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Abstract

This master thesis investigates abusive conduct in circus schools. Focus is put on the

management level of schools in order to achieve and provide knowledge of measures and

attitudes related to prevention. The theoretical framework for the thesis is built on understanding

knowledge as situated and the creation of normative borders producing ways for practitioners of

identifying with artistic disciplines. Moreover, the thesis takes a structural understanding of

abusive conduct. Stating the lack of research within circus schools, the thesis builds upon a

research background relying on sports and academia as fields of reference. Research from these

related fields are argued to help artistic education such as circus schools to make up for lost time.

The data of this thesis comes from a survey conducted within a global federation of professional

circus schools, FEDEC, and the results were thematically analyzed in eight categories. The

results reflect circus schools as mainly willing actors against abusive conduct. However, the

survey also shows a discipline that is in need of deeper knowledge in order to better apply

policies and effectively prevent abuse. The respondents show varying degrees of uncertainty

regarding policies and in certain cases refer to direct unwillingness to engage with designated

safeguarding procedures, attitudes that must be seen as incompatible with management of any

artistic school. In conclusion, this thesis argues that circus (and indeed other artistic) schools are

in need of better knowledge and further research in order to better account for transparency,

active leadership and bystanding dynamics within the specific social fields of the respective

disciplines. Finally it is suggested that further research into identifying and naming problems

related to cultures of abuse may help circus schools and other social actors within Circus to put

these questions on the agenda.

Keywords: Abusive conduct, Sexual harassment, Moral harassment, Circus Schools, Artistic

Education, Structural approach, Bystanders, Management.
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Preamble

The novel “The Way of a Serpent” by Torgny Lindgren takes place in rural Sweden at the end of

the 19th century. The story is a monologue by the main character Johan directed to his god.

Johan and his peasant family are under the control of a speculative and reckless landlord. When

the family fails to pay their steadily rising rent, the landlord possesses himself, once a year, of

the mother and daughter: the debt is then temporarily canceled and credit extended. Johan

confronts his god and asks: “Lord, what was your purpose in creating credit?”

I have carried those words with me while drafting this thesis. Lindgren describes a structural

power system so deeply anchored in people, that it becomes a divine order, a mysterious but

unquestionable fact. However, Johan does question, silently and imploringly.

This quote, together with others, lets me look from another angle, to bring perspective and

beauty where words sometimes are violent or harsh. I have chosen to share some of them in this

thesis because I find that they reflect, in separate ways, the liminal spaces that this thesis is

concerned with: structural abuse intertwined within poetic landscapes.
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I

Introduction

The Circus School is a place I have sought and desired. It is a place where I have learned many

things and been both right and wrong and where I have sometimes belonged and sometimes felt

alienated. Like most people, I look back on my education with mixed feelings. I have had

incredible teachers to whom I am forever grateful. However, I have at times been less than

enthusiastic about wider aspects of this learning environment. One thing that I found problematic

was the idea of a ‘superiority bubble’ within the circus school context. There were prevailing

perceptions that ‘we’ were better than those outside the discipline. The we in this case denoted

those doing Circus: teachers, students, professional artists and practitioners. I was surprised by

the parallel-world attitude. Sometimes, I was uncertain if I was enough [insert adjective] to be a

member of this we. The balance of belonging and at the same time being ‘true to oneself’ as an

artist may create somewhat tragicomical contradictions for a student.

I still come back to these pedagogical places and in my work as artistic director I meet and work

with other artists. I sometimes bump into we-borders, but I also find the spaces to work and to

create where I feel belonging.

Whilst working on this thesis I have been asked whether I have been a victim of sexual

harassment, if my interest and engagement is connected to personal experience. This is not the

case. Rather, I am concerned with these questions primarily due to a longstanding and profound

interest in critical pedagogy and artistic research. My research therefore comes from a conviction

that we are a product of our surroundings and that our learning and growth within these artistic

spaces can be both devastating and incredible. Moreover, this research stems from the critical

need to see things from another angle. These are approaches to artistic creation and reception that

I reflect on in my everyday work. I am not personally a victim of abusive conduct but I do

participate in a discipline and a wider society that has to deal with this as a part of our reality. As

such, in this research project I look at abusive conduct within circus schools: what it entails, how

it can be challenged and what might be done differently in future to prevent such abuse.
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Research Aims and Key Questions

And Lord, to whom could we go?

(Torgny Lindgren, 1990)

The central aim of this research is to better understand the situation of abusive conduct within

circus schools, or more precisely: the current knowledge, concerns, possibilities and problems on

management level within the organizations. In times of #metoo - where sexual abuse and

professional misconduct have entered into popular mainstream discourse - artistic schools are

lacking research and knowledge on the topic. This increases the risk of normalizing and

maintaining habits of abuse. Therefore, I argue that a better understanding of abusive conduct as

a structural phenomenon will help circus schools deal with and prevent abuse, if or when it

occurs. This critical and engaged approach to ensuring better safeguarding practices will be my

primary contribution to the field.

Considering the powerful position of management within circus schools, I am interested in

looking at the organizational support and existing mechanisms in place that deal with abusive

conduct. Specifically my research seeks to analyse the levels of structural engagement with

abuse, and also to outline shortcomings and possibilities to improve practice and awareness.

With the help of previous research and through my questionnaire, this research will survey which

tools help management to assure prevention against abusive conduct and how these tools are

perceived by management staff.

My main research questions are as follows:

1. Is abusive conduct understood as a current problem within circus schools?

2. Which dynamics are enabling abusive conduct in circus schools?

3. Which tools exist for circus schools to address abusive conduct?
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Notes on Definitions

In this thesis, I mainly use the term ‘abusive conduct’. Formulating definitions is not an easy task

and one may spend much time adding and erasing important details. I have formulated this

definition, which is also used in the survey, with the help of several influences in an attempt to

encompass the different aspects of several complex phenomena1:

Any physical, verbal or emotional act that treats a person or group less favorably if

they are presumed to have a certain, distinctive, characteristic or difference. That is:

discrimination, moral or sexual harassment, abuse of power, bullying or violence

based on for example: gender identity, sexual orientation, political or religious

beliefs, disability, physical appearance, health status, racial criteria (skin color,

national or ethnic origin), social background, or other.

I have used the term ‘Abusive Conduct’ when I have been conducting my survey. However, I

found it more useful to use the term ‘Sexual Harassment’ when I did my research on previous

literature. I build this understanding on the Swedish Council for Higher Education (abbreviated

UHR), whose approach describes sexual harassment as “multidimensional because it is

intertwined with other forms of harassment” (UHR, 2020, p.69). This nuanced approach builds

upon an intersectional understanding where structural discriminations are intertwined. I contend

therefore that it is important to keep several aspects of abuse in mind during this project and to

continuously move back and forth between very narrow definitions to more broad

understandings of abuse and harassment.

1 Primarily with the help of Justifit, Lawinsider and The Institute for the Equality of Women and Men.

7



Abusive Conduct: Adopting a Structural Approach

Bank palaces and malls and parking lots that look like they belonged to the future,

but ancient are the thoughts that move in people, sluggish, unchanging, there are

prey, there are perpetrators, there are witnesses, they all look down into the ground.

(Sara Stridsberg, 2018, my traduction)

There are two general approaches through which to measure/comprehend abusive conduct;

structural and/or isolated. When abusive conduct is perceived as a structural problem this means

that the whole organization is concerned as much in the creation of the problem as with its

solution (See for example Patricia Hill Collins 2009)2. In contrast, when abusive conduct is

understood as an isolated, individual phenomenon, this means that the problem is considered to

concern exclusively the victim and the harasser and their respective personalities and

circumstances. This latter understanding fails to consider a wider analysis of power dynamics

and societal constraints of discrimination but looks at the problem only on individual levels. This

approach risks bringing measures halfway since it will fail to see the broader cultural and

institutional context. With these shortcomings in mind, my research uses a structural analysis.

Victims and Abusers

When discussing abuse in schools, students are often the central focus. However, harassment

may occur in other directions than from a teacher towards a student. It may occur between

staff-members, or between different students. In this work, I want to underline that if an

organization is suffering from structural discrimination, abusive conduct may occur in any

direction.

2 Hill does not limit her theory to opposing structural and individual explanations as I do here, but takes the analysis
much further. However, I argue that this rather basic use is appropriate for this research.
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The Circus School

The main reason I have chosen to look at abuse in circus schools is because they are places

where knowledge is passed down between different generations of artists. Here, representatives

of an artistic discipline transmit to new students what the discipline is about, what its cultural

importance is and who has been empowered to develop the practice. In this sense, students

become familiar with the discipline through their encounters with these new forms of knowledge

given by cultural gatekeepers. This process happens on many levels and is nurtured through

fellow teachers and classmates: students learn by repeating what to do and how not to do it. The

knowledge that is transmitted represents a mix of traditional, formalized, and self-experienced

ways to learn and develop. I align with Wolfgang's (2013) understanding of artistic education as

ongoing processes of identification: “One identifies in and with one’s discipline. Disciplines

exert strong influences on teaching, learning environments, and how students learn” (p.55).

In these artistic pedagogical contexts teaching often builds upon personal experiences and the

habits and norms of teachers and practitioners. I argue that this way of applying abstract ideas in

combination with sharing directly-lived experiences is a powerful way of teaching and learning.

The empowering possibility of total immersion allowed within a circus school context is of great

benefit to students and teachers alike. However, this necessary process may also give room to

foster particular norms that resist differences or change. If abusive conduct occurs, this closed

environment may then become a dangerous place if its social actors do not have the knowledge

or sufficient social capital to recognize and fight misbehavior and abuse.

Background

There were so many things we needed in those classrooms, in our city, in our state, in

our country that our teachers could have provided if they would have gone home and

really done their homework.

(Kiese Laymon, 2018)
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The background for this thesis must of course place itself within the context of #metoo 2017.

The spontaneous social media campaign broke the silence on sexual harassment and continues to

create waves across the globe. Within this movement various groups from different professions

shared their experiences on sexual harassment in order to raise awareness of ongoing cultures of

abuse.

Lawyers, filmmakers, social workers or academics account for the state of their fields: “we were

too many to be wrong” (Björk3, 2017, my translation). This movement depicts a common reality

of abuse. Most importantly, it points out the structures and behaviors permitting abuse. To set the

stage I want to present two examples of literature that I mean reflect the social debate and that

aligns with the structural approach.

“Klubben” by Mathilda Gustavsson (2019) cogently describes the specific events of #metoo that

touched upon The Swedish Academy. In this work Gustavsson argues the phenomenon of the

‘Art world’ created the protection and above-the-law-thinking which permitted this widespread

abuse. Gustavsson further describes the dynamics of the Swedish cultural elite. Although this

quote is long, I want to put it here in its entirety, because it pinpoints a reality that starts early on

in any artistic career: namely within the art school.

In other industries, people's positions are measurable. You can advance in your career

along a clear staircase and you can see your success reflected in the salary account.

In the cultural world, on the other hand, the hierarchies are informal and unspoken.

The value of one's creation or thinking depends on a range of subjective judgments:

by publishers, directors and gallery owners […] The status of the individual does not

manifest itself as a clear title on a business card but rather in the form of contacts and

mentions; of schoolyard-like glances at a publisher’s event and of constantly

changing attitudes that are renegotiated at parties and dinners.

(Gustavsson, 2019, p.105, my translation)

3 The attentive reader might note that I make reference to some litterature ‘outside’ academia, such as Björk in DN,
Gustavsson and Klubben, Springora and Le consentment, Ghekiere in Rekto Verso and Van Brabant in Le soir.
Although it is not within swedish academic tradition to do so, I argue that mentioned literature helps to provide a
backdrop of the social debate that is important to include for the frames of this thesis.
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In this regard, Gustavsson compares the ‘art world’ to other closed groups such as the Church or

the criminal world (ibid., p.105). At the same time, Gustavsson points out the difference between

the creative industries and for example the church: the relation to power. The author describes

how actors within the cultural world avoid recognizing or identifying with power. The book

Klubben depicts a world where the experience of the underdog and the outsider is a position that

many rely on, and more interestingly, might not want to let go of. (ibid., p.106). This results in an

ambience where people in power deny their influence and as such, responsibilities. It is this lack

of consciousness of power that permits some individuals to dictate the rules of the play on their

conditions and at the expense of others.

Similarly, Vanessa Springora analyses the problematic dynamics found within the art world. In

“Le Consentment” (2020), Springgora describes her own abusive relationship with an older

writer when she was a minor. This work points out that such a relationship would not have been

possible without the support of the surrounding art community. Springgora states: “Apart from

artists, it is hardly except among priests that we have witnessed such impunity. Does literature

excuse everything?” (p.200, my translation). Both Springgora and Gustavsson investigate how

illegal abusive conduct may be committed, known and allowed, because it happens within the

specific sphere of literature. I contend this culture of neglect extends to the scenic artworld of,

for example, Dance, Theater and Circus.

Although #metoo started within Hollywood, it appears the institutions responsible for nurturing

future artists have not followed suit in seeking reflexive reform. When writing this thesis, I have

looked for information and in depth studies into harassment within circus schools and art

schools. The research I have found could be counted on one hand, art schools included. This

shows the need for further research. Without serious discussion and critical investigations into

abusive conduct within schools, it is impossible to ensure prevention and safeguarding. My work

thus aligns with Van Brabandt who states that “Education is in this regard failing, and young

adults pay the price” (2018, my translation).

As an illuminating background, recent statistics provide important information of the current

state of artistic schools in Belgium and Sweden4. These statistics concern the registered women

amongst graduated students, teachers and management within arts schools in 2019.

4 I have chosen these two countries as they are connected to my activity.
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Belgium 2019

Seven arts schools (theater and circus) Source: Le deuxième acte (2020)

Positions Percentage of women

Graduating students 55%

Temporary and fixed employment 33%

Positions of management5 17%

Sweden 2019

Seven art schools (theater, circus, dance) Source : UKÄ (2021)

Positions Percentage of women

Graduating students 64%

Assistant professors 59%

Associate professors 47%

Professors 30%

Positions of management Information missing.

Both in Belgium and Sweden there is overrepresentation of graduating women from art schools.

This representation is inverted when individuals advance: the higher the position, the less women

are represented.

These statistics help to provide a picture of the current situation within art schools and as such,

reflect upon what such disproportion may do to the very activity. As will be seen in the previous

research, representation affects workplaces and must be taken into account when analysing the

state of schools.

5 Six out of seven schools included.
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Positioning the Writer

I now briefly position myself as a researcher and practitioner. When talking about a place, or

position in this sense, I refer to my knowledge, achieved through studies, alongside my personal

background and social position (see Rich 1984 or Haraway 1988). This task may seem repetitive

as well as rather obvious and I sometimes find it a bit embarrassing. However, it is helpful to be

held accountable for one’s writing. This form of accountability is achieved through transparency

and an awareness of one's knowledge, privileges, and limits. In other words, the supposed

neutrality of academia is in this sense problematic since it erases the author’s position and

imposes a norm of objective distance. In upholding this faux-objectivity within academic

research, one can create a false idea of truth within science that is not bound to the empirical and

social experience and negates the perspective and inherent bias of the author.

I was born and educated in Sweden, I come from a white middle-class family of workers and

academics. I was first engaged within Circus schools when I was six years old. This meant

having gone through kids-training on Sundays and touring with a smaller traditional circus

during summer holidays from an early age. I am a graduate of a professional circus school, and I

have a bachelor’s degree in Social Science. I have lived and worked in Brussels for the last

twelve years. To conclude, the perspectives found throughout this work are those of a White

middle-class western female circus practitioner with a parallel academic education and all

associated privileges.
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II

Methodology, Theory and Material

FEDEC – A brief introduction

I build my research upon a survey directed to management level representatives of circus

schools. I was able to reach out to this group through a transnational federation of professional

circus schools called FEDEC, the European Federation of Circus Schools. This organization has

fifty-one members with a large majority of schools in Western Europe. However, members are

also found in North and South America as well as in Africa, together comprising a network of

the majority of all schools within the discipline. It is worth noting here that the FEDEC has

recently started a working group aiming to treat questions of harassment and gender-based abuse

within their sector. This group confronts complex problems since the schools are active in

different countries and are per se tied to their national policies, administrations, specific

competences and resources. However, the very raison d’être of FEDEC is to support “the

development and evolution of training, teaching and creation in the field of circus arts.”6 In other

words, the discipline of circus may reach beyond national borders and unite members with a

common interest: the holistic well-being of circus practitioners. I contend that such an initiative

is positive and reflects constructive intentions of the federation.

6 http://www.fedec.eu/en/14-missions-objectives
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Method of Analysis

O, it is very pretty!” he said aloud. “It has our highest approbation.” And he nodded

in a contented way, and gazed at the empty loom, for he would not say that he saw

nothing. The whole suite whom he had with him looked and looked, and saw nothing,

any more than the rest; but, like the Emperor, they said, “That is pretty!”

(Hans-Christian Andersen, 1837)

The data used in my analysis consists primarily of excerpts taken from the participants’

open-ended answers to thematic questions from the questionnaire. I used reflexive thematic

analysis to code my research. As described by Miller et al., thematic analysis permits to “identify

patterns, or themes, within a given data set” (2020, p.1). This approach therefore allows me to

study the data by following an analytic step-by step method. This carefully described path

written by Oliver C. Robinson (2021) has been most useful when familiarizing myself, first

superficially and then in-depth, with the emergent themes within my sample. Robinson gives

good guidance of the steps to take in order to create themes for the gathered data and on how to

arrange answers. This method aligns with Braun and Clarke (2020) that account for a logic

where: “the analytic focus is solely on identifying themes across the data set, rather than also on

the unique features of individual cases” (Braun and Clarke, 2020, p.42).

Thematic analysis also suits this research since it permits me to account for my position and at

the same time develop a result that reflects the reality of the data. As Braun and Clarke further

discuss that research values required for such a method: “typically include a conceptualisation of

researcher subjectivity as a resource for research and that meaning and knowledge as always

partial, situated and contextual” (ibid.,p.39). Such reflection must of course include an awareness

of biases found in the subject, method and researcher. Therefore, thematic analysis “requires a

reflexive researcher – who strives to reflect on their assumptions and how these might shape and

limit their coding” (ibid., p.39).

Applying thematic analysis on my material has consisted in a repeated reading and organisation

of data. I have been dividing answers into themes, first rough ones and then little by little more
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specifically. I have remade these categorizations several times, ensuring myself I have rightly

understood the answers of participants. Also, I have been careful not to fall into ‘sensational’

traps or in the opposite, to banalize answers. Further, I have been careful not to use some

respondents’ answers more than others, and that I create a balance that represents different

themes. The sessions have provided me with a multicolored excel sheet where the numbered

answers and quoted answers are highlighted into their respective theme.

Taking mentioned theoretical considerations into account, and armend with my excel sheet, I aim

to provide a narrative window into the current situation of abusive conduct within select circus

schools of today.

Survey

In the survey content I focused on the practical resources and obstacles for circus schools to

prevent abusive conduct within their institution. I asked questions that related to organization,

ways of understanding abusive conduct and how participants articulated their responsibilities

towards safeguarding in schools. The reason I have chosen to direct my questions towards the

management level within schools is because of the power it has to influence organizations and

policies.

It is the mission of the management to ensure the well-being and safety of its staff and students.

It also has the power to permit or counteract abuse. I therefore argue that it is crucial to achieve a

better view of the management's understanding of abusive conduct within schools. The choice of

investigating management also comes from a desire to relate my research to organizational

power in a constructive tone. Through my research, I hope to improve a wider understanding of

how abusive conduct is treated or ignored, and how it may be better recognized. It is my hope

that the results can provide suggestions for improvement both within circus schools and for the

wider arts sector.
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Ethics and Limitations

My survey was conducted through the online application “Question-pro”. Participation was

anonymous. The reason I chose to make the survey anonymous was to get as unguarded answers

as possible. Doubts, lack of competence or criticism against the very existence of harassment

may provoke attitudes and positions of defense and offence. Therefore, I wanted to create an

atmosphere of conversation and exchange. My view is that anonymity helps to create a relaxed

atmosphere and provides a space for more nuanced and open answers.

The results of my survey show that certain respondents were not drawn solely from management

positions but other roles such as teachers or other administrative positions. However, I argue that

the data remains valid within the frames of the aim of the research. The aim being to investigate

management abilities and staff knowledge on the topic remains intact since the persons charged

with the task to respond to the questionnaire must be seen as representative for that member of

FEDEC and thus of the knowledge I have asked for.

When discussing the limitations of this thesis, its limited sample size may be identified.

However, I argue that my research provides a cursory picture of the situation of abusive conduct

within circus schools in 2021. Also, that it can be used as a springboard for scholars where

research has hitherto been missing. I believe that the gathering of this data, may offer a useful

comparison for future studies. It is also worth adding that although I am encouraged by the level

of participation (31 concluded surveys out of 51 members contacted), I cannot account for the

federation as a whole as 20 members did not respond. I have also chosen to omit three

participants who did not complete the survey adequately, and were therefore difficult to include

in my final analysis.
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Theoretical Background

I came to theory desperate, wanting to comprehend - to grasp what was happening

around and within me. Most importantly, I wanted to make the hurt go away. I saw in

theory then a location for healing.

(hooks, 1994, p.59)

For the theoretical framework of this thesis, I focus on ways of critically understanding

knowledge, discourses of truth, and identity. I want to reflect on how ideas of knowledge are

constructed, legitimized and perceived. It is a large topic so I will limit the focus to some specific

aspects. I am interested in what critical approaches to knowledge may tell us about different

perceptions of teaching, learning and identification within a field.

Donna Haraway's ‘Situated Knowledge’ (1988) provides a sound basis for a critical analysis of

knowledge construction. Haraway uses ‘situated knowledge’ as a tool to problematize ideas of

universal knowledge. Her works show how aspects such as geographical location, class, race,

health, friendship, and encounters create experiences that affect how one might account for a

specific form of knowledge. It is an analytical tool that helps to locate oneself and to know how

“to name where we are and are not” (Haraway, 1988, p.582). This approach helps me recognize

conditions of knowledge, situated experiences, and gives me the ability to observe and

deconstruct everyday norms in circus schools contexts.

Furthermore, an application of ‘situated knowledge’ creates distance from so-called neutral

objectivity. It critically analyzes the phenomenon which Haraway calls ‘the god trick’ (1988,

p.581). This is the phenomenon that occurs when knowledge is presented as a neutral and

universal fact. Haraway argues that objectivity may exist but only through embodied subjective

experience. She states that: “objectivity turns out to be about particular and specific embodiment

and definitely not about the false vision promising transcendence of all limits and responsibility”

(1988, p.582). Being aware of the ‘god trick’ and the understanding of the importance of

‘situated knowledge’ helps me conceptually understand the ways in which my work is

determined by influences of my geographic location, education, profession, and encounters. I

may, for example, argue that it is the result of certain experiences that gives me the legitimacy to

write this text. However, experience should not be seen as a unique way for having a legitimate
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voice. It is, rather, about the ability and will to acknowledge other possible experiences,

perspectives and realities.

Dominant discourses

Situated knowledge is intertwined with the construction and condition of privileges. Just as

universal truths are the result of specific ideas of knowledge production, privileges are based on

unequal power conditions, entrenched by dominant and normative discourses. Michel Foucault

(2002) developed the notions of the dominant discourse as a tool of power. This tool applied in

the Social Sciences represents the authorial privilege to tell a ‘universal story’ and to be the

author of that story. To be conscious of the ‘god trick’ therefore means for me to apply a critical

lens on discourses that produce knowledge in the name of universal objectivity. This thesis may

be situated within a Eurocentric cultural discourse that identifies with a so-called secular

‘modern world’ built upon Christian colonial and Darwinian values (See for example Madina

Tlostanova, 2010, 2015, 2016). These are values and ideas which are among a myriad of possible

perspectives. What is considered the only or the best way to do things may in fact be just the one

that hides all other possibilities. The ‘god trick’ permits creating discourses of truths and logic

that have the force to forge themselves into dominant realities.

We are all conditioned by dominant realities and discourses. These form part of our education

and culture. It may in fact be difficult to see, do, feel or think differently than as one has been

taught and socially conditioned. However, it is within the active deconstruction of these

dominant logics that we can understand other experiences and possible ways of observing reality.

If Haraway helps me to problematize the notion of objective truth, I take help from other authors

in order to better understand and apply this kind of deconstruction of discourses in practice.

Especially the work of bell hooks provides a compelling analysis of dominant discourses found

in western school systems. In “Teaching to Transgress” (1994) she describes her experience as a

black female student, writer and teacher. It is an intersectional analysis that accounts for the

structural discrimination of black students and how teachers must integrate and negotiate with

these forms of discrimination, in order to receive and give education.
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hooks goes into detail about how “that shift from beloved, all-black schools to white schools

where black students were always seen as interlopers, as not really belonging, taught me the

difference between education as the practice of freedom and education that merely strives to

reinforce domination” (hooks, 1994, p.4). This exemplifies how discourses are both transmitted

and resisted. It is sometimes a cynical journey, as when the writer accounts for how long it took

to publish her work on racist and sexist experiences within academia. She explains that this

acceptance came only when “white women began to show an interest in issues of race and

gender” (hooks, 1994, p.121). hooks is a passionate teacher, and her work rightly puts emphasis

on the theoretical and practical meanings of a pedagogy that seeks to critically engage and

empower. I therefore believe that her reflections on pedagogy, together with her understanding of

looking from the margin to the center (1984), are very useful for this research.

Gloria Anzaldúa puts forth her own ‘situated knowledge’ when reflecting on her experiences

within Borderlands (1987). Anzaldúa writes about how learning and teaching in non-official

languages can become acts of resistance at the borders of society. She describes tangible

challenges found in using and learning a language in opposition to other dominant

communication tools. She also reflects on the hegemonic discourses found within written laws

and linguistic structures which imply that one singular language (and therefore legitimate world

view) dominates. Her work is useful within any educational work because it deals with the power

of working with the individual and collective experiences of teachers and students. She writes:

“Soy un amasamiento. I am an act of kneading, of uniting and joining that not only has produced

both a creature of darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions the

definitions of light and dark and gives them new meanings” ( Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 103).This way

of understanding multiple experiences resonates with my understanding of pedagogy and

creation. I argue that it is useful to bring this into an analysis of the structural problems in circus

schools.

In different ways, the works of Anzaldúa and hooks teach us about how and where the lines (or

borders) of hegemonic discourse are drawn, and how various perspectives can be renegotiated

and reconfigured. They describe a negotiation that is always in movement and flux (see for

example Neimanis 2017). With this critical dynamism in mind, I will now consider such flux

within artistic education and performance contexts.
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According to Butler (1990), the construction and maintenance of dominant discourses are created

through repeated performances or actions. These repeated performances create normative

identities which become familiar and socialized. Therefore, as these ways of being are repeated

and performed, with small adaptations to stay à jour, associated hegemonic discourses and

discriminatory practices remain centered, invisible and ubiquitous. Paradoxically, the monstrous,

the animalistic, the unwanted, are of high utility for the dominant norm since they reinforce the

form of what should be and what should not (see for example Haraway 1985, Stryker 1994).

Furthermore, it is in this reinforcement of hegemonic discourse, built upon discrepancy and

failure of acceptance, that hatred may grow and foment. Put in other words, both the ideas of

objective truth and normative forms of embodiment are protected by strict boundaries and

repeated performances in order to keep the status quo intact and unchallenged. What

socio-cultural processes distinguish the ‘border’ between right or wrong, what is considered

clean or dirty, white or black, male or female, and so on must be made explicit. The result is a

forced logic of truth, aiming to preserve the status quo. Forced, because when hegemonic

discourses claim to be objective and absolute, they are per se locking itself in a fixed state, and is

consequently not allowing change or adaptation. As Anzaldúa suggests:

A Borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of

an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and

forbidden are its inhabitants. Los atraversados live here: the squint-eyed, the

perverse, the queer, the troublesome, the mongrel, the mulatto, the half-breed, the

half-dead; in short, those who cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the

“normal”.

(Anzaldúa, 1987, p.25)

A static existence is an oxymoron, an impossible state. When artistic creation is resisting change,

the education of students and teachers locks itself into a destructive quest of retaining tradition,

denying development and creativity. Or, as Wolfgang (2013) writes: “The dangers of rigid

territorialization, or the segmentarity of disciplines inhere assumption, reduction, and fixedness”

(Wolfgang, p.55)

To conclude this chapter, I use this theory in the following research bearing in mind a structural

approach where abusive conduct is a result of hegemonic discourses. I understand destructive
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normative discourses as fixed states, resisting change. Moreover, I look at artistic education as a

field that negotiates its moving identity with its specific characteristics and its membership in a

larger society, that is to say: with normative discourses. Such negotiations may be either fruitful

or destructive. However, they are always made in a context where structural abuse forms a

possible part. I bring these understandings with me when investigating abusive conduct in circus

schools.

Research Background

When looking for existing literature about my topic, I have found no research on harassment in

circus schools. I therefore perceive a picture of a field which exists in a liminal space between

academia, the art-world, and sports. Situated within this interstitial space, I build my research

upon primarily two of these closely related fields where research is easier to come by: academia,

and sports. The first discipline helps to create a frame of research on measures of policies,

education, leadership, and organizational structures. The second helps to discern dynamics

related to cultures of physical training and coaching; practices that remain close to the embodied

learning found within Circus contexts. I believe there is much to learn from these two related

fields and that they provide useful material for further investigations about the social field of

Circus. I draw my research largely from Anglophone texts. With a few exceptions the articles

come from the USA, England, Sweden, and Australia.

Academia

The international research review Efforts to Prevent Sexual Harassment in Academia (UHR,

2020) presents an overview of research on sexual harassment in academia and associated

organizations. Within this study the authors take a structural approach, as opposed to the

previously mentioned understanding of harassment as isolated individual problems. They state

that most academic research thus far has focused on policy and pre-designed solutions without a

basis in specific situated knowledge and structural understandings. As such, they criticize

Swedish academia as striving “for a simplification and formalization of sexual harassment in
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order to make it manageable” (UHR, 2020, p.44). The authors also warn that pre-packaged

solutions are inefficient (UHR, 2020, p.67). Instead, they argue such approaches have failed in

their mission to prevent abuse for several reasons. First, because external measures to prevent

harassment achieve insignificant impact if the leading organization is not entirely involved and

committed. Second, measures that fail to recognize structural problems and specific dynamics

within organizations, have little chance to create change.

The main reason predesigned packages run the risk of failing is that they might miss recognizing

specific cultures in organizations and therefore miss the core of these problems. Ghekiere points

out the problematic essence of isolated interventions: “harm caused by racism or sexism could be

reduced (and hopefully eradicated) if schools addressed these topics structurally by acting on the

promise of ‘diversity’, rather than talking about it in one more working group or during an

‘inspiration day’ for the staff” (2019).

‘If Only’ as Policy Failure

The criticism of ‘quick-fix’ or cursory solutions can be directed against management but equally

towards positivist researchers within the field. UHR argues that one of the chief concerns on

measures against harassment is that it is built upon a naive idea of ‘if only’. They evoke a “firmly

rooted belief that if only a comprehensive complaint handling process can be established…then

the problem of the gap between the incidence and reporting of sexual harassment could be

eliminated” (UHR, 2020, p.43). The authors further state that this ‘if only-mentality’ ignores an

essential problem. They argue that the very existence of sexual harassment in fact remains

invisible and that the institutional acknowledgement of its existence is far from achieved. They

cogently ask: “Could it be that this “package solution” is predicated on an idea of us having

come further than what the evidence-based knowledge actually says we have?” (UHR, 2020,

p.67).
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Inefficient Policies if Knowledge is Lacking

Marshall et al. (2014) argue that academia contains work cultures that seek to downplay cases of

sexual harassment and that the phenomenon of abuse remains present even where preventative

policies have been put in place. As a result, victims and wider colleagues fail to recognize or

identify sexual harassment at work and that associated report procedures are likely to remain

unused. The authors set forth the need to include better knowledge and awareness about these

measures and paths for complaint.

As previously mentioned, the disconnect between policies and results of measures taken is partly

due to disbelief in the very existence of sexual harassment. Certain environments cultivate this

disbelief, others may not work against it, but still suffer from a lack of knowledge. Whether the

disbelief comes out of an unwillingness to act or a lack of knowledge, it results in an absence of

improvement and therefore the risk of further cases of abuse remains. UHR rightly points out

how the lack of knowledge and theoretical concepts on gender-related discrimination results in

misguided help and weakens not only policy as a tool for prevention but also the very research

on the topic (UHR, 2020, p.24).

I align with wider literature which argues for the further need for organizational efforts,

education, complaint handling and support for complainants. My work is driven by their

emphasis on the lack of tangible results from such institutional efforts to tackle abuse

implemented thus far. It is a complex problem that needs different layers of understanding and

measures. Or, as Kaplan puts it, “the question relates to how a social problem can be handled not

only by means of instrumental law and punishment, which remains an external threat, but also

through facilitating understanding, awareness and emotion, which undoubtedly creates a better,

more egalitarian society” (2006, p.224).

Lack of knowledge risks creating false ideas about the source of the problem, evoking an image

of cutting away weeds but ignoring their roots. Organizations accounting for victims without

seeing the structural picture displace the problem to ‘the other’ and fail to recognize how

profound and rooted the issue may be. As UHR states, organizations must “be prepared to

challenge and change fundamental structures” (2020, p.68).
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Organizational Problems and Potential Solutions

In line with the understanding of sexual harassment as a result of structural problems, it seems

crucial to understand prevention from sexual harassment and abuse as measures that must have

broad reach within organizational structures. This means understanding prevention as also

related to questions such as working hours, rights to vacations and parental leave. In other words:

a healthy work environment may prevent sexual harassment and cultures of abuse (Mueller et al.,

2001, p.419).

The prevention of abuse demands a complex combination of micro and macro perspectives, in

order to encompass the general, and point out the specific. As such sexual harassment needs to

be understood “in relation to the organization as a whole, and prevention efforts should include

both everyday strategies for organizing work as well as more specific policies and processes”

(UHR, 2020, p. 58). UHR states that such strategies must account for organizational strategies

that are general and specific for their activities (ibid., p. 63).

When a serious will for change is present in an organizational structure, UHR highlights how

certain measures can ensure possibilities of positive outcomes. Those are primarily: active

leadership, bystander effects and education on structural discrimination.

Active and Passive Leadership

Research shows that active and clear leadership demonstrating that sexual harassment is not

tolerated at work is key to an organization’s possibility to prevent abusive conduct. In contrast,

“passive leadership increases the risk for both male and female employees of being subjected to

sexual harassment” (UHR, 2020, p.62), What may be perceived as passive leadership is often

due to a lack of knowledge and unwillingness or failure to prepare the managers. Kaplan (2006)

states that managers have the responsibility to deal with abuse “as part of their role” (p.225).

Therefore, Kaplan argues, they must receive more and better education on the phenomenon. The

role of a director or a manager is in this sense directly intertwined with the position of the

bystander: the surroundings either being passive or actively supporting or condemning abuse. As

Kaplan further states “the embarrassment, hesitation and threat experienced by managers […]
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must be recognized and requires appropriate guidance and training to help them handle the

treatment and prevention of sexual harassment in their organization on a personal level” (2006,

p.221).

I align with the attribution of responsibility to management that Kaplan describes, and I equally

align with the need for better education and understanding within the field. However, I add to

those arguments that within these recommendations might hide another previously mentioned

‘if-only’ aspect. That is: an idea of ‘if only management learned more, abuse would diminish’.

Active leadership against abusive conduct may only occur when management presents a serious

interest. When this happens, results are likely to reverberate: active leadership against sexual

harassment raises chances that bystanders take action against abuse. If workers or students

identify themselves with a workplace or school where sexual harassment is not accepted, the

tolerance will be lower (Mueller et al. 2001).

Bystander Effects

Existing research points out the need to target the whole organizational structures in order to

institute lasting measures which prevent and limit sexual harassment and abuse. When working

on multiple levels, the chance that bystanders act in these cases of abuse rises significantly. This

means that bystander training must be counted as a crucial ingredient in the continual learning of

the organization. (UHR, 2020, p.52). Silence relating to reporting sexual abuse is never

normalized without a wider culture of omission and neglect. Therefore, bystanders need to be

considered responsible for maintaining or upholding cultures of abuse. As such there is a need

for more research on bystanders and understanding that “non intervention actually may create an

environment that encourages SH. Careful attention to SH observers and to the management of

their intervention, therefore, is critical” (O’Leary-Kelly and Bowes-Sperry, 2005, p.304).

Training and Education

Just as preventative institutional policies aim to address and prevent abuse but still fail to address

structural issues, education “only ends up being as good as its context allows it to be” (UHR,
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2020, p.38). This means that results of training staff in safeguarding and awareness relating to

abusive conduct depend on whether initiatives and engagement from the management are serious

and desire long term systemic change. Research shows that the quality of training and tangible

results will differ depending on distinct factors. I will briefly mention a few of these factors

below.

Instructor-led training has impacts in the form of gender coding of the instructor, and just as

within the workplace or school, an equal representation of trainers gives the best results (UHR,

2020, p.31). Further, research shows it is most effective to combine computer and instructor-led

training (idib., p.32). Engaging with a trainer is good, but at the same time there are positive

aspects within the possibility of consulting a more formal format that allows for personal

reflection. If there is skepticism around the very subject of sexual abuse, sometimes this more

remote formula can help engender reflections without the emotionally demanding situation that

learning together with others may create (idib., p.32).

A lack of awareness of sexual abuse cases and wider cultures of harassment may be a source of

shame and frustration for individuals in Circus schools. It is thus important to look for “a

completely different approach to the question of whether this kind of training has ‘impacts’:

learning and education as a way of processing complex experiences rather than formal

knowledge of the law, policies, procedures, etc” (UHR, 2020, p.37).

Equality

Existing research has proved that unequal representation of women and men may also affect the

identifiable presence of sexual harassment in workplaces and organizations (UHR, 2020, p.60).

Workplaces where women are underrepresented run a bigger risk of cases of sexual harassment.

Respectively, research shows that workplaces where men are underrepresented provide an

environment of less risk for sexual harassment. Further to this the UHR states, “the goal ought to

be well-integrated, structurally egalitarian work-places where women and men share power and

leadership equally” (UHR, 2020, p.61). This is a crucial factor in addressing wider structural

cultures of abuse in circus schools and must be connected to the previously mentioned statistics

on women’s presence in art schools
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Overconfidence in Dialogue-based Solutions

Another aspect of the existing failures within institutional attempts to treat sexual harassment

seriously are the ways in which victims are lacking support. Similarly to what is called an

over-belief in policy, research finds a simplified attitude towards dialogue-based conciliation at

work. The authors in UHR further state how investigations are “challenging the apparently

established view that women victims of sexual harassment in particular prefer dialogue-based

conciliation” (2020, p.43). They highlight here how dialogue-based solutions tend to put victims

in stigmatized roles that they find themselves locked up within. This forced position, together

with the responsibility that the dialogues of disclosure demands from victims, makes such a kind

of approach possibly problematic.

Sports

Having surveyed existing research into how current institutional procedures fail to highlight

sexual harassment and provide adequate support within academia, I will now turn my focus to

research within sports studies. I will look at how these emergent themes and conceptual

paradigms can be connected to similar practices within Circus contexts.

Challenging the ‘Ideal Coach’

In research on sexual harassment in sports, two fields are often discussed: the role of the coach

and understanding ‘the physical touch’. Fasting and Brackenridge (2009) look at different types

of coaching and ask whether certain sporting discourses risk creating cultures that accept and

support harassment. These authors present a picture of the norm of an ‘ideal-coach’ with a highly

masculine (or patriarchal) attitude that makes up an important part of the identification with the

profession. They point out that harassment towards pupils within such cultures risks becoming a

positive sign that even reinforces the image of strong leadership. They state that “many of the

accounts of sexual exploitation in sport indicate that perpetrators’ feelings of power and control
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arise from confidence and feelings of superiority” (Fasting and Brackenridge, 2009, p.22). Their

study further demonstrates the gendered effects of dominant masculine cultures within elite

gymnastics. The authors note: “this kind of coaching style, combined with male coaches’ power

over the athletes, can in itself be regarded as a risk factor” (idib, p.22).

Research also shows that within hyper-masculine cultures, abuse may occur due to hostility and

sexism. It is worth mentioning that hyper-masculine cultures may very well include milieus

considered ‘female’; the question is with what kind of attitude the teaching is performed. Fasting

and Brackenridge connect to this culture a hostile attitude towards change, where “some coaches,

especially those working at elite or ‘performance’ levels have even suggested that equity and

welfare-related training is, at its best, an irrelevance or, at worst, an interference with their

single-minded pursuit of sporting excellence” (idib., p.31). The autours state that this attitude

contradicts the International Olympic Committees’, (IOC’s) 2007 official statement on sexual

harassment and abuse in sport which clarifies that “All sport organizations should develop an

education and training program on sexual harassment and abuse in their sports” (Fasting and

Brackenridge, 2009, p.31).

Fasting and Brackenbridge (2009) suggest that this masculine coach-culture may be averted by a

more diverse coaching representation; the authors point out the need for more female coaches.

They argue that: “since this environment is so closely linked to hegemonic masculinity, and what

are often described as traditional male values, we hypothesize that a transformation of the

coaching culture, and associated re-scripting of coach-behavior, might be easier if more female

coaches were involved in sport” (ibid.,p.21). Hegemonic masculinity builds upon certain

patterns, and in the following text I will briefly describe some of those patterns.

Grooming

In the context of cultures permitting abuse, certain phenomena are present. Grooming is

described as the gradual advancements of the abuser, creating intimacy and normalizing abusive

conduct (MacMahon et al., 2021, p.4). The intimate and special relationship created between the

coach and the student provides a space where it becomes extremely difficult for the student to

question the intentions of the coach. Grooming does not only lead to sexual abuse but has also

29



been found to lead to emotional abuse (MacMahon et al., 2021, p.4). In a study by MacMahon et

al. (2021), the female gymnasts involved were often groomed to accept that the coaching

behavior of belittlement was ‘normal’ and necessary for their development (idib., p.4). Mountjoy

et al. warn that these psychologically abusive practices “can facilitate and mask sexual abuse

grooming behaviors” (Mountjoy et al., 2016, p.1019). I argue that this culture of discipline and

grooming in the name of productivity and achievement also occurs within circus training.

The Cult of the Body

In sporting cultures the physical body is central. Several researchers warn of negative outcomes

from ‘the cult of the body’ (Webb et al, 2004, MacMahon et al., 2021, Johns and Johns, 2000).

These scholars describe a culture that idealizes certain kinds of bodies and excludes others. This

process is highly destructive and may lead to eating disorders, body dysmorphia and exercise

addictions (Webb et al., 2004, p.214). As MacMahon et al. (2021) state, trauma may develop

“when bodies fail to meet socio-cultural expectations” (Mac Mahon, p.1). Thus it can be found

within individuals but is a societal problem.

The normalization of an ideal body type within wider coaching teams can be an instrument of

control. Where the wider community, in this case gymnastics, applies a body cult that excludes

and judges differences, it becomes a discourse that is very difficult to question or challenge. Mac

Mahon et al. further emphasize that “entourage members found to be perpetrators of abuse and

physical neglect included the coach, the parent, the partner, and the manager” (2021, p.1). This

provides insight “into how abuse is circulating through sporting contexts” (ibid., p.1). In other

words, negative norms are upheld by its entourage: the bystanders. I argue that this is another

aspect where circus and gymnastics cultures work similarly.

Embedded Logics of Performance

Abuse and neglect may become normalized when they are perceived as necessary for the

performance of athletes (see for example Owton & Sparkes, 2017, MacMahon 2021). In the

research of Mac Mahon et al. (2021) the ‘slim to win body’ is analyzed as a way to increase the
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performance of the athlete. Here, the ‘slim to win body’ should be considered a ‘regime of truth’

by the athlete entourage and seen as an undeniable ‘fact’ (ibid., p.10). The above authors develop

that “an athlete’s network of agents of socialization provides the conditions whereby damaging

practices such as playing through pain are embedded in athletic subcultures” (Mac Mahon et al.,

2021, p.10). Thus members of the coaching entourage, the bystanders, “subsequently became

social agents of the sporting culture as they recycled these culturally entrenched ideals” (ibid.,

p.10).

Mac Mahon et al. (2021) further highlight psychological abuse and specifically body-related

abuse, such as body shaming. Body shaming occurs through gender-based discrimination and is

thus normalized and defended. The gender-based discrimination that occurs when ideals about

normative bodies dictates the wider beauty norms in society. Here, I identify ‘borders’ which are

built upon white patriarchal ideals and beauty standards. Thus, the bodies that are represented as

ideal must follow strict rules and practices in society. Circus is not immune from these ideals and

may lead to destructive discourses of beauty and performance. Such discourses are produced by

practitioners and coaches as well as by parents, partners and the public. In other words: by the

bystanding chorus.

Bystanders in Sport

The research of Mac Mahon et al (2021) extends our understanding of how entourage members

(meaning coaches, partners, parents, or team managers) contribute to physical neglect as well as

psychological and physical abuse of athletes through acts of body shaming and enforced

excessive training. Those who witness, for example, problematic eating behaviors and fail to

intervene “become complicit perpetrators of physical neglect” (Mac Mahon et al., 2021, p.12). In

this study the focus is on negative experiences where the surveillance from surrounding actors

becomes destructive. However it is important to highlight that surrounding actors may also have

a positive impact. The power of the teacher, parents, friends, may of course be a productive force

(Webb et al., 2004, p.215). Therefore I contend that increased awareness of abuse and

safeguarding across circus organizations, (both at management and ground level) has the ability

to transform cultures of permissiveness and neglect.
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Physical Touch

Research on ‘touch’ within sports is of special interest for circus schools because of the physical

work that constitutes the guidance of complex techniques passed on from a teacher towards a

student. These practices represent the pillar of learning in sports just as in Circus. In sports,

touch-related training within physical education represents a central debate of literature on abuse

and athlete development. Caldeborg, Maivorsdotter & Öhman (2019) treat touch as a ‘didactic

contract’ (p.259). These authors use a student perspective looking at and defending the use, need,

and reasons for touch within sports. Here, touch is understood as a reciprocal unwritten contract

between the student and the teacher. According to the authors, this contract is not static but

malleable. They argue that: “the contract between teacher and student can therefore differ in

certain situations” (ibid., p.259).

As stated by the students in their research, touch is to be expected when it is well intended, and

purpose-bound (ibid., p.262). Their study defines positive and productive touch as necessary in

order to be, “helping students to perform different movements, the creation of good relationships

between teachers and students (and the establishment of good learning conditions), the sorting

out of social situations such as manner or behavior, expressing care as a human necessity and the

prevention of injury” (ibid.,p.259). This underlines that also circus students may see physical

contact as something expected and appropriate. However, Caldeborg et al. state that it is when

the intention of the touch is not obvious that this teacher-pupil contract is in danger (ibid.,p.263).

That is, if what is communicated through touch does not follow the didactic rules or unwritten

contracts then it may cause harm. I argue that teaching in Circus also “is a working process in

which the professionalism of the teacher is very important” (ibid., p.265).

Family Presence, a Comparison to Circus

Throughout the previous sections of this thesis, I have been pointing out common points between

circus and gymnastics. However, I see a difference between this research on sports and the circus

schools that I am investigating: the family-presence. In physical education and gymnastics,

parents are often present participants in the very shaping of the activities. In professional circus

schools they are mostly absent.
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Circus is a small activity globally and schools which specialize in this training are rare. It is more

a rule than an exception that students leave their city and often their country in order to join the

school where they have been admitted. With this specialization and dislocation in mind, the

circus school also holds a key social function for students and will often act as a surrogate family

during periods of intensive study. Students therefore risk lacking the ‘outside’ eye that may serve

as a critical caring position.

This problem of course has two sides: previously mentioned research has pointed out family

members as eventual negative bystanders when reinforcing destructive habits. However, I argue

that the isolated position that the circus school creates because of their geographical conditions,

should also be taken into account in understandings of abuse and safeguarding.

Further Research

“Our point of departure needs to be the lived experience of harassment”

(UHR, 2020, p.68).

However reliable legislative measures to prevent abuse are, if laws are not adapted together with

a wider understanding of social laws and behavior, they are not thoroughly applied. The authors

of UHR conclude that their review into harassment leaves them “with more questions than

answers” (2020, p.63) because of the limited research sample. They also point out that their

review suffers a gap of information, due to a lack of research within academia on this very topic

(ibid., p.63). This is profoundly problematic since it represents the very institutions that should

be the providers of knowledge. UHR concludes by stating the urgent need for more research:

“policy as a preventive instrument in academia needs to stem more clearly from women’s lived

experience of harassment” (ibid., p.19).

The recent work undertaken by the UHR involves looking “into the belly of the monster”

(Haraway, 2004, p.65), questioning the very capacity of researching on academias shortcomings

within its own organization. UHR raises critical issues that I argue must be asked within circus

school contexts as well. It is crucial to interrogate the nature of leadership and safeguarding
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within this field, asking “what kind of leadership is rewarded, what kind of leadership limits the

incident of sexual harassment?” (ibid., p.63). Also, as they ultimately point out, there remains a

need to know more about the destiny of victims of abuse across society by asking “what are the

consequences of sexual harassment and other forms of victimization?” (ibid., p.63).

I have earlier presented theories that I argue are useful for understanding the dynamics of power

and identification with artistic education. Here, I have looked at research on abusive conduct

within academia and sports. I emphasize that problems of knowledge and organizational

dysfunction within academia and sports are comparative to the ones in circus schools. In the case

of pedagogical organizations, they share the responsibility of the wellbeing of their students and

staff while at the same time negotiating their existence as a discipline within a broader society.

As seen in the presented research, Academia and Sports have a history of research on abusive

conduct, while Circus does not. Therefore, the proximate characteristics as educational places

that academia and sport represents, together with their ahead documented research on abuse,

make them good fields to look at and learn from.
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III

Findings

The data for my research was collected over the course of ten working days at the end of January

2021. The respondents were contacted through FEDEC, the European Federation of Professional

Circus Schools, who acted as intermediaries between me and the wider membership. All FEDEC

members were sent a link through which they were asked twelve questions. Their answers were

automatically coded in order to remain anonymous. The questions are included in the appendix

of this text. I had no personal contact with members, but I was introduced to the FEDEC board

beforehand by email. The aim of my research was presented to the board who were able to read

and comment on the questions before they were sent out. These comments were made with much

respect for my work and with a sincere interest in clarity and transparency.

The survey was designed as follows: First, an introduction presenting me and the aim of the

survey. Second, a definition of the term Abusive Conduct (the same as is presented in the

beginning of this thesis). Third followed a description of the coming questions: informing

participants of the anonymity and with a kind invitation to honesty and ‘no place for political

correctness’. Fourth came the fourteen questions with different options of answers: text options,

multiple choice and yes-no answers, all with the opportunity to comment further. Lastly, I asked

participants to show their eventual consent in participating in interviews. I did this in order to

secure myself the possibility to fill out eventual gaps in the information I might get from the

survey. However, I did not go further with that possibility as I considered the outcome of the

questionnaire satisfactorily informative. It is worth mentioning at this point that several

participants made themselves available for interview, and I am grateful for their constructive

attitude and attention.
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Results and Analysis

They never once said the words: “economic inequality”, “housing discriminiation”,

“sexual violence”, “mass incarceration”, “homophobia”, “empire”, “mass

eviction”, “post traumatic stress disorder”, “white supremacy”, “patriarchy”,

“neo-confederacy”, “mental health” or “parental abuse”, yet every student and

teacher at that school lived in a world shaped by those words.

(Kiese Laymon, 2018)

Throughout the following chapter, I present the results of the questionnaire. I also discuss and

analyze these responses in relation to the literature presented earlier. As mentioned, out of

fifty-one members, thirty-one completed the survey. The questions were conducted in English

and French, which are the official languages of FEDEC. Translations from answers in French

into English are made by me. The participants are numbered in order to distinguish quotes and to

organize them into different categories. I have distinguished common themes that I develop

against given data. The categories are: Experiences of abusive conduct ; Procedures in case of

accusation ; Organizational measures ; Proactive measures ; Difficulties for prevention ;

Knowledge ; Attitudes and the idea of Circus. Here I present the results in each category.

Experiences of Abusive Conduct

In the beginning of this research, I discussed the question of the very existence or absence of

abusive conduct within Circus school contexts. In the survey, 61% of the participants state that

they have experienced complaints of abusive conduct within the school they work for. The

previous literature reflects the lacking recognition of abusive conduct and how that invisibility

undermines policies. I suggest to ‘take one step back’ and consider the mentioned 61% and to let

this information underline that over half of the schools of this survey have had direct experience

of abusive conduct. UHR asked how far ‘we’ have come and the answers to that question are

multiple. As for eventual doubt whether abusive conduct exists among the circus schools that

FEDEC represents, this result should exclude such thoughts. Abusive conduct exists, and
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continues to exist within circus schools. I suggest, in reflection to previous acerts on lacking

acknowledgement, that Circus must learn from such research, and assure itself to recognize the

existence and currency of abusive conduct.

Responses to Claims of Abuse

Concerning the procedures amongst the schools in case of accusations of abusive conduct, 42%

of the respondents argued they looked for help by turning to existing protocols in place within

specific institutions. For example:

– Yes, by having developed the code [of conduct] and informing students and staff to report

abusive conduct timely. (Respondent 4)

11% answered they had acted with ‘my gut’, without any further specific institutional knowledge

but intuition.

– It was before we had clear policies in place. The harasser was removed from the institution,

and afterwards we recognized the changes we needed to make to prevent something like this

happening again. (Respondent 6)

47% of the participants evoked a mix of both measures.

– Meetings with the people concerned in order to clarify the accusations/situation. Extensive

notes. (Respondent 5)

The way of handling cases of abuse varies considerably from school to school. Reactions to

abuse may be relying on policies, or intuition, or a mix of both. As respondent 6 states, the

experiences of abuse may create a reaction which shows the need to adjust and change protocol.

As mentioned, to acknowledge problems is the first inevitable step for change. The experience of

dealing with abusive conduct may work as an eye opener, but the lack of such experience must

not be an argument not to work proactively. As mentioned in the previous literature, prevention

against abusive conduct must be understood as a necessary part in order to guarantee a general

wellbeing in the school organization.
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In a situation like this, different levels of knowledge are at work and the outcome of the situation

will very much depend on the personal attitude and knowledge of the people in charge of each

institution. As mentioned in the previous literature, an active or passive leadership will be

decisive for the organization when handling claims of abuse. However, an active leadership is

also in need of clear and efficient protocols for prevention. As a result of the received responses,

I argue that schools have notions but still lack protocols as well as in-depth knowledge on the

application of those.

Outcomes and Experience

Of the respondents having dealt with complaints of abusive conduct, 44% argued that the

experience had a positive outcome. However, it seems difficult to give one answer:

– While one incident went well another did not. Complications in the laws arose which took way

too much time, the persons felt abandoned. The outcome uncertain since according to the

investigation it ended in a 'he said he said'. (Respondent 18)

The above extract evokes a common phenomenon in cases of sexual harassment, where

administrational issues prolong the processes and given the lack of evidence, the case ends with a

situation of ‘word against word’. In recent years, increased complaints have clarified that the

systems of justice are lagging behind in knowledge and administrational application when it

comes to sexual and gender-based violence (See Rumney, 2006, Saunders 2012).

This problem may partially explain the 41 % of respondents who argue that they do not know

whether the outcome of any claim was positive or not. The majority of these respondents point

out the problem of a lack of transparency in schools. Sometimes it is out of the wish to protect

the victim but it is also connected to unwillingness to talk about events. If handling abusive

conduct in circus schools suffers from failing procedures within administrational and juridical

processes, I argue that a lack of transparency should be added to the list of further complications

before, during and after such a process. I suggest that this lack of transparency is connected to

the lack of knowledge and shame that are intertwined with handling abusive conduct. If abusive

conduct was better accounted for and named, perhaps the processes would be handled better, and

the automatic response of silencing and hiding the problem would be less common.
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Lastly, 15% of the respondents argued the outcome of a claim was bad. Here is an example of a

response of this sample:

– The establishment was already aware of the aggressor's behavior. They protected him by

imposing a sanction, of course, but without explaining exactly what he was accused of, then

upgraded him in the establishment and silenced the person who brought it up. The labor code

and the penal code were not respected. The establishment made these choices consciously.

(Respondent 2)

When the management of a school reacts, (or fails to react) to abusive conduct, the entire

institution finds itself in a difficult situation where the present and future well-being of the

students and staff is at stake. It is a situation that most probably includes upset feelings and

demands urgent resolution. If it is a teacher that is accused of abuse, the solidarity towards a

colleague may create great tension. The option of looking the other way, choosing not to see, or

not to act, becomes an actual, and as seen in this answer, applied alternative. It is a difficult

situation, not only because of the nature of abuse, but also because today few workers in leading

positions receive training or education on how to handle or understand abusive conduct. When

this knowledge is inaccessible, these grey zones may persist, and negligence and normalization

remain ‘realistic’ alternatives.

However, such alternatives should not be excused with lack of knowledge. Instead, I argue that it

is the lack of knowledge and archaic attitudes that creates the possibility for persons in charge to

look the other way. That the management or leadership has not acquired this knowledge is itself

a choice of passivity. The fact that this possibility remains an option, is profoundly problematic.

Abusive conduct must be prevented and met by applied policies, which leads us to the next

theme.

Organizational measures

A central aim of my research was to investigate the relationship between individuals who deal

with claims of abuse and how these relate to structures or organizational measures in schools

which prevent or flag abuse. With this in mind the survey asked whether schools have a working
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system in place for students and staff to report abusive conduct. A distinct majority, 81% of the

respondents, answered yes.

Most schools were familiar with various policies aimed to prevent and limit abusive conduct:

– A specific procedure with identified and trained referents. (Respondent 9)

– Yes, We have an extensive Prevention of harassment and violence at work policy.

(Respondent 5)

These respondents evoke clear notions of standard safeguarding practices. When such tools are

shown, named and accounted for, the school may show a clear position, which provides a

productive gesture of prevention and disclosure of abuse. One respondent describe the role of a

person of trust (safeguarding officers7), connected with reflections of doubts about their purpose:

– Yes, there is a responsible person within the organization ... but it's a bit unclear who this

person is, what happens if you meet him etc. Also, it is worth noting that this person is a man,

which could constitute a problem for some persons. (Respondent 16)

This respondent mentions a person having the responsibility for such questions of confidence.

However, it seems like this person does not have a clear position or spelled out competence for

the role. The respondent also mentions the fact that it may be problematic for certain persons to

talk to a man, which is an interesting point consistent with research. Further, the fact that this

person is within the organization, without an external alternative, is possibly also problematic.

Experiences of abusive conduct are serious accusations, for the victim as well as for the

organization. In order to assume the best procedures, it is of utmost importance that circus

organizations know which procedures to externalize and which to handle internally to get the

best results. Coming back to transparency: all circus schools should have an interest in being

open regarding their safeguarding procedures.

Some respondents do not have systems in place but have trust in their competence and of a

general state of health of the circus school:

7 In french, a personne de confiance is essentially a person inside or outside the institution, designated to be
consulted by members of the school concerning psycho-social questions. This person is held by professional secrecy
and aims to give guidance in an informal manner. Status and responsibilities as well as names of this role varies
from one country and language to another.
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– Although we don't have a system developed; we talk and invite students and staff to feel free to

talk or report any incident. (Respondent 21)

This respondent relies on their confidence in the organization, which is certainly important.

However, I argue that the transparency and will to keep schools in healthy working conditions,

will never lose but only win by also installing clear and explicit safeguarding measures. It is an

action that shows the organization’s disposition and engagement against abuse. Reflecting

previous descriptions of structural approach to abusive conduct, I mean that to engage in

proactive work, independently of eventual suspicion of abuse, is to account for a structural

understanding. Properly done, it creates a workplace which is much better prepared when

something does occur.

Three participants related that they do have official safeguarding procedures but that those are

used as a mode of protection for the school’s and the abuser’s reputation more than as tools for

proactive intervention and protection of victims. They describe a relation to policies as being

applied as a shield: as something to be able to point at in case of criticism. By hiding behind

rules that guard the institution it is implied that nothing more needs to be done. Such results point

towards the direct opposite of proactive measures.

Organizational tools represent a large scale of variations. This means that safeguarding policies,

though similar on paper, can produce divergent practices, depending on the knowledge and

intentions of the management. It is, for example, perfectly possible that a school lacking

protocols manages better than another with strict policies simply because of the social climate

and the persons in charge. However, this is not to say that such a lack of formal commitment

should be a viable alternative. Rather, it is a confirmation of what has been seen in the previous

research as well as in the answers given here: policies in place alone are no guarantee to prevent

abuse but neither is a ‘good social climate’.

Although safeguarding policies may risk working as an empty shield, their structural

implementation must be seen as a tool to ensure responsibilities within organizations. In fact,

policies aimed against sexual harassment and discrimination are most likely part of the law in

most of the countries represented in FEDEC. However, as we have seen earlier, policies that are

not accompanied with knowledge and ambition are often in vain because they fail to be applied

effectively, or worse, as policies for keeping the abused in check.
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Taking Proactive Measures

Compared to the previous question on whether schools have systems in place, there is a radically

smaller percentage arguing that they are proactively dealing with abusive conduct: 47 %

responded that they act proactively, against the previous 81% who responded having a system for

reporting. Those who reported having proactive measures in place point at information and

education as important features for the practice.

– Organization of talks/discussions on gender issues in contact with a dedicated association.

Group dynamics sessions. (Respondent 23)

Less formal measures, resolved through personal implications and responsibility, were evoked,

together with their inherent problems for another:

– I'm used to keeping an eye on everyone's well-being and I am open if there is a need to talk.

(But still, I am very aware not everyone will be so open to come with a problem to me, in such a

case I would ask for help from the people to whom the student/teacher would have more trust).

(Respondent 3)

Here, the data returns to the possible problems of keeping reports within the organization.

Having to turn to a person within the school might keep students or staff from signaling

problems. I want to underline here that to externalize reporting and use competences outside of

the organization should not be seen as a sign of weakness or lack of competence, but rather the

contrary.

Further, respondents pointed out that proactive measures might present differences as in where

attention is put, who gets help and who does not:

– For the most part yes within the student cohort. [...] However, within the staff of the

organization this is not so much the case. Bullying is present and complaints are not so quickly

dealt with. (Respondent 10)

As defined in the beginning of this work, discrimination may occur in several directions. This is

an important point since it may sometimes be even more difficult for staff members to reveal a

situation where they are the victim. The role of the victim traditionally goes against the role of

the adult and the teacher. Furthermore, if the issue concerns another colleague, the conflict that
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reporting abuse might create causes further complications. As such, external reporting and clear

accountability of procedures may facilitate such safeguarding procedures.

Participants answering that their schools lack proactive measures pointed to different levels of

problems. These ranged from lack of knowledge to cultures of denial, or rather, proactive

protection of harassers:

– No, unfortunately I do not feel that the school takes these responsibilities but rather seeks to

dissociate the responsibility of the school and the responsibility of the victim. (in short, it is the

victim's responsibility to go to the police and find resources to help them). (Respondent 16)

Here, an apparent gap between formal policy and reality is clearly shown. Although most schools

argue they have procedures to report abusive conduct, much fewer are proactively working

against it. This respondent reveals an attitude where the problem seems to be avoided instead of

accounted for. This is a direct failure of responsibility as a school. Further, for those proactively

working against abusive conduct, it seems difficult to define what that really means. It is, after

all, difficult to describe such processes if they are not clearly detailed and known to all. This

leads to the next question of the survey, on difficulties of the prevention of abuse.

Difficulties in Prevention

Remaining with the question of needs for organized prevention, respondents specified what they

detected as difficulties in preventing abusive conduct. Several answers were possible.

Ranked needs Number of respondents Percent

Knowledge and information 21 34 %

Attitudes 17 28 %

Administrative 10 16 %

Policies 8 13 %

Economic 5 8 %

In line with previous research, this data shows that policies are not considered the most important

tool for combating abusive conduct today. I argue that this must be understood in a context where

43



policies are present in most institutions already but remain insufficient on their own. As stated in

the results of this question, policies need to be always present, but accompanied by knowledge

and information in order to be applied constructively.

It is important to note that knowledge is the most asked for in the survey, while economy is the

least. I argue that the economic aspect is crucial since this kind of knowledge demands an

investment in supplementary education. It is most often difficult to achieve for free on a

significant scale. Many countries finance courses on gender-based discrimination and equality.

However, as pointed out in the previous research, such temporary, pre-packaged interventions

with limited connection to the everyday work of the institution are likely to have little to no

impact. The difficulty with outside intervention, together with the need to achieve better

knowledge remains a fundamental problem in the work against abusive conduct.

Knowledge and Action

As the research from UHR states, questions of competence within organizations are crucial in

order to prevent abusive conduct. I therefore wanted to get a better understanding of the relation

to the knowledge related to prevention within schools. I wanted to know whether the respondents

felt they have the information necessary to handle a situation of abusive conduct. On this

question, almost half of the participants, 47% answered they do have enough information, 44%

argued they have some of the information but not all, 9% answered not having enough

information at all. When respondents answered yes, they referred specifically to procedures of

education and policies:

– Yes, Thanks to specific training and an adapted HR procedure. (Respondent 7)

One respondent described the problem of relationships as those involved in reporting abuse are

too close to those who are responsible for handling them which creates difficulties when it comes

to being objective. Here they point out the need for external safeguarding processes in circus

schools:
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– Yes, because I know the people involved very closely I have the ability to manage this, but

because I am so close objectivity can become an issue. In this situation reverting back to the

process is very helpful. (Respondent 10)

Here is a good example of being conscious of the problems while still using existing information

and help in place. This might be a good place to point out that there is much competence out

there, once organizations are willing to ask for that help.

One respondent highlighted the wide range of possible scenarios when reporting abuse:

– Cases can be so varied it feels impossible to feel 100% prepared for anything that could

happen or be raised. (Respondent 1)

I argue that the attitude of this respondent is a very good position to adopt, because to be aware

of the difficulties and be able to search for help, depending on the need, is crucial. It is a question

of being accountable and competent. Future directions of safeguarding in circus schools might

gain a lot in admitting and approaching limits openly as these last two, instead of neglecting and

hiding problems.

Four respondents evoked the direct misuse of policies. As seen in the previous research, an

active leadership is necessary in order to protect and empower bystanding staff and students. As

such behavior is of course extremely problematic because if the leadership or management

misuses policies, members of the school will have little or no chance to be protected or to create

tangible change.

Another participant pointed out the difficulty of knowing how to detect problems relating to

abuse within different levels of the organization:

– I think that student issues are taken more seriously than staff issues. Bullying and unconscious

bias is rife, as well as (in my experience) mild harassment, but this is not taken seriously

whatsoever. (Respondent 13)

This respondent provides a picture of certain consciousness, together with a normalization of

abuse, which would probably be possible to avoid through better knowledge. It is a very difficult

task to change cultures of how to do things and how to be amongst each other. However, not

trying to change cultures of abuse should not be an option.
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Remaining with the notions of procedural knowledge, on the question of who to contact in case

of problems with abusive conduct, 41% argued they did not know who to contact. I argue that the

reason of such confusion has to do with the neglected status that structural discrimination has in

society. A solution might be found in the reflection of one respondent:

– I think it's also up to me to get the information in order to manage the situation and be

supported by people whose job it is. (Respondent 14)

In other words, knowledge about abusive conduct must be recognized as an achievable

competence that leaders should engage in and reach for as best practice. As seen in Mueller et al.

(2001) and UHR (2020), this knowledge must be understood as an integral part of the well-being

of the school and also be proactively sought.

Attitudes and Engagement within a Circus School Context

In order to get a full picture of the attitudes towards and engagement with abuse protocols

amongst participants, I asked: ‘How important do you believe preventing abusive conduct within

the school you work for is?’ Here, 77% answered ‘extremely important’ and 23% answered

‘moderately important’ (0% gave the third alternative - ‘not at all important’). The connection

between the schools and the artistic world was recognized and linked to problems of abuse:

– I think it’s extremely important globally, within schools and also within the industry in

general. (Respondent 15)

This response highlights an important connection between the circus schools and the wider

professional circus field as being tightly intertwined. Traditions of accepted and shunned

behaviors are learned in schools and applied in the industry. Again within my sample the notion

of the veneer of safeguarding against abuse was raised:

–It is important for the institutions, but maybe not always important in fact. (Respondent 8)

Another respondent argued:

– It's extremely important. And moreover, we should not forget about the possibility of being a

victim of false charges of abusive conduct. (Respondent 3)
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It is important to be familiar with the attitudes surrounding abusive conduct in order to be able to

understand different arguments for prevention. The intense debate post-#metoo has revived the

idea of false accusationsbeing frequent in sexual harassment cases. This is a recurring argument

picturing accusations of sexual harassment as aggressive actions seeking to incriminate the

innocent in order to retain status, for monetary gain or for revenge. Here, I will mention some

supplementary litterature, in order to respond to respondent 3’s comment.

Rumney (2006) confirms that there is a “widely held view that false allegations of rape are

common and easily made by vengeful or desperate women” (p.129). However, it is important to

remember that most accusations of sexual harassment never are brought to court, and that as

such, false accusations statistically will fail to achieve the percieved goal8. The chances for the

victim to gain anything from accusing, whether falsely or in earnest, is in other words small.

What seems most important to underline here is that clear support for a significantly high

percentage of false accusations is not established in research and this idea relies largely on

presumptions. Rumney develops: “Ultimately, the criminal justice system and those writing

about the issue of rape have dealt poorly with the issue of false allegations” (Rumney, 2006,

p.158). Saunders (2012) aligns with this view of lacking evidence: “When criminal justice

professionals tell us that false allegations of rape are common, what precisely are they talking

about?” (p.1152). The problem is that people claim this is a prevalent problem when in fact we

do not really know the extent or significance of false allegations.

In reflection to these points, the idea of false accusation as recurrent should be treated with

extreme caution and thoughtfulness considering the seriousness of discrediting either part in such

sensitive matters. For a representative of a circus school, it is a problematic attitude to connect

abuse with doubt. In fact, this question brings us back to the discussion of competence. I argue

that it is a necessary competence of the representative of a school to be conscious of its role

when accusations of abusive conduct occur. The role of any management or safeguarding

representative is not to act as judge or jury, nor to nurture rumors, but to relay and to facilitate

justice and rights for all parties. I cannot account for respondent 3’s position in this question, I

may only use the comment as reflecting common and, in my opinion, problematic reactions that

need to be discussed and understood in their structural context.

8 For example, approximately 8% of rape accusations led to court proceedings and 5% to convicting sentences in
Sweden in 2016 according to BRÅ 2019:9
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The prevailing attitudes towards abusive conduct are equally intimately intertwined with

knowledge and policies in circus schools. When 23% of the participants consider abusive

conduct moderately important, I argue that it must be written into a context of knowledge and

wider accountability. It is difficult to imagine any school considering the health and wellbeing of

its students as moderately important. In fairness, it is probably not the intended sentiment of

respondents. It might be that respondents consider their schools free from mentioned problems

and therefore not in an alarming need, which using the word extremely may evoke. I may only

speculate on this.

However, I propose that there is a gap between what is understood as ‘general wellbeing’ and

prevention against abusive conduct. I argue that this attitude comes from a position relating to a

lack of recognition between structural discrimination on the one hand and the well-being of

students and staff on the other. Such an attitude may create and support cultures that permit

abusive conduct to persist and become normalized, even when it is not overt. As seen in the

previous research, better knowledge on abusive conduct may help organizations to approach

well-being in a broader and thus more efficient manner. These reflections on the wider attitudes

of well-being and abuse bring us to the questions of the culture of the Circus discipline.

One respondent elaborated at this point on the dynamics of a culture protecting abuse and evoked

a culture that essentially creates silence:

– A lack of clear will of the management to separate from members of the establishment

attackers and harassers, under the pretext of ‘the circus family’, under the pretext of long

presence in the establishment, under the pretext of this man had a gold medal, under the pretext

of everything that validates, justifies accepting the voluntary violence exercised. There is a

voluntary law, a conscious, organized, very serious law of silence. (Respondent 2)

This is a description of a cultural milieu that does not aim to change but is actively working to

keep a destructive order for the benefit of a few, supported by the surrounding structure. It is

reminiscent of the logic developed in Klubben (Gustavsson, 2019) where the abusive

environment could not be created and upheld without the help of the surrounding structures.

Another respondent described this culture as one that works in parallel with wider society:
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– In circus we sometimes feel like we're in a bubble, like we don't know how the rest of the world

functions. (Respondent 6)

This comment reconnects to the construction and identification of an internal discipline. As seen

in the previous research chapter, the strong personal relationships which are tied to specific

social fields are complex and dynamic. These relationships are positive when they reinforce the

activity and help it to prosper. However, when the same engagement upholds archaic ideas of

how things should be done, cultures risk falling into a normative acceptance of abusive logic.

Then, the ‘bubble’ disconnected to the world becomes problematic. This is well described in the

previously mentioned text by MacMahon et al. (2021) on the logic of ‘slim to win’ in

gymnastics, where the idea of the perfect body was integrated and performed by practitioners as

well as bystanders. Activities considered to be parallel ‘bubbles’ or ‘families’ in the context of

abusive conduct are problematic because of the possibility of the aforementioned normalizing

effect.

More than half of the respondents highlighted the difficulty for change to occur if the culture of

the circus discipline refuses to account for problematic behavior. Two of the respondents point

out the problematic attitude perceiving accusations of abusive conduct as personal attacks

towards the management or towards the school that as a result might risk its reputation. Once

again, it seems important to look at competence. As respondents reiterate, organizations might

facilitate their task better if they manage to understand abusive conduct and the structural

problems behind such acts. They might then understand their role as defenders of wellbeing, not

of institutional reputation. Another respondent confirmed this culture of protection found in

circus in this way: – It is preferable to the organization not to have any 'issues' which causes

'issues' to be ignored, understated and underreported. (Respondent 13)

This respondent shows how a circus organization adopts a limited way of understanding the

problem of structural discrimination and abuse. Instead of trying to cover up problems, it would

be much more useful to account for them. Transparency ought to be a reputation to aim for.

Transparency as in the capacity to account for weakness, structural limitations and institutional

shortcomings to be able to work on ameliorating them. In relation to the previously discussed

theory by hooks, Anzaldúa and Wolfgang, I argue that a school that aims for artistic education

and development while denying abusive conduct works against its own purpose.
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Conclusion

Lord, what was your purpose in creating credit?

(Torgny Lindgren, 1990)

The results of this research reflect a need to challenge the idea of the circus as a ‘safe bubble’

apart from wider problems of abuse. The respondents reveal the circus schools’ need for better

knowledge about abuse and preventative measures as well as an ethical understanding of unequal

privileges, all of which are affecting all community members. As reflected in the theory and

research of this thesis, to pretend the contrary is to turn our back to the world. The pedagogical

task that an artistic school has, in order to prepare students for a professional future in a specific

field, makes that option impossible.

The research questions which have driven this project forward were as follows:

1. Is abusive conduct understood as a current problem within circus schools?

2. Which dynamics are enabling abusive conduct in circus schools?

3. Which tools may be useful for circus schools to address abusive conduct?

Answering the first question, I argue that abusive conduct is indeed understood as a current

problem within circus schools. This is shown by the concern of the participants in the survey and

is also reflected in the theory and research that has been presented where the pedagogical

mission of a school requires an active position against abusive conduct in order to be accountable

for the well-being of staff and students. However, how deep the concern reaches seems to vary

considerably. In this sense, I argue that a significant number of schools lack necessary

knowledge in order to guarantee adequate responses in cases of abusive conduct within their

institutions. Reflecting related research, such a lack of knowledge risks normalizing abuse. I

would therefore answer that abusive conduct is understood as a current problem within circus

schools, but that the engagement and knowledge on the topic is insufficient and must be

considered in greater depth.

I now turn to the second research question: Which dynamics are enabling abusive conduct in

circus schools? Here, I want to point out two aspects. Firstly, I argue that Circus, just as Sports,
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has maintained many traditions or practices that deny and normalize abusive conduct in the name

of ideals of performance, strength and beauty. Such cultures work to uphold the idea of the

Circus discipline and of the identity of circus schools. As reflected in theory, disciplines need

identities and frames of existence (Wolfgang, 2013). However, they must learn to better know

themselves and question when abusive behavior becomes part of that wider cultural identity. As

a reflection of Wolfgang's reasoning, it seems like the balance between ‘becoming’ and ‘being’

(2013, p.54) a practitioner of a discipline is too easily mixed with a need to conserve, to keep,

and to prevent change.

In an art school this conflict becomes especially contradictory as art is supposed to be constantly

questioning, testing limits. It seems this is a good moment to remind of the ‘human’

imperfections of art and to erase the idea of the divine or secular truth. Those practicing,

reclaiming, and desiring art need their identity within the discipline. However, when this identity

gets mixed up with normative abusive discourses, when we accept abusive conduct in the name

of Art, or performance, then Haraway’s ‘god trick’ has been played upon us again. In other

words, we have been fooled to think that the misconduct makes sense. The Circus field needs to

better account for reflexive self-knowledge and show an openness to develop and seek change

where it is needed.

Secondly, I argue that even this question must be tied to knowledge. As shown in the

questionnaire, although participants do relate to policies and preventive measures, attitudes also

show significant degrees of uncertainty regarding the system in place or even an unwillingness to

engage with designated safeguarding procedures. I want to connect this information to the

previous research within academia which points out the need for active leadership and elaborate

competence for preventive work. When the management of a school lacks the competence to

work proactively against abusive conduct, it is more than likely that its staff and students as a

result become passive bystanders in cases of abuse. The passive bystanders represent the

gatekeepers of the previously mentioned normative discourses. In line with the theory of

Anzaldúa they participate in the decision making of what is right and what is wrong, of which

experience is important, and which is not.

This study has confirmed that certain well intended measures against abusive conduct lack

effectiveness. Previously mentioned quick-fixes and pre-packaged solutions, in the form of
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stand-alone interventions from the outside, without knowledge of the field, have at best a

marginal effect. Outside measures in the form of quick-fixes send signals of false reparations,

which in the long term may create even more problems by leaving teachers and students without

constructive answers to complex questions and victims at risk to remain abandoned. When

education in these questions fails it is very problematic because not only does the organization

miss the opportunity for change, but the institutional policies in place run the risk of being

misunderstood and thus not applied. This may result in a backlash of a more hostile environment

towards victims, who have tried to use policies without the needed support or guidance.

Concerning the third research question: ‘which tools exist to address abusive conduct?’ The

research shows that policies and preventive measures against abusive conduct are known within

schools. For some of the respondents these measures represent real tools that are seriously

accounted for. Other schools do not neglect their usefulness but rely more on internal trust than

specific measures and prevention. Some schools in turn even use policies and prevention as a

shield for protecting abusive conduct, exemplifying that rules without knowledge and intention

does not automatically create accountability.

The results of this research align with preceding literature; respondents account for the help they

find in policies and handling procedures when followed. However, the need for better knowledge

on structural discrimination in order to grasp abusive conduct as inherent part of the well-being

of organizations, seems to be lacking.

As observed from previous research, prevention against abusive conduct must be made through

several parallel axes. These are: organizational policies and knowledge production together with

a consciousness of specific social fields and their respective cultures.

I argue that circus schools have a real chance to aim for the mentioned tools by learning from

other fields to grow and develop and by accounting for structural discrimination as a proper field

of knowledge. Moreover, all schools should also work for better inclusion and diversity amongst

staff and students. As reflected in the previous research, organizations with unequal

representation amongst members are more likely to run risks of abusive conduct. This statement

must be connected to the numbers shown in the background chapter: women are drastically

underrepresented within the teaching corps, and the closer to the organizational power, the fewer

they become. This unequal situation is deeply problematic and must be seen, and its
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consequences accounted for. As for questions of tools for such prevention, Ghekiere asks “How

many schools would consider inserting quotas in both student and teachers bodies to assure a

future that reflects the demography of this country?”9 (2019). I align with this line of inquiry and

I mean that directed quotas as a tool must cease to be a charged question but an instrument to

lean on and to use. In the end this is because schools that better account for different realities

may, consequently, better understand and thus prevent abusive conduct. It is also, looking back at

the words of hooks, a question of who is allowed into the center, and who is not.

Having answered my questions as best I can, I want to add a comment on the applicability of this

study on other artistic fields. Although I focus mainly on Circus, I argue that this study works as

well within a lineage of other artistic and pedagogical contexts. I mean that all art schools are

obliged to relate to the idea of art, and thus to discourses of what art is and how it ought to be

developed. I further argue that there seems to exist a recurring idea of uniqueness in all art

sectors, a uniqueness that is used to protect hidden rules and norms. I believe that these traditions

need to be understood and looked at critically, out of the necessity to deconstruct power

hierarchies and abuse across cultural boundaries. Therefore, I propose that this thesis may work

as a tool also for other artistic disciplines. I challenge the reader to look at this text anew,

changing the word Circus into Theater, Music, Dance or Cinema.

Moving forward, the survey I have conducted is of a small scale and the theory and research I

present is not particularly innovative. However, I mean that the strength of this work is found in

the in-between place where it is situated. Because Circus has so far failed to answer questions on

abusive conduct. I believe that further research needs to identify and name problems related to

cultures of abuse which may help circus schools and other social actors within Circus to put

these questions on the agenda. I hope that schools will provide further resources and support in

order to make lasting and meaningful change.

In closing, I want to comment on the title of this thesis. It comes from respondent number two,

who contends: “If we want to talk about the beauty of the circus world: it would be truer if we

clearly prevented violence. We protect animals well”. It is a sincere but cynical reflection. I

believe and hope that Circus can move forward from this position, so that respondent number

two may experience that change, sooner rather than later.

9 Here referring to Belgium.
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APPENDIX

The survey was conducted on the page: https://www.questionpro.com/

Introduction

Hello, My name is Rosa Matthis, I am a circus artist and master student in Intersectionality and

Gender at the Faculty of Philosophy and Arts at Linköping's University, Sweden. This survey is

conducted within the frame of my master thesis. The aim of the survey is to investigate measures

against abusive conduct within Circus Schools. It is directed to all principals, members of

FEDEC. This survey is independent from FEDEC, but is grateful for their support with

facilitating reaching out to members. The survey includes 12 questions and does not take more

than 10 minutes. If you have questions at any time about the survey or the procedures, you may

contact me by email at rosma505@student.liu.se

The topic of this research may sometimes be subject to controversy or frustration. However, this

survey does not aim to control or measure abuse, but to learn more about nuances of the subject.

I therefore ask you to be as honest as possible; this is not the place for political correctness.

When participating, your information will be coded and the answers will remain anonymous.

The survey is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any moment. However, in the end of the

document I kindly invite you to participate in an eventual follow-up interview. Feel free to

express your interest. If you agree to participate in an interview, the results will also be made

anonymous.

Thank you very much for your time and support.

Please start with the survey by clicking on the NEXT button below.
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Definition Abusive Conduct:

This survey treats Abusive Conduct, an umbrella term for: “Any physical, verbal or emotional

act that treats a person or group less favorably if they are presumed to have a certain,

distinctive, characteristic or difference. That is: discrimination, moral or sexual harassment,

abuse of power, bullying or violence based on for example: gender identity, sexual orientation,

political or religious beliefs, disability, physical appearance, health status, racial criteria (skin

color, national or ethnic origin), social background, or other.” This is the definition that will be

referred to throughout the survey. It is important to note that this type of behavior can involve

any form of relationship - between a staff member and a student, both ways, but also between

staff members or students themselves - and it is not always obvious to identify.

---

Questions:

A small note : Take your time when answering.

For yes/no questions, there is room to add comments.

1. Does the school you work for have a system in place for students or staff to report abusive

conduct?

Yes / No

Comment:

2. Would you say that the school you work is proactively dealing with abusive conduct?

Yes / No

Comment:

3. If the school you work for receives complaints about abusive conduct from a student, a

member of the institution, or someone else in relation to the institution, do you feel that you as a

leader have been given the information necessary to handle the situation?

Yes / No / Some of it but not the whole way.
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Comment:

4. If you have legal/psychological/organizational questions about the subject, do you know who

to contact?

Yes / No

Comment:

5. If you answered no to the previous question, please proceed to the next question. If you

answered yes to the previous question, is this contact:

A person within the school / An association or governmental instance / A friend / Other

Comment:

6. Does the school you work for collaborate with an outside association or governmental agency

to prevent abusive conduct?

Yes / No / I don’t know.

Comment:

7. How important do you believe preventing abusive conduct within the school you work for is ?

Extremely important / Moderately important / Not at all important

Comment:

8. Have you ever experienced complaints of abusive conduct within the school you work for?

Yes / No / I don’t know.

Comment:

9. If you answered no to the previous question, please proceed to the next question. If you

answered yes to the previous question, how would you say that you handled the situation?

According to protocols already in place. / With 'my gut', without any further specific knowledge,

just my intuition. / A mix of both. / It was not handled.

Comment:

10. How would you say it went/is going?
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Good / Bad / I Don’t know.

Comment:

11. If you were to detect difficulties to prevent abusive conduct, which would they be?

Several answers are possible.

Attitudes / Economic / Administrative / Policies / Knowledge and information / None, the

problem is overrated

Comment:

12. We're almost done. Last but not least, I would like to ask you to think about the school you

work for and the work, training and creative processes that are done there. Could you name three

characteristics that you consider describe what circus represents as a culture and artistic

expression? In three words, what is the strength and beauty of the Circus World?

Comment:

---

This is the end. Would you be willing to participate in a follow-up interview? If you accept, your

answers from this survey remain coded and thus anonymous. The results of the interview will

equally be anonymous.
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