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Una mattina mi son svegliato
o bella ciao bella ciao bella ciao ciao ciao
una mattina, mi son svegliato, e ho trovato l’invasor 1

I am not watching you. 2
I chose not to watch the inauguration of a man I refuse to name since performances only have
power if they are watched and validated. 3
[APPLAUSE]
January 20th, 2017 marks the opening day of a performance that will define the Republican Party:
a contemporary American retelling of Faust. 4 Theatrocracy has expanded its domain—beyond the
orchestra pit, the cinema, the rock show, and reality TV, but now also in the booming bellicose
hollows of “presidential” speech. 5
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[APPLAUSE]
Today he sauntered down the inauguration aisle hoping his ratings would be top notch; I turned
off the news. 6 Just couldn’t watch the inauguration, spent the rest of the day parsing over the
transcript of

’s speech for use as a teaching tool in my speech communications class, thinking

about what exactly is terrifying about it, and also how it was written to appeal to his target
audience. 7
I want to thank you all for hearting the thumbs up,
I’m all about the double thumbs up... 8
#sohelpusgod 9
Sutherland, Barthelme, Pleasence, Duck: desirable alternatives in order of preference. 10

[APPLAUSE]
Immediately after

took the oath of office—a successful (though I’d hesitate to say

“felicitous”) performative utterance that transformed him into the President of the United States—
he undertook to perform an even more momentous speech act, declaring himself synonymous
with “the people” (“January 20th 2017 will be remembered as the day the people became the rulers of
this nation again”), but alas, J.L. Austin teaches us that in cases where “there is not even a pretence
of capacity or a colourable claim to it” nor any “accepted conventional procedure,” such a speech
act is not merely “void” but “a mockery, like a marriage with a monkey” (Austin 1975, 24). 11 Reading
Michelle Obama’s beautiful face, I learn that the theory of performative utterances holds no sway,
but that, instead, epistemologies of ignorance—for example, the kind that allows one to think “the
American people” as a substantive and cohesive entity—undergird
address.

’s so-called philosophical

12

Well deserved America, ridiculous populist! 13
[APPLAUSE]
In his inauguration speech,

, masked the cruelly unresolvable power differentials

between “the American nation” and “the people”, as a dialectically resolvable opposition between
the administrative DC, on the one hand, and the “forgotten” American citizens, on the other, so
that performances of nation/people power differentials remain hard to conceptualize and thus
infinitely legitimizable and undisturbed. 14 Should we insist that the declaration of giving power back
to the people immediately annul the inauguration of the man? 15
I don’t want you to mistake my getting up to leave for a standing ovation. 16
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It was also the absence of any voice-over commentary on the live feed that BBC Parliament was
broadcasting that got me, which meant for a while the only sounds were from the camera mics
picking up the soft-voiced how do you dos of people who know each other from way back and
know how this goes, as if the fact of this happening really could be recorded dispassionately—and
not a single tumbling angel of history in sight, so to say. 17
My society is bi-polar,
and the most unhealthy patient of them all is at the helm. 18
[APPLAUSE]
Realitik: USA has been officially inaugurated as the new Banana Republic. 19 Child of Europe: the
ignorant spectacle of the U.S.—its enslaving, genocidal, capitalist, misogynist, world dominating,
anti-earth foundations—has found complete manifestation in the election of president
. 20
congrats fucker. 21
Sick of mourning Enlightenment’s subject, whose poisoned flower of youth prefigured the
American Revolution, the electoral system produced a tombstone, a great bronzed and gold-plated
slab upon which Geist’s engraver etched the first marks in fewer than 140 characters. 22 Hair Furor’s
inauguration is the unintentional yet inevitable consequence of a glib postmodern stance that
asserts confidently there is no truth nor any meaningful difference between high and low culture:
a fact-free reality TV star with no relevant experience becomes President of the United States. 23
Extraordinary how potent cheap bravado is. 24
I see the

presidency as a ‘huge’ man-baby balloon, filled with

toxic gases, filling up and floating across western skies, casting a
‘huge’, rude ‘n ugly shadow, leaking fumes and slowly making a descent
to the ground, where, inevitably one of us, or hopefully, many of us are
waiting with prescient pin in hand to deflate the hateful bubble, even
though we know we’ll still have to breathe and filter the noxious air it
will release into the atmosphere. 25
The 45th POTUS committed from the pulpit of USA’s democracy to bring back the “lines of tribe”
that the 44th had wished to dissolve, as he reiterated and the cheering crowd approved, with
prejudiced patriotism, the vision and dreams of a
business and the business of borders and battles.

ed America—of American hands, American
26

Let them bleed. 27
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The wasteland grows: mid-leap, over the abyss,

, the last man, decouples truth from

representation, inaugurating the end of metaphysics; the performance is everything: all that is to
be known is what unfolds, not what is told; all politics that has gone before revealed as a nowimpossible dissimulation: this is what has shown itself to us, and this is the hope to which we might
cling. 28
Perpetual breathlessness in anticipation of recklessness leaves many of us sweating bullets,
dropping our jaws, and pointing fingers, calling out this or that cause for our ills; yet beyond
fatalistic foresight and knee-jerk trite (the Russians are coming!), many more of us seek new tasks
with humility, turning toward one another as infinities, looking to be movers-and-shakers in new
ways and finding a shared commitment to forging an interpersonal ethic of togetherness, centered
on the most vulnerable, a popular movement perhaps unthinkable without the presidential
ascendency of this oh-so-sur/real catastrophe. 29
‘That’s how it is on this bitch of an earth.’ 30
‘It’s a lot. One can have too much of a good thing.’ 31
The American experiment with democracy was always flawed, always built on exploitation and
violence, but we cannot let it end like this. 32
[APPLAUSE]
Saturday, post President
unusually warm January day.

’s inauguration, many Chicagoans were welcomed with an
33

If there were anything like “alternative facts”, then the world would wake up tomorrow and find
itself trapped in the narcissistic dream of

, but since this expression just indicates

his constant disregard for reality, the world has to wake him up today in order to make him face
it. 34
We held our own inauguration on January 21st: one that insisted that one man cannot change the
character of a nation if millions of people put their bodies on the line to resist. 35
[APPLAUSE]
My faint hope for the coming years is that things will get done not because of the President, but
despite the President, and that individuals, companies and institutions will share between them
the duty of care for the planet and the people of all cultures. 36
[APPLAUSE]
Let us love every single body. 37
[APPLAUSE]
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Our love will be fierce and protective and, fuelled by the wisdoms of diverse voices and bodies,
cultures and minds, sciences and faiths, it will shatter your frightened tyranny. 38 Because
consistency and truth telling is requisite for care and trust, bombastic hyperbole and platitude
appear particularly vacuous and even disquieting. 39 Envy is a deeply nonpolitical affect, because it
never leads to anything productive and enriching for a community (it never even leads to anything
productive and enriching for a single subject). 40
Even a single moving wave is not just a crest and a trough. 41 When we as citizens join the free flow
of experiencing through art, our world grows larger with us. 42
Fair-minded humility towards every other human being, towards life, towards our planet should
be the first motive of every single action. 43 Human beings have the power to think, the power to
feel, and the power to act. 44 Greatness is within the human capacities to learn, to communicate, to
understand, to feel attentively, and to develop oneself and environment beyond any personal,
national, and sectoral borders. 45
The water we share with the lands, air, animals, and humans of Earth will circulate in more
meaningful ways than the blood of one country. 46 Many lines of that speech tried to radically
redefine the line of inclusion and exclusion, but beware that what is more dangerous than ‘faked
facts’ and furious feminists: those historic humanist truths, which even through the hysteric
carnage of demagogic rage always will surface, as they are ever so inherent to the contrast of
justice and violence and to the nature of every wo/m/an/imal: because we all bleed the same red
blood—period. 47
[APPLAUSE]
Never has the fight for freedom of the pen been more relevant, the ideas of the enlightenment
heroes come alive and so do I. 48
Vital skills for the future: conflict resolution, critical thinking, empathy, emotional intelligence
(“game on” for everyone in the arts). 49
Celebrity, billionaire, narcissist, chauvinist, racist, sexist, xenophobe, despicable liar portraying our
world as a disastrous bleeding hell, so that whatever transpires, he will take credit undercutting
Obama’s legacy, a lie over here, a lie over there, “catch me if you can”; the only way to bring this
monster down is by boycotting all the corporations that align with him, and continue to be alert,
resist, act, ROAR, lead with love and kindness, call Congress every day, stand up for civil liberties
and human rights, and be the change we want to see for ourselves, brothers, sisters, and future
generations. 50
[APPLAUSE]
Have the courage to...affirm the present in spite of itself. 51
[APPLAUSE]
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Introducing this issue
As these testimonies from the field reflect, the grand theatrics of US politics has dominated the
world stage, punctuated by the performative acts of oaths and executive orders. These events have
made all too apparent the urgency of thinking both the history and the future of relationships
between philosophical thought and performance agency, and between performative thinking and
philosophical agency. The collection of articles we publish here come from open submissions
received in 2015, and attend to these questions in careful and provocative ways, addressing issues
of ecology and embodiment, feminism and post-capitalism, histories of political theatre and
political thought, and localised disruptions to the Rancièrian ‘partition of the sensible’.
Such an expansive speculation is exemplified by Teemu Paavolainen’s article, in which he rethinks
the notions of theatricality and performativity, beyond their reduction to binary opposition and the
theatre-specific language of actors and roles, in favour of new textural terms borrowed from the
‘fabric philosophy’ of Tim Ingold and Stephen C. Pepper. Through these textural metaphors (which
are themselves conceived as performative rather than ‘mere figures of speech’), performativity
comes to be seen as a meshwork of interwoven lines of action; whilst theatricality appears
according to the figure of a network which simplifies the interwoven nature of the social in ways
that are only made possible by a certain distance or ‘zooming out’ from the entanglements of
relationality. Whilst Ingold’s account tends to value the former over the latter, Paavolainen takes a
more balanced approach emphasizing the perspectival nature of both mesh- and network, and
indeed contends that there are phenomena—like global warming—that can only be perceived
through theatricality.
Whereas Paavolainen looks to the speculative future of performativity, Tawny Andersen traces its
history, exploring the figure of J.L. Austin (who is invoked by some of the contributors in the
editorial response above). As is well-known, his influential 1962 text How To Do Things With Words
is a reconstruction by others of lectures given by Austin, rather than an authored text; and
Andersen frames her excavation with a thick description of her attempts to track down traces of
Austin’s talks from the period, including a rare audio recording preserved at Gothenburg
University.

She offers a careful consideration of the ways in which the form of Austin’s

philosophizing—sharing his thinking through verbal exchange and interpersonal dialogue—
informs the ideas presented within them. And yet, she is careful not to fetishize the ‘original’ object
of the audio recording; instead, taking inspiration from Derrida’s reading of Hamlet’s ghost, she
reflects on her work as a kind of acousmatic ‘hauntology’.
Hamlet also haunts Janus C. Currie’s article, which analyses Christoph Schlingensief’s 2001 reimagining of the play, a production that controversially cast ‘redemptive neo-Nazis’ as the players
in the famous mousetrap scene. Currie places Schlingensief’s intervention within its then
contemporary context of deradicalization programmes, but also within a significantly older
context: the concepts of adikia (disjointure, dislocation, injustice) and dike (jointure, ordering,
justice) that are found in the oldest surviving Greek text, the Anaximander fragment. Drawing on
Heidegger and Derrida’s explications of this fragment, Currie suggests that these concepts have
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something to offer to our understanding of the contemporary politics of fear, as manifested in
what he calls Schlingensief’s ‘radical deradicalization’.
From this relatively recent example of political performance, the next two articles reach further
back into the twentieth century, to Brecht’s 1948 production of Antigone based on Hölderlin’s
unorthodox translation. Drawing extensively on Brecht’s writings, Bruno C. Duarte gives a rich
account of the theoretical issues with which Brecht was wrestling following his post-war return to
Germany from his US exile. While Brecht himself would privilege later innovations over his
experiment with Greek tragedy, Duarte argues that there is value in picking up some of the ‘loose
threads’ of Brecht’s earlier exploration, in which Brecht seeks to appropriate the form of tragedy
while simultaneously dismantling the ‘element of fate.’ The 1948 Antigone and the relationship
between Brecht and Hölderlin are also central to Matthias Dreyer’s article, written independently
of Duarte’s, and so a useful point of scholarly comparison. Dreyer uses Hölderlin’s suggestive
remarks on ‘caesura’ to illuminate questions not only of the staging of historical dramas (as Brecht
was doing in relation to Greek tragic drama), but also to interrogate ideas of historicity itself. In
doing so, Dreyer thinks about Greek tragedy ‘after Brecht’, comparing the theoretical approaches
underpinning formal choices in Brecht’s Antigone, Einar Schleef’s Seven Against Thebes (1986), and
Dimiter Gotscheff’s The Persians (2006).
Alongside these historical investigations, the next articles think about the centrality of the body but
from very different perspectives.

In his article, Ben Spatz argues for an understanding of

embodiment as an ontologically and epistemologically primary affordance—a first site of
negotiation and experimental engagement with reality from which all other affordances follow. As
in Paavolainen, Ingold’s work is of value here insofar as concepts of tinkering, tracking and tuning
are transposed from such realist ontologies of artisan craft and scientific experiment, and
reconceived as three modes of engagement with the materiality of embodiment itself. Ultimately,
Spatz argues, there is also a political dimension to acknowledging embodiment as first affordance
as a perspective from which to rebalance the lived relationship between ecology and technology.
In contrast, Tero Nauha’s article speaks through the terms of François Laruelle’s ‘non-standard’
philosophy and Karan Barad’s notion of the intra-action of thought and matter, to consider
performance’s thinking as coming from the Real, rather than as a representation of it. Culminating
in a discussion of an instance of his own experimental performance practice, Nauha explores what
changes in our understanding of the relationship between the body in performance, philosophy
and economy (understood in particular as ‘cognitive capitalism’) in the move from a DeleuzoGuattarian model of schizoproduction to a Laruellian vision of ‘superposition’.
The last cluster of articles address specific contemporary productions, thinking through the various
configurations of the social and political at play within them and within their contexts of
production. Kai Roland Green takes an original approach to examining the relationship between
contemporary male playwrights and the female protagonists they create in their plays. Suggesting
that ‘the paucity of female protagonists in male authored plays may be a new stimulus for asking
questions about the potential for performance/philosophy,’ Green turns to Emmanuel Levinas to
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read the work of Martin Crimp, Simon Stephens, and Tim Crouch. Some of the parallels drawn
between the negation of the feminine in Levinasian ‘fecundity,’ in particular, and the negation of
the female in the primary texts being examined, illuminate the complexities of female
representation and its position in contemporary feminist discourse. The article further considers
the question of ethical female representation and of how or whether the notion of ‘objectification’
in male playwrights adds to presenting the feminine as a negative force, which, for Green, is a type
of writing ‘towards disappearance.’
Alice Breemen’s article explores the issue of the audience with regards to performance and
towards performance. One main part of her discussion considers Jacques Rancière’s fundamental
text ‘The Emancipated Spectator’ which is juxtaposed with Grant Kester’s theory of dialogical
aesthetics. Among the questions Breemen asks is ‘how can philosophy become a practical act’ by
which she acknowledges the theoretical placement of philosophy whilst pointing towards its
practical application as a method of making performance. Highlighting the participatory role of
performance, Breemen situates theatre in a social context, arguing the need for new concepts by
which one can analyze the changing role of performance and its spectators, and of how we think
about performance and society. From this line of argument, Performance Philosophy is offered as
a new theoretical tool by which critical analysis might be seen to possess the possibility of change,
not only in terms of analysis, but, more directly, in the form of real change in society by thinking
and acting differently, starting from the theatre.
Also drawing on Rancière, Felipe Cervera discusses his ‘silent’ experience of watching theatre
about Singapore Malays and reading Rancière. Providing us with an analysis of the efficacy of two
Malay performances which he explores through the philosophical lens of Rancière’s politics of
aesthetics, Cervera’s account is a mixture of personal memories from living in Singapore and
reflective thoughts from going to the theatre. Cervera’s explorations show the intricate connection
between the regulatory nature of performance in Singapore, performing silence and the possibility
for political action. Reading them through Rancière’s concept of the ‘partition of the sensible,’ his
examination uncovers the power of silence as a socio-political instrument and its association to
behavioral practices of religion and race.
Finally, the issue concludes with [MARGINS], a section set out to play; to drift; to throw curve balls
in critical, performative thinking—reimagining our genealogical legacies and challenging our
closest-held assumptions about what critical theory sounds or looks like today, where it is going,
and where it may go still. Hetty Blades and Katye Coe’s ‘Running, Resistance and Recollection’
performs the act of running, the swerve of the off-piste course, the dialogue done in breath; it
thinks-with the marginal space of the gallery event, almost off the spectatorial track; it works to
interrogate collective authorship, memory, but also most provocatively the empathy and
compassion, and the critical care that comes with resistance away from the public glare. It enacts
resistance that shifts, queries the gaze; today, these complicities—these sororities—are all the
more powerful as we seek to find new ways to rearrange, reorganize and rearticulate what it means
to stand (to run, to vent) together. Christopher Norris’s investigation of poetic form in ‘Philosophy
as Verse-Performance: Five Poems and a Formalist Prospectus’ performs the surprising move of
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an apparent return to formalist poetics, yet in doing so suggests an avenue of inquiry situated at
another crossroads between poetry and theory; in effect, Norris performs the work of querying
poststructuralist predilections for avant-garde form inexplicably, he argues, invested in a
formlessness that betrays the sorts of dialogic investigations critical (verse) theory might most
productively inhabit. Both these contributions reinvent dialogical thinking, rearticulating in very
different ways what it might mean, today, to think across rather than against; to write with rather
than for; to compose in and through rather than of or at; to imagine other conjunctural aesthetics,
other bridges, other detours.
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FABRIC PHILOSOPHY: THE “TEXTURE” OF THEATRICALITY
AND PERFORMATIVITY
TEEMU PAAVOLAINEN UNIVERSITY OF TAMPERE
Beyond their apparent connotations with the performing arts, the notions of theatricality and
performativity have come to function as all-embracing metaphors of social existence and all but
pervade our aesthetic, academic, and everyday discourses. Arising in the wake of modernity and
postmodernism respectively, neither concept need have close ties to theatrical performance.
Indeed, their attendant philosophies have extended their reach not only across different art forms
(cf. Fried 1998), but further into the material, technological, or social sphere at large (e.g. McKenzie
2001). However—and this is the first axiom of the present article—both concepts also seem to
fluctuate between conflicting values of novelty and normativity: theatricality, between the essence
of an art form and a more evasive cultural ‘value that must be either rejected or embraced’
(Puchner 2002, 31); performativity, between effective doing and mere dissimulation.
Very briefly, the former field of tension evokes what has come to be known as the ‘antitheatrical
prejudice’ (Barish 1981), dating back to the values of catharsis and contamination as mobilised in
Plato and Aristotle’s early dispute over theatrical mimesis. More recently, the ‘theatrical and
deconstructive meanings of [the] “performative”’ would ‘span the polarities’ of what Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick dubs ‘the extroversion of the actor (aimed entirely outward toward the audience) and the
introversion of the signifier’ (2003, 7)—hence also the paradox that Jon McKenzie (2001, 15) notes
between the ‘subversive’ and ‘normative valences’ of performativity, in turn-of-the-century
Performance Studies and in the philosophy of Judith Butler.
The second axiom—one that I only state here but will elaborate throughout—is that certain
dramaturgical tendencies can be ascribed to both concepts that not only validate their distinction,
but also hold across the kinds of tensions described (effecting a certain consistency, that is,
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between the normative and the subversive, for performativity, or the rejected and the embraced,
for theatricality). To divest them of a certain taken-for-grantedness, and to avoid the circularity of
only defining them in terms of changing theatre or performance practices, this article aims to tease
out aspects of theatricality and performativity relatively detached from notions of “acting” or “roleplay,” say, and ultimately to enlist them in a textural philosophy of weaving and zooming—
specifically inspired by Tim Ingold’s ecological anthropology and by Stephen C. Pepper’s
philosophical pragmatism from the 1940s. Where Ingold’s ecology of lines admits to ‘no insides or
outsides,’ ‘trailing loose ends in every direction’ (2007, 103, 50), Pepper’s ‘contextualistic world’ of
events admits ‘no top nor bottom’ to the ever-ramifying strands of their texture and quality ([1942]
1984, 251). Rather than individual action or social sanction, both reflect a world of emergence and
becoming. In such terms, I argue that the idioms of theatricality and performativity alike have yet
to outlive their usefulness and are indeed capable of doing critical work today, if only we shift from
models of binary containment (the ins and outs of “what counts”) to something of a more “textural”
approach along the lines I shall work to propose.
Surely, there is more to fabric philosophy. Deleuze and Guattari’s (1988) well-worn language of
rhizome and haecceity, with lines of flight or becoming, is a particular influence on Ingold; felt and
fabric exemplifying their ideas of smooth and striated space: crochet and knitting, patchwork and
embroidery. Today, textile scholarship is also boosted by its long-term relegation to a domain, not
of masculine vision, but of tactile femininity (see Hemmings 2012). As Ingold puts it, ‘the technical
and the textilic’ stem from the same root but were ‘elevated’ and ‘debased,’ in modernity, as
masculine technology and ‘mere craft’ (2011a, 211–2).
Indeed, there is an important debate within second- and third-wave feminism over figures of
weaving and embroidery. For some, they suggest female-specific metaphors of thought, creativity,
and collaboration, potentially subversive of patriarchal systems of technology and domination; for
others, they only go to reinforce essentialist stereotypes of domestic womanhood and female
submission. (Paasonen 2005, 173–8; Parker 2010.) The historical performativity of such stereotypes
is neatly captured in a recent essay by literary scholar Katie Collins (2016): ‘Women’s naturally
nimble fingers were to be occupied,’ the ‘frills and fripperies’ they produced providing ‘ample
evidence, should anyone require it, that [they] were frivolous creatures entirely unsuited to public
life.’ Recognising the built-in masculinity of the ‘theories-as-buildings metaphor’ of academic
writing—that it is public, orderly, and rational—she suggests that needlecraft metaphors might
define it as a decentred activity that is ‘not individualistic or competitive,’ nor apart from life (like
the solitary scholar of old, sitting in his study ‘while the minutiae of clothing and food is organised
for him, around him, despite him’). Most importantly, it is about ‘piecing together … things of
varying source and quality … that wouldn’t necessarily fit together’ in the building metaphor;
certainly true of this article, this also suggests one way of doing performance philosophy.
In what follows, Strand 1 of the article delves deeper into the tensions inherent in how theatricality
and performativity have often been discussed, and introduces the “textural” metaphors of Ingold
and of Pepper’s “contextualism.” Strand 2 introduces Ingold’s meshwork as a key figure of plural
performative becoming: the interweaving of lines (lives, materials, actions, gestures), as opposed
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to the network as a key figure of theatrical detachment or abstraction—the connecting of points or
objects into which the meshwork is simplified when we optically “zoom out” from its haptic
engagement. In Strand 3, the dramaturgical fluctuation between theatrical networks and
performative meshworks—Pepper’s textures and qualities—is exemplified by briefly zooming out
to the Anthropos(s)cene, as a globally urgent variant of the medieval theatrum mundi. (That even
the more concrete of my examples remain relatively abstract reflects the article’s rationale as a
primarily theoretical provocation. If it is any excuse, I have just finished a draft manuscript for a
book in which I unravel theatrical and performative textures across a wide fabric of case studies,
from theatre practice, through Baroque and modernist architecture, to technology and artistic
activism.)

Strand 1. Novelty and Normativity: Some Competing Metaphors
So what are the tensions inherent in the language of theatricality and performativity? On the one
hand, a certain duality tends to be posited between the two terms. Arguably, the former has been
more popular among continental, and the latter among Anglo-American theorists (Reinelt 2002,
207). In the wake of performance art and the rise of Performance Studies, the two would even be
reduced to a binary opposition. More important to the continued vitality of their conceptual
distinction, however, is the derivation of the words themselves. Superficially, it would seem that
the shared suffix of theatricality and performativity only identifies them as general qualities of
events or actions, and thus as somehow equivalent—abstracting them away from the specifics of
actual theatres and particular performances, but also implicitly essentialising skill and sensibility
as do words like musicality or humanity. More crucially, however, the core distinction that their
etymologies suggest between seeing and doing (from the Greek theâsthai, “to behold,” and the Old
French parfornir, “to do, carry out, finish, accomplish”) is casually extended to those of form and
function, theory and practice, fixity and change: rigid semiosis as opposed to effective action, inner
meaning versus outer effect, the what of representation and the how of reiteration. As Stephen
Bottoms notes, even such “braided” binaries as Richard Schechner’s—of “entertainment” and
“efficacy” (2003, 112–69)—often come with gendered overtones of ‘potent virility versus showy
sterility’ (Bottoms 2003, 181; he takes specific issue with Schechner’s heteronormative validation
of performative efficacy over theatrical “effeminacy”).
On the other hand, both terms are ridden with tension and paradox in themselves. Caricaturing
their more negative and more positive valorisations in four points, I return to the conflicting values
of novelty and normativity briefly posited above:
[1] Begin with the “antitheatrical prejudice” and the theatre’s stated etymology of sight and
spectatorship; add a Platonic suspicion over “mere appearances,” and theatricality becomes a
pejorative term for something derived from, and perhaps also detrimental to art and society alike.
As Thomas Postlewait and Tracy C. Davis neatly put it, it seems defined by its “excess and its
emptiness, its surplus as well as its lack” (2003, 4).
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[2] By the twentieth century, however, these very qualities would also define theatricality in the
affirmative. Newly conscious of its specificity in the modernist moment—in line with concurrent
formalisms of literariness or pictoriality—the art of theatre now sought to enlist its epistemological
baggage of perception and appearance in an ontology of expressive essence, freely capitalising on
many qualities historically charged against it (Postlewait and Davis 2003, 12; Carlson 2002, 249).
Thus the aesthetics of excess and emptiness could now range from the ‘rich’ or Baroque or
Wagnerian to the ‘poor’ bare essentials of a Brecht or a Grotowski (see Paavolainen 2016a, on
directorial theatricality).
[3] Then again, both expression and essence are precisely opposed to performativity as Judith
Butler intends it, as a ‘reiteration of norms’ the very historicity of which it tacitly ‘conceals or
dissimulates’ as the natural workings of pregiven entities (1993, 234, 12). Instead of our ‘doings’
(styles, clothes, gestures) merely exteriorising what we essentially ‘are,’ for Butler they ‘effectively
constitute the identity they are said to express or reveal’ (1988, 528).
[4] Finally and somewhat problematically, the kind of cultural agency often cherished in Schechnerstyle Performance Studies is ultimately more akin to J. L. Austin’s ([1962] 1986) pragmatic vision of
performativity as the doing of things, effectively, not only with words but in the world—here, coupled
with a subversive politics (conditionally allowed by Butler as well) that is equally opposed to social
discipline as it is to the near-obsolete art form of theatre.
In short, the conceptual positioning of the two terms is radically contextual and utterly flexible (cf.
Jackson 2004, 6, 126), as both in turn may equally work to sustain or disrupt the powers that be. In
one context, theatricality is seen as essentialised by modernist ideals of self-containment and
medium-specificity, in another, as obstructing aesthetic ‘absorption’ by its very ‘objecthood,’ and
therefore as corruptive of some alleged essence (be it of art, authenticity, nature, life, or literature:
cf. Fried 1998; Carlson 2002, 243, 246–7). In other idioms, the ‘prisonhouse’ of theatricality—as
product, introversion, representation—gives in to a conceptual ‘breakout’ of performance—as
process, extroversion, presence—yet soon the confines of re-presentation are taken over by those
of re-iteration. If ever there was a confining, pregiven identity that the subject wishes to escape,
she can only perform that escape per formam—“through” a pregiven “form,” as the Latin etymology
(cited in Sauter 2000, 38) suggests.
Perhaps, then, the more fortunate etymology is that of “thoroughly furnishing” (par fornir), in the
sense of bringing forth what the rest of this article will specifically strive to identify as different kinds
of theatrical and performative “textures.” Performatively, “texture” names an emergent pattern
that is, however, only achieved in the iterative process of its weaving (novelty versus normativity
again). Theatrically, it can be perceived as the very substance or as the mere surface of
something—confirming the validity of what is performed, or revealing it as mere dissimulation.
More generally, the language of texture helps us turn from rigid semantic conditions (“theatre”:
hence drama, stage, acting, viewing) to the more temporal or dramaturgical dynamics of their
discursive and material “interweaving” (see Barba 1985; the important connection of texture and
dramaturgy is further elaborated in Paavolainen 2015).
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In one sense, then, I am only arguing for a change of metaphors—but there is a twist. While both
theatricality and performativity have been used to address more abstract phenomena of social
existence, both also remain abstract enough in themselves, so as to ultimately depend on more
basic metaphors still, according to the context and purpose of their varying definitions (take the
implied distinction of seeing and doing; see also States 1996). Therefore I will study them not as
metaphorical source domains for further understanding, as has usually been the case (as in “All
the world’s a stage”), but as themselves target domains, in effect created by historically specific
metaphors of spatiality or conduct, perception or action—by a changing set of extra-theatrical
qualities, themselves attributed with shifting values in different contexts. In so saying, I do not
intend metaphor as mere figures of speech—“theatrical” in the sense of only embellishing or
reflecting some pre-existing reality—but instead as deeply performative, in the sense of creating
the very textures of thought we take to be real—establishing what they name while rendering
natural their means. Thus the very possibility of change lies in attending to what our metaphors
serve to hide or highlight, instead of merely reiterating those we are accustomed to live and act by.
(Cf. Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Paavolainen 2012, 6–7, 39; see also Paavolainen 2016b, on the argued
theatricality and performativity of current philosophies of embodied cognition.)
And here we return to Pepper and Ingold. In terms of competing metaphors, the last decade or so
of Ingold’s philosophical anthropology has explored what he calls the ‘life of lines’ (effectively
derived from Deleuze and Guattari 1988) and their ‘fragmentation—under the sway of modernity—
into a succession of points or dots’ (Ingold 2007, 75). In his most recent work, Ingold presents the
block and the knot as ‘mutually exclusive master-tropes for describing the constitution of the world,
predicated on philosophies, respectively, of being and becoming’ (again, of building up or carrying
on). The challenge is ‘to consider how a reversion to the knot, after a period during which blocks,
chains and containers have remained the paramount figures of thought, could impact on our
understanding of ourselves, of the things we make and do, and of the world we live in.’ (Ingold
2015, 15; on “containment” in Grotowski, Kantor, and Meyerhold, see Paavolainen 2012.) Not to
argue for any direct correspondence, these four metaphors—block, chain, container, knot—are
strikingly akin to the four ‘root metaphors’ of Western epistemology and aesthetics that the
American philosopher Stephen C. Pepper (1891–1972) explored in his 1942 book World Hypotheses.
A historian of ideas and a philosopher or art and ethics—himself a disciple of John Dewey—Pepper
dismissed the attitudes of ‘utter skepticism’ and ‘utter dogmatism’ much as he did philosophical
eclecticism, arguing that at the time only four such hypotheses stood out as ‘relatively adequate’
in ‘scope and precision’—each with a distinct root metaphor and theory of truth, drawn from
‘common-sense’ experience. If formistic metaphors try to explain what something is like (cf. Ingold’s
categorical “containment”), those of organicism, how this something develops (Ingold’s “chains”
understood as processes), and mechanistic ones, how it works (Ingold’s “building blocks” approach),
then contextualistic metaphors are concerned with how something—anything—happens, occurs,
or comes about. (Pepper [1942] 1984.) 1 While rarely acknowledged among the likes of Dewey or
James, Pepper’s “contextualistic” elaboration of American pragmatism provides an arguably
important precedent to current philosophies of “becoming,” and as such, the most general
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dramaturgical framework for this article. As I will only return to it at the end, after a central section
on Ingold, I conclude this introductory bit by briefly introducing its central terms and categories.
As articulated in World Hypotheses (1942) and Aesthetic Quality (1937), “contextualism” names for
Pepper a process ontology of constant novelty and change, less to do with pragmatic ends than
with the larger contexts in which such qualities continuously emerge (perhaps, his choice of terms
was to downplay the overly instrumentalist interpretations easily levelled at pragmatist tenets).
The specific root metaphor of this approach is the ‘historic event’—not as a thing of the past but
‘the event in its actuality,’ ‘alive in its present … when it is going on now, the dynamic dramatic active
event’ that eventually can only be described by verbs (rather than formal similarities, organic
wholes, or mechanical elements: Pepper [1942] 1984, 232). Further key distinctions are between
‘the quality of a given event [as] its intuited wholeness or total character’ and texture as ‘the details
and relations which make [it] up’ ([1942] 1984, 238). Irreducible to hierarchies of content and form
or essence and appearance, the two are ultimately intertwined but may also be approached as if
they were separate, by way of intuition and analysis respectively. Finally, if ‘whatever directly
contributes to the quality of a texture may be regarded as a strand, whereas whatever indirectly
contributes to it will be regarded as context’ ([1942] 1984, 246, my italics), then which is deemed
which is ultimately a matter of perspective: up close, there is a texture to every strand, while whole
textures may appear as mere strands from afar. In Pepper’s terms, such is the work of fusion,
evident ‘wherever a quality is had’, yet often obscuring its both temporal and textural spread ([1942]
1984, 239–46). Where fusion gives us ‘unity’ (be it of action or character—Ingold’s example of the
knot), there the spread will confirm its constitutive heterogeneity (Ingold’s ‘proliferation of loose
ends’: Ingold 2013, 132).
What I wish to argue is that such a language of overlapping textures may equally accommodate
the various tensions of theatricality and performativity as outlined above. In such terms, in brief,
what is performatively naturalised will depend on widely spread contexts of reiteration, but often
takes a thoroughly fused quality in the present; only occasionally may a novel strand of action
undermine its assumed normality. Conversely, instants of theatricality work to unravel such
performative strands to their local textures and perhaps to their wider contexts, in a quasitheoretical operation that may render their relations more perceptible but only ever at the cost of
historical specificity. I will return to some of these propositions in the final section of the article; for
now, note how this ‘sheering character’ of tracing out the strands at hand also defines Pepper’s
contextualistic epistemology. On the one hand, ‘you never reach the end of it,’ on the other, any
event can be analysed in ‘many equally revealing ways … depending simply on what strands you
follow from the event into its context’:
The reason for this is that what is analyzed is categorically an event, and the analysis
of an event consists in the exhibition of its texture, and the exhibition of its texture
is the discrimination of its strands, and the full discrimination of its strands is the
exhibition of other textures … Contextualism is accordingly sometimes said to have
a horizontal cosmology in contrast to other views, which have a vertical cosmology.
There is no top nor bottom to the contextualistic world. (Pepper [1942] 1984, 249–
52)
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Strand 2. Network and Meshwork: Tim Ingold’s Ecology of Lines and Becoming
As shorthand terms for specifically theatrical and performative textures, I now wish to recruit Tim
Ingold’s notions of the ‘network’ and the ‘meshwork’. If the performative argument is for
coextensivity over ‘any originary notion of interiority,’ as the sociologist Vikki Bell suggests (2007,
11), then Ingold’s critique of what he dubs the modern ‘logic of inversion’ (2011a, 67) is precisely
coextensive with the performative critique of any naturalised sense of essential identity. Rather
than converting the ‘pathways along which life is lived into boundaries within which it is enclosed’
(2011a, 145), meshwork names the becoming of things in their ongoing entanglement. Thus
embracing the ‘paradoxically constitutive plurality’ in which Bell sees the ‘promise of
performativity,’ the concept would also seem to account for the creativity and self-organisation of
matter in which she sees a challenge to narrowly psychic or cultural notions of performativity (Bell
2007, 29, 20, 98, 114). In what could amount to a novel articulation of the materialisation that also
undergirds Butler’s ‘bodies that matter’ (1993), Ingold envisions environments and organisms alike
as ‘meshworks of interwoven lines,’ with ‘no insides or outsides, only openings and ways through’.
In turn, ecology is seen as ‘the study of the life of lines … wriggling free of any classification … trailing
loose ends in every direction.’ (Ingold 2007, 103, 50; this is somewhat different from the Gibsonian
sense of ecology e.g. in Paavolainen 2012.)
Clearly such a world evokes not only Karen Barad’s ‘posthumanist performativity’ (one of being
“entangled,” with no “self-contained existence”: Barad 2007, ix, 66) but also the insistence, in ActorNetwork Theory, ‘on the performative character of relations and the objects constituted in those
relations’ (Law 1999, 7)—only in the meshwork ‘things are their relations’ (Ingold 2011a, 70). As a
specifically ecological term for philosopher and literary scholar Timothy Morton, the mesh implies
‘the interconnectedness of all living and non-living things’ (2010, 28). ‘Vast yet intimate’ (40), infinite
in both size and detail (30), it ‘extends inside beings as well as among them’ (39). Likewise in Ingold’s
terms, every organism is itself ‘a tissue of knots, whose constituent strands, as they become tied
up with other strands, in other knots, comprise the meshwork’; thus the meshwork will extend
from the ‘organic tissue … of nerve, muscle, [and] blood vessels’ to the wider weaves of weather
and landscape which engulf them (2011a, 70, 86–7; on weather, see specifically 2015, 51–111 2). In
Pepper’s terms, even if their qualities depend on specific strands and contexts case by case, the
textural dynamics of networks and meshworks can also be crudely drawn—as they are in Figure
1—and unlike Schechner’s fan and web of performance, for example (Schechner 2003, xvi–xix),
derive their value not from the nodes or knots they encompass, but from how precisely these are
woven together in ‘the connecting of points’ and in ‘the entanglement of lines’ (Ingold 2007, 81–2).
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Figure 1. Theatricality and performativity as abstraction and absorption: Ingold’s “network” of connected
points and “meshwork” of interwoven lines, exemplified by the globe (with geographic coordinates) and
the spider’s web. Drawing by author.

Indeed, it is as temporal ‘lines of life, growth and movement’—or lines of flight and becoming in the
Deleuzo-Guattarian parlance which Ingold also cites—‘that beings are instantiated in the world’
that he conceives of as meshworked through and through (Ingold 2011a, 63, 71). Critically for the
thinking of performativity, not only may such imagery divest the concept of the overly humancentered associations sometimes entertained, but also of any strict division between what I have
termed creative novelty and normative reiteration. ‘“Issuing forth” along the lines of their
relationships,’ the things of this world enfold its larger history within their constitution and thus
remain of the meshwork, ‘woven into its very fabric’ even as they ‘contribute to its ever-evolving
weave’ (2011a, 71, 168, 120). ‘Knotted together at the centre but trailing innumerable “loose ends”
at the periphery,’ their meshwork is explicitly likened to the Deleuzeian rhizome or haecceity (2011a,
85–6). The one concrete example that Ingold himself repeatedly returns to is the spider’s web of
Figure 1. As opposed to the supposed connectivity of networks, ‘the lines of the spider’s web … do
not connect points or join things up,’ but rather they ‘lay down the conditions of possibility … along
which it acts and perceives’ (2011a, 85). (In his “social theory for anthropods,” Ingold contrasts the
ANT of Actor-Network Theory with SPIDER, for “Skilled Practice Involves Developmentally
Embodied Responsiveness”: 2011a, 94.)
In contrast to these more positive associations, Ingold’s notion has yet to incorporate what we
might call ‘the prey’s perspective’, to keep with the spider example. In Vikki Bell’s terms, this equals
the Foucauldian lines of power and knowledge in which performed subjects are ‘caught’ and which
they are pressed to ‘continue or at least to negotiate’; as the ‘effects’ of which they are sustained
and which they themselves sustain; which they ‘literally incorporate’ yet must also deny in order to
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assert themselves as subjects (Bell 2007, 4, 11–12, 17, 21). As distinct from Ingold’s enabling sense
of immersion—with bodies ‘enlightened, ensounded and enraptured’ ‘in the currents of a worldin-formation’ (2011a, 135, 129)—one is here, in Butler’s words, ‘in power even as one opposes it’
(1993, 241, my italics). Furthermore, as Morton notes, mesh itself has etymological ‘antecedents in
mask and mass, suggesting both density and deception,’ and may also denote (citing the OED) ‘“a
complex situation or series of events in which a person is entangled; a concatenation of
constraining or restricting forces or circumstances; a snare”’ (2010, 28).
For Ingold, however, what rather ensnares our thought is the popular imagery of networks in which,
instead of being actively enacted and entangled, ‘all lines [merely] connect: objects into assemblies,
destinations into itineraries, letters into words’ (2011b, 14). With its ‘extension to the realms of
modern transport and communications’ (2007, 80), ‘the network metaphor logically entails that the
elements connected are distinguished from the lines of their connection’ (2011a, 70), things from
their relations. As ‘connections between one thing and another’ (2011a, 91)—rather than
experienced ‘along their severally enmeshed ways of life’ (2007, 103)—the lines of the network lack
both duration and material presence. What they ‘connect up, in reverse’ (2011a, 215) are essentially
reduced to objects (etymologically “against us,” not “with us” as things would be in Ingold’s reading
of Heidegger: 2011b, 5), while the network itself remains ‘a purely spatial construct’ (2013, 132).
Again, the one solid example that Ingold repeatedly returns to is the globe of Figure 1. Inverting
the meshworked world itself into a contained object, the planetary and the classroom variants alike
are for him the epitome of deadly abstraction—‘a full-scale model’ that he often, and not altogether
accidentally, likens to ‘a stage set’ (2011a, 117):
[We] must cease regarding the world as an inert substratum, over which living
things propel themselves about like counters on a board or actors on a stage … . [If
mere objects were laid about like] scenery on a stage … how could anything live or
breathe? … As in a stage set, … the appearance is an illusion. Absolutely nothing is
going on. Only once the stage is set, and everything made ready, can the action
begin. But the open world that creatures inhabit is not prepared for them in
advance. It is continually coming into being around them. (Ingold 2011a, 71, 96,
117; for an extended example of theatrical inversion, see 2015, 74–5)
Then again, there is a way of shedding such decidedly antitheatrical valences, insofar as Ingold’s
networks of connected objects—but not his meshworks of interwoven lines—can also be taken to
afford focussed acts of theatrical manipulation: acts of de-contextualisation that specifically enable
the drawing of novel connections between the objects thus abstracted (the dots on the globe), on
scales of texture distinctly below the default networks of society and information, transport and
communication. In other words, the prime advantage of both the globe and the theatrical stage
lies in their synoptic aspect rather than the mediated one: hence also the link from the medieval
theatrum mundi to the modern, spectatorial understanding of the world by way of a world view (this
Heideggerian link is neatly elaborated in McGillivray 2008). Ingold himself admits as much
elsewhere, casting the ‘topologies’ of meshwork and network not as ‘mutually exclusive’ but as
perspectivally contingent:
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[When] attention is focused, it sets us in a distanced or ‘optical’ relation with objects
in the world; it is ‘zoomed out’ … . [When] attention is dispersed, it sets us in a close
or ‘haptic’ relation with things in the world; it is ‘zoomed in’. … Zooming in, up close,
we see the meshwork of things; zooming out, from a distance, we see the network
of objects. (Ingold 2011b, 15, 5)
Again the contextualistic metaphor of zooming or sheering is equally applicable to the dynamics
of performativity and theatricality as tacit and more apparent qualities of material becoming and
cultural perception. Up close, absorbed or implicated in entrenched meshworks of embodiment
and discourse, one is prone to perceive none; while it does afford an efficacious transparency to
one’s engagements, such “zooming in” has both body and performance recede from
consciousness, as the meshwork itself is habitually dissimulated by the apparent qualities of action
and behaviour it serves to furnish forth. These are the strands and local textures we grow to live
and perform by, while remaining oblivious to the larger contexts of social sanction they may serve
to dissimulate. (Try reading that again with the spider’s web of Figure 1 in mind.) To recap, it is only
in theatrical acts of “zooming out”—or stepping aside—that the entangled lines of such
performative meshworks gain the optical quality of objecthood prerequisite for acts of attentive
manipulation, and also perhaps for a Brechtian sense of estrangement. (As a fairly extreme
example of defamiliarisation, compare the dots on the globe, in Figure 1, to the more meshworked
experience of actual cities.)
Indeed, I am inclined to suggest theatrical textures always, even if otherwise widely discrepant,
have extensive stories of performative constitution effectively compressed into objects, words,
gestures, masks—whatever provides the nodal conductors sufficient for the network to “tick,” yet
crucially devoid of material commitment. Where the performative is ostensibly in and of its specific
context, the theatrical exhibits but a loose coupling of word and action, equally prone to
convergence and contradiction, and also a functional equivalence between acting together and
acting alone. From the joint performance of personified crowds to the fine-motor control of solo
puppetry, the sense of theatrical networks is made in simple feats of connectivity. Be the “theatre”
in question a single body or a “total work of art,” it reduces the mesh of emotion and intention to
a specifically gestural dynamic, such that its conventionally poor and rich variants really only
conduct networks of vastly different scale (on gesture and theatricality, see Puchner 2002, 34–48;
see also Paavolainen 2016a). In either case, what makes such networks specifically theatrical is that
in their ultimately human behaviour they are always also potentially identifiable as such; perhaps,
their association with “mere appearance” is to do with their failure or refusal to dissimulate the
performativity of how they are woven together; perhaps, they are so prone to ridicule because
their very crudeness so often causes mere embarrassment (cf. Ridout 2006).
Now Ingold’s rendering of such theatrical reduction is both intuitive and ingenious: to effect its
“inversion” into network terms, you just ‘take a line described by a movement, cut it up into
segments, roll each segment tightly into a dot, and finally join the dots’ (2007, 111). Given such acts
of fragmentation and compression, the resultant network sports ‘lines not of flight, but of
interaction’ (2011a, 63), whilst ‘the pattern they eventually form—much as in a child’s join-the-dots
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puzzle—is already given as a virtual object from the outset’ (2007, 74; on the linear dramaturgy of
this, see also Paavolainen 2015). Intriguingly, this image has a direct counterpart in the ‘careful
sprinkling of artifacts’ that Bert O. States once identified on the early realistic stage, amounting to
‘a sort of infra-plot through which the action passes and defines itself, as in those coloring-book
pictures children make by drawing lines through a series of numbers’: ‘All of these “stations” are
visible from the beginning, … but their contribution becomes evident only as they are folded into
the action” (States 1985, 66–7).
Where States ends up in awe at ‘the self-sufficiency of [his] room to have contained, in advance,’
all that was needed for a ‘unique reckoning in time’ (1985, 68), however, Ingold remains critical of
thus ‘“joining the dots” … even before setting out,’ since their very network pre-exists their physical
engagement (2011a, 152; cf. Figure 1 again). Furthermore, as he poetically elaborates, ‘whatever
movements you might make’ between drawing the dots of the network, these remain ‘entirely
incidental to the line’ that it helps imagine: during the intervals between the ‘little pirouettes’
whereby the dots are formed on a paper, ‘the pencil is inactive, out of use,’ and could even be set
aside ‘for any length of time’ (2011a, 150). Arguably it is such concealed backstage activity precisely
that contributes to the sense of theatricality, for good or ill, of networks whose planning and
performance alike rest on just such cuts and compressions. While they cannot undo their
meshworked entanglements (the infrastructural support on which the most imaginative feats of
theatricality depend), they do have the potential of also leading us on, perceptually, astray or to
the point, between a series of objects and their aspects—nodes and links, textures and strands—
ultimately, through a whole network of relations that are to be reckoned with. It is the dramaturgy
of such interrelations that the final strand of my article seeks to unravel.
Strand 3. The Web and the Globe: Dramaturgies of Absorption and Abstraction
Whereas the feet … propel the body within the natural world, the hands are free to
deliver the intelligent designs … of the mind upon it: for the former, nature is the
medium through which the body moves; to the latter it presents itself as a surface
to be transformed. (Ingold 2011a, 35, his italics)
To begin to tie up loose ends, what I have been arguing is that the well-worn idioms “theatricality”
and “performativity”—and by way of etymology, how we see and do things more generally—might
be defined somewhat anew if we suspended the theatre-specific language of actors and roles for
that of more heterogeneous “textures.” Adapting Tim Ingold’s concepts, I have suggested that
theatrical networks typically offer themselves as synoptic objects for perception and manipulation,
while performative meshworks rather unfold as lines of action to engage or weave into. (In this
sense, the globe and web of Figure 1, in their relative closure and openness, also lean toward
Pepper’s formistic/mechanistic and organistic metaphors, respectively.) While Ingold’s own
standing is clear—referring to the above epigraph, he always prefers the meshworked medium of
performativity over the networked surface of theatricality—I have also argued for the value of not
preferring one over the other; there is no need to revisit the boundary wars of Theatre and
Performance Studies in the 1990s.
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In this final section, I propose a simultaneous topology of overlapping textures, one perhaps
occluding the other, and a dual-aspect dramaturgy of zooming in and out between them—one of
perspective rather than transgression. In such a dramaturgy of (performative) absorption and
(theatrical) abstraction, the latter is akin to the merest act of contemplation in the midst of ongoing
action—zooming out to check the pattern, before weaving in again—but can be defined as
specifically “theatrical” insofar as the perspective it purports to provide is on precisely performative
processes of change and emergence, only reducing their meshwork to more synoptic networks.
To exemplify, if ever so slightly, let us now zoom out from the relatively minor example of the
spider’s web to what could be called the performative meshwork of all those other things on the
scene long before and after—the more-than-human performativity of what is too slow or fast or
near or far for representation. In a sense, the theory of evolution signals a performative turn writ
large, as nature itself comes to be viewed not as God-given but as ‘the greatest show on earth’
(Dawkins 2009). For Ingold, evolution names the ever-extending meshwork of human and nonhuman creatures, ‘establishing what others in turn must undergo’; history, in this scheme, appears
as little more than its ‘local version,’ with human beings ‘humanifying’ or actively producing their
lives in the Marxian sense (2015, 157, 127). In terms of the above epigraph however, this meshwork
of evolving creatures is also where their feet—or their wings, or their fins—will weave their lines,
within the world rather than upon it, with a crucial epistemological consequence: ‘Far from taking
up a standpoint or perspective … walking [or any other way of weaving] continually pulls us away
from any standpoint’; ‘there is no point of arrival’ in the meshwork (2015, 135).
Here, arguably, is where zooming out to a more theatrical perspective will prove more valuable
than Ingold might allow. Even if the worlding world will never “be” a simple ‘surface to be
transformed’ (2011a, 35), presenting it as if it were provides for tactical manipulation by
momentarily freeing our hands—a point of interruption rather than arrival (cf. Weber 2004). As
distinct from the slow reiteration of meshworked performativity, theatricality is less about “doing”
than about the action of stopping doing and stepping back, or as Ingold consistently frames it, of
“looking back” (e.g. 2015, 120).
Specifically, what cannot quite exist in Ingold’s world are things like global warming, way too slow
to be perceived or believed in from within the meshwork—and yet, on zooming out, we are now
firmly in the Anthropocene: this is the stage or epoch where climate and geology alike bear the
performative effects of human kind humanifying. Of the many acts of activism during the 2015
Paris climate talks, COP 21, one of the most theatrical in my terms took place in Place de la
République, beginning from November 29: as a reaction to a police ban on political gatherings in
public spaces (again in reaction to the Paris terrorist attacks of November 13), the prominent
square was solemnly occupied by some ten thousand empty pairs of shoes, instead. 3 Apart from
the hundreds of thousands of absented demonstrators, this metonymic set of props could not but
evoke the Holocaust: the atmosphere inverted into a stagnant gas chamber; the earth itself as a
solitary rock, on whose surface lines of migrant flight weave the texture of one possible future
(moving en masse due to unlivable weather conditions); the early modern theatrum mundi gone
global for the twenty-first century.
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In such terms, the difference between the performative meshwork and the theatrical network—of
the feet weaving their lines within the world and the shoes that remain upon its surface—is that
between two visions of ecology. One is Ingold’s: to avoid the ‘logic of inversion,’ he defines ecology
as ‘the study of the life of lines’ (2007, 103). The other is that of someone like Timothy Morton, who
in very similar terms notes that the ecological mesh can never be perceived directly: thus
ecosystems will have to be modelled ‘on different scales in order to see things properly,’ and as he
continues, ‘seeing yourself from another point of view is the beginning of ethics and politics’ (2010,
57, 14). While Morton’s example is that of a flickering flower on a fast-forward video, one may also
simply think, with the feminist geographer Doreen Massey, of the hills rising, or the rocks moving,
or the very climate undergoing change (Massey 2005, 141)—on a global scale, seeing all the world
as a stage indeed depends on something of a theatrical inversion of its lines of becoming. (Cf.
Figure 1 again.)
With these images in place, I now try to weave together what has been suggested in the various
strands of this article, revisiting the categories of Pepper’s contextualism, on the one hand, and
also the field of tensions evoked earlier (the “performativity” of novel and normative action; the
“theatricality” of enhanced or misled perception).
[1] If the paradox of performativity consists in its naming the eventness of apparent objects and
essences while simultaneously dissimulating it, then that of theatricality consists in rendering this
eventness perceptible precisely by reducing it to manageable objects—in making explicit, for good
or ill, the texture of relations that supports it.
In Pepper’s terms, the key concepts here are “quality” and “texture.” If performed qualities of change
and continuity both work to dissimulate their textural becoming, then theatricality serves to
disclose this very dependence—for example, of global warming on cumulative human action
(relativising its normativity), or indeed of effective action on contextual support (relativising its
novelty). As with the spider’s web of Figure 1, this explicitly heterogeneous conception of
performative action can readily be figured as weaving. Just as Butler suggests that performativity
only takes the quality of singular acts by concealing its conventional grounding in reiteration (such
that ‘the reduction of performativity to performance would be a mistake’: 1993, 234), so also the
surface of woven cloth effectively dissimulates its intricate interweaving. Graphically, the occlusion
of doing by the thing done (cf. Diamond 1996, 1) equals that of weaving by what is woven.
Conversely, when this aspect of weaving is foregrounded, so are the ‘eventness’ that Willmar Sauter
argues to ‘facilitate theatricality’ (2000, 63); the heterogeneity that Samuel Weber argues to inform
its condemnation (by a humanistic tradition of self-enclosure: 2004, 6–7); the sense of situation
and duration that Michael Fried argues is to “degenerate art” in theatrical “literalism” (admitting,
though, that “we are all literalists” most of the time: 1998, 164, 168).
[2] To enlist a proliferation of e-words circulating in the literature, the performative textures I
discuss are often entertained as being effective, efficient, efficacious, and enduring (cf. McKenzie
2001), whilst the theatrical would only seem to provide more ephemeral strands of expression,
whether deemed empty, excessive, or etiolated (cf. Postlewait and Davis 2003, 4; on etiolation see
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Austin [1962] 1986, 22). This observation can be approached through two different sets of Pepper’s
contextualistic concepts.
One is the perspectival relativity of strand, texture, and context. Assuming that there is a texture to
every strand and that whole textures may appear as mere strands from afar, performative effects
of efficacy and essence translate as qualities of coherent strandness, taken on to dissimulate their
more textural emergence in the interweaving of divergent materials (not all of them discursive or
necessarily human). Likewise, if what we may gloss as a “rich” or Baroque variety of theatricality
may devour whole contexts and textures as mere strands within its own (think of Wagnerian
leitmotifs), so the poor or Grotowskian or Brechtian rather seeks to disclose how the very
strandness or continuity of habitually performed entities—think of bodies or societies as
naturalised categories—is inherently textured even to appear as such. Accordingly, the “excess” or
“emptiness” of theatrical textures translates as their deviant density or sparsity with regard to what
has been performatively naturalised in the context. The Paris shoes appear not only in excess of
the marching ban, but also prefigure a world emptied of humanity, should the human performance
of global warming go uninhibited. Rather than figuring in some special or heightened relationship
to some generic everyday “reality,” it can be argued that theatrical textures are ever relative to
performative norms, and may also be regarded with suspicion (as in the antitheatrical prejudice)
insofar as they work to render these explicit (cf. Brechtian estrangement).
[3] Finally, the theatrical and performative emphases on instants and iterations can be approached
through Pepper’s notions of textural fusion and contextual spread. If performative textures are
typically enacted over time and depend on further histories of habit and experience (“spread” by
reiteration), then more theatrical ones are perhaps opportunistically assembled on the fly, drawing
on whatever strands of context are available, cutting some and compressing others (“fusion” by
articulation).
On the one hand, this equals the conversion or inversion of performative meshworks, to adopt
Ingold’s term for things like the spider’s web, into more theatrical networks. As distinct from how
the word is often used in technology or communications, it is this very synopticity that defines the
latter as “theatrical,” whether we think of the typical theatre stage, or of the merest tabletop globes
of geography classrooms. On the other hand, to apply a distinction first introduced in the caption
to Figure 1, the two perspectives could be rendered as absorption—of the spider in weaving its
webs, or of humanity humanifying the world out of existence—and abstraction: zooming out to see
who’s caught or about to be, or to perceive the very world as a humanly comprehensible rock,
carrying the effects of human performance or not. (Hence the Janus-face of theatrical
manipulation: one’s proof is another’s hoax.) If we regard the performative range of change and
iteration as one of time or becoming, then the theatrical provides a space in which its strands may
momentarily be objectified for inspection and also manipulation—imposing a synoptic view on
what in fact are interwoven histories, collapsing into space what otherwise only unfolds over time.
To enlist the two terms in a general philosophy of action and perception—true to their etymologies
of doing and seeing—if the performative names a dramaturgy of becoming (of identity, species,
climate), then the theatrical provides an optic for its analysis.
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Notes
Pepper admits to having given his world hypotheses “slightly unfamiliar names so as to avoid issues over the
names themselves,” which again are intended to characterise styles of thought rather than individual authors.
Thus formism “is often called ‘realism’ or ‘Platonic idealism’”; it grounds itself in the intuition of similarity, and
endorses the correspondence theory of truth. Mechanism has the lever or pump as its earliest root metaphor, and
causal adjustment as its theory of truth; it “is often called ‘naturalism’ or ‘materialism’ and, by some, ‘realism’.”
Organicism “is commonly called ‘absolute (or, objective) idealism’,” and rests its claims to cognitive validity on the
coherence of organic processes. Finally, contextualism virtually equals “pragmatism,” and takes to unravel our
experience of unique events to their strands and textures by an operational theory of successful working. Further
distinctions are made between analytical and synthetic theories, on the one hand (formism and mechanism as
opposed to organicism and contextualism), and between dispersive and integrative theories, on the other hand
(formism and contextualism versus mechanism and organicism). (Pepper [1942] 1984, 141–3)
1

In his 2015 Life of Lines, Ingold adds to his earlier “linealogy” (Lines, 2007) a complementary “meteorological”
concern: ‘where the linealogist asks what is common to walking, weaving, observing, singing, storytelling, drawing
and writing, the meteorologist looks for the common denominator of breath, time, mood, sound, memory, colour
and the sky’—hence the reciprocity of the meshwork and the atmosphere (2015, 53).
2

3

See the photos e.g. at http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/climate-protest-paris-1.3342384.
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“ANY SEARCH FOR AN ORIGIN IS HYSTERICAL”:
SUMMONING THE GHOST OF J.L. AUSTIN
TAWNY ANDERSEN MCGILL UNIVERSITY

Prologue: Waiting for an Apparition
As in Hamlet, the Prince of a rotten State, everything begins by the apparition of a
specter. More precisely, by the waiting for this apparition. The anticipation is at
once impatient, anxious, and fascinated….
Derrida 1994, 4
It is with much anticipation that I finally sit down to listen to the recording of British philosopher of
language J.L Austin’s lecture “Performatives”, given at the University of Gothenburg in 1959. For
contained in this archive is the voice of the “father” of a concept that would go on to engender
nothing short of an epistemological shift within the humanities in the second half of the twentieth
century. It was, afterall, Austin who first coined the term “performative” to designate a form of
language in which one “does” what one “says”—a form that does not merely describe, but actually
produces, a given state of affairs. It was also Austin who, in so doing, jolted the logical positivism
that dominated the philosophical landscape of his time by contesting the belief that all linguistic
statements must be evaluated according to their truth or falsity. By proposing the then novel idea
that saying could also be a form of doing, Austin placed language into the realm of action. Among
philosophers of language, he is credited with inaugurating the field of speech act theory. Among
performance studies scholars, he is cast as the point of origin in a genealogy tracing the influence
of linguistic theory on performance theory.
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However, while Austin’s legacy was manifold and his influence widespread, he was by no means a
prolific writer. Austin only published seven papers in his lifetime. His book publications, too, are
scant, numbering a mere three. Aside from his translation of German logician Gottlob Frege’s Die
Grundlagen der Arithmetik (The Foundations of Arithmetic), his own books, Philosophical Papers, Sense
and Sensibilia, and How To Do Things With Words appeared posthumously (in 1961, 1962, and 1962
respectively). In the forward to Sense and Sensibilia, editor G.J. Warnock explains that due to the
“unreadable” and “scarcely intelligible” quality of many of Austin’s manuscript notes (themselves
modeled upon Austin’s lecture series, “Problems on Philosophy”, given at Oxford in 1947), Warnock
was essentially obliged to rewrite them (Austin 1962, viii). It thus follows that the published text is
not a reproduction, but rather a reconstruction, of Austin’s writing.
The much-celebrated How To Do Things With Words, which represents Austin’s greatest contribution
to speech act theory, and in which his notion of the linguistic performative was first introduced in
print, has a similar history, albeit one that played out on both sides of the Atlantic. In 1955, Austin
had made a trip to the United States, where he visited both Harvard and Berkley. At Harvard, he
delivered a series of twelve lectures under the aegis of the prestigious William James Lectures. In
1962, these lectures were released in print under the playful title How To Do Things With Words that
Austin himself had chosen in 1955. In their preface to the first edition of the book, editors J.O.
Urmson and Marina Sbisà explain that Austin first formulated the book’s central ideas in 1939. He
further expanded upon them during a series of lectures given at Oxford between the years of 1952
and 1954 under the title “Words and Deeds”, before refining them in the William James Lectures.
As with the Austin of Sense and Sensibilia, then, the Austin of How To Do Things With Words was
engaged in an iterative writing process in which his set of notes was rewritten and revised for each
series of lectures. Like Warnock, Urmson and Sbisà admit that the published text is far from a
replica of Austin’s written notes. They explain that in the beginnings of the lectures these notes
were complete and were fleshed out in full sentences; however, as Austin proceeded, they became
more fragmentary and abbreviated. In order to cross-reference the text, the editors thus turned
to Austin’s notes from the “Words and Deeds” lectures, the notes taken by those who attended his
lectures in both the USA and in England, a talk Austin gave on BBC radio in 1956 entitled
“Performative Utterances”, and the 1959 Gothenburg lecture, “Performatives”.
It was with the hope of understanding the complicated status of the authorship of the inaugural
text on the performative utterance, and the relationship between the concept of performativity,
the modes of its production, and the media through which it was disseminated, that I turned to
these archives. My preliminary research quickly revealed that a recording of “Performative
Utterances”, which aired on the 24th of August, 1956, did not survive in the BBC Sound Archives. As
with many of the programs from that time, Austin’s talk went out live and was not recorded. The
BBC did, however, produce a transcript (which is housed in their Written Archive)—a document
that I procured and that, as a written record of an oral communication, represents a particular
species of writing. Due to some fortuitous timing, my research in Gothenburg was more successful.
The proprietors of “Performatives” at The Department of Philosophy, Linguistics and Theory of
Science at Gothenburg University had succeeded in digitizing the lecture one week prior to my
inquiry, and they generously agreed to share it with me. 1
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When I finally sit down to listen to the recording and thus to encounter Austin’s ghost through the
medium of his voice, I am surprised by the veil of essentialism that taints my expectation. Like most
performance studies scholars, I have closely dissected the deconstructionist readings of Austin by
Jacques Derrida, Shoshana Felman, Judith Butler and their followers (See: Derrida 1988, Butler
1993, and Felman 2003). Like any theorist working on the relationship between orality and writing,
I am wary of the logocentric valorization of the voice due to its proximity to the transcendental
source. I know better than to bestow upon this recording any sort of epistemological superiority
over the written word. Yet as I sit down to listen to Austin, it seems that my poststructuralism is
suddenly clouded by a rather sentimental wish to access something like his interior “essence”. But
what is it that I could possibly access through the medium of Austin’s voice that remains
inaccessible in his writing?
My commitment to performing the role of a fully “present” interlocutor is only reinforced by my
awareness that this recording, made on the 2nd of October, 1959, just three months before Austin’s
death from lung cancer at the age of forty-eight, holds the last known public trace of his voice. I
thus vow to myself to fulfill my side of the intersubjective exchange to the best of my ability and to
participate as conscientiously as possible in the production of meaning. But here, too, I am
skeptical. Does my seemingly sincere intention to be ethical not—in fact—cloak some sort of
yearning for communion? Recalling the title of Shoshana Felman’s important book on Austin, The
Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J. L. Austin, or Seduction in Two Languages, I realize that I
am divided. While my intention is to be analytical, my desire is to be seduced. 2 Conscious of this

consciousness—and taking solace in the fact that if nothing else, I am at least self-conscious—I
press play on my iTunes, and the recording begins.
Austin’s Theory of the Performative Utterance
The Gothenburg recording, the BBC transcript “Performative Utterances”, and the published text
How To Do Things With Words, represent three iterations of the same thesis: that of the performative
utterance. Of these three documents, How To Do Things With Words is by far the most detailed and
extensive elaboration. In it, Austin begins by introducing his concept of the performative utterance
by way of contrast with the constative utterance, or descriptive statement. In his second lecture,
Austin proposes six conditions that must be met in order for a performative to be deemed
“felicitous”, or successful. From here on in, he embarks on the project of determining a set of
grammatical or lexical criteria that define the performative utterance. This search, however, ends
in an impasse, with Austin concluding that the constative utterance is also prone to infelicity while
the performative also relies upon certain conventions. Forced to accept the collapse of his
performative/constative dichotomy, Austin concludes that it is tautological to speak of
performative language: “Once we realize that what we have to study is not the sentence but the
issuing of an utterance in a speech situation, there can hardly be any longer a possibility of not
seeing that stating is performing an act” (Austin 1975, 139).
From this point on, Austin decides to look beyond the propositional content of the sentence and
to “consider the total situation in which the utterance is used” (Austin 1975, 52). This leads to
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another system of classification: the tripartite division of “locution”, “illocution” and “perlocution”,
which articulates the three axes of language that come into play in communication. “Locution”
refers to the semantics of a given utterance, “illocution” to the act performed in saying something
(in other words to what the utterance does), and “perlocution” to the effects or consequences
produced by the utterance. From here, Austin advances a last taxonomy, this time to elucidate
families of speech acts; “verditives” which pronounce judgment, “exercitives” which assert power,
“commissives” which communicate obligation or intention, “behabatives” which adopt an attitude,
and “expositives” which elucidate arguments (Austin 1975, 151).
Thursday Evenings and Saturday Mornings: Austin’s Performative Praxis of “Linguistic
Phenomenology”
How To Do Things With Words concludes with a typical Austinian gesture. Admitting that the thesis
expounded in the book is “bound to be a little boring and dry to listen to and digest”, Austin ends
with the following invitation: “… I leave to my readers the real fun of applying it in philosophy”
(Austin 1975, 164). As an Oxford philosopher, or “ordinary language philosopher”, Austin was
concerned first and foremost with everyday language use—with “what we say when, and so why
and what we should mean by doing it” (Austin 1961, 129). However, well aware that many
philosophers outside his circle were skeptical of the idea that it is possible to make ontological
claims about the world through an analysis of mere words, Austin came up with the term “linguistic
phenomenology” to describe his methodology:
When we examine what we should say when, what words we should use in what
situations, we are looking again not merely at words (or ‘meanings’ whatever they
may be) but also at the realities we use the words to talk about: we are using a
sharpened awareness of words to sharpen our perception of, though not as the
final arbiter of, the phenomena. For this reason I think it might be better to use, for
this way of doing philosophy, some less misleading name… for instance “linguistic
phenomenology”. (Austin 1961, 130)
Thus, although he was working within the tradition of Analytic philosophy, Austin borrowed a term
from the Continental tradition to thematize his practice. Here, it is of interest to mention that in
1958, Austin participated in the first meeting on French soil between the major proponents of the
Anglo-American and the Continental factions of philosophy. Hosted by the Royaumont Abbey in
Northern France, the event brought together such thinkers as J.O. Urmson, Bernard Williams,
Gilbert Ryle, Peter Strawson, Willard Quine, Evert Beth, Richard Hare and Austin, on the one hand,
and Jean Wahl, Ferdinard Alquié, Herman Van Breda, Lucien Goldmann and, most relevantly,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, on the other. It is known that Austin was familiar with the work of MerleauPonty, the leading force in phenomenology at that time. Reports reveal that Austin had studied his
1945 opus Phenomenology of Perception, a key text in twentieth century phenomenology that
foregrounds the embodied nature of perception and the intersubjective quality of our lived
experience. I would thus argue, then, that Austin’s choice of the term “linguistic phenomenology”
communicates his sensitivity to the intersubjective nature of the linguistic exchange, which his

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

192

theory of performativity would bring to the fore. One might also venture to suggest that it
foreshadows the fact that performativity would attract the attention of Analytic and Continental
philosophers alike for decades to come.
In this article, I wish to argue that in addition to producing an explicit theorization of the concept
of performativity, Austin produced and disseminated his philosophy in a performative manner,
favoring contexts that privileged the intersubjective. In addition to his university lectures and the
BBC talk, Austin also organized more intimate, weekly gatherings in order to discuss various
problems in philosophy. The first such meetings took place before the war in the second half of
the 1930s, and the second, after the war throughout the 1950s. Both are described in the three
prosopographical papers by Sir Isaiah Berlin, George Pitcher, and G.J. Warnock that are included in
the volume Essays on J.L. Austin, published by the Oxford University Press in 1973.
Beginning in 1936 and continuing on until 1939, a group of no more than seven young Oxford
philosophers would gather on Thursday evenings at All Souls College, where Austin had been a
fellow since 1933. Austin wished for these meetings to remain informal, and for there to be no
obligation to produce or publish any results (Berlin 1973, 9). Topics broached included perception,
a priori truths, counter-factual statements, and the question of personal identity. For Sir Isaiah
Berlin, who participated in the gatherings, these meetings represented “the most fruitful
discussions of philosophy” of his life (Berlin 1973, 9). In Berlin’s account, the meetings marked the
beginning of what would become known as the school of “Oxford Philosophy” (Berlin 1973, 9).
When Austin returned to Oxford after the war, he organized another series of informal, weekly
philosophical discussions that ran throughout the 1950s. 3 These gatherings, which took place on
Saturday mornings at various colleges around Oxford, were aptly called “Austin’s Saturday
mornings”. There, Austin lead sessions on such works as Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, Frege’s
Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik, Wittenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, Merleau-Ponty’s
Phenomenology of Perception and Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures. Again, these titles reflect Austin’s
fluency in, and openness to engage with, different philosophical traditions.
Warnock contends that Austin saw philosophy as a “co-operative pursuit” (Warnock 1989, 9). In his
words, Austin:
… was not a purveyor or explainer, however competent or critical or learned, of
philosophy; he was a maker of it, an actual origin. One had the feeling – not always,
but often – that those meetings, which were so unmistakably his own, were not
occasions on which philosophy was talked about, or taught, or learned – they were
occasions on which it was done, at which that actually happened, there and then, in
which the life of the subject consists.... (Warnock 1989, 45)
I would suggest that today we could use the term “performative” to describe Austin’s method of
philosophizing—for it appears that in “doing” the philosophy he was describing, Austin was
enacting his own, original sense of the term performative. Said in another way, in articulating his
ideas about philosophy, he was simultaneously enacting them. In Berlin and Warnock’s narrations
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of the Thursday evening and Saturday morning sessions, we are given a glimpse of Austin
performing philosophy as a social act. Here, philosophy becomes a form of “collective labour” that
privileges the dialogic and the intersubjective (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy).

Austin’s Performativity

Interestingly, all three authors of the prosopographical accounts of Austin’s teaching have made
special mention of his authority. In his description of the Saturday morning sessions, Warnock
describes an ambiance marked by a particular tension between formality and informality. With
regards to Austin’s comportment, he writes that he “cannot think of any comparable instance of
personal authority so effortlessly exercised” (Warnock 1973, 32). George Pitcher expresses the
same sentiment, almost verbatim, when he writes that he has “never before, or since, witnessed a
comparable display of natural authority” (Pitcher 1973, 21). While the meetings were said to be
“exceptionally fluid, free… continuously enjoyable and amusing – funny, in fact”, Warnock adds that
they were “never just casual, and not even really relaxed” and that “it was always just a little as if
the headmaster were present” (Warnock 1973, 32–33). In describing the format of the Saturday
morning sessions, Pitcher reports that “the physical and dialectical centre of gravity located itself,
predictably, in the person of Austin” explaining that Austin “sat in a wooden armchair with the rest
of us deployed in a rough semicircle facing him. And the discussion inevitably assumed the shape
of the physical layout: the remarks of the others seemed to be directed not to the group as a whole
but to Austin…” (Pitcher 1973, 21).
The authority of the speaker, which Austin is reported to have embodied, is in fact one of the
requirements of a successful Austinian performative utterance. In Austin’s theory, performativity
concerns the illocutionary level of language, which—unlike the locutionary and the
perlocutionary—is governed by its conventional nature. In Austin’s paradigmatic example of the
marriage ceremony, a ritualistic and legal question is posed and marriage is then “performed” by
means of a linguistic act. The success of this performative, however, depends upon the speaker’s
adherence to a set of conventions, several of which implicate the very identity of the speaker.
Agency is not bestowed upon just anyone, but accompanies a certain privilege. Success is
attributed to “certain persons” in “certain circumstances” – persons who are “appropriate” and who
perform a given action “correctly” (Austin 1975, 16). Although Austin’s theories did not consider this
in the 1950s, these conditions anticipate the question of whether agency might arise from the
performative act. Although the Austinian subject clearly preexists its acts, an examination of how
Austin himself performed his thought suggests that his work anticipated the deconstructive
theories of performativity propounded by Derrida and Butler in which agency comes into existence
performatively.
The success or “felicity” (in Austin’s terms) of the Austinian illocutionary act relies upon the ethos of
the speaker—not only upon his identity, character and ego, but also upon his authority. The
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speaker’s agency is dependent upon his or her presence: “something” is “being done by the person
uttering… at the moment of uttering” (Austin 1975, 60). This requirement is built into the very
grammar of the performative utterance. Explicit performative utterances are all structured with
their verbs in the first person singular present indicative active tense. While Austin later abandoned
the idea of the existence of a grammatical criterion that defines all performative utterances, he did
maintain that they must all be reducible or expandable to this grammatical form.
For literary critic J. Hillis Miller, the authority that Austin enjoyed as a white, male, upper class,
European intellectual who, as White’s Profess of Moral Philosophy, held one of the most prestigious
(and one of only three) Chairs of Philosophy at Oxford guaranteed him certain privileges. First, it
allowed him to segue between the serious tone of his philosophical argumentation and the rather
grotesque examples that characterize his “undertext” (Miller 2001, 14). Miller has identified an
underlying misogyny in How To Do Things With Words. Indeed, Austin’s speaking “I” is implicitly male.
It is the woman who is “taken” as wife and the man who does the taking (Miller 2001, 50–51). Queer
theorists Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Andrew Parker have also drawn attention to the heteronormative implication of exemplifying the marriage ceremony. For them, Austin’s marginalization
of the fictional bespeaks a homophobic rejection of the “perverse” (Sedgwick and Parker 1995, 5).
In any case, Austin’s own privilege is manifested in his theory of performativity, and he embodied
the condition of authority.
Interestingly, however, Pitcher writes that in his lectures, Austin “resorted to no stage effects of any
kind”, and Warnock makes a point of stating that Austin “could not bear histrionics” (Pitcher,
Warnock 1973, 18 and 43). Thus, while Austin enacted his theory of performativity in a performative
manner, it is also notable that he avoided theatricality. In fact, as is well known, Austin completely
excluded the theatrical, and the fictional in general, from his theory of performativity. This is made
clear in the follow paragraph from How To Do Things With Words, which has been cited ad infinitum
by theatre scholars:
… as utterances our performatives are also heir to certain other kinds of ill which
infect all utterances. And these likewise, though again they might be brought into a
more general account, we are deliberately excluding. I mean, for example, the
following: a performative utterance will, for example, be in a peculiar way hollow or
void if said by an actor on the stage, or if introduced in a poem, or spoken in a
soliloquy. This applies in a similar manner to any and every utterance—a seachange in special circumstances. Language in such circumstances is in special
ways—intelligibly—used not seriously but in ways parasitic upon its normal use—
ways which fall under the doctrine of the etiolations of language. All this we are
excluding from consideration. (Austin 1975, 21–22)
Although Derrida’s critique of Austinian performativity clearly demonstrated the problems of
interpretive models based on authorial intention, Austin’s more recent readers have dedicated
much textual space to questioning the motivations behind his choice of the hardly benevolent
terms “parasitic” and “etiolation” (Derrida 1988). Shannon Jackson sees in Austin's work the
propagation of a kind of “anti-theatrical performativity” situated within many “anti-theatrical
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prejudices that have vexed Western intellectual history” (Jackson 2004, 186). For Andrew Parker
and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, the fact that despite Austin’s attempts to marginalize the fictional, he
relied upon it to construct his arguments, demonstrates that performativity has been “from its
inception already infected with queerness” (Parker and Sedgwick 1995, 5). Literary theorist
Shoshana Felman, on the other hand, stages Austin as a rebel of sorts, and accuses his selfprofessed “heirs” (in a footnote she cites John Searle and H.P Grice) of failing to recognize the true
performative dimension of his humor (Felman 2003, 99). For Felman, the performativity of Austin’s
work (what he does with words) lies in his literary allusions and his use of humor (Felman 2003, 48).
Was Austin’s exclusion of the fictional ontological or methodological? Might it have been ironic?
This last suggestion—that it could be ironic—is defended by the abundance of literary allusions
found in How To Do Things With Words. At times explicitly and at other times implicitly, Austin cites
or refers to Cervantes, Euripides, Voltaire, Donne, Whitman, and others. The Shakespearean
echoes are particularly common, with allusions to Ariel's song in The Tempest, to the famous
handkerchief in Othello, and to the pound of flesh in The Merchant of Venice. Thus while Austin
adamantly excludes literature from his theory of performativity, he simultaneously relies upon it
to dramatize his arguments. How, then, are we to reconcile Austin’s clear exclusion of the fictional
with his use of the fictional to expound his argument? And how might we distinguish between his
theatricality and his performativity?
Between Orality and Technologies of Writing:
Performativity’s “Bifurcated History”
Few publications, multiple lecture series given at universities around the world, a tradition of
Thursday evening and Saturday morning meetings, and a talk on the national radio station… the
Austin that emerges from this portrait is one who clearly preferred to produce and disseminate his
research on performative utterances orally, dialogically, collectively, and pedagogically as opposed
to publishing it in written form. Why might this be?
While by our contemporary standards, it might be tempting to attribute Austin’s slim publication
record to his lack of productivity as a scholar, I believe that historical context may help to clarify
how scholarly conditions informed both Austin’s choice of the modes with which he disseminated
his works and the dramaturgical structures he deployed within them. Firstly, it appears that not
publishing was common to the culture of Oxford philosophy at Austin’s time. According to Austin’s
disciple, the American philosopher John Searle, who earned his Ph.D. as a Rhodes scholar at Oxford
and went on to make the most important contribution to the field of speech act theory following
Austin’s death, “Oxford had a long tradition of not publishing during one’s lifetime, indeed it was
regarded as slightly vulgar to publish” (Searle 2007, 227).
Secondly, I maintain that the performativity of Austin’s text is at play, not only with their modes of
production, but with their very dramaturgy. In How To Do Things With Words, Austin offers
scrupulous analyses of everyday language use and envisions multiple taxonomies to sharpen our
understanding of performative utterances. The text unfolds in a temporality of the now. Austin
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leads his readers through a series of methodological steps, often working by processes of exclusion
in order to push an idea to its limits. We thus observe the philosopher thinking in the present tense,
and we think alongside him in real time. Throughout the exposition of his ideas, Austin repeatedly
confronts impasses. We, as his readers, become spectators to the dramatization of both the
construction of his ideas and their breakdown, as in the case of the theoretical collapse of the
performative/constative binary. Since Austin had already worked through these logical processes
before the lectures were given, he clearly chose to restage them for his audience. This choice
required a narrative form of writing that emphasized the processual nature of performativity.
J. Hillis Miller calls attention to the fact that Austin's work is situated within a strong philosophical
tradition, reminding us that Plato's Dialogues also continually end at impasses in which Socrates
proposed that they must take up the subject again at a later time. Miller cites the end of Protagoras,
in which Socrates realized that virtue cannot be taught, as a parallel to Austin's inexhaustible
attempts at reaching his goal (Miller 2001, 23). For Judith Butler, Austin displays “compulsive efforts
to scrap the latest conceptual architectonic in favor of a new one”. She goes on to say that: “He is
not sure of his way, and he leaves the legacy of his misfires on the page for us to read” (Butler in
Felman 2013, 121). Shoshana Felman affirms this, observing that: “Austin's research is modeled on
anaphora, on repetition and beginnings”, and that a finite goal or conclusion is never reached. For
her, the fact of needing to constantly begin again puts the very act of research into the realm of
the performative, as opposed to the constative (Felman 2013, 42–3). The performative nature of
research is only heightened when the research concerns the concept of performativity, which
Austin himself had shown could not be judged by its truth conditions. As Felman asks: “How,
indeed, might one find the truth of that which, as such, deconstructs the criterion of truth itself?”
(Felman 2013, 43).
In this sense, despite his dogged pursuit of clarity, Austin clearly avoided traditional, formal, and
logical structures. One could say that he never arrives at propounding an argument, per se, ending
his lecture, as I have mentioned, by offering to his readers “the real fun of applying it in philosophy”
(Austin 1975, 164). Within this invitation, or solicitation, we may unearth a dialogical impulse, but
also a pedagogical one. Austin was known to be an excellent teacher, and his influence was surely
more widespread in this domain than it was through his publications. Austin began teaching
philosophy at Oxford in 1935 and continued until his death. According to Berlin, it was his first
classes that marked “the true beginning of Austin’s career as an independent thinker” (Berlin 1973,
8). Commenting on the fact that Austin proposes to “make a fresh start on the problem” of defining
the performative utterance half-way through How To Do Things With Words, Warnock reminds us
that: “in lecturing, Austin was not merely expounding, he was teaching” (Austin 1975, 91 and
Warnock 1989, 106). Clearly, Austin felt that this method of guiding his students and readers
through a re-enactment of his thought process would be more effective than offering a constructed,
linear, and teleological argument.
Austin first introduced his theory of the performative utterance within the context of a seminar.
He continued to develop his ideas over the course of multiple lecture series, beginning with “Words
and Deeds”, and followed by the William James Lectures, which were in turn reused in later lectures
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at Oxford. In a sense, each communication was like a public performance of a work-in-progress.
Austin’s writing process was an iterative one, in which oral and written communications fed back
into each other, as in a loop. As such, his text was always already spoken, just as his speaking voice
was always already textualized. This circular and iterative mechanics continued after Austin’s
death, with the eventual publication of How To Do Things With Words. That the book exists at all in
its final published form owes everything to its editors; the text we have today, in which we situate
the origin of performativity, is in fact a highly hybrid object.
The history of How To Do Things With Words, however, is not so uncommon. This is a point Martin
Puchner made in his opening keynote at the colloquium “Theatre, Performance, Philosophy:
Crossings and Transfers in Anglo-American Thought”. Over the course of history, Puchner recalled,
prophets often disseminated their teachings orally. As a result, many historical texts were in fact
“written” by the students of the master after his or her death. Citing Jesus, Muhammad, and
Socrates as ancient precedents, and Lacan and de Saussure as their contemporary equivalents,
Puchner proposes that a closer look at these “scenes of instruction” could serve to problematize
the priority or originality of the oral over the written word (Puchner 2014).
I would suggest that the production history of How To Do Things With Words situates performativity
in what Puchner has labeled the “bifurcated history” of philosophy and theatre between orality and
technologies of writing (Puchner 2014). Simply put, there is no single author of the inaugural text
on the performative utterance, just as there is no “pure” performative utterance. In this way, the
history of performativity may be said to complicate the very notion of authorship. While just a
decade later, poststructuralist thinkers such as Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and Jacques
Derrida would deconstruct the relationship between the author and the text, Austin stood on the
cusp of modernism and postmodernism, anticipating these critiques. As J. Hillis Miller suggests,
Austin both propounded a theory dependent upon the Cartesian ego and the full consciousness
of the speaking subject, and at the same time engaged in a practice that troubled these notions
(Miller 2001, 29).
My study of the contexts and methods through which Austin produced and disseminated his work
on performative utterances has demonstrated how they complicate the notion of authority that
Austin stipulated as a condition of a successful performative. It has also served to invalidate the
narrative of the poor philosopher who published little. By rewriting this history, I offer up a portrait
of a J.L. Austin engaged in a pragmatic practice in which philosophy is context. Austin clearly
preferred dialogic, social, collective means of “doing” philosophy to the solitary practice of writing
and publishing single-authored books that dominates academia today. His praxis of linguistic
phenomenology may be best summed up in Austin’s own words: “It takes two to make a truth”
(Austin 1961, 92 note 1). Said in another way, Austin put into play his philosophy about
performativity performatively. Performativity is haunted at its inception, by parasites, by literature,
by the Other, by the ghosts that Austin tried so hard to exorcise, yet that—on some level of
consciousness—he simultaneously allowed, or perhaps even summoned up, to haunt his
philosophical voice.
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To Be and Not To Be: Hauntology and the Metaphysics of the Voice
MARCELLUS
Peace, break thee off; look, where it comes again!
BERNARDO
In the same figure, like the king that's dead.
MARCELLUS
Thou art a scholar; speak to it, Horatio.
Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act I, Scene I
It is these ghosts—both Austin’s ghost and the ghosts that haunt his ghost—that I hope to
encounter through the medium of Austin’s voice as I sit down to listen to the recording of
“Performatives”. As it turns out, however, I am not seduced by Austin’s voice. His nasal, tenor
tonality has something of a distancing effect on me. I am, on the other hand, quite affected by the
experience. This is perhaps due to my knowledge that Austin died only three months after he
delivered the Gothenburg lecture. Housed in these sound bytes, then, is the last known public,
sonic record of his existence. To borrow a term from Derrida’s semantic repertoire, the recording
I am listening to represents a “trace”— “the mark of an anterior presence” (Spivak in Derrida 1997,
xv). As Derrida described it, “a trace is never present, fully present, by definition; it inscribes in itself
the reference to the specter of something else” (Derrida 2005, 151).
The specter of something else. But what is this elusive “something else”? What if this “something
else” only refers me to another spectral object and throws me into an eternal chain of citational
hauntings? Here, I recall the words of performance studies scholar Peggy Phelan who alluded to
Freud when describing the difficulties of unearthing the relationship between the primary and the
copy: “Any search for an origin is hysterical” (Phelan 2014). Like Derrida’s specter, Austin’s voice is
marked by a temporal ambiguity that attests to his “having-been present in a past now” (Derrida
1988, 20). But what if he never manifests or makes himself present again? As I write this, I feel
somewhat guilty, for the last thing I would want to do is offend a ghost….
MARCELLUS
It is offended.
BERNARDO
See, it stalks away!
HORATIO
Stay! speak, speak! I charge thee, speak!
Exit Ghost
Hamlet, Act I, Scene I
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In his literary analysis, Miller portrays Austin as a man “who has exorcised a ghost only to find that
it keeps coming back” and states that “literature is the ghost that haunts How to Do Things with
Words”. He refers to the “ghost of poetry that cannot be exorcised”, and claims that Austin's literary
allusions involve “an intrusive apparition of the etiolated”. It is said that literature “keeps rising from
the dead” (Miller 2001, 18, 37, 49, 40, respectively).
The figure of the ghost is, of course, a common trope within performance studies discourse. Within
these analyses, one particularly famous ghost makes a regular (re)appearance: that of Hamlet’s
Father. Performance studies scholar Richard Schechner, for one, references Laurence Olivier's
production of Hamlet in his well-known formula of double-negativity, the “not not me”, which
describes the scripted nature of performance and ritual. There, he suggests that when on stage,
Olivier both is and is not Hamlet, and that as such his words both do and do not belong to him, just
as they do and do not belong to Shakespeare and to Hamlet (Schechner 1985, 92).
In his 1993 work of political philosophy, Specters of Marx, Derrida makes multiple allusions to
Hamlet, thereby inviting us to consider the parallel between the ghost of an ideology haunting
Europe and the ghost that haunts Shakespeare’s protagonist. There, Derrida introduces his
concept of “hauntology”—a homophone for “ontology” in French— in order to describe the
paradoxical state of physical absence and immaterial presence with which the ghost is imbued.
In its negotiation between presence and absence, the voice may be said to be inherently
“hauntological”. It strikes me that performativity resides at the locus of the same series of binary
oppositions as the voice—those of presence and absence, materiality and immateriality,
discursivity and corporeality, speech and writing, lack and excess. Austin’s performative voice (a
voice which vehicles a discourse about performativity) is produced by and within his body, yet it
escapes and exceeds it.
In his famous essay “The Grain of the Voice”, Roland Barthes theorizes the space of “encounter” or
“friction” between language and voice as something that transcends the linguistic by implicating
the “materiality of the body” (Barthes 1977, 182). There, he gives the name of the “grain” to “the
body in the voice as it sings, the hand as it writes, the limb as it performs” (Barthes 1977, 182).
Within this wonderful formula, we may understand the grain of the voice as the intersection
between orality, writing, and performance—the three elements at play within Austinian
performativity. Austin’s voice (which is both spoken and written) emerges through a process of
writing (which is also speech). However, as I listen to Austin’s lecture, I realize that unlike the
apparition of Hamlet’s father who, in the opening scene of the play is visible, but mute, Austin’s
ghost is invisible, but audible. He speaks, albeit acousmatically.
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Acousmatic Sound: Reliving an “Ancient Tradition”
MARCELLUS
What, has this thing appear'd again to-night?
BERNARDO
I have seen nothing.

Enter Ghost
Hamlet, Act I, Scene I
In 1955 (the same year that Austin gave the celebrated William James Lectures), the French
composer and founder of concrete music Pierre Schaeffer published an article in which he used
the term “acousmatic” to describe the experience of hearing a sound whose productive source is
not visible. Shaeffer explains that the term, whose etymology derives from the Greek word
ἀκουσματικοί (akousmatikos) that stems from the root ἀκούω (akouō, “I hear”), was originally
attributed to the uninitiated auditors (i.e. disciples) of the ancient Greek philosopher Pythagoras.
Legend holds that the students in Pythagoras’ sect underwent three years of training followed by
five years of silence before they were elevated to the status of the mathêmatikoi, or the learned.
During this probationary period, the disciples were obliged to listen to their master’s lectures from
behind a black curtain. Only the initiated were privy to the ritualistic ceremonies of the
Pythagorean order that took place behind this mysterious veil. Only they were permitted to see
their master. The uninitiated were obliged to listen acousmatically.
For Schaeffer, the “ancient tradition” of Pythagoras and his students finds its contemporary
equivalent in modern technologies such as the radio and the phonograph, where seeing and
listening are dissociated (Schaeffer 2004, 77). Schaeffer describes the acousmatic experience in
terms evocative of a Husserlian phenomenological reduction. By bracketing out the thing-in-itself
and concentrating on the thing-as-perceived, the listener achieves a heightened awareness of the
content of perception. What emerges is a “sound object” (un objet sonore) that “marks the
perceptive reality of sound as such, as distinguished from the modes of its production and
transmission” (Schaeffer 2004, 77).
The French film critic Michel Chion takes up Schaeffer’s work on acousmatic sound in his 1999 book
The Voice in Cinema, noting that because hearing (as opposed to vision) is omnidirectional, “the
acousmêtre is everywhere” (Chion 1999, 24). Chion posits a ubiquitous voice – one that is both
omniscient and omnipotent, and therefore evocative of the voice of God. Much as how, in the
context of the cinema, acousmatic voice emanates from the hors champs, Pythagoras’ voice is said
to have instructed his disciples from behind a screen, imbuing him with a godly and disembodied
quality.
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With his 2014 Sound Unseen: Acousmatic Sound in Theory and Practice, musicologist Brian Kane offers
an impressive and fastidious study of the phenomenon of acousmatic sound that exposes many
of the myths about the Pythagorean school as apocryphal. In chapter two of his book, Kane
forcefully demonstrates that none of the ancient texts on Pythagoras make mention of the veil
behind which the philosopher allegedly taught. 4 In fact, drawing on the Syrian neoplatonic
philosopher Iambuchus, who reports that the Pythagoreans spoke in a deliberately cryptic manner,
Kane reveals that the veil in question may well have been figural or allegorical, and not literal.
Kane’s hypothesis is that Schaeffer and his followers perpetuated a very selective account of the
Pythagorean legend with which they could mimetically identify.
Such myths constitue, as Kane points out, what French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy calls “primal
scenes”—scenes that act as “founding fiction(s)” about our cultural origins: “Concentrated within
the idea of myth is perhaps the entire presentation on the part of the West to appropriate its own
origin, or to take away its secret, so that it can at last identify itself, absolutely, around its own
pronouncement and its own birth” (Nancy 1991, 53). More poignant than uncovering the historical
“truth” about the “origin” of the Pythagorean veil, at least for my own purposes here, is to question
this desire to identify a precise origin.
Over two millennia later, far removed both spatially and temporally from ancient Greece, I, too,
engage in an acousmatic experience by listening to Austin’s lecture from behind the veil of a sonic
screen. Like the proponents of electronic music discussed above, I, too, am inclined to narrate my
affective, phenomenological experience by evoking the mythical acousmatikoi. Aligning my
experience with theirs gives me the impression that I am restaging, or even reliving, an ancient
tradition.
My encounter with Austin began with a performative action: the conjuring of a ghost. Once graced
with its (hauntological) presence, I became part of a secondary audience of listeners who
experienced Austin’s teachings not viva voce, but like the students in the myth of Pythagoras,
acousmatically. As I perform silence, the disembodied voice of the tape recording exits the
speakers of my laptop computer. When Austin “speaks”, it is through a form of ghostly ventriloquy,
and my home becomes “unheimlich” as this familiar stranger enters the space. 5
I was informed by the generous professors at the University of Gothenburg that there were many
complications in digitalizing the recording of Austin’s lecture due to the fragile state of the original
tape. Furthermore, because of the unusual speed at which the lecture was recorded, it had first to
be slowed down and then sped up in order to recreate the original tempo of Austin’s voice. Finally,
because the mp3 file was too large, it had to be ripped in a smaller bitrate and converted into mono
so that it could be sent to me via email. What I am listening to, then, is an object that has been
highly manipulated in order to achieve the effect of the natural or the original. As Schaeffer argues,
“…although it is materialized by the magnetic tape [here the mp3], the object….is not on the tape
either. What is on the tape is only the magnetic trace of a signal” (Schaeffer 2004, 79).
In 1959, this recording saved Austin’s signifiers from disappearing immediately after their
utterance. Severed from their origin, they continue to act in the absence of their productive source.
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The uncanny technology of sound reproduction enables the voice to continue to perform and to
exert agency in the absence, and even after the death, of its author. Applying Schechner’s formula
of double negativity to Schaeffer’s theorization of a recording as a magnetic trace of a signal, the
sonorous object with which I interact may be said to be “not not Austin”. (It both and is not Austin).
The recording deconstructs the hierarchy between source and signal. It also produces a substitute
body—one that is both technological and textualized.
As I listen to Austin’s embodied/disembodied/re-embodied voice (which he might have described
with his famous term “etiolated”), it strikes me that his parasite—the ghost of fiction—has come
back to haunt him, although in another sense than Miller proposed. The technology through which
Austin disseminated his lecture eventually turned him into a ghost. This, then, is the fundamental
uncanniness of telecommunications. Speech (which is always already writing) circles back on itself
and becomes yet another form of writing. Because it is produced by and within the body, the voice
gives the impression of a direct and intimate link to the subjectivity, and even the very flesh, of the
other. But at the same time, it is marked by an absence, a lack, and the impossibility of this
connection. Austin seems displaced, and my efforts to reach him seem increasingly to be in vain.

In the recording, Austin’s lecture is followed by a question and answer session, in which his voice
is absorbed into a sea of other voices and ambient noises from the room. A door creaks open or
closed. There is laughter, commotion. These sounds are in turn muffled by various parasites such
as static and feedback from the microphone. The last intelligible sentence is spoken, not by Austin,
but by one of his interlocutors. Addressing Austin in a strong, Swedish accent, the unknown voice
asks: “where are you going after…?”
With that, the recording cuts off. Once again, I find myself surrounded by silence and by another
kind of absence. The ghost is gone. Or is it? And so I end as I began: with a consciousness of
consciousness, and with the waiting for an apparition. “Any search for an origin is hysterical”.
Full stop.
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Notes
1

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Prof. Peter Johnson, Director of Studies, and Prof. Christina

Thomsen Thörnqvist, Senior Lecturer and Associate Professor at the Department of Philosophy, Linguistics and
Theory of Science at the University of Gothenberg for their generosity and efficiency.
2

In her book The Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J.L. Austin, or Seduction in Two Lanugages,
Shoshana Felman confesses that she is seduced by Austin’s writing.
3

As with the lives of many academics of that era, Austin’s career was interrupted by the war. Austin served as a
decoder in the British Intelligence Corps for a period of six years, contributing enormously to the D-Day intelligence
project. He left the army as a highly decorated lieutenant.
4

In addition to Aristotle, Kane looks to the uncited text by the Syrian neoPlatonic philosopher Iamblichus (c. 245–
325 C.E.) who influenced both Schaeffer and Diderot’s accounts of acousmatics and Clement of Alexandria’s
(c.150-c215 C.E.) Stromateis.

5

In his famous article “Das Unheimliche” (first published in German in 1919), Sigmund Freud introduced the
concept of the “unheimliche” or the “uncanny” to qualify the cognitive dissonance produced within a subject who
experiences the return of something that is simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar. See: Freud, Sigmund, “The
Uncanny”, The Uncanny, David McLintock (trans.), New York: Penguin Books, 2003.
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DISJOINTED CONFESSIONS: ADIKIA AND RADICAL
DERADICALIZATION IN SCHLINGENSIEF’S HAMLET
JANUS C. CURRIE INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR

The time is out of joint. The world is going badly.
Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx (2006)

Giving and forgiving have an essential relation to time—it binds forgiveness to the
past but is granted in the present of the present.
Jacques Derrida, Forgiving the Unforgiveable (1999)

In 2001, in Zürich and then later in Berlin, German filmmaker, theatre director and performance
artist Christoph Schlingensief staged a version of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which he subtitled: This is
Your Family—Nazi-Line. The play was conceptualized as an alternative to German Interior Minister
Otto Schily’s federal deradicalization programme designed to help ‘redemptive’ neo-Nazis
reintegrate into society. Schlingensief used Hamlet as a vehicle, a way into what could be called
‘radical deradicalization’. This is to say that the form of his project—his inventive staging of
Hamlet—is radical, but the outcome involves the participants endeavouring to deradicalize from
neo-Nazi ideology. Schlingensief’s staging of Hamlet retains, for the most part, a historical set and
traditional 14th-15th century costuming; however, sheets of swastika wallpaper are included in the
set and swastika flags sometimes flank the stage. This is intended to give the appearance that a
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‘historical’ version of Hamlet is being performed in the Nazi era. Through much of the performance
Schlingensief makes use of an audiotape of a 1962 version of Hamlet and frequently has his actors
move their lips while this audio track is playing in the background. In this 1962 version, Gustaf
Gründgens, a prominent actor in Nazi Germany plays the eponymous role. It will become clear that
Gründgens’ link to the Nazi party makes the decision to use this audiotape significant.
Schlingensief’s replication of the 1962 version is dramatically disrupted in the famous mousetrap
scene (Act III, scene II). Usually this scene involves a play within the play of Hamlet itself in which
Hamlet instructs a group of actors performing for King Claudius, Queen Gertrude and numerous
courtiers to act out a play, Murder of Gonzago, in which a king is murdered by his brother, who goes
on to marry the queen. Hamlet aims to force his uncle Claudius to confess to fratricide, or at least
gauge from his reaction whether he killed Hamlet’s father. In Schlingensief’s production the players
who then enter the stage ostensibly to perform the play-within-a-play are a group of ‘redemptive
neo-Nazis’ attempting to separate themselves from the right-wing scene, dressed in contemporary
fascistic-style clothing: bomber jackets, white-laced Dr. Martin boots, white braces, long black
leather coats, etc. Although this scene remains one of confession, it is not the confession of
Claudius that has primacy here, but that of the six redemptive neo-Nazis. Each of them shares their
own personal experiences with the audience, both from the stage and amongst the seated crowd.
By staging this encounter between the apparently redemptive neo-Nazis and the audience, who
are given the opportunity to ask questions of the six men, Schlingensief is trying create a space in
which a process of deradicalization and reintegration can be set in motion. He is forcing the
audience to confront the extremist elements of their society, but also giving them the opportunity
to ‘forgive’ these neo-Nazis for their ‘sins’ in order for a proper reintegration and deradicalization
to occur.
Schlingensief’s production also attempts to comment on and create debate about the ‘rottenness’
of the State, to refer back to Shakespeare’s famous line, not just Switzerland where this production
was initially staged, but also in the surrounding countries, which had all witnessed increased the
approval ratings and growing influence of far-right parties. Furthermore, this coincided, as Slavoj
Žižek suggests, with a mainstreaming of anti-immigration politics in Europe in the early part of the
21st century, specifically the tendency of the main parties in Holland, Germany, France, Austria, etc.,
to embrace xenophobic platforms that were previously associated with the fringe far-right parties.
Žižek argues that this is part of a politics of fear, a result of the predominant mode of politics today,
which he calls post-political biopolitics (2008, 34). By post-political, Žižek points to the popular belief
that contemporary politics has left behind the ideological struggles of much of the 20th century and
instead is able to concentrate on high-level management and administration. His use of the term
biopolitics in this context refers to the regulation of security (34). He goes on to argue that
with the depoliticised, socially objective, expert administration and coordination of
interests as the zero level of politics, the only way to introduce passion into this
field, to actively mobilise people, is through fear, a basic constituent of today’s
subjectivity. For this reason, bio-politics is ultimately a politics of fear. (Žižek 2008,
34)
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Although Schlingensief’s Hamlet is a reaction to a politics of fear in contemporary Europe, I argue
that it does more than reproduce fear as a means of impassioning the political field. Rather, his
production attempts to combat the politics of fear through a notion of giving and forgiving which
could be seen to align with Jacques Derrida’s thinking in Specters of Marx (2006), which also uses
Hamlet as a point of departure to suggest that contemporary political discussions must be haunted
by the spectre of Marx, from whom we can inherit the philosophy of responsibility and the spirit
of radical critique (60–63). What I will do here is address Schlingensief’s production by analyzing
the work through the conceptual rubric of adikia (disjointure, dislocation, injustice) and dike
(jointure, ordering, justice), concepts which can be traced back to the oldest extant Greek text, the
Anaximander fragment, but which are also pivotal to the themes and language of the play Hamlet.
Drawing on Martin Heidegger’s and Derrida’s re-evaluations of the Anaximander fragment, I will
relate these concepts to the contemporary political scene and illustrate how Schlingensief’s work
attempts to intervene in the adikia caused by a current politics of fear.
The Anaximander fragment is considered to be the oldest extant Greek text and thus the oldest
(partial) text of the Western philosophic tradition. 1 Charles H. Kahn argues that “[w]hat the system
of Anaximander represents for us is nothing less than the advent, in the West at any rate, of a
rational outlook on the natural world” (1960, 7). The small fragment that I will quote shortly is the
only piece of his written work that remains. Both Kahn and Costas Douzinas (2010, 87) suggest that
this piece of writing is of central importance to Heidegger’s philosphy, as he uses the Anaximander
fragment, and other early Greek writings by Heraclitus and Parmenides, to refocus the question of
being, which he considers to be neglected in much of the metaphysical tradition.

On the first page of his discussion of the fragment, Heidegger quotes both Friedrich Nietzsche’s
and Hermann Diels’ translations of Anaximander, not only as a means to show the “different
intentions and procedures” (1975, 14) from which the translations arose but also as an impetus to
take “each word of the fragment seriously” (Krell 1975, 11). Nietzsche’s translation appears in
Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks in an essay on the Preplatonic philosophers; it was
published posthumously in 1903, although originally written in 1873 (Heidegger 1975, 13). Diels
was a scholar of the ancient Sophists and is considered to have popularized the term Presocratic
(Vorsokratiker in German); his translation of Anaximander also appeared in 1903 in Fragments of
the Presocratics (Heidegger 1975, 13–14). The quotations cited here have also undergone another
process of interpretation through the translation from German into English by David Farrell Krell
and Frank A. Capuzzi. The English version of Nietzsche’s translation reads: “Whence things have
their origin, they must also pass away according to necessity; for they must pay penalty and be
judged for their injustice, according to the ordinance of time” (Heidegger 1975, 13; my emphasis).
Diels’ translation reads as follows: “But that from which things arise also gives rise to their passing
away, according to what is necessary; for things render justice and pay penalty to one another for
their injustice, according to the ordinance of time” (Heidegger 1975, 13; my emphasis). 2
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I have added emphasis to the translations of dike (justice, penalty) and adikia (injustice) to focus on
elements which, it will become clear in Heidegger’s “violent interpretation” (Krell 1975, 11), have
strong connections with the language of Hamlet. Both Nietzsche and Diels follow the traditional
translations of dike and adikia, which are based on goddesses from ancient Greek mythology. The
best-known image of these goddesses (or personifications of concepts) is Dike throttling the ugly
and blotch-faced Adikia while beating her with a stick (Webster 1954). In this image Dike is thus
rendering justice and forcing Adikia to pay penalty for her injustice. Heidegger argues that,
although justice and injustice may be literal translations of dike and adikia, they are not necessarily
faithful. Rather, Heidegger asserts that one should think of these terms as something closer to
jointure and order on the one hand, and disjointure and disorder on the other. He states,
The fragment clearly says that what is present is in adikia, i.e. is out of joint.
However, that cannot mean that things no longer come to presence. But neither
does it say that what is present is only occasionally, or perhaps only with respect to
some one of its properties, out of joint. The fragment says: what is present as such,
being what it is, is out of joint. To presencing as such jointure must belong, thus
creating the possibility of its being out of joint. What is present is that which lingers
awhile. (Heidegger 1975, 41)
The ‘awhile’ for Heidegger is transitional; it lingers between approach and withdrawal, between
what he describes as the two folds of absence where something comes to presence: “In this
‘between’ whatever lingers awhile is joined” (Heidegger 1975, 41). The ‘between’ is therefore
jointure, in the sense of the join and order, as it belongs to whatever lingers awhile. This is a key
aspect of Heidegger’s ontology: the presence of being involves a lingering, a coming to presence
or ‘presencing’ between the here and the there, between the approach and the withdrawal. At
times Heidegger also describes the being of language in a similar vein. Indeed, in an essay “The
Way to Language” he articulates the design of the being of language as such: “Speaking, qua saying
something, belongs to the design of the being of language, the design which is pervaded by all
modes saying and of what is said, in which everything present or absent announces, grants or
refutes itself, shows itself or withdraws” (Heidegger 1982, 122). Again, the absences and
withdrawals become key to his formulation of being language qua language, as does his
foregrounding of showing as coming to presence that is so prevalent in his interpretation of
Anaximander.
In Heidegger’s understanding of dike, presencing, or coming to presence, comes about in jointure:
The jointure belongs to whatever lingers awhile, which in turn belongs in the
jointure. The jointure is order. Dike, thought of on the basis of being as presencing,
is the ordering and enjoining of order. (Heidegger 1975, 43)
Heidegger’s original German version reads:
Die Fuge gehört zum Je-Weiligen, das ist die Fuge gehört. Fuge ist der Fug. Dike, aus
dem Sein, als Anwesen gedacht, ist der fugend-fügende fug. (Heidegger 1994, 357;
my emphasis)
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Heidegger’s wordplay on ‘fuge’, ‘fügend’ and ‘fug’ creates a metaphor of, or at least has linguistic
links to, carpentry, building and construction and thus also introduces the sense of bringing
something quite materially into being. In his ruminations on language Heidegger also uses
metaphors of building and growing to ascribe the unity of the being of language as design. He
posits: “The “sign” in design (Latin signum) is related to secare to cut—as in saw, sector and segment.
To design is to cut a trace” (Heidegger 1982, 122). Yet he further argues “we make a design when
we cut a furrow into the soil to open it to seed and growth” (122). Indeed, for Heidegger, the way
to language is a process of building, of creating a path, of continually providing the way and being
the way (130). Fugend is the present participle of fugen, which means joining, grouting or linking,
while die Fuge means joint, interstice, gap, or seam. Later, it will become clear that Derrida,
developing on from Heidegger, uses the metaphor of the hinge in a similar vein, as it suggests the
joining and coming together of two things but also highlights the importance of the gap and the
seam-in-between in this jointure. Fügend, a different word in German, is the present participle of
fügen, which similarly suggests assembling, joining, connecting and fitting, but it is important to
note that ‘sich fügen’ means to conform or comply. Der Fug is commonly used in the phrase mit Fug
und Recht, which means ‘rightly so,’ ‘within rights,’ or how things ‘ought to be’. While das Recht
denotes law, justice and authorization, der Fug is generally not used as a stand-alone word,
appearing only in certain formulations, such as mit Fug und Recht, to connote ‘right’ or ‘entitlement.’
Fug also has roots in the Middle High German word ‘vuoc(-ges)’, meaning craftsmanship and
commensurability, which can be seen in the antonym that is still in use, Unfug, used to designate
something being inappropriate or incommensurable. Thus, for Heidegger, jointure and enjoining
of order suggest a constructive process of linking and fitting together, an assembling in which the
seam or hinge is still present, while also connoting that this process is one that puts things in the
‘right’ order, how they ‘ought to be.’
Adikia, on the other hand, is the absence of dike, the absence of order and jointure. It occurs when
all is not right with things, when things are out of joint or dislocated (aus den Fugen) or not going as
they ought to (aus den Fugen gehen). As Derrida points out, when the time is out of joint, “something
in the present is not going well, it is not going as it ought to go” (2006, 27). Adikia also suggests a
process without care, something reckless. Heidegger argues that the presencing that comes about
through the jointure of that which lingers awhile between the here and there can overcome the
recklessness present in adikia. He states, “Insofar as beings which linger awhile give order, each
being thereby lets reck belong to the other, lets reck pervade its relationship with the others” (1975,
47). The now archaic word ‘reck’, the opposite of ‘reckless’ (that is tantamount to ‘wreck’ for that
matter), suggests taking care or having care in relation to others. In his attempt to be faithful rather
than literal to the poetics of the fragment, Heidegger posits that care, order and jointure, rather
than judgement and the paying of penalties, are the means of overcoming the presence of adikia.
His translation of the Anaximander fragment is thus significantly different from that of Nietzsche
or Diels. The translation, furthermore, is withheld until the end of Heidegger’s essay and thus is
continually deferred, perhaps suggesting that the journey to reach the final translation should
prove as important as the translation itself.
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Heidegger’s translation reads “… along the lines of usage; for they let order and thereby also reck
belong to one another (in the surmounting) of disorder” (1975, 57). 3 One will notice that
Heidegger’s translation is shorter than both Diels’ and Nietzsche’s, which, according to Michael
Eldred, is due to the fact that what Heidegger quotes is considered by contemporary philologists
to be genuinely Anaximander’s words. Furthermore, Eldred reminds us that in his translation
Heidegger returns to an earlier meaning of the Greek word ti/sij, which Nietzsche and Diels have
translated as Buße. Rather than ‘penalty’ and hence punishment as Buße connotes, Eldred states
that Heidegger claims the word used to mean ‘estimation’ or ‘esteem’. In other words, Heidegger
has inverted the meaning of that phrase from the negative (penalty) to the positive (reck and care).
In Specters of Marx (2006), Derrida returns to Heidegger’s reading of Anaximander and agrees, in
general, with Heidegger’s ontological positioning. However, he attempts to bring to the centre the
disjointure of adikia that he maintains is sidelined in Heidegger’s overemphasis on jointure and
care (32). Indeed, Derrida foregrounds the dislocation and disjointure of and in Being which he
finds to be passed over too quickly in Heidegger. But what is important here, for my purposes, is
how Derrida frames the idea of adikia as disjointure and disorder and dike as jointure and order
whilst still retaining, or at least not completely separating them from, the traditional notions of
injustice and justice. I wish to focus on Derrida’s reassessment of what he suggests Heidegger
invokes yet underplays: that is, justice (and jointure) should be thought of as a gift and not an act
of vengeance or a punishment. These ideas are of course key to a play that deals with the
problematic nature of trying to put things right, trying to re-join that which is disjointed through
the act of vengeance.
In Act I, scene V of Hamlet, Hamlet first encounters the ghost of his murdered father. The former
king tells young Hamlet that his brother Claudius poisoned him in order take the throne and marry
Hamlet’s mother Gertrude. He commands Hamlet to swear on his sword that he will avenge his
father’s death to put things right, back in order, in the rotten state of Denmark. Hamlet swears to
this act, yet soon after bemoans this new-found responsibility, uttering the famous line: “The time
is out of joint. O cursed spite, that ever I was born to set it right.” In Derrida’s analysis of this scene
he points out:
Hamlet does not curse so much the corruption of the age. He curses first of all and
instead this unjust effect of the disorder, namely, the fate that would have destined
him, Hamlet, to put a dislocated time back in its hinges—and to put it back right, to
turn it back over to the law. He curses his mission: to do justice to a de-mission of
time. He swears against destiny that leads him to do justice for a fault, a fault of
time and of the times, by rectifying an address, by making of rectitude and right (“to
set it right”) a movement of correction, reparation, restitution, vengeance, revenge,
punishment. (Derrida 2006, 23)
Hamlet is thus lamenting the fact of having to carry out a punishment, just as he complains about
the notion that justice, putting things right, must come through vengeance. He bemoans the
punishment of having to punish, of rendering justice through penalty for another’s injustice. For
Derrida then, it is Hamlet, before Heidegger, who problematizes dike as rendering justice by
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avenging the injustice of adikia. As I have mentioned, this is the manner in which Nietzsche and
Diels interpreted the Anaximander fragment, as rendering justice through vengeance for injustice,
and it is this process which Hamlet begrudgingly undertakes. What Derrida attempts to do, through
a rereading of Heidegger, is to separate the idea of justice and ‘putting something right’ from that
of vengeance and punishment. In a departure from his predecessors, Derrida radically suggests
that dike is a matter of giving. It is not a gift in and of itself; rather, Derrida argues that to put right
adikia must involve a gift and not a punishment. He states that there “is first of all a gift without
restitution, without calculation, without accountability” (2006, 30). He suggests that Heidegger’s
examination of the Anaximander fragment sets this groundwork, so to speak, for this
conceptualization of the gift, and “removes such a gift from any horizon of culpability, of debt, of
right, and even, perhaps, of duty” (2006, 30). He further argues that Heidegger wants to “wrest it
away from that experience of vengeance whose idea, he says, remains ‘the opinion of those who
equate the just (Gerechte) with the Avenged (das Gerächte)’” (30). I would suggest that Schlingensief’s
Hamlet plays out these tensions between dike (as order, jointure, justice and as a gift) and adikia
(disjointure, disorder and injustice) on both inter- and extra-textual levels.
Schlingensief’s Hamlet can be seen as peripherally related to a larger group of projects and
deradicalization programmes designed to help right-wing extremists ‘drop out’ of the neo-Nazi
scene and integrate back into society. In a Dutch study conducted in 2006 for Racism and Extremism
Monitor, researchers gave a report on different deradicalization programmes in Germany in order
to generate ideas for similar programmes in the Netherlands. The report was one of the first
studies to take an in-depth look at these deradicalization programmes, as the German government
did not make public figures about or evaluations of the numerous programmes (Grunenberg and
van Donselaar 2006). At the time the report was published in 2006 there were approximately
40,000 right-wing extremists across the country (Grunenberg and van Donselaar 2006, 102). In
Germany a division is made between four different forms of right-wing extremism: political parties,
violent right-wing skinheads, neo-Nazi groups (Kameradschaften, who are more politically and
ideologically focused than the skinhead groups), and political commentators (Grunenberg and van
Donselaar 2006, 103). In an attempt to curb the impact of these groups, whose adherents commit
around 30 criminal offenses per day, numerous governmental and non-governmental, federal and
state-wide ‘drop-out’ programmes were established around Germany from 2000 onwards
(Grunenberg and van Donselaar 2006,102). Schlingensief’s project was set up as a counterpoint
action to the official Exit programme set up in that year by then Federal Minister of the Interior
Otto Schily (SPD). 4 Following his own axiom that “art ought to be more political and politics more
artful” (Schlingensief quoted in Gade 2010, 89) Schlingensief’s project was an attempt to gauge
whether theatre, in a small way, could contribute to the process of deradicalization. Indeed, I argue
that Schlingensief’s Hamlet is a radicalization of the play through its disjoining and fracturing in
order to encourage a ‘real-life’ deradicalization. Through a connection with the well-known Austrian
actor and director Peter Kern, who played Claudius and would later direct a documentary about
the production of Hamlet, six neo-Nazis who were prepared to sever their ties with the extremist
scene contacted Schlingensief and arranged a meeting with him in Zürich (Lemmer 2011, 257).
Once Schlingensief could assess that the participants were serious about ‘dropping out’, a six-week
rehearsal process began. As a method of promoting the project and alongside preparation for the
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actual performance, street actions were also held to draw attention to some of the xenophobic
policies of the Swiss People’s Party (SVP [Schweizerische Volkspartei]). 5
I would argue that Schlingensief’s decision to adapt Hamlet and use this particular play, as part of
his Nazi-Line ‘drop-out’ project that encourages deradicalization, is significant for three key
reasons: the themes of the play, the production history of Hamlet in Germany and the idea of
confession. Firstly, the themes of the play itself, spectres of the past haunting the present, directly
relate to popular motifs in Schlingensief’s work. For instance, Bitte liebt Österreich (2000) was an
action/public performance in which Schlingensief drew parallels between the political language of
contemporary exclusion and the exclusion endorsed under National Socialism, through a process
of ‘overidentification’. Stevphen Shukaitis suggests that overidentification, particularly in relation
to politics, involves “taking the stated norms of a given system or arrangement of power more
seriously than the system that proclaims them itself” (2010, 26).

It involves amplifying and

exaggerating a particular ideological position in order to point out the inherent flaws in that system.
With Bitte liebt Österreich Schlingensief uses this strategy to critique the slogans and policies of the
far-right anti-immigration party, the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ), whose founding members
were former National Socialists and whose party slogans often echo those of Nazism (Gärnter
2003, 19). In this work, too, as in his production of Hamlet, Schlingensief was interested in giving
embodiment to the spectres of the past that haunt the present.
The second key reason relates to the history of German productions of Hamlet. Schlingensief links
his Hamlet to that of Gustaf Gründgens, an actor who was closely affiliated with the Nazi party.
Although the recording of Gründgens’ Hamlet to which Schlingensief’s actors lip-synch is from a
1962 performance, a younger Gründgens played Hamlet in 1936, when he was general manager
of the State Theatre of Berlin and on the Reich’s Cultural Senate and the President’s Council (Kvam
1990, 144). The links between Gründgens, the Nazi party and German theatre is further the focus
of a novel, Mephisto, by Klaus Mann, who was the son of Thomas Mann and the former brother-inlaw of Gründgens himself. Mephisto was published in 1936 in Holland, where Mann emigrated in
1933 after the Nazi takeover. The book was banned in Germany under the Third Reich and was
first published in East Germany in 1956 and in West Germany in 1965, though it was withdrawn
the following year. It was not until 1980 that it was re-published in West Germany, and in 1981 an
award-winning West German-Hungarian co-produced film of Mephisto directed by István Szabo
was released. The central character of Mephisto is Henrik Höfgen, a thinly disguised portrait of
Gründgens. Mann, adapting themes from the story of Mephistopheles and Doctor Faustus, charts
how Höfgen abandons his initial objections to Nazism and ingratiates himself with Nazi leaders in
order to improve his position in the theatre world. He is portrayed as arrogant and cynical and
uses his acting ability to help promote Nazi culture. Indeed, Mann openly asserts about Gründgens
himself:
I visualize my ex-brother-in-law as the traitor par excellence, the macabre
embodiment of corruption and cynicism. So intense was the fascination of his
shameful glory that I decided to portray Mephisto-Gründgens in a satirical novel. I
thought it pertinent, indeed necessary, to expose and analyse the abject type of

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

213

the treacherous intellectual who prostitutes his talent for the sake of some tawdry
fame and transitory wealth. (Mann quoted in Kvam 1990, 141)
The turning point of Höfgen’s and indeed Gründgens’ career was playing the role of
Mephistopheles in Goethe’s Faust I and II shortly before Hitler came to power in 1933. Through
much of the film version of Mephisto, the Minister President of Prussia, (modelled on Hermann
Göring, who had direct control over the Prussian State Opera and State Theatre in Berlin), refers
to Höfgen by his stage name Mephistopheles. The irony that becomes clear to both the audience
and also to Höfgen as a character is that, although he is most famous and respected for his
depiction of Mephistopheles, it is in fact the Göring character who is effectively the true
Mephistopheles, as he is the one who provides Höfgen with his elevated position in society but
retains a large amount of control over him. This becomes more evident when Höfgen is preparing
to play Hamlet and the Minister President makes clear that Höfgen is allowed to perform the role
only because he allows it (Kvam 1990, 144). The real Göring similarly placed Gründgens’ name on
Goebbels’ Gottbegnadeten list (gift-of-God list), a catalogue of over 1000 artists whose work was
considered critical to Nazi culture and who were thus exempt from taking part in the military
mobilization from September 1944 onwards. Although Gründgens was required to give testimony
at the denazification hearings, he was exonerated and given permission to continue his career and
remained a prominent figure in the German theatre world, playing both Mephistopheles and
Hamlet again.
Considering Gründgens’ history, Schlingensief’s decision to use the audio track from his
performance of Hamlet is significant. The audio to which the actors in Schlingensief’s production
are effectively lip-synching or miming helps establish a direct link with the past, a past that haunts
Schlingensief’s Hamlet in the form of a direct association with Nazism, but also one that
Schlingensief wants the audience to realize still haunts contemporary political life, both in the
xenophobic policies of far-right parties and in the extremist movement from which the ‘redemptive
neo-Nazis’ come from. The lip-synching to Gründgens’ audio creates the sense of mechanical
recitation and also alludes to the way in which slogans, as used by extremist groups, are often
repeated unthinkingly as if being lip-synched. The use of Gründgens’ audio thus sets the scene for
the audience’s encounter with the confessions of six neo-Nazis.
Confession, as I have suggested, is the third key reason that Schlingensief decided to stage Hamlet.
As indicated earlier, the play-within-a-play in Hamlet is designed to ‘trap’ Claudius into confessing
to the murder of Hamlet’s father, not necessarily in the form of a spoken confession, but a
confession nonetheless, through what Hamlet anticipates will be his behaviour while watching a
re-enactment in minute detail of his own murder of the king. In the mousetrap scene Hamlet
therefore asks his friend Horatio to assess Claudius’ behaviour while watching the play. He
instructs his friend to
Observe my uncle; if his occulted Guilt
Do not it self unkennel in one Speech,
It is a damned Ghost that we have seen,
And my Imaginations are so foul
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As Vulcan’s Stithy. Give him heedful Note,
For I mine Eyes will rivet to his Face,
And after we will both our judgements join
In Censure of his Seeming. (Act III scene 2)
In this scenario Hamlet plans to judge and condemn the king, Hamlet seems to have already made
up his mind, to make him pay the penalty for the injustice he brought on Hamlet and his father.
The confession that Hamlet seeks is not a religious one from which Claudius will receive
forgiveness for his ‘unforgiveable’ crime of fratricide, but one that will justify, even demand,
Hamlet’s revenge. The text draws attention to the tension between confession, forgiveness, and
vengeance in the scene that follows, in which Hamlet intends to kill Claudius after he has observed
his guilt during the play. After Claudius leaves the court, Hamlet searches for him with the objective
of making him pay with his life, but is prevented from carrying out his plan because at that moment
he discovers his uncle, Claudius, is praying. Hamlet believes that if he kills Claudius while he is
praying God may grant forgiveness and permit him passage to Heaven:
Now might I do it, but now ’a is a-praying;
And now I’ll do’t; and so ’a goes to Heaven,
And so am I reveng’d. That would be scann’d:
A villain kills my Father, and for that
I his sole Son do this same Villain send
To Heaven.
Why, this is Hire and Salary, not Revenge.
’A took my father grossly full of Bread,
With all his Crimes broad blown, as flush as May,
And how his Audit stands who knows save Heaven? (Act III scene 3)
It is apparent that there are strong connections between the financial metaphors in Hamlet’s
speech and a religious sense of confession and forgiveness. The speech conjures up the idea of an
audit that is present in the parables of stewardship in the gospels of Luke and Matthew, a
reckoning of one’s accounts which are be to cleared and debts forgiven, if one is truly repentant,
when it comes to the Last Judgement. Hamlet insists his uncle must not have a clean account with
his debts forgiven when he shuffles off this mortal coil. Nevertheless, Hamlet still curses his duty
to put things right, his perceived duty of punishing Claudius by killing him. He curses the situation
that requires him to bring dike (order and justice) to the adikia (injustice and disorder) of his rotten
State, a form of dike that he believes will only come into being through punishment and vengeance.
The play-within-a-play device in Hamlet is one of the most common examples for demonstrating
the concept of mise en abyme. The expression was first used in relation to literature and visual art
in a dairy entry by André Gide in 1893, but became a popular critical term after the publication of
Lucien Dällenbach’s The Mirror in the Text in 1977 (Ron 1987, 417–18). Dällenbach suggests that
“[a]s an organ of the work turning upon itself, mise en abyme appears as a modality of reflection”
(1989, 8). A mise en abyme is a work within a work, a smaller, more confined, self-reflexive version
of itself. One could think of the Russian matryoshka doll, in which one doll is placed inside of the
other, as another example of this. However, what Schlingensief does with the mousetrap scene is
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something slightly different. I would argue that the scene in Schlingensief’s Hamlet is closer to what
Marie Clair Roper has called a mise en écart. In her Derridean reading of Alain Resnais’ 1963 film
Muriel Roper suggests,
The analysis of self-representation in Muriel can be approached through the
phenomenon of “mise-en-abyme” (“text within a text”), which has been widely
studied around literature; by this expression, I mean the “enshrining” within a
surrounding film ... of a miniature film ... which would reflect it in a reduced form.
One notices in Resnais’ film, this device undergoes a dismantling process, so that
the film image cannot be stabilized in a single fixed reflection; the “mise-en-abyme”
in Muriel, which is multiple, shifted, always displaced and passed around from place
to place, belongs more to a generalized and conflictual “mise-en-écart” [setting
apart]; the “enshrined” film apart itself ... apart from its project ... apart from Muriel
itself; Muriel is set apart from its own production. (Roper quoted in Kreidl 1977,
113–14)
Like Bernard’s film in Resnais’ Muriel, the confession of the six neo-Nazis in Schlingensief’s Hamlet
involves a conflictual setting apart. Like the original Hamlet it generates confession, or at least
stages a confession, but the confession does not serve as a mirror or a miniature of the play itself.
However, if we consider the production history of Hamlet that Schlingensief invokes by using the
audio tape of Gründgens’ performance, it is not completely separated from the play’s history
either; it remains on the periphery of it, as a joint but not a mirroring. Schlingensief’s mousetrap
scene is thus linked to the original play and the history of the play in 20th-century Germany through
an inverted mode of confession and through links to Nazism evoked by the use of the audio from
Gründgens’ performance, thus producing a mise en écart performance of a mise en abyme structure.
This also illustrates the importance of the full title of Schlingensief’s piece, Hamlet: This is Your
Family—Nazi-line. 6 Nazi-line not only alludes to the idea of a helpline for Nazis, which the
production is effectively providing, but also suggests a kind of genealogy, as does the phrase
“Hamlet: This is Your Family.” The title functions to link the contemporary neo-Nazi amateur actors
to Gründgens, implying that they are the family of Gründgens in the context of post-20th -century
theatre.
It is the mousetrap scene, the play-within-the-play and the setting for the (oblique) confession, that
becomes the key scene in which Schlingensief unhinges the original text and brings adikia into his
production of Hamlet. By doing so, Schlingensief does injustice to the play, disrupts it and literally
fractures it, conjuring up a necessary seam or interstice in order to arrive at the possibility of
forgiveness. In Act III scene 2 of Schlingensief’s Hamlet, Schlingensief enters the stage as Fortinbras
in a SS uniform, and provides the signal for the beginning of Deutschlandlied (Song of Germany), a
neo-Nazi hard-rock song from a band signed to the record label RockNord that belongs to one of
the six ‘redemptive neo-Nazis’, Torsten Lemmer. The neo-Nazi amateur actors next have an open
exchange with the audience, explaining who they are and their associations with the right-wing
scene; they then renounce their links with neo-Nazism and invite questions from the audience.
Thomas Irmer points out that although the confessions of participants about their involvement

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

216

with the right-wing scene are apparently true—that is, they are not written by Schlingensief—they
are not ad-libbed and are clearly well rehearsed (2002, 64).
In the Zürich performance, for example, Lemmer admitted that he had made a living from his
xenophobic views and actions, through RockNord album sales, the management of skinhead
bands, the sale of neo-Nazi paraphernalia such as badges and flags, and the book he had written
about skinhead rock (Irmer 2002, 65). Lemmer was the most controversial member of
Schlingensief’s entourage also arranged that his close associates, Jan Zobel, Tim Holzschneider and
Jürgen Drenhaus, whom Irmer, and calls his “other right-wing ... comrades-in-arms” (2011, 257),
also take part in the project. Schlingensief drew criticism from German politicians and media
outlets for using Lemmer in his production. For instance, Green party speaker Cem Özdemir
claimed in the Frankfurter Allgemeine newspaper that Schlingensief’s use of Lemmer in the project
reflected badly on the entire reputation of the drop-out programmes (Irmer 2002, 66).
Commentators questioned the sincerity of Lemmer’s confession and repentance, claiming it was a
vehicle for him to gain media attention and thus help pave the way for a new career path, both as
a politician (he ran for mayor of Düsseldorf) and an author (he wrote about his departure from the
neo-Nazi scene in, for instance, Rechts raus: Mein Ausstieg aus der Szene (Right Out: My Exit from the
Scene). Whether the sincerity of the redemptive neo-Nazis’ confessions can be trusted, Lemmer did
help found deradicalization programmes in Zürich, Düsseldorf and Berlin, so he publicly distanced
himself from the neo-Nazi scene in an active manner (Hamlet: This is Your Family: Nazi-Line). By
placing Lemmer and his associates on stage, Schlingensief also forces the audience to encounter
radical elements within society and confront the fear that these men represent. This is a fear that
is seen both in the ideology of neo-Nazism—fear of the immigrant and fear of the Other, as
manifested in hate speech and acts violence—and a fear of confronting and accepting that this
ideology is actually a (small) part of liberal society.
Indeed, throughout his career Schlingensief had dealt with fear and more specifically a politics of
fear in a variety of ways. In Bitte liebt Österreich he overidentifies with the politics of fear
disseminated by the FPÖ. In 2003 he even founded the Church of Fear, which one can still join
online, a church that proclaims to be:
A community of non-believers that renounces the beliefs proffered by ‘public secret
societies’ in the worlds of politics, business and culture. The CHURCH of FEAR is
openly suspicious of sermons from political sectarians, TV evangelists and global
conspiracists; they stand accused of instrumentalizing weakness and pain,
frustration and hysteria—of consumerizing fear. (Church of Fear)
With Hamlet, Schlingensief attempts to engage with the concept of fear through a staged encounter
between ‘the redemptive neo-Nazis’ and the audience. The audience in this context stands in for a
general liberal sensibility belonging to the “leftist culturati”, as Lemmer (2011, 257) puts it, which,
at least publicly, has a politically correct tolerance for otherness. Žižek suggests:
Today’s liberal tolerance towards others, the respect of otherness and openness
towards it, is counterpointed by an obsessive fear of harassment. In short, the
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Other is just fine, but only insofar as his presence is not intrusive, insofar as this
Other is not really other. (Žižek 2008, 35)
One could view the relationship between six ‘redemptive neo-Nazis’ and the audience in a similar
way: they are Other to the audience who can tolerate them insofar as they are not intruded upon
by the neo-Nazis’ reintegration. However, Schlingensief attempts to challenge this schema and
burst the ‘tolerance bubble,’ so to speak. There is also another layer to the fear of the Otherness
of the neo-Nazis in this context, particularly for the Berlin audience. The neo-Nazis represent a fear
of the alien from within, because they do not come from a different cultural heritage or speak a
different language. This encounter requires the audience to recognize that actual reintegration
cannot happen if the Other must always remain at a distance. The confession scene in
Schlingensief’s Hamlet brings this fear into the foreground in order to highlight that deradicalization
needs such an encounter if actual reintegration is to occur.
Nonetheless, the idea of confession certainly has religious overtones, and forgiveness is a central
part of the confessional process. Derrida suggests that “[s]ometimes, forgiveness (given by God, or
inspired by divine prescription) must be a gracious gift, without exchange and without condition;
sometimes it requires, as its minimal condition, the repentance and transformation of the sinner”
(2001, 44). 7 In their introduction to Derrida’s On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, Simon Critchley
and Richard Kearney further remind us:
the way in which the Abrahamic moral tradition, in which forgiveness is a central
concept and which is at the basis of the three great monotheisms, has globalised
itself in a more or less secular form. Increasingly, we live in a world where
forgiveness is demanded, granted, or withheld. (Critchley and Kearney 2001, x)
I would argue that Schlingensief’s reworking of the mousetrap scene attempts to evoke a
secularized version of this confession-forgiveness scheme. The confessions of the neo-Nazis
suggest that they owe a debt to society for the wrongs they have committed. Indeed, the financial
metaphors of confession mentioned earlier are almost taken literally by Lemmer, who donated a
large portion of the wealth he made from the propagation of xenophobic ideas to future
deradicalization programmes. In saying this, Schlingensief’s disjoining of the mousetrap scene in
order to stage an encounter between the audience and the neo-Nazis does not force or require
the audience to ‘buy into’ the confession-forgiveness scenario. What it does do, however, is
challenge them to entertain the idea that if these deradicalization programmes are to be taken
seriously, if they are actually to encourage reintegration, then a secularized version of this scenario,
amounting to the forgiveness of debt, with all the numerous connotations of that word, must be
taken seriously. It highlights the idea that neither liberal tolerance of the Other nor the repulsion
and exclusion of the Other are paths through which actual deradicalization and reintegration will
occur. What Schlingensief has done is to resuscitate the ghost of Hamlet’s father in order to test
the dissensual possibility of justice for the past without vengeance. To do this, Schlingensief had to
disrupt the play itself and introduce a form of adikia into the production in order to work toward
an idea of dike, with all its gaps and seams, that favours actual reintegration over punishment.
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Notes
It is generally accepted that Anaximander lived from around the end of the seventh to the middle of the sixth
century B.C.E. and therefore the fragment is approximately 2500 years old. Anaximander was a contemporary of
Thales and also lived and taught in Miletus. Gerard Naddaf suggests that there is consensus that Western
philosophy and science find their roots in Miletus and that Anaximander was the first (Western) philosophical
writer (2005, 63).
1

2

Nietzsche’s original German reads:
Woher die Dinge ihre Entstehung haben, dahin müssen sie auch zu Grunde gehen, nach der Notwendigkeit; denn sie
müssen Buße zahle und für ihre Ungerechtigkeiten gerichtet werden, gemäß der Ordnung der Zeit.

Diels’ reads:
Woraus aber die Dinge das Entstehen haben, dahin geht auch ihr Vergehen nach der Notwendigkeit; denn sie zahlen
einander Strafe und Buße für ihre Ruchlosigkeit nach der festgesetzten Zeit.

The two German translations differ considerably in their translation of the last phrase relating to time, despite the
fact that this phrase is re-rendered the same in the English translations. Nietzsche’s “Ordnung” refers to order,
orderliness, system and rule. By contrast, “festgesetzt” suggests that something has been established or fixed by
agreement or appointment, i.e., that it does not necessarily belong to a divine or universal Ordnung.
... entlang dem Brauch; gehören nämlich lassen sie Fug somit auch Ruch eines dem anderen (im Verwinden) des UnFugs.

3

There is also a non-governmental organisation called EXIT which is based on a Swedish organisation of the same
name.

4

A popular example of the SVP’s controversial campaigns rhetoric were billboards erected across the country with
the image of three white sheep kicking a black sheep off the Swiss flag, underscored by the phrase “creating
security” (Sicherheit schaffen).
5

6

The title was originally in English.

7

For Derrida pure forgiveness is “without power, unconditional but without sovereignty” (2001, 58).
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RHYTHM AND STRUCTURE: BRECHT’S ANTIGONE
IN PERFORMANCE
BRUNO C. DUARTE FCSH UNIVERSIDADE NOVA DE LISBOA

Brecht’s adaptation of Sophocles’ Antigone in 1948 was openly a political gesture that aspired to
the complete rationalization of Greek Tragedy. From the beginning, Brecht made it his task to
wrench ancient tragic poetry out of its ‘ideological haze’, and proceeded to dismantle and eliminate
what he named the ‘element of fate’, the crucial substance of tragic myth itself. However, his
encounter with Hölderlin's unorthodox translation of Antigone, the main source for his
appropriation and rewriting of the play, led him to engage in a radical experiment in theatrical
practice. From the isolated first performance of Antigone, a model was created—the Antigonemodell
—that demanded a direct confrontation with the many obstacles brought about by the foreign
structure of Greek tragedy as a whole. In turn, such difficulties brought to light the problem of
rhythm in its relation to Brecht’s own ideas of how to perform ancient poetry in a modern setting,
as exemplified by the originally alienating figure of the tragic chorus. More importantly, such
obstacles put into question his ideas of performance in general, as well as the way they can still
resonate in our own understanding of what performance is or might be in a broader sense.
1947–1948: Swabian inflections
It is known that upon returning from his American exile, at the end of 1947, Bertolt Brecht began
to work on Antigone, the tragic poem by Sophocles. Brecht’s own Antigone premiered in the Swiss
city of Chur on February 1948. This event is widely documented (Hecht 1988, Wüthrich 2015,
Wüthrich 2003, De Ponte 2006), and, owing to the radical experiment that it was or was claimed to

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2, NO 2 (2017):222-240
DOI: https://doi.org/10.21476/PP.2017.2295
ISSN 2057–7176

be, as well as to the relevance it had for Brecht’s subsequent involvement with theatre, it eventually
became a milestone of theatre history.
In a note from December 1947 referring directly to his adaptation of Antigone (which he had just
finished, he says, in less than two weeks), Brecht recounts that, on the advice of his friend and
collaborator the scenographer Caspar Neher, he had decided to make use of:
the Hölderlinian translation, which is rarely or never performed, since it is
considered to be too obscure. I detect Swabian intonations and grammar school
Latin constructions, and I feel at home. There’s also something Hegelian about it.
It’s probably the return to the German language space that compels me in this
undertaking. (BFA 27:225)
In a reference to Swabia, the region where Hölderlin was born and raised, Brecht speaks of
‘schwäbische Tonfälle’, a word one can translate as intonations, but also as inflections, or, more
properly speaking, cadences—to all effects a property of rhythm. The ‘Hegelian’ element, on the
other hand, may seem somewhat less evident, but is no less vivid. On the one hand, it invokes a
concrete biographical background—Hegel, a close friend and fellow student of Hölderlin at the Stift
in Tübingen, was himself originally from Swabia, just like Brecht. On the other hand, the Hegelian
tone anticipates Brecht’s vision of history and dialectical materialism as heir to countless
prominent readers of Hegel through Marx.
In a way, the physical space (the homesickness of language in the aftermath of World War II)
introduces the political as constricted by time (the regenerative force of language in the face of
destruction). The social function brought about by artistic consciousness would be expected to do
the rest. 1 However, Brecht will admit from the start that the ‘analogies to the present’ (BFA 24:350),
no matter how evident they appear, can only be exploited to a certain degree. His change of mind
on how the play was to begin somehow clarifies this issue. In its first version, Brecht’s Antigone
starts off with a Prelude [Vorspiel] that takes place at the end of the war, in April 1945 in Berlin,
presenting as the main cast two sisters, their brother as a deserter, and an officer of the SS (BFA
8:195–199). For the production at Greiz in 1951, Brecht removed this overture and replaced it with
a New Prologue [Prolog] in which Tiresias, the seer, addresses the audience in a didactic tone,
presenting the characters standing beside him, Antigone and Creon, along with a brief narrative of
the action. This speech is key to understanding what it means to deal with form through content.
Tiresias starts by warning the audience that the ‘elevated language’ of the poem they are about to
hear may be ‘unfamiliar’ [ungewohnt] to them. Their ignorance of the plot, in turn, justifies the need
to introduce them to the characters: ‘Unknown / to you is the subject of the poem which was /
intimately familiar to its former listeners.’ After which the plot is summarized in a few lines: Creon,
the ‘tyrant of the city of Thebes’, engages in a ‘predatory war against the remote Argos [...] But his
war, now called inhuman / causes him to succumb.’ Hence the plea to the audience: ‘We ask you /
To look into your souls for similar deeds / In the recent past or for the absence / Of similar deeds’
(BFA 8:242).
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In the Remarks to the adaptation, Brecht will once more highlight the contrast between the
‘representation of the Ancients’ [Vorstellung der Alten], that is, their very own perception of man as
subjected to the laws of fate, and the conviction, based on a ‘practical knowledge of humankind
and political experience’, according to which ‘the fate of man is man himself’ (BFA 24:350). Thus the
greatness of Antigone as a poem is not to be accepted in its own terms, but rather raises the
question ‘if it is still understandable to an audience who today lives with completely different
beliefs [in ganz anderen Vorstellungen]’ (BFA 24:350). Noticeably, the word Vorstellung, here used in
the sense of the notion, the idea or the conception one might have of a given reality, is often
rendered as representation, in a philosophical context, or as performance, in the sense of a
theatrical performance. This many-sided concept stalls Brecht’s propensity to overestimate the
correlation between ‘the fall of the ruling house of Oedipus’ and the ‘gruesome ravenous war’ (BFA
24:350) led by Creon on the one hand, and ‘the role of the use of violence in the downfall of the
head of state’ (BFA 25:74) and the fall of the Nazi regime led by Hitler, on the other—so that,
following the battle, ‘Argos becomes today’s Stalingrad’. Brecht’s intentions were clear: ‘war
between Thebes and Argos is presented realistically’ (BFA 24:350–351). But in order to arrive at this
‘objective depiction’ of the events and draw on the ‘elements of the epic kind’ recognizable in the
‘ancient play’, a concession had to be made with regards to the ‘subjective problem’ (BFA 25:74–75)
of representation, in its passive (a mental image or picture of the play) as well as in its dynamic (a
real process or a scene) state.
In his rewriting and staging of Antigone, Brecht was faced with the intricate and perplexing structure
of Greek tragedy as a whole. Moreover, such difficulties were highlighted by the emphasis put on
the question of rhythm in its relation to Brecht’s own ideas of how to perform ancient poetry in a
modern framework, as exemplified by the originally alienating figure of the tragic chorus. It is only
fair to say that all of these aspects inevitably have a resonance in his ideas of performance in
general, and play a significant role in our own understanding of what performance is or might be
in a much broader sense.
Hölderlin’s ‘language of Antigone’
Friedrich Hölderlin published his translations of Sophocles’ Antigone and King Oedipus in 1804, not
without some hope that they would eventually be accepted at the Weimar Theater. Instead, they
became the object of a heated controversy among poets, scholars and literary critics. Accused of
philological inaccuracy and seen as severely flawed in terms of their understanding of Greek
prosody and metrics, they were ultimately judged incomprehensible. This level of critical derision
was then fueled by the association of these works with Hölderlin’s retreat into the state of isolation
and apathy that was to characterize the second half of his life. The myth of the mad poet both
overshadowed and tarnished the translations of Sophocles as the mere symptoms of the inevitable
downfall of poetic genius. In time, however, this logic became inverted: the tendency to romantic
subjectivity and psychological narrative was overrun by the objective body of the text. That being
said, it was only in the 20th century that the recognition of the aesthetic value and inner autonomy
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of these translations fully came to light—and it is no coincidence that this mostly happened on
stage, as the question of their performance became central.
This late recognition notwithstanding, it remains a curious fact that the initial response to
Hölderlin’s translations somehow still resonates today as a complex side effect within a more
academic environment. Next to the experts in Ancient Studies and Greek Tragedy, who maintain
that Hölderlin made unforgivable mistakes as a translator of Sophocles, stands the highly
institutionalized realm of Hölderlin scholarship, intent on justifying and redeeming Hölderlin’s
errors by seeing in them a deliberate action that would be impossible to differentiate from his own
creative path as a lyric poet. Both have to critically bow before the authority that the name
‘Hölderlin’ has become in world literature. Accordingly, they tend to act with extreme caution.
Whilst admitting that the poet might well have erred as a translator, they suggest that he did so for
his own legitimate reasons, aiming at the reconstruction of Greek prosody in ways that undermine
every conventional understanding of what the translation of ancient dramatic poetry is or should
be. From here onwards, all variations are possible. 2
Brecht’s position in regard to Hölderlin was a peculiar one. He seems to have sensed immediately
the physical violence of the latter’s translations. In a letter from late December 1947, not far from
the premiere of the play, he writes: ‘Hölderlin’s language of Antigone ['Antigone'-Sprache] would be
worthy of a deeper study than the one I was able to devote to it. It is of an astounding radical
nature’ (BFA 27:258). A devoted analysis of the materiality of Hölderlin’s language was therefore
postponed, or rather cast aside in favor of what was seen as a more urgent task: its performability.
Whereas Hölderlin’s major ambition as a translator was deeply rooted in achieving an ancient
modern form of tragic poetry within the conflation of the historical and the metaphysical, Brecht’s
adaptation was effectively based on a deliberate disregard for the original Greek (Sophocles) as
much as on a fully conscious and meticulous desecration of the original German (Hölderlin).
Neither the original nor its translation were among his concerns when handling tragedy as raw
material.
As the receiver of the foreign Greek original in the form of a foreign German translation, Brecht
cuts through the text as if it was originally a spontaneous unity of some kind. His revision of
Sophocles’ play through Hölderlin’s rendering of it displays a process of formal reduction that
necessarily brings about the distortion of meaning. In this respect, the title ‘The Antigone of
Sophocles according to Hölderlin’s transposition, adapted to the stage’ is as long and descriptive
as it was insidious and artful. These would presumably be the premises for the practice of
Nachdichtung—commonly rendered by the term ‘free adaptation’, but actually embodying an
obscured second chamber in the making of poetry through extreme compression. Brecht’s
functionalist conception of tragic form as a whole reveals itself as much more complex than it may
seem at first sight. In the face of the ‘material and spiritual collapse’ of post-war Germany, he asks
himself how it is still possible to ‘make progressive art […] in a period of reconstruction’ (BFA 25:73–
74). It is significant that he justifies his decision to replay Antigone by bluntly equating form with
content:
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The Antigone drama was chosen for the present theatrical undertaking because it
could attain a certain present relevance from the standpoint of content, and
because formally it sets interesting tasks. (BFA 25:74)
Tragedy is a spatial form that can only be acknowledged as such through the experience of time.
Brecht was well aware of this, and acted accordingly. In the best tradition of a Marxist critique of
tragic heroism and the humanist tradition, he was determined to show Greek tragedy as immune
and hostile to all sense of transcendence. In order to detach Antigone from its original mythical
foundation, the substance of which tragic poetry itself is made of, the linguistic texture of tragic
form had to be intertwined with the semantic progression woven by history. The complete and
utter rationalizing of tragedy—‘Durchrationalisierung’ (BFA 25:74; see also Barner 1987)—was the
first and major step to arrive at such a process of eradication.
A truly secularized view of tragedy will not seek to modify or correct the supposed misconceptions
of its content, but rather begin by dismantling and suppressing its core. Brecht’s adaptation of
Antigone was built on an understanding of dramaturgy that is not identical with the simple
transposition of the mythical into the political. It relates more directly to their abrupt clash in a
single act of coarse effacement. If the formal task of adapting the tragic poem is performed
correctly in this sense, it will bring its object to a state of self-corrosion where the one thing that
matters is the effect itself of the text in anticipation of its performance, regardless of the defacing
of everything it stood for. In Brecht’s own words:
As to the dramaturgic, ‘fate’ eliminates itself by itself, so to speak, as it goes along.
Of all the gods, only the local saint of the people remains, the god of joy. Step by
step, with the progressive adaptation of the scenes, the supremely realistic popular
legend emerges out of the ideological haze. (BFA 27:255)
There is nothing surprising in such rhetoric of secular (or individualized) godliness against the mere
acceptance of pure (plural) deification. The image of realism—the folk-tale coupled with its main
character, the people—emerging from the ground by way of the strict demolition of ideology that
itself moves ideologically can be seen as a general feature of Brecht’s discourse overall. In fact
though, the dramatic action which he is attempting to describe here, as utterly self-determined,
still depended on a tense interaction with text as matter. In order to instrumentalize tragedy, one
first needs to get close to it.
As so often proved to be the case, Brecht resorted to the strategic manipulation of material to
retain and revive ambivalence. His art of crafting tragic poetry anew with the aim of setting forth
his own political stance constantly plays with the need for historical or dialectical materialism to
exert pressure on ancient matter. But at the same time, it takes pride in not letting itself be reduced
to such key-words, remains wary of definitive programmatic methodologies, or at least engages in
such procedures only provisionally, without ever relinquishing its mastery of ambiguity. Even the
alleged shaping of modern tragedy under the sign of epic theatre should not be viewed in
straightforward terms. The contention that he would presumably be looking for the ‘epic moment’
in the composition of the tragic poem ought to be read with much caution. With such density of
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dissimulation, one is forced to ask how all of this reflects on the handling of Antigone in
performance.
A performance model
Not long after the event at Chur, Brecht published a theoretical and practical treatise, titled the
Antigonemodell, intended to serve as a manual of sorts in stage direction. Brecht himself described
it as a ‘mandatory performance model […] made visible through a collection of photographs
alongside explanatory instructions’, something that must be shown or demonstrated in order for
it to be ‘successfully imitated’, so that whenever it is put to good use it becomes ‘a mixture of the
exemplary and the unparalleled’ (BFA 25:75). Such a beneficial usage of the model essentially
depended upon two things: a ‘collective creative process’ delineating ‘a continuum of a dialectical
kind’, and the ability of the actor to ‘come up with modifications to the model, such that the image
of reality it has to offer will be made more faithful to truth and more insightful, or artistically more
satisfactory’. If such demands are to be met fittingly, Brecht continues, they will themselves acquire
an ‘exemplary character’, and, as a consequence, ‘the learner turns into the teacher, the model
modifies itself.’ For the model is not immovable, but rather grounded on evolution and
progression: ‘it is to be considered as unfinished from the very start’ (BFA 25:76–77).
It is sometimes noted that one of the reasons Brecht chose Hölderlin’s translation of Antigone—the
model before the model, so to speak—was the latter’s implicit resistance to a classicist view of
tragedy. This might not be untrue to some degree, but does not do justice to that which at once
separates and brings together these two authors. By contrast to Hölderlin’s reading and translation
of Antigone, which were the result of a lifelong process of rethinking the scission between the
Ancient and the Modern, Brecht’s dilemma—to what extent or in what way could Antigone be made
‘understandable’ to a modern audience—chiefly consisted of trying to deal with the possibility or
impossibility of overcoming a given ‘representation of the Ancients’ (BFA 24:350) on stage. Hence
the insistence on the political by way of a demythologisation of tragedy based on the historicisation
of myth.
To be sure, Brecht’s look from a distance over Antiquity and Greek civilization was anything but
non-reflective. It simply relied too heavily on politics to acknowledge the autonomy of its object in
its completeness. As always, he was more than eager to explain himself in advance:
It can no longer be about highlighting culture within Hellenism, as if it was the
highest measure; that which the classics of the bourgeoisie accomplished is only
aesthetically of some interest. (Even in democracy only aesthetically of interest).
The whole Antigone belongs to the barbarian horse skull shrine. (BFA 27:265)
In this particular utterance, historical insight, in the form of a rash judgement, provides the means
for theatrical practice. The horse skull shrine alludes to a fundamental device used in the 1948
staging of the play, namely four sticks, with a horse skull standing on top of each of them. The
entrances and movements of the actors were then determined according to the position they came
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to occupy in relation to these four marks on the stage. The ‘whole Antigone’ thus refers not to the
classical world, in the sense of a theological-political geometry of Antiquity, but to something that
has yet to be understood and explained in its particular terms. In the Prelude to the Antigonemodell,
Brecht noted:
Incidentally, the point is not in any way to ‘summon the spirit of the Ancients’—for
instance through the Antigone drama, or in favor of that same drama—philological
interests could not be served. Even if one felt obligated to do something for a work
such as Antigone, we would only be able to do that by letting the work do something
for us. (BFA 25:75)
In between the pedagogical and manipulative quality of Brecht’s model, the first of all
talents appears to be that of a rather twisted logic: ‘even if’ one was compelled to bring Antigone to
life, for instance by reworking a given translation, such an endeavor would ‘only’ be made possible
by inquiring if the already existing work could be of some use to us, prior even to any intention to
adapt it, or additionally presenting itself as the requirement for such an intention. Every
(philological) desire for accuracy in reconstructing the Ancient—and every (spiritual) expression of
reverence for it as well—have to be put aside in order to respond to the urgency of the present.
Conversely, in the name of what appears to be a recognition of the work’s self-activity, causing its
instrumentalization to become imminent or necessary, political interests alone are to be served,
safeguarded as that ‘something’ which the work will potentially ‘do’ for us, once we learn how to
make use of it.
The caesura: rhythm and structure
Side by side with its assemblage of photographic documentation, the Antigonemodell uses a
recurrent device that reflects on the performance of Greek tragedy in practical dialogical terms.
The book is punctuated by segments where Brecht creates an exchange between two nameless
characters, something one could easily interpret as a conversation piece of sorts between the
author and his head dramaturg, who take turns in incorporating question and answer. In one of
those occurrences, the dialogue reads as follows:
Question: How were the verses spoken?
Answer: Above all else, the deplorable habit was avoided according to which the
actors, when standing before larger units of verse, overinflate themselves, so to
speak, with an emotion that roughly covers up the whole. There should be no
‘fervor’ before or after speaking and agitating. The pacing happens from verse to
verse, and each of them is brought out of the Gestus of the figure.
Question: How about the technical?
Answer: There should be a caesura at the point where the verse lines come to an
end, or an accentuation of the next beginning of each verse should then take place.
Question: How is the rhythm to be dealt with?
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Answer: Through the use of the syncope in Jazz, through which something
contradictory will come about in the flow of verse, and the regularity will prevail
over that which is irregular. (BFA 25:124)
It is more than likely that the word ‘caesura’, commonly described as a pause or an interruption in
metrical succession—was here brought to mind through Hölderlin, who emphasizes this same
term in his Remarks on Oedipus and the Remarks on Antigone that accompanied the publication of
his translations of both tragedies. Near the beginning of the Remarks on Oedipus, Hölderlin
describes in detail how he conceives of tragic poetry as the reciprocity of its strict formal laws as a
genre and its individual specific content. He comes to consider the relation between what he
names the ‘calculable law’ or the ‘lawful calculation’ of poetry, on the one hand, and its ‘living
meaning, which cannot be calculated’, on the other. The key concept guiding these considerations
is rhythm.
The law, the calculation […] is, in the tragic, more a balance than mere sequence.
[…] Thus, in the rhythmic sequence of representations, wherein transport presents
itself, that which in poetic meter is called caesura, the pure word, the counterrhythmic interruption, becomes necessary; namely in order to meet the raging
alternation of representations, at its summit, in such a way that thereupon—what
appears it is no longer the alternation of the representation, but the representation
itself. […] Thereby the sequence of the calculation and the rhythm are divided, and
in its two halves refer to one another in such a manner that they appear of equal
weight. (Hölderlin 1992, 309–310)
This same law is then to be applied to each of the tragedies, Oedipus and Antigone, in accordance
with what Hölderlin saw as the relation between the ‘specific content’ (related to each tragic cycle)
of each tragedy and the ‘general calculation’. The ‘calculable law’ of tragic poetry is founded upon
the dynamics of what Hölderlin calls ‘the rhythm of the representation’. Depending on the pace
determining the action of each play, and on the length of each of the two halves it consists of, the
caesura acts as the ‘counterrhythmic rupture’ or the ‘counteracting’ figure in the course of the
action. It will appear in different time frames, at different moments, thereby determining the
structure of the whole. 3
Unsurprisingly, Brecht did not care to delve into the complexity of Hölderlin’s understanding of
rhythm, which stands at the core of his poetics. 4 Brecht’s appropriation of the word ‘caesura’ was
as plain and literal as could be. Prompted by a need for immediacy in the process of eliminating,
dividing or cutting entire verses and strophes, his rudimentary practice of calculated caesura did
not contemplate the need to articulate the metaphysical with the physical slopes within language
that configure Hölderlin’s conception of a ‘poetic logic’. To Brecht, the balance or imbalance
between form and meaning were subordinated to the underlying induction process that was to
guide much of his theatrical writing in the time to come. In reading tragedy through a logic of
political causality that eschews every ahistorical element from the start, he had only to enforce its
measure on Hölderlin’s text to arrive at the demonstration of such a causal nexus within the text
and beyond it. Only so could the contradiction implied in the reference to the syncopated rhythm
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as the allegory of Jazz music be equated with a ‘regularity’ able to overcome every potentially
uneven pattern ‘in the flow of verse’.
Hölderlin’s considerations of rhythm were bound not to resonate with Brecht’s abrupt examination
and treatment of Antigone. By stressing the full-scale reciprocity between rhythm and the structure
of the play, Hölderlin was in search of the general laws of the construction of an individual poetic
work. This would allow him to arrive at a sound general definition of ‘tragic presentation’. His
commentary stood alongside his translation as the pivotal point sustaining his treatment of
language. Similarly, Brecht’s Antigonemodell contained a commentary to Antigone, with the
significant difference that it now revolved around the performance of language. This becomes
particularly clear when one considers more closely Brecht’s handling of the chorus.
‘Riddles that demand solutions’: the chorus
Recalling the ‘Hegelian’ tone of Hölderlin’s translation, Brecht insists on seeing in the latter a
‘swabian popular gesture’, to which he adds the following: ‘the “people’s grammar” goes as far as
the highly artistic choruses!’ In the same letter to Stefan Brecht, from December 1947, he writes:
The changes that forced me to write whole new passages are made with the aim of
cutting out the greek ‘moira’ (the element of fate); which means that I am trying to
push forward the underlying popular legend. You can best appreciate the
experiment when you see what has been done with the choruses. (BFA 29:440)
What has in fact been done with the choruses? Brecht’s verdict on this much discussed and longstanding issue surrounding Greek Tragedy—the reconstitution of what the original ‘Greek chorus’
was or might have been—was seemingly devoid of any hesitation, and as programmatic as one
might expect it to be:
These choruses, just like many other passages of the poem, can barely be entirely
understood by listening to them one single time. Parts of the choruses sound like
riddles that demand solutions. But the exquisite thing about them is that, once they
start to be analyzed for a while, they bring out more and more things of beauty.
The adaptation didn’t want to simply get rid of this difficulty, the overcoming of
which is the source of so much joy—all the more considering that the work
‘Antigone’ had the bliss to have as its translator one of the greatest masters of the
German language, Hölderlin. (BFA 24:115)
Brecht starts by paying tribute to Hölderlin as the superior maker or sculptor [Gestalter] of the
German language, thereby revising or at least polishing his earlier judgement where Hölderlin was
portrayed as the representative of the ‘entirely pontifical line’ of German literature, in contrast with
the ‘entirely profane line’ led by Heine, and following the decay of the ‘beautiful contradictory unity’
that had taken place ‘after Goethe’ (BFA 26:416).
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It is certainly not without irony to notice how Brecht comes to discover the beauty of his own
language in a language that was not meant to be spoken, but rather sung—and whose tone was
often none other than pontifical, in the sense of a word that had its roots in an ancient divinatory
world, with all its religious ritualistic overtones. In many ways, the mention of a ‘contradictory unity’
that would have come first in the line of descent of German poetry represents Brecht’s inadvertent
recognition of all that which he didn’t care—or simply was not prepared—to explore.
As a translator, Hölderlin spoke of the chorus in extremely visceral terms, seeing in it the ‘suffering
organs of the divinely struggling body’ (Hölderlin 1992, 374). This body exudes the body to body
experience with the Greek text by Sophocles. As for Brecht, he limited himself to retrieving
Hölderlin’s German Greek, molding its matter in line with his own purposes. As far as Brecht was
concerned, the ‘language of Antigone’ was indeed Hölderlin’s, that is, a language a priori alienated
of Hölderlin’s confrontation with the language of Sophocles. This limitation was not only left
unrecognized by Brecht’s crudity in approaching his object, but protracted as something to take
advantage of. To him, the recognition of the chorus as something that constitutes an obstacle to
any modern theatrical dimension immediately demands the suppression of the said obstacle as
such. This is the reasoning behind the image of ‘riddles that demand solutions’, and the stringent
imperative to go beyond (or below) the merely beautiful character of language by working through
it. In Brecht’s view, something had to be done in order to re-master the ‘highly artistic’ character of
the choruses: the answer to their incomprehensibility and obscurity could only be delayed for so
long.
The need to pause for a moment, as if struck by the awareness of the artistry of the German
language, also marks the point where a supposed classicism had to come to terms with realism in
its many forms and shapes. The lyric element within tragedy only brings out this limitation that
shapes the radical approach to epic intentness. Likewise, Brecht’s hasty condemnation of Greek
culture through Greek tragedy was politically founded upon a confusing refusal of what he believed
to be the origins of barbarism and ideology. Furthermore, his lack of knowledge of the Greek
language placed him in a position where he could only sense the double nature of Greek tragedy
and diction by means of his own homemade antinomy of the artistic vs. the realistic, which did
include the possibility of their fleeting encounter, but never that of their actual coalescence. All of
this is shown in the warping and wavering of the choruses, by way of a processual reduction,
variation, or mutation.
Music and acrobatics
Significantly, the awareness of the theatrical imperative that occupied Brecht seems to have been
directed, at least in part, to the emergence of music and the treatment of sound. Admitting to not
having found an effective ‘aesthetic solution’ that would allow him to show ‘the instrument in the
middle of the background’ (BFA 25:120), Brecht nonetheless goes to great lengths to recount what
would have been his conception of music within the play. He describes in detail the way the music
was created and executed at Chur, partly by transcribing the part of the musical score that
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determines the ‘rhythm’ to be achieved, partly by naming the instruments and objects used in the
process, the intensity of the sound level, what each player was expected to do, and so on.
Brecht’s version of the song to Eros that composes the third stasimon is made in stark contrast to
Hölderlin’s. As Antigone is taken away to a remote place where she is to be buried alive under a
rockbed, following the King’s decree, Creon doesn’t simply exit the scene: he heads ‘towards the
city’ to reestablish his power. The Elders then speak of a city that, in its thirst for joy and oblivion,
chooses to reject the mourning for its sons and ‘hastens to the orgy of Bacchus, in the search of
exhaustion’ (vv. 723–731). After which ‘The Elders grab the sticks of Bacchus’ from the stage floor ‘and
place themselves in the middle of the acting space’ (BFA 25:120), ready to speak their lines.
Spirit of the pleasures of the flesh, and yet always
Triumphant, in conflict! He throws even those related by blood
amongst themselves, the one who mightily pleads.
Never will he be wrecked, and he
Who partakes in it is not at one with himself. (BFA 8:224)
A passage in the Antigonemodell book explicitly refers to this hymn in a very precise manner. The
verses are placed like captions under the photographs taken by Ruth Berlau of the production at
Chur. The chorus consists of four figures in long vestures, each holding a stick with a squareshaped mask hiding their faces, eyes and mouth carved upon each mask as in archaic fashion. The
instructions as to the disposition and division (see BFA 25:96,121) of the lines spoken are clear: to
each member of the chorus is attributed a set of two verses; accordingly, they speak in line,
individually, in undisturbed succession. The directions can be seen on the left side:
As they speak the chorus song ‘Spirit of the pleasures of the flesh’, the Elders beat
their sticks quietly against the ground, in time with the music. While speaking, each
of them shows his face, and at the start of the respective first verses he spins the
crook in such a way that the red side of it becomes visible. (BFA 25:120)
At the sight of Antigone’s suffering as she walks toward her grave, the chorus is brought to a state
of great affliction. The difference in formulating the identification becomes apparent at the very
beginning of the strophe. Whereas Hölderlin stresses Antigone’s tragic fault by bringing together
the language of Right and that of the Gods, Brecht chooses the objectified over the metaphorical.
In Hölderlin: ‘But now I myself step / outside of the law’ (Hölderlin 1992, 830–831). In Brecht: ‘But
now I myself am / out of step’ (BFA 8:224). The law of men embroidered within the law of the Gods
becomes, in Brecht’s adaptation, a matter of non-synchronicity. The Elders no longer react
intensely to transgression, but rather lose their sense of time and rhythm: they get out of step, aus
dem Takt. The choice of words clearly reflects the terminology—the demands—of performance.
A few moments before the fifth chorus, the Elders are said to hear ‘the music of the roundel of
Bacchus as it begins’ (BFA 25:120). And in yet another reference to that same chorus, Brecht writes:
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After verse 1192, one of the Elders goes toward the alarm panel and beats against
it with his flat hand during the chorus song ‘Spirit of Joy, you who from the waters’.
/ The music of the roundel of Bacchus comes to an end. (BFA 25:152)
This instantly recalls the instructions in the Modell, as described above, regarding the third
stasimon: a rhythmic instance of performance is introduced that in many ways contradicts Brecht’s
one-sided interpretation of the ‘ancient form of theatre’ (BFA 25:110). With its archaic connotations,
the beating of the stick against the ground cannot help but collide with the purpose of a realistic
actualization of the play.
After such insistence on music and sound as evident sources of rhythm, one would be justified in
expecting any sort of recognition of the chorus as a primary instance of song merging with
movement, as established by most studies dealing with the reconstruction of Greek tragedy. And
yet, again there is no mention of singing and dancing in Brecht’s adaptation, but only of speaking.
The words of the Elders are spoken, not sung. The actors are instructed to speak and move in a
certain way, instructions are given as to the tone of their pronouncements (BFA 25:112) as well as
their placement on stage interweaved with the acoustics of the theatrical space, but nothing
explicit is said about the performance of song and dance.
This is all the more intriguing when one thinks of how Brecht notes that, exactly because of its
‘immense subject-matter’, Antigone demands not so much a ‘more ponderous presentation’, but
rather the ‘lightest’ one of all. The answer to the overwhelming character of Greek tragedy, to the
vastness of its theme, would then be its opposite: the loosening of the heavy disposition, its
dissolution in poise and levity. The Darstellung ‘as a whole’, he says, ‘should have something of a
flight’, and continues: ‘The actors should display some of the effortlessness that is acquired through
great effort by acrobats. It’s precisely the separation of the parts that can cause the action to keep
on moving further’ (BFA 25:130).
As with the individual characters, who are expected to maintain the ‘flow of the presentation’ (BFA
25:92), the members of the chorus also have strict orders to follow concerning their movement in
space. The mental disposition of the Elders is treated as the correlate of their posture, and the
latter functions as the analogon to the position they come to occupy on stage. The stirrings and
oscillations of the chorus are turned into the technical positioning of its physical body, in such a
way that a specific articulation of its pacing within the stage produces what Brecht calls the regular,
planned or scheduled ‘position for the chorus song’ (BFA 25:94).
The commentator and the performer as one
It comes as no surprise that the choruses pose the major obstacle and the greatest difficulty to
every attempt at a modern adaptation of Greek tragedy. Since they presuppose and embody the
indeterminate space between dramatic and lyric poetry, between the universal and the particular,
they are bound to stand at the heels of the self-appointed and multi-layered modern poet,
dramaturg and stage director. Given the inseparable nature of history and myth in ancient tragic
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poetry, the choruses of Antigone are historical figures in their own right, necessarily unaware or
unconsciously disdainful, one might say, of any adaptation bent on their historicization through a
revised scaffolding of the socio-political approach. This was clearly and knowingly overlooked by
Brecht, whose first measure was to dismiss Greek culture and art as being the ‘highest measure’
of all, by tearing down the idea of its greatness and excellence and replacing it with the theatrical
syllogism of modern rationality: analysis, demonstration, showing.
This being said, the main question lies not so much in how the Greek choruses come to confirm or
contradict Brecht’s ‘model’ of tragic poetry on stage, or in the way they relate to his varying notion
of ‘epic style’ (BFA 25:152), but rather, in a broader sense, in their identification as ‘riddles that
demand solutions’ (BFA 24:115). If nothing else, the fact that their pronouncements as riddles need
to be clarified and thoroughly rationalized at all is enough to qualify the chorus, in its singularity,
as a riddle by definition, a cryptogram of magnified proportions.
As the Bearbeiter, in this particular case the one who adapts a translation that he could only behold
and approach as an original work, and is therefore forced to adapt himself to the origin he so
recklessly wanted to destroy, Brecht had to be as unrelenting with the choruses of Antigone as he
was inexorable in his handling of the play as a whole. In this context, his comments on the
ambivalent function of the Greek chorus, who acts simultaneously as the interpreter and the
performer of the action, are worthy of some attention.
One must not make a big fuss about the double function of the chorus
(commentator and performer). One can think that the chorus simply lends itself to
the presentation of the Theban Greats in the action. But this is not even something
one needs to think about, since wisdom in knowledge and baseness in conduct are
commonly found together. —For that matter, one has renounced to show the
Elders as old men, since neither wisdom nor poetry are predominantly to be found
in old men, and given that in order to make war, one does not need to be old, but
rather belong to the dominant class. (BFA 25:102)
For something that is said to be not worth much thinking about, this seems to have occupied
Brecht’s cogitations considerably. In itself, his dismissal of the question follows the same line of
reasoning as before. It goes without saying that the chorus is as contradictory a figure as can be:
being identical with the Elders of Thebes, it seems obvious that its faltering behavior and
judgement goes from one extreme to the other in very little time. One is therefore left with the
problem of their presentation [Darstellung]. This is rapidly solved by the tactics of estrangement:
to present the Elders as elderly men imbued with the wisdom of old age would signify an effort to
be truthful to the image of the Ancients as the source of such wisdom and nobleness of character.
Brecht’s contention seems to be that there is no need for such concessions. In fact, as he explicitly
points out, one needn’t think too much about these matters: political reason teaches us that both
virtues and flaws are socially determined. Ergo, the Elders have good expectations to grow young
before they appear on stage.

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

234

There is yet another way to read Brecht’s note. On the one hand, the final version of Antigone has
the chorus stand effectively in the midst of the action, a fact no political rhetoric would be able to
erase. On the other hand, the chorus resonates throughout the whole play as Brecht’s own
mouthpiece, commenting upon the events, and acting as the mirror image of the stage director,
who not only is caught overseeing or overruling the action, but actually performing its conception
and realization—as shown in the Antigonemodell. And this is something one needs to think about,
since sagacity in theory and corruption in practice are commonly found together.
Referring to the ‘last chorus’ of the play, Brecht clarifies its division: it shall be separated in four
parts, each spoken by a member of the group. Only then comes the dramaturgical inference: ‘After
speaking his verses, each of the Elders walks away’ (BFA 25:158). It is worthy of note that just a few
pages before he had returned to his invocation of acrobatics as the way to counter the
metaphysical weight and thickness of Greek drama:
In the last scene, it is especially important that the performers will approach the
limits of the acting space in a loose posture, at the spot where they form the
planned group, and that, when leaving the acting space, they exit in a loose posture.
(BFA 25:154)
Reading these instructions from the Antigonemodell, the performer who might have been chosen
to form part of the chorus will know precisely how he is expected to proceed. At which point
though, one could ask, is the writer of this model supposed to exit his own acting space? If Brecht,
the eternal dramaturg and director of his own plays, demanded acrobatic skills from the
performers of Antigone, skinned of its solemn tone and deprived of its poetic and cultural authority,
it is not inopportune to ask if that same dramaturg and stage director isn’t himself, after a certain
time, the subject of the performance he sought to accomplish.
Ideas on performance
Somewhat unwillingly, the expression ‘Greek Tragedy in action’ (Taplin 1978) or ‘on stage’ marks
the point where Greek Drama ultimately has to come to terms not only with the way it is to be
performed, in a traditional, scholarly or ‘theatrical’ understanding of the term, but rather with the
ever-changing and not as easily tamable concept of performance. Brecht did violence to a text that
was not his own—Hölderlin’s translation—by moving and redistributing its parts, using it largely to
his own ends and causing the deflection of its core. This act of breaking in, however, came at the
price of its gradual disappearance.
There is nothing extraordinary or unexpected in the will to historicize tragedy by making it fiercely
political. All things considered, Brecht’s Antigone-experiment, conceived as a deliberately invasive
adaptation of an ‘ancient form of theatre’ with the aim of formulating a performance model for the
future, achieved little more than a political statement, while the object of its appropriation was
surprisingly left intact. Other ‘models’ were still to emerge in a more convincing way, such as Life of
Galileo (also from 1947–1948), Mother Courage and Her Children (1949–1951) or the Katzgraben Notes
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1953, but the Antigonemodell quickly subsided and fell into stagnation. Brecht himself saw Antigone
as routine work or an experimental preamble to that which was yet to come in the years after. Its
relevance within Brecht’s body of work is anything but clear. One can always speak of ‘modernist
Hellenism’, the role of experimentation and critique, or wish for the ‘efficacy of tragedy in
modernity’ (Taxidou 2008, 256–257), but the fact remains that soon enough Brecht abandoned any
plans to restage the play. After the small-scale symbolic production at Chur, Antigone would be
staged only twice during Brecht’s lifetime, in Zurich in March 1948 and in Greiz in November 1951.
That, by itself, should be telling enough. Brecht’s depiction of fate as something that immediately
becomes self-destructive, once it is confronted with its methodical rationalization, seems
appropriate to characterize his own endeavors with Antigone. And yet, it is Antigone that, despite all
its encumbrances and inconsistencies, challenges more profoundly the notion itself of
performance.
Brecht’s idea of performance was inevitably tied to his manifold ways of exploring the innumerous
implications of theatrical practice by way of its fusion with theory. While it may seem more than
likely that the intersection of philosophy and performance eventually crossed his mind at one point
or another, it is not clear to what extent he regarded it as a problematic or pressing issue. This
does not mean, however, that he disregarded such a connection altogether. When he did try to
consider that relation in a more immediate manner, it prompted him—as in the Messingkauf texts
(1939–1955)—to devise a dialogical and figurative script where one character (the philosopher) is
keen to confront its estranged double (the dramaturg), not forgetting of course the omnipresence
of the actor and the director pertaining to the endless discussion on the subject of proximity or
distance: from actor to spectator, from the audience to the play-text.
Throughout the 1950s up until his death in 1956, Brecht scrutinized and reignited this question in
every possible way, both in theory and in practice. This ensured him a large following of both
disciples and detractors, and a continuing dissemination of his work either through repudiation or
enthusiasm, so that, in accordance with the shifting wind between revolutionary procedures and
dubious indoctrination that is so typical of the preparation of his plays, controversy about his
theories and working methods has been kept very much alive to this day.
In spite of all its complexity and its many contradictions, the by now traditional dichotomies
associated with Brecht’s teachings fueled the need for their constant reexamination in such a way
that, however outdated its background might appear, such inquiry continues to thrive and renew
itself. One need only look at their almost organic unfolding, via the balance (or the lack thereof)
between the performer and his role, the actor and his character: the epic vs. the naturalistic, the
socio-political vs. the psychological, objectivity vs. subjective involvement, analysis vs.
identification, distance vs. empathy, observation vs. pathos, dispassion vs. warmth.
One could argue that the impact of Brecht’s work and thought is grounded first and foremost in its
ambiguity and all the loose ends it left behind, rather than in the consistency that it spells out so
assertively. As a playwright who himself deliberately acted as a dramaturg, and a dramaturg who
was adamant about playing his role as the stage director, Brecht was harsh but masterful when it
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came to reflecting and acting upon the performance of his plays. In this sense, even though his
role as a theatre practitioner by far overshadows all others, he may be seen as a philosopher of
sorts as regards the concept of performance, understood as the staging or enactment of a play,
but equally in the free fall condition of the performing mind, meticulously premeditated while
apparently devoid of a score or a script. This is why, more often than not, he can be said to have
stolen the performance altogether—again, both in theory and in practice.
Surely, what one might call Brecht’s ‘ideas on performance’ cannot claim to be something distinct
from ‘Brecht’s ideas about the business of acting’—both join hands from the beginning as ‘Brecht’s
ideas on the function of theatre and dramatic performance’ (Eddershaw 2002, 8, 36, 1). One can
certainly alienate the text, but not the context: here, the performer still equals the actor, acting
equals playing a role, and playing a role equals theatrical art. The latter, however, is not that which
precedes performance as a somewhat ill-defined notion, but the persistent questioning of its
realization. Moreover, for Brecht as an author who so strongly emphasized the role of thinking,
and was so demanding of the performer in terms of his or her ability to be conscious of the act of
performance itself, surely philosophy, seen as an indefinite or loose notion, would seem to be only
a step away from the never-ending, inexhaustible concept of performance. Nonetheless, given that
such linearity remains faint and unconfirmed, one is left with tentative conclusions such as these:
‘Brecht himself, even in the late stages of his career, was still trying to find an effective formulation
of the immediacy of performance, on the one hand, and the achieving of an objective
understanding on the part of the spectator on the other’ (Eddershaw 2002, 17). In turn, it is no
doubt legitimate to discuss Brecht’s work and legacy as a whole in terms of the ‘possibilities of
performing theory’, or to digress on the ‘many different forms of performative writing’ (Barnett
2015, 40, 51) that it entails. However, that still won’t be enough to conceal the fact that philosophy
remains unseen or unheard of as a substantive category of performance, just as the self-awareness
of philosophy as performance cannot be equated with that which it stood for in Western
philosophy at large, despite the several historically proven resemblances between the two.
In light of this, it is not surprising that Brecht’s brief encounter with ancient tragic poetry comes to
partially subsume the shortcomings of his plan for a theatre practice based on models. Such a
project simply falls short of its ambition as soon as it is faced with that which no modern subjective
or objective consciousness can truly assimilate: Greek Tragedy, as incorporated by the Greek
chorus, shrouded in the mystery of its performance through song and dance. Just as Brecht had
sensed the ‘historical other-worldliness’ of Sophocles’ Antigone—‘the ancient play’, so he calls it—
as the obstacle to every possible ‘identification with the main figure’, he was the first to recognize
that the several ‘incisions for the chorus’ as alienating instances proper to the ‘Hellenic dramaturgy’
(BFA 25:75), were ultimately impervious to a modern audience. The chorus therefore tends to
appear in the guise of a pre-existing Verfremdungseffekt, something that, rather than being caused
by the will to rationalize and push Greek drama to its limits, is really the first and the last hurdle of
performance in itself. One example would suffice to make this clear: in the English translation of
the Foreword to the Antigonemodell, ‘performance’ is the word chosen to translate Brecht’s German
term Spielweise, literally the way or the mode of acting or playing a role (Brecht 2014, 165,167; see

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

237

also BFA 25:73, 75) However, rather than criticizing such choices on account of their inaccuracy,
one could instead see them as the point of departure toward something else.
The stumbling of the Brechtian concept of theatre at the very beginning of the performing arts as
such was perhaps a misadventure and a false step, but not a barren one. As it comes to a halt,
Antigone points to that interim space where all seems possible. As a self-sufficient entity, the poem
that by definition encapsulates both tragedy as philosophy and a philosophy of tragedy of its own,
it breaks new ground by positing a different view on how to approach tragic drama in performance.
As a failed attempt at wrenching a new model (a modern Organon) out of the master model
(Ancient Tragic Poetry), it summons the ‘aesthetics of interruption’ (Brecht 2014, xii) and change
that many are tempted to see as Brecht’s most significant contribution to keep thinking about
performance by keeping track of its many ramifications, its recurring deflection, or its constant
displacement.
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CAESURA OF HISTORY:
PERFORMING GREEK TRAGEDY AFTER BRECHT
MATTHIAS DREYER GOETHE-UNIVERSITY FRANKFURT

While for centuries Greek tragedies were performed only intermittently (Flashar 1991; Foley 1999;
Macintosh et al. 2005; Hall and Macintosh 2005), the 1960s saw an enormous growth
internationally in the staging of ancient dramas, and between 1960 and today, more Greek
tragedies have been performed than in the entire period from antiquity to 1960. 1 The new interest
in ancient tragedy corresponded with a fundamental crisis in Western culture, issuing from the
Shoah and gradually forcing its way into consciousness. After World War II, and especially since the
1960s, the question of history needed to be reconsidered. With the increasing dissolution of
tradition, the interval between antiquity and the present became an unresolved problem. At the
same time, a teleological understanding, which sees history as something that can be planned and
calculated, had to be considered as failed, since fascism and communism ‘in the name of history’
had erected totalitarian systems. What then appeared in this historical void?
That the question of history is posed in the theatre is not self-evident. However, in the twentieth
century, a renewed engagement with ancient Greek tragedy was crucial for the emergence of this
question, and can be seen as a challenge for the concept of historicity. And regarding the numerous
offers of dealing with the ‘challenge of antiquity’, it was particularly in the epic theatre that the
question of historicity was posed—that is, in a field of influence and contest that extended, via
Friedrich Hölderlin, to Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, and from here to the present. It is
therefore worth considering the relationship between epic theatre and ancient Greek tragedy in
more detail. Here, the gap between antiquity and the present is not smoothed over, as is the case
when the original is simply ‘updated’, modernised or rendered topical; rather, a ‘non-
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contemporaneity’ comes into play, one that can be felt in the confrontation with the alterity of
antiquity. At stake here are not only specific modern interpretations of ancient drama, but also
theoretical and aesthetic questions: how can one think the relation between theatre—which was
long seen as an art of the present, or even of presence—and ideas of historical time? How do
historical time and historical practices become part of the performance? And to what extent does
the performance reveal itself as part of history?
To answer these questions, one must first recall the concept of time and history that the epic
theatre attempted to interrupt. This is the idea of making-present (Vergegenwärtigung) that
understands the performing of ancient Greek tragedy as the production of an overarching
temporality in which universal and timeless truths are supposedly made manifest (discussed
further in part 1 below). I would like to call to mind how difficult any departure from this concept
is, as it has dominated the discourse on performing ancient Greek tragedy, at least since
historicism, and has become—in its mixture of presence and myth—a sort of Leitkultur of classical
theatre. In what follows, I shall analyse its temporal implications through a brief discussion of two
staging traditions, the historicist and the vitalist, as well as through a reference to the historical
hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer. The critique of this concept is the basis for the concept of
‘tragedy as caesura’ formulated in the writings on tragedy of Hölderlin and Benjamin, which, after
Brecht’s Antigonemodell (1948), has also become part of the theatre from a practical-experimental
point of view. I shall argue that this concept can be considered as the determining background
against which Brecht’s understanding of tragedy develops, and which continues to be in effect in
ongoing attempts to deal with tragedy today.
Contrary to this, in the concept of the ‘tragedy of the caesura’, a critical theatre can only grow out
of the ruptures between past and present (see part 2). I shall trace what this concept of ‘tragedy as
caesura’ means for the work on ancient tragedy in the theatre (see part 3). Crucial in this context
is Brecht’s work on Sophocles’ Antigone, which he developed in Swiss exile in 1948, and which raises
the question of whether historicisation is a fruitful practice for a political theatre (see 3.1). From
here, the conditions for a critical concept of history in the theatre emerge, which uncovers historical
continuities by questioning the extent to which they can be attacked or changed. Consequently,
Brecht’s disciples could not adopt his concepts unquestioningly. Instead, they examine aspects that
Brecht with his rationalistic approach underestimates; and in doing so they drew on tragedy as a
primary material. From the mid-1980s to his death in 2001, the East-German-born theatre maker
Einar Schleef used ancient Greek tragedy to reflect on the history of the collective by exploring the
aporias of the ancient chorus on stage (see 3.2). Elsewhere, the Bulgarian director Dimiter
Gotscheff (1943–2013) considered his numerous stagings of classical drama as scenic experiments
to work on techniques of estrangement (Verfremdung). In this way, he was able to explore the
mediality of language and the body in order to transform tragedy into an endgame of history (see
3.3). In these works, the question of the caesura in tragedy, which in both Schleef and Gotscheff
can be considered as a continuation of a Brechtian approach, is clearly altered. While in Brecht’s
thought, the caesura was still partly linked to teleology, in the work of Schleef and Gotscheff, it
refers to what is repressed in (epic) tradition and in constructions of a homogenous history.
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1) Problems of Making-Present (Vergegenwärtigung)
If one concerns oneself with questions of historicity and attempts to make a critical theatre with
ancient tragedy, a problem one immediately faces is the legacy of associating ancient tragedy with
claims to the universal and timeless. In this connection, one should recall two points of departure
at the beginning of modern theatre—both of which are still prevalent today. The first is the
historicist approach, which aims to frame the staging of ancient drama as an educational journey
to the past. The most important early example of this tendency took place in Germany in 1841.
This was the famous staging of Antigone in Potsdam in a scenic arrangement by Ludwig Tieck and
with a stage composition by Felix Mendelssohn. The only previous performance of Antigone in
German was in 1804 by Goethe at the Hoftheater in Weimar in a contemporary adaptation by
Johann Friedrich Rochlitz; Hölderlin’s remarkable translation from 1804 was rejected by theatre
makers during his lifetime, and was not performed until 1919. The Potsdam Antigone from 1848
was the first staging to make use of a faithful and unabridged translation of the ancient text. With
the help of the most important classical scholars of the time, the aim was to recreate ‘authentic’
performance conditions (on this staging, see Flashar 1991; Boetius 2005; Stenzel 2009). In this
sense, in the spirit of historicism, the adaptation was understood as objective—and, as sources of
the time show, this was associated with ‘general, eternal truths’. The historian Johann Gustav
Droysen for example praised the staging for bringing to light the ‘great and immortal’ of the past
(quoted in Fischer-Lichte 1998, 114).
Such general claims are also made by the discourses and stagings of the second tendency, which
also aims at the timeless and universal. I call this the vitalist tendency; its goal is to radically
transport the ancient drama into the present of the performance. One of the founding fathers of
this tendency was Max Reinhardt, who announced his emphatic vision in 1901. According to
Reinhardt, ‘One has to perform the classics [...] as if they were poets of today, their works lives of
today’ (Reinhardt [1901] 1974, 66). Reinhardt staged the tragedies Oedipus (1910) and The Oresteia
(1911 and 1919) in Berlin and Munich, and, with his forceful mass choruses, established an archaic
style that sought to overpower the senses.
In the intoxicating experience of the theatre, the construction of history remains unreflected. 2
Accordingly, both approaches—historicist and vitalist—sought to harmonise the horizons of the
past and the present in order to celebrate a claim to the universally human in the classical works.
Walter Benjamin responded to this ironically by describing it as a romantic ‘hunt for false riches’
(Benjamin 1991, 581), an assimilation of the past that does not lead to critical historical work.
This popular claim to the universal and timeless, which is still prevalent in the modern theatre
world, can also be observed in the more elaborated ideas of philosophical hermeneutics that
attempt to conceptualise the problem of confronting temporal distances. In his major work Truth
and Method (1960), Hans-Georg Gadamer underlines how, as an essential condition of
understanding, the individual interpreter must first of all distance him- or herself from the present:
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The hermeneutic task consists in not covering up this tension [between the past
object and the present position] by attempting a naive assimilation of the two but
in consciously enforcing it. This is why it is part of the hermeneutic approach to
project a historical horizon that is different from the horizon of the present.
(Gadamer [1960] 2006, 305)
On the one hand, this foreign horizon helps one to relativise one’s own time. To ‘think historicity’
means in this sense to overcome the time-bound and allow oneself to be questioned through the
horizon of the other. On the other hand, it gives rise to the question of the extent to which it is
possible with Gadamerian hermeneutics to encounter this ‘other’ (for instance, in the form of
historically distant theatre concepts or texts) in its foreignness or to preserve its singularity. This
question is important because the hermeneutic process, according to Gadamer, should be
understood as a ‘fusion of these horizons supposedly existing by themselves’ (305, my emphasis):
When our historical consciousness transposes itself into historical horizons, this
does not entail passing into alien worlds unconnected in any way with our own;
instead they together constitute the one great horizon that moves from within and
that, beyond the frontiers of the present, embraces the historical depths of our
self-consciousness. (303)
This constantly shifting fusing of horizons brings about ‘the rising to a higher universality’.
According to such an argument, the fusing of the horizons under the sign of the classical works
should yield a truth. It is due to the ‘presiding of tradition’, in which ‘old and new repeatedly come
together in a living validity’ (305). Hence, this phenomenological fusing of subject and object is in
tension with a critical thinking of historical distance. Thus, with regard to current engagements with
classical dramas, some observations must be made.
Gadamer overlooks what Foucault would describe soon afterwards as the struggle over historically
marked concepts, rules and institutions: that each effective history must also be understood as a
history of specific interests and ideologies. Foucault considers any attempt to conceive history as
a process of recognition, identity and truth as misguided. Instead of reflecting on the legacies and
affiliations with which a claim to unity and coherence was traditionally asserted, historical work,
according to Foucault, should shake secure foundations and uncover heterogeneous identities.
Furthermore, historical work is significant if it ‘places within a process of development everything
considered immortal in man’ (Foucault 1984, 87). In Gadamer’s theory, however, the possibility of
a critical distance to tradition is hardly thought, a point that Gadamer partially concedes in a
moment of self-criticism: ‘Here constantly arises the danger of “appropriating” the other in one’s
own understanding and thereby failing to recognize his or her otherness’ (Gadamer [1960] 2006,
305). These weak points of traditional hermeneutics make it necessary to (re-)consider different
dramaturgical and temporal concepts when working on ancient Greek tragedy.
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2) Tragedy and Caesura (Hölderlin, Benjamin)
Of central importance in this context are the theatre projects that begin by doubting whether Greek
tragedy in the modern period can be integrated into the horizon of the present, or, indeed, whether
it can even be staged at all. This history of the unstageability of ancient tragedy is, in my view, more
instructive than any account of a successful staging. In the former case, attention is shifted to
aspects of ancient theatre and Greek tragedy that cannot be accommodated into bourgeois
theatre, and have therefore been forgotten or rejected: aspects such as the chorus, the lack of
psychological interiority and the dimension of violence in ancient tragedy. 3
By thinking aspects of the past that could not be realised in history, modern work on ancient
tragedy opens up references to the unrealised possibilities of the past. For thinking this
theoretically, Benjamin’s understanding of history—the idea that contemporaneity can only be
opened up through a certain kind of historical work—is central. Only where the linear course of
time is burst open and interrupted can history and the present appear as reciprocal processes. In
this sense, one’s own time should be thought as a moment that is not causally determined by the
past, ‘but in which time [...] has come to a standstill’ (Benjamin [1940] 2003, 396). Accordingly, the
horizons of the past and present cannot be reconciled. The present, which according to Benjamin
is won from this historical work, is not a self-contained presence; rather, the creation of a historical
constellation brings about a split in the present—it creates a ‘now-time’ (Jetztzeit), which opens itself
to an other.
From this point of view, ancient tragedy is particularly well suited to reflect on the modern concept
of history as an interruption in the continuum. Indeed, tragedy itself has frequently been described
as an interruption: of the ruling powers of fate, of the dramatic development, or even of the
aesthetic. This point of view has existed especially since Hölderlin’s thoughts on the ‘caesura’ in
tragedy, which he published in 1804 in his remarks on Antigone and Oedipus that appeared
alongside his translations of these works. His remarks on the caesura initially refer to what he calls
‘tragic transport’, the flow between speech and counter-speech. This makes a rupture necessary:
Thereby, in the rhythmic sequence of the representations wherein transport
presents itself, there becomes necessary what in poetic meter is called caesura, the
pure word, the counter-rhythmic rupture; namely, in order to meet the onrushing
change of representations at its highest point in such a manner that very soon
there does not appear the change of representation but the representation itself.
(Hölderlin [1804] 1998a, 102; Hölderlin [1804] 1999a, 250)
The caesura is first of all a poetic category. Unlike the constant rhythm of a forward movement
leading to a goal, the caesura gives rise to a discontinuity. It explodes the ‘onrushing change of
representations’ and opens up the representation beyond the regular and the calculable. 4
But what does Hölderlin mean when he writes, ‘there does not appear the change of
representation but the representation itself’? In order to answer this question, it is necessary first
of all to consider the epistemic dimension of tragedy. In tragedy, man is made to confront the limits
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of his agency. Oedipus, for example, is made to experience great suffering because he disregards
the limits of his knowledge and attempts to become an equal of God—even to become a god
himself. This false fusion of the human and the divine, which Hölderlin interprets as the ‘hubris of
immediacy’, is suspended in the tragic process insofar as man is made to encounter mediacy. This
is carried out through the ‘pure word’, through a language that is pure to the extent that it
represents nothing—for instance, through the lament that cannot adequately express pain, but
which can be considered as a sign of this inexpressibility.
At the same time, this tragic disturbance is more than a rupture. Hölderlin understands it as a
‘reversal of all modes and forms of representation’ (Hölderlin 1988b, 114; Hölderlin 1999b, 419).
Rather than pointing to a determinable goal, however, this reversal produces a new temporality,
one in which—according to Hölderlin’s elegant formulation—‘beginning and end can simply no
longer rhyme with each other’ (Hölderlin 1998a, 108; ‘Anfang und Ende sich [...] schlechterdings nicht
reimen läßt’, Hölderlin 1999b, 258). Hence, man ‘can no longer place himself in the transition
between past and future’ (Lemke 2002, 65).
In this sense, the reversal carried out in tragedy is not a realisation of something new; rather, it is
characterised by a double reference that, as Samuel Weber (2016) has shown, becomes visible as
the ‘counter-’. The caesura as a ‘counter-rhythmic rupture’ does not simply carry out a
disengagement; it becomes operative only through the reference to what it wants to interrupt. In
the case of Oedipus, this rupture—according to Hölderlin’s dramaturgical analysis—is brought
about through Tiresias, who tells the tyrant about his mythic prehistory. Hence, the caesura turns
simultaneously towards and away from the curse—that is, it recalls the mythical boundedness that
reveals to man his limits, and it allows him to think critically about the consequences.
In this article, there is not room to provide a detailed analysis of how Benjamin took up Hölderlin’s
concept of the caesura. I shall therefore limit myself to a brief mention of his essay Goethe’s Elective
Affinities (1919–1922), with which Benjamin opposes the ‘ideology’ of an artwork that ‘brings forth
a world from nothingness’ (Benjamin 2003, 340). Drawing on Hölderlin’s idea of the ‘pure word’,
Benjamin develops the idea of an ‘expressionless violence’ that subverts the ‘false, errant totality’
of the artwork. Something similar is found in his considerations on tragedy in Ursprung des
deutschen Trauerspiels (The Origin of German Tragic Drama), published in 1925, in which Benjamin
notes a difference between the continuous cyclical time of myth and the interrupting power of
tragedy. Benjamin sums up his considerations on ancient tragedy (which he later confronts with
the modern mourning play) as follows: ‘It was not in law but in tragedy that the head of genius
lifted itself for the first time from the mist of guilt, for in tragedy demonic fate is breached’ (Benjamin
2003, 203). In tragedy, myth is represented, or better repeated; within this repetition, however, a
difference arises, so that tragic drama is simultaneously both representation and revision. As a
result, tragedy is no longer associated with the universal and timeless, but becomes part of an
open historical process, and, furthermore, questions the possibility of historicity.
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3) Caesura in Theatre
In this way, the conditions are named with which ancient tragedy contests a world of fateful
violence and articulates itself as an interface in the transition between times, while simultaneously
reflecting on this historical caesura. Hence, the analyses of the tragic and tragedy in Hölderlin and
Benjamin address a demand to modern adaptations of ancient tragedy as well as to theatre in
general. In this sense, theatre can be thought as a site of encounter with the persisting powers of
the past, as their repetition, exposition and suspension. Here, presence in the theatre is
understood as a becoming-conscious of historicity and as an interrogation of the caesura with
regard to its possibilities and modes of operation. Accordingly, ancient tragedy brings to the fore
a reflexive rupture in the transition between times. At the same time, thinking about tragedy
implies that this procedure is not to be understood as an empowerment of a new world or a new
life over the supposedly ‘old’, but as an insight into self-restraint, as a limit experience, and as a
search for what a different language of the theatre, of thought, of humanity could be. By analysing
Brecht’s way of working on ancient Greek tragedy as well as the performances of critical theatre
makers that came after Brecht, I shall show in the following the consequences of this concept of
tragedy on the level of the aesthetics of the theatre.
3.1) Failure of Historicisation (Brecht)
Bertolt Brecht’s work on ancient Greek tragedy began in 1948 when he returned from exile before
founding his own theatre in Berlin, the later Berliner Ensemble. For Brecht, the war left not only
the theatre buildings damaged, but also the style of acting. What was missing was a new theatre,
which after the rigorous studies and theoretical work of his fifteen years in exile should now be
tested and developed in practice. In this period of historical transformation, Brecht drew on
Hölderlin’s translation of Sophocles’ Antigone. His staging of this material took place in 1948 in the
Swiss city of Chur, where he was waiting to be able to travel to Berlin.
With this project on ancient drama Brecht was working on a theatre of caesura in the sense
discussed above. This is obvious not only by the particular mode of rupture or estrangement he
makes use of here, but also by the trans-historical continuities he makes us aware of. This becomes
clear in Brecht’s way of using the ancient texts—and the contrast to his early notion of ‘material
value’ (Materialwert). In the 1920s, Brecht experimented with classical works, and thereby cultivated
the discourse of their material value: one should cannibalise (ausschlachten) historical texts like old
cars to see what can still be put to use for the construction of a new art and society (Brecht 1992,
21:164). With the emergence of fascism, his dramaturgy undergoes a clear transformation. He now
focuses on the constraints complicating the possibility of change. In Brecht’s Hegelian formulation:
‘It is recognised that one cannot simply leap over earlier phases [...]. The new exists, but it is only
born out of the struggle with the old, not without it, not in a void’ (Brecht 1992, 22.1:488–489; the
quote comes from notes that were presumably written in 1938). Tragedy is the place in which
Brecht’s Marxist belief that the world can be changed is challenged.
In his dramaturgical treatment of Antigone, Brecht changed the source of motivation and removed
all elements that allowed the action to appear as destiny or fate. According to his basic principle,
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‘Man’s fate is man’ (Brecht 1968, 15:259). The gods have been replaced by socioeconomic
conditions that can be criticised and changed: Creon wages war to attain material resources;
Polynices is suspected of desertion and killed by Creon; Creon, who is also addressed as Führer,
attempts finally to maintain his rule by terror until the whole of Thebes is destroyed.
In all this, there are clear analogies to the Nazi period, whereby Brecht makes the action applicable
to the situation of the time. Interestingly, however, he understood ‘analogies to the present’ as
being ‘generally disadvantageous’ (Brecht 1968, 15:75). Antigone, ‘the great figure of resistance in
the ancient drama[,] does not represent the fighters of the German resistance’ (Brecht 1968, 15:75);
she is not glorified as a resistance fighter, since at the beginning she was herself part of the
apparatus of power. For Brecht, in order to emphasize the historical distance, the ancient drama
should remain sufficiently archaic. In this way, he manifested his rejection of the Aristotelian
identification with the protagonist. The
actors wore stylised costumes and masklike makeup. When not performing, they
sat on long benches at the back of the
stage. The brightly lit performance area
situated in the front part of the stage was
demarcated

by

four

tall

posts

surmounted with horse skulls. This was
meant to indicate that the ‘barbarism’ of
the ancient order had not yet been
overcome:

‘The

performance

was

situated between the posts because we
are still living with the idolatrous state of
class struggle!’ (Brecht 1992, 25:78).

Figure 1: Photo: Ruth Berlau / © Hilda Hoffmann

In Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, too, ‘barbarism’ is a counter-term for
civilisation (Horkheimer and Adorno [1944] 2002, XIV), describing any society for as a long as it
accepts human sacrifice as a political means. Brecht’s project of historicisation asks how it might
be possible to be rid of this cult. Because he could not discern the extent to which ancient tragedy
itself undertook a questioning of cultic compulsions—Benjamin talks about a ‘revision’—Brecht’s
intention with Antigone was to show that the play belongs to a time that is still our own, but which
should have been surpassed. He thereby historicises both ancient tragedy and the present. By
rejecting the fatalism he saw in tragedy, his project pursued a conceptual direction that had already
been outlined by Hölderlin and Benjamin concerning the question of the interruption of the
continuous time of myth.
If one looks at the press response to Brecht’s 1948 staging of Antigone, one notices how few of
Brecht’s intentions were understood by the critics. Nevertheless, there are clear signs that the
analogy between barbaric antiquity and the present was decoded. One critic commented on the
symbolic effect of the ‘columns of war’ demarcating the performance area as follows: ‘We people
of the twentieth century have ethically not come a single step further; our lives more than ever are
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played out between these columns of war’ (‘Antigone’ [1948] 1988). But in the same review the critic
also notes that the archaic barbarism symbolises ‘a bitter and undeniable truth: namely, the deep
tragedy of humanity as a whole’, the ‘eternally true primordial law of humanity’ (199f). As right as
it is that Brecht was interested in the representation of human laws, it went against his intentions
when these were seen as necessary. Nevertheless, a dialectical tension between antiquity/present
and the performance (or with regard to the antiquity of our times, its barbarism), which Brecht was
aiming for in his staging, was clearly not detected by reviewers. And this makes it necessary to
reflect more deeply on the idea of an epic mode of representation, on Gestus, on techniques of
creating a ‘contradiction in the representation’. Brecht’s call to ‘expose the exposition’ [das Zeigen
zeigen] might direct our attention to the body in its mortality as the other of the rationalist
construction of the fable, as a manifestation of ‘what is repressed in the construction of a
homogenous course of history’ (Hamacher 2002, 174)—although this tendency was developed
more explicitly in the stagings of tragedies after Brecht. In its consequences, such a tendency finally
comes close to what Hölderlin meant when he wrote that the counter-rhythmic, tragic rupture
would bring about the ‘representation itself’.
3.2) The Boundless Chorus (Schleef)
Regarding the affinities between ancient tragedy and epic theatre, Brecht gave prominence to the
messenger’s report and the chorus. Nevertheless, the chorus can be considered as a repressed
element in modern theatre. In Germany, the return of the chorus to the contemporary stage over
the last two decades is closely linked with the theatre maker Einar Schleef (1944–2001). The
director, set designer, painter and writer put on his first three productions at the Berliner Ensemble
in East Berlin, and in this way was born into Brecht’s legacy. However, when he was no longer able
to continue his work, he left the German Democratic Republic and at the beginning of the 1980s
resumed his activities at the Schauspiel Frankfurt. Schleef’s central achievement is to have brought
the historical form of the chorus into the present without adapting it to the aesthetic strategies of
bourgeois theatre.
In 1986, Schleef created the work Die Mütter (The Mothers), in which he combined Euripides’ The
Suppliants and Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes. This production is counted among the great theatre
scandals of the twentieth century. Many viewers were appalled by what they perceived as the
violence of the collective, and this entered their consciousness so strongly because Schleef avoided
any kind of historicisation, and thereby strongly opposed the epic strategies of his predecessor
Brecht. Schleef’s theatre aims to reflect on the history of the collective in the theatre through a
reference to tragedy.
In the second part of the project, Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes, the chorus consists of a group of
young women who fear being raped and enslaved by enemy soldiers. Schleef closes off the stage
with the iron curtain, and for large parts of the performance the scenes are performed on a raised
walkway running through the almost completely dark auditorium.
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Fourteen young women in red dresses
and black military boots storm into the
auditorium shouting and yelling, and
squat on the steps of the walkway. Here,
in the midst of the audience, with their
bodies heaped together, they cry out
about their fear of a possible siege.
Occasionally, they organise themselves
into a military formation and impulsively
stretch out their arms in an attitude of
attack. Their emphatic speech could be
described as a staccato-like chanting, in
unison and drilled. Later, they produce a

Figure 2. Photo: Claus Gretter

loud clattering sound by hammering on
the iron curtain. Towards the end of the performance, the chorus, now fifty strong, gathers on a
platform behind the viewers—who may now feel surrounded—to produce a frenzy of speech and
movement that could be felt throughout the auditorium.
Unlike the mass choruses in Max Reinhardt’s stagings of classical drama, Schleef’s chorus has a
presence that is strongly characterized by moments of absence. On the one hand, the physicality
of the chorus was emphasized by their running up and down the raised walkway close to the
audience; on the other, the chorus subverted the power of the audience’s gaze by performing in
darkness or behind the audience, or huddling on the floor. In this way, the performance of the
chorus avoided assuming a visual form and could not be fixed as an image. The particularly strong
impact resulted from the fact that the chorus could not be classified as either historical or fictitious.
Thus, the strangeness of the pathetic utterances could not be tied down to a specific source; the
unleashed affect went beyond any link to the dramatic context or a specific group, and to some
extent became an urgent concern for now and for everybody.
Perhaps the simplest response to this situation for many critics was an accusation of fascism. Many
reviewers related the Dionysian energy of the chorus to the collective violence of history, which
even led some to call for censorship (see ‘Körperlich geschunden’ 1986). Indeed, the production
was withdrawn after only a few performances. And although it is possible to show in detail how
these associations miss the point, they nevertheless bring to light an important dimension. The
violence unleashed by Schleef’s chorus exceeded the tragic form and thus challenged the concept
of tragedy itself. Hegel understood tragedy as reconciliation in beautiful appearance. His emphasis
on the containment of horror in the form can also be found in Schiller, who understood the chorus
as a reflexive distancing from stimulating passions. Even Nietzsche’s theory of tragedy, which
rediscovered the Dionysian element, retains on a balanced economy of form-giving and formdestroying elements. Schleef’s chorus theatre, however, breaks with every balance. His is a theatre
of excess that dissolves illusionistic reality with a view to what is separated from it. In the staging
of Die Mütter, the Apollonian form-giving element is ‘unlocked’, so that formally the acoustically
produced affect is no longer sufficiently tied down. For this reason, Schleef’s theatre is opposed to
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the idealistic view of tragedy as a successful act of overcoming. On closer inspection, it becomes
clear that Schleef thereby also counters a social tendency that can be observed in Germany during
the same period: to historicise and symbolically come to terms with the horror of the past and the
fascist violence. Collective violence can be neither formally confined nor socially historicised.
Instead, Schleef’s theatre points towards a universal violence that is at the basis of every society,
and which is only repressed through attempts at historicisation.
Nevertheless, it would be wrong to understand the perpetual cycle of violence as tragedy’s sole
message. Schleef’s choruses also rise up against violence, suffering and victimhood. Despite the
violence, the tone of the young women in Seven Against Thebes is also one of furious denunciation—
of their powerlessness and of male rule. Thus, at the end of the play, the chorus lines up facing the
audience to discharge its fury in a deafening wall of noise. What is dominant here is less a lament
resulting from their suffering than a wild denunciation, chanted collectively as an act of revolt. The
act of overcoming is not carried out in the tragedy itself, but demanded for the present and the
future.
Hence, the Dionysian pathos can also be perceived as a force of liberation. Nevertheless, in
contrast to what was suggested by Nietzsche’s theory in the nineteenth century, the Dionysian at
the end of the twentieth century can no longer be described as an ‘art-impulse of nature’ (Kunsttrieb
der Natur) or venerated as an authentic original force, but is deeply implicated in history. Schleef’s
tragic chorus refers to the ambivalent history of the emancipation of the collective in the twentieth
century and represents a remarkable figure of inversion: the chorus—the collective force reflecting
a community—cannot liberate itself without being subjected to its own violence. This circumstance
can be grasped as a tragedy of revolt. Part of the provocation of the staging was that the forces of
revolutionary liberation and violence could be understood as being interlinked. The particular
interaction between revolt on the one hand, and the insight into what is supressed in every revolt
on the other, constitutes the core theme of tragedy as caesura.
3.3) The Tragic Void (Gotscheff)
To finish, this ambivalence should be examined further in relation to the theatre of Dimiter
Gotscheff (1943–2013). The work of the Bulgarian director can be seen as paradigmatic for the
widespread topos that the stage is a place in which ghosts appear. Tragedy as a specific reflection
on the threshold between times, on the standstill between the new and the old, takes place in this
sense when in the theatre the dead speak. With this metaphor—which Gotscheff makes use of in
close reference to Heiner Müller—the theatre is understood as a work of memory for history’s
victims. The return of the dead interrupts the continuous flow of history, reverses the arrow of
time and thereby breaks open the closure of the present. History is thereby not represented, but
put into question.
In ancient theatre, masks were used to allow ‘the dead to speak’, to create a present haunted by
what is absent. Gotscheff did not use masks in a physical sense, but worked with a technique that
could be called ‘acoustic masks’. In various productions of ancient tragedies beginning in the
1980s—and mostly based on adaptations by Heiner Müller—Gotscheff developed a specific vocal
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style in which speech is shaped in such
a way that it is not the individual
speaker as such who is audible; rather,
the speaker turns him- or herself into a
medium for the text, which is thus
exposed as an act of repetition and
recurrence. In the 2006 production of
Aeschylus’ The Persians at the Deutsches
Theater in Berlin, an actress dressed in
a simple dark-coloured robe recites the
text of the chorus in a translation by
Heiner

Müller.

With

great

concentration, her voice navigates its

Figure 3: Photo: Iko Freese

way through the dense and complex
syntax. Soberly but carefully, she gives each word her full attention. Occasionally, by pausing a
moment, she marks a distance to what is said.
Frequently, she appears to be reciting the text in order to better grasp what is said herself. In this
spoken exploration of the historical material, the conventional linearity of speech is subverted, and
time is slowed down. This gives rise to the curious sensation that an outside of the present is being
indicated, which Derrida has called the ‘non-contemporaneity with itself of the living present’
(Derrida 1994, XVIII).
As with Brecht, one is made aware that something is emerging from the depths of time. However,
the question of interruption is now posed in a new and different way. Gotscheff works with voices
that seem to belong to no one, with tense, statue-like postures of the speaking bodies that seem
to be in an intermediate state between living and dead, here and elsewhere, now and then—in
short, with techniques of estrangement that Brecht himself had not developed so radically.
If we look at these elements of
estrangement more closely, the concept
of history in Gotscheff’s epic theatre of
tragedy becomes clear. Aeschylus’ play
The Persians describes the defeat of the
Persian army in the Battle of Salamis.
While at the beginning the chorus asks
anxiously after the whereabouts of their
country’s sons, a messenger brings
news of the terrible defeat. At the end
of the play, the tragic hero Xerxes
appears,

whose

recklessness

had

brought about the disaster. Still with a
tie but shirtless, the actor Samuel Finzi
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stands alone on the empty stage. He silently faces the audience. Finzi/Xerxes treats the stray
sentences as if he were asking himself what this language might be good for. The body is staged
in its helplessness; in the struggle with language, body and language become separated from one
another.
In such moments, the tragic failure of the protagonist is obvious. Man’s limitations become
apparent, his lack of sovereignty over himself and history (cf. Müller-Schöll 2010). It becomes clear
how strongly chance penetrates every occurrence and how uncontrollable history is, how history
encompasses what men make, but also what makes men, or ‘what perverts the sense of their actions,
and devours those that considered themselves the authors’ (Rancière 2006, 71).
If nothing were added to this interpretation, Gotscheff’s staging might be misunderstood as being
deeply pessimistic. And it is certainly true that in the literature on Gotscheff’s theatre there is a
widespread view that Gotscheff was only interested in describing perpetual failure as the eternal
recurrence of the same (cf. Detchewa 2008, 138). However, there are also other interpretations on
offer to grasp the concept of the tragic here. If at the end of the tragedy one finds an exhausted
and defeated man, a victim of his own hubris, this man is also a perpetrator appearing before the
tribunal of the audience. The protagonist is exposed as a tyrant whose rule is at an end, and to
whom the chorus refuses allegiance.
But what does it mean for the interpretation if Xerxes appears both as perpetrator and victim, if
the suffering of the fallen man is presented as much as the criticism of a ruler? If opposing aspects
are juxtaposed in the staging, this results in a kind of Benjaminian standstill. It is in this way that
Gotscheff’s theatre reveals itself, such that the fullness of perspectives simultaneously brings
about an emptying. One might think of Heiner Müller’s Letter to the Director, in which he writes:
‘Tragedy is left empty-handed. Its path rejects the consolation that is a deferral. It transports
nothingness, the possible beginning’ (Müller 2005, 267). This idea of tragedy as the opening up of
an emptiness, a nothingness, is related to Hölderlin’s understanding of tragedy in which ‘the tragic
transport is actually empty’, since ‘very soon there does not appear the change of representation
but the representation itself’ (Hölderlin 1988b, 102): that is, the caesura.
In this sense, Gotscheff’s staging of The Persians can be understood as an endgame. It aims to bring
the eternal recurrence of the same to an end, whereby drama and history are dismantled into their
component parts. For Foucault, the sens historique strives to undermine everything that appears
necessary and unchangeable; it ‘places within a process of development everything considered
immortal in man’ (Foucault 1984, 87). Foucault understands this historical sense as a question of
the physiology of history. Hence, Gotscheff’s The Persians should be understood as a recourse to
such a sens historique—to the actor-bodies that withdraw from embodiment and make other uses
of their bodies thinkable; to the material of language that disintegrates during the process of
articulation and can thus be heard differently; to the time in which history can take place.
These considerations on Brecht’s failed historicisation, Schleef’s tragedy of the collective, and
Gotscheff’s ghostly emptiness of tragedy have developed aspects of a theatre of caesura. The
examples can be distinguished from practices of Vergegenwärtigung (making-present) above all
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through what Maurice Blanchot, Jean-Luc Nancy and others have called désoeuvrement (‘unworking’
or inoperativity), which means that no closed formal solutions are manifested. Paradoxically, one
can only do justice to the work when it is not set to work. In this sense, Hölderlin and Benjamin
both conceive of tragedy as an incisive event that undermines the established order, but without,
however, arriving at a new one. When Benjamin draws on Franz Rosenzweig’s conception of silence
in tragedy, he points to a force of contradiction that does not have a language at its disposal in
which it could articulate itself. Similarly, in his Antigonemodell, Brecht stresses that the study of this
book should be directed primarily towards the experiment and the attempt (Brecht 1968, vol. 25,
81). The historical thought resulting from the encounter with ancient Greek tragedy can be
understood in this sense as one of the central conditions for the critical function of the theatre
since the 1960s. At the same time, the theatre of caesura brings to light what is overlooked when
the horizons of past and present are fused: for Schleef the collective force; for Gotscheff the actorbodies that withdraw from embodiment, and the material of disintegrated language.

Translated by Benjamin Carter

Notes
The productions have been collected by the Archive of the Performance of Greek and Roman Drama at Oxford
University: http://www.apgrd.ox.ac.uk/research-collections/performance-database/productions (accessed 20
August 2016); another databank is being compiled as part of the European Network of Research and
Documentation of Performances of Ancient Greek Drama (Arc-Net). See also Flashar 1991, 225ff.
1

On the close link between the discourse on myth and the adaptation of classics, see chapter 1 of my dissertation,
Dreyer (2014), 47ff.

2

3

On the discourse on the unstageability of ancient tragedy, see Boetius 2005, 14–18; Flashar 1991, 61ff.

It leads to the singular and particular, as Samuel Weber (2016; 2004, 97–120) has shown, to the ‘lebendigen Sinn,
der nicht berechnet werden kann’ (Hölderlin 1999b, 259).
4
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EMBODIMENT AS FIRST AFFORDANCE:
TINKERING, TUNING, TRACKING
BEN SPATZ UNIVERSITY OF HUDDERSFIELD

What is embodiment?
In a diverse range of recent research activities, I have worked to develop productive distinctions
between embodied knowledge, embodied practice, embodied technique, and embodied
research; but I have settled for a brief gloss of the crucial descriptor ‘embodied’ (Spatz 2015, 11–
14). 1 In this essay I offer a critical and philosophical approach to embodiment, explaining why we
continue to need this concept and what I believe it can still do for us.
Thomas Csordas wrote more than twenty-five years ago that embodiment can be ‘a paradigm for
anthropology’: that is, a ‘consistent methodological perspective that encourages reanalyses of
existing data and suggests new questions for empirical research’ (1990, 5). Summarizing Marcel
Mauss, Csordas indicates the centrality of embodiment as a zone of mediation or junction between
various dichotomies and material distinctions:
Mauss anticipated how a paradigm of embodiment might mediate fundamental
dualities (mind-body, sign-significance, existence-being) in his statement that the
body is simultaneously both the original object upon which the work of culture is
carried out, and the original tool with which that work is achieved. It is at once an
object of technique, a technical means, and the subjective origin of technique.
(Csordas 1990, 11)
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Arguably, we are still some distance from the implementation of embodiment as a paradigm within
performance studies, performance philosophy, and artistic research. I suspect this is because our
understanding of embodiment—which like that of Csordas is most often based on Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology—fails to adequately develop themes of difference, materiality, epistemology, and
practice, tending instead towards a more general or unitary understanding of embodiment. In this
essay, I look again at embodiment with an eye towards these themes and attempt to develop
further the kind of paradigm toward which Csordas gestures. My aim is to create spaces of
possibility for experimental approaches to anthropology and performance (as) philosophy.
My argument begins from a discussion of philosophical realism and the turn towards close analysis
of skilled material practices that characterizes many recent critical interventions. I examine the
roots of this turn and suggest that skilled practice is a privileged site for the enactment and testing
of realist ontologies. However, I question the extent to which realist thinkers have emphasized
practices in which materials outside the body are central over those in which embodiment itself is
the primary medium of practice. 2 Thinkers of realist ontology, I argue, have neglected embodiment
as the primary site of engagement with the fine-grained detail of the world. In fact, realist
ontologies developed through reference to technological and ‘machinic’ worldly engagements not
only apply equally well to embodied practices, but actually find their original and primary
manifestation there. The body itself is the first affordance and the site at which questions of realism
and objectivity are first encountered and resolved in practice. I illustrate this point by considering
how three modes of material engagement—tinkering, tuning, and tracking—manifest in embodied
practices ranging from dance and sport to those of everyday life. From quotidian enculturation to
virtuosic performance, skilful embodied practice is neither more nor less than a precise and
intimate engagement with the problematic of realism in its most fundamental form. I therefore
propose a return to embodiment for realist thought: one that passes through the
phenomenological modes of perception and sensation to the epistemic mode of technique. 3 I
conclude by articulating the continuing political importance of embodiment as first affordance and
its crucial place as a ‘fragile junction’ between ecology and technology.

1. Artisanal Ontologies
Two types of encounter with the emergent granularity of the material world have been seen in
recent critical and philosophical writing as privileged sites for the investigation of ontological
realism: artisan craft and scientific experiment. 4 Examples of the former include Tim Ingold’s poetic
descriptions of the ‘synergy of practitioner, tool and material’ (2011, 56) and Richard Sennett’s
paean to craftwork as a ‘dialogue with materials’ (2009, 268). The latter are found throughout
sociological studies of science such as those undertaken by Andrew Pickering (1995) and Karin
Knorr Cetina (1999). Both artisanal crafts and scientific experimentation involve a subtle and
complex interplay between skilled handicraft and the emergent properties of materials. While
craftwork aims to produce well-made objects of a known type or style, the objects produced and
encountered by scientific research are by definition unknown at the start of the experimental
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process. What unites the two domains is the dynamic process of material engagement through
which the fine-grained texture of reality emerges. This kind of continuous grappling or negotiation
with ever-unfolding layers of detail is equally far from pure mentality or cognition as it is from the
play of immaterial signs. In skilled practice, one knows that something is real in the sense of being
out there (not just imaginary) through the sensation of differential ‘resistance’ (Pickering 1995) or
push-back and also because, rather than shrinking as it becomes known, the area of focus rapidly
expands as deeper engagement reveals ever-greater levels of detail (Cetina in Schatzki et al. 2001).
According to such analyses, the world ‘talks back’ to us (Sennett 2009, 272) most articulately not
when we step away from it to contemplate its totality but when we dive into it to accomplish a
specific material task: to pick up a batch of seeds we have dropped on the floor; to construct a tool
out of wood or metal; to harness the power of a protein or a proton. The stubborn independence
of the individual bits and pieces in such material interactions compels us to recognize a reality that
exists beyond our own sensations, perceptions, and thoughts. This kind of realism has no truck
with the long-standing mind/body ‘problem’ that still seems to bother philosophers of cognition
(Lakoff and Johnson 1999). That apparent problem only arises if one starts with a disembodied,
language-based mind and then asks how to bridge the gap between this mind and reality. 5 If one
begins instead from practices as concrete doings (Schatzki et al. 2001), that disembodied mind
never appears. The care with which an artisan craftworker or scientist grapples with their chosen
material substrate thus incarnates a particular approach to ontology. Instead of asking whether
reality exists, the artisan takes the principle of existence for granted and works with the productive
problems and questions that arise from its complexity, stubbornness, and only-ever relative
reliability. Theorists of skilled practice articulate realism in terms of dynamic relations rather than
static beings: as a ‘coupling of perception and action’ (Ingold 2011, 58); a ‘dialectic between
resistance and accommodation’ (Pickering 1995, 22); or an ‘intimate, fluid join between problem
solving and problem finding’ (Sennett 2009, 33). Such approaches are quite different from those
armchair philosophies that attempt to theorize the real in general, often by rendering invisible their
debt to the emergent and relational ontologies of practice.
Despite these advantages, the cited works share a common assumption that is rarely questioned.
All of the dynamic interplays just mentioned are incarnated in practices that rely upon a clear
physical distinction between human agent and nonhuman material substrate. By taking scientists,
inventors, and artisan craftworkers as their examples, these thinkers continually reinscribe a basic
division between practitioner and materials. A significant territory of ontological experimentation
is in this way bypassed: that of embodiment itself as the primary site of any encounter with reality.
To be sure, the actual material practices investigated by the cited authors vary greatly, from
biochemists and particle physicists to carpenters, glass-blowers, and goldsmiths. But all of these
cases present a clear image of human beings working with materials outside their bodies. Time
and again, the careful action of the artisan or scientist is figured in relation to an external material:
wood, metal, stone, glass, water, protein, quark, etc. Laurent Thévenot even goes so far as to define
realism as ‘the relation between human agency and material environment’ (in Schatzki et al. 2001,
58). I read this as a welcome ontological reframing of James Gibson’s notion of ‘affordances’, those
possibilities that a given physical environment ‘offers’, ‘provides’, or ‘furnishes’ to an ‘animal’ that
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lives within it (1979, 127). But this ontological step is incomplete if it remains locked within a dualist
image that juxtaposes an agent or animal with its environment. Rarely has the kind of analysis
outlined above been applied to the first and most essential material factor in human being:
embodiment itself. Yet before wood, glass, metal, or any other external material substrate,
embodiment itself is the first affordance.
The negotiated relationship between organism and environment is an extension of a relationship
that develops internally within an organism and which may later be articulated in terms of mind
and body, will and habit, or knowledge and practice. Why then have recent turns toward
philosophical realism not engaged more thoroughly with embodiment as first affordance? Why do
thinkers like Thévenot render the body invisible with phrases like ‘human agency and material
environment’, which skip over the essential channel of human materiality through which agency
and environment interact? I suspect that the invisibility of the body in passages like this one reveals
an unconscious prejudice against—or perhaps more simply a lack of understanding about—the
nature of skilled embodied practices. This lack is apparent even in philosophical approaches that
seek to foreground embodiment, such as phenomenology. While the thinkers cited above
emphasize the complexity and specificity of material processes, phenomenology has tended to
treat the body as functionally uniform in its materiality. Even when thinkers attempt to ground
mind and cognition in materiality by calling them ‘embodied’, their account of embodiment as a
largely ‘postural and static’ phenomenon is ‘emaciated’ in comparison with the actual complexity
of any ‘animate organism’ (Sheets-Johnstone 2015, 28). Sara Ahmed has done important work to
challenge the assumed uniformity of the embodied mind by pointing to ways in which the
‘repetition of norms and conventions, of routes and paths taken’, gradually leads to the
development of ‘a specific “take” on the world, a set of views and viewing points, as well as a route
through the contours of the world, which gives our world its own contours’ (2006, 16–17). Ahmed’s
evocation of these historical processes of differential sedimentation (41) and how they congeal in
bodily comportment (56) suggests the need to examine embodiment as a complex,
multidimensional space. ‘It is important that we think not only about what is repeated,’ she writes,
‘but also about how the repetition of actions takes us in certain directions’. But Ahmed only
gestures towards the possibility of a fine-grained queer and critical-race oriented analysis of
embodiment; she does not provide a detailed reading of concrete practices to rival those
mentioned above. 6
In the wake of phenomenology’s ‘anthropocentric antirealism’ (Sparrow 2014), philosophers still
tend to think of the body as more unitary or transparent than the kinds of external materials with
which artisans and scientists grapple. While lip service may be paid to the diversity of bodily
experience along various lines, there is nothing comparable to the appreciation of fractal
disciplinarity that one finds in the sociology of science or the anthropology of skilled practice,
where depth of practice is valorized because of how it reveals the emergent complexity of the real.
The body, philosophers seem to think, is a poor starting place from which to grasp the emergent
diversity and multivocality of the material world. Although some diversity in embodiment may be
recognized, the body affords nothing comparable to the vast territories of biology and physics, or
the many artisan crafts, that attract philosophers of skilled practice. The apparent commonality of
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embodiment, when contrasted with the kaleidoscopic variety afforded by the subatomic bestiary
or the liquid flows of craftwork, tempts thinkers of realism to skip over the body as an essential
site for understanding the real. But this gets embodiment wrong. In fact, our relationships with our
bodies—more accurately, with ourselves as bodies—is characterized by exactly the same kind of
fine-grained engagement and dynamic interplay with materiality as artisanal and technoscientific
practices. Just as every chunk of wood or metal has both relative reliability as an example of that
substrate and also a unique individual structure of resistance and density with which the artisan
or scientist must work, so too does each human body. There is a kaleidoscopic unfolding of
embodiment; it merely remains to be theorized. 7
I take embodiment to be the zone of ontological engagement in which the dynamic interplays
mentioned above—between perception and action, resistance and accommodation, and problemsolving and problem-finding—occur in the absence of any clear physical distinction between agent
and substrate. Examples like carpentry illustrate these interplays with great clarity, but in doing so
they risk a problematic reification in which the two sides of each equation are easily distinguished:
on one side, a human agent; on the other, a material substrate. In fact, both sides of each equation
also exist in fluid and indiscernible mixture within human embodiment itself. We see this clearly in
ritual and theatrical performances, a topic studied in depth by anthropology and performance
studies but which rarely commands the attention of philosophers. Philosophers tend to think of
embodied performance as merely cultural, a representational layer of activity enacted by an
essentially uniform substrate of bodies, and therefore irrelevant to ontological questions about
the real. If that were true, then it could make sense to jump directly from consciousness,
perception, and experience, on the one hand, to external worlds of materiality, objects, and
ecologies, on the other. On the contrary, embodiment itself is as much a hard-won negotiation
with material possibility—and therefore a privileged site for the concrete manifestation of realist
ontologies—as any engagement with wood, glass or proteins. Moreover, as Ahmed shows, the
diversity and complexity of embodiment applies not only to practices framed as ritual or
performance but also to those of everyday life. I will go further and claim that the affordance of
embodiment is logically prior to that of any external physical environment, not because
embodiment is synonymous with perception—it is not—but because it is the first site at which the
dialogue between agency and materiality takes place. In the next section I unpack this claim
through a series of illustrative examples. In the final section I argue that the concept of
embodiment as first affordance still has important ethical and political work to do.

2. Tinkering, Tuning, Tracking
To demonstrate the extent to which both everyday and virtuosic embodied practices incarnate the
ontological realism implied by skilled practice, I will borrow three terms from three major theorists
of artisanal ontology. As early as 1979, Karin Knorr Cetina described scientific laboratory work as a
kind of ‘tinkering’. Science is not primarily about ideas, she explained, but about practices. Its goal
is not the production of propositional truths or facts but successful interaction with material reality.

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2021)

261

Hence ‘the mechanisms ruling the progress of research are more adequately described as
successful “tinkering” rather than as hypothesis testing or cumulative verification’ (Knorr 1979,
350). Some years later, Andrew Pickering proposed a shift from ‘tinkering’ to ‘tuning’. Whereas the
former ‘immediately invokes the otherness’ of the materials encountered by the scientist, the latter
suggests a kind of mutual resonance between them (1995, 14n22). For Pickering, the scientist does
not so much tinker with materials as tune them, or perhaps attune to them—more like a musician
than a mechanic. Between these two publications, Manuel De Landa wrote his extraordinary
history of war from the perspective of its varied technologies, which he described as arising from
the expert ‘tracking’ of material singularities (1991, 26). To track the melting or combustion point
required in the production of a particular weapon, De Landa writes, involves a ‘sensual interplay
with metals’ in which the artisan/inventor works with care to ‘follow the accidents and local vagaries
of a given piece of material’ (30). In each of the cases studied by these authors, the sensitive
relationship between practitioner and material suggests a revised notion of realism in which the
reality of the world becomes manifest through the painstaking labour of craft and
experimentation. The terms tinkering, tuning, and tracking suggest three different qualities of
engagement with materiality. 8 In this section I apply them each in turn to practices that are
specifically embodied—in the sense defined above—rather than technological; that is, situations in
which tinkering, tuning, and tracking take place not between a human agent and a material
substrate but within human embodiment itself.
Tinkering suggests a process of combining and recombining bits and pieces almost at random in
order to see what works. The smaller elements in a tinkering practice are individually functional;
the pertinent question is in what way they can best be combined. We encounter this kind of
approach often when structuring embodied practice in time and space, as in both pedagogy and
choreography. How should participants be arranged in space—in a line or in a circle? What should
be the sequence of events? What happens if this activity comes after that one? What if an activity
drawn from another context is inserted here? How do the different elements interact? What occurs
when two elements are switched around in space or in time? What if one section is removed? As
we tinker, we encounter expected results. Oh, that’s interesting. Now let’s try something else… A
structure of practice is articulated and enacted, adjustments are made, the whole thing is repeated,
one part is dismantled, the order is reversed, chunks are taken apart and reassembled in a
different way. The teacher, choreographer, theatre director, or ritual leader tinkers with the
structure of repeated doings. The outcomes of such tinkering acts are rarely measurable in
quantitative terms. Because the smaller elements are taken for granted rather than being broken
down or opened up, tinkering is primarily a matter of composition. For this reason too, it is often
not clear when tinkering whether the situation is getting better or worse. And even when there is
clear improvement, one may wonder if the situation could be made better still. Tinkering may
continue indefinitely.
Acts of tinkering are no less prevalent in everyday life than in professional and vocational contexts.
Think of the kinds of adjustments we make to our own persons as we sit in an empty office just
prior to an important interview: Sit up straighter. No, that’s too straight, I will seem tense. Try to relax—
don’t slouch—I’ll blink my eyes to wake up. What should I be doing when they come in? What kind of
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person do I want to appear to be? Close my legs—no, that looks awkward—maybe I should try standing
up? Many of the same instructions are given to children as we teach them the body techniques that
are considered socially acceptable for their age, gender, or race. There is an aspect of randomness
in tinkering—we might also say futzing or fiddling—which is nevertheless constrained by our own
learned skills and habits. We are not quite sure what we are aiming at or which standards apply,
so we try out different possibilities within a particular range of behaviour, looking for one that feels
right. In doing so, we receive continual somatic and perceptual feedback. Rather than having total
control over our embodied presence, we find ourselves negotiating with embodiment: coaxing or
guiding ourselves in particular directions, holding intrapersonal conversations, and sometimes
producing the desired effects through indirect means. For the professional actor or dancer,
embodiment is the central material tool or instrument of craft. But even for untrained performers
in everyday life, embodiment is the site of an encounter with material reality that exceeds
consciousness and will. The tinkered body reacts, sometimes in unexpected ways, and this feeds
back into the tinkering process. 9 The same phenomena that arise when interacting with external
substances characterize skilled and mundane interaction with the materiality of embodiment.
If those are examples of tinkering, then tuning suggests a qualitatively different, but no less
materially grained, mode of engagement with embodiment. The obvious example is the literal one:
vocal tuning. Voices tune, both to themselves across time (melody) and to each other across space
(harmony). Tuning offers more immediate positive and negative feedback than tinkering. The
harmonic relationship of tuned voices produces an alignment that is more mathematically precise
and more sensually resonant. One feels it viscerally when voices slide in and out of tune. The outof-tune voice is perceptually jarring, as is a dancer who does not keep up with unison steps, or a
guest who speaks too loudly at the dinner table. These examples of disattunement suggest that
tuning is more narrowly aimed than tinkering: one can be ‘out of tune’ but not ‘out of tinker’
because tinkering has no clear state of success. Other uses of the breath, such as breathing slowly
and deeply in order to calm oneself down, might also be understood as varieties of tuning. (A good
voice teacher tunes a student’s breathing patterns; a bad voice teacher tinkers with them, perhaps
making the situation worse.) In psychotherapy, attunement refers to the resonant alignment of a
therapist’s body, voice, and affect in relation to a client or patient. In performance studies, the
science of mirror neurons has been widely cited as evidence that interpersonal attunement can
take place even when one of the parties is apparently passive (McConachie 2008, 65–120). In
popular science reporting, brain scans of meditating monks and virtuosic musicians have led to an
increased interest in the quantification of embodied states of intrapsychic attunement (Danzico
2011; see also Schmalzl and Kerr 2016). Elsewhere, Mel Y. Chen refers to the need to reject a history
of ‘racial tuning’ in response to racism (2012, 199).
Tuning, as in the search for a radio station amidst bands of static, affords multiple possible
successful realizations. There is not just one harmony or state of attunement to be found but a
number of possible harmonies, even though most randomly selected simultaneous pitches will be
disharmonic. While tinkering evokes the randomness of explorative practice, tuning suggests the
search for one of several possible states of resonance. Our third term, tracking, promises in
contrast a singular goal to be seized; the hunt for a particular desired outcome. In processes of
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tracking, the desired state is out of reach, out of reach, out of reach, and then suddenly within our
grasp. Just as De Landa’s metalsmith tracks the flash point of a particular metal, so a martial artist
searches for the singular dynamic alignment of muscle and bone to pierce an opponent’s defense.
The correct execution of a pirouette, a gymnastic flip, or a goal in football cannot be achieved
through the more patient methods of tinkering and tuning. No matter how long the period of
preparation and training, such feats must be conquered in a single moment, a leap of faith, which
means that their potential execution must be tracked with the same care as a hunter tracking an
animal. This kind of care is as evident in the healing work of a bone-setter or chiropractor who
tracks the delicate geometry of the human musculoskeletal system; and in that of a teacher who
tracks the learning process of a struggling student, searching for the elusive question or comment
that will unlock a particular insight. In everyday life, we track embodied possibilities when we wait
for the right moment to ask a question, search for the right person with whom to collaborate, call
forth the courage to undertake a difficult action, or direct intimate gestures of touch and sensation
to provoke orgasm in our own body or another. 10
These examples are poetically illustrative, but they are no more metaphorical than the original
applications of these terms by Cetina, Pickering, and De Landa to artisanal processes in science
and technology. As these examples suggest, embodied arts—including those that structure the
practice of everyday life—are in no sense merely social or cultural forms imposed upon an
invariable material substrate. Rather, they are concrete ways of grappling with, getting a grip upon,
and coming to know the materiality of human embodiment through processes of direct and detailed
material negotiation. Engaging such materialities—which every embodied creature must do, not
only humans—involves the same kind of fine-grained tinkering, tuning, and tracking that animate
artisanal practices and scientific research, even if the objects being handled are at once more
intimate and less quantifiable. Embodied arts should therefore equally be understood as privileged
sites for practical encounters with the real and for the concrete enactment of ontological
inquiries. 11 It is not enough to see dance, song, and sport as things we do ‘with’ our bodies, or
worse as illustrations of philosophical claims. The varied disciplines of embodied technique must
be recognized for their epistemic engagement with reality, which is neither more nor less than a
sophisticated and precise negotiation of the basic problem of realism. Moreover, these fields of
epistemic engagement are not limited to expert practitioners but occupy each of us throughout
our lives, as we continually adapt our embodied habits and skills through processes of tinkering,
tuning, and tracking.
As infants, we tinker, tune, and track basic principles of motion and balance. This developmental
process is sometimes mistakenly described as that of learning to ‘use’ our bodies, as if a separate
mind made use of a separate body as tool. More accurately, we encounter material reality first of
all through embodiment as we discover movement itself. 12 I recently watched my one-year-old
child learn to crawl and then to stand. As of this writing, they are on the cusp of taking their first
step. There can be no denying that this process of discovery—although it involves no words or
rational conceptualization—is based on the same type of intimate searching that define the
artisanal and scientific practices of adults. Of course, the embodied research of infants is not
research in the stronger sense of extending a field of knowledge. My child’s developmental
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pathway repeats a discovery that has been made countless times before. Nevertheless, for each
new human, coordinated movement is a discovery that must be made in practice. Here is the
tinkering with fingers and toes, learning what shapes they can make, what movements they can
and cannot perform. Here is the tuning of muscles and skeletal alignment, gradually allowing the
child to increase their range of motion and control. Here is the tracking of concrete embodied
possibilities: to sit, to stand, to walk. My one-year-old is also playing with objects: blocks, fruits,
clothing, etc. But their first and most immediate encounter with the practical truth of ontological
realism comes in and as embodiment itself.
The ‘western’ philosophical tradition has largely passed over embodied practice as a necessary but
trivial aspect of human being that has nothing much to say to serious questions of ontology. While
phenomenology is rightly recognized as having brought everyday embodiment into the heart of
philosophy, it does not apply to embodiment the kind of fine-grained attention that recent
theorists of practice have given to science and craftwork. Certainly we have yet to see—in
continental or analytical philosophy—the specialized embodied practices of martial, healing, and
performing arts treated as substantive ontologies alongside those produced by discursive thought
or material science. But if the tinkering, tuning, and tracking of fine-grained material practice is a
privileged perspective from which to envision new realist ontologies—as the work of Cetina,
Pickering, De Landa, Ingold, Sennett, Gibson, and many others suggests—then we can no longer
afford to dismiss embodiment as a primary site of such engagement. From the theatrical
choreographer to the nervous interviewee to the infant learning to walk, our neverending
negotiation with embodiment through various modes of engagement constitutes our primary
experimental engagement with reality. Through such engagement we not only learn how to do
things but also continually rediscover the emergent contours of what exists. It is no paradox that
we encounter ontological realism first of all through our own embodiment, for embodiment is in
this sense nothing more than the primary affordance: the first site of that negotiation which makes
possible all other negotiations and affordances.

3. The Fragile Junction
We now have a working definition of embodiment that does not limit it to the biomedical body, the
anatomical body, the socially constructed body, the skilled or expert body, or any other particular
mapping, but instead leaves it radically open as an epistemic object: Embodiment is first affordance.
Embodiment in this sense is a zone of engagement in which the sediment of relatively reliable
pathways (technique) interacts with the emergence of fractally complex material potential. This
definition engages with recent critical moves to emphasize the agentic capacity of matter, but it
retains a distinctly normative perspective. Embodiment is not just another example of material
affordance; it is first or primary affordance, ontologically and epistemologically prior to other
affordances. Why take this normative stance? Embodiment is primary affordance in a trivial
developmental sense: we must learn to negotiate embodiment before we can ‘come to grips’ with
objects and substances outside our own bodies. But do not the first months of every human’s
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embodiment take place within the matrix of gestation, where it is entangled with and reliant upon
another body? And is not even the simplest infant negotiation of embodiment, such as learning to
eat or suck or crawl, predicated upon a material environment that includes other bodies and
substances? Why mark embodiment as first affordance, when it is clearly inseparable from the
living ecology of earth and air, food and water? Why draw a conceptual line around embodiment,
when it is evidently a gradient, a gradual zone of transition between that which is part of us and
that which moves around and through us? Does not this claim to priority reinstate the ‘ontotheological binaries of life/matter, human/animal, will/determination, and organic/inorganic’
(Bennett 2010, x) against which recent materialist theory has railed?
Paul Rekret has warned that recent theories of realism and materialism may collude with a wider
ongoing destabilization of the material grounds for ethical and political mobilization, even when
those theories claim to derive from ethical or political sentiments. 13 As Rekret suggests, there is a
risk that dissolving the human as a category can lead us not towards a deepening and expansion
of ethical sensibility but rather into the flat ontologies of techno-capitalist fantasy, in which the
‘human’ disappears precisely insofar as it attains the magical, frictionless status of the commodity
(Tsing 2005, 51). Such fantasies are based upon forgetting or suppressing the supply chain: the
means of production that bind apparently clean technologies to their dirty origins and the massive
division of labour that separates ‘start-ups in San Francisco, microchip manufacturing plants in
global export processing zones, coltan mines in the Congo’, and ‘the externalities of these
processes through the bioaccumulation of industrial chemicals in food chains, atmospheres, and
waterways’ (Rekret 2016, 234–5). It is therefore crucial to distinguish between post-humanism,
which critiques the anthropocentricism, eurocentrism, and heteropatriarchy of humanism; and
posthuman-ism, which offers techno-capitalist fantasies wherein human beings are increasingly
severed from our ecological tethers and freed to design ourselves without material limits. 14 The
posthuman (or transhuman, cf. More and Vita-More 2013, 54–55) in this sense takes little interest
in embodiment and embodied practice, seeing these as mere steps along a teleological pathway
leading to a superhuman technological future. In contrast, the emergent complexity of
embodiment can be a crucial resource for posthumanist critique, highlighting the difference
between humanity and embodiment as possible grounds for action at every scale.
As a species, we are no more independent of natural ecology than we ever were. It is just that, for
some of us, direct engagement with those ecologies has been hidden behind layers and layers of
technology. There is then an increasingly urgent need to articulate a meaningful and life-sustaining
distinction between technology and ecology, and it is in this context that the ontological and
epistemological priority of embodiment as a concept proves important. Urban populations today
live inside the massively constructed machine of the city. Into this machine are pumped attenuated
lines of biological substance: water, food, medicine, pets. Out of the city are pumped
corresponding lines of waste. When city-dwellers go to see ‘nature’, it looks like an extension of
something we have previously encountered in much narrower, more concentrated forms in the
city. We recognize this connection and realize that our bodies and its organic fuels are not
produced in the same way as buildings, cars, or computers, but derive from an altogether different
order of ecology. At the same time, our bodies are intimately linked to the city and its technologies
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because the urban infrastructure is designed to accommodate and support our bodies. (Some
bodies more than others.) Our bodies, in other words, are an intermediate zone—a hinge, pivot,
or junction—between the ecological and the technological. Theories that do not support a
distinction between ecology and technology have no particular interest in embodiment, which
becomes merely one among myriad affordances. It is only in recognition of the urgent disbalance
between ecology and technology that we have cause to prioritize embodiment as the fragile
junction between these domains. In light of this disbalance, embodiment is not just any affordance
but first affordance, the affordance from which it might be possible to reorganize the relationship
between technology and ecology. It is even worth asking whether embodiment as a concept has
developed precisely in response to and in order to cope with this disbalance.
Perhaps, with great optimism of the will, we can imagine a future in which ecology and technology
are once again balanced in the sense that no tool or machine is created without an understanding
of how it both emerges from and returns to prior ecologies. In this world without waste, where
technology operates ‘cradle to cradle’ (Braungart and McDonough 2002), there would be no need
to distinguish between ecology and technology, no grounds for such a distinction, and therefore
no concept of embodiment. Technology would then be merely a kind of ‘fold’ (Deleuze 1993) in
ecology, a particulate that emerges from and returns to its ecological foundations. Human
embodiment in this world would be part of that fold, requiring no particular ontological primacy
to survive. It is only when technology stands in a profoundly destructive and exploitative
relationship to ecology that a concept is required through which to distinguish the two and from
which to mobilize on behalf of a more balanced technique of living. A vantage point is required
from which to understand what ‘balance’ means, for it is never the ‘planet’ as a massive object that
is in danger but only specific ecologies upon which we as living organisms are dependant. If we are
to feel more connected to a forest than to a city, more similar to a coral than to a car—if, in other
words, we are to become ecologically sane—then we need to recognize these connections as owing
to our embodiment. Not ‘the body’ as a known thing, but embodiment as an affordance that is
both ecological (because it predates technology and can live without it) and technological (because
we reconstruct our embodiment when we construct our machines). 15 Embodiment is ecology
technologized, but not in a way that renders the distinction irrelevant. Rather, the intersection or
junction of technology and ecology in embodiment is the only perspective from which we might be
able to develop a more sustainable ecotechnological practice.
Much work remains to be done if we are to theorize and practice embodiment in ways that
promote a liveable relationship between ecology and technology. As theorists of embodiment, we
might start by working our way through the philosophy of technology (e.g., Scharff and Dusek 2014)
and applying its insights, point by point, to the technique of embodied arts. This would give us
some starting points for a philosophy in which embodiment is not sharply distinguished from
ecology or technology but rather prioritized as the standpoint from which that crucial distinction
can be drawn. It would also give us an entirely new philosophy and politics of performance.
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Notes
These activities include a book (Spatz 2015); a new Embodied Research Working Group within the International
Federation for Theatre Research, which will hold its first meeting at the 2017 conference in São Paulo; and the
peer-reviewed, video-based, open access Journal of Embodied Research, launching in early 2017 from Open Library
of Humanities <jer.openlibhums.org>.
1

My thinking here begins from a focus on human embodiment, but its implications are not limited by any
substantive definition of the human. By suggesting that embodiment is prior to the question of the human, I
displace the question of what counts as human—with all its hierarchical and historically racist connotations that—
onto embodiment as the grounds of all action and experience. This point is clarified in the final section, where I
define embodiment as historically contingent and ontologically distinct from the category of the human.
2

Elsewhere (Spatz forthcoming) I call this mode ‘phenomenotechnical’, following Hans-Jörg Rheinberger’s
interpretation of Bachelard’s extension of phenomenology to include technology and, by implication, technique.

3

A third domain of encounter that I won’t address here is the composition and performance of music. My friend
Scott McLaughlin has pointed me toward current musicological discussions about the role of ‘critical technical
practice’ (Agre 1997; Woolford et al. 2010; Orpheus Institute 2016). Contemporary music borrows easily from
computer science research because it is premised upon specific advanced technologies, from the harpsichord to
the computer. My claim in this essay is that embodied arts are also ‘critical technical practices’—indeed they are
the first critical technical practices. This is evident as soon as we recognize the extent to which embodied practice
is structured no less by technique than those practices which engage with and rely upon technology.
4

According to Larry Hickman, this criticism is analogous to the one John Dewey leveled at the ancient Greeks: They
could not fully grasp the potential of science because they elevated theoretical knowledge over practical
knowledge (theoria over praxis and praxis over poeisis). Hickman writes: ‘It was Dewey’s insight that in the actual
productive activities of modern science, as opposed to much of its account of itself and the accounts philosophers
have given of it, the Aristotelian hierarchy of the sciences was inverted’ (1993: 99, italics original). If Hickman is
right, then what we are now witnessing in contemporary science and technology studies is the gradual catchingup of the philosophy of science to its practice.
5

For further clues towards a phenomenology—or even a critical ontology—of race, see Alcoff (1999); Fassin (2011);
Shotwell (2011); Saldanha and Adams (2013).
6

7
Recent work on disability, animality, and animacy (e.g., Erevelles 2011; Chen 2012) does point towards the
material diversity of bodies. These texts might usefully be read alongside the practice theories discussed here.
8

I thank Stephen Purcell for suggesting that I consider the distinct connotations of these three terms.

Unexpected feedback in response to bodily tinkering might today be analyzed under the rubric of affect (Gregg
and Seigworth 2010). I suspect there is much to be learned by analyzing affect in relation to technique.

9

The whole realm of embodied engagement with materiality can be mapped onto sexuality. Awkward play feels
like tinkering. Greater intimacy is found when sexual contact is a kind of tuning. Prioritizing orgasm, for better or
for worse, marks a shift from tuning to tracking. Sexuality should not be underestimated as a site of practical
ontology.
10

The ‘art’ invoked in the phrase ‘embodied arts’—as well as in terms like martial arts, performing arts, healing arts,
ritual arts, sexual arts—refers not to the unique and ephemeral art-event of romanticism, but rather to art in the
sense of craft or technique (Ingold 2001). It is techne extended to include the ways we work with and through
embodiment and in recognition that this domain is as large and as important as that which now goes by the
cognate label ‘technology’.

11

Developmental and evolutionary perspectives on the phenomenology of movement are provided by SheetsJohnstone (2009).
12

Rekret’s criticism is aimed at the ‘speculative realism’ school of philosophy proposed by Graham Harman, Levi
Bryant, and others, as well as at the apparently more politically aware theories of Jane Bennett, Rosi Braidotti, and
13
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Karen Barad. Each of these thinkers deserves further consideration and in the present context I can only outline
a general concern with posthuman materialisms. I do think it is important to consider these new and speculative
realisms alongside those of Schatzki, Cetina, Pickering, De Landa, Ingold, and others who articulate material agency
through detailed studies of artisanal practice. (The work of Deleuze is an important precursor to some but not all
of these thinkers.) To follow one example: Like these theorists of craftwork, Bennett’s ‘political ecology of things’
refers to the practices of woodworkers and metallurgists as alternatives to the hylomorphic model of form (2010:
56). She writes: ‘The desire of the craftsperson to see what a metal can do, rather than the desire of the scientist
to know what a metal is, enabled the former to discern a life in metal and thus, eventually, to collaborate more
productively with it’ (60, italics original). Nevertheless, as Bennett partly acknowledges (104), some distinction is
still needed between what a metal can do and what a body can do, if only because bodies and metals do not
necessarily subscribe to the same set of values regarding what counts as ‘productive’ in their collaboration.
14

My thanks to Christopher Morris at Maynooth University for helping me to draw this distinction.

It will be pointed out that tool use dates to the beginning of the species. But it is not necessary to draw a strict
line around technology in order to claim the priority of embodiment. Early human tool use does not require a
concept of embodiment because it does not need to be distinguished from ecology. Only when technology grows
to a scale at which it threatens the ecologies that sustain us is there a need to distinguish between the two. This
distinction must then be made on the basis of a pivot or junction zone between ecology and technology, which I
am calling embodiment.
15
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PERFORMANCE
PHILOSOPHY

A THOUGHT OF PERFORMANCE
TERO NAUHA THEATRE ACADEMY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF THE ARTS HELSINKI

In this article I attempt to trace the path of my artistic research, which began from the application
of schizoanalysis in performance and which now explores the possible limits of thought in order
to regard how performance thinks in specifically different ways from discursive forms of thought,
such as philosophy. The main argument starts from the notion—borrowed from French thinker,
François Laruelle—that philosophical thought does not tell us more about the Real than any other
gestures of thought. I begin from a speculative relationship between the apparatus of cognitive
capitalism. I conclude by superpositioning the post-humanist thought of Laruelle and Karen Barad
with the concept of ‘non-standard’ performance as fictioning. As a whole, the article aims to
propose a performative approach to artistic research in these terms. 1
I
In his meticulous articulation of the semiotic conjunctions within production in Schizoanalytic
Cartographies (2013), Félix Guattari analyses his theoretical findings of his practice of ‘institutional
psychotherapy’ with Jean Oury at La Borde, an experimental psychiatric clinic. The institution, as
an apparatus, reflects on the notion that the treatment of mental illness be regarded as a new
arrangement of social and political connections. Institutional psychotherapy was an analysis of the
conjunctions between the mental, social, political, affective and environmental, as a particular
assemblage. The clinic of La Borde, for example, consisted of an assemblage of subjectivities,
affects, non-human and technical objects. For Guattari, the world is constituted through machinic
conjunctions and the disjunctions of fluxes. The Universe of reference signifies the universal
principle of incorporeal ‘truth’, or virtual value—for instance, the universes of technoscience,
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biology, computer technology, etc. (Guattari 1995, 119). Oury and Guattari aimed to either
reconstruct the world through schizoanalysis as the political analysis of desire, where treatment of
illness was regarded as the ‘permanent combat against the pathogenic, the pathoplastic effects of
the trouble that affected both the establishment and the carers’ (Alliez and Goffey 2011, 59). The
lines of flight or the refrains of the assemblage constitute the territory of a subject in the group,
which is processual, yet has a certain universe of reference. Schizoanalysis records and produces
these assemblages and their economies. Through this conjunction, it produces a complexity, which
results not in chaos, but in a world—or territory.
My aim now is to look at the relationship between economy and philosophy, which moves us
towards an understanding of non-standard performance. Schizoanalysis is a philosophical
apparatus, which produces an axiomatics of the world. It is an apparatus, which engenders
territories, instead of reflecting on the world. It is a generative process of incorporeal universes,
which receive expression through machinic processes of signification. The foundation of
schizoanalysis lies in collective speech, or the collective agency of enunciation—and not in an
explicit method or speculation. It is particularly economic and collaborative when based on the
assemblage of production, recording and consumption. This apparatus of capture is based on
collective enunciation in order to produce new existential territories.
Performance art may be regarded in the context of such an assemblage of collaboration and
processuality, as one apparatus of capture and individualization. Here, meaning is assembled from
heterogeneous components, which engage machinic and collaborative processes of articulation.
These apparatuses contain ecological, economic, aesthetic and corporeal components,
constructing machinic ties between the subject and the structure in order to create a function for
the apparatus (Guattari 2013, 39). The collective agency of enunciation is a process between
infinitely incomplete assemblages, which have a common universe of references, where the
universe of reference signifies the virtual possible, which manifests itself in the domain of finite,
existential territory. The machinic as plans or diagrams are realized according to how they ‘cut’ the
matter and energy of flows; in other words, how the virtual is being actualized either as signified
or only as a-signified functions. This process of machinic signification is akin to the speculative
economy practiced today: as rhizomatic, rather than hierarchic or linear. Here, as Guattari
describes, ‘machines can be connected to one another by a multitude of trees of implication with
innumerable branches’ (Guattari 2013, 94). The economy of such apparatuses concerns where
flows of matter receive forms of content through the machinic; although, these are infused with
meaning only in particular constellations (Deleuze 2006, 94), and in such a way that the universes
of reference are not the universal truth, but only ‘crystals of possibilities’ (Genosko 2002, 163).
In his articulation of the theory of schizoanalysis in Schizoanalytic Cartographies (2013), Guattari
writes how aesthetic, processual operators must be conceived as heterogeneity, enacted by the
dual conjoining of abstract and concrete machines. Such machines are like small contraptions,
which aim to cut certain flows, in order to produce a functional apparatus such as a performance.
Guattari writes that machines
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at one and the same time, dissociate and gather together matters of expression,
‘polyphonize’ them, as Bakhtin would have it, and transversalize them, that is to say,
make them shift between their diverse levels of deterritorialized forms and
processes, which I call abstract machines. (Guattari 2013, 256)
The human being is caught between the discursive and the machinic; existence is made possible
by a cluster of disjunctive and conjunctive flows (Guattari 1984, 114). In Guattari’s ontology,
immanence is machinic, where function, instead of meaning, has the key role. Machinic
conjunctions do not have to produce, record or consume meanings—they need only to function.
Within this paradigm, both the world and subjectivity are bound by this ontology and its axioms.
Within this machinic immanence, things, beings and agencies express themselves, and reality is an
actualisation of a virtual Universe in the territory of subjectivities, things and beings. The
institutional psychotherapy of Oury and Guattari aimed to investigate these productive
relationships as they expressed themselves in refrains, institutions and lines of flight. Immanence,
as regarded through schizoanalysis, is saturated with events, or again, the transformative
actualisations of the virtual. As Deleuze suggests when he writes on a life, the ‘subject is produced
at the same as its objects’ (2001, 26).
II
Late capitalism, which may be regarded as post-Fordism or as cognitive capitalism, is not based on
a dialectics of progress, but on mutation, emergence and crisis. As the ‘third type of processual
assemblage’, writes Guattari, late capitalism functions axiomatically and transversally. 2 Axiomatic
functions are arrangements of enunciations, which cannot be put into a signified category; and
without signification, an axiom will conjoin with material flows, and make them function. Through
transversality a production mutates itself, whilst having to function in new territories. As cognitive
capitalism, late capitalism’s axiomatic functions create a milieu for the emergence of knowledge.
This milieu is not a domain of repetition or code, so much as a place where chaotic forces may
communicate with other milieus. 3
Cognitive capitalism is distinguished from industrial labour in that ‘in cognitive production, the
knowledge is not being produced, but emerges in the process. Here, capitalism as an apparatus is
not creative or innovative, but is ‘forced to mutate in order to survive’ (Moulier Boutang 2011, 36).
The mutation of the apparatus takes place through jumps and cuts in intervals, and as changing
alterations. And whilst mutation is irreversible, creative or innovative improvisation is only a
variation in relation to the original, or the major. Mutative processes do not reflect an authentic
original; there is no primacy of harmonious qualities, but rather deviation and transversality.
Knowledge emerges through these processes, and in communication with different milieus and
axioms. By way of these mutations, Guattari writes, capital becomes intensified in its consistency
(1995, 105). Living power is not reduced to machines or physical labour, but is transferred to the
general intellect (Moulier Boutang 2011, 31). The production of knowledge takes place not through
agonistic production (or antagonism between the boss and the worker), but prior to that, in the
relation.
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As Paolo Virno suggests, subjectivity is a faculty of potentials, a substratum (2004, 82). Late
capitalism as cognitive capitalism is explicitly interested in managing these potentials and their
actualisation, which takes place through relations. It manages not the physical expression of life,
but the virtuality and milieus of life. Subjectivity is not the individual innovator, as it was in modern
industrialism, but the material-discursive variable of the axiomatic. The intellect here does not
refer to a network or to knowledge, but a ‘cooperation between brains’, or noo-politics, 4 as Maurizio
Lazzarato defines cognitive capitalism.
We can trace the history of this critique of cognitive capitalism back to the Italian Autonomist
movement of the 1960s and 70s, whose reformulation of Marxism led to the direct ‘refusal of
labour’ in 1965, and consequently the critique of cognitive labour (Lotringer 1980, 9). As Sylvère
Lotringer discusses, Antonio Negri, Mario Tronti, and later on Carlo Vercellone and Franco Berardi,
founded their critique on Marx’s Grundrisse (Lotringer 1980, 9). Here, Marx writes on the concept
of general intellect:
The conditions of the process of social life itself have come under the control of the
general intellect and been transformed in accordance with it. To what degree the
powers of social production have been produced, not only in the form of
knowledge, but also as immediate organs of social practice, of the real life process.
(Marx [1857] 1993, 706)
Cognitive capitalism is an axiomatic apparatus of capture, which aims to capture real-life
processes. It is a move from the exploitation of human labour, to the appropriation and
management of the ‘mass intellectuality’, which is the ‘prominent form in which the general
intellect is manifest today’ (Virno 1996, 265–66). Through mass intellectuality, sharing and
collaborative capacities become central to industrial, affective and immaterial labour. Virno (2003,
261) writes how: ‘general intellect manifests itself without being incarnated into machines or
products as living labour, communication, self-reflection, thinking, competition and diversion’.
Knowledge is not the social or human capital of the homo oeconomicus, 5 but it is in between: in the
relation as the cooperation between brains (Marazzi 2011, 57). Knowledge is valid only when it is
performed and shared (Pasquinelli 2008, 97). Or, as Moulier Boutang suggests through metaphor,
the product of cognitive capitalism is not the honey that is being produced, but the act of
pollination: the process of sharing, dissemination and relation in the market’s aim to capture the
movement of the pollen (Moulier Boutang 2011, 164–189).
Mass intellectuality and immaterial labour is primarily ‘intellectual or linguistic’ (Lazzarato 1996,
135–36), whereas affective labour produces and manipulates affects of well-being, satisfaction,
passion and care (Hardt and Negri 2004, 108). In the general terms of cognitive capitalism, the
exploitation of life as production, is infinitely incomplete, and takes place between and in the
network. It is biopower which produces life by means of living (Moulier Boutang 2011, 150). Still,
cognitive capitalism is not ‘knowledge capitalism’ founded on an information society, because it
functions instead on relation, cooperativeness, and affective capacity. It is a process of ‘the capture
of a life’—bioproduction.
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The apparatus of the digital network as internet is central, but it is only because it may create a
diffractive entanglement of life. Knowledge itself is not the key; what matters is the nature of the
relation in which knowledge appears and will be territorialized. Knowledge is in the relation, where
meaning is secondary. In this network, subjectivity becomes a function, and the performance of
subjectivity is not the production of commodities, but of relations (Lazzarato 1996, 137). Similarly,
with affective or care labour, the performance artist is inseparable from the producer of the
relation-as-commodity (Marazzi 2001, 81). The affective relation of a performance artist is one of
valorized production. There is also a connection with the performance and the virtuoso, where
there is a sense of ‘incontingency, the absence of a “finished product”’ (Virno 2004, 53). The
performer is the relation-as-commodity, and an apparatus. Immaterial labour within the network
exists not as a subject with a reflective position, but as an apparatus of diffraction, superposition
and entanglement. It is not a life of a subject which is being exploited, but a life in general which
has been put to work. 6
III
As such the economy of the world reflect and create positions, where, in this world, the artistic
practice and aesthetics slice the world in reasonable amounts (Laruelle 2012, 20). I want to move
from this realm determined by economy and regard, if the non-standard thought of Laruelle may
propose if not an alternative, then a radical take on the unilateral relation between the Real and
artistic practice. For Laruelle, the world is philosophy, or the philosophy is “world-shaped, the
World is thought-world” (Laruelle 2010, xxviii). The following chapters contain an attempt to regard
artistic practice not from the world, but from the radical foreclosure of the Real.
The apparatus of the world is digital. It produces the transcendental and divides one in two. It
creates a relation with everything else, through infinite, but digital variation (Galloway 2013, 37).
The ‘immanence’ of capitalism is a transcending immanence: an immanence posited in a gesture
of thought—which, in this case, is relational. It is a world where immanence is becoming immanent
in a gesture of thought. These gestures are based on the digital, i.e., differential networks of
axiomatic analysis and reduction. In my previous research, I have determined this general process
of cognitive capitalism as ‘schizoproduction’, as distinct from schizoanalysis (Nauha 2016). This
axiomatic schizoproduction is not a speech act, but discursive, in the sense that it constrains how
meaning is distilled from relations, without the need for signifying, linguistic acts. Schizoproduction
performs the relation. The bare minimum of schizoproduction is the gesture of transcending
thought: namely, what François Laruelle calls a ‘decision’. Decision is differential, but it does not
have to signify. It is the capacity to produce distinction and separation, in the most minimal,
axiomatic form. Schizoproduction is capitalism turned into immanent capitalism, through a
gesture of thought— sufficient thought. It is where capitalism has become a philosophy of life, in
that it has a firm belief within a sufficient thought, whatever it comes in contact with (Smith 2016,
30). If the network is where the general intellect is put into relation, then in schizoproduction these
relations are turned into positions of the world. Positions are always in relation to one another,
and as such differential, whereas what Laruelle conceives as ‘posture’ or ‘stance’, is rooted in
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oneself, in One or from the Real, rather than in relative position (Galloway 2014, 159; Laruelle 2012,
12). A posture ‘relies on precisely the concept of a thought in the terms of the real [which] correlates
with the real while it simultaneously affirms its ultimate evasion of language and thought. […] the
non-philosophical posture of thought is an empty position—a nonposition’ (Kolozova 2014, 62).
This apparatus of schizoproduction, however, is not fixed, but perpetually open to rearrangements,
entanglements and diffractions in positions. Immanent capitalism, or schizoproduction, is posited
as immanent in a gesture of thought, which is decisional (Brassier 2001, 72). Decision is the gesture
of thought where reason penetrates appearances; it is the process of manipulating the affects,
objects and beings of the world. It is the reflective process of withdrawal and analysis, which
produces the world. Laruelle argues that ‘scission is the practical moment of philosophical
decision’. 7 Schizoproduction is the moment of capitalism as philosophy. However, Laruelle and
non-standard thought do not regard decision as a voluntary or psychological event, but propose
that ‘the decision already made implicitly by philosophy, is to see and hear in the first place. We
decide each time we open our eyes’ (Galloway 2014, 147). Similarly, the decision is the apparatus
of capture of schizoproduction. According to Alexander Galloway (2014, 54), the digital network—
or the apparatus of capture in relational cognitive production—is where the decisional operations
produce the world as riven into differentials. The real of the world is not made up of things the size
that a baby can put into its mouth, as Karl Popper suggests (Hacking 2010, 145). Rather, it is pixelscale. The real of cognitive capitalism is based on differentials where the scalpel of sufficient reason
is the size of a pixel. The world is discursivity itself enabling politics, philosophy and art (Laruelle
2013a, 74). The rivenness of the world allows the flow of matter; but at the same time, it directs
this flow between the two river banks.
Laruelle argues that the gesture of thought cannot think anything without a relation, and
consequently without a position (Laruelle 2013a, 74). The outside of thought—as alterity, nature
or ‘the victim’—are positioned as such, in a gesture of thought. Such a sufficient reason is
determined in the ‘last instance’ of economy. This notion of the ‘last instance’ was developed by
Louis Althusser (2005, 112–13), as the determining force of capitalist economy, or in other words,
the determining of the world. However, for Laruelle, determination-in-the-last-instance is the Real
where ‘everything philosophy claims to master is in-the-last-instance thinkable from the One-Real’
(Laruelle 2010, xvi). As such, it determines non-philosophy, in that the determination-in-the-lastinstance is an
identity without difference, and without synthesis but not without transcendental
priority or duality, of philosophy and of science for example—not against all their
possible relations, but against the unitary spirit of philosophical and
epistemological hierarchy in these relations. (Laruelle 2013b, 23–24)
In other words, the Real is operating in the force of thought. As such, we also need to address how
performance is determined in the last instance of economy. This is how performance receives its
function, how artistic practice may transform the world, and where the ‘artist comes into being’
(Bolt 2008, n.p.) in discursive, material and affective ways. The performance artist may transform
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the world through events within the apparatus of capture determined in the last instance of
economy, as Althusser proposed.
IV
The relationship between thought and the real in non-standard philosophy is determined by the
last-instance. In the last-instance of the Real, non-philosophy is not in opposition to philosophy as
metaphilosophy or anti-philosophy. Rather, Laruelle considers the determination-in-the-last
instance as the Real or the One. He explains that, ‘everything philosophy claims to master is in-thelast-instance thinkable from the One-Real’ (Laruelle 2010, xvi). The economic apparatus of the
world, as it has been presented above in schizoanalysis or cognitive capitalism is thinkable only
from the Real, unilaterally. If the world is a mélange of differential positions, then the Real is
‘blended without a single morsel of transcendence (of the World, language, movement, topology,
Set theory, etc.)’ (Laruelle 2013b, 18). The Real is opaque, foreclosed and without a light; it has no
resemblance to metaphysical concepts such as tenebrae or omichle. 8 The Real is not the void of
pure nothingness, but an opaque indeterminacy which does not fit into the black box of the
economy of thought. John Ó Maoilearca (2015, 73, 92) writes how, philosophy has always its own
‘black box’, where ‘anything can be in the box it is the opacity or promise of the Real that they
convey which is coopted by philosophical authority,’ and where each philosopher has his or her
own ‘a black box wherein the means for capturing reality are stored.’ In the apparatus of
philosophy, which is sufficient reason and the apparatus of capture, the Real is gestural. However,
the proposal for a non-standard thought regards thought from the Real, where philosophy itself is
the material of non-standard thought.
In my argument, performance is determined-in-the-last-instance of economy, and transcends
immanence in a gesture of thought. We can see that there is no exit from these differential
gestures of thought through the philosophical apparatus. So how might performance become a
thought from the Real—and not about or for the Real? How can performance function not as meta-,
anti-, alter-, or post-performance—in other words, how might it exist without relying on positions
and capture? We do not know what this non-standard performance is, but we may know what it is
doing—through the ‘cloning’ of performance. In cloning, performance is taken as a posture from
the Real, and not as a position. Similarly, philosophy is not aped or mimetically replicated in artistic
practice. It needs to be emphasized that the active and performative nature of cloning is never
sufficiently explained or brought to conclusion as ‘being cloned’. We need to see that cloning is
always from the Real where all knowledge, things and beings are regarded as flattened. A thought
is always transcending thought, and performance is captured by the apparatus of
schizoproduction as it appears in the world, in the form of change or transformation. The flattening
or cloning in performance from the Real is not determined in the last instance of economy, i.e.
sufficient reason, but these performances are mutations and subtractions of performance. John Ó
Maoilearca (2015, 140) writes how ‘even the hallucinations or fictions of philosophy are real,’ and
not determined in the last instance of the economic, but rather in the opaque Real.
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Performance does not reflect on the Real, but on performance itself, determined by the Real. The
performance is not withdrawn into a position of anti-art. Cloning, as what we could also call the
‘superpositioning’ of art, does not represent performance-as-performance. The performance does
not translate economy, philosophy or art into a reflective representation, where translation is only
an application of an apparatus. For the sake of cloning, we need to cancel out the option of
indifference or reflexive performance, because we cannot represent thought in performance, but
only clone thought in performance.
V
For non-standard thought, cloning flattens out the functions of apparatuses. In my view, here lies
the possibility for adjusting it as superposition or diffractive phenomena. In superposition,
particles as ‘philosophical decisions’ (Galloway 2014, 229) and generic, immanent ‘waves’ do not
mix or blend. Understood as cloning, artistic practice is not a mixture, or blending of two or several
instances, such as a body in movement and a concept of the body. They overlap but do not mix,
even though a decision of sufficient thought proposes something like that instantly. I call this
‘fictioning’ in art and thought, which is not a collection of things, administered by sufficient reason.
The mixture of decision and the immanent real leave different traces in comparison with
superposition (Barad 2007, 265).
An apparatus is a material arrangement which supports discourses; a system of relations (Foucault
1980, 194–95). We can understand apparatuses in relation to cognitive capitalism or other
apparatuses of capture in use. They are also applicable and translatable to other discourses.
However, from the point of view of post-humanist philosopher Karen Barad, an apparatus is also
the practice where divisions are constituted (2007, 169). For this purpose she introduces the
neologism of ‘intra-action’. Barad’s concept here is not reflective or reductive. She describes it as a
state in which ‘measurements do not entail an interaction between separate entities; rather,
determinate entities emerge from their intra-action’ (128). Intra-action, in contrast to interaction,
is where the ‘“phenomena” are the ontological inseparability of objects and apparatuses’ (127).
Intra-active phenomena constrain, yet they leave objects indeterminate. This is the case with the
phenomena of diffraction or superposition too. Instead of a mixture of performance and thought
(a differential reflection), I propose a superposition and diffraction. Barad writes:
Entanglements, like superpositions, are uniquely quantum mechanical—they
specify a feature of particle behavior for which there is no classical physics
equivalent. In essence, the notion of an entanglement is a generalization of a
superposition to the case of more than one particle. (Barad 2007, 169)
Superpositions and diffraction (or interference) are related in that they ‘leave interference traces,
and mixtures do not’ (285). The entanglements are not mixtures, but superpositions. The model
of diffraction for performance as intra-active phenomena follows the contradictory feature of a
photon, where it may on one hand behave like a wave, and on the other occasion like a particle—
in entangled superposition with the apparatus. 9 According to Donna Haraway, ‘diffraction is a

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

279

mapping of interference, not of replication, reflection, or reproduction. A diffraction pattern does
not map where differences appear, but rather maps where the effects of difference appear’ (2004,
70). A speculation from a fixed point is a reflective, classical positioning, whereas superposition is
a mutating, diffracting and cloning of the phenomena. The cloning of performance does not
represent the Real or the body, but the traces of the opaque superposition of the body ‘as wave
and particle’. The performance is not a disjunctive differential proposition ‘either-or’, but a
conjunctive superposition of ‘and-and-and…’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2003, 17–20).
Performance is a complementary and indeterminate phenomenon, and yet it is not a mixture,
where determinate data would interact and produce the apparatus. It is where ‘thought and matter
intra-act’ (Barad 2003, 815), and where there is no noumena (i.e. things-in-themselves), but only
phenomena, from the Real. The determination of the performance emerges from the intra-action,
but does not pre-exist the condition-conditioned relation (Barad 2007, 128). Reflective thought
emerges from the entanglement and intra-action between thought and matter, where in terms of
Barad, the apparatus is itself performative. Phenomena flatten out thought and matter into
mattering. Discursive practices are ‘ongoing material (re)configurings of the world’ (Barad 2003,
822). Performance as cloning or superposition is an ongoing entanglement with thought and
matter from the Real.
Superpositions are always entanglements, but as Barad notes: ‘upon measurement, the
superposition appears to “collapse” into a mixture’ (2007, 280). In performance, we observe the
mixture of traces and representations, matter and thought. However, these binaries are
complementary, and not arbitrary events of truth or representations of the Real. The
representation has a complementary and indeterminate superposition with the performance from
the Real, and not about the Real.
In performance, I am acting as if being beside myself—measured as ‘restored behaviour’
(Schechner 1985, 35–38)—in a complementary register, where performance has no single identity
of the Real, but nor does it exist as a copy. The performance is a complementary superposition
and fictioning. 10 To borrow Laruelle’s (2013a, 47) wording, performance is a ‘non-thetic Reflection (of
the) real, a non-specular or mirrorless reflection’, where non-thetic reflection marks the cloning of the
Real. Fictioning in performance is the cloning of the Real, the universe—or, as I propose, the cloning
of a body in performance. Fictioning is not a mixture or mélange, but a complementary
superpositioning from a body.
VI
In my performance practice, I use text, voice, sound and body as my primary material. In this article,
I have proposed that we should regard the body in a non-thetic relation with practice, and its
relation to the Real, i.e., it is from the real. A body is opaque and foreclosed from the observing
mind—which does not signify a Cartesian cut, but rather an intra-active phenomena. There are no
static observation points, but only complementary fictioning. The question here, following Laruelle,
is: how does performance think what it is performing and perform what it is thinking? 11
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In 2015, I began a project in which a text was first read
out loud and recorded. This recording was then
edited and pressed into vinyl records. These records
were

played

from

two

DJ

turntables

Watch video:
https://vimeo.com/198967431

during

performance lectures where, using the turntables, I would scratch, slide, stutter, repeat or alter the
pitch of the voices on record. These records were mixed with my own live voice, reading the same
recorded text. In later performances, I added a theremin to the performance apparatus. The
theremin is an electronic musical instrument invented in 1919 by Russian physicist Lev Termen.
Termen claimed that with this instrument, one could create music from the aether. 12
In these performances, I used the theremin, along with a guitar effect pedal, to create sounds that
mimic the human voice in glossolalia—speaking in tongues or prattle language, that one has not
learned. The important aspect of these experiments is the materiality of the sound. The sound is
created by the material track pressed into the plastic, over which a stylus moves around; or by the
electromagnetic field of a body; or a physical human body. The experiment is material. At the same
time it invites the audience to a fictioning of the performance—similar to the performance of a
mesmerizing ventriloquist. The ‘charlatan’ nature of such a performance is superpositioned with
conceptual gestures. The apparatus of performance is fictioning the theoretical arguments, as a
non-thetic cloning of the Real.
What we may pass over, almost unnoticed, is the complementarity of such an event, which in the
sense of non-standard thought follows the double-slit experiment, 13 described by Bohr where:
In any attempt of a pictorial representation of the behavior of the photon we would,
thus, meet with the difficulty: to be obliged to say, on the one hand, that the photon
always chooses one, of the two ways and, on the other hand, it behaves as if it had
passed both ways. (Bohr 2010, 51)
In a gesture of a thought, we reflect on the superposition of the performance. It is at the same time
a speculative performance and a fictioning and performing without a determinate decision. The
gesture of thought leads to framing, positions, staging, dramaturgy, reduction, analysis, withdrawal
and other forms of decisionality. In fictioning, we regard the performance as passing-both-ways,
i.e., ‘enacting the between’ (Barad 2007, 359). The sounds and voices of the performance from
different origins are not propositions of truth events, but cloning from the Real. Artistic practice is
closer to the monstrous ventriloquism of philosophy, than we would like to think (Ó Maoilearca
2015, 168).
However, my argument is that performance and the body in performance have a radical position,
which is different from the gestures of thought. The body in performance is radical and from the
Real, and following this performance is not an apparatus of capture. Performance as a
superposition and fictioning, is where representations, gestures of thought and the apparatuses
of capture function as measuring devices. They are in a complementary relation with the
indeterminacy of the fictioning and non-thetic world of performance. 14 The fictioning lacks
definition, while gestures of thought measure a lack of knowledge.
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In contrast with acting, directing, dramaturgy, choreography or scenography, the raw material of
performance is a body—in other words, a non-thetic reflection of a body, or cloning. The
performance is from the body and not about it nor with it. The body has no truth value, yet it is
opaque. The body, as being regarded from the position of philosophical decisionality, is the
determined-in-the-last-instance (of economies), i.e. the body in schizoproduction. Cloning
performance (or performance as cloning), or ‘non-standard performance’ would not claim to
change the world or the Real, but it would be a flattened thought from the Real.
The world is a network, the world is fictioning. A body is a world-without-us (Thacker 2011, 5) which
is an apparatus, foreclosed and not turned away from the gestures of thought. Like the ‘universe’,
in Laruelle’s terminology, a body may be ‘deaf and blind, we can only love it and assist it’ (Laruelle
(191, 2–4). The body for schizoanalysis or for post-autonomist theory is at most an event: the
actualisation of the virtuals or substratum of the potenza. In this article, I have attempted to argue
that a body from the Real is more radical than that. It does not resist, but remains indeterminable.
This is the specific attribute of performance, which is not only the ‘liveness’ of an event, but livedness
alongside the Real. Performance is not determined in the last instance of the economy; it is from
the Real—a superposition of the gestures of thought and matter.

Notes
This article presents aspects of my postdoctoral research, which takes place within the Academy of Finland
funded
research
project
”How
To
Do
Things
With
Performance.”
https://howtodothingswithperformance.wordpress.com/
1

‘Transversality is the unconscious source of action in the group, going beyond the objective laws on which it is
based, carrying the group’s desire’ (Guattari 1984, 22).
2

‘The notion of the milieu is not unitary: not only does the living thing continually pass from one milieu to another,
but the milieus pass into one another; they are essentially communicating’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2005, 313).

3

‘Noo-politics (the ensemble of the techniques of control) is exercised on the brain. It involves above all attention,
and is aimed at the control of memory and its virtual power. The modulation of memory would thus be the most
important function of noo-politics […] To understand this neologism, we not only need to know that Aristotle noos
(or noûs) means the highest part of the soul, the intellect’ (Lazzarato 186, 190).
4

In distinction from the social capital of Pierre Bourdieu or the Chicago School type of economics as being
promoted by Alan Greenspan, et. al.

5

It needs to be stated that the general intellect or life in general are distinct from the generic, as presented by
Laruelle. For his non-standard thought, the generic does not mean the banal, ordinary, or human capacity, as in
Virno and other post-Marxist thinkers. It is not a social attribute of a human, but is equal to his other concepts of
the One or the Real. The generic does not reclaim the Real, but it is from the Real.

6

‘The force-(of)-thought is the theoretical instrument of philosophy’s non-philosophical transformation. It is only
an organon, the force of decision-making, itself determined in-the-last-instance by the Real’ (Laruelle 2013b, 37,
232).
7
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‘Aer meant fog and darkness—not darkness as in Tenebrae (from Sanskrit origin, tamas, the darkness of shadow,
or the darkness that belongs to the underworld, the realm of death), but darkness as in the Greek omichle ( the
darkness of fog, mist dust-clouds, the Mistmare)’ (Negarestani 2008, 103).

8

‘Under one set of circumstances, electrons behave like particles, and under another they behave like waves […]
Bohr resolves the wave-particle duality paradox as follows: “wave” and “particle” are classical concepts (that are
given determinate meanings by different, indeed mutually exclusive, apparatuses and) that refer to different,
mutually exclusive phenomena, not to independent physical objects’ (Barad 2007, 29; 119).

9

I am borrowing the term fictionale from Laruelle, but aiming a slightly different, performative use of the term.
However, the foundation is the same, where: ‘the fictionale “presupposes” the real in a non-thetic way and
conditions it without ever positing it or inscribing it in Being or the World. The Universe is on the hither side of the
World or totally exceeds it’ (Laruelle 2013a, 232).
10

‘Non-philosophical pragmatics can be defined by saying, for example, that all language becomes performative
in it but in the form of a performativity of description […] the One is not active or does not act in the mode of a
transcendent causality; it is as thoroughly passive as the real can be […] this passivity therefore must fully penetrate
the new usage of language, which is description (of) description […] it is thoroughly descriptive of passivities, and
passive in this task […] it is instead “performative,” if one can still call it that, in the sense that it is exerted without
remainder and thoroughly manifested as its operation (of description): it is what it does, it does what it says by
saying it’ (Laruelle 2013a, 168).
11

Notwithstanding the fact that aether, or luminiferous aether had been proven to be a general misconception,
or superfluous by Maxwell and Einstein some years earlier, in 1905 (Einstein 1998, 124).
12

Double-slit experiment or two-slit experiment was performed originally by Thomas Young in 1801, but it has
become one of the key experiments illustrating the propabilistic nature of quantum mechanics, which do not
follow the Newtonian physics. It defines how light can display characteristics of wave and particle at the same time,
or where electron seem to have appeared at two separate positions at the same time. In relation with momentum
and position in this experiment, Richard Feynman has written, that in relation with the uncertainty principle of
Werner Heisenberg, he ‘recognized that if it were possible to measure the momentum and the position
simultaneously with a greater accuracy, the quantum mechanics would collapse’ (Feynman 2011). See Feynman
(2011) and Barad (2007).
13

‘In some discussions of quantum theory, the terms “uncertainty” and “indeterminacy” are used interchangeably,
despite their different meanings. […] while “uncertainty” refers to a lack of knowledge, “indeterminacy” refers to
the state of being indeterminate (lacking definiteness). That is, uncertainty is an epistemic issue, while
indeterminacy is an issue of ontology’ (Barad 2007, 424–25).
14
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PHILOSOPHY

ATTEMPTS ON (WRITING) HER LIFE: ETHICS AND
ONTOLOGY IN PRO-FEMINIST PLAYWRITING1
KAI ROLAND GREEN INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR
Feminist critical writing offers the potential to re-write the past. Writing—as an historic action,
contemporary product or process of production—illuminates the absence of women from
culturally produced Western art-forms, despite the constant, physical presence of women in
centuries of cultural practice; Teresa de Lauretis terms this the ‘paradoxical status of women in
Western discourse’ (1984, 13). Particularly in the work of Peggy Phelan, the paradoxical state that
de Lauretis notes femininity occupying is reflected in the potential of live performance—the only
medium that ‘implicates the real through the presence of living bodies’ (Phelan 1993, 148), whilst
also depending upon the ‘act of writing toward disappearance’ (1993, 148). Performance and
writing are presented here with different reproductive logics, with writing seen as reliant on
reproductions of meanings, and performance on a kind of ‘tracelessness’ (1993, 149). Playwriting,
in its bridging position between the fixity of written language and the live presentation of linguistic
meaning, is a challenging addition to this interplay of discursive absence and the temporal
possibilities of performance, but is also crucially significant to reflections on feminist critical writing.
From the classical canon to contemporary drama, plays by men largely do not feature female
protagonists; yet, in the last 25 years, the output of male playwrights in contemporary British
drama has variously demonstrated the complexity of representing female characters on stage.
Phelan’s work is perfectly placed for analysing the output of these representations because of its
intimate knowledge of the ontological mechanisms of performance, but also due to Phelan’s hints
toward an emerging ethical framework. 2 If we take Phelan’s ‘implication of the real’ to suggest a

form of ethical representation, where stark realities are brought to light by the inter-subjective
encounter of audience and physical performer, the significance of ‘disappearance’ writing appears
almost an opposite: a discourse that must demonstrate an absence (of feminist histories). Is the
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satisfaction of these conditions an ethical or ontological matter? This essay seeks to suggest that
the paucity of female protagonists in male-authored plays may be a new stimulus for asking
questions about the potential for Performance/Philosophy to intersect with gender studies in new,
cross-disciplinary ways.
This analysis will focus on the work of Martin Crimp, Simon Stephens and Tim Crouch—three
contemporary playwrights whose outputs have not only had strong theatrical influence, but whose
themes reflect concerns in both feminist theatre scholarship and ‘post-millennial’ British plays,
largely through their encounters with globalization. As Elin Diamond perceptively argues in Staging
International Feminisms, feminist theatre performs ‘a demystifying labour’ (2007, 20): uncovering
the social and economic conditions that make already-vulnerable subjects further marginalized by
subjecting them to globalization’s increasing demands on human labour. Such ‘demystifications’
become at the least more ethically complex (if not, from a radical feminist perspective, impossible)
when women’s gendered realities are presented by a male writer. As this paper will later show,
Crimp, Stephens and Crouch are theatre-makers who have engendered questions of complicity
and responsibility in their audience through re-configuring theatrical forms and styles of dialogue.
Such theatrical exposition reflects Diamond’s view of performance as ‘dialectically intertwined with
what contradicts it—the flows of people, good and images generated by, and reproduced in, the
global market’ (12). This sentiment echoes Phelan’s ontology of performance, and registers its
operation in the political contexts that contemporary British plays are written in, in which Crimp,
Stephens and Crouch have been formatively innovative.
To summarise Phelan’s account here, we have a triadic relation between representation, discourse
and form—three elements that collectively provide a framework for judging the ethical possibilities
of a play and that can also be read as methods of philosophically-performing sexual difference.
Live performance that is built upon feminist critical writing seems to require ethical-representation,
a negating discourse, and a crucial union of these elements within a ‘nonreproductive’ ontology
(Phelan 1993, 148): ephemeral performance. 3 In Part 1, through the question of whether male
playwrights can offer ethical representations, I will consider how the notion of ‘objectification’
functions in the dramaturgy of the three playwrights I have named. In Part 2, in considering
whether male playwrights can write ‘toward disappearance’, I will uncover some of the methods
by which the playwrights have produced the feminine as a negative force. In Part 3, in addressing
whether the writing of female characters has the ontological potency of Peggy Phelan’s account, I
will use Emmanuel Levinas’ notion of ‘fecundity’ to suggest a fundamental responsibility the male
playwright has to convey a female character with agency.

Ethical Representations
Clare Wallace notes an ‘intensified consciousness’ (2014, 117) around ethical dilemmas in the
dramaturgy of post-millennium playwrights, which she describes in terms of ‘representation,
proximity and violence’ (119). Central to the ‘responsibility’ (118) these plays question—toward
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audiences, playwrights and wider society—are the ethics of Levinas, who speaks of an ethical
regard the self has for ‘the Other’. This Levinasian notion allows Wallace to identify subjectivity as
perennially shaky in her post-millennial examples—however, by identifying ‘Otherness’ with
disparate societal trends (such as capitalism and news media), her account seems to implicitly
suggest that the relationship between playwright and character is simply another expression of
this relation to the ‘Other’. I would like to suggest that the work of Martin Crimp, Simon Stephens
and Tim Crouch has collectively engaged with this question of ‘Otherness’, and has done so through
the disjuncture of gender between playwright and character.
In Stephens’ 2003 play Port, the audience follows the journey of Rachel Keates through snapshots
of 13 years of her life, each presented through naturalistic dialogue. In contrast to such structural
linearity, Crimp’s 1997 play Attempts on Her Life features (in Martin Midekke’s concise phrase)
‘seventeen opposing or unrelated outlines for the life of someone’ (2014, 102). The “someone” of
Crimp’s play is an indeterminate identity: a presence detectable in the various mini-narratives of
the play only by characters whose names resemble ‘Anne’: Anya, Annie, Annushka and Anny.
Theatre scholars, in identifying the play as ‘post-dramatic’, assimilate Crimp’s suspension of
structural and narrative forms within a broader contemporary concern for the fluidity of identity.
As Zimmermann has noted, at the heart of the play is an ‘absence’ (2003, 79) of identity. Yet, as the
pronoun ‘her’ in the title alludes to, this ‘absent identity’ is not so fluid as to be gender-less: Crimp’s
‘character’ (if the word is even appropriate) is ostensibly female. Finally, in Tim Crouch’s 2013 play
Adler & Gibb, the theme of ‘representation’ is overtly investigated by various layers of narrative: the
story focuses on a film crew visiting a location in which two female artists had attempted to live a
self-sufficient life; on top of this, a PhD candidate is narrating Adler and Gibb’s story to an academic
panel. Negotiating all the layers are two children, seen to be constructing and deconstructing the
set of Crouch’s play at the Royal Court. It is the first of Crouch’s adult plays in which he himself does
not appear, and its relationships are almost exclusively women interacting with women.
Jill Dolan names a basic assumption of feminist critique ‘that all representation is inherently
ideological’ (1988, 41), encouraging us to explore the extent to which the gender difference
between playwright and character affects the ethicality of the theatrical representation. To do so,
I will first turn to an absolutist position (in which sexual difference is a fundamental ‘otherness’),
and then to a pragmatic position (where characters can be ‘objectified’, or not). The concept of
sexual difference as an ‘othering’ was most notably expressed by Simone de Beauvoir in her 1949
book The Second Sex. De Beauvoir draws our attention the dubious ontological weighting of the
notion of ‘otherness’: presented initially in no uncertain terms, we are told by de Beauvoir that the
characterisation of woman as profoundly, unreachably ‘other’ is a characterisation done by a
masculine perspective. When she notes that ‘man represents both the positive and the neutral…
whereas the woman represents only the negative… without reciprocity’ (1953, 14, my emphasis) the
woman-as-Other corollary is only maintained by re-iteration. I would suggest that de Beauvoir’s
blurring of the ontological and ethical in her explanation of sexual difference is reflected in the
significance of theatrical representations to society’s understanding of gender difference. At the
level of knowledges and experiences, feminist critiques generally possess (in Jill Dolan’s words) ‘a
keen awareness of exclusion from male cultural, social, sexual, political, and intellectual discourse’
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(1988, 3). On this reading, portrayals of feminine identity (in how they are read by the play’s
audience) were likely to be incomplete and undeveloped, but still had the potential to be ethically
permissible.
If de Beauvoir’s account implies that ‘difference’ functions at the level of ontology, there are
problematic implications for a representative medium such a theatre, as ontology is central to its
representative process. For those of a masculine identity to explicate a feminine identity in
dramatic writing, the parameters of what constitutes an ‘otherness’ must be carefully explored.
Port’s conversational dialogue and nods to naturalism arguably presents no meta-theatrical layer
of tension between Stephens and Rachel Keates’ gender. In Attempts on Her Life, the narrative
indeterminacy of the character can be interpreted as Crimp’s concern for the possibility of writing
women. In Adler & Gibb the processes of representation in film, theatre and academic discourse
are critiqued almost exclusively in relation to women, and allude to themes in feminist art theory.
To understand these tensions in a more pragmatic way, we may turn to the potential for unethical
representations in terms of a philosophical notion that has gravitated from the nuances of feminist
discourse to general parlance: ‘objectification’.
Martha C. Nussbaum defines the act of ‘treating as an object’ (1995, 257) in at least seven
configurations, and concludes that the term is ‘morally problematic’ (251). I will consider how the
work of Crimp, Crouch and Stephens intersects with Nussbaum’s definitions of objectification (as
fungibility in this section, and as the ‘denial of autonomy’ (257) in the next section) to see whether
the notion of complicity is significant. Nussbaum uses ‘fungible’ in the same breath as
‘interchangeable’ (257), suggesting that an object is either replaceable by others of its kind, or with
objects in further contexts. The antithesis of fungibility (which we might describe as a quality of
uniqueness or stability) is a dramaturgical feature that governs many forms of theatre, perhaps
exemplified in naturalism: metaphysical laws suggest that a dog cannot transform into a child, and
then into a deer, and remain dramatically coherent. Yet, fungibility functions exactly in this way in
Adler & Gibb: in the layer of narrative in which two children construct and deconstruct the set of
the play, they appear to stand-for several characters (including a dog and a deer) to which others
on stage seem not aware. As Stephen Bottoms comments, in relation to Crouch’s earlier work,
these ‘yawning gaps between signifiers and signifieds’ (2009, 66) seems to make the audience
‘aware of their own processes of spectatorial meaning-seeking’ (68). Just as Nussbaum’s essay
considers the ethical ambiguities within objectification-as-fungibility, Crouch’s narratives often play
with seemingly innocuous gaps between sign and reference. In performances of An Oak Tree, we
are an audience of a show ‘in a pub a year from now’ (Crouch 2011, 60)—both valuable as the only
audience of this particular live event, and already cast (ahead) as a predicted, fictional audience.
In Crouch’s previous work, fungible character transformations are almost exclusively female: An
Oak Tree dramatizes this disjuncture of sign and reference by focusing on a man who believes his
daughter has become a tree; in ENGLAND, the audience is transformed into a female transplant
patient. Adler & Gibb not only enacts fungibility more physically than Crouch’s other plays, but does
so through the use of children. Contrasting tones of innocence and violation surround these
children: one ‘plays’ the dog who is later killed by Louise; Gibb describes having her personal letters
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read as akin to being ‘butchered by … a cartoon rapist’ (Crouch 2014. 50). Adler & Gibb’s world of
inter-changeability may not be gendered, but it investigates objectification in such a way that, as
Libby Brooks notes, children become ‘the crucible into which is ground each and every adult
anxiety’ (Freshwater 2013, 170).
In Attempts on Her Life, fungibility takes on a more overtly gendered dimension, putting a darker
tone to the ethics of being interchangeable, and alluding to further instances of societal abuse that
stem from this. References to the interchangeable nature of the ‘her’ character scatter the first half
of the play, evoking discordant images. In Scene 2, a young women’s face is held by her male lover
like a ‘chalice’ or a ‘rugby ball’ (Crimp 1997, 15); Anya is described as a ‘tree’; in Scene 6, a female
character ‘would like to be a machine’ (32), a car or a pistol. The fungibility of Annie comes to a head
in Scene 16—provocatively entitled ‘Porno’—in which the ‘principle speaker’ (a young woman)
recites an extensive list of descriptions about a ‘She’ that are simultaneously translated. The
descriptions collectively bridge fundamental divisions in society, such as the suggestions that Annie
will ‘usher in an age in which the spiritual and the material…/ […] the wave and the particle…/ will
finally be reconciled!’ (79). Crimp instructs the actors to perform the section with ‘growing elan’ (79),
reflecting joy at the prospect of bridging such divisions. Yet, the messianic Annie’s vitriolic
dialectical thinking seems to drain her of any individuality: she is, like the Annie represented as a
car in another scene, merely the vehicle for ideas.
Negating Discourse
The perceived fungibility of these female characters traces them back to being constituted as
objects. Yet, the objectifications have so far been recognised as taking the logical form of a positive
equation of two items: for example, when Annie is being compared to a ‘pistol’, this seems to read
like a metaphoric comparison of two objects. I would like to suggest that objectification is also
explored in these plays through two layers below that of affirmative objects: that the characters
are presented neutralised of any autonomous power, and that this can even lead to female
characters being considered a negating force, an incomplete space that drags other images in to
fill itself. Phelan speaks of ‘the central “absence” integral to the representation of women in
patriarchy’ (1993, 164), wherein the feminine is not fully shown but alluded to, ‘to perpetuate and
maintain the presence of male desire as desire—as unsatisfied quest’ (164). Phelan’s description
of the female ‘absence’, despite using the term ‘desire’ as both verb and noun, suggests some limit
to this ‘quest’: it will be ‘unsatisfied’, but presumably could have an end. In this section, I would like
to argue that we may re-emphasize the active nature of ‘absence’ as a negation—that themes run
throughout these plays to reflect the representation of female characters as an insatiable,
continuous appetite.
One of Nussbaum’s most intriguing definitions of ‘objectification’ is the ‘Denial of Autonomy’—how
an object is presented as stripped of agency. In the dramaturgies of Crimp, Crouch and Stephens,
the most prevalent form of heteronomy is economic dependence. This theme reflects both a
significant Twentieth Century societal change in Western societies (the developments in women’s
economic independence), but also how the global expansion of market economies has legitimized
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‘women’ as one of its saleable commodities. As Saskia Sassan notes, ‘in global cities and in survival
circuits, women emerge as crucial economic actors’ (2007, 274) in the growing demand for lowwage jobs, to which their gender ‘lends cultural legitimacy to their non-empowerment’ (258).
In each divergent presentation of character I am discussing, the female character attempts to
assert self-sufficiency against this backdrop of bodily valuation. Stephens has commented that Port
questions what it is ‘to be a woman at the start of this millennium, from a town like Stockport… and
how you can take agency for your own life’ (Stephens 2013)—yet this agency, which clearly drives
Rachel Keates’ characterisation, is stalled by economic dependency. The audience witness her
assaulting and stealing from her grandmother to accrue enough money for a flat deposit, as a
means to escape living under the same roof as her abusive father. The use of double casting
(wherein Rachel’s mother and grandmother are played by the same actress, and her father and
husband by the same actor) indicates a circularity to Rachael’s experiences, a threat that makes
the desire for economic independence akin to a classical notion of ‘freedom’.
In dramaturgies where characterisation is less realistic, as in Crimp and Crouch, the heteronomy
of female characters is expressed by a social context in which bodies are reduced to currency. In
Crimp’s work, as Luckhurst notes, there is ‘a consistent interest in representing women as victims
of patriarchy, as misunderstood, sexually exploited, emotionally abused’ (2003, 53). Even in the
ambiguous place that ‘Annie’ sits in Attempts On Her Life, the metaphors of violation make it clear
that exploitation for women is considered almost exclusively sexual: in Crimp’s satire of an advert,
in which ‘Annie’ is reduced to a new model of car, a selling-point for the vehicle is its resistance to
forms of degradation, wherein men are ‘disembowelled’ but women are ‘raped’ (Crimp 1997, 18).
In the same vein, the character of Gibb in Adler & Gibb construes the crime of inhabiting the body
(which Louise is committing by pretending to be her deceased lover) as akin to the crime of ‘rape’
(Crouch 2014, 48). Even in Port, there is barely a scene in which Rachel is not made aware of the
context of sexual expectation she is part of, and that seeks to preemptively label her behavior: she
is called a ‘slapper’, a ‘tart’, a ‘whore’, viewed as a sexual being throughout her growing up. All three
plays reference contexts of expectation and dependency—economic and sexual—that acutely
affect women.
To posit a female character as an interchangeable theatrical sign, against a context of sexuality in
which they are constantly referred and inevitably denied autonomy from, is almost
indistinguishable from treating the female character as currency. This theatrical simile underpins
much of Adler & Gibb’s satire of the monetisation of the artworld. In the penultimate scene, Louise
(a young, glamorous film-actress) and Gibb (an older, slightly dishevelled performance-artist) reenact Adler and Gibb’s first meeting, presenting a visual contrast that reflects the hierarchy of art
economises: youth and glamour as saleable, particularly in film. Crouch has previously stated the
significance of ‘form’ to his theatrical endeavours, suggesting that ‘form is a uniquely contemporary
expression’ (Crouch 2015) and that his work is always grounded in a reason that the story needs
to be told theatrically. Thus, the chosen medium for Adler & Gibb’s satire (film) is not to be
overlooked: were the form to reflect upon how contemporary society expresses itself, the
problematizing of bodily commodification in the play may be read as something that has
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intensified in the post-millennial era. Whether the gendered element of the hierarchy of art
economies is realised in the play or not, Crouch’s dialogue signposts the particular effect that the
monetisation of the art-world has on women. When Louise pronounces, with a vision of her
importance as the star of the future film ‘I am the money’ (Crouch 2014, 23), connotations surround
the comment of the status of women’s bodies as bought-and-sold commodity on the global
market.
The content of these plays highlight certain perceptions of women in modern, global economic
contexts: either denied of economic autonomy, or considered marketable commodities. This latter
position has rather uncomfortable associations with ‘credit’—that, in contexts of debt, the
marketability of women’s bodies has historically been used to settle what is owed. The implications
of this for the presence of female characters in male written plays are hugely significant if, in taking
Phelan’s phrase, we consider representation to be itself an ‘economy’ (1993, 164). When the agent
in that economy (the male playwright) has power over representation, the relationship that
femininity has to credit is complicated by their histories with male power. Urs Stäheli, in a history
of market economies, states that:
The discourse of femininity used to describe credit sheds light on the ways in which
the emerging financial sphere was represented… The highly fictional and volatile
trading on the stock exchange could not be grasped with traditional economic
categories—particularly not with notions of causality…. Credit, in the form of
obligations, stocks, or lottery tickets, required an abstract and fictional notion of
ownership. (Stäheli 2013, 175)
This extraordinary analysis demonstrates that femininity was conceptualised as ‘credit’ to justify
the instability of a market based on predictions, promises and debt—all immaterial features of a
system of exchange.
Phelan described the task of feminist performance as making ‘counterfeit the currency of our
representational economy’ (1993, 164), by means not of women refusing to be part of it, but by
demonstrating the loss of women’s occlusion within it. Phelan’s notion of ‘counterfeiting’
representation echoes the second axiom of feminist critical writing I derived from her in the
introduction: that such writing requires a negating discourse. In the dramaturgies I have discussed,
women’s potential position in markets has been variously explored by showing some female
characters to be stripped of autonomy by their economic dependency. Going a step further, a
conceptualising of characters as akin to how credit functions in currency has occurred: as involved
in contexts of debt (their sexuality indebtedness) that can only ever be temporarily satisfied (by
their sexual availability). The question arises here: do these demonstrations constitute Phelan’s
notion of ‘writing toward disappearance’ (1993, 148), and do they have a positive value?
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Ephemeral Performance
Phelan’s response to the question of the representational economy is to ‘counterfeit’ it. This
solution is pushed to breaking point if it is to accommodate the very specific indignation I have
described in the negation of female characters: wherein the female subject is not just expressed
as a commodity (to be counterfeited or not) but as an indebted force, extoling credits by her
sexuality to even bring her back up to the level of quasi-autonomous subject. As the male lover
says to Annie in Attempts On Her Life, ‘everything must be paid for, even your ideals’ (Crimp 2014,
16). In this section, I would like demonstrate how this negating style of discourse—and the
questionably ethical representations in Part 1—are held together in Crimp, Crouch and Stephens
through an awareness of the temporality of theatre as an artistic form.
Writing the script that will determine a character’s words and actions, the playwright’s written
control culminates in the live enactment of a performance. The performer of the character will at
once unite the corporeal presence of their body with the rigidity of the written, planned narrative.
In Wallace’s reading of the increased ethicality of contemporary British theatre, she uses Levinas’
notion of ‘responsibility’ to examine the effect of the live enactment on the audience: Wallace notes
the confrontation of the ‘ambivalence of looking, listening and speaking as action’ (2014, 132) in
recent plays. The live encounter of bodies is shown to emphasise responsibility as an ethical
imperative that concerns the ‘other’ before ourselves. Levinas’ notion of ‘otherness’ is that which is
thoroughly unknowable, ‘infinitely foreign… an absolute difference’ (Levinas 1969, 194). Such a
description does not seem to fit so well with the relationship of playwright to character, particularly
in our consideration of the ontological possibilities of writing another gender—the controllable,
written element of the playwriting process suggests there is more to this relation than intractable
‘otherness’. I would like to suggest that there is another of Levinas’ intersubjective relations that is
better placed to illustrate the playwright/character relation: fecundity. This relation presents some
stark choices for how male playwrights might engage with feminist critical writing.
Fecundity is Levinas’ description of the parent/child relation, which can act as an analogy for the
mixture of live, ephemeral risk, and written creative control, contained in the act of character
creation. This relation is unlike any other logical identification, for the child is ‘not only mine, for he
is me’ (Levinas 1969, 267): the child contains both the parent and itself, constituting ‘a duality of the
identical’ (68). The birth of the child stems from an erotic encounter with ‘the Other as feminine’
(267), an encounter with a feminine presence who embodies an ‘alterity’ (269) that cannot ever be
breached. The notion of the other as ‘feminine’ is one of many allusions to the hetronormativity of
Levinas’ account: as Lisa Guenther points out, ‘birth would seem to be a wholly masculine affair’
(2006, 75) for Levinas, stated as a ‘relation between father and son’ (76), given the father is the
pattern by which the child is dual-identical.
As feminist critics of Levinas, such as Luce Irigaray, have claimed, Levinas’ account appears to
completely side-line the significance of the ‘feminine other’, who appears merely peripheral to the
father/son relationship (Irigaray 1991). This occlusion of the feminine derived from an ‘otherness’
is not a temporary event; rather, the fecund child produces ‘ever recommencing being’ (Levinas
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1969, 268), linking son to father in a repeating chain of becoming, all the while relying on the
otherness of the feminine. As Irigaray states, the male subject ‘makes use of the support of the
feminine ... for its own becoming (1991, 180)—a thought we can trace from de Beauvoir’s
identification of otherness as defined against ‘the Subject ... the Absolute’ (de Beauvoir 1953, 16),
with ‘man’ seen as the guardian of both positive and neutral forces. Woman, being ‘without
reciprocity’ (de Beauvoir 1949, 15), becomes a repelling force amongst the propellant, self-bonding
forces of men. Levinas does not appear to acknowledge the male-centric notion of this version of
fecundity.
Out of this description, I would like to draw two points of congruence between fecundity and the
relation of playwright and character. The first concerns the dual-identity of the ‘child’ as both self
and other. From this perspective, our reading of the indeterminacy of the reference ‘Annie’ in
Attempts On Her Life connotes that the female characters of these plays are at once both coherently
realised by the playwright, and seemingly difficult to write. This mixture of recognisability (from the
self, re-born) and alterity (from the feminine Other) thickens-out Luckhurst’s observation that
Attempts On Her Life would seem to be almost entirely concerned with the difficulty of ‘representing
the feminine on stage’ (2003, 49). Several of Crimp’s images demonstrate this tension: when
‘photos’ of Annie are discussed in Scene 6, they are at once both pictures of her smile, and ‘just
these little dots’ (Crimp 1997, 27). The photo both coherently presents a face, and shows the face
to be a construction.
Fecundity illustrates this relation between playwright and character, and alludes to the gendered
element to this tension. This is the second point of congruence I would like to draw from fecundity
to the question of the male playwright’s ontological possibilities. Levinas’ connection between
ontology and ethics goes as far as to say we are defined by our ethical concern for the Other, such
that a being with no ethical responsibility effectively does not exist. This has problematic
implications for Levinas’ unwillingness to speak of fecundity as involving a female child, and
analogously for how the ethicality ascribed to female characters by male playwrights might impact
on their presence. Feminist writers—Irigaray and Guenther among them—have noted the
incoherency of Levinas’s account of fecundity, on the basis that if Levinas wishes to speak of the
child as a mixture of the profoundly ‘other’, and the self re-born, a daughter would seem to be a
significantly stronger image, if the ‘self’ is defined as masculine. In Simon Critchley’s summation of
Derrida’s second text concerning Levinas, the daughter is ‘a crypt, an entombed, perhaps still born,
daughter… [over which] the edifice of Levinas’ work is built’ (Critchley 2015, 99). The notion of ‘crypt’
is particularly significant because, by not acknowledging the female child of the male father,
Levinas is refusing to acknowledge the female child as an ethical being.
Ethical responsibility requires free will, such that (in Guenther’s words), the description of someone
as ‘ethical by default’ renders them ‘not really ethical at all’ (2006, 75). Attempts On Her Life, Port and
Adler & Gibb all variously avoid constructing female characters who are ethical-by-default—yet, in
the examples of objectification I have demonstrated, these plays often inscribe their female
characters in positions where ethicality is still impossible. In the context of heteronomy, the
protagonists are either economically dependent, or reduced to the currency in an economy.
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Fecundity transfers the parent’s ethical responsibility onto the child; to deny the daughter any
chance of responsibility is to deny her existence. On my analogy, attempts by male playwrights to
demonstrate the restricted positions of women never fully articulate femininity as anything other
than ethically impotent, and thus ontologically incomplete. Crimp’s awareness ‘that he is part of
the culture he satirizes’ (Zimmermann 2003, 83) fails to hit its target, on this reading. Crimp’s refusal
to allow his protagonist any ethical autonomy encourages those who may feel their own
responsibility toward her (in the audience) to view her in the same deeply problematic terms in
which Levinas describes the feminine other: an ‘amorphous non-I’ (Levinas 1969, 259). As Luckhurst
observes of Crimp, only in moments of ‘magnanimity’ is his protagonist ‘imagined to be an
authority herself’ (1997, 51).
I argue that fecundity allows us to see the ethical damage of a form of presentation in which a male
playwright presents female characters trapped in contexts where they cannot be regarded as
ethically autonomous beings. The criticism that could be immediately raised here is that my
analogy conflates a child—a corporeal being, capable (at some point in its life) of ethical decision—
with a written character. To treat both equally worthy of the same ethical consideration would be
ludicrous—effectively, it would conflate ethics with ontology. However, my response to this would
be that, for Levinas, ethics proceeds ontology. The consistent thread running through all Levinas’
intersubjective relations is our terrible binding to the Other’s insatiable need for protection. The
face of the Other, in Levinas’ eloquent phrase, ‘calls for me, begs for me, and in so doing recalls my
responsibility, and calls me into question (1969, 83). Fecundity is liberation from this ethical
binding, to which the self will never fully attest, because by becoming a parent the self’s
responsibility is carried forward. The fact that the writing of a character culminates in a live
enactment brings the character into the realm of other beings—those who, for Levinas, suffer
equally with their inability to be as truly ethical as their ontology demands.
If the writing of a female character could be ethically comparable to the fecund child, then a
character who is seen to be capable of ethical autonomy takes-on the responsibility of the writer
(parent). A kind of reciprocity can be identified here: the freedom exuded by the female character
reveals something of the ethical responsibility of the writer. Whenever the character is shown not
free to choose, the responsibility is thrust back onto the writer. Port, as stated earlier, does not
obviously explicate tensions between the gender of its (male) writer and (female) protagonist.
Whilst Rachel is shown to have a difficult social context in which to grow, she still presents as a
being with ethics: the scene in which she assaults her grandmother, for example, is an interesting
escalation of a typically ethical act (feeding someone) into a violent act (force-feeding someone),
interpretable as a failure to respond to the ‘call’ of the Other. At the other end of the spectrum, the
narrative indeterminacy of the protagonist in Attempts on Her Life would seem to be ethically
problematic: Crimp may have a concern for the possibility of writing a female character, but what
is produced (at least in the text of the play) are very few instances in which Annie, Anya, Annie,
Annushka or Anny are perceived to act as characters that can freely choose to act.
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The possibilities for the male playwright who wishes to authentically contribute to feminist critical
writing through performance are, at once, both ethical and ontological. As a temporal medium, the
physical act of bodies performing for a set period of time can re-enforce (in practice) what feminist
critical writing does in theory: it can demonstrate the tensions between the ‘categories of analysis’
(Phelan 1993, 164) of presence and absences. In the first section, I suggested that the male
playwright can reflect this ‘absence’ through processes of objectification, but that this reinforces
the view that he is unable to fully transcend the alterity of the Other. (Male playwrights rarely write
from a female perspective.) In the second section, I identified a negating discourse in the
presentation of female characters, through their heteronomy. This discourse was not necessarily
seen as an example of Phelan’s notion of counterfeiting the representational economy: just as
counterfeit coins often pass for real money, satires of representation can look a lot like their object
of critique. Luckhurst identifies a feature like this in Crimp’s work, problematizing that Crimp’s
‘repeated suggestion of women’s complicity in male abuse of them’ (Luckhurst 2003, 59) could not
achieve full irony as it was mentioned too often. If we accept de Lauretis’ characterisation of the
‘paradoxical state’ (1984, 13) of women in Western discourse, the male playwright wishing for
ethical representations of female characters hits an impasse at this point.
I concluded this essay with a model of fecundity to provide a pragmatic approach to regulating the
objectifying-otherness of Part 1, and the trend toward negating representation in Part 2. On my
analogy with Levinas, the child/character is made up of both the self and (feminine) other, and
presents a responsibility that is both the character’s own, and that of the playwright. This model of
‘responsibility’ being transferred does not absolve the male playwright of his ethicality, but
presents the potential to transcend his ethical limitations. How could this ethical transcendence
occur? Guenther strives for us reinstate the significance of the feminine other into Levinas, so as
to create a new ‘feminist past… that never was but that will have been thanks to a future
transformation of the past’ (Guenther 2006, 76). By writing with the confidence for a time when
femininity will not be understood so ‘paradoxically’, the male (now, pro-feminist) playwright can
contribute to this re-envisioned past, endowing his female character with an ethical autonomy, and
resources for change, that reflect his own.
Notes
I would like to thank Chris Megson (Royal Holloway, University of London) for his support in the writing of this
article.

1

This interest is reflected in current theatre scholarship, most notably in the 2014 publication Ethical Speculations
in Contemporary Theatre.
2

3

Whether this framework is an ontological one emerges primarily because our topic—as distinct from Phelan—

is playwriting. Written characters may be merely judged as ethical or non-ethical representations, but also as the
result of a creative selection of choices (on the part of the playwright) that determine the ontology of a being. The
absolutism of reading character-creation as ontology may seem out of place in discussions of theatre, but as de
Lauretis identifies, a pervasive feature of ‘the story of male desire’ has been nothing less than ‘producing woman
as text’ (1984, 13). This suggests that the creation of a character is akin to determining the life of a (fictional) being;
an assumption I acknowledge.

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

296

Works Cited
Angelaki, Vicky. 2012. The Plays of Martin Crimp: Making Theatre Strange. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Bottoms, Stephen. 2009. “Authorizing the Audience: The Conceptual Drama of Tim Crouch.” Performance Research
14 (1): 65–76. https://doi.org/10.1080/13528160903113213
Crimp, Martin. 1997. Attempts on Her Life. London: Faber and Faber.
Critchley, Simon. 2015. The Problem with Levinas. New
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198738763.001.0001

York:

Oxford

University

Press.

Crouch, Tim. 2011. Plays One. London: Oberon
———. 2015. “Interview with Tim Crouch Writer and Director of Royal Court’s Adler & Gibb.” Aesthetica Magazine,
5 May. Accessed 20 April 2015. http://www.aestheticamagazine.com/interview-with-tim-crouch-writerand-director-of-royal-courts-adler-and-gibb/
Crouch, Tim, and Andy Smith. 2014. Adler & Gibb and What Happens to the Hope at the End of the Evening. London:
Oberon.
De Beauvoir, Simone. 1953. The Second Sex. New York: Knopf.
De Lauretis, Teresa. 1984. Alice Doesn’t: Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-17495-9
Diamond, Elin. 2007. “Bloody Aprons: Suzan-Lori Parks, Deborah Warner and Feminist Performance in the Age of
Globalization.” In Staging International Feminisms, edited by Elaine Aston and Sue-Ellen Case, 9–22.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230287693_2
Dolan, Jill. 1988. The Feminist Spectator as Critic. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
Freshwater, Helen. 2013. “Children and the Limits of Representation in the Work of Tim Crouch.” In Contemporary
British Theatre: Breaking New Ground, edited by Vicky Angelaki, 167–188. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137010131_9
Guenther, Lisa. 2006. The Gift of the Other: Levinas and the Politics of Reproduction. Albany: State University of New
York Press.
Irigaray, Luce. 1991. “Questions to Emmanuel Levinas: On the Divinity of Love.” In The Irigaray Reader, edited by
Margaret Whitford, 178–189. Oxford: Blackwell.
Lévinas, Emmanuel. 1969. Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority. Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press.
Luckhurst, Mary. 2003. “Political Point-Scoring: Martin Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life.” Contemporary Theatre Review
13 (1): 47–60. https://doi.org/10.1080/1048680032000086468
Middeke, Martin. 2014. “The Undecidable and the Event: Ethics of Unrest in Martin Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life and
debbie tucker green’s truth and reconciliation.” In Ethical Speculations in Contemporary British Theatre,
edited by Mireia Aragay and Enric Monforte, 96–113. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137297570_6
Nussbaum, Martha C. 1995. “Objectification.” Philosophy
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.1995.tb00032.x
Phelan,

Peggy.
1993.
Unmarked:
The
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203359433

Politics

of

&

Public

Affairs

Performance.

24

London:

(4):

249–91.
Routledge.

Sierz, Aleks, and Martin Crimp. 2006. The Theatre of Martin Crimp. London: Methuen Drama.
Stäheli, Urs. 2013. Spectacular Speculation: Thrills, the Economy, and Popular Discourse. Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press.

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

297

Stephens, Simon. 2013. Port. London: Bloomsbury.
———. 2013. “National Theatre: Port, an interview with Simon Stephens and Marianne Elliott.” 9 January.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xe3FipcwqAU
Stoltenberg, John. 1989. “The Ethics of Male Sexual Desire: Sexual Objectification and Male Supremacy.” In Refusing
to Be a Man: Essays on Sex and Justice. Portland: Breitenbush.
Wallace, Clare. 2014. “Playing with Proximity: Precarious Ethics on Stage in the New Millennium.” In Ethical
Speculations in Contemporary British Theatre, edited by Mireia Aragay and Enric Monforte, 117–134.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137297570_7
Zimmermann, Heiner. 2003. “Images of Women in Martin Crimp’s Attempts On Her Life.” European Journal of English
Studies 7 (1): 69–85. https://doi.org/10.1076/ejes.7.1.69.14827

Biography
Kai Roland Green is an Independent Scholar and Dramaturg, working at the intersection of gender studies,
continental philosophy and European dance-theatre. A graduate of Royal Holloway, University of London, Kai is
currently studying for an MSc. in Social Entrepreneurship at Roskilde University, Denmark.

© 2017 Kai Roland Green
Except where otherwise noted, this work is licensed under a Creative Commons AttributionNonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY VOL 2 (2) (2017)

298

PERFORMANCE
PHILOSOPHY

PERFORMANCE PHILOSOPHY:
AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION AND RESPONSIBILITY
ALICE BREEMEN INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR

Introduction
In the emerging field of Performance Philosophy we are looking for possibilities to use philosophy
for analyzing (contemporary) performances, or integrate performative concepts in the way we
understand philosophy. Performance artists can become philosophers and philosophers are
performing. Who the makers of both philosophy and performance are is a central topic, not limited
however to stereotype notions of the performance artist (the person who puts him or herself on
stage for an audience who is looking at him or her) or the philosopher (that—in most cases—slightly
quixotic man writing his thoughts on for example the world, the self or love being isolated at his
attic chamber, not taking part in society at all). No—the persons who make performance and/or
philosophy are more connected to worldly issues than ever. Our current society asks for active
participants, responsible citizens in democracies that are trying to hold on to their last social
certainties. Performance artists and philosophers are trained in making up possible worlds,
criticize these same parallel universes, and calling into question everything we once held for sure.
In short, they are able to change our perspectives on the world, and more importantly, question
our own position in society. Yet, whose position exactly?
In creative contexts, in particular participatory performances, the audience is claiming its own
important part. Spectators are mobilized in creating their own stories. As such, they take up active
roles in creating the content of performances. The turn to active participation in art manifests itself
throughout Western European history (Bishop 2012). The historic avant-garde in Europe in 1917,
the so-called ‘neo’ avant-garde leading to 1968, and the fall of communism in 1989 all reconsidered
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the role of participating in art in a changing society (Bishop 2012, 3). In short, the periods in which
change and reflection on the state of the art of society took place are characterized by a dramatic
shift in our world order. Currently, we face developments making a call on our moral responsibility
as human beings. Are we spectators who only watch thousands of refugees drowning trying to
reach Europe, or close our eyes for the people living in miserable conditions in refugee camps? Or
do we take our responsibility and reach a helping hand when we face the other?
In other words, contemporary society asks for citizens who take their responsibility (Bauman 2000).
Challenging the division between ‘actors’ and ‘onlookers’ in democracy (Rancière 2009) is required
for making sense of the changing nature of participation—the fora where people actively
participate have increased both online and offline. New approaches to participation are needed to
explain the complex interplay between private and public meaning-giving practices in
contemporary culture, society and in particular democracy. The field of Performance Philosophy can
make a difference in this context: it offers insight in the mechanics of performance and philosophy,
how we give a meaning to and question important issues surrounding us and define who the actors
are in various circumstances (and the grey zones between both).
In this article, I will map out how the field of Performance Philosophy is relevant in thinking about
the role of spectators, viewers and audiences members as responsible participants in both the
performance of philosophy and the philosophy of performance. I will make clear that considering
the moral responsibility of all participants of performances can learn us more about how
philosophy can become a practical act in aesthetic events as opposed to an abstract set of
questions and theories, and vice versa how philosophy as a method of making performance
validates the important position of artistic projects as critical, question asking institutions in
contemporary society.
In the first part of the article I will introduce an interesting perspective on thinking differently about
the act of viewing: an in-depth reading of Jacques Rancière’s notion of the emancipated spectator.
This concept has many possibilities for the field of performance philosophy and for the role of
performance and philosophy in society, because spectators are approached as creative, active, and
responsible thinking citizens. It is important to shed light on the condition of spectating, because
here the condition of performance starts in the first place. Without spectators there is no
performance. According to Rancière, we should change our conception of the act of viewing
however, and consider spectators as ‘both distant spectators and active interpreters’ (Rancière
2009, 13). In the second part of the article the practice of participatory performance is the central
theme. I will make clear that performances have become hybrid art forms which can incorporate
multiple perspectives. Performance creates a stage for exploring the changing relations between
individuals and the community. Grant Kester’s (2011) concept of dialogical aesthetics is an important
theme here. The third part of the article will have a relevant Dutch performance as central topic.
In the performance Order of the Day (my translation from the Dutch: Orde van de Dag), performed
monthly by theatre company Het NUT a news-reel is staged in a theatre setting. The artists create
a show in one day, presenting the topics of the hour. The audience can think with the makers about
which topics will be staged, and is talked to as dialogue partner. This news show in the theatre is
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an example of how performance can create an arena for discussing important societal topics. And
how changing the notion of the audience as static onlookers forms actively participating citizens.
I will conclude the article by stating that we need new concepts for analyzing their changing role,
both in performances and contemporary (Dutch) society which has become more participatory
and relying on the responsibility of citizens. I aim to make clear that the access to images and
information provides us with knowledge and, at the same time, makes us responsible for what we
see. A critical attitude towards all topics we are presented with is required to survive in
contemporary society. Here the field of performance philosophy offers potential: value every
visitor in his position as spectator, not as passive perceiver of images but as a person who can
make a change. We have to start somewhere, and why not in the space of the theatre where
everything is possible?
Emancipating the spectator
Rancière’s theories on the emancipated spectator and the distribution of the sensible offer a radically
different perspective on the state of contemporary democracy than we are used to. These concepts
could be taking notions on participating in society and in aesthetic events, and the responsibility
of philosophers, performance artists and audiences to a next level. Rancière uses theatrical terms
to describe democratic politics. In Rancière’s view democracy means that all people have a right to
be heard, yet a struggle is needed to challenge the division between ‘actors’ and the ‘audience’. Our
conception of spectating has to alter, because ‘the specator also acts’ (Rancière 2009, 13).
Democratic politics occur when the emancipated spectator questions this separation of roles and
the division between the people acting and the people standing by becomes unclear (Rancière
2009, 19). Consequently, the theatrical terms used to describe contemporary democratic politics
seem to challenge a classical theatre structure: the separation of roles between actors and
spectators is debated. This struggle for democratic politics is visible in the theatre, especially in
participatory performances. Theatre makers and audience members participating in the theatre
together create a space for critical reflection. Seen in this way, theatre as both aesthetic act and
event in the everyday life could fulfill an important role in a democratic society.
Central to Rancière’s discussion of the position of the spectator in contemporary society is the idea
that the condition of spectating itself has to be revalued. The spectator should not be approached
as a matter of secondary importance, but as a necessary element actively creating the conditions
and the content for performances. Even as the most important factor in constituting performances
that matter in the social and political sphere (Rancière 2009, 2). However, despite the fact that the
audience is crucial for performance art, there is a paradox in the position of the spectator (Rancière
2009, 2). The audience is necessary for calling an artistic event theatre or performance in the first
place, but at the same time ‘[t]o be a spectator is to be separated from both the capacity to know
and the power to act’ (Rancière, 2009, 2). Consequently, on the one hand, a performance cannot
proceed without a spectator, on the other hand, the audience has no real influence or role in the
passive condition Rancière describes here. Spectators do not really participate, but are forced in
the position of static onlookers.
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In order to bring back the action to the theatre (Rancière 2009, 3), a different conception of the
position of the spectator is needed. The notion of the viewer as someone standing by and not
taking part in the action should be rejected, and seen as a crucial part of any dialogue. Instead, the
spectator should be valued as a participant, someone who uses the images presented on stage to
generate new personal knowledge (Rancière 2009, 4).
In the theatre, an interest in participation was already visible in Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre and
Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty (Rancière 2009, 4). In the epic theatre, one of the most
important aspects is the Verfremdungseffekt. This form of alienation is used to establish distance
between spectators and the events shown on stage, resulting in a changing of the audience´s
attitude towards the theatrical action (Brecht 1964, 57). They are encouraged to make the
performance work for them personally. The Theatre of Cruelty does the opposite: in this form of
theatre the spectators are immersed in the event. They are placed in the centre of the theatrical
action, resulting in physical participation which engages the spectators with the spectacle (Artaud
1958, 93). Another form of engagement in the theatrical action is Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the
Oppressed, in which audience members become participant using the stage for changing social
realities (Boal 2008, xxi).
Thus, theatre makers have been using a theatrical framework in very diverse ways, as such
enabling participants to form their own opinion. Theatre is at the same time a fictive space and a
dimension of reality, which opens up room for critical reflection, either through distance or through
immersion in the theatrical event. Traditional dual roles of theatre makers and their audiences are
contested, resulting in questioning issues of equality and inequality. In this respect, theatre has an
important participatory aim, because performance can function as a starting point for the
mobilization of people in daily life.
In particular participatory performance has the power to change and rearrange perspectives
through elimination of dramatic structures and to make the audience aware of the way view, vision
and interpretation are culturally and historically shaped. Lehmann (2006) describes a changing
theatre aesthetics since the 1970s, in which the theatrical situation is explicitly used for drawing
the audience into the role of performing and thinking participants. Spectators are actively
participating, because the format of what he describes as postdramatic performance demands
questioning static roles between actors and spectators. In this respect, participants are challenging
frameworks visible in contemporary democratic society. As such, they are performing an act of
struggling for their voices to be heard and questioning ‘allegories of inequality’ (Rancière 2009, 12).
These qualities of participatory performance make this genre of performance an example of
theatre as emancipating activity in contemporary democracy.
These qualities fit in the mechanisms of contemporary culture: we are all makers, creators or
philosophers. With the increasing presence of media in contemporary culture, politics and society,
it is possible for many people to let their voices be heard, their opinions known and their
standpoints formed through multiple canals. The question is, how we deal with these changing
responsibilities. According to Rancière, we have to be aware of the distribution of the sensible, or
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how the positions we occupy in society are divided and the connotations that stick to these
positions. Rancière calls it ‘[a]n a priori distribution of the positions and capacities and incapacities
attached to these positions. They are embodied allegories of inequality’ (Rancière 2009, 12).
Contrary to the theories and theatrical experiments of for example Brecht, Artaud and Boal, it is
thus not the form of the theatrical event that is at stake, but the meaning we give to the role division
of communicative situations like performances. When we start to see that the positions we occupy
are quite rooted in patterns, it is the perception of our performances that can be reshaped.
Regarding this standpoint, it is the condition of viewing that must be recognized as an a priori
position, an affirmation of the two poles needed in a communicative situation, in particular a
performance: the actors and the onlookers. Following the paradox in this statement however,
viewers also act. The notions of actor and spectator must be challenged and questioned, not
through changing their particular positions in the process of performance. But by means of
acknowledging their equal importance for the transmission of knowledge. At this point, potential
for the emancipation of the spectator appears.
Why is this so relevant for thinking about the moral responsibility of the audience? Because while
participating in performances, the spectators are encouraged to create their own individual stories,
based on their previous experiences, their unique positions in the world. The artists do not intend
to force their perspective on the audience, rather they provide spectators with possible
perspectives. They give their ideas to viewers, who can use these for creating their own opinion on
the topics presented on stage, but also in their lives outside the framed theatre event. The
spectators are approached as translators (Rancière 2009, 17) united in diversity: they are enabled
to translate performances for their own personal usage. As do other audience members from the
same performance, who probably perceive other messages. They are equal in this process through
both their uniformity and diversity, as the players of leading role in their own story. The distance
between them, between other spectators and artists, is a space full potential for emancipation,
because it is no man’s land (Rancière 2009, 15).
In this scenario, in acknowledging the distance spectators have in performances to other
spectators and actors, and the idea that they play this role willingly, a rupture of the distribution of
the sensible takes place. This shattering of the division between the actors and the onlookers does
not take the form of a real break, but on the contrary through confirming these positions we
occupy, and making them a powerful statement. The spectators act in their own stories, in the first
place they are not merely decorum for performances, but rather active participants who give a
meaning to the event by translating its content into stories that fit in their own book of life. Every
participant already possesses the knowledge to find out how he can place the content of the event
in his own life, how interesting perspectives can be translated in useful information (Rancière 2009,
17). The emancipation consists of the shifting between being actor or onlooker, between artist or
spectator, between previously framed roles in society, in short, between the fading of boundaries
that were drawn before (Rancière 2009, 19).
This is connected to contemporary art, in which the positions of actors and interpreters are already
interchangeable and linked to similar processes in politics and society. The idea that artistic events
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can be empowering, can point to how they function in a society where traditional notions of
democracy are not working any longer. The dialogue between equally important participants,
acknowledging their unity in diversity, can form a starting point for a change in attitude concerning
societal issues. Participants have to take their responsibility, because they are the leading role
players in their own stories, but are indissolubly connected to other players in their individual
stories. They are all responsible for the continuation of the performance, therefore they are
prepared to question their roles in both artistic events and in society in order to ‘[h]elp us arrive at
a better understanding of how words and images, stories and performances, can change
something of the world we live in’ (Rancière 2009, 23).
Creative dialogues in participatory theatre
Taking this statement as point of departure, we could claim that participating in performances is
both an aesthetic and a political act. In participatory projects, the public and the theatre makers
perform and test democracy (Bishop 2012, 284) through a cross over between art and politics. The
deconstructed format of participatory theatre facilitates onlookers in becoming emancipated
spectators, who challenge the division between ‘actors’ and ‘onlookers’. This emphasis on the form
eventually constitutes room for the political. In this respect, participatory performances contribute
to the democratization of society. Not by mixing art and politics up, but by approaching the
aesthetic as ‘reconfiguring the “landscape of the possible”’ (Rancière 2009, 105, cited in Woolf 2013,
46).
In this context, the approach of dialogical aesthetics (Kester 2011) is an interesting perspective on
how spectators take their responsibility in subjects that are important in contemporary society. In
this concept, a dialogue about matters that are important now in which the speakers are not
anonymous is central. Participants are explicitly making themselves visible on stage and act from
their specific positions in the world. Power relations, like in conventional theatre, are broken up:
the performance artists listen to their audience and co-participants on stage, giving attention to
multiple perspectives present in the space of theatre. In these artistic events, performances will
become ambiguous events resulting in ‘new configurations unbound by concepts’ (Woolf 2013, 46).
From Kester’s concept of dialogical aesthetics several elements can be extracted which make it into
a suitable framework for the analysis of the responsibility of spectators in participatory theatre.
Kester is claiming that we should approach ‘the work of art as a process of communicative
exchange rather than a physical object’ (Kester 2004, 90). In participatory theatre, a communicative
exchange is the starting point of the aesthetic act. Kester suggests a politics of listening, which
integrates perspectives from different participants in the artwork. This incorporates a dimension
of equality in the performance.
In participatory theatre, it is acknowledged that all participants have their specific parts in the
performance, which must be brought together in order to operate in the space between elitist art
and everyday life. In this respect, a process of creative dialogues is started in the theatre. In playful
situations, there is creativity through which new insights are generated about self and society. This
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process has the potential of continuing after the framed theatrical event has ended. The theatre
maker does not try to force his or her ideas on an audience, placing himself in the role of educator
of an unknowing audience. Often participants in contemporary performances are experts of
everyday life: they are not professional artists, but have certain skills in everyday life which they
expose on stage. 1 This breaks down the Romantic idea of the artist as heroic figure. Rather, the
artist becomes a mediator, who confronts an audience with important matters in the absolute
here-and-now across time and boundaries. The public sphere is extended to a process of
communication between people with different perspectives, in which the various background
positions these participants inhabit are explicitly used to reach a common ground instead of
feigning an abandoning of all a priori knowledge when entering the public debate.
An interaction between multiple voices, both artists and spectators, brings back a philosophical,
ethical dimension into discussions. In the theatre, the process of theatrical communication is used
to introduce a set of ethical questions, concerning societal issues. The medium of theatre reflects
multiple perspectives at contemporary society, enabling the participants to place oneself in
someone else’s shoes. A reflection on self becomes possible through the participation in a
theatrical event. Even more important, this individual purpose of aesthetic experiences is
transcended into a social, community forming activity when the performance functions as a
catalyst that generates philosophical questions having the potential to transform the lifeworld. The
professional artworld is kept intact, but in participatory theatre the format is more democratic than
in conventional theatre. People from everyday life have a voice in participatory theatre, which
creates active citizens who get knowledge through experiencing aesthetic acts. This makes them
potentially more critical citizens in other realms of society.
Particular performances can generate insight in how participatory theatre functions as a
philosophical practice in the contemporary public sphere. In the theatre, a dialogical process is
started, without dialogue (in a broad sense) the theatrical event would be meaningless. At least
two partners, often more, especially in participatory theatre, are searching for mutual
understanding through communicative exchange. In addition, these processes are not fixed, but
are marked by a certain mobility, which is helped forward by the notion of creative reflection,
another element inherent to the theatre. Theatrical encounters between participants who are
equally important transcend the framed event. The artwork in its autonomy is kept intact, yet the
meaning of art is also becoming an entity that is important in the lifeworld.
In this respect, theatre has a similar function like philosophy. Both philosophy and theatre are
reflecting on societal issues by means of asking critical questions, holding up a mirror in which
society and self can be seen, our own reflection mediated by a tool created by humans. Theatre
and philosophy are also human activities. They find their inspiration in the life of everyday, but
have to transcend this to safeguard their critical function. Only from a distance, knowledge from
the everyday life can be evaluated. And as in a never ending circle, translated for society again. The
theatre becoming philosophical balances between the framed artistic event in which precisely this
autonomy is remained, and the artwork that is always already coupled back to issues with societal
importance since it takes place in the everyday world too. Theatre is an institution which has its
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own specific place within culture, and yet its characteristics of creating another, possible world next
to daily life generate a potential of reflecting on society as well. Therefore, the theatrical act may
end formally when the curtains close, when the applause fades away and when the actors take of
their masks. However, since everyone has played its own, unique part, and extracted his or her
personal meaning from the event, the concrete boundaries of the theatre building are perhaps left
behind, but the reflection on ourselves and society might be applied to our personal lives and
society in general, creating citizens who are actively participating as lead players in their own
stories.
How does this work in performance practice?
Het NUT, Order of the Day
In the performance Order of the Day, performed monthly by theatre company Het NUT, a critical
attitude towards issues important in contemporary society is required for making sense of the
scenes on stage, and, more importantly, for making these scenes in the first place. Order of the Day
follows a format in which the show is created in one day by a team of writers and theatre makers
who are partly always the same and partly new each show. Furthermore, the audience members
are asked at the beginning of the show which news items from the last month must be considered,
and these suggestions are written during the show. Most of the scenes are performed while the
actors are holding prints of the texts and reading from the articles, the scenes written last minute
are not even rehearsed at all. The performance consists of speedy satirical sketches, monologues,
dialogues, dialogues with the audience by the presenter of the evening, presentations, music,
songs and video fragments. All makers are on stage, the working progress is visible while the
writers are making new scenes on their laptops, the actors are changing on stage. For every scene
a new tableau is created and the musicians sometimes forget to play a song while a décor for
another sketch is built up.
In short, Order of the Day is performed up-to-the-minute on the edge of fiction and everyday life.
The artists and viewers make use of a sort of shared knowledge and collective images: they refer
to news items and topics they have seen or heard in the media, in TV shows, on Facebook or in the
news article. The artists engage with these topics, but they need the input of the audience and the
shared knowledge framework for deciding on the importance of the themes. The show can only
work when artists and audience members have the same vocabulary to refer to. A forum for
audience participation and a dialogue between the writers, the host of the show, the artists and
the viewers are needed for determining together which topics are currently important in society,
in politics and in other realms of culture, not limited to the Dutch society, but broadened to issues
taking place in the entire world.
These themes can be very small, like in the performance from October 2015. The performance of
that particular evening coincided with the final episode of the television show Heel Holland Bakt—
the Dutch equivalent of The Great British Bake Off. Beforehand, the host of the show asked all
visitors entering the theatre if they really wanted to be there, or had rather watched the final
episode of HHB. On stage, a table with ten pies stood there the entire show—later on it became
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clear that it was the birthday of one of the writers. I do not know what happened when I left the
theatre, but no one touched the pies during the show, we could only watch, similar to HHB in which
you would also only have looked to pies. Viewers are reminded of that other event happening at
that moment, the topicality of the show is stressed by playing with the given of the television show
happening at the same time. This is just one small example.
Other important societal issues are discussed in the form of songs and satirical sketches, for
instance the debate on refugees in The Netherlands and especially reactions by Dutch citizens at
so called ‘participation evenings’ organized by the local authorities of villages where these refugees
are to be housed (temporarily). On these evenings, citizens of the particular villages can let the
authorities know what they think of refugees coming to live in their community. One of these
events in Steenbergen went dramatically out of hand when a group of people not living in this
village at all started yelling at and threatened one of the authorities who argued in favor of the
housing for refugees. She had to be escorted out of the building by the police and the next week,
images of the yelling ‘citizens’ were all over the media.
In the various sketches the artists use to discuss this issue of participation in political decisions
they are approaching the topic from various angles. One important factor they share is humor.
They are theatricalizing the events that have happened through placing an artistic framework
around the events. They are presenting an analysis of the facial expressions of the yellers, asking
audience members what they see at the pictures of the event. It turns out that the rioters have
happy faces, they like kicking up a row! Another form of audience participation is visible when the
musicians sing a song about the case in Steenbergen, trying to let the audience sing with them.
The text is quite offensive, but when the audience sings this changes in a ridiculous song. The
offensive text becomes a song that makes fun of the rioters. The same happens in a scene about
a participation evening situated at a kitchen table. An uninvited guest, not part of the family, uses
his right to participate for deciding on buying washing machine or not. An absurdist dialogue, in
which the participation evening has become a right everyone uses for the smallest cases, shows
how silly the idea is to invite the entire village for discussing political matters. In the end, the
authorities do not listen at all and do what they want—the housing for refugees is going to be there
anyway. This participation evening turns into a fictive construction when a dialogue is imagined,
but the participants do not have equal rights to perform their roles.
These participation evenings have kind of a parallel with the concept of The Order of the Day, with
one important difference however: the position of the audience. It makes clear why the
participatory format of the performance Order of the Day does work in approaching the spectator
as already active in his role of viewer, and why the participation evening in Steenbergen turned
into a drama—in the negative meaning of the word. In the theatre, the audience is not anonymous,
contrary to other media, in which the participants are literally invisible, hidden behind their
screens. This helps in the performance of an equal dialogue in which spectators really have to
perform their own act in order to let the artistic event work. The performance becomes a forum
where people share knowledge on a variety of topics. The makers do not try to educate the
audience, but ask a certain responsibility of them: they are challenged to interpret the scenes they
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see being created in front of them and in doing so, perform their role of active viewers. The political
participation evenings are an interesting attempt to give people speech, but this is partly fictive
speech. It is precisely not what Rancière had in mind with the notion of the emancipated
spectator—people do not have to be moved in this fashion. These evenings are not really meant
to give citizens a voice, after all nobody is listening. In the theatre, however, this wrong notion of
participation is deconstructed: the artists and the audience perform the role they are meant to
perform in this context. It is not feigned that the audience has to act as the artist or the maker of
the performance. At this point the idea of the emancipated spectator differs from other theories,
like those from Brecht, Artaud or Boal: the spectators needed in precisely the condition in which
they came to the theatre, as emancipated spectators using the theatrical event to form and act out
their opinion, not as an audience who has to be activated in order to make a change or initiate a
transformation. Changing our mindset about the activity of spectators is the biggest
transformation we are facing, not their activation.
Performance Philosophy and the responsibility of the spectator
The case of Order of the Day makes clear how researching participatory theatre is relevant for
discussing the field of Performance Philosophy. If we define philosophy as the act of asking critical
questions and making societal topics discussable for a broad audience, and performance more or
less the same, participatory performance can learn us more about how to value the dialogue that
appears in both disciplines. A central concept is responsibility, not only in the performance event,
but as the very notion of bringing together spectators, artists and philosophers in society. It lies in
our reactions and answers to matters of general concern appearing in society, issues we are
confronted with through our participation in different fora where these topics are discussed. The
approach to knowledge sharing is depending on how we deal with spectatorship.
Concepts like Rancière’s notion of the emancipated spectator, and Kester’s dialogical aesthetics,
provide us with new perspectives on participatory politics in society and in the arts. Events in
contemporary society and artistic events ask for makers and spectators who are able to decide for
themselves how they use the information surrounding them. Responsibility is thus not a matter of
forcing people to become active. It is rather a question of deepening and changing the positions
we already occupy in society. In their position of viewing, spectators perform an act of thinking
critically. It is here that the fields of philosophy and performance overlap and create new chances
for responsibility in a society in which we are surrounded by images of all kinds.
In both fields, topics of general concern and topics personally important for participants are
addressed. Bringing performance and philosophy together demonstrates their valorization in
contemporary society: the fields are connected in the middle of society in their ability to discuss
important topics, asking critical questions and generating new perspectives through artistically
framing knowledge. They make the information and images ready for use, taking into account
multiple positions participants occupy in this process. The field of Performance Philosophy
provides a new possibility for analyzing the changing participation of audiences through combining
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sensibility for various roles being played in art and contemporary society and the urge of being
aware how we perceive knowledge in an age of omnipresent media and images.
Notes
A direct reference can be made to the postdramatic work of German theatre company Rimini Protokoll
(Germany), who make use of ‘Experte des Alltags’: they put ‘normal’ people onstage considered to be experts in
daily topics. They use a format in which people who are not actors create the performance together, like in 100%
Berlin in which 100 Berlin residents represent the city. In this performance (and other performances Rimini
Protokoll created), the separation between an audience of only ‘artworld insiders’ and a broader public is broken
down. Participants have the opportunity to take part in the creation of the performance and gain skills of the
apparatus of theatre, which enables them to use a former elitist form of culture in their daily social life.
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PERFORMANCE
PHILOSOPHY

ON SILENCE, SINGAPORE MALAYS,
AND JACQUES RANCIÈRE
FELIPE CERVERA NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE

This article stages the silent adventure of watching theatre about Singapore Malays and reading
Rancière in Singapore: on the left, an analysis of the efficacy of two Malay performances in the light
of Rancière’s articulations of the politics of aesthetics and interwoven with resonances from the
author’s experience of life in Singapore; <on the right, the author’s silent thoughts, words, and actions
as a theatre spectator and as the author of this article>. 1
< The house is open. I step in. >
The Southeast Asian city-state of Singapore hosts an impressive
landscape of theatrical activity: from the most established and
commercial companies to an ever-flowing stream of new
collectives and small troupes; from the Shakespeare production
catered for expats to the amateur staging at one of the many
regional libraries; and from the exquisitely curated international
festival to punk theatre late night at the indie hub, The Substation.
For the careful observer this landscape has more to offer than
what appears at first sight. Rising from the constant negotiations
between the state apparatus and the evolution of a local citizenry,
the history of theatre in Singapore includes episodes of bans,
jailed artists, national awards and cultural medallions alike. 2 And
while it is true that the infrastructure that the city offers for theatre
education and production is certainly attractive, it is also true that
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any enthusiasm is met with a complicated set of laws, norms and
uses that leaves Singaporean theatre torn between the desire to
become an explicit voicing of fundamental anxieties about the
political and legal system of the young nation on the one hand,
and its own instrumentality as a societal regulator on the other. A
paradox becomes sensible here: political performance in
Singapore is always already regulatory inasmuch as it satisfies the
need for a perceptible space of ‘voicing out’ that is allowed by the
law, and especially so when it concerns matters regarding the
anxieties of and frictions between ethnic and religious identities.
The argument here blurs the real and the fictional, the voice of the

< I take my seat in the theatre. I open
the program booklet. It opens with an
introduction on the first page. My
fellow spectators are also taking their
seats. I sit tight, and read. >

author with the voice of the spectator, philosopher Jacques
Rancière’s voice with the silence of Maya Raisha, a Malay-Muslim
girl. In doing so, the piece seeks to evidence that as a consequence
of the regulatory nature of performance in Singapore, more than
creating a moment of disruption against the normative sphere,
silence announces the instrumentality that ‘speaking up’ in the
theatre has for the normativity of the city-state. Performing silence
in Singapore thus offers an intriguing possibility for political action,
one that would hardly be able to happen inside the rehearsed
apparatus of the theatre and that is necessarily in excess of the
already sanctioned performativity of silent obedience. Here
Rancière’s work on what he has called ‘the partition of the
perceptible’ (or distribution of the sensible

3

) is useful in

articulating the power that silence may have to compromise a
social order that is largely based on the association of behaviours
with religion and race.
Rancière argues that ‘politics is generally seen as the set of
procedures whereby the aggregation and consent of collectivities
is achieved, the organization of powers, the distribution of places
and roles, and the systems for legitimizing this distribution’
(Rancière 1999, 28). For him, however, this understanding of
politics is incorrect and he suggests instead naming this set of
procedures as ‘the police’. ‘The police is essentially the law,
generally implicit, that defines a party’s share or lack of it’ (Rancière
1999, 29). In order to perceive this, one must first identify what he
calls ‘the partition of the perceptible’. The police is thus an
established partition of the perceptible, which is:
…first an order of bodies that defines the
allocation of ways of doing, ways of being and
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ways of saying, and sees that those bodies are
assigned by name to a particular place and task;
it is an order of the visible and the sayable that
sees that a particular activity is visible and
another is not, that this speech is understood as
discourse and the other as noise. (Rancière 1999,
29)
In the name of the one common national mission of subsistence,
development,

progress

and

prosperity,

Singaporeans

are

organized through a partitioned order, a demōs that associates
race with specific capacities, and in which several ethnicities are
organized according to their proper places, their proper sounds
and their proper images. This partition is effectively exercised
through a state-based ethnic profiling that places each individual
in one of the four official ethnic groups that form the nation’s
people, i.e. Chinese, Malay, Indian, and “Others”.

Singapore’s

population is therefore distributed according to race. Broadly
speaking, the numbers are 75% Chinese, 15% Malay, 7% Indian,
and 3% “Other”.
In addition to a burgeoning scene of English-speaking theatre,
each of these communities includes theatre companies that
produce work in their mother tongue (Mandarin, Malay, or Tamil
or others). 4 In turn, these companies often take up the role of
voicing the struggles that their particular community faces as a
consequence of being part of a multicultural society located at the
centre of the Malay Archipelago. This is especially the case with
Malay theatre companies, who constantly address the regularized
discontent that Singapore Malays share about becoming a
minority in a region over which they feel they have a historic claim.
One of the most visible Malay theatre companies is Teater
Ekamatra. In 1999, Ekamatra became the first Malay theatre group
to be awarded a one-year grant by the Singapore National Arts
Council. More recently, the company shifted its focus and while it
remains dedicated to producing work in the Malay language, they
have ceased to describe themselves as an exclusively Malay
theatre company, in favour of identifying themselves as a
‘Singapore

arts

company

that

spotlights

contemporary

experimental theatre’ (Teater Ekamatra 2016). This could be read
as indicative of an intention to consolidate a leading role in the
local theatre scene, and by the same token, to reinforce their
relevance in the context of ongoing debates around nationhood
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from the Malay standpoint. Consequently, for the end of its 2012
season, the company staged Zizi Azah’s Not Counted. Written in
English, the play is about the relationship between Benjamin Lik, a
Singaporean Chinese CEO who has a salary of S$800,000 per
annum, and Muhammad Ashraf, a Singaporean Malay taxi driver
with a degree in Chemical Engineering who can barely survive on
his earnings.

< Next page. The introduction
continues >

The Necessary Stage (TNS) is one of the oldest theatre companies
on the island, and its founders, Alvin Tan and Haresh Sharma,
were among the first to take up theatre making as a full time job
in Singapore in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Tan and Sharma
belong to a generation of Singaporean theatre makers that started
to work with little or no infrastructure at all—from the absence of
any academic offer in theatre to the lack of funding structures for
non-commercial work. In thirty years, they have passed from
founding one of the first professional companies, to being accused
of being Marxist activists after studying with Augusto Boal in
1993, 5 to both being awarded the cultural medallion—the highest
honour that the Singapore government gives to an artist after a
lifetime of achievements. Over the years, TNS has achieved the
prestige of a company heavily involved in the community and
debates around nationhood by producing work that reflects on
the issues that erupt primarily as a consequence of the legal frame
that encompasses the multicultural negotiations within the nation.
Indeed, its mission statement is to ‘create challenging, indigenous,
and innovative theatre that touches the heart and the mind’ (TNS
2015). In 2012 the company premiered Best of, a solo piece in
which young actor, Siti Khalijah Zainal (or Siti K as she is usually
known), plays a woman who sits for an hour to tell us the story of
a day in her life. As the story develops, we learn that she visits her
cousin in jail to ask him for help. She wants him to convince her
husband to grant her a divorce. The problem is that her voice, a
Malay-Muslim woman’s voice, is not counted in such matters.
< Everybody is in their place. I see the
lights dim. I start to listen. >
Straits’ noise
Best of starts with Siti K entering from stage left. She sits on a chair
at centre stage. She tells us that she attended the same school as
her cousin, whom she remembers fondly—like an elder brother.
She describes the ordeal she has to go through in order to visit
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him in jail. She speaks about her negotiations with the guard. She
reproduces that dialogue while sitting on the chair, facing us. She
says:
So... can I see him? He pause. He look at me.
Inside here got a lot of Malay.
I know got a lot of Malay. Every Malay knows at
least one Malay who is in rehab or in prison or
who died in a road accident. Every Malay knows
at least one Malay who didn't pass 'O' levels. If I
cannot see him, tell me. I have another
appointment. I cannot cancel.’ (Sharma 2014, 2)
Not Counted begins with Ashraf’s entrance, also from stage left. He
is visibly nervous. He opens the door and then enters Benjamin’s
office. Benjamin informs Ashraf that he needs an appointment,
that he is not welcomed at this time. But Ashraf insists. He presses
Benjamin until a meeting is finally granted but only after some
hours, at 5 pm. Ashraf can’t wait that long, he is desperate. He goes
to the door and appears to be leaving, but instead he quickly locks
it and in a jump he kidnaps Benjamin, who immediately interprets
the attack — we hear him say so — as a terrorist act. They struggle
and eventually Ashraf wins. After a long silence he then reveals his
intentions. He brings a newspaper out of his black bag, puts it on
the desk where Benjamin can see it and then points to it with his
finger: ‘I want this job,’ he says. ‘I have all the qualifications.’
Benjamin tries to explain that whether he can hire him or not is up
to the people at Human Resources. Ashraf does not believe him.
He rapidly answers by recounting the many times he has sent his
CV to them, via email and post, without getting any answer, not
even an acknowledgement, only silence. The room turns
unbearably tense as words begin to be shouted. It is evident that
Benjamin keeps the real reason to himself.

< He does not hire Malays. >

A third scene (but one that takes place outside the theatre): a
young girl, Maya Raisha has just been called ‘stupid Malay’ by her
Chinese friend in the midst of a quarrel over who dropped a book
in the classroom. But Maya does not respond to the insult. She
simply walks away. Her parents, alarmed on hearing of the
incident, diligently stress the deeper implications of being insulted
in such a way. Maya is my wife’s cousin; a fourteen-year old
Singaporean

Malay-Muslim,

top-of-the-class
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parents—one, an ex-member of the Parliament of Singapore and
the other an ex-professional rock singer—even suggest that Maya
(who has received multiple awards in oratory contests), create a
racism awareness movement within her school. Yet, despite the
ordeal of her parents’ sermon, Maya prefers to keep the event
somehow invisible. ‘It’s not like Dada has to speak about it in
Parliament!’—she insists and, like the people from Human
Resources in Benjamin’s story, she holds on to her silence.
And Maya’s parents are partly right. We should not be fooled by
childish racism. It is not enough to argue that the aggression
occurred because Maya’s friend simply “did not know any better”.

<Stupid Malay?

Oxford English Dictionary; Stupid: As
the characteristic of inanimate things:
and intended the effect of those words on Maya. What she did not
Destitute of sensations, consciousness,
know, perhaps, is that those words draw the line of a partition that thought, or feeling; wanting in or slow
was already there, waiting to be performed on every disagreement
of mental perceptions; lacking
that involves a Malay-Muslim in Singapore, a line that Ekamatra ordinary activity of mind; slow-witted,
dull. >
and TNS stage in Not Counted and Best Of respectively. 6 Maya’s
She said what she said because she knew what those words meant

anecdote thus evidences the partition of the Singaporean demōs,
a partition of the perceptible ways of being, doing, making,
speaking, and thinking in which Singapore Malays are often
associated with laziness and economic inefficacy. This is a partition
that dates back to the colonial period and is maintained by the
typical narrative of the lazy/stupid indigenous subject. For
example, a story that is commonly heard in Singapore, and even
told by some Malays themselves, relates how the Temenggong of
Johor is fooled into selling the island for a stupidly low amount to
British officer, Sir Stamford Raffles. 7 Raffles, in turn, intelligently
sees the potential of the island to become a wealthy colonial and
commercial hub. Amongst others, this foundational national
narrative sets up a natural association between ‘Malay’ and
‘stupidity’. 8
Indeed, the associations of ‘Malay’ and ‘stupidity’ can be traced
back to pre-independence Singapore. For instance, in July of 1908
The North American Review published an article titled ‘One way of
Governing Malays’, authored by anti-opium champion and
advocate of American international interventionist policies,
Elizabeth Washburn Wright. In the following extracts we can trace
an association of the Malay with a specific type of being that
sentences this ethnic group to economic (and therefore political)
submission. Washburn claimed that:
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[…] To that civilization which represents the
forward march of the crudest folk the Malays
have added little.
[…] They have no architecture, no literature, no
art in its wide significance; little, in fact, to
distinguish their habitation of the Peninsula from
that of the rudest root-eating aborigines.
[…] They are sullen, silent, indolent, utterly
immoral or unmoral with a lively capacity for
intrigue and deception.
[…] So today the Malay sits paralyzed beneath this
touch and drowses through the long sun hours,
while the Chinaman is up and doing, the Tamil is
at his slave work, and all men are helping
themselves from the fullness of his land.

< I realize that the play began long
before Ashraf entered Benjamin’s
office. >

[…] Firmly, philosophically he [The Malay] sits
upon his stoop calmly chewing betel, while the
power of the land is passing irrevocably from his
hand. But the Chinaman is here and here to stay.
(Washburn 1908, 881–91, my emphasis)
We can trace forward this colonial partition of ethnic perceptions
to the early years after Singapore’s independence, once the
process of nation building had been set in motion. In 1968, the
founding father of modern Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew (1923—
2015), addressed the Southeast Asia Business Committee with a
speech titled ‘The Differences Between the Malays and the
Chinese’. In his words, Lee declared that:
One of the problems that has worried me is the
uneven rate of development within the
community, because the Chinese, Indians,
Ceylonese and Eurasians progress at faster rate
than our Malays. If we do not correct this
imbalance, then, in another 10 to 20 years, we will
have a Harlem, something not to be proud of.
(Lee Kuan Yew in Kuang et al 1998, 399) 9
Lee was worried that uneven progress might emerge as the
fundamental reason for the failure of social cohesion and found
an explanation for this problem in the cultural conditions of the
one group that worried him the most, the Malays. In his speech,
Lee quoted Brian Parkinson, who in his article ‘Non-Economic
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Factors in the Economic Retardation of the Rural Malays’ (1967)
argues that:
neither one is necessarily superior to the other, it
is simply that the maximizing postulates of the
Chinese are more likely to lead to economic
development in the Western sense than are the
maximizing postulates of the Malays. (Parkinson
1967, 46)
And that:
there is nothing irrational about Malay values,
and to criticize them in terms of their values is
reprehensible. But if the values of the Malays
remain unaltered, and there is no reason in Malay
terms to explain why they should alter, then it is
likely that economic advance for them remains
relatively slow. (Ibid.)
Lee then concluded his speech by arguing that the solution to the
problem of Singapore Malays rested in the core of their family
upbringing, as they remain rooted in their “traditional” way of
being, which is an obstacle for their economic development. He
argues that to improve Malay economic performance, there must
be a conjoined effort, both from the Malay family nucleus and the
government, to guarantee that Malay children keep up with the
competition from those who have taken up the Western way of
living.
Lee’s speech already renders the contradictions within the core of
the Singaporean social partition. It assumes that formal education
would guarantee the optimal development of the individual in
order to satisfy the need of the nation-state to have an
intellectually homogeneous demōs. The educational system would
therefore guarantee that the individual is able to participate in the
correspondent democracy through the design of a very neatly
defined multicultural speech. This implies the existence of one
true educational model suitable for all children regardless of
cultural differences. At one and at the same time, these
differences must be selectively blurred for the sake of national
development and global currency but also remain fixed in the
national census, thus allowing a fundamental democratic
contradiction in the City-State. By the same token it attributes
economic value to cultural difference, which goes on to explain
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economic stratification as a consequence of the fixed racial and
cultural conditioning of a whole group. It assumes an equality that
is based on the reprehensibility of cultural intolerance, yet
simultaneously asserts that it is the communal culture that
determines economic success, therefore making equality almost
impossible—presented at most as an educational challenge for
the minority.
In this light, Maya’s silence evidences the partitioning of the
Singaporean demōs and the contradictions that inform, for
example, the national pledge, which is uttered by all Singaporean
kids every school morning. 10 The pledge, in a reverse sort of way
and perhaps due to its performative inefficacy, is in itself a misperformance through which the ideological infrastructure of
institutionalized racism is perpetuated. As a core feature of the
national narrative the Singaporean pledge is inclusive as much as
it is elusive. While on the one hand, it aims to include several
groups of people within its scope, it also aims to erase or
overcome the conflicts that marked elder racial partitions in and
of the region. It is as if with the edification of the modern nation,

< We, the citizens of
Singapore, pledge
ourselves as one united
people, regardless of race,
language or religion, to
build a democratic society
based on justice and
equality so as to achieve
happiness, prosperity and
progress for our nation >

there is the belief that performing the pledge could somehow
erase the racial tensions and violence that has marked
intercultural relations in Southeast Asia for centuries. At this point,
a partition of perceptible beings according to regional history,
postcolonial inheritance, nationalistic discourse, education and
the fundamental conflicts between these factors becomes visible.

< Stupid Malay >

Having Maya’s anecdote as an amplifier, we can hear in Best of and
Not Counted the contradictions out of which the partition of the
Modern Singaporean demōs is distributed. Then and there, that
‘many Malays do not pass through ‘O’ Levels’ and the invalidity of
Ashraf’s application make sense as evidence of the current
national partition. This is the partition that both plays seek to
unsettle, but that at the same time reinforce by fulfilling the need
for a racial Police order to remain operative. In speaking up, they
perform the very same compartmentalization they wish to get rid
of. This is how Malays should sound and look like. This is their
correct place, their correct anxiety. Such is the tragedy of political
performance in Singapore, always torn between its ambition to
speak up and its own instrumentality in keeping unwanted noise
in silence.
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< Lights fade up. The
intermission begins. I hear
some chitchat in the room. In
the meantime, I am thinking of
the plays’ underlying intentions.
I wonder whether the Malays in
Singapore are truly the sole
national victims or whether
there is more to say about the
Singaporean partition of the
perceptible. >
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Fig. 1. Publicity Image for Not Counted. (Left to right Gerald Chew and Najib Soiman).
Photo credit: Irfan Kasban. Image courtesy of Teater Ekamatra.

Fig. 2. Image of Siti Khalijah in Best Of. Photo credit:
Alan Lim, Courtesy of The Necessary Stage.
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Fig. 3. Zizi Azah receiving the Young
Artist Award. (Left to right: Zizi Azah
bte Abdul Majid, ex-artistic director
of Teater Ekamatra, and Associate
Professor Dr Yaacob Ibrahim,
Member of Parliament, Minister for
Communications and Information,
and Minister-in-charge of Muslim
Affairs) Photo credit: Izmir Ickbal.
Image courtesy of Zizi Azah.
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Regional echoes
On 26 November 2012, Singaporeans witnessed the first strike in
twenty-six years. Around a hundred bus drivers of Chinese
nationality performed a protest in which they asked for a pay rise
and an improvement of their accommodation facilities. Their
pledge was apparently based on a call for equality: to be treated
and paid as much as the Singaporean workers. But the issue
became larger than their pledge. Sudden strikes are illegal in
Singapore. If a group of people wishes to perform a public act, and
especially if this act is a performance of dissent, they need to have
the consent of the written law. The government rapidly sanctioned
the Chinese strike as an illegal one. 11
The

drivers,

who

were

brought

to

Singapore

under

a

governmental program that invites Chinese nationals to work as
drivers in the national public transport fleet with a good promise
of improving their social status, were now under arrest and
publicly condemned. Addressing the denomination of labour
strikes in an European context, Rancière argues that a ‘strike is not
political when it calls for reforms rather than a better deal or when
it attacks the relationships of authority rather than the inadequacy
of wages. It is political when it reconfigures the relationships that
determine the workplace in its relation to the community’
(Rancière 1999, 32–3). Was this the case? Probably not, but the bus
drivers’ strike did bring the ‘foreign troublemaker’ to the front of
the stage. And in this case, the foreign troublemakers were
Chinese. They became illegitimate speakers once they aspired to
redistribute the public order and disagree with the nation’s
distribution of wealth. Furthermore, their case also suggests the
connections of the nation-state with a larger network of partitions
of the perceptible, which we may think of as a translocal
enmeshment of Police orders.
What comes to the fore here is an understanding of Singapore as
a node where migrations of labour from China meet with the
cultural and religious links that bind Singapore Malays with the
centuries-old dispersion of Islam into the Southeast Asian region.
However, the Singaporean law counters older local and current
partitions on the basis of an apparent equality that works as a
stratified nationalistic justice: not all residents are speaking bodies
and not all speaking bodies are allowed to produce public
discourse, regardless of their cultural conditioning. Equality shows
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itself to be, indeed, much more complex than a matter of
reprehending childish racism by redeeming the Malay struggle.
The Singaporean partition is larger than the boundaries of the
nation and, likewise, the mission of performing politics in its
context is not as simple as an ethnic face-off.
< Back at my seat. Lights fade out.
Not Counted resumes >
The city and its voices
After a reconfiguration of the set, the second part of the play
begins; but things have changed. Ashraf and Benjamin are now
the best of friends. In this parallel reality, perhaps the ideal one,
both characters have agreed to set a mock terrorist kidnap to
teach Singaporeans a lesson about stereotypes and racism. These
men continue with their racial role-playing, and while they do so,
these two Singaporean actors, Malay and Chinese, speak Zizi
Azah’s words, the words of a Malay-Muslim woman.
In 2012, shortly before Not Counted opened at the Beijing Theatre
Symposium, 12 the Singapore National Arts Council of Singapore
awarded Zizi Azah the Young Artists Award. Two years later, in
2014, the award was also given to Siti K. In both cases, the award
came after more than a decade of theatre making. Given to artists
‘whose artistic achievements have distinguished them among her
peers’ (NAC 2015), it also gives a fair and clear visibility to both as
leading Singaporean theatre makers (and, in the case of Zizi Azah,
her local visibility continues in spite of recent relocation to the US).
Zizi and Siti K are the second and third Malay-Muslim women to
receive the award in the twenty-one years of the prize existence.
The first one was Aidli ‘Alin’ Mosbit, who got it only a few years ago,
in 2008. This places all three women in relation to a larger partition
of Islamic perceptions. These Singaporean theatre makers stand
on a stage where Muslim women achieve legitimacy as perceptible
beings, able to be heard as artists, professionals and politicians
inside and outside the boundaries of the Islamic worlds and their
overlapping distributions. Paradoxically, in 2013, shortly after Zizi
Azah received her award, a Malay-Muslim woman, Madam
Halimah Yacob, was appointed as Speaker of the Parliament of
Singapore: perhaps one of the positions with least political or
executive power in the national parliament. Her appointment
grants her a visibility that could be taken as a gesture of
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empowerment. Yet the little political impact that she has in that
specific role subtly counters her public political voice.
A crucial update to the position of Madam Halimah in Singapore’s
government came on 8 November 2016, when the Prime Minister
of Singapore announced changes to the scheme of the elected
presidency. The main change announced was that the 2017
election would be reserved for Malay candidates. This means that
Singapore will have its first Malay president since Yusof Ishak, who
became president when Lee Kwan Yew became Prime Minister
and Singapore became an independent republic in 1965. As the
president is a figurehead who does not have executive power over
the government, in the aftermath of the announcement many
claimed this to be merely a tokenistic gesture. Nevertheless,
Halimah is one of the four front-runners, suggesting a strong
possibility—at least at the time of writing—that Singapore might
have a Malay Muslim woman as president. A Malay presidency in
itself may be tokenistic, but when placed in the current geopolitical
context, ‘President Halimah’ would arguably make a significant
statement in sharp contrast with the reawakening of Islamophobia
and white nationalisms across North American and Europe, and
also as a key strategic positioning with respect to Southeast Asian
neighbours with a Muslim majority, like Indonesia, Malaysia and
Brunei.
Halimah’s trajectory in Singapore’s government might also be
understood in relation to Gayatri Spivak’s influential essay ‘Can the
Subaltern Speak?’ (1988). There, Spivak undertakes a minute
analysis of the gesture in re-presenting the colonial subject as
subject but only on the terms according to which Imperial
practices (e.g. law-making and intellectual practice) grant such
presence to be structured as such. Spivak argues that such a
gesture is not only identifiable as the ‘epistemic violence…
remotely orchestrated, far flung, and heterogeneous project to
situate colonial subjects as Other’ (76). Crucially, Spivak argues
that the obliteration of subjects and knowledges should also be
located in the colonies themselves and as the formation of the
colonialized subject became porous with the formation of the
colonizer subjectivity. In that sense, Spivak identifies that ‘within
the effaced itinerary of the subaltern, the track of sexual difference
is doubly effaced’ inasmuch as ‘both as object of colonialist
historiography and as subject of insurgency, the ideological
construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If, in the context
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of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot
speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow’
(82–3). Halimah’s political figure is caught in an intriguing place
located at the intersections of the postcolonial construction of the
Singaporean Malay woman, the Islamic subject ‘woman’, and her
own weight as a member of the ruling elite. Torn between the
forces at that intersection, Halimah’s political voice flees into the
silence of Spivak’s postcolonial feminine subaltern while at the
same time she remains as Speaker in the national Parliament and
a hopeful for the presidency.
In the meantime, Maya holds to her silence. She is empowered by
it. She does not want to speak up against being called ‘stupid
Malay’. Neither does she want someone else speaking for her. She
decides to be silent. In the meantime, Siti K has not stopped
speaking. In the play, her words have begun to be in excess of
themselves. Paradoxically, the character speaks meaningfully
about how mute she truly is, about how she is not heard and how
her husband’s silence is making her suffer:
In Singapore, according to Syariah law, if a man
wants to divorce, it's automatic. He say divorce,
it's done. But if the woman wants to divorce, she
has to go to court to file. Then must go for
counselling. The first time, he didn't turn up. The
second appointment, he also didn't turn up.
(Sharma 2014, 4)

< I have not forgotten that these theatre
makers have been allowed to speak and
are doing so within the limits of the
proper—perhaps even using propriety as
a strategy to speak words of
disagreement. Siti K is there, sitting in
front of us. We hear her, no doubt, and
she, both actress and character, knows
it. Along with her, there are Zizi Azah,
Ashraf and Madam Halimah Yacob, who
are all visible. We all hear them and they
all make sense to us. It is only now that I
realize I am the spectator of a Police
order that, after some rehearsals in
which it has incorporated the proper
word and cleansed the noise, has
allowed itself to be represented and be
performed...

Rancière’s politics is performed through acts of subjectification.
Subjectification is a mechanism through which the police order is
broken by itself, by one of its own parts, the part of those who have
no part and who have decided to perform the ‘wrong’ of negating
the negation of their existence. In other words, a counter-negation
that gives place to a disagreement of parts that speak. Thus,
subjectification means ‘the production through a series of actions
of a body and a capacity for enunciation not previously identifiable
within a given field of experience’ (Rancière 1999, 36). ‘Any
subjectification is a disidentification, a removal from the
naturalness of a place’ (ibid).
Thus, political action is ‘a mode of subjectification [that] does not
create subjects ex nihilo; it creates them by transforming identities
defined in the natural order of the allocation of functions and
places into instances of experience of a dispute’ (ibid). Yet, at the
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same time, for Rancière, an action is political only if it brings about
a process of subjectification that arises from ‘a meeting of Police
logic and egalitarian logic that is never set up in advance’ (1999,

…This is how Malays should sound and
look like. This is their correct place,
their correct anxiety…

32). This is an intriguing nuance in Rancière, for it suggests that
politics is but a performance of spontaneity that arises from the
already perceptible partition of societal roles and identities.
Equality for Rancière ‘is not a given that politics then presses into
service, an essence embodied in the law or goal politics sets itself
the task of attaining’ (1999, 33). Instead, equality is the central
axiom in Rancière’s politics, which correspondingly should only be
identified as such to the extent that it involves performing a
verification of equality. Nevertheless, equality does not have any
‘vocabulary or grammar of its own, only a poetics’ (2011, 6), that
manifests in the ‘framing of a future [that] happens in the wake of
political invention rather than being its condition of possibility’
(2011, 13). The inexistent is therefore ‘a poetic framing of specific
appearances rather than a phenomenology of the apparent’
(ibid.). The materialization of equality through performance is thus

…I feel abandoned. I am there, in the
silent auditorium, watching a rehearsed
police order that has allowed itself to be
shown. I’ve been watching two plays that
may cancel themselves out. I’ve been
watching the Malays speaking their
proper Malay complaint and I wonder
whether the Malays really play the part
of those without a part. What could
happen if Malays expressed an anxiety
that did not sound like their usual self?...

when a new experience, previously unannounced, becomes
perceptible. Rancièrean politics becomes sensible when equality
is verified in the creation of a new experience in the association of
action and identity.
If Rancière is right, if politics can’t be predicted nor announced,
then politics appears to be very unlike Not Counted and Best Of.
According to this Rancièrean nuance, censored and licensed
theatre is hardly the proper place for politics to occur. If we follow
his words and politics can only occur ‘out of place and in a place
which was not supposed to be political’ (2011, 4), where can
Rancièrean politics be performed? If it has no proper place, no
planned nor rehearsed intention, and it can only be created within
the very same Police order it aims to transform, where and when
can the true Rancièrean political ‘actor’ play?
Siti K ends with a reflection on death. She then stands up and
walks out, always from stage left. On the other stage, the security
guards are giving an ultimatum to Ashraf, because they think he is
the perpetrator of the kidnap. Blackout. Gunshots.

…I hear the other spectators clap. I am
clapping too. We have just watched a
generalized rumour be performed, one
that is heard in the quotidian life of the
police order in the city-state. This
rumour we all hear; hearing it is what
we have in common; we are a
community that makes sense in that it
needs to be addressed. We all agree
there. Singaporeans should all be
equal. We all agree on that. These are
the voices of the on-going movement,
the voices that help negotiate the
process for the nation’s history. The
citizens, including these theatre makers,
are speaking. Each one of them with
both social and individual voices that
diversify the common force of
resistance that, however censored,
unites them. >

Silence
Power is entitled to silence. But is the contrary the case? Except for
Maya, the characters and examples so far present us with a
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catalogue of oppressive silences—Ashraf not receiving a response,
Siti K’s husband not replying to her divorce request, etc. We can
immediately recognize and relate to this silence. It is the sound of
loss and defeat. But the contradictions appear when the speaker
of parliament is a Malay-Muslim woman whose power is mute,
both privately and publicly, and when a Malay-Muslim girl decides
to keep silent as a way to empower herself in the face of racism.
Maya’s silence remains. Perhaps she does not want to become
unseen by her friend—perhaps she does not want to break the
order. Perhaps she thinks that speaking about the problem will
make her mute, another speaker of the usual cause. But perhaps
we can listen to how Maya is simply using her silence as a point of
departure, as a political performance that resists giving her voice
the chance to be regulated into the propriety of a Malay-Muslim
complaint in Singapore. Perhaps her silence is the act of thinking
and in her thought, the words of her classmate are but the
theatrics of a police order. Perhaps she prefers to watch the show.
She could answer, but she prefers not to. Perhaps she might have
her reasons and yet unknowingly she is evidencing the
Singaporean partition of the perceptible, making it transparent to
itself.
Rancière’s notion of emancipation is important here as it is the

< My mind wanders back to Rancière >

immediate consequence of a performance that verifies equality.
Rancière debates it, firstly, in the context of education:
In the act of teaching and learning there are two
wills and two intelligences [those of the teacher
and of the student]. We will call their coincidence
stultification [and] we will call the known and
maintained difference of the two relations — the
act of an intelligence obeying only itself even
while the will obeys another will — emancipation.
(Rancière 1991, 13)
For him, emancipation is achieved when the speaking being
becomes aware of his power to talk and therefore becomes aware
of his natural intelligence, equal to any other speaking being. From
this argument, using the egalitarian logic of emancipation and his
discussion on education, he draws a line that unites his work on
emancipation with spectatorship. Rancière then commands an
attack against the partition of the perceptible in theatre and
defends the spectator against all claims of passivity by redeeming
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< It remains to be said that today I did
not participate in this rumour of
inequality, the unequal rumour of the
equal speaking beings. I only watched it
being said. Perhaps I decide not to
speak because, as a foreigner, my word
may fall out of place. Perhaps the cop
in my head is too strong to be defeated.
Yet, I also decided to keep silent
because I wanted to watch the plays.
And as I was watching, holding my
word, I was thinking of what could and
should be said about what I was
watching. The actors never saw me but
I was there. While I watched them and
did not speak, in that time and space, I
have experienced my own thought…
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the active involvement of the acts of watching and thinking. He
observes that:
…the paradox of the spectator…is easily
formulated [as] there is no theatre without a
spectator…But according to the accusers, being a
spectator is a bad thing for two reasons. First
viewing is the opposite of knowing [and] second,
it is the opposite of acting…To be a spectator is to
be separated from both the capacity to know and
the power to act’. (Rancière 2009, 2)
In turn, he argues that:
…emancipation begins when we challenge the
opposition between viewing and acting, when we
understand that the self evident facts that
structure the relations between saying, seeing
and doing themselves belong to the structure of
domination and subjection. It begins when we
understand that viewing is also an action that
conforms or transforms this distribution of
positions. The spectator also acts. (Rancière
2009, 13)
Silence, as Gabriel Rockhill comments on Rancière’s work, is where

What are your thoughts?

…And in my thoughts,
I leave the theatre. >

‘the voices of the muted masses interrupt the partition of the
sensible by constantly hesitating at the border of silence’ (Rockhill
2004, 67). Indeed, the problem with the politics and aesthetics of
silence is that it can be understood as an assumption, a
submission, as the cops in the head, as the embodied mark of
inequality or even as some irrelevant quasi-mysticism. Yet, a
different account of silence may lead us to say otherwise and claim
that in silence there is, if anything, the in-action of the spectator’s
dissident thought. There is a fine line between these two
extremes, yet the differential between them is indicative of the
multiple possibilities, some of them political, that silence may
have. Rancière’s work allows us to remember and redistribute the
power of silence and think of The Political as the mute landscape
where the silent, emancipated spectator subjects to the will of
performance while allowing herself to think freely. This view on
silence challenges the all too common binary and rhetoric that
casts ‘silence’ (the presumed response to the presence of
oppression, and/or a lack) against ‘voice’ (overly symbolic of
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empowerment) advocated by much socially engaged critical
literature.
The relationship between the politics of performance in Singapore
and Rancière therefore allows us to think of silence in at least two
potent ways. Firstly, silence is the place within the police from
where politics will emerge in the constant movement of the
redistribution of perceptible partitions. Secondly, and most
importantly, silence is an emancipating action, a performative that
problematizes censorship by redistributing the perception of
policed speech. What is at stake here is that silence may be a
political reply, one that in not being scripted, not being expected,
perhaps not even by its performer, sheds light on the machinery
of the normative command to always be a speaker—even when
your words are not counted, even when you are not considered
the best of society.
Theatre may often be a gathering of silences and silence seems to
be the lesson that Maya can teach us, regardless of whether she
knows that she is teaching us. Silence as that place where politics
lives, perhaps perpetually, in its muteness, vacuity and invisibility,
in the potentiality of its subject-specific interpretation and
implementation. This is not the silence where purity remains. This
is political silence; a silent action that may resist generic
redistribution, a silent crisis of censorship, silent emancipation,
silence.

The origins of Rancière’s thought is the night ‘whose conquest was
the first step in social emancipation, the first material and
symbolic basis for a reconfiguration of the given state of things to
be’ (Rancière 2011, 7). The night is where silence flows, invisible
but there, around the planet and its millions of subjects living
across layers of partitions of the perceptible, with their own
imperceptible, perhaps clandestine and mute, but certainly not
stupid ways to exist.
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< It is late and I have watched a long
play tonight. I walk home. In the
distance, I see the Singapore River and
its delta, a landscape full of tall
buildings that few years ago were not
there. They stand on land that was
reclaimed, redistributed from the bottom
of the sea. The shores of the city grow
with time. It is as if it wanted to conquer
the invisibility of the sea with the solidity
of soil, make it all visible and full of
common sound. I reach home. There is
a family dinner and Maya, the MalayMuslim cousin of my wife, is there. I ask
her again if she has told her friend
anything about that incident. She looks
at me, says nothing and goes to sleep.
Maya’s silence is the Singaporean play
for Jacques Rancière, where the sun that
blinds us to see the censored partition
disappears and enters the night of our
silent thought. >
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Notes
I would like to thank Graham Wolfe, Azy Alias, Ella Parry-Davies, Matt Yoxall, and Fezhah Maznan for their timely
feedback and kind help at different stages in the development of this piece.
1

The best example of this is Kuo Pao Kun (1939–2002). Kuo is often identified as one of the pioneers of
contemporary theatre in Singapore. Born in China, he migrated to Singapore in 1949 where he quickly became
involved as a writer and broadcaster for a local Mandarin-speaking radio station. In the early 1960s, he underwent
formal training at NIDA (National Institute of Dramatic Art) in Sydney, Australia. Upon his return to Singapore, Kuo’s
work was heavily political, often to his own misfortune. In 1976, he was arrested under Singapore’s Internal Security
Act due to the political views expressed in his plays, which were often in alignment with communist ideals
emanating from China. Kuo spent almost five years in prison. However, the relevance of his contribution to
Singaporean theatre would not go without official recognition and, perhaps paradoxically, in 1989 he was awarded
the Cultural Medallion. Kuo was instrumental in the foundation of several cultural institutions, like the Intercultural
Theatre Institute (formerly named Theatre Training and Research Program) and The Substation Theatre. He was
also an important mentor for an entire generation of Singaporean theatre makers, Alvin Tan and Haresh Sharma
included.

2

In the English version of Rancière’s book, The Politics of Aesthetics, The Distribution of the Sensible (2004), Gabriel
Rockhill translates the original term ‘Le partage du sensible’ as ‘the distribution of the sensible’. This translation is
perhaps the most widely known in Rancièran scholarship. I divert from this translation in favour of ‘the partition
of the perceptible’ as a way to maintain the etymological tension between the root of the French ‘partage’, i.e. to
share, and the English ‘to part’ (to divide). In my view, evidencing this tension does justice to a central tenet in
Rancière’s work on the politics of aesthetics and the aesthetic regime of art, which is precisely the shared division
that becomes perceptible in the impossibility of sharing an equivalent experience of a Police order. In turn, I opt
for ‘perceptible’ instead of ‘sensible’ as I argue that it renders a more accurate description of the possibility of
performing a Rancièrian politics; i.e. an action that effectively re-partitions the sanctioned roles in a Police Order,
bringing new forms and realms of experience and cognition in being.
3

As examples, Ravindran Drama Group produces work mostly in Tamil, while Nine Years Theatre uses Mandarin
as the main language of their work.

4

On 5 February 1994, the Straits Times published an article with the title ‘Two Pioneers of Forum Theatre Trained
at Marxist Workshops’, authored by Felix Soh. There, Soh recounts how Tan and Sharma had started using Forum
Theatre in July 1993, after their return from New York, where they had attended a workshop with Augusto Boal.
Among other allegations, Soh famously argued that the workshops attended by Tan and Sharma in New York ‘were
conducted by the Brecht Forum, a Marxist cultural and public education organisation whose founder, Augusto
Boal, has declared that all theatre is necessarily political and that it is a “very efficient weapon for liberation”. Soh
then questioned whether ‘The Necessary Stage [was] using theatre for a political end?’

5

In The Malay Dilemma (1970), Mahathir Bin Mohamad argues: ‘Historically, the link between Malaya and Singapore
is well known. Singapore belonged to Johor until the English-man Stamford Raffles installed a puppet sultan, and
obtained a dubious concession. The puppet was later dropped when his usefulness was over. The main reason
for the British takeover of Singapore was the weakness of the state of Johor. It had nothing to do with legality. It is
no good therefore talking about historical links of systems of Governance, of language of administration, of
similarity of education, etc.’ (Mohamad 1970, 182). Mohamad is clearly elaborating a partition of roles and places
that answers to his moment and place in the border of the two countries. These words were written during the
first years of the separation and therefore it would seem that the commanding narratives, on both sides of the
causeway, aim to distinguish one nation from the other.

6

7

Temenggong: Malay title of nobility.

The coupling of Malay and Muslim is another case that deserves attention as it describes the nature of the
citizenship of one particular subject in Malaysia that has some repercussions of the perceptions of identity in
Singapore. Under this distribution, which is stated in the civil law of Malaysia, every Malay is a Muslim. Article 160
of the Malaysian constitution defines Malay as a Malaysian citizen born to a Malaysian citizen, who professes to
8
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be a Muslim, habitually speaks Malay language, adheres to Malay costumes and is domiciled in Malaysia or
Singapore. See Constitution of Malaysia ([1957] 2016).
It is worth highlighting that Lee was employing the comparison to Harlem in a negative sense, probably referring
to the ‘ghetto’ stereotypes that are often pregnant with connotations of crime and social conflict.
9

10
For a complete history of the Singaporean pledge, see National Heritage Board (2016) and Singapore
Infopedia.(2016).

See Yahoo! Newsroom (2012). It is noteworthy that in the image that accompanies the report, the strikers’ faces
are blurred, already indicating the process of visual and aural muting from the social sphere.
11

The world premiere of the play was on 13–15 December 2012 at Penghao Theatre in Beijing. This is a significant
milestone in the trajectory of Teater Ekamatra as its international agenda has been previously reserved mostly to
the immediate neighboring countries. Furthermore, presenting this particular work in China opens up a series of
queries about the particular reception to which the work as exposed.
12
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PHILOSOPHY

RUNNING, RESISTANCE, AND RECOLLECTION:
A CONVERSATION WITH OURSELVES THROUGH TIME
KATYE COE DANCER / COVENTRY UNIVERSITY
HETTY BLADES COVENTRY UNIVERSITY

(to) constantly vent
This fleeting, gentle, persistent action is concerned with interruption and the continuous
movement of running. It addresses what is not seen and the way that imagination works when
one witnesses the repeated presence, then absence, of a physical body, over time.
The work has been shown as a group piece and as a solo score and in the context of:
a four-day dance festival (original group commission at What_Now 2013);
a three-day open space conference (group at Dancer as Agent 2013);
a one-day symposium on process, (solo at Performing Process: Sharing Practice 2014);
a 12-week exhibition (solo as part of Volumes Project collective in MIRRORCITY October
2014 to January 2015).
As yet it has not been proposed to sit alongside or amidst a running-centered event.
A solo figure runs a continuous circuit, passing through the event or occupied space and
extending into the neighbouring cityscape. The activity is traceable in her/the running body as
she/they gather(s) sweat, endures tiredness and sheds excess thought.
In the event she/the figure is fleeting, marking time, bringing with her/ them as they/she passes
through felt glimpses of the wider landscape. When the runner/she disappears they/she do/es
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not stop, but for those left in the gallery it continues as imagined, heard softly somewhere until
she/they interrupt(s) once more.
The runners have a live phone line in their pocket as they run—this is fed back to a phone
connected to speakers in the space where the running will happen intermittently— so the
running is heard constantly and seen only fleetingly.
This piece of writing refers to the 12-week project of venting that was part of MIRRORCITY at the
Hayward Gallery in London, where (to) constantly vent was invited as part of Volumes Project.

Installation view, MIRRORCITY: London artists on fiction and reality.
Hayward Gallery, London, 13 October 2014–4 January 2015. Photo: © Michael Brzezinski.
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Volumes Project was a temporary collective of dance-artists who have gathered to show work
as part of Hayward Gallery’s exhibition MIRRORCITY. The project included six live works, typically
shown one at a time, every day of the exhibition. These pieces moved amidst and between other
artworks as they investigated the displacing effect of dance and choreography in an exhibition.
Fleeting disruption was our job in relation to the collective. To occupy in the in-between spaces.
I hope people who saw us recognised that they were also in the in-between spaces. Volumes
Project included works by Neil Callaghan and Simone Kenyon, Katye Coe, Nicola Conibere, Charlie
Morrissey, Florence Peake, and Rahel Vonmoos. It was conceived by Frank Bock, Nicola Conibere,
and Martin Hargreaves. MIRRORCITY explored the effect the digital revolution has had on our
experiences. Through artworks of a wide variety of media, its artists explored notions of fiction
and reality.
(to) distinguish between
Between us we seem to have lots of questions about the practice and the work. In this piece we
interrogate (to) constantly vent through our own memories, in order to think about the way it
continues to exist through recollection, running and potentiality.
One year after the work took place at the Hayward Gallery we met to run and remember. The
responses to our questions are taken from the conversation between us a year later, the
performers’ logbook, kept during the 12 weeks at the Hayward Gallery (2014-2015), and other
people’s writings about memory and running.
In some ways (to) constantly vent appears to belong to an emergent field of works in which
running occurs in performative contexts. For example, Gregg Whelan’s project The Long Run
(2010–2015) investigated the relationship between running and contemporary performance
practices. Public art organisation NVA’s Speed of Light (2012) involved groups of runners travelling
through public spaces to generate light installations. Emergency Room’s Critical Run, an artist
project that involves debating whilst running has taken place in a wide range of contexts across
20 countries. Andrew Filmer and his students at Aberystwyth University have made a series of
running performances. Furthermore, Martin Creed’s Work No. 850, performed at Tate Britain in
2008 involved performers sprinting through the gallery. So, how does (to) constantly vent relate
to these other instances of running in performance? One witness describes the work as having
“a radical disregard of convention”1, but why is this when it appears to belong to a performance
convention? The answer it seems is in the intention and focus of the practice; I don’t think venting
is about running.
Isn’t that the paradox of the work you’re trying to express? On a wonderful chemical level, what
happens when you run—the sense of achievement, oneness with the world, the extraordinary
experience— alongside the ordinariness of running, the boredom of doing it?2
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(to) recollect
When I remember an episode of my personal history I come into contact with events and
experiences which are no longer present. My conception of my own life involves narratives in
which such experiences are inter-related. We find it easy to engage in the peculiar sort of ‘mental
time travel’ involved in such autobiographical memory, although we’re often aware of significant
limits to its reliability.3
What is it that makes this work what it is?
When we talk, I talk myself into it and then completely out of it again as well. It is what I am
interested in practicing. Ways of approaching things that exist because of themselves, but also
not in relation to anything except themselves.
Venting exists to be seen, but in fact it exists whether it’s being seen or not. So there’s a little bit
of insistence of its being recognised because we’re putting it into places where that activity is
not usually or frequently seen. And hopefully because of the timing of the loops, it is revealed
only just enough for it to be present. It was never my intention to insist through this work. If the
running was constantly seen, it would have been insistent or demonstrative.

Usually, vent’s

presence is marked by the constant sound of the running figure, but the sound didn’t work
properly in the Hayward Gallery, too much concrete.
The work has therefore taken on a different way of existing because it became more about it
being seen and less about it being constantly heard. There’s been a big shift. There was some
recorded sound placed in the space instead, but mostly people didn’t associate that sound with
us running. I eventually realised that the live sound aspect of it was no longer possible. And
so we became only present in the live body.
When we vent there’s always a time, often quite precise timing, going on because we are running
laps, and entering a building and because each runner is performing on shifts.
The whole purpose of venting at Hayward was to bring people’s attention a little away from the
art and into the space(s) between where the art was happening.
This idea of performing when you are not performing is quite tricky/ unusual/ naive.
In the work we keep running, all the time, in the ‘performance space’ of the gallery and into the
outside cityscape.
Yes and that felt to me, like otherwise why do it? It’s not like we’re showing running.
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Installation view, MIRRORCITY: London artists on fiction and reality.
Hayward Gallery, London, 13 October 2014–4 January 2015. Photo: © Michael Brzezinski.

That is why I have become more exact about who can vent too. It has become clear that it is
important to work alongside other people who run and also have an understanding of
performance. It would be a completely different work with athletes for example. I rely on the
performer runners understanding or at least being up for questioning the idea that we are not
showing running.
And no it couldn’t work if we were only running through the gallery, actually it seems very
abstract to think about that because it’s a completely different proposition. But we could do 12
weeks with no risk of injury of tiredness, because you could just be flying through the gallery for
those times, but the work wouldn’t be the work then.
And in a way that’s one of the things that’s interesting about the work, is that it doesn’t really
matter whether they think that. Or … It’s like about something more than … It’s at once
intrinsically related to being seen and yet completely detached from what it is understood as.
How can the experience of the practice be articulated?
In order to have running in my practice world again, not even consciously, I have done to running
what I have done in all my dance practices, which is to take the end out of it. Take the intention
of completing something out. I left competitive or race-based running behind a long time ago. I
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stopped running with a watch or a distance monitor. Actually even when I was still training for
my last marathon I didn’t usually run with anything more than a rough idea of where I might go.
I got pretty good at feeling speed and time and strangely in this venting practice I have got pretty
bad at that again. I think vent might illustrate that, in that it doesn’t have a start or an end. It’s
not linear in terms of its pathway. The time constraints are really related to how long the event/
person/ institution wants us to do it for. It’s not related to a distance.
It’s about consciousness, about being in a certain place, or acknowledging that a shift in
consciousness that makes it practice rather than training.
[T]rying to answer a philosophical question using science won’t work [….] you won’t get close to
the phenomenon of experiencing it.4
I was thinking about the honesty or integrity with which we practice venting. And it’s a given. The
purpose of the work is entirely reliant on the fact that the running is being practiced. And at the
same time I don’t imagine that that fact necessarily affects a person’s viewing of it.
Sometimes I envisage this work similar to an experience of closing your eyes and then opening
them again. When I close my eyes, material on the inside lights up while I can no longer see the
exterior context in which something is happening. When I open my eyes again, the outside
context comes back and the sensitised inside material view becomes quieter or slips into relief.
(to) constantly vent does involve going into something and coming out again, many times. It

Performers’ field notes from (to) constantly vent at MIRRORCITY: London artists on fiction and reality.
Hayward Gallery, London, 13 October 2014–4 January 2015.
Writing by Katye Coe, Taylan Halici, Hetty Blades, Hannah McBrien, Jamila Rodrigues.

doesn't feel like disappearing and reappearing. We have talked about it before as disappearing
and reappearing, but maybe it's more useful to think about it, or to negotiate it, as inside and
outside.
As you cross the threshold you are in a really specific way of being in relation to other people, and
as soon as you leave the gallery space you’re in a really different relationship to people around
you, but nothing’s changed.
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And in the activity, the running you literally come in and go out, and that has always been the
case in venting, in all its iterations. Coming into the building you drop away from your usual
relationship with the activity and the world, and when you come out of the building it is a little
bit like opening your eyes because everything falls back into its usual set of conditions. So the
conditions are unusual inside and usual outside.
[E]xplicit memories, roughly, can be accessed verbally or otherwise by the subject, whereas
implicit memory is memory without awareness.5
I usually experienced a slight disappointment when I left the Hayward Gallery on each loop.
And yet there was a simultaneous feeling of relief too, because you can attend to things that
there is room for only outside, things you can do in the usual ‘outside’ context of running that
you can’t do in the gallery. My focus is more general, lighter perhaps when I run outside. My
thoughts are allowed to drift much more. I have a less precise path on the ground, I might change
speed or direction more freely.
Hmmm ... so there are conditions that I set up when I am here (eyes closed) and in a more
precise internal environment. It’s much more exact, my sense of this body, than it generally is
when it is out in the world. I don’t know. Maybe it’s not helpful. It seems closer than appearing
and disappearing.

Installation view, MIRRORCITY: London artists on fiction and reality.
Hayward Gallery, London, 13 October 2014–4 January 2015. Photo: © Michael Brzezinski.
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I am here to get some purchase on how a performance maker might begin to work with a
practice that is arguably the thing that makes us human: an action, a doing, that perform
humanness. 6
It would be unspectacular looking at the individual—watching one runner is not interesting.7
But I can feel my interest in what the solo runner undoes but I can’t quite articulate it.

Performers’ field notes from (to) constantly vent at MIRRORCITY: London artists on fiction and reality.
Hayward Gallery, London, 13 October 2014–4 January 2015.
Writing by Katye Coe, Taylan Halici, Hetty Blades, Hannah McBrien, Jamila Rodrigues.

What is the relationship between the practice and the choreographic?
There’s something that we’ve just started to excavate in this conversation. Something about the
inside to outside to inside thing. And the continual action, that there’s a thing that’s happening
anyway, so its presence keeps going into relief and then it returns to the foreground. It retreats
and returns and there’s something about that that I haven’t recognised before. What does that
tide of activity do to the frame of an event?
… and then there’s something about this aspect of the practice where as performers we take it
very seriously. We take its seriousness very seriously, we’re very good performers in it. That is
the essence of it, that it’s happening and it’s happening very seriously and honestly.
There’s something there about this ongoingness, a resistance to a stable object, a thing that
happens anyway that isn’t cultivated specifically for consumption by an audience that is political
anyway because it challenged conventional modes of producing performance and art. It puts
labour in place of an artwork.
The great psychological minds would consider that to be the unconscious, the ‘shadow’. The
unconscious comes to the surface through physical activity filling a gap between the conscious
and unconscious.8
We didn’t stop. We didn’t stop.
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In earlier versions of (to) constantly vent when we ran in a group, the group-ness meant that the
exhaustion that you talked about experiencing solo and that I certainly experienced solo and
also the loneliness, never occurred. We were never running on our own. But at the same time
there was this sort of absurd responsibility to the constant continuation of the activity because
of the necessity of the live sound. I think that then carried energetically and in the memory of
the work and as practice into the Hayward iteration, even though we didn’t have the live sound
to motivate us.
Memory is one of the most important ways by which our histories animate our current actions
and experiences.9
Remembering is often suffused with emotion, and is closely involved in both extended affective
states such as love and grief, and socially significant practices such as promising and
commemorating.10
There is little opportunity for joined‐up thinking because the effort involved in keeping going is
simply too great.11
I have all these thoughts when I am running that I think are really profound and then I write
them down and realise they are not very interesting.
The question about memory representing the past…. I can think this through in relationship to
learning about the loops that we ran over and over ... I feel the content of the past when I am in
the practice of repetition. I sense the past through the texture (of the environment and of myself
in it). Memory reveals feeling states that are present because of the past.
[R]eally as I run I don’t think much of anything worth remembering.12
How can memory traces represent past events or experiences? How can they have content?13
How does the viewer experience this work?
It comes back to how the doing is somehow placing practice in front of people, which feels
different to performance. Of course it’s performed because it is in this context, but because of
the mode of showing, it doesn’t quite fit.
Jonathan Burrows once talked about the nature of practices like this in a really brilliant way.
And I risk misunderstanding him here but … He said that [my] practice could be experienced as
a political act.14 He acknowledged that this is part of a larger conversation that examines the politics
of practice, articulated by Deborah Hay and Juan Dominguez, amongst others. And although I don’t
fully understand it as a political act, there is something in what it is you’re getting at that makes
for a set of conditions, that undo the status quo.
Any political resistance is in relation to the thing you’re resisting.
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And I don’t know enough about political acts to understand enough about what the undoing is
necessarily, which is why I wanted Jonathan to say it for me. I am wondering if there is something,
as useful definition or frame where performativity is given edges. I avoid the writing sometimes
because I am worried if I find out too much about it I will never want to do anything again.
Maybe it’s the wrong way of thinking about it, but then it’s like; what is specific about it? What is
it to put practice in front of people? It is something specific in itself.
Yeah and yet, we can’t have this conversation without it being put in front of people.
It also doesn’t have an end to the people seeing it and it seems as though there’s something
integral to it being venting, which is to do with it being seen.
So how does the body-based discipline of contemporary performance practice react when the
body has been rediscovered and reimagined as one defined by running and endurance?15
[T]he best explanations of the form and content of specific personal memories may often refer
not simply to the past episode itself, but to multiple causes which span internal and external
factors.16
They never see us end. It’s not about finishing. It’s not about the finish. They assume that we are
doing it.

Performers’ field notes from (to) constantly vent at MIRRORCITY: London artists on fiction and reality.
Hayward Gallery, London, 13 October 2014–4 January 2015.
Writing by Katye Coe, Taylan Halici, Hetty Blades, Hannah McBrien, Jamila Rodrigues.

I felt more resistance than empathy and compassion.
If I see someone running I think about them running, I don’t think about them starting or
stopping. Shorter and staged versions are very different. The performer in that situation might
be manipulated into a relationship with the audience, in the gallery you are not.
It’s not such a seductive relationship.
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PHILOSOPHY AS VERSE-PERFORMANCE:
FIVE POEMS AND A FORMALIST PROSPECTUS
CHRISTOPHER NORRIS UNIVERSITY OF CARDIFF

Introduction
The following poems—or verse-essays—are part of an on-going project with two principal and
closely related aims. One is revive the fortunes of the broadly philosophical verse-essay, a genre
that has been largely neglected over the past two centuries and more since its highpoint in the
long literary eighteenth century. The other is to show how this can best be achieved through a
formalist poetics involving the deployment of regular rhyme-schemes and likewise regular metrical
structures played off against the shifting patterns of speech rhythm. This all runs very much
counter to currently approved practice, at least among prominent (mostly academic) arbiters of
taste, so I had better explain some of the issues raised by conjoining these two distinctly un-modish
attempts.
The main thrust of avant-garde theory over the past few decades has been toward an idea of
literary language that locates its resistance to passive or conformist habits of writing or reading
primarily in ‘the text’. This latter is then conceived—in post-structuralist fashion—as a site of
conflicting significations that are defined in terms applying with equal pertinence to poetry or
prose (for a fairly representative sampling of work in this vein, see Norris and Machin 1987). That
is, it tends to neglect matters of a formal (by which I mean chiefly metrical, rhythmic, prosodic,
syntactic, or verse-structural) character so as to engage more intently with the textual and
intertextual aspects of poetic discourse. These aspects are more amenable to treatment by those—
especially philosopher-critics or theorists bred up on a mixture of post-Kantian idealism with post-
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structuralist ideas about language—who see it as their main role to mediate the relationship
between poetry and theory. Although these critics do on occasion take note of certain formal
features it is usually by way of a brief detour from that other, to them more absorbing and
philosophically as well as poetically important business. It strikes me—no doubt as an interested
party—that much of the contemporary poetry approved, promoted, anthologised, or encouraged
by such criticism can itself fairly be said to suffer from a kindred defect. It often goes beyond the
modernist revolt against ‘traditional’ rhyme and meter—a revolt quite compatible (as in T.S. Eliot)
with a high degree of formal inventiveness in both respects—to something more like a cultivated
disregard for such elements.
The result, in many cases, is a flattening-out of verse-rhythms through the lack of any metrical
counterpoint. One feels that the poem might just as well have been written in prose since there is
nothing—or nothing of a properly poetic, i.e., formally constrained but also formally inventive and
liberating character—to warrant that generic description. This applies especially to the language
poets (or L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets, as they like to be known) who emerged as a loosely associated
movement in the 1970’s and occupied ground that, in principle at least, overlapped to a striking
extent with the territory I have been trying to stake out here (see especially Andrews and Bernstein
1984; also Bernstein 1992 and 1999; Hejinian 2000; McCaffery 1986 and 2001; Perelman 1996;
Silliman 1987; Ward 1993). These poets, Charles Bernstein and Steve McCaffery among them, are
highly self-conscious and theoretically aware about the kinds of effect they wish to achieve in
creative practice and the kinds of relationship they seek to establish with various poetic and
philosophical precursors. In brief: they reject (what they see as) the prevailing subjectivist or
expressivist (i.e., neo-Romantic) ethos of much contemporary poetry; go in wholeheartedly for
post-structuralist ideas of écriture, the ‘revolution of the word’, and the limitlessly plural or scriptible
text; enthusiastically, and for just those reasons, endorse the Barthesian ‘death of the author’;
likewise approve the post-structuralist idea of literature’s socio-political function as the undoing of
bourgeois ideology by deconstructive, semioclastic, or other such textual means; and, again
following Barthes, take the naturalisation of the signifier/signified dyad as the basic mechanism by
which language colludes in our willing submission to the lures of ‘common-sense’ thinking. Along
with these goes the further belief that the signifiers ‘poetry’ or ‘poem’ (not to mention ‘poet’) have
for too long served to promote a notion of literary works as affording privileged access to realms
of experience beyond reach of prosaic or rational grasp.
The language-poets advance this case with a passion clearly born of 1960s political-cultural
ferment and transposed, via post-structuralism, to the register of a dissident or radical poetics
squarely at odds with the whole bad hegemony of received languages and verse-forms. They also—
as scarcely needs adding—have a deep (and in some ways healthy) suspicion of the first-person
subject whose agonies and ecstasies, along with more humdrum emotions, are the fulcrum of
most poetry in the mainstream lyric tradition. I won’t deny the appeal that such ideas have exerted,
and continue to exert, on my own thinking about poetry and theory. Nobody who reads these
pieces with an ear and eye to their formal (narrative as well as verse-poetic) aspects would be likely
to take them as straightforwardly expressing my own beliefs or indeed the belief-set of any unified,
autonomous, or integral first-person self. To that extent I am happy to acknowledge an affinity with
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what the language-poets—or their most influential promoters (usually the same people)—place
high on their creative-critical agenda. There is also a genealogical connection in respect of our
shared sources in that line of jointly poetic-philosophical writing that goes back through YaleSchool deconstruction to the Jena Romantics. However, in the case of the language poets, there is
something too easily or unresistingly achieved about that two-way reciprocal passage between
poetry and theory, or the fluency with which these writers modulate from a (nominal) poetry
overtly engaged with issues in criticism and theory to a theoretically-angled criticism with claims—
not always very strongly borne out—to constitute poetry in itself. The result is very often a hybrid
discourse that fails to match either the creative flair of the best literary theory or the subtlety, range
and conceptual resources of a poetry that makes best use of verse techniques for its own
distinctive purposes.
This can most plausibly be put down to a deficit of just those formal attributes, such as rhyme and
meter, that the language poets frequently denounce as at best mere relics of an antiquated verse
tradition and at worst a means of inducing compliance with the norms of bourgeois subjectivity.
On the contrary, I’d say: it is just those formal attributes that best, most effectively and durably
exemplify poetry’s power of resistance to ideological conditioning, whether by the sometimes
restrictive effects of first-person (e.g., lyric) individualism or—more to the point here—by the
subject’s proclaimed dissolution into a multitude of intertextual discourses, codes and
conventions. Hence the feeling of linguistic inertness in so much language-poetry and the
impression it gives of endlessly announcing but never remotely achieving that revolution of the
bourgeois signifying order first envisaged a full half-century ago by the left wing of French
structuralist poetics (see for instance Belsey 1980; Kristeva 1984; Young 1981). My verse-essay
about Mallarmé is relevant here since it reflects on the various sources of a double and coimplicated movement of thought, one that starts from Mallarmé’s diagnosis of a ‘crisis’ ([1986]
(2010) afflicting the high culture of nineteenth-century French classicism and presages the
increasing permeability of any generic boundary between poetry and theory, along with the
erosion of those formal features that once underwrote (albeit in historically and culturally variable
ways) that same distinction. Hence the current anti-formalist bias and, closely allied to that, the
prejudice against any poetry that argues a case as distinct from deploying symbolist-approved
modes of oblique, evocative, highly metaphoric, non-discursive, analogical, non-consecutive,
spatially conceived, and hence maximally non-prosaic language.
However what this attitude gives to poetry in terms of expanded creative-imaginative horizons it
promptly takes away in terms of formal resources and capacity to earn its keep as a discourse of
reasoned dialogical exchange. The precedents again go a long way back, to the English Romantics
at least, although it wasn’t until recent times that the idea of radically re-jigging the poetry/prose
dichotomy was translated from the realm of generalised precept to poetic practice. Thus
Wordsworth ([1800]) 1991) said that the relevant distinction was that between poetry and science,
not poetry and prose, while Shelley ([1821] 2001)—with larger territorial aims in view—said that all
major thinkers, discoverers, reformers, scientists and other visionary types should properly be
accorded the title of poet. Yet neither of them, even Wordsworth in the prosier parts of Lyrical
Ballads, went so far as to draw the inverse corollary of this and remove even those vestiges of
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rhyme and meter that remained of the old (now despised) eighteenth-century ‘poetic diction’. That
was left to the avatars of twentieth-century modernism and its various, often to begin with
academically sponsored but nowadays far more widespread and popular manifestations.
Anti-formalism has had yet further harmful effects. One has been the regrettable division of labour
between literary theorists working in self-conceived vanguard movements like post-structuralism
or deconstruction and scholar-critics of a more traditional, often philological bent with a primary
interest in prosody, metrics, stylistics, structuralist poetics, and genre-theory. (To be sure there are
those, like Derek Attridge [1995; 2013], who refuse that division and pursue both projects with
notable success.) Meanwhile a good deal of recent poetry—including, non-coincidentally, some of
the work most favoured by university-based critics—continues to make a point, even a chief virtue,
of its indifference to such presumptively obsolete concerns. Moreover one gets the impression
that a main requirement for any poem appearing in some metropolitan literary journals is that it
bear no formal marks of being a poem except those of having an unaligned right-hand margin and,
very often, a looser grammatical (not to mention thematic and argumentative) structure than one
expects of decent prose. It seems to me that this has often gone along with a sizeable and
uncompensated loss of those manifold expressive, technical, and (not least) philosophicalreflective resources that are there to be had from rhyme and meter. Anti-formalism and pantextualism can perhaps be seen as flipsides of the same post-Romantic coin, a coupling that I think
has a lot to answer for in terms of current poetic and literary-critical practice.

Mallarmé (‘A cast of dice . . . . ’‘)
This is a poem about Mallarmé’s symbolist poetics with an eye both to its formal innovations in
verse-technique—his response to the ‘crisis’ he perceived as afflicting the classical tradition of
French poetry—and to the themes of chance and necessity evoked most suggestively in Un coup
de dés. Seeing no future in anything like the traditional rhyme-schemes and metrical forms which
had entered that presumptive state of crisis Mallarmé set out to create a poetry of visual, spatial,
and (perhaps) ultimately mystic-numerical import that would break with all such precedent. This
would bring about the conditions for an epochal advance in the currently stalled unfolding of
poetry’s formal possibilities and expressive scope. Moreover it would show by such means how
certain kinds of highly disciplined poetic creation—or certain modes of highly wrought analogical
thought—might demonstrate (as promised in the poem’s opening line) that ‘a cast of dice will
never abolish chance’.
My verse-essay makes its point contre Mallarmé by sticking resolutely to iambic pentameter (the
national-cultural equivalent of the French alexandrine so despaired of by Mallarmé) and adopting
a rhyme-scheme about as tight, ‘classical’ and (seemingly) restrictive as could well be conceived.
However this is just my point: that if we want a perfect analogy for the paradox that Mallarmé
obliquely propounds, that is, the idea of chance (and hence, he implies, of freedom or creative
choice) as somehow re-emerging on the far side of necessity then we could hardly do better than
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invoke the instances of poetic rhyme and metre. It is just such formal exigencies that may prompt
the poet, even (or especially) when hard pressed, to all sorts of otherwise improbable discovery or
invention. In which case, ironically enough, Mallarmé’s theme in Un coup de dés might be said to
find its most striking enactment or exemplification in just those features of the classical tradition
whose obsolescence he so fervently proclaimed. At any rate such has been my experience during
five years’ work in the interstices of poetry-writing and poetics: that it is chiefly through those
distinctive verse-attributes—their capacity to dislodge or side-track thought from its habitual
linguistic-conceptual grooves—that poetry differs from prose. Or rather, since sweeping claims in
that regard are always open to objection by counter-example: it is one chief line of defence for
verse-essays like mine that their various turns of argument are carried, invigorated, sharpened,
and sometimes sprung upon the rhyme-questing mind by the pressures and challenges of formal
constraint.

My dear Degas, poems are not made out of ideas. They’re made out of words.
The flesh is sorrowful, alas, and I have read all the books.
The work of pure poetry implies the elocutionary disappearance of the poet, who
yields the initiative to words.
Everything in the world exists in order to end up as a book.
I, who am sterile and crepuscular ….
Stéphane Mallarmé

It’s still a toss-up (or so Mallarmé
Would have us reckon) even though the dice,
Once cast, must surely come to rest this way
Or that and so relieve us in a trice
Of any thought that randomness might play
Some role beyond that moment of precise
And punctual outcome. Yet the coup de dés,
For him, entailed no such dehiscent slice
Through time’s continuum since it jamais
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N’abolira le hasard. If the price
Of this was constellating the array
Of signifiers page-wide (a device
That neutered rhyme and rhythm) then he’d pay
It happily since then we’d profit twice:
By liberating hazard from the sway
Of pitiless Ananke with her viceLike grip, and breaking free of that passé
Verse-idiom whose methods to entice
A better class of reader now betray
Their less than noble lineage. Suffice
It here for old-guard classicists to say
His revolution found no room for nice
Prosodic points (‘absente de tous bouquets’,
These blooms) or fine-tuned strategies to splice
The even measure of a well-made line
With such slight upsets to the steady beat
As might allow the odd alexandrine
To risk its dignity with some discreet
Yet innovative shift to reassign
Stress-patterns over the adjacent feet
And tease the ear. No wonder they decline,
Those prosodists, to contemplate retreat
From principles that let them thus combine
Verse-discipline with strategies that meet
The challenge of Ananke through a fine
And subtly-judged refusal to deplete
Too much of their good stock and so enshrine
Pound’s ‘make it new!’ as just the cry to greet
Each succès de scandale. They intertwine,
These issues, with his master-plan to cheat
Necessity as if on some cloud nine
Where words no sooner land than, tout de suite,
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They self-configure into sibylline
Star-patterns whose receding waves delete
All signals save from those white dwarves that shine
As witness to a universe whose heatDeath’s imaged in their intricate design.
By such means only might his words secrete
The chemistry of that explosante-fixe,
That finite though unbounded cosmos traced
By cancelling the metric troughs and peaks
Of old-style scansion so that their displaced
Vocalic energies, through verse-techniques
More exigent in kind, not go to waste
But reconfigure in a form that seeks
An end to all mere poetising based
On voix humaine. Here language never speaks
In modulated tones and accents graced
By rhyme and metre, or more subtly sneaks
Its entre-nous back in to meet the taste
Of readers unimpressed by such critiques
Since refuge-seekers in that even-paced
And sonorous verse-music that now reeks,
To modernists, of all that once disgraced
The poetry of those—from ancient Greeks
To Hugo and beyond—who interlaced
Art-speech and common parlance. By such tweaks
To that eurhythmic partnership they braced
The vocal nerve to furbish up antiques
Of prosody instead of such mad haste
To free the page of any sound that freaks
The Mallarméans or offends the chaste
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Since ear-decoupled gaze of those intent
On coupling eye and intellect. The main
Idea behind this epochal event
(For such he deemed it) in the verse-domain
Was to display how words might represent
The throw of dice by which Ananke’s bane
Might yet be lifted or perchance relent
So far that all the outcomes still remain
In play as if time’s arrow underwent
A freeze-frame on its flight to ascertain
Some further outcome, or as if the bent
Of natural necessity might strain
Against itself. Then think to what extent
Effects of rhyme or metre both constrain
And liberate, or how they supplement
The work of thought in ways we can’t explain
Except by retrodicting what we meant
To say from what we said. Even so, this train
Of reasoning’s sure to throw us off the scent
Since no sign-constellation can ordain
It in the poet’s gift to circumvent
The fact that their best efforts to sustain
That saving power might better yet be spent
Musing how chance events in rhyme’s domain
Are thought’s best guide to freedom’s continent.
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Giverny

You’ll understand, I’m sure, that I’m chasing the merest sliver of colour. It’s my own
fault. I want to grasp the intangible. It’s terrible how the light runs out. Colour, any
colour, lasts a second, sometimes 3 or 4 minutes at most.
Claude Monet

Monet is only an eye, but, good Lord, what an eye!
Paul Cézanne

The critic Florent Fels encountered … a proud, small old man, who dodged the
obstacles in his path uncertainly. Behind the thick lenses of his spectacles, his eyes
appeared enormous, like those of an insect searching for the last light.
Ross King, Mad Enchantment: Claude Monet
and the Painting of the Water Lilies (2016)

Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
Years since I dreamed I’d get the colours right.
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
Nice of Cezanne to praise me up, but why
Make something wondrous of an old man’s plight?
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
Ten minutes - more or less - and I’d get by
On memory plus technique as best I might.
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
Photography is one new trick I try
To conjure up their hues again despite
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
Time was when those four minutes used to fly
Yet hues would iridesce throughout their flight.
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
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My dear friend Clemenceau says I’ll raise high
The nation’s cultural stock, but I take fright:
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
I’d rather he just spare a passing sigh
For all the hues now lost to vision’s blight.
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
Giverny’s my dream-world, yet a far cry
From what that vision once strove to requite:
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
The critics praise my lilies but apply
Mere words that spell them out in black and white.
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
The mind’s its own place and disclaims what I
Read in each change of hue, however slight:
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
Then there’s the pigments shifting as they dry
Through some strange interzone of day and night.
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
That eye of mine sees colours go awry
Through cataracts that further cloud my sight.
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
I scarcely know where water ends and sky
Begins, so it’s sheer chaos I invite:
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
How splendid our precursors who defy
The chaos by their colours clear and bright.
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
Some days there are when all that fake bonsai
And other Japanese stuff seems just trite.
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
Georges says he’ll fix it so the state will buy
And house my lilies if I just sit tight.
Four minutes at the most, and then they die.
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For what’s the point of some cut-price Versailles
If likeness isn’t your ambition’s height?
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.
A torment to me, that I won’t deny,
Yet still I prize those flickerings of the light.
Four minutes at the most, and then they die;
No painted lily graces the mind’s eye.

The Reality of the Past: two views

Realism about the past entails that there are numerous true propositions forever
in principle unknowable. The effects of a past event may simply dissipate …. To the
realist, this is just part of the human condition; the anti-realist feels unknowability
in principle to be simply intolerable and prefers to view our evidence for and
memory of the past as constitutive of it.
Michael Dummett, The Logical Basis of Metaphysics (1991)

Her only thought: ‘This ends it, leaves no shred
Of it behind, our life before
His going. “Nothing’s changed by this”, he said,
“No part of it, of my and your
Past lives, but think instead
There’s all the more,
Even as we look ahead,
To look back on and so restore
To life’s bright pattern the unbroken thread
Of how things were.” His letter tore
That pattern into pieces as I read.’
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His only thought: ‘I hear it, hear the pain
And grief in those last words, though she
Can’t cancel out the good things that remain
From back then, all the years that we,
I know, can’t live again
Yet still must be
Real-time since they contain
Shared reference-points that she’ll agree
Stand firm. But suchlike memory-talk’s in vain:
“You’ve wiped all trace of you-and-me”,
She says, “and left no good link in the chain”.’
Our only thought: how then to judge this pair
Of shell-shocked young survivors whose
Time-warped perceptions of the past they share
Suggest the other they accuse
Is not the one whom they’re
So loth to lose
And who thus has to bear
Whatever sharp reproach they choose
To level, but themselves for taking care
That time befriend them and refuse
All quarter to their partner in despair.
For it’s our case that’s dress-rehearsed when they
Pursue this vain attempt to show
Either (for her) that nothing could defray
The cost in lives annulled since no
Truth-reckoning lets us say
How much might go
The evanescent way
Of all those years, or else (for so
He thinks of it) that everything should stay
Just as it was in each tableau
Vivant that he’ll remember come what may.
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And yet, you know, their differend doesn’t quite
Fit our case, us survivors less
Concerned to get the time-conundrum right,
His way or hers, or second-guess
How far that answer might
Ease her distress
Since now there’d come to light
No further memories to oppress
Her past-unburdened soul, or else invite
His glad assent since bound to bless
Remembrance with a direct line of sight.
Let’s say the issue’s not, for us, the sort
To stir such passions as appear
In his attempt to hold the time-line taut
As truth requires and hers to shear
A link that’s lately brought
No souvenir
Unless to stir new thought
Of love as Plato’s sundered sphere
With corresponding halves that truly ought
To mate yet never will. Though we’re
Stray hemispheres the thing’s not quite so fraught.
I mean, we’ve come out somewhere on the far
Side of those wandering orbits, yet
Perhaps (please help me here) still are,
Years on, not quite prepared to let
The question go or bar
All cause to fret
When crossed ellipses jar
On us who thought we’d paid our debt
To time and truth. Now perturbations mar
The steady state we hoped we’d get
To know as truth timed out each au revoir.
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Structuralism and Its Discontents
The mind cannot remain at rest in a mere repertorization of its own recurrent
aberrations; it is bound to systematize its own negative self-insight into categories
that have at least the appearance of passion, novelty, and difference.
Paul de Man, ‘Roland Barthes and the Limits of Structuralism’ (1990)

Neat theory, but I doubt it fits our case.
Granted, all signifiers slip and slide,
Yet bygone signifieds still leave their trace.
The gap between might be just empty space
With nothing meant since meaning’s open wide.
Neat theory, but I doubt it fits our case.
If breaking up seems easier to face
When past intent affords no future guide,
Those bygone signifieds still leave their trace.
Splendid idea for structuralists to base
Their doctrine on, though here it’s misapplied:
Neat theory, but I doubt it fits our case.
Too much gets lost in synchrony’s embrace
As it canutes all thought of time and tide
While bygone signifieds still leave their trace.
‘If signs make sense,’ they say, ‘then it’s by grace
Of signifiers, not things signified.’
Neat theory, but I doubt it fits our case.
And if they say such doubts are out of place
Since theorists have the whole thing cut-and-dried,
Then bygone signifieds still leave their trace.
Behold those structures crumbling apace.
Time-lapse affirms what synchrony denied.
Neat theory, but I doubt it fits our case.
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Lacanians think the signifier-chase
Goes on and on, but that idea’s belied
When bygone signifieds still leave their trace.
For we’re the sorts who need to interlace
Times past and present lest they subdivide
And that neat theory retrofits our case
So bygone signifieds can leave no trace.

Doors and Pictures: Wittgenstein
This poem about the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein has its generative source, as regards both
topic and rhyme-scheme, in the two words ‘say’ and ‘show’. Wittgenstein’s early philosophy—as
likewise, in a different way, his later thought—turned crucially on that contrast whether pushed in
a linguistic, metaphysical, ethical, or quasi-mystical direction. My poem reflects on the multiple
ironies of his life and work, among them the fact that, so far from ‘giving philosophy peace’ by
getting philosophers to drop all those futile since merely abstract disputes, his writings managed
to spawn an academic cult and a full-scale industry of Wittgenstein scholarship and exegesis. It is
constructed around that resonant pair of rhyme-sounds (say/show), which of course runs the risk
of becoming a protracted and rather tedious technical tour de force. However the poem is
redeemed, I hope, by conveying a sense of how Wittgenstein deployed his own intellectual and
temperamental traits—austere, rigorous, obsessive-compulsive, self-disciplined to the point of
self-torment—in some highly creative and idiosyncratic (if philosophically bewilderment-inducing)
ways.
It is, I should say, a very far from reverential piece which aims to puncture a few of the pomposities
that currently surround his work and have allowed some very dodgy or questionable arguments
to gain widespread currency. On the other hand it does try to honour what is impressive—even in
an odd way exemplary—about Wittgenstein’s facing up to his private demons and managing to
keep them from doing more in the way of harm to others. Still one can’t help wishing that he’d
given them a bit less grief and that the Wittgenstein commentariat hadn’t so often emulated the
worst aspects of his character in their dealing with others and amongst themselves.
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A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language
and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations
A man will be imprisoned in a room with a door that’s unlocked and opens inwards;
as long as it does not occur to him to pull rather than push it.
Wittgenstein, Culture and Value
I think I summed up my attitude to philosophy when I said: philosophy ought really
to be written only as a poetic composition.
Culture and Value

He had this thing about what you could say
And what you couldn’t say but only show.
To make that point, he thought, the only way
Was to push ‘say’ as far as it would go.
With that in mind he’d put up an array
Of reasonings more geometrico,
Along with a meticulous display
Of numbered parts that made it seem as though
The thing was too well-built to go astray.
This would ensure that those chaps in the know,
Bertie and his lot, had their role to play
As dupes in Ludwig’s stratagem to blow
A T-shaped hole in everything that they,
Like his Tractarian double, took as so
Self-evident as strictly to convey
No more than syllogistic might bestow
By way of sense or content. Yet dismay
Set in when those same chaps proved far too slow
To take his point, or eager to essay
Some risk-containment exercise that no
Depth-rumblings might disturb. This helped allay
Their nagging sense that he’d contrived to stow
Something in his oblique communiqué
That threatened to upset the status quo
Of language, truth, and logic. Anyway
They picked it up, the cryptic undertow
In this strange work of Russell’s protégé,
But made sure it was kept so far below
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Deck in the first translation as to stay
Disarmed of any spanners it might throw
Into the works. For there they’d ricochet
And cause no end of philosophic woe
To Russell and those heralds of the day
When mystics would repay the debt they owe
To logic. Then they’d see fit to obey
Such rational demands as bid them toe
No line where superstition’s apt to prey
On trust or faith says reason should forego
Its privilege. Keep saintliness at bay,
His colleagues thought, lest worldly wit lie low
In deference to it and extend the sway
Over weak minds of any holy joe
With some new crack-brained gospel to purvey,
Or any US-style politico
With God on board. That stuff was now passé,
So Russell thought, that Sunday-School tableau
Got up with all the faux-naiveté
By which the firm of Jesus Christ & Co
Had managed so adroitly to portray
Their potentate as power’s most powerful foe.
Yet this ignored Saint Ludwig’s dieu caché,
His hidden god (think Pascal, think Godot),
Whose failure to arrive as promised may,
To souls elect, reveal the vapid flow
Of saying’s intellectual cabaret
Struck dumb. Thus having nothing à propos
To say—and falling silent—might defray
The cost of all those endless to-and-fro
Discussions spawned, he thought, by the decay
Of what once found expression (think Rousseau)
In sentiments that showing might relay
Once all the saying’s done. On this plateau
The tribe of bons sauvages join Mallarmé
In savouring only fragances that blow
From flowers that have their place in no bouquet,
Or hues that vanish in the gaslight glow
Of rainbows shadowed by the grey-on-grey
That passes muster in the Savile Row
Of logic-suited thought. The first rule: pay
No heed to anything we cannot sew,
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Us stitchers-up, to standards checked OK
For sticking to the proper ratio
Of words to thoughts and things lest words outweigh
Truth’s currency and thinking undergo
Such figural bewitchments as betray
Its old malaise. His message: we should grow
Alert when language ‘went on holiday’
Since here it often held in embryo
All the misshapen progeny that lay
Athwart the path to thinking’s vrai niveau
Of common speech. Such were those recherché
Linguistic idioms that he thought de trop
Since parasitic on the DNA
Of communal accord, or the escrow
That underwrote our forms of everyday
Folk-usage. This he showed us, modulo
The need for umpteen exegetes to say
Just what it was his words were meant to show,
As witness the shelf-bending dossier
Of monographs and endless de nouveau
Renditions of old themes whose overstay
He’d hoped his Tractatus would long ago
Have laid to rest. Last irony: that they,
His acolytes, should be the ones whom no
Strict rule, like his, against such making hay
With words and concepts could persuade to throw
The habit off despite its threat to fray
The bonds of communal accord and so
Permit such verbal licence (aka
Delinquency) to twist the quid pro quo
That constitutes a true communauté
De langue et vie. His tragedy: to know,
If dimly, that he’d pointed them the way
And sounded the linguistic tallyho
That led his followers to a disarray
Of language-games as likely to kayo
That prospect as the mutants on display
In some linguistic isle where Doc Moreau
Spliced metaphors like genes. And so, malgré
His dearest wish, this anti-Prospero
Saw monstrous life-forms bred out of Roget
By language-games from his own portmanteau.
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