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In recent years, most of the arts organizations in the nation have begun to come to terms with 
the reality that their survival is dependent upon engaging diverse audiences. For example, 
the San Diego Opera has embraced this impetus and staged the various productions that 
have brought to life stories from marginalized communities such as the mariachi operas “El 
Pasado Nunca se Termina” and “Cruzar la Cara de la Luna.” As with SDO, other opera houses 
across the country are also diversifying their productions as well. This is evidenced here in 
Seattle, with the ubiquitous advertisements for the opera “Blue,” a story of police violence 
in the Black community. It is clear that opera companies are making great efforts to increase 
representation of Black, Brown, Indigenous, and Asian protagonists on the stage; and this is 
commendable. As an attendee of opening night for “El Pasado Nunca se Termina,” I saw first-
hand the pride that emanated from Mexican American students’ faces as they teetered on the 
edge of their seats to get a closer look at people who looked like them taking center stage. It 
was beautiful and inspiring, but also sobering because it revealed that we still have so much 
more work to do to reach parity of representation in opera.
 
A crucial component of these diversification efforts at San Diego Opera is the Education 
Department. The community engagement and innovative programming of this department 
has not only won awards but, as evidenced in the sustained engagement of its community 
partners, also won the hearts of groups that are often hidden from the opera’s gaze. As a 
consultant for this department, I am often asked to lend my expertise and evaluate programs 
to determine if they align with the equity goals that they have established for their work. As 
such, I was brought in earlier this year to conduct interviews with individuals involved with 
a new project and provide a write up of their experiences. From these interviews emerged 
some very real insights into how to approach similar collaborations with self-awareness, 
cultural sensitivity, and a mindset that is truly open to artistic collaboration. The following 
considerations reflect the deep knowledge shared in these interviews and are important for all 
arts organizations who are working to expand their antiracist and culturally responsive work.

UNDERSTANDING THE PITFALLS OF PRIVILEGE
Becoming a member of a professional arts organization is no easy task. To be successful in 
this world requires profound dedication, a keen eye (or ear) for detail, the ability to network 
effectively, and a secret often unspoken ingredient: privilege. Historically, marginalized 
populations have been excluded from the upper echelons of predominantly white arts 
organizations because of the generational impact of school segregation. For example, 
across the southwest many Mexican American students were not allowed to access school 
music or arts programs in any significant number until the late 1960s because they were still 
segregated in primarily Mexican schools. These schools, while not legal due to the landmark 
desegregation case Mendez v. Westminster (1946), were still supported by local districts that 
found creative ways to circumvent this legal decision. Although groups such as the GI Forum, 
LULAC, and MALDEF made great strides toward equity for this group, it was not until the 
Chicano Movement and the parallel efforts of the Civil Rights movement that major gains 
towards parity of access to a quality education, particularly in the arts, was achieved. Not 
only did this struggle occur on the streets and in the school yard, but also in Congress with 
several hearings, committees, and reports that were dedicated to examining the inequities 
experienced by this group.
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Individuals working within professional arts organizations often lack a similar lived experience 
and, as a result, are unable to view their access to the arts as anything other than a natural 
occurrence. Because of this, their interactions with individuals who come from marginalized 
and historically underserved backgrounds are often shaped by a deficit mindset that focuses 
on the perceived lack of skills of these participants rather than the community and cultural 
wealth that they already possess. Moreover, this deficit mindset does not focus on potential 
of individuals to grow within an organization but, rather, on how they are failing to meet 
benchmarks despite their historical underservice. This is evident in typical audition processes, 
passive recruitment strategies, and the “first come, first serve” approach of funding 
opportunities that fail to realize how historical exclusion impacts one’s ability to navigate 
unfamiliar systems. Moving forward, education departments within arts organizations must 
consider how their perspective influences these interactions and modify what they consider 
successful. This is not to say that the bar of excellence must be lowered to accommodate 
community collaborators but, rather, that it is incumbent upon arts organizations to expand 
their understanding of success and how they support historically underserved individuals to 
realize their artistic goals.

LETTING THE PARTICIPANTS LEAD WITH THEIR LIVED EXPERIENCE

Expressing oneself through the arts can awaken 
inspiration, stimulate curiosity, and connect 
individuals to a timeless stream of human creativity 
while simultaneously placing them within that 
lineage. For participants in this project, this was 
no different. They shared how seeing their artifacts 
come to life was deeply fulfilling and aroused a 
hunger to learn more about the art form as well as 
how their personal experiences shape their artistic 
perspective. They also shared how the environment 
of their workspace emanated stories, energy, and 
life. However, despite having these meaningful 
experiences they also shared how there were times 
during this process that they felt that their deep 
perspectives acquired from their lived experience 
were ignored in favor of the project facilitator’s 
understanding of artistic accuracy. 
 
For those unfamiliar with the term lived experience, 
a brief definition here might help. According to 
phenomenological researcher Max van Manen, lived 

experience is “the immediate, pre-reflective consciousness of life.” In short, this is how all 
our accumulated memories, understandings, and insights unconsciously affect our navigation 
of our world. In the context of this project, the difference of lived experience between 
participants and facilitator created a tension that, compounded with a perceived power 
dynamic, left the participants feeling undervalued and unable to contribute meaningfully to 
the artistic process. Because of this, participants shared that their final artifacts did not fully 
capture their vision or accurately reflect cultural understandings. Ethnomusicologist Huib 
Schippers discusses how, in education settings, facilitators often find it necessary to engage in 
strategic inauthenticites in order to bridge the ontological gap that arises when learning music 

“[Participants] shared 
how seeing their 

artifacts come to life 
was deeply fulfilling 

and aroused a 
hunger to learn more 

about the art form 
as well as how their 

personal experiences 
shape their artistic 

perspective.”
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of a different culture. As arts organizations increase 
their engagement with similar projects it is important 
to understand that some negotiation will occur during 
the translation of thought to creation. However, the 
generative form must be maintained, particularly if this 
project is a representation or reinterpretation of a non-
white cultural art form.
 
As arts organizations continue to expand the diversity 
of representation in their programming and increase 
their engagement of marginalized communities, these 
insights provide a helpful starting point. The historical 
exclusion and under service of these groups did not 
develop passively but, rather, deliberately. Likewise, 
our approach to undo the generational impact caused 
by actions must be similarly targeted and intentional.

“[The project]…
aroused a hunger 

to learn more about 
the art form as 

well as how their 
personal experiences 

shape their artistic 
perspective.”


