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Performing biracial—embodying ritual





This presentation opens with a brief mask dance to demonstrate embodied codeswitching metaphors present in Japanese dance aesthetics. 

I will discuss the embodiment of codeswitching as a ritual scheme – a practice that both encodes meaning through movement, but also becomes meaningful because the movement is a part of a larger enactment of identity.


I propose that, through the introduction and enactment of multiple identities in Japanese dance, performers are provided with a means of comprehending their identities in a diversity of contexts. Further, for Japanese American/biracial individuals such as myself, the complexity of multiplicity is compounded. I ask: where do bodies that differ “fit” in the “traditional” arts? Can somaesthetics mindfully and playfully reinforce the creative process of emerging identities? An enaction that allows for flexibility 

Background: Japanese dance is primarily based on a narrative. To convey the story a vocalist narrates the plot, providing the voices of the characters. In turn, dancers express the narrative with their bodies. Often one dancer shifts smoothly yet convincingly between a wide variety of characters to unfold the story. This trained dance ability to “shift” between characters metaphorically mirrors a social coordination of self present and respected in daily life in Japan. I have observed that Japanese dance training, as a means of transmitting embodied cultural knowledge, simultaneously transmits concepts of a shifting, or flexible sense of self. When Japanese dance is transplanted across the globe, choreographed structures conveying sensibilities of multiplicity are transplanted and transformed in the diasporic community, further problematizing the boundaries of race and identity. 

I propose that performance provides a vehicle for comprehending identity through a deep enaction process, an embodiment of artistic practices. Active embodiment, like identity, is a process of becoming—a process of emerging and self-fashioning—through and as the art form.

