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We pride ourselves in saying that we live in an egalitarian society.  However, this can be defined very differently.  
For example, social context and social construction are important indicators in defining what this term means.  
Here ‘egalitarian’ might be seen as truly inclusive and conscious of the historical and contemporary barriers to 
individuals and groups that experience marginalization. 

When public arts funding and the Canada Council for the Arts was created, Canada’s demographic characteristics 
were of a society that had for nearly a century followed patterns of restrictive population growth.  Canada was 
emerging from a period of discriminatory legislation and practices that banned Indigenous cultural activities and set 
barriers to immigration for Asians, South Asians and persons of African descent. Canada had set up and 
maintained Residential Schools for Indigenous children, ended immigration of Chinese and South Asians, had 
segregated school systems for African Canadians in Ontario and Nova Scotia and incarcerated persons of 
Japanese descent during WW II.   

At the same time, Indigenous and diverse communities were pushing back against centuries of European 
colonialism and hegemonic thought.  There was, and still is, increased impetus in the Indigenous movement for 
self-determination and in struggles concerning racialized peoples, women, gays and lesbians, and persons with 
disabilities. In the arts, many in these communities engage in cultural practices that have different trajectories of 
education, apprenticeship, myths, icons and artistic standards of excellence.  

TIPS TO USE: 

1) Know Your Communities and Their Interests: 

It’s important to engage with diverse communities and understand their interests. For example, in Ontario, 
WolfBrown and Associates provide ample evidence of their interests in the arts.  They note: 

 Racialized communities are more engaged than their White counterparts in arts learning and skills acquisition 
 Racialized and Indigenous communities reported higher engagement in community arts events i 
 Racialized groups are more engaged in media-based arts activities ii 
 Indigenous and racialized groups are more engaged in inventive activities iii 
 Racialized and Indigenous communities demonstrate a higher interest in their own cultural heritage iv 

In this context, WolfBrown and Associates assert: 

…arts engagement is generally higher for Ontarians of colour, and highest for Black populations.  This is 
driven primarily by higher engagement in arts learning activities and community-based events… 

Patterns of engagement by race are partly driven by age as respondents of colour are, on average, seven 
years younger than white respondents (41 vs. 48 years old).v 

2) Address the Challenge of Diverse Standards: 

What’s considered ‘contemporary’ by Indigenous, racialized and other historically marginalized artists are often not 
considered to be ‘contemporary’ by the current arts system.vi  The contemporary arts milieu is very much based 



 

 

upon the standards of the West and rarely considers the histories and artistic practices that had been suppressed 
during centuries of insistence on universal values that were advanced in European art and culture.  

The obvious challenge here is for the arts community to begin to understand that it is neither desirable nor useful 
to apply Western modes to assess the merits of diverse artistic forms.vii  Such an approach cuts short any 
dialogue about the values and selective traditions of Indigenous and diverse groups and their importance in 
influencing the creative expressions of artists from these communities. 

3) Where to Draw Inspiration:   

Magazine publishers, like other presenting bodies, are looking to make changes.  WolfBrown and Associates 
suggest some thoughts about what should motivate action to address these issues.  They write: 

1. “The question of ‘where’ arts participation happens, and how much emphasis should be given to informal vs. 
formal settings is an essential conversation for arts organizations when considering programming and audience 
development.  (So) (h)ow can arts groups reach people in their homes and in community-based settings?   

2. “Thinking about engaging diverse audiences means thinking broadly about arts activities in general.  Conceiving 
programs that harness interest in participatory activities, like dancing, playing music, acting and storytelling, could 
help build relationships with certain populations, such as Indigenous people. 

3. “Findings point to the key role that the arts can play in social bridging and bonding, which are both critical to a 
healthy arts ecology.  Solidifying this message could help to connect the arts to larger community issues, such as 
the need for tolerance and dialogue amongst diverse communities.”viii 

Aware that the composition of Canada has changed dramatically and that this is fundamental to Canadian identity 
in the arts, several organizations have taken on this challenge, e.g., The Equity In Theatre Project of the 
Playwrights Guild of Canada, the Aboriginal Curatorial Collective, SAVAC, ImagiNative, ReelAsian, Cultural 
Pluralism in the Arts Movement Ontario, the Indigenous Performing Arts Alliance, the National Indigenous Media 
Arts Coaltion, Tangled Art+Disability, The Festival of Literary Diversity, The Deaf Disabled and Mad Alliance of 
Canada. ix  These groups have held seminars, conferences, town halls, workshops and showcased remarkable 
works. They have contributed significantly to what is now a national conversation concerning self-determination 
and equity in the arts.   

Reaching out to and engaging these groups is a good way to jump into this work! 

                                                
i Ibid at 46 
ii Ibid 1t 48 
iii Ibid at 52 and 11 respectively 
iv Ibid at 76-77 
v Ibid at 63 
vi See Natasha Bakht Mere Song and Dance: Multicultural Imperative in the Arts in Pluralism in the Arts In Canada: A 
Change is Gonna Come.  See also Kevin A. Ormsby Between Generations Towards Understanding the Difference in 
Realities and Aspirations of the First and Second 
Generation of Culturally Diverse Artists, and, George Elliot Clarke The Stage Is Not White — 
And Neither Is Canada in Pluralism in the Arts In Canada: A Change is Gonna Come, compiled, written and edited by charles 
c. smith for the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 
vii For a more in-depth discussion on this issue, see Cornell West The New Cultural Politics of Difference(1990), Homhi Bhabha 
The Location of Culture (1994), Frances Henry and Carol Tator Challenging Racism in the Arts (1998), Althea Prince Being 
Black (2005), Michael Greyeyes Notions of Indian-ness (2009), Little Pear Garden Theatre Collective Demystifying Chinese 
Aesthetics (2009),  
viii Ibid at 89 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
ix http://eit.playwrightsguild.ca/; http://www.acc-cca.com/; http://savac.net/; http://www.imaginenative.org/home/; 
http://www.reelasian.com/; https://cpamo.wordpress.com/; http://ipaa.ca/; http://www.oboro.net/en/organisation/national-
indigenous-media-arts-coalition-nimac ; http://tangledarts.org/; www.ddmaac.org 
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