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 [REVISED] 

Imagine a theatre in Toronto featuring an audience composed of mainly white settlers 

witnessing Indigenous performers on stage. The picture here threatens to resurface the painful 

history of vaudeville shows where Indigenous ritualistic practices were made into a spectacle for 

the consumption of the European settlers. However, the terms of exchange are different this time. 

Indigeneity is no longer a commodity for European consumption—it is a pure form of cultural 

reclamation that evades the imperialistic gaze. The audience is here as a mere witness to Indigenous 

history, as told by Indigenous people for Indigenous people, regardless of who’s watching.  

The conception of interculturalism in performance alludes to a need and desire for 

meaningful cultural representation. But how are diverse spectators implicated in intercultural 

theatre? Are they the ‘target’ towards which intercultural dialogue is geared or are they ‘guest-

like’ witnesses? Should we portray source cultures in reductive ways so that they become readily 

legible to western audiences or should there be a more equitable base for cultural interaction? In 

this essay, I examine the idea that true and politically potent intercultural dialogue is often 

discomfiting to witness for it involves the rejection of the audience’s hegemonic understandings 

of the world. I suggest that for intercultural performance to be able to initiate meaningful dialogue, 

the spectator must recognize that the primary function of the performance is the representation of 

the cultures it concerns itself with. This function is facilitated by the spectator’s act of witnessing 

which is dependent on the subversion of the Eurocentric gaze and the contemplation of the 
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discomfort that accompanies such subversion. Thus, when representation takes precedence over 

legibility, cultural interaction is made possible for it adds to our understanding of the source culture 

rather than dismantle these cultures to comply with our imperialist worldviews.  

Daniel David Moses’ Almighty Voice and His Wife, directed by Jani Lauzon, provides a 

case study in productive discomfort which leads to a questioning of imperialist ideologies. The 

play functions in two parallel acts. The first act narrates the story of a Cree warrior, Almighty 

Voice, and his wife, White Girl. The first act, in many ways, follows the archetypal Indigenous 

stories. There are land disputes between settlers and Indigenous people, disturbing accounts of the 

residential school system, and in the end, Almighty Voice is brutally shot by the white Mounties. 

One might expect the play to end at this cathartic note—the Indigenous person is oppressed and 

murdered, as history likes to tell us time and time again. However, Daniel David Moses states: “I 

didn’t want to tell another story where the Indian gets defeated” (qtd. in Sloan). Jill Carter notes 

that Indigenous people have come to be viewed not as “sovereign entities struggling mightily with 

an oppressive regime, but as ‘victims’ with whom Canadians can comfortably empathize” (416). 

The intercultural exchange in such cases maintains colonial hierarchies by portraying Indigenous 

people as victims who are at the mercy of the colonizers. As Carter notes: the sympathy that such 

enactment of victimhood arouses, “serves the advancement of the settler-state, casting the 

Indigenous people as hapless supplicants, with hands forever outstretched in a desperate plea for 

sympathy and succor, as Canada gapes at the spectacle and awaits its catharsis” (417).  

Almighty Voice and His Wife subverts such narratives with its second act. The second act 

elevates the story of Almighty Voice above notions of victimhood and into the realm of Indigenous 

sovereignty. It emerges as a satirical vaudeville show where Almighty Voice’s ghost reappears 

with an Interlocutor (who later morphs into White Girl), both of them wearing whiteface makeup. 
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Mr. Interlocutor refuses to refer to Almighty Voice by his name and reduces him to Mr. Ghost. He 

then compels Mr. Ghost to ‘perform’ for our viewing pleasure—alluding to how Indigenous 

ritualistic performances were only permitted in vaudeville for the viewing pleasure of the 

colonizers. What follows from there is a series of racist musical numbers leaving the audience 

disoriented regarding how to respond. When the interlocutor asks for applause after a racist song, 

we aren’t sure if our applause is the sound of appreciation or collusion. Thus, in a subversive act, 

the audience is at the mercy of the spectacle, contemplating its discomfort and witnessing 

Indigeneity in a new light.  

Intercultural Performance: What is it and for Whom? 

Early interculturalism in theatre focused on the “responsibility of the western artist to 

control the circumstances of the (intercultural) exchange” (Knowles 25). In such a scenario, theatre 

practitioners were more concerned with appropriation than accurate representation so that the 

source culture is readily ‘legible, ‘digestible,’ or ‘acceptable’ to the “presumably monocultural 

west” (Knowles 26). Intercultural performances in the west primarily involved “the incorporation 

of elements of the performance forms or techniques of non-European cultures in ways that 

removed them from their social contexts, histories, and belief systems, othering them” (12). We 

still encounter such performances where the cultures are present—not represented—for merely 

tokenistic or aesthetic purposes. These performances strip the “readable signs of culture from the 

source text” rather than “provoking the audience to examine the tensions between participating 

cultures” (Knowles 23). Such intercultural exchange dictated by western frameworks remains one-

sided, essentially commodifying the ‘othered’ cultures for consumption by the western audiences, 

thereby preserving colonial hierarchies. 
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According to Knowles, intercultural theatre, in its ideal form, is a “site for the continuing 

renegotiation of cultural values and the reconstitution of individual and community identities and 

subject position” (5). One of the inherent implications of this definition is that performance has 

the potential to negotiate and constitute cultural identities. Intercultural performance becomes 

meaningful in the way it “contributes to the lives and material realities of its local sources and 

audiences” (Knowles 34). Thus, intercultural performance is significant for the recovery of the 

people who have suffered cultural erasure perpetrated by colonization. To recognize cultural 

reclamation as the primary function of the performance is significant in decolonizing the stage—

emphasizing meaningful cultural representation rather than portraying cultures in reductive ways 

to make them readily ‘acceptable.’  

David Garneau emphasizes the implications of such an exchange where the cultural 

representation takes precedence over the settler-colonial audience’s understanding of the same. He 

notes that if Aboriginal art displays are to be potential sites of conciliation, they should “not meet 

the dominant culture viewer halfway in their space in their way” (37). Here, the non-Aboriginal 

viewer seeking conciliation ought to enter the Aboriginal display territory as “guests” (37). 

Garneau implies that casting the colonial spectator as ‘guest’ or a ‘witness’ attempts to restore the 

power imbalance perpetrated by a long history of colonization. Applying this idea to intercultural 

performance, I suggest that the audience in intercultural theatre should occupy the space as a 

witness. Facilitating intercultural dialogue requires that we witness and confront our ignorance 

which, in turn, requires the rejection of our hegemonic understandings and the contemplation of 

the discomfort and incomprehension that accompanies it. As Oliver notes: witnessing “maintains 

that even in the face of our lack of understanding [and] the impossibility of mastery...we have a 

responsibility to act in ways that open up the possibility of response” (490). 
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 Spectatorship and the Gaze  

According to Bleeker, how we recognize the world “for what we think it is, is intimately 

intertwined with desires, presuppositions, and fears” (37). Jacques Lacan theorized this as the gaze. 

The gaze “describes culturally and historically specific patterns at work in how things come to be 

seen and how we recognize things for what we think they are: what appears as attractive, 

convincing, interesting, desirable and what does not” (Bleeker 38). In spectatorship, the gaze is an 

imposition upon the performance to force its meaning to comply with our modes of looking which 

are influenced by existent institutions. Thus, intercultural performances are often constructed to 

conform to a dominant Eurocentric gaze, perpetuating settler-colonial complacency rather than 

questioning it.  

I have repeatedly suggested that only when a performance disrupts our hegemonic view of 

the world and rejects our Eurocentric gaze, can true intercultural dialogue be facilitated. This 

rejection of our Eurocentric understanding creates space for new forms of understanding to take 

place—informed by the people who have lived and endured the history that the colonizers have 

manipulated. Such intercultural performance is ‘disruptive’ in its effect—it is designed to “displace 

audiences rather than affirm their geocultural positionings” (Knowles 31). An authentic cultural 

portrayal is often “closed off to the Eurocentric gaze,” causing the spectators to feel “frustrated” 

for “their comprehension is limited” (Garneau 29). In such a situation, the audience is disoriented 

and cast as a witness to the narrative owned and dictated by the terms of the source culture. Ideally, 

effective spectatorship requires that we use our incomprehension to educate ourselves. 

Furthermore, we ought to recognize that the performance provides meaningful representation to 

the people of the source culture which in itself is a significant end of intercultural performance. As 

Kelly Oliver notes: “to recognize others requires acknowledging that their experiences are real 
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even though they may be incomprehensible to us; this means we must recognize that not everything 

that is real is recognizable to us” (41).  

In the case of Almighty Voice and His Wife, I realized that my confusion regarding the 

second act resulted from the play’s refusal to comply with my Eurocentric understandings of the 

world. David Garneau echoes this idea, saying: “the colonial idea is characterized by the drive to 

see, to traverse, to know, to translate, to own, and to exploit” (29). The idea is that everything 

should align with the Eurocentric gaze for it to be worthy of recognition. The second act of the 

play, however, refuses easy explanations. In an interview with Soulpepper, Moses stated that when 

the play was written and performed in 1991, many critics were baffled by the second act. However, 

this bafflement is the product of cultural reclamation and rejection of colonial institutions. 

Regardless of where our “spectatorial gaze” lingers, the play, written, directed, and performed by 

Indigenous people is primarily an “exercise of personal responsibilities—a declaration of 

sovereignty” (Carter 430). The play charts a process “through which to recover and assert 

Indigenous humanity by reversing the touristic gaze” (Carter 429). With our Eurocentric gaze 

deemphasized and dismantled, we are compelled to witness the play on the terms of its Indigenous 

creators and thereby confront the holes in our hegemonic understanding of the world.  

Conclusion 

According to Garneau, “colonialism is not a singular historical event but an ongoing 

legacy” (38). Intercultural performances that cater to a Eurocentric gaze for merely aesthetic and 

tokenistic purposes are not only ineffective but also exploitative for they fuel the colonial legacy. 

In an attempt to reappropriate history, Almighty Voice and His Wife focuses on storytelling from 

the Indigenous perspective. The play is a representation of Indigenous sovereignty, allowing the 

audience to witness Indigenous history on the terms of the people who have endured it. Thus, the 
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play is primarily an act of cultural reclamation. I believe that the important takeaway of 

intercultural exchange should be that cultural performances are “not for public consumption or 

subjects of analysis” but are sites of performativity and identity reclamation (Garneau 36). By 

deemphasizing the Eurocentric gaze and focusing on authentic forms of representation, 

“intercultural performance might more effectively function to redress rather than perpetuate the 

colonial project” and thus formulate a more equitable base for cultural communication (Knowles 

30). What is required of spectators in this scenario is to recognize that we occupy the space of 

intercultural performance as guest-like witnesses where we dethrone our inherent Eurocentric gaze 

and thus allow ourselves to be confronted with difficult realities and incomprehensible cultural 

displays. Only in this context can we decolonize our understanding and truly facilitate respect and 

recognition within an intercultural dialogue. 
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Spectatorship in Intercultural Theatre: Witnessing a Rejection of the Eurocentric Gaze 

[ORIGINAL] 

The conception of interculturalism in performance alludes to a need and desire for 

meaningful cultural representation. But how are spectators implicated in intercultural theatre? Are 

they the ‘target’ towards which intercultural dialogue is geared or are they ‘guest-like’ witnesses? 

Should we portray source cultures in reductive ways so that they become readily legible to western 

audiences or should there be a more equitable base for cultural interaction? In this essay, I examine 

the idea that true and politically potent intercultural dialogue is often discomfiting to witness for 

it involves the rejection of the audience’s hegemonic understandings of the world. I suggest that 

for intercultural performance to be able to initiate meaningful dialogue, the spectator must 

recognize that the primary function of the performance is the representation of the cultures it 

concerns itself with. This function is facilitated by the spectator’s act of witnessing which is 

dependent on the subversion of the Eurocentric gaze and the contemplation of the discomfort that 

accompanies such subversion.   

Intercultural Performance: What is it and for Whom? 

Early interculturalism in theatre focused on the “responsibility of the western artist to 

control the circumstances of the (intercultural) exchange” (25). In such a scenario, theatre 

practitioners were more concerned with appropriation than accurate representation so that the 

source culture is readily ‘legible, ‘digestible,’ or ‘acceptable’ to the “presumably monocultural 

west” (26). Intercultural performances in the west primarily involved “the incorporation of 

elements of the performance forms or techniques of non-European cultures in ways that removed 

them from their social contexts, histories, and belief systems, othering them” (12). We still 

encounter such performances where the cultures are present—not represented—for merely 
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tokenistic or aesthetic purposes. These performances strip the “readable signs of culture from the 

source text” rather than “provoking the audience to examine the tensions between participating 

cultures” (Knowles 23). Such intercultural exchange dictated by western frameworks remains one-

sided, essentially commodifying the ‘othered’ cultures, thereby preserving colonial hierarchies 

where the western audience is endowed with the power to ‘accept’ these cultures. 

According to Knowles, intercultural theatre, in its ideal form, is a “site for the continuing 

renegotiation of cultural values and the reconstitution of individual and community identities and 

subject position” (5). One of the inherent implications of this definition is that performance has 

the potential to negotiate and constitute cultural identities. Intercultural performance becomes 

meaningful in the way it “contributes to the lives and material realities of its local sources and 

audiences” (Knowles 34). Thus, intercultural performance is significant for the recovery of the 

people who have suffered cultural erasure perpetrated by colonization. To recognize cultural 

reclamation as the primary function of the performance is significant in decolonizing the stage—

to emphasize meaningful cultural representation rather than portraying cultures in reductive ways 

to make them readily ‘acceptable.’  

David Garneau says that if Aboriginal art displays are to be potential sites of conciliation, 

they should “not meet the dominant culture viewer halfway in their space in their way” (37). Here, 

the non-Aboriginal viewer seeking conciliation ought to enter the Aboriginal display territory as 

“guests” (37). Since theatre performance always anticipates an audience, the question arises: what 

role does the spectator play in intercultural theatre? I suggest that the audience in an intercultural 

performance is a witness to its political implications. Facilitating intercultural dialogue requires 

that we witness and confront our own ignorance which, in turn, requires the rejection of our 

hegemonic understandings and the contemplation of the discomfort and incomprehension that 
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accompanies such a rejection. As Oliver notes: witnessing “maintains that even in the face of our 

lack of understanding [and] the impossibility of mastery...we have a responsibility to act in ways 

that open up the possibility of response” (490). 

 Spectatorship and the Gaze  

According to Bleeker, how we recognize the world “for what we think it is, is intimately 

intertwined with desires, presuppositions, and fears” (37). Jacques Lacan theorized this as the gaze. 

The gaze “describes culturally and historically specific patterns at work in how things come to be 

seen and how we recognize things for what we think they are: what appears as attractive, 

convincing, interesting, desirable and what does not” (Bleeker 38). In spectatorship, the gaze is an 

imposition upon the performance to force its meaning to comply with our modes of looking which 

are influenced by existent institutions. Thus, intercultural performances are often constructed to 

conform to a dominant Eurocentric gaze, perpetuating settler-colonial complacency rather than 

questioning it.  

I suggest that only when a performance disrupts our hegemonic view of the world and 

rejects our Eurocentric gaze, can true intercultural dialogue be facilitated. This rejection of our 

Eurocentric understanding creates an equitable base for new forms of understanding to take 

place—informed by the people who have lived and endured the history that the colonizers have 

manipulated. Such intercultural performance is ‘disruptive’ in its effect—it is designed to “displace 

audiences rather than affirm their geocultural positionings” (Knowles 31). An authentic cultural 

portrayal is often “closed off to the Eurocentric gaze,” causing the spectators to feel “frustrated” 

for “their comprehension is limited” (Garneau 29). In such a situation, the audience is disoriented 

and cast as a witness to the narrative owned and dictated by the terms of the source culture. Ideally, 

effective spectatorship requires that we use our incomprehension to educate ourselves. 
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Furthermore, we ought to recognize that the performance provides meaningful representation to 

the people of the source culture which in itself is a significant end of intercultural performance. As 

Kelly Oliver notes: “to recognize others requires acknowledging that their experiences are real 

even though they may be incomprehensible to us; this means we must recognize that not everything 

that is real is recognizable to us” (41). 

A Case Study on Discomfort: Almighty Voice and His Wife 

What happens when a piece of performance rejects our preconditioned gaze? The rejection 

of our cultural and historical understanding is often accompanied by discomfort and disorientation. 

This discomfort becomes productive for intercultural dialogue for it allows space for a paradigm 

shift. Daniel David Moses’ Almighty Voice and His Wife, directed by Jani Lauzon, works to 

produce such contemplative discomfort. The play functions in two parallel acts. The first act 

narrates the story of a Cree warrior, Almighty Voice and his wife, White Girl. The first act, in 

many ways, follows the archetypal Indigenous stories. There are land disputes between settlers 

and Indigenous people, disturbing accounts of the residential school system, and in the end, 

Almighty Voice is brutally shot by the white Mounties. One might expect the play to end at this 

cathartic note. However, as Moses states: “I didn’t want to tell another story where the Indian gets 

defeated.” Jill Carter echoes this idea, saying that Indigenous people have come to be viewed not 

as “sovereign entities struggling mightily with an oppressive regime, but as ‘victims’ with whom 

Canadians can comfortably empathize” (416). The intercultural exchange here occurs on an 

inequitable base wherein the settler-colonial gaze maintains the cultural hierarchy that the 

colonizers imposed—Indigenous people are viewed as victims who are at the mercy of the 

colonizers. As Carter notes: the sympathy that such enactment of victimhood arouses, “serves the 

advancement of the settler-state, casting the Indigenous people as hapless supplicants, with hands 
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forever outstretched in a desperate plea for sympathy and succor, as Canada gapes at the spectacle 

and awaits its catharsis” (417).  

The second act of the play, however, elevates the story of Almighty Voice above notions 

of victimhood and into the realm of Indigenous sovereignty. It is a satirical vaudeville show where 

Almighty Voice’s ghost reappears with an Interlocutor (who later morphs into White Girl) as both 

of them wear whiteface makeup. Mr. Interlocutor refuses to refer to Almighty Voice by his name 

and reduces him to Mr. Ghost. He then compels Mr. Ghost to perform for our viewing pleasure—

alluding to how Indigenous ritualistic performances were only permitted in vaudeville for the 

viewing pleasure of the colonizers. What follows from there is a series of racist musical numbers 

leaving the audience disoriented regarding how to respond. As someone with little knowledge of 

vaudeville, when I contemplated my discomfort, I realized that my confusion results from the 

play’s refusal to comply with my Eurocentric understandings. David Garneau echoes this idea, 

saying: “the colonial idea is characterized by the drive to see, to traverse, to know, to translate, to 

own, and to exploit” (29). The idea is that everything should align with the Eurocentric gaze for it 

to be worthy of recognition. The second act of the play, however, refuses easy explanations. In an 

interview with Soulpepper, Moses stated that when the play was written and performed in 1991, 

many critics were baffled by the second act. However, this bafflement is the product of cultural 

reclamation and rejection of colonial institutions. Regardless of where are “spectatorial gaze” 

lingers, the play, written, directed, and performed by Indigenous people is primarily an “exercise 

of personal responsibilities—a declaration of sovereignty” (Carter 430). The play charts a process 

“through which to recover and assert Indigenous humanity by reversing the touristic gaze” (429). 

With our Eurocentric gaze deemphasized and dismantled, we are compelled to witness the play on 
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the terms of its Indigenous creators and thereby confront the holes in our hegemonic understanding 

of the world.  

Conclusion 

According to Garneau, “colonialism is not a singular historical event but an ongoing 

legacy” (38). Intercultural performances that cater to a Eurocentric gaze for merely aesthetic and 

tokenistic purposes are not only ineffective but also exploitative. I believe that the important 

takeaway of intercultural exchange should be that cultural performances are “not for public 

consumption or subjects of analysis” but are sites of performativity and identity reclamation 

(Garneau 36). By deemphasizing the Eurocentric gaze and focusing on authentic forms of 

representation, “intercultural performance might more effectively function to redress rather than 

perpetuate the colonial project” and thus formulate a more equitable base for cultural 

communication (Knowles 30). What is required of spectators in this scenario is to recognize that 

we occupy the space of intercultural performance as guest-like witnesses where we dethrone our 

inherent Eurocentric gaze and thus allow ourselves to be confronted with difficult realities and 

incomprehensible cultural displays. Only in this context can we decolonize our understanding and 

truly facilitate respect and recognition within an intercultural dialogue. 
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