogue is guided by Nestruck
as he tries to wrestle it into the framework of a
traditional review, beginning with his own
interpretation before asking Recollet for hers.

Nestruck finally asks Recollet to give the
play a star rating, acknowledging that this
might be “the colonial construct that Bonnell
is trying to avoid’. Recollet subverts
Nestruck’s question by offering an alternative
kind of star rating: “The stars that were offered
within this performance were manifold — the
stage design depicted a waterway that was
mapped in stars. If I were to provide a rating
then, it would be a full-on constellation.”®®
Like the critical response to Pass Over, this
example demonstrates the immanent pres-
ence of critics” subjectivities in the reviewing
process, despite their insistence on their
objective judgement. Here, as in many cases,
the self-centring is prompted by a threat to the
critic’s power. Rather than allow Recollet to
write about bug on her own, Nestruck asserts
his authority by inserting himself into the
piece.®”

Nestruck’s response also illustrates an
inability to engage with the structural elem-
ents of manidoons’s critique. For example,
while he acknowledges in his initial op-ed that
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his reviewing was shaped by a ‘white settler
lens’, his example of how that lens operates is
a moment when he had tears in his eyes dur-
ing a show which featured a lullaby his grand-
mother used to sing.”’ By grounding this
example in a personal anecdote focused on
his individualized experience, Nestruck fails
to address the structural component of the
‘white settler lens” and its entrenchment in
the ongoing history of colonialism and Indi-
genous dispossession in Canada. Rather than
offering an example connected to his grand-
mother, had he truly understood manidoons’s
request, Nestruck might have delved further
into the admittedly ‘dismissive review’ that he
wrote about Death of a Chief in 2008 (discussed
above).”! This brings us to the final point of
our article: the inability of mainstream critics
to confront the structural impact (and epi-
stemic violence) of their work is one of the
greatest barriers to overcoming critical disen-
gagement and the white supremacy it enables.
This often directly results from critics” self-
centring, which encourages them to interpret
structural critiques personally. It also helps to
explain why, despite IBPOC artists’ long-
standing critiques of mainstream reviewing
practices, critical disengagement persists to
this day.

In an age of waning print coverage, when
critics” relevance might seem to rely on their
absolute, expansive expertise, it makes sense
that they might resist or reject works that fall
outside that expertise. And yet, by holding on
to their own power, critics become invested in
maintaining the status quo, ultimately fur-
thering the white supremacy of the theatre
industry. While self-centring may have
emerged as a survival strategy among critics,
its persistence has resulted in widespread crit-
ical incompetence, and has had a substantially
negative impact on the work of artists of
colour, in particular.””

Re-Imagining Theatre Criticism

The case studies in this article have elucidated
a persistent pattern of how critical disengage-
ment manifests in reviews of theatre created
by IBPOC artists, and how reviewers misrep-
resent their work when they fail to consider it

on its own terms and within its sociocultural
context. Incompetent reviews play an interfer-
ing role in knowledge production pertaining
tolarge bodies of artistic work, and in doing so
they enact a form of epistemic violence. As
Dotson argues, ‘Epistemic violence in testi-
mony is a refusal, intentional or unintentional,
of an audience to communicatively recipro-
cate a linguistic exchange owing to pernicious
ignorance. Pernicious ignorance should be
understood to refer to any reliable ignorance
that, in a given context, harms another person
(or set of persons).””? This ‘refusal’ runs
through our case studies and manifests in
critical disengagement in the forms of other-
ing, imposing, and self-centring. Despite a
long history of critique from IBPOC artists
and scholars, mainstream critics, by always
centring themselves as individuals and failing
to understand the structural problems of the-
atre criticism, perpetuate a kind of pernicious
ignorance through their reviews. Such ignor-
ance will persist unless significant steps are
taken to counter it by both institutions and
individual critics. This might begin, as Tomaz
Krpi¢ has argued in a recent issue of New
Theatre Quarterly, by acknowledging the
importance of the critic’s ‘bodily presence in
the theatre” to their experience and the
reviews they produce.”* While Krpi¢'s article
does not focus on the particulars of identity,
his assertion that the researcher/reviewer’s
‘condition of being a body and having a body
affects her/his perceptions and comprehen-
sion of the play or the performance’ suggests
a situated knowledge that pushes back
against critical ideals of objectivity.”

The patterns of critical disengagement iso-
lated in our article feed into wider networks of
power relations and have serious implications
for theatre production and reception more
broadly.”® Accordingly, the main issue is
ultimately not individual critics writing prob-
lematic reviews (although these can be painful
to artists and harmful to the public perception
of particular shows), but the structural harm
of their repeated patterns. Collectively, critics
come to shape audiences’ understandings of
artistic works in ways that disadvantage the
artists in the long term and influence broader
public perceptions in ways that reinforce
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white supremacy. This is true not just of the
public-facing realm of theatre criticism tied to
newspapers and blogs, but also of the work of
theatre criticism that goes on in departments
of theatre and performance studies, making
this discussion of critical engagement relevant
not just to the waning population of profes-
sional critics, but to scholars engaged in any
form of criticism as well. Indeed, the academy,
as a training ground for many critics, has
directly contributed to the climate of profes-
sional criticism as it now stands.

Given the persistence of critical disengage-
ment, is it any wonder that IBPOC artists have
been responding with acts of refusal of their
own? manidoons’s request should be under-
stood through this frame: as an opting out of an
oppressive system, but also as a chance to build
‘solidarity among IBPOC /variously colonized
people’ and ‘create alternative ways of
engaging with performances’.”” The collect-
ive’s request was inspired by a similar request
made by Kim Senklip Harvey for the premiere
of her play Kamloopa: An Indigenous Matriarch
Story in 2018. Harvey understands mainstream
theatre criticism as an extension of colonialism,
observing that ‘settlers have oppressively posi-
tioned themselves in this theatrical context to
have some presumed kind of academic and/or
artistic “authority” over Indigenous peoples’.”®
In order to oppose this, Harvey deliberately
categorized Kamloopa not as ‘theatre’ but as
‘Indigenous artistic ceremony’.”” In doing this,
she troubled settler reviewers’ presumed uni-
versal knowledge by which they might claim
authority to review the piece, and encouraged
them to examine their limited artistic frame-
works. The Kamloopa creative team then invited
love letters from Indigenous women, an idea
introduced by dramaturg Lindsay Lachance to
provide an alternative to mainstream critical
discourse that ensured the play remained
‘about Indigenous women and for Indigenous
women’ and foregrounded care and support as
critical values.®"

The persistent work of artists like the man-
idoons collective, Senklip Harvey, and many
others is generating some change, as well as
experimental forms of criticism like the Kam-
loopa love letters. In 2017, sparked by the Pass
Over reviews discussed in this article, a group
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of Chicago artists formed the Chicago Theatre
Accountability Coalition to hold the city’s crit-
ics to task for their work. Also in 2017, Chicago
artists Regina Victor and Katherine O’Keefe
founded the Rescripted collective and The
Key, a mentorship programme for emerging
critics. Through their website, Rescripted pub-
lishes alternative reviews and runs pro-
grammes designed to ‘reprogram the way
we critically engage with each other using an
empathetic lens, while cultivating critics and
adding new voices to the field”.®! These initia-
tives and others are not only addressing the
role that theatre criticism has played and con-
tinues to play in upholding white supremacy,
but they are also imagining what role theatre
criticism might play in overturning white
supremacy in the theatre.
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