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Dedicated to My Dear Friend and Colleague
Mentoring and Workshops

Leonora Stapleton, 
International Dance 
Artist (1963 - 2021) 
I met Leonora in the mid-80s in the 
hallways of  the Ailey School where we 
both trained. Our mutual passion for 
dance excellence and community well-
being meant that over the decades of  
our careers our paths would lovingly 
cross; but none so dramatically than in 
2009 at Leeds Kirkgate Market, where 
after more than a decade of  not seeing each other our paths collided summoning joyful tears and screams that halted 
for a time the Saturday morning hustle and bustle of  the market place. I had moved to Leeds two weeks earlier to 
pursue my PhD at the University of  Leeds.  Citing a need to be closer to family and community, Leonora had 
returned home to Leeds in 2001 shortly after the 9/11 World Trade Center Attacks.   

At the age of  22, Leonora found her way to the Ailey 
School.  While studying at London Contemporary Dance 
School she was spotted by Mr Ailey who invited her to 
study at the Ailey School.  With the emotional and financial 
support of  her Leeds community, Leonora moved to New 
York City.  She would go on to lead a stellar career with 
credits that include: Dance Theater of  Harlem;  Donald 
Byrd, The Group; Lion King, On Broadway; and Tarzan in 
Amsterdam and Germany - where she served as Associate 
Choreographer.   In 2019, she founded the organization, 
Be Body Aware to encourage the use of  dance and exercise 
for overall well-being. 

Interestingly, even with an established professional dance 
career in the United States, Amsterdam, and Germany, 
Leonora encounter debilitating obstacles securing a place in 
UK professional dance community.  During my time in 
Leeds, Leonora, through her work as Associate 
Choreographer for Tarzan at Disney Theatrical 
Productions, traveled monthly to Germany and 
Amsterdam to make her living. She understood better than 
I did at the time the the challenges she encountered 
securing her livelihood in UK dance world was deeply 
informed by racism and commonplace racial codings.  
Nonetheless, Leonora understood the power to dance to 
transform and heal.  She was a dedicated mentor to young 
dancers of  diverse race and ethnicities, and was committed 
to community dance.  Leonora credited Jan Hambley, the 

Director of  the Mara Ya Pili Community Dance Project for 
her steadfast belief  in her talent and potential.  Leonora carried on this legacy through her own volunteer community 
work teaching and mentoring young dancers under her organization Jambala Dance Network.  

My 2022 mentoring and workshop series is dedicated to Leonora’s passionate and stellar life.    

Leonora Stapleton 1963 - 2021
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The potential of  dance in and on our bodies is transformative - 
enabling individuals, communities, institutions, and societies to 

move joyfully toward and in justice and equity.

Justice is what love looks like in public.  
Cornel West

3



Nonetheless the profession of  dance is, and has been, in crisis, serving as a flashpoint of  
race-based inhumanity (whiteness. white supremacy, racism); whereby hegemonic practices 
work to detach dance practitioners and dance community of  professionals from the very 
humanity that dance  (as a profession, ideology, and practice) explicitly works to celebrate, 
honor, and affirm. 
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What’s Going On 

The Place is engaged in an effort of  transformation through decolonisation

5



mission is to create innovative and inspiring learning 
programmes that develop dance artists to the highest standard, 

preparing them to lead and shape the art form.

With the 
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Vision
to be an international leader in dance education,  

driving discovery and developing the art form.

& the
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“understood as an act of  exorcism for both the colonized and the colonizer. For both parties it 
must be a process of  liberation: from dependency, in the case of  the colonized, and from 
imperialist, racist perceptions, representations, and institutions which,  
unfortunately, remain with us to this very day, in the case of  the colonizer...Decolonization 
can only be complete when it is understood as a complex process that involves both the 
colonizer and the colonized”  Samia Nehrez, quoted in hooks (2015).

Decolonisation is   
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“the intentional process of  disrupting, redefining, re-centring, redistributing power in ways 
that value, support, and affirm the voices, experiences, and lives of  non-dominant/
dominant-aligned non-hegemonic cultures, peoples, groups, and individuals. In its most 
powerful expression decolonisation works to dismantle harmful structures, ideologies, and 
performative articulations and invest in new and transformative ways of  thinking and being 
that value and honor the holistic wellbeing of  oppressed individuals and communities” 
Webster, CM 2022.

Decolonisation continued
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Narratives of  othering (which include: scarcity, hunger, fear, 
hopelessness, complicity, anger, anxiety, depression, frustration, 
alienation, confusion, confoundedness, powerlessness, sadness, 
nostalgia, melancholia, insecurity, aggrandizement, innocence, 
defensiveness, and guilt) deployed as the cannon for individual, 
community, organizational belonging - capturing bodies in 
narratives of  dehumanization that target those identified as ‘others’. 

Racism is embodied 
impacting one’s experience of  one’s own body and the bodies of  others.

Bodies develop patterns and get caught up in cycles that resist 
possibilities for wellness/wholeness (Van Der Kolk, 2014). 

Decolonisation understands that 
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Decolonisation is understood as   

 an individual and an organizational process 

As Adrienne Maree brown (2017 p. 197) points out “We are living now inside the 
imagination of  people who thought economic disparity and environmental destruction 
were acceptable cost for their power.”  Transformative engagement of  the individual 
and collective imagination are necessary to decolonise personal and collective 
practices. “If  we begin to understand ourselves as practice ground for transformation, 
we can transform the world (Brown, 2017 p. 197).  
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What Is Your Personal Manifesto?

What Is Your Personal Mantra? 

Decolonisation work invites each 
individual to identify themselves as part 
of  a system in which their personal 
commitment to the process involves 
personal strategies, care, and rituals.    

How Often Do You Engage With Your Manifesto and Mantra?  

Is it with the same regularity as you engage with race-based colonial narratives? Do you believe that the change, equity, and 
justice should be established outside yourself  before you fully sign on? How can your personal manifesto and mantra help you 
stay true to equity and justice even when the progress in the society and institution is or appears slow?  
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The work to decolonise is: 

fiercely intentional, action 
driven, and conscientious - 
directed by love, courage, 

pleasure, and integrity.  
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HEGEMONY

What it Values

Who is Protected

How it Protects

How it Harms

Who it Harmed

What IS it

Under 

What 

                   Conditions 

Who are the Vulnerable

a practice of  power that rests substantially on the 
consent of  various strata achieved by groups 
possessing or seeking state power (Ali, N.G. 2015).
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Who are the Vulnerable in the face of  hegemony?

All are Vulnerable but some are 
Valued, however fleetingly
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I’ve given many hours of  
thought 
                 
And hurt a dozen scores 

From bumping elbows back 
and front 

Going in and out of  
doors. 
  
I thought old cave men “had 
it knocked” 

To enter round holes 

Till someone said they 
knocked their heads 
                 
And bent their backs like 
moles.

I’ve even thought of  hacking out 
                 
An angle in each wall 

But that would make the doors 
look queer 
                 
While elbows had a ball. 
  
And once I looked back going 
through to see if  elbows passed 

My nose got hooked and still is 
crooked 
                 
Though elbows passed with class. 
  
I strapped my elbows in my belt 

And stalked about the room 
There wasn’t much my hand could 
do 
                 
But scratch and hand like brooms. 

 

I’ve reconciled myself  that doors 
And elbows must make friends 

But shoulders just don’t give a damn 

Insisting doors must bend. 
  
A tent must be the answer then 

I’ve vowed so many times 

But can you knock a flimsy flap 
Or count a tent-ways chimes? 
  
I have to learn that man was made 
                 
To stalk within the vines 

And map each door like forest prey 
                 
In rooms of  jungle pines. 
  
These elbows are such friends of  mine 
                 
For leaning head and chin 

I’d rather live outside all year 
                 
Than hurt them living in.

I’ve tried to tuck my elbows in 
                 
And slipped in sideways, too 

But doorknobs silently would rise 
                 
And knock me going thru. 
  
That’s when my funnybone would 
sing 
                 
My pinky finger too, 

With thunder bolts of  jagged 
notes 
                 
From screams to trembling  
“oo –ooh” 
  
And sometimes shoulders banged 
the jamb 

Supporting elbows plight 
To change my focus of  the pain 

And curse the whole door’s height.

Elbows 
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work is to convince us of  intrinsic flaws within ourselves, that it is 
unchanging, that we must endure ongoing pain and trauma, and to 
either work within its system/s and against humanity or be 
jettisoned from the love and care of  our community of  belonging.    

Hegemony
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Hegemony

preys on the imagination, demanding uncritical acceptance 
of  faulty and dehumanizing narratives to oppress the 
vulnerable and maintain itself.

takes up residence in the life and workings of  individuals 
organizations, communities, and societies - constraining 
possibilities for holistic wellbeing; 
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Decolonisation is central to any strategic plan that aims for Equitable Futures 
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Decolonisation Tools

Action - thoughts and deeds that produce visible/tangible impact. 
Introspection - the examination of  one’s thoughts, feelings, and actions - usually with 
the goal of  aligning, questioning and/or re-evaluating with some set of  values/
principles.  
Reflectivity - the process of  shedding light what undergrids one’s own feelings/
thoughts/philosophy, (usually) in an effort to align/question/revaluate (explicitly 
understood) values/principles. 
Intentionality - the deliberate and purposeful process of  engaging activities and ways of  
thinking in order to acquire specific skills/goals.   
Failure - a state of  mind in which one choices to resist and/or avoid growth and 
learning.   
Courage - ethically driven ways of  being in the world that resists complacency, apathy, 
and hopelessness while actively working for social goods that include justice and equity.  
Integrity - “being aware of  the conditions on which your life and survival depend, 
critical of  those conditions and and working to minimize the level of  injustice and 
parasitic existence,” West, C 2011. 
Love - The embodied sensation that invites/compels individuals and communities 
“looked upon” an individual or group “with loving kindness, cherished, and made to 
feel wanted;” “the will to extend one’s self  for the purpose of  nurturing one’s own or 
another’s spiritual growth.” Love is “both an intention and an action; a choice (hooks, b 
Pleasure - “a measure of  freedom” 
Justice - “the social arrangement that allows people to live lives that flower and 
flourish”;  “what love lock like in public”  - West, C 2011. 

An invitation: using the definitions as a guiding tool, construct unique definitions that could serve your community at The Place 
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How do you NOT get discouraged by the scale of  the work?
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The Practice of  Failing on Purpose
The practice of  failing on purpose offered 

the possibility of  engaging with 
undesirable feelings/sensations in self-

directed controlled environments.   
Nonetheless, the anxiety around failure 

(thou by choice) resulted various evasion 
strategies and high levels of  fear.  

What other lessons learned from 
engaging this experience? 

The practice of  working with and through 
uncomfortable feelings/sensations will make 
discomfort less important to the process of  

decolonising the organization; and for seeing 
unsuccessful attempts are rich with opportunities 

and growth. 
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How do we authentically invite difference into our higher education environment? 

Your Questions
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Emergent Strategy

adrienne maree brown’s

Pleasure Activism

&

24



Emergent Strategy

“Emergence is the way complex systems and patterns arise out of  a multiplicity of  relatively 
simple interactions… In the framework of  emergence, the whole is a mirror of  the parts. ” 
(p. 14).
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Small is good, small is all. (The large is a reflection of  the small.)  
Change is constant. (Be like water.)  
There is always enough time for right work.  There is a conversation 
in the room that only these people at this moment can have. Find it.  
Never a failure, always a lesson. 
Trust the people. (If  you trust the people, they become trustworthy.) 
Move at the speed of  trust. Focus on critical connections more than 
critical mass - build resilience by building relationships.  
Less prep, more presence.  
What you pay attention to grows (Brown p. 41).

Emergent Strategy  
principles 
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• Everything is about relationships, critical connections; 

• Chaos is an essential process that we need to engage;  

• The sharing of  information is fundamental for organizational success; and 

• Vision is an invisible field that binds us together, emerging  
from the relationship and chaos and information (Brown p. 26 - 27). 

Emergent Strategy
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• Are there aspects of  Emergent Strategy already functional at The Place and in the 
profession of  Dance in the UK;  

• Can you identify types of  non-violent competition that you engage in personally and 
professionally; 

• Are there parallels you can identify between professional dance, the whaleship Essex, and 
the learned helplessness video you viewed? 

• If  as Brown (2017) notes, “Nothing is wasted, or a failure," then identify one explicit, 
tangible, attainable step toward the goal of  decolonising dance being taken at The Place, 
and one that should be taken.  Also identify one personal steps you are taking and one that 
you should take.  
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Pleasure Activism
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https://magazine.brighamandwomens.org/departments/how-to-stay-in-the-conversation

Today, where do you locate yourself  on 
this becoming an antiracist diagram?

This antiracist diagram was put out by the Brigham and 
Women’s Hospital in Boston, Massachusetts.  While it presents 
an imagined linearity to the path of  becoming antiracist within 
a health care system (a premise I argue is faulty), it can useful in 
helping to think about the multiple spaces one is located on the 
antiracist journey at in a given moment. 

Today, where do you locate yourself  on 
this becoming an antiracist diagram?
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Michel Foucault, the quintessential transgressive thinker in the 
west, confessed that he had real difficulties experiencing pleasure: 

“I think that pleasure is a very difficult behavior. It’s not as simple 
as that to enjoy one’s self. And I must say that’s my dream. I would 
like and I hope I die of an overdose of pleasure of any kind. 
Because I think it’s really difficult and I always have the feeling that 
I do not feel the pleasure, the complete total pleasure and, for me, 
it’s related to death. Because I think that the kind of pleasure I 
would consider as the real pleasure, would be so deep, so intense, 
so overwhelming that I couldn’t survive it. I would die. 

I would consider as the real pleasure, would be so deep, so 
intense, so overwhelming that I couldn’t survive it. I would die” 
hooks, bell (2015) Routledge. 

A look at pleasure 
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asserts that we all need and deserve pleasure and 
that our social structures must reflect this. In this 
moment, we must prioritize the pleasure of  those 
most impacted by oppression.  

Pleasure Activism 

believe that by tapping into the potential goodness 
in each of  us we can generate justice and 
liberation, growing a healing abundance…  

acts from an analysis that pleasure is a natural, safe, 
and liberated part of  life—and that we can offer 
each other tools and education to make sure sex, 
desire, drugs, connection, and other pleasures 
aren’t life- threatening or harming but life-
enriching.

is us learning to make justice and liberation the most 
pleasurable experiences we can have on this planet. 
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Pleasure Activism Principles

What you pay attention to grows. This will be familiar to those who have read 
Emergent Strategy. Actually, all the emergent strategy principles also apply here! 
(Insert eggplant emoji). Tune into happiness, what satisfies you, what brings 
you joy.  

We become what we practice. I learned this through studying somatics! In his 
book The Leadership Dojo, Richard Strozzi-Heckler shares that “300 repetitions 
produce body memory ... [and] 3,000 repetitions creates embodiment.” 

Yes is the way. When it was time to move to Detroit, when it was time to leave 
my last job, when it was time to pick up a meditation practice, time to swim, 
time to eat healthier, I knew because it gave me pleasure when I made and 
lived into the decision. Now I am letting that guide my choices for how I 
organize and for what I am aiming toward with my work—pleasure in the 
processes of  my existence and states of  my being. Yes is a future. When I feel 
pleasure, I know I am on the right track. Puerto Rican pleasure elder Idelisse 
Malave shared with me that her pleasure principle is “If  it pleases me, I will.”  
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Pleasure is not even related to money, at least not in a positive way. Having resources to buy unlimited amounts of  
pleasure leads to excess, and excess totally destroys the spiritual experience of  pleasure. 

When I am happy, it is good for the world. 
The deepest pleasure comes from riding the line between commitment and detachment. Commit yourself  fully to the process, the 
journey, to bringing the best you can bring. Detach yourself  from ego and outcomes. 
 
Make justice and liberation feel good. 
Your no makes the way for your yes. Boundaries create the container within which your yes is authentic. Being able to 
say no makes yes a choice. 
Moderation is key. The idea is not to be in a heady state of  ecstasy at all times, but rather to learn how to sense when 
something is good for you, to be able to feel what enough is. Related: pleasure is not money. Pleasure is not even related 
to money, at least not in a positive way. Having resources to buy unlimited amounts of  pleasure leads to excess, and 
excess totally destroys the spiritual experience of  pleasure.  

Pleasure Activism Principles
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“…[R]ecognize that pleasure is a measure of  freedom; notice what makes you feel good and 
what you are curious about; learn ways you can increase the amount of  feeling-good time in 
your life, to have abundant pleasure; decrease any internal or projected shame or scarcity 
thinking around the pursuit of  pleasure, quieting any voices of  trauma that keep you from your 
full sacred sensual life; create more room for joy, wholeness, and aliveness (and less room for 
oppression, repression, self-denial and unnecessary suffering) in your life; identify strategies 
beyond denial or repression for navigating pleasure in relationship to others; and begin to 
understand the liberation possible when we collectively orient around pleasure and longing. 
Bonus: realize you are a pleasure activist!” Brown (2019)

Pleasure Activism 
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How does pleasure function in your life?  
  
Why would it be necessary to decolonise thoughts around 
pleasure in order to ensure engagement in activism is not a 
binding of  one's self  to a life trauma and triggers?  

Indicate how you understand the relationship between your 
personal process and the decolonial work being done at The 
Place. 

PLEASURE
An Exercise
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Assessing
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https://magazine.brighamandwomens.org/departments/how-to-stay-in-the-conversation

This diagram of  Becoming Antiracist journey  is 
useful in that it allow one to identify the multiple 
spaces one simultaneously occupies. It also opens the 
conversation around the necessary ongoing nature 
of  this process, which is more akin to the iterative/
nonlinear nature of  the learning process (in this case 
learning and unlearning) than to the linear concept 
of  driving a car to a destination.  

In which spaces are you situated today? 
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Working from the smallest (what 
Brown 2017 identifies as factual) 

relationship onward, it is important 
to address small work, be attentive 

to small changes in thinking, 
feeling, and doing in order to 

ensure the success and sustainability 
of  personal and organizational 

foundation of  decolonising work. 
“What we practice at the small scale 

sets the patterns for the whole 
system” Brown, 2017 p53).
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Regular (non judgemental) 
assessment of  self  and 

organization will help to 
keep on track. 
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Decolonisation and antiracism work is always personal; it is a journey of  recovery; 
recovery from the trauma of  racialized living and being in the world.   
Van Der Kolk 2014, p 205  notes that “ [t]rauma robs you of  the feeling that you 
are in charge of  yourself, of  what … is called self-leadership.   
The challenge of  recovery is to reestablish ownership of ” one’s “body and mind 
— of  your self.  This means feeling free to know what you know and feel what 
you feel.”.   [N]ot having to keep secrets from yourself, including secrets about 
the way you have managed to survive” opens doors to growth and promise.   
“Neuroscience research shows that the only way we can change the way we feel is 
by becoming aware of  our inner experience and learning to befriend what is going 
on inside ourselves (Van Der Kolk 2014, p 208).  By listening and honoring 
ourselves we become more capable of  honoring and affirming others and thereby  
opening up possibilities for imagining futures in which racism is eliminated.  
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“It is our right and responsibility to write ourselves into the future” Brown 2012, 
p. 197), be in right relationship with change (p.52), and make justice one of  the 
most pleasurable experience we can have (p.33)



“…[T]ransformative justice is a way we can begin to believe that the harm that has come to us won’t keep happening, that we can 
uproot it, and that we can seed some new ways of  being with each other” Brown, A.M. 2017. 
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“Transform yourself  to transform the world (Brown, A. M. 2017, p53) 
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It was a pleasure working with The Place team.  
Wishing you all individual and organizational success 

on your decolonisation and antiracism journey. 



Carol Marie Webster, PhD

Thank You
Dance without Surrender Dream without Borders

www.dancewithoutsurrender.com
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