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Exploring the creative case for diversity
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Balbir Singh Dance Company wasn’t always
called Balbir Singh Dance Company. We used
to call ourselves Diversity Dance. 

Why? Because diversity is what we’re all about.
It’s right at the heart. It’s in everything we do.
You could say it’s our home – the place we
grew up in.

You know how the place you were brought up
in seems so ordinary, so familiar that you don’t
even think about it?

That’s how diversity is for us. 

You don’t go around looking at your home,
saying “Look. How interesting. This place is so
different.”

You just get on with things.

But since you ask…
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Discussion about
‘the creative case
for diversity’ in the
arts is very big
right now. 

At Balbir Singh Dance Company we
always say we’re all about diversity.
But quite often, we leave it at that. 
We realise that maybe sounds a bit

churlish. It’s not. It’s just that we’ve
never really stopped working for long
enough to talk about it. 

But if ever there was a time to stop,
reflect and draw out whatever it is that
makes us what we are, this is it.
So we wondered how we could

contribute to the conversation, in a
way that, a) doesn’t state the obvious
and, b) adds something positive that
isn’t already out there. 
That’s not easy. Especially for a

company that’s more used to making
work than commentating on it.
In the end we went back to basics:

what is the conversation about? It’s
about the creative case for diversity.
Not the social case, not the economic
case. And certainly not the political
case. It’s the creative case.

So any exploration has to focus on
how diversity is good for the art. 
That suits us fine. Because, for our

artistic director Balbir Singh, it’s all
about the creativity, all about the art.
Always. We don’t mean it in the sense
that he’s passionate about the art,
though of course he is. What we mean
is, it’s more than a passion.
Balbir is a disciple of Padmashri

Guru Pratap Pawar (that’s Guruji in the
picture below, on the right). For over
12 years Pratap Pawar has schooled
Balbir in the art of traditional north
Indian dance – Kathak.
And from day one he taught Balbir

that Kathak isn’t there to serve him, he

is there to serve Kathak. It’s non-
negotiable. It’s a duty.
So there you have it. Balbir Singh

has a duty to serve the artform. 
Here then was our question: how

does diversity serve the art? More
precisely what, exactly, is it about
diversity that enriches, enlivens,
develops, feeds Balbir Singh Dance
Company’s artistic work? 
Now we had our question, how did

we set about answering it? Our
method wasn’t complicated. Quite
simply we talked. And in particular we
talked with Balbir, interviewing him in
depth about his life and his art. In the
process we uncovered a rich seam of

personal experiences that one way or 
Now we’ve started, we’re excited at

the thought that we can do more of
this, and look at the ‘creative case’
from other angles too. So, expect
more in the coming months.
If you’re working in the arts,

especially the performing arts like us,
we hope you’ll find this paper useful.
It’s not the last word, far from it. If

anything we want this to be a way to
start conversations. 
That’s why we’ve grouped the

contents around themes. Each theme
begins with a snippet from Balbir’s
interview. It was our springboard for
thinking about the themes, and we

hope it may get you thinking too.
We said earlier on that we don’t

often commentate on our work. 
We don’t find it helps develop the
work creatively. We’d rather learn
through doing. That’s why we
recognise that people learn in
different ways, not all of them verbal. 
So we’ve put together some

resources towards the end of this
paper that take a more visual
approach to the themes we’ve
uncovered. 
If you want to use these as a

stimulus for exploring the creative
case in a different way – please 
feel free to do so!

Themes:
1.   Drawing on our life experience
2.   Ways of learning
3.   Synthesis

Balbir Singh’s contemporary dance teacher
Namron (left) and Balbir’s Kathak guru, Pratap
Pawar (right) rehearsing Balbir Singh’s 2016
piece Learning to Dance
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Drawing 
on our 
life 
experience

outsider status
translating between cultures
resilience of migrants1.



lif
e 
bl
oo

d:
ex

pl
or

in
g 
th

e 
cr
ea

tiv
e 
ca

se
 fo

r d
ive

rs
ity

98

“I guess I just felt always on 
the outside slightly, even
from a young age. 
I didn’t want to be at home because it was
the Indian environment, and the western
environment was school.
I didn’t exactly dislike that, because you’re observing all
the time and that suited me. But I was never the centre. 
I didn’t communicate much. I didn’t go out much. I was
just in my own bubble and it was all kind of like a
daydream. Yeah, a lot of the time I felt I was
daydreaming growing up actually.”

outsider 
status

Art often asks us to look at our day-to-
day life in new ways. By presenting the
ordinary in an extraordinary light, it
can offer a fresh perspective and
challenge our assumptions.
People from diverse backgrounds

may be particuarly well placed to
contribute to this. Whether through
their experience of migration or as a
result of the negative attitudes of
others, they may develop a sense of
being ‘outside the mainstream.’
And while this can be an alienating

experience it can also lend a critical
distance, which can stimulate
creativity.
As artists, people who have

incorporated such outsider
experiences into their worldview and
artistic practice, are often able to take
creativity in new directions.

•  Make use of artists who bring
diverse perspectives, particularly
those that stand outside the
mainstream, and involve them in
your company’s creative process. 

•  Value their ability to question 
and disrupt.

•  They will help stimulate the
development of work that
expands our understanding,
rather than simply reflecting
accepted norms.
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translating
between cultures

“Today I’m known for
translating the language of 
one world – dance – into the
language of another, say, 
sport or science. 
And in a funny way as a child that was my role
too. But back then I was translating for my
parents: the TV news, or the Telegraph & Argus. 
Or you’d be helping them fill out some kind of form from the
local authority. I was always translating, deciphering,
decoding, interpreting.”

•  There are all sorts of alien
cultures out there: the arts
world is itself a foreign country
to most potenial audiences. 
So consider how your work will
translate for people who have
never experienced anything like
it: is there a way in for them?

•  If you’ve ever had to translate
for anyone before you already
know a lot about how to do
this. So draw on your
experience and give people
cues – and clues – so they can
build meaning for themselves.

Of course not many non-Indian 
people in Britain know much about
Indian traditions. But often the biggest
cultural unknown for many people in
our audiences is the the culture of
dance itself. We really don’t think that
should be underestimated by people
working in the arts. Most people have
not seen dance and don’t know how –
may even be frightened – to engage

with it. That’s why Balbir has
increasingly spoken to audiences
before performances begin – to
introduce them to the ideas in the
piece they’re about to see, and help
them get over the cultural barrier of
watching something so abstract as
contemporary dance.
And once the performance starts,

that process of translating should

continue. So the work itself needs to
be translatable enough for an
audience (and performers) to access its
meaning. If, as a result, a young
BMXer can see that maybe dance has
something to say to them, or perhaps
a dancer starts to connect their
practice to, say, that of a rugby player,
then, as far as Balbir is concerned, his
translation has succeeded!



“When I was young, in my
naive arrogance I used to say
that I was more clever than 
my parents. 
I remember seeing them leave the house at
six in the morning to go to work at the textile
mill, or working overnight and coming back in
the morning to sleep.
They had to work very hard just to get enough money. And
they took from that the value of education, and that you
should work hard at school. They instilled that work ethic.
Actually their emotional intelligence was far superior to mine
– their ability to survive, so far from home, with the uprooting
that they’d had from India to England. It took me a long time
to realise that.”
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Resilience is not something that
usually comes high on the list of
qualities for an artist. But artists who
have experienced the challenges of
migration, either themselves or in their
families, are inevitably schooled in
overcoming its demands. 
And that is good for their creativity.

After all, the ability to work hard, to
keep going despite setbacks, and to
accept or even relish challenges, are
valuable assets in any artistic endeavour.

•  Learn from the attitude to
artistic work that diverse artists
bring. Let their enthusiasm for
a challenge feed the artistic
energy of your company.

•  Let your own life experiences
guide you too and reflect on
how your own resilience can
help you push yourself
creatively.

resilience of
migrants
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2. positive role models
different ways of learning
the guru-disciple relationship

Ways 
of learning
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“We had one of the first black
headmasters in the country
take over the headship at
Wyke, the secondary school 
I was at.
Carleton Duncan his name was. He came 
from an interesting background. He was
American and he’d been a boxer and a
dancer and a lawyer.
He really shook up the school. His approach to teaching 
was so different. You felt he was talking to you as an adult.
And he riled the other teachers, who were complacent.
After a while you saw this transformation in the school. 
You felt you were learning, and that he valued your
learning. And you would just experience this feeling of
‘where is he taking me next?’” 

Namron – Balbir
Singh’s contemporary
dancer teacher at
NSCD – was the first
black contemporary
dancer to be
employed by a British
dance company
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Carleton Duncan, Balbir Singh’s history
teacher at secondary school, played a
decisive role in igniting the young
Balbir’s enthusiasm for learning.
But Mr Duncan wasn’t to be the only

inspirational role model to influence
Balbir’s future direction as an artist.
Namron, Balbir’s contemporary

dance teacher at Northern School of
Contemporary Dance, was also an
inspiration to Balbir and many of his
contemporaries at NSCD. 
Namron’s own journey had a heroic

dimension, shaped as it was by the
struggles of becoming a dancer in the
sixties, a time when recognition – in
any field – was far from easily achieved
for a young man from the Caribbean.
Namron’s stellar career showed
students at NSCD that success was
possible for young people from
diverse backgrounds.
Today Balbir is himself a role model

for young performers. Keelan Phillips,
a young champion BMX cyclist,
brought in by Balbir to play alongside
dancers in Champion of the Flatlands,

learned to see his sport in a new – and
artistic – light under Balbir’s
mentorship. Dancers and musicians
have also acknowledged Balbir Singh’s
importance as a positive role model in
supporting their growth as artists.

“My creativity as a BMX cyclist always
looking to develop the next trick has
been massivley informed by working
with Balbir and taking so much from
the way he shaped Champion of the

Flatlands into the exciting piece of
theatre is has become. Now I see the
bike and my art with a whole new
dimension thanks to Balbir.”
Keelan Phillips

“As a dancer it is important to have faith
in the creative process and the journey
you are on. It is always about trying to
catch up with Balbir’s thinking as the work
unfolds in the studio, almost without
realising it is happening. It seems to just
naturally come together and define itself.
To be able to shape and craft work in this
way whilst giving a strong sense of
ownership to the artists is the height of
creativity in not just making the work but
creating the right atmosphere and
environment for it to flourish it. One
always comes out of working with Balbir
having grown as an artist and taking from
other disicplines and the combination of
talents he brings into the studio.”
Sooraj Subramanian

“Balbir is a consummate talent at being able to
manage the creative process and artists, getting all
involved to feel that they are part of something
bigger and special under his skillful eye.”
Namron
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•  There are many diverse ways of
learning. These are often expressed
as the seven learning styles: visual,
aural, verbal, physical, logical,
social and solitary

•  It’s interesting to think about how
many of these are potentially a
natural fit for the performing arts 

•  As perfoming arts companies, are
we providing the opportunities for
diverse learners to flourish?

“Walking home I used to
memorise all the car registration
numbers along the street. 
I don’t know why, but I would
just remember them. I knew
that walking home I had them
all in my head.
I think that’s when a developed an ability and
an interest in numbers. We never had a social
life – we had no relatives or family.  
Later, I just couldn't socially integrate at university. It was
quite a painful thing for me, and I didn’t enjoy it. I was never
academically bright. I failed all my GCSEs the first time round,
which is quite interesting. Everything I failed, and then I began
teaching myself. I became an autodidact. I love that word.”
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“In terms of the Guru-Disciple relationship it
is not just about finding a good Guru, but the
Guru finding a good student. In this I feel
blessed. Balbir’s ability to have such a deep
understanding of Kathak and be able to
integrate it in such innovative, bold and
unimagined ways with other artists, artforms
and disciplines is incredible. Balbir is truly a
visionary dance maker.”
Padmashri Guru Pratap Pawar

the guru-disciple
relationship

Left: Three generations of artists (left to right) –
Pratap Pawar’s Guru Pandit Birju Maharaj,
Balbir’s Guru Pratap Pawar and Balbir Singh.
Below: Balbir Singh with his Guru, Padmashri
Pratap Pawa.
Facing page: BSDC dancer Sooraj Subramanian
venerating Padmashri Pratap Pawar.

The guru-shishya tradition in Indian
culture is a system of mentoring in
which teachings are transmitted from a
guru (teacher) to a shishya (disciple). 
Unlike western student-teacher

relationships, the guru-shishya
relationship involves a high degree of
spritual commitment, devotion and
obedience. 
It often begins with a structured

initiation ceremony in which the guru
accepts the initiate as a shishya and
also accepts responsibility for the
spiritual wellbeing and progress of the
new shishya. 

In Kathak, the guru-shishya
relationship is of fundamental
importance. Students should approach
the study of Kathak with humility, an
open mind, and respect for oneself
and for the guru. 
Balbir Singh’s guru is Padmashri

Pratap Pawar. Popularly known as
‘India’s Divine Dancer’, Pratap is
renowned as an outstanding exponent
and teacher of Kathak.  His personal
style is unique, unostentatious, serene
and characterised by an impeccable
technique that blends precision in
footwork with aesthetics and imagery. 

Pratap Pawar is acclaimed for his
work in bringing together different
cultures by blending Indian dance with
diverse traditions from around the
world. He pioneered the concept of
‘East meeting West’ in the field of
dance, and has been instrumental in
developing a fusion of Kathak and
Spanish Flamenco. 
Pratap’s own guru is Pandit Birju

Maharaj, from whom he received
authentic Kathak instruction within the
Lucknow tradition. 
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3.
Synthesis

heritage
third culture kids



“I knew nothing about 
Indian dance, had never done
anything remotely similar. 
I was someone who’d rejected India for a
long time because I’d seen economically
how it impacted on my parents and 
their struggle. 
So when I started to discover Kathak, I was exploring it
from a western perspective.”
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heritage
January 2016 is an important date for
Balbir Singh. It marks the first time he
set foot in India since leaving as a baby
with his parents, to live in England.
Why return now? There were two

reasons. First, Balbir’s guru, London-
based Padmashri Pratap Pawar, was
embarking on a tour there. So at a
basic level there was an opportunity to
see him perform and support him. 
The second reason? Curiosity. 

As Balbir said at the time: “I have
spent a long time, if not denying, then
certainly not giving thought to the
connection with India. This was a
chance to see what happens when 
I fill in the gaps.”

“I am Indian by birth, but actually, in terms
of my creative influences, it was always the
western cultural heritage that attracted
me. In fact, I would say if anything I reacted
against family expectations. I don’t
suppose many people who know me today
would realise that as a youngster in
Bradford I wore the turban, had the long
hair, spoke Punjabi. I think I reacted against
these kinds of influences. And creative
exploration was one way of doing this.” 
Balbir Singh

When Balbir trained in contemporary
dance he hadn’t even heard of Kathak.
For Balbir, as an artist, a person’s
supposed cultural background is not
necessarily the key to understanding
their art. He sees ‘East versus West’ 
as just another duality among many: 
“I look at what happens when you bring
together dance and sport, dance and
science...  and yes, of course, traditional
Indian and western contemporary
dance styles too.” 
“My blood is Indian, having been

born there. But, as a consequence of
my upbringing in the west I’ve taken on
a different perspective. I may have
discovered that I’m Indian rather late in

the day. But equally I don’t want to be
too Indian. Artistically and culturally, I
am about synthesising the best of both
worlds. So it’s the perspective that
matters. The work with Sheffield
University for KrebsFest was a good
example. The process of collaborating
artistically with molecular biologists –
real hard-core scientists, some of them
– was actually enhanced by the duality
of my own life experience. India may
have been completely unknown to
me – but in a way science is a foreign
country too. However you can visit it.
You can take something with you, in
this case dance, movement, creativity.
And you can bring something back.”

Balbir on his first
visit to India,
January 2016



third
culture
kids
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“I was brought up in two very
different cultures: Bradford
and Leeds. 
There was a huge difference between the
provincial life I had experienced growing up in
Bradford, and the cosmopolitan, artistic culture
I then encountered at the Northern School of
Contemporary Dance in Leeds.”

Back in the early 2000s, when Balbir’s
company Diversity Dance was
rebranding as BSDC, Balbir was
interviewed about his cultural
background. He confirmed that, yes,
he had indeed been influenced by two
very different cultures – the culture of
Bradford and the culture of Leeds! It
was a provocative comment, designed
to stop the reader in their tracks. But it
had a serious side to it.
Of course his parents’ Indian

background had an impact. But the
day-to-day influences were British. And
for a developing artist, the difference
between the creative milieu of a city
like Leeds, and Bradford – which at the

time had a poorly supported arts
scene – was probably more decisive
than the East / West dichotomy.
Over time of course, India proved

more relevant than Balbir’s comment
had suggested. Later, when Balbir
began to acknowledge India, it wasn’t
in the sense of ‘returning to his roots’.
Rather he could see it as one element
in his development as a person. 
When two cultures exert their

influence, what comes out of it is not
so much a mixture of the two elements
as a third, different thing. A third
culture, in fact. 
There’s even a name for people

who grow up in this hybrid

environment: Third Culture Kids. 
When Third Culture Kids do art, it

can be difficult for cultural
commentators to grasp what’s going
on: what is Balbir’s art – is it Indian? Is
it British? The answer is: both and
neither. 
As an artistic phenomenon, this is

far from unique. Examples of art
expressing a third culture may be far
more widespread that we previously
thought. Perhaps we’ve just not been
looking for it. Once we start to look at
art through the ‘third culture’ prism,
we begin to see it everywhere. Maybe
it’s time to rethink our cultural
categories… 

•  American sociologists David
Pollock and Ruth Van Reken
noted that life as a Third
Culture Kid can create a
sense of rootlessness and
restlessness, where home is
“everywhere and nowhere.” 

•  Written as part of their
exploration of the emotional
and psychological realities of
the ‘third culture journey’ it
could equally stand as a
description of what is takes
to make an artist. 

•  Could this be the heart of the
‘creative case’?
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visual
resources
People learn in different ways. So over the next few pages we’ve put together some
resources that take a more visual approach to the themes we’ve uncovered. If you want
to explore the creative case in a different way – perhaps through using the images as a
stimulus for discussion  – please feel free! Here are some questions you might want to
think about while looking at the images:

In what way is the creative case for diversity being explored in this image?

How might the impact of diversity be experienced by the performers?

For the artist making the work, how is diversity feeding the creative process?

What does the image suggest in terms of audience experience?

How else could diversty be used to enrich the work still further?
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