
Transcript of audio recording:  
 

Jon Burtt talks about his research into social circus – for intervention, developing 

confidence and the acceptance of differences. 
 

Social circus is the subject matter of my next book which is an approach to teaching circus which is much 

more social circus. Historically it’s a form of circus used as a form of social intervention in marginalized 

communities. I had four years when I was in Quebec and for about three years I taught also for Cirque 

du Monde, which was the social circus wing of Cirque de Soleil, and I would teach up in the Inuit 

community and the Arctic, in Nunavik and they found that circus was a really good tool up there 

because they have a very high rate of youth suicide in those communities. They're very, very tough 

communities and they found that the circus classes were a really good way of keeping their young 

people really engaged with something where they could challenge themselves. We would do 

performances so they could perform themselves back to their communities and not just be seen as idle 

youth, but someone with skills. Now they've even got their own professional company up there.  

It started off as a Cirque de Soleil thing and we were sending instructors up there but now the regional 

government up there, which is like a semi-autonomous regional government, have taken the program 

over and fund it themselves so they've really embraced the program and that's the kind of example of a 

social circus project. 

Why I say that I take kind of the principles of social circus into those recreational classes is because it's 

very much about reducing the hierarchy between the coach and the community, it's really like a 

community class and it's very much about people teaching each other. It’s a totally safe space where 

anyone can come and be part of a kind of a tribe, get this feeling that everyone is accepted for their 

differences, and everyone is challenged to do whatever they want to do.  

So, some people might just juggle, other people might be on the silks, or trapeze, other people might be 

a good body shape to be a base and they've never thought of themselves as someone that could 

support other people's weight. All those sorts of things we use in social circus. We are really about 

teaching and accepting other people, trusting other people. So that's why it's used a lot in conflict zones 

as well, like in refugee camps in Afghanistan and in the toughest areas of Saint Louis, where they have 

gangs, or gang stuff going on, they're in these real kind of hot spots because they they've been very 

successful with the youth in those areas.  

The book we are working on at the moment with two coauthors, is looking at some of those projects 

around the world, looking at the social and cultural things they're responding to and why they're there, 

but also how they operate and interviewing participants and coaches and the people that set them up. 

It's fascinating stuff, so my latest research is in that area. 
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