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Chapter	7:	Performance	Ethnography

The	good	news	is	that	in	recent	decades	there	has	been	a	remarkable	constellation	of
thinking	around	performance.	The	“anti-theatrical	prejudice”	notwithstanding,
performance	is	now	a	powerful	locus	for	research	in	the	human	sciences,	a	rallying
point	for	scholars	who	want	to	privilege	action,	agency,	and	transformation.

—Dwight	Conquergood,	“Beyond	the	Text:	Toward	a	Performative	Cultural	Politics”
(1998)

Performance	 has	 indeed,	 in	 the	 words	 of	 Dwight	 Conquergood	 (1998),	 brought	 about	 a
“remarkable	constellation	of	 thinking”	 relating	 to	 the	meanings	and	effects	of	human	behavior,
consciousness,	 and	 culture.	These	days,	 it	 seems	one	can	hardly	address	any	 subject	 in	 the
arts,	humanities,	and	social	sciences	without	encountering	the	concept	of	performance.

Performance	 has	 become	 a	 popular	 signifier	 expanding	 the	 definitions	 and	 assumptions	 of	 a
range	 of	 social	 phenomenon.	 The	 power	 of	 performance	 is	 captured	 in	 the	 idea	 that	 human
beings	 are	 naturally	 a	 performing	 species.	 Rather	 than	 homo	 sapiens,	 we	 more	 accurately
resemble	“homo	performans.”	The	oft-quoted	passage	by	anthropologist	Victor	Turner	 (1985)
has	become	a	classic	refrain	in	describing	the	significance	of	performance:

If	man	is	a	sapient	animal,	a	tool	making	animal,	a	self-making	animal,	a	symbolizing
animal,	he	is	no	less,	a	performing	animal,	Homo	performans,	not	in	 the
sense,	perhaps	that	a	circus	animal	may	be	a	performing	animal,	but	in	the	sense	that
man	is	a	self-making	animal—his	performances	are,	in	a	way,	reflexive;	in	performance
he	reveals	himself	to	himself.	(p.	187)

If	we	accept	 the	notion	of	human	beings	as	homo	performans	and	 therefore	as	a	performing
species,	 performance	 becomes	 necessary	 for	 our	 survival.	 This	 is	 due	 to	 the	 belief	 that	 we
come	 to	 simultaneously	 recognize,	 substantiate,	 and	 (re)create	 ourselves	 as	 well	 as	 Others
through	performance.	Furthermore—in	this	process	of	recognition,	substantiation,	creation,	and
invention—culture	 and	 performance	 become	 inextricably	 connected	 and	 mutually	 formative.
Performance	becomes	a	ubiquitous	force	in	our	social	and	discursive	universe.	In	accepting	the
deeper	 significance	 of	 performance,	we	must	 then	 try	 to	 set	 forth	 examples	 and	 bring	 some
kind	 of	 order	 and	 clarification	 to	 its	 far-reaching	 uses	 and	meanings.	We	must	 describe	 and
decipher	 its	multiple	 operations	 in	 order	 to	 comprehend	 it	 and	 recognize	 it,	 not	 simply	 for	 its
own	sake,	but	for	what	performance	will	teach	us	about	our	culture	and	ourselves.

In	 this	 chapter,	 we	 will	 order	 and	 decipher	 “the	 remarkable	 constellation	 of	 thinking”	 in	 the
relationship	 between	 performance	 and	 ethnography	 through	 the	 following	 topics:	 (a)
foundational	 concepts	 in	 performance	 and	 social	 theory,	 (b)	 the	 performance	 interventions	 of
Dwight	Conquergood,	and	(c)	staging	ethnography	and	the	performance	of	possibilities.
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Foundational	Concepts	in	Performance	and	Social	Theory
In	 this	section,	we	will	discuss	selected	 foundational	paradigms	that	connect	ethnography	and
performance.	 These	 paradigms	 form	 core	 ideas	 out	 of	 which	 more	 detailed	 and	 complex
examinations	of	performance	are	developed.	This	section	serves	as	an	introduction	to	theories
of	performance	that	is	specifically	directed	to	ethnographic	projects	and	field	research.

Performance	as	Experience

For	me,	the	anthropology	of	performance	is	an	essential	part	of	the	anthropology	of
experience.	In	a	sense,	every	type	of	cultural	performance,	including	ritual,	ceremony,
carnival,	theatre,	and	poetry,	is	explanation	and	explication	of	life	itself,	as	Dilthey	often
argued.	Through	the	performance	process	itself,	what	is	normally	sealed	up,
inaccessible	to	everyday	forth—Dilthey	uses	 the	term	Ausdruck,	“an
expression,”	fromausdrucken,	literally,	“to	press	or	squeeze	out.”	“Meaning”	is
squeezed	out	of	an	event,	which	has	either	been	directly	experienced	by	the	dramatist
or	poet	or	cries	out	for	penetrative,	imaginative	understanding	(Verstehen).	An
experience	is	itself	a	process,	which	“presses	out”	to	an	“expression”	which	completes
it.

—Victor	Turner,	From	Ritual	to	Theatre	(1982a)

One	 important	 theoretical	view	of	performance	addresses	 the	notion	of	experience.	This	view
asserts	 that	 experience	 begins	 from	 our	 uneventful,	 everyday	 existence.	 Moving
inconsequentially	through	the	daily,	colorless	activities	of	our	lives,	we	flow	through	moments	of
ordinariness,	 nonreflection,	 and	 the	 mundane.	 We	 brush	 our	 teeth,	 ride	 the	 bus,	 wait	 in
supermarket	 lines,	and	generally	 talk	about	 the	weather	without	excitement	or	happenstance.
But	then	something	happens,	and	we	move	to	moments	of	experience.	At	this	point,	 life's	flow
of	 uneventfulness	 is	 interrupted	by	 a	 peak	moment	 that	 breaks	 through	 the	ordinariness,	 and
we	think	and	consider	what	has	just	happened	to	us.	We	give	feeling,	reason,	and	language	to
what	has	been	lifted	from	the	inconsequential	day-to-day.	We	bring	experience	to	it.

The	experience	 is	 received	 in	consciousness	and	 reflected	upon:	while	brushing	our	 teeth	 this
particular	morning,	we	notice	a	gray	hair	growing	at	 the	 top	of	our	head;	while	 riding	 the	bus,
we	meet	an	extraordinary	person;	while	in	the	supermarket	line,	the	cake	box	jogs	a	childhood
memory;	 and	 while	 talking	 about	 the	 weather,	 we	 discover	 disturbing	 news.	 The	 mundane
becomes	heightened	when	gray	hair	conjures	thoughts	of	aging;	when	an	extraordinary	person
brings	new	insight;	when	the	egg	carton	reminds	us	of	licking	mother's	cake	pan;	and	when	the
rainy	weather	bring	news	of	tragedy	and	loss.	Edward	M.	Bruner	(1986)	states,

By	experience	we	mean	not	just	sense	data,	cognition,	or	in	Dilthey's	phrase,	‘the	diluted
juice	of	reason,’	but	also	feelings	and	expectations.	…	Lived	experience,	then,	as	thought
and	desire,	as	word	and	image,	is	the	primary	reality.	(pp.	4–5)

“Feeling	and	expectation”	 that	constitute	experience	now	becomes	 the	potential	 for	something
more.	 It	 is	 from	 experience	 that	 expression	may	 now	 come	 forth.	 Turner	 (1982a)	wrote	 that
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expressions	are	“the	crystallized	secretions	of	once	living	human	experience”	(p.	17).	Once	an
experience	 presses	 forward	 from	 the	 field	 of	 the	 mundane,	 it	 moves	 to	 expression;	 it	 is	 no
longer	 a	 personal	 reality,	 but	 a	 shared	 one.	 What	 we	 experience	 is	 most	 often	 whatever
needed	to	be	expressed,	whether	through	story,	 gossip,	or	humor	on	the	one	end,
or	poetry,	novels,	or	film	on	the	other.	The	experience	now	made	into	expression	is	presented	in
the	world;	 it	occupies	 time,	space,	and	public	 reality.	Experience	made	 into	expression	brings
forth	 reader,	 observer,	 listener,	 village,	 community,	 and	 audience.	 In	 arriving	 at	 this	 third
evolutionary	stage	of	expression,	we	have	arrived	at	the	threshold	of	performance	evolving	from
experience.	Experience	becomes	the	very	seed	of	performance.

In	understanding	 this	 view	 that	emphasizes	 the	performance	of	experience,	we	may	 then	ask
several	questions:	If	performance	begins	with	the	rupture	of	the	ordinary	in	our	everyday,	then
can	 performance	 only	 be	 self-reflective,	 heightened,	 and	 therefore	 preceded	 by	 experience?
Can	 performance	 ever	 be	 “just	 behavior,”	 or	 do	 we	 always	 need	 that	 revelatory	 moment	 of
experience?	Can	there	be	performance	without	bringing	the	ordinary	into	the	extraordinary?

The	movement	 just	outlined,	from	quotidian	ordinariness	to	reflective	experience	and	ultimately
to	creative	expression,	is	just	one	trajectory	toward	performance.	It	is	true	these	moments	that
burst	 forth	 from	 everyday	 life	 into	 experience—then	 to	 expression	 and	 eventually	 into	 a	 full-
blown	 performance—constitute	 the	 making	 of	 performance;	 however,	 there	 are	 other
frameworks	by	which	we	may	 identify	performance.	Not	all	performance	 is	necessarily	based
on	 individual	 experience	 or	 expression.	 Performance	 does	 not	 necessarily	 begin	 with
experience;	 indeed,	 some	 argue	 that	 experience	 begins	 with	 performance.	 Conquergood
(1986a)	 argues	 for	 this	 “reverse,”	 saying	 that	 it	 is	 the	 “performance	 that	 realizes	 the
experience”	(pp.	36–37).	Bakhtin	(1981)	affirms	the	precedence	of	performance:

After	all,	there	is	no	such	thing	as	experience	outside	of	embodiment	in	signs.	It	is	not
experience	that	organizes	expression,	but	the	other	way	around—expression	organizes
experience.	Expression	is	what	first	gives	experience	its	form	and	specificity	of
direction.”	(qtd.	in	Conquergood,	1986a,	p.	85)

We	will	further	explore	the	relationship	between	experience	and	expression,	but	now	we	turn	to
performance	as	an	analytical	framework	for	social	patterns	of	behavior.

Performance	as	Social	Behavior

Cultures,	I	hold,	are	better	compared	through	their	rituals,	theatres,	tales,	ballads,	epics,
and	operas	than	through	their	habits.	For	the	former	are	the	ways	in	which	they	try	to
articulate	their	meanings.

—Edward	Bruner,	The	Anthropology	of	Experience	(1986)

In	 performance	 as	 behavior,	 social	 life	 is	 constructed	 through	 an	 organizing
metaphor	 of	 dramatic	 action,	 or	 what	 the	 social	 critic	 Kenneth	 Burke	 (1945)	 describes	 as
situated	modes	of	action.	Burke	(1966)	invites	us	to	ponder	an	important	question:	What	does
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it	mean	 and	what	 does	 it	 entail	 when	we	 interpret	 what	 people	 are	 doing	 and	why	 they	 are
doing	it?

This	is	a	question	that	can	be	applied	to	an	infinite	range	of	human	actions.	It	is	a	question	that
demands	consideration,	contexts,	and	engagement.	In	asking	the	question,	Burke	(1945)	opens
the	“dramas	of	living”	while	radically	humanizing	and	historicizing	it	in	his	approach	to	an	answer.
Burke	provides	a	dramatic	paradigm	comprising	five	key	concepts	in	his	attempt	to	answer	the
question—a	pentad	that	is	particularly	relevant	for	critical	ethnographers.	His	five	key	terms	are
act(which	names	what	 took	place	 in	 thought	or	deed),	scene	 (the	background	of	 the	act,	 the
situation	in	which	it	occurred),	agent	(the	person	or	kind	of	person	performing	the	act),	agency
(the	means	or	instruments	that	were	used	in	the	act),	and	purpose	(the	aim	or	objective).	Burke
(1945)	states,

Men	may	violently	disagree	about	the	purposes	behind	a	given	act,	or	about	the
character	of	the	person	who	did	it,	or	how	he	did	it,	or	in	what	kind	of	situation	he	acted;
or	they	may	even	insist	upon	totally	different	words	to	name	the	act	itself.	But	be	that	as
it	may,	many	complete	statements	about	motives	will	offer	some	kind	of	answers	to
those	five	questions:	what	was	done	(act),	when	and	where	it	was	done	(scene),	who
did	it	(agent),	how	(agency),	and	why	he	did	it	(purpose).	(p.	xvii)

Just	as	Burke	employed	elements	of	performance	to	analyze	social	patterns	and	behavior,	the
anthropologist	 Victor	 Turner	 (1982a,	 1982b,	 1985)	 is	 credited	 with	 making	 path-breaking
contributions	in	ethnographic	research	for	illuminating	key	performance	dynamics	that	permeate
social	and	cultural	life.

Victor	 Turner	 left	 a	 rich	 and	 comprehensive	 body	 of	 work	 that	 is	 timeless	 and	 invaluable	 to
those	 field	 researchers	 who	 are	 interested	 in	 the	 relationship	 between	 performance,	 culture,
and	ethnography	(see	Turner,	1982a,	1982b,	1985).	Due	to	space	and	the	focus	of	this	text,	I
have	 not	 attempted	 to	 represent	 the	 immensity	 and	 complexity	 of	 Victor	 Turner's	 thinking.
However,	 it	 is	 very	 important	 to	 introduce	 to	 the	student	of	 critical	 ethnography	key	concepts
that	constitute	the	foundation	of	his	thinking.

Cultural	Performance

The	anthropologist	Milton	Singer	(1984)	first	 introduced	the	term	cultural	performance,	 stating
that	these	kind	of	performances	all	possess	a	“limited	 time	span,	a	beginning	and
an	end,	an	organized	program	of	activity,	a	 set	of	performers,	an	audience,	and	a	place	and
occasion”	(xii).	Cultural	performances	are	therefore	understood	as	more	conventional	forms	of
performance	 because	 they	 are	 framed	 by	 cultural	 conventions.	 They	 are	 consciously
heightened,	 reflexive,	 framed,	 and	 contained.	 Cultural	 performances	 range	 from	 plays	 and
operas	 to	 circus	 acts,	 carnivals,	 parades,	 religious	 services,	 poetry	 readings,	 weddings,
funerals,	 graduations,	 concerts,	 toasts,	 jokes,	 and	 story	 telling.	 In	 all	 these	 examples,	 self-
conscious	and	symbolic	acts	are	presented	and	communicated	within	a	 circumscribed	space.
Meaning	and	affect	are	generated	by	embodied	action	that	produces	a	heightened	moment	of
communication.
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Cultural	performance	inheres	in	what	the	ethnolinguist	Richard	Bauman	(1977)	calls	“markings.”
It	 is	 framed	 by	 its	 content	 both	within	 and	 outside	 the	 flow	 of	 life	 as	 lived,	 as	well	 as	 by	 its
distinct	markings	of	beginnings	and	endings	(Bauman,	1977).	You	cannot	stumble	into	a	cultural
performance	and	be	oblivious	to	it.	You	will	pick	up	a	book,	witness	a	film,	observe	a	wedding,
or	overhear	an	oral	history	and	be	unaware	of	stepping	into	a	time	and	space	in	which	thought
and	action	are	heightened,	stylized,	and	set	apart	by	symbolic	or	conventional	 indicators	of	a
start	and	finish.	These	indicators—from	“once	upon	a	time”	to	curtain	call,	The	National	Anthem,
film	credits,	or	“The	End”—are	a	few	of	the	markers	that	are	familiar	to	us.

One	 of	 the	 most	 immensely	 important	 characteristics	 of	 cultural	 performance	 articulated	 by
Turner	(1982a,	1982b,	1985)	is	how	they	reflect	who	we	are	and	human	behavior.	It	is	said	that
cultural	performances	show	ourselves	to	ourselves	in	ways	that	help	us	recognize	our	behavior,
for	 better	 or	 worse,	 as	 well	 as	 our	 unconscious	 needs	 and	 desires.	When	 we	 perform	 and
witness	cultural	performances,	we	often	come	to	 realize	 truths	about	ourselves	and	our	world
that	we	cannot	realize	in	our	day-to-day	existence:

It	might	be	possible	to	regard	the	ensemble	of	performative	and	narrative	genres,	active
and	acting	modalities	of	expressive	culture	as	a	hall	of	mirrors,	or	better	magic	mirrors.
…	In	this	hall	of	mirrors	the	reflections	are	multiple,	some	magnifying,	some	diminishing,
some	distorting	the	faces	peering	into	them,	but	in	such	a	way	as	to	provoke	not	merely
thought,	but	also	powerful	feelings	and	the	will	to	modify	everyday	matters	in	the	minds
of	the	gazers,	for	not	one	likes	to	see	himself	as	ugly,	ungainly,	or	dwarfish.	Mirror
distortions	of	reflection	provoke	reflexivity	[italics	added].	(1982a,	p.	105)

Cultural	performances	are	not	only	a	reflection	of	what	we	are,	they	also	shape	and	direct	who
we	are	and	what	we	can	become.	Turner	(1982a)	states,	“When	we	act	in	everyday	life	we	do
not	merely	re-act	to	indicative	 stimuli,	we	act	in	frames	we	have	wrested	from	the
genres	of	cultural	performance”	(p.	122).

Social	Performance

In	 social	 performance,	 action,	 reflection,	 and	 intent	 are	 not	 marked	 as	 they	 are	 in	 cultural
performances.	Social	performances	are	the	ordinary,	day-by-day	interactions	of	individuals	and
the	consequences	of	these	interactions	as	we	move	through	social	life	(Turner,	1982a,	pp.	32–
33).	All	these	social	performances	are	based	upon	a	cultural	script.	Typically,	the	participants	in
social	 performances	 are	 not	 self-consciously	 aware	 their	 enactments	 are	 culturally	 scripted.
Social	 performances	 become	 examples	 of	 a	 culture's	 or	 sub-culture's	 particular	 symbolic
practices.	 These	 performances	 are	most	 striking	 when	 they	 are	 contrasted	 against	 different
cultural	norms	(e.g.,	greetings,	dinning,	dressing,	dating,	walking,	and	looking).	Turner	(1982a)
ascribes	social	performances	to	any	action	that	 is	 formed,	understood,	and	reiterated	through
cultural	scripting.	Eating	a	meal,	shaking	someone's	hand,	dressing	for	the	beach,	asking	for	a
date,	walking	with	a	friend,	speaking	to	a	parent,	or	looking	in	the	eyes	of	the	person	speaking
to	you	are	all	very	ordinary	and	“natural”	to	the	flow	of	daily	life.	However,	different	cultures	and
subcultures	may	practice	each	of	these	actions	in	strikingly	different	ways.	In	some	cultures,	it
is	a	common	occurrence	for	men	who	are	platonic	 friends	to	walk	down	public	streets	holding
hands	without	there	being	any	thought	of	a	romantic	or	sexual	involvement.	There	are	cultures	in
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which	it	is	rude	to	look	into	the	face	of	the	person	speaking	to	you.	There	are	subcultures	in	the
United	 States	 where	 a	 handshake	 and	 greeting	 in	 one	 community	 is	 a	 very	 different	 social
performance	from	what	one	would	do	in	another	community.

Social	 performance	 is	 also	 elaborated	 on	 in	 the	 influential	 work	 of	 the	 sociologist	 Ervin
Goffman.	Goffman	examined	 the	characteristics	of	 role-playing	 in	social	situations	 in	his	best-
known	workThe	Presentation	of	Self	in	Everyday	Life	(1959).	Goffman	emphasizes	the	various
tasks	and	 functions	 individuals	assume	as	 “roles”	 that	carry	with	 them	scripted	characteristics
or	 “fronts”	 (e.g.,	 settings,	 costumes,	 gestures,	 voice,	 appearances,	 and	 demeanor).	 These
roles	 in	 everyday	 life	 are	 based	 upon	 the	 relationships	 between	 the	 performers	 and	 an
audience.	 Such	 roles	 are	 public	 roles	 in	 what	 he	 calls	 “front-stage	 drama”—for	 example,	 a
waiter	and	a	customer,	a	teacher	and	students,	a	 father	and	a	child,	as	well	as	situations	 like
the	 first	date	or	 the	 job	 interview.	We	perform	 the	 tasks	or	 function	of	our	 roles	before	or	 “in
front	 of”	 a	 particular	 audience.	 Goffman	 states	 that	 for	 every	 front-stage	 drama	 there	 is	 a
backstage	drama—the	performance	of	the	waiter,	the	school	teacher,	and	the	father	out	of	the
view	of	the	customer,	 the	students,	the	son	and	daughter,	or	“behind	the	scenes”	of
the	 date	 and	 the	 interview.	 For	 Goffman,	 performance	 can	 be	 defined	 as	 “all	 activity	 of	 an
individual	which	occurs	during	a	period	marked	by	his	continuous	presence	before	a	particular
set	of	observers	and	which	has	some	influence	on	the	observers”	(p.	22).

Social	Drama

In	 social	 harmony,	 the	working	 arrangements	within	 a	 particular	 social	 unit	 are	 synchronized.
When	a	social	drama	occurs,	there	is	a	schism	or	break	in	the	synchronization.	The	social	unit
is	 disturbed	and	 the	parties	 involved	are	 in	 disagreement.	 Turner	 (1982a)	 states,	 “Social	 life,
then,	even	its	apparently	quietest	moments	is	characteristically	‘pregnant’	with	social	dramas.	It
is	 as	 though	 each	 of	 us	 has	 a	 ‘peace’	 face	 and	 a	 ‘war’	 face,	 that	 we	 are	 programmed	 for
cooperation,	but	prepared	for	conflict”	(p.	11).

Turner	 (1982a)	 defines	 social	 drama	 using	 a	 four-phase	 structure:	breach,	 crisis,	 redressive
action,	 and	 resolution.	 In	 breach,	 there	 is	 an	 overt	 nonconformity	 and	 breaking	 away	 by	 an
individual	 or	 group	 of	 individuals	 from	 a	 shared	 system	 of	 social	 relations,	 be	 it	 an	 African
village,	a	political	party,	a	family,	or	nation.	In	breach,	the	agreed-upon	norm	is	violated	(p.	38).

It	is	in	the	second	stage	of	crisis	that	conflict	becomes	most	apparent.	The	opposing	forces	are
openly	at	odds;	the	masks	are	stripped	away	or	magnified	and	the	conflict	escalates.	In	crisis,
the	breach	has	enlarged;	it	is	made	public.	In	the	third	stage,	redressive	action,	a	mechanism	is
brought	 forth	 to	squelch	 the	crisis	 from	further	disruption	of	 the	social	system.	This	may	be	 in
the	 form	 of	 a	 mediator,	 of	 a	 judicial	 system,	 or	 of	 the	 opposing	 forces	 coming	 together
themselves	in	an	effort	to	resolve	the	crises.	In	the	redressive	phase,	norms	are	suspended	to
make	amends.

The	 final	 phase	 is	 resolution.	 It	 is	 here,	 according	 to	 Turner	 (1982a),	 where	 the	 “disturbed
parties	 are	 reconciled	 and	 reintegrated	 back	 into	 their	 shared	 social	 system”	 (p.	 198).	 The
parties	may	reunite	but	with	changes;	or	the	other	result	is	the	recognition	of	a	“legitimate	and
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irreparable	 schism	 between	 the	 parties”	 which	 will	 separate	 them	 from	 the	 social	 system,
and/or	 the	 parties	may	 establish	 another	 social	 system	 (pp.	 8–19).	 In	 reintegration,	 there	 is
usually	some	kind	of	ritual	act	to	mark	the	separation	or	a	celebration	of	the	union:

The	social	drama	concludes—if	ever	it	may	be	said	to	have	a	“last	act”—either	in	the
reconciliation	of	the	contending	parties	or	their	agreement	to	differ—which	may	involve	a
dissident	minority	in	seceding	from	the	original	community	and	seeking	a	new	habitat.	…
(Turner,	1982a,	p.	10)

Structure	and	Antistructure

For	Turner	(1982a),	performance	rises	out	of	the	ever-shifting	processes	of	culture	(pp.	9–13).
Turner's	 (1985)	 processual	 view	 describes	 culture	 as	 a	 never-ending	 phenomenon	 of
“becoming”	as	opposed	to	“being”	(pp.	178–181).	Culture	 is	never	a	 finished	product,	but	 is	a
growing,	changing	organism;	 therefore	culture	 is	 in	constant	creation,	definition,	and	 reflection
of	 itself	 (Turner,	1985,	p.	203).	 In	 the	processes	of	 cultural	becoming,	 culture	moves	 through
phases	of	structure	and	antistructure.	 Turner	 (1982a)	 asserts	 that	 humankind	 “grows	 through
anti-structure,	 and	 conserves	 through	 structure”	 (p.	 114).	 Structure	 is	 order	 within	 systems
(Turner,	1982a,	p.	36).	As	a	positive	function,	structure	regulates	and	preserves	culture,	making
its	members	 feel	safe,	secure,	and	protected.	Structure	as	a	 less	positive	 function	 is	 “all	 that
holds	 people	 apart,	 defines	 their	 differences,	 and	 constrains	 their	 action”	 (Turner,	 1982a,	 p.
47).	Turner	(1982a)	links	structure	with	obligation,	jurality,	law,	restraint:

In	people's	social	structure	relationships	they	are	by	various	abstract	processes
generalized	and	segmentalized	into	roles,	statuses,	classes,	cultural	sexes,	conventional
age-divisions,	ethnic	affiliations,	etc.	In	different	types	of	social	situations	they	have	been
conditioned	to	play	specific	social	roles.	It	does	not	matter	how	well	or	how	badly	as
long	as	they	“make	like”	they	are	obedient	to	the	norm	sets	that	control	different
compartments	of	the	complex	model	known	as	the	“social	structure.”	(p.	46)

Antistructure,	according	to	Turner	(1982a)	is	the	“dissolution	of	normative	social	structure,	with
its	role-sets,	statuses,	jural	rights	and	duties”	(p.	28).	The	anthropologist	Brian	Sutton-Smith,	in
his	 conception	 of	 normative	 structure	 and	 antistructure,	 inspired	 Turner.	 Sutton-Smith	 states
(1972),

The	normative	structure	represents	the	working	equilibrium;	the	“anti-structure”
represents	the	latent	system	of	potential	alternatives	from	which	novelty	will	arise	when
contingencies	in	the	normative	system	require	it.	We	might	more	correctly	call	this
second	system	theprotocultural	system	because	it	is	the	precursor	of	innovative
normative	forms.	It	is	the	source	of	new	culture.	(pp.	18–19)

The	 “potential	 alternative”	 that	 antistructure	 nurtures	 is	 explored	 in	 Turner's	 (1982a,	 1982b)
discussion	of	the	liminal	and	liminoid.	Remarking	on	Sutton-Smith's	assertion	that	antistructure
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generates	 creativity,	 Turner	 notes	 that	 what	 interests	 him	 in	 this	 formulation	 is	 that	 “liminal
and liminoid	situations”	are	“settings	in	which	new	models,	symbols,	paradigms,	etc.
arise—as	seedbeds	of	cultural	creativity	…”	(Turner,	1982a,	p.	28).	Turner	has	been	criticized
for	 his	 distinction	 between	 liminal	 and	 liminoid	 as	 he	 compares	 them	 to	 so-called	 tribal	 and
advanced	cultures.	To	examine	the	distinction	between	the	concepts	and	the	full	range	of	their
meanings	requires	a	more	detailed	analysis	than	I	offer	here;	however,	as	an	overview	for	the
student	of	critical	ethnography,	it	 is	useful	to	apply	the	notion	of	the	liminal	and	liminoid	in	your
work.

Liminoid

In	 Turner's	 (1982a,	 1982b,	 1985)	 work,	 liminoid	 is	 a	 provocative	 term	 used	 to	 describe	 an
individualized	 expression	 of	 creative	 and	 alternative	 expressions	 in	 industrialized	 societies,
where	 varied	 leisure	 time	 activities	 and	 choices	 are	 more	 accessible	 than	 in	 agrarian	 or
preindustrialized	 societies.	 The	 solitary	 artist	 creates	 the	 liminoid	 phenomena;	 the	 collectivity
experiences	collective	liminal	symbols.	For	Turner	(1982a),	this	does	not	mean	that	the	maker
of

liminoid	symbols,	ideas,	images,	etc.,	does	so	ex	nihilo;	it	only	means	that	he	is
privileged	to	make	free	with	his	social	heritage	in	a	way	impossible	to	members	of
cultures	in	which	the	liminal	is	to	a	large	extent	sacrosanct.	(p.	52)

Liminality

Turner	(1982a,	1982b,	1985)	contends	that	liminality	is	the	state	of	being	betwixt	and	between
structures	or	situations.	Members	of	liminoid	societies	are	also	generally	referred	to	as	being	in
states	 of	 liminality;	 however,	 Turner	 employed	 the	 term	 liminoid	 to	 industrialized	 societies	 to
mark	 a	 distinction	 between	 them	 and	 nonindustrialized	 societies.	 However,	 societies	 that	 are
considered	liminal	are	not	referred	to	as	being	 liminoid	 in	Turner's	 lexicon.	Therefore,	 liminoid
denotes	 a	 specific	 characteristic	 of	materiality,	 whereas	 liminality	 is	 more	 generally	 used	 to
describe	the	state	of	being	neither	here	nor	there—neither	completely	inside	nor	outside	a	given
situation,	structure,	or	mindset.

Relatively	 free	 of	 norms,	 guidelines,	 and	 requirements,	 liminality,	 for	 Turner,	 is	 the	 space	 of
greatest	 invention,	discovery,	creativity,	and	 reflection.	 It	 is	 in	 this	state	of	 liminality	where	we
are	at	the	threshold	of	systems,	not	stepping	into	the	system	to	the	right,	nor	the	system	to	the
left,	 but	 reflectively,	 creatively,	 or	 ceremoniously	 assessing	 both.	 It	 is	 also	 important	 to	 add
that,	 while	 Turner	 (1982a)	 underscores	 the	 creativity	 invoked	 within	 liminal	 spaces,	 he	 also
comments	upon	its	destructive	nature:

Liminality	is,	of	course,	an	ambiguous	state,	for	social	structure,	while	it
inhabits	full	social	satisfaction,	gives	a	measure	of	finiteness	and	security;	liminality	may
be	for	many	the	acme	of	insecurity,	the	breakthrough	of	chaos	into	cosmos,	of	disorder
into	order,	rather	than	the	milieu	of	creative	interhuman	or	transhuman	satisfaction	and
achievements.	Liminality	may	be	the	scene	of	disease,	despair,	death,	suicide,	the
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breakdown	without	compensatory	replacement	of	normative,	well-defined	social	ties	and
bonds.	(p.	46)

Liminoid/liminality	as	the	state	of	creation	and	destruction—of	the	betwixt	and	between—and	of
being	both	and	neither	 inside	and/nor	outside	was	captured	earlier	 in	Mikhail	Bakhtin's	 (1981)
idea	 of	 carnival:	 laws,	 prohibitions,	 and	 restriction	 that	 determine	 the	 structure	 and	 order	 of
ordinary.	That	is,	noncarnival	life	is	suspended,	and	where	it	is	suspended	a	space	to	defy	the
norms,	invert	the	expected,	embrace	the	playful,	and	form	new	and	different	human	connections
opens	 up.	 The	 carnival	 is	 “the	 place	 for	 working	 out,	 in	 a	 concretely	 sensuous,	 half-real	 and
half-play-acted	 form,	 a	 new	 form	 of	 interrelationships	 between	 individuals	 [italics	 added],
counter	 posed	 to	 the	 all-powerful	 socio-hierarchical	 relationships	 of	 noncarnival	 life”	 (Carlson,
1996,	p.	28).

Communitas

Spontaneous	communitas	might	 be	 compared	 to	 a	moment	 of	 utopian	 unity,	 in	 which	 human
differences	 and	 hierarchies	 seem	 to	 fade	 into	 perfect	 cohesion.	 Communitas	 is	 the	 bond
between	 individuals	 that	 is	 an	 intrinsic	 union	 beyond	 formal	 social	 bonds.	 Individual	 identities
come	together	in	a	direct	and	immediate	manner.	Communitas	is	experienced	as	a	communion
of	 individuals	as	equals,	where	all	 racial,	class,	gender,	or	structural	divisions	are	dissolved	 in
the	spontaneous	and	immediate	feelings	of	communion	(Turner,	1982a).

This	inclusiveness,	the	antistructure	of	communitas,	is	not	permanent;	structure	returns.	Roles,
status,	 and	 order	 can	 never	 be	 eliminated.	 It	 should	 also	 be	 understood	 that	 communitas
encompasses	 three	 distinct	 and	 “necessarily	 sequential	 forms”	 (Turner,	 1982a,	 p.
47):spontaneous	 communitas,	 ideological	 communitas,	 and	 normative	 communitas.
Spontaneous	communitas	is	a	deep,	direct,	 immediate,	and	total	personal	interaction	that	“has
something	magical	 about	 it”	 (p.	 47).	 Ideological	 communitas	 is	 “a	 set	 of	 theoretical	 concepts
which	attempt	to	describe	the	interactions	of	spontaneous	communitas”	(p.	47).	It	is	the	search,
“the	 centering	 of	 attention”	 on	articulating	and	 re-creating	 the	nature	 of	 the	magic.	Normative
communitas	 is	 “a	 subculture	 or	 group	 which	 attempts	 to	 foster	 and	maintain	 relationships	 of
spontaneous	communitas	on	a	more	or	less	permanent	basis”	(p.	47).	 Members	of
normative	 communitas	 are	 those	 persons	 having	 a	 substantive	 link,	 as	 in	 the	 sense	 of
“comrades,”	 and	 may	 include	 members	 of	 religious	 revivals,	 political	 rallies,	 disenfranchised
groups,	and	so	forth.

For	 Turner	 (1982a,	 1982b,	 1985),	 performance—whether	 cultural	 performance,	 social
performance,	 or	 social	 drama—takes	 place	 under	 the	 rubric	 of	 structure	 or	 antistructure.
Structure	is	all	that	which	constitutes	order,	system,	preservation,	law	hierarchy,	and	authority.
Antistructure	 is	 all	 that	 which	 constitutes	 human	 action	 beyond	 systems,	 hierarchies,	 and
constraints.

The	Influences	of	Richard	Schechner

In	 a	 discussion	 of	 Victor	 Turner,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 add	 the	 influence	 of	 performance	 theorist

1
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Richard	Schechner	 (1973,	 1985,	 1998)	 on	Turner's	 ideas,	 as	well	 as	 to	 discuss	Schechner's
general	contribution	to	performance	ethnography.	In	a	workshop	lead	by	Turner	and	Schechner
exploring	 the	 intersections	 between	 social	 and	 aesthetic	 drama,	 Turner	 commented	 that
Schechner	“persuaded	[him]	that	co-operation	between	anthropology	and	theatrical	people	was
not	only	possible	but	also	could	become	a	major	teaching	tool	for	both	sets	of	partners”	(qtd.	in
Carlson,	 1996,	 p.	 22).	 Carlson	 (1996)	 cites	 the	 1973	 special	 issue	 of	 The	 Drama	 Review,
guest	edited	by	Richard	Schechner,	which	lists	seven	arenas	in	which	performance	theory	and
the	social	sciences	overlap:

1.	Performance	in	everyday	life,	including	gatherings	of	every	kind
2.	The	structure	of	sports,	ritual,	play,	and	public	political	behaviors
3.	Analysis	of	various	modes	of	communication	(other	than	the	written	word);	semiotics
4.	The	connection	between	human	and	animal	behavior	patterns,	with	an	emphasis	on
plays	and	ritualized	behavior
5.	Aspects	of	psychotherapy	that	emphasize	person-to-person	interaction,	acting	out,
and	body	awareness
6.	Ethnography	and	prehistory—both	of	exotic	and	of	familiar	cultures
7.	Constitution	of	unified	theories	of	performance,	which	are,	in	fact,	theories	of	behavior

In	 summary,	 the	 social	 critics	 discussed	 provide	 performance-oriented	 lenses	 for	 examining
social	 action	 and	 patterns	 of	 human	 behavior	 that	 are	 especially	 helpful	 to	 the	 critical
ethnographer.	They	contribute	performance	paradigms	 that	 identify	and	order	 the	ambiguities,
crises,	and	deeply	 felt	problems	 that	arise	 from	human	conflict	 ranging	 from	 the	 inner	 lives	of
individuals	to	the	public	lives	of	nations.

Performance	as	Language	and	Identity

What	we	will	 now	 add	 to	 the	 above	 discussion	 is	 a	more	 detailed	 focus	 on	 the	 performative
dimensions	of	 language	and	 the	performative	repetition	of	symbolic	acts	 in	 the	construction	of
identity.	 Just	 as	 we	 must	 attend	 to	 situated	 modes	 of	 action	 to	 unveil	 deep	 structures	 of
intention	 and	 meaning,	 we	 must	 also	 attend	 to	 situated	 modes	 of	 language	 and	 the	 action
generated	 from	 the	 words	 spoken.	 We	 begin	 here	 with	 the	 British	 philosopher	 J.	 L.	 Austin
(1975)	and	his	 idea	of	speech-act	 theory.	 In	1955,	Austin	presented	 “How	 to	Do	Things	With
Words”	for	the	William	James	Lecture	Series	at	Harvard	University.	Austin's	speech-act	theory,
set	forth	in	1955	and	published	later	as	a	book,	made	an	indelible	impact	on	how	we	grasp	the
implications	of	language	and	its	influence	on	human	action.	Briefly	defined,	a	speech-act	 is	 the
action	 that	 is	 performed	when	 a	word	 is	 uttered.	 For	 Austin,	 a	 performative	 utterance	 is	 not
simply	 a	 statement	 that	 is	 true	 or	 false.	 To	 understand	 language	 as	 merely	 statements	 that
describe,	 refer,	or	 indicate	based	on	accuracy	and	truth	 is	much	too	narrow.	Austin	describes
this	 view	 of	 language	 as	 mere	 statement	 as	 constantive,	 and	 argues	 that	 language	 has	 a
function	beyond	the	constantive.	He	states	that	language	does	more	than	describe;	it	also	does
something	that	makes	a	material,	physical,	and	situational	difference.	For	example,	the	words,
“I	 promise	 to	 give	 him	 the	 message,”	 “I	 pronounce	 you	 husband	 and	 wife,”	 and	 “You	 are
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forgiven”	all	do	something	in	the	world.	They	create	a	particular	reality.	Language	can	bestow
forgiveness,	 a	 blessing,	 freedom,	 citizenship,	 marriage,	 or	 a	 promise.	 Language	 performs	 a
reality;	therefore,	for	Austin	(1975),	language	is	not	merely	constantive,	but	performative.

Austin's	student	John	R.	Searle	(1969)	expands	upon	Austin's	theory	of	performative	utterance
to	assert	not	only	 that	 language	 is	performative	at	certain	heightened	moments	or	ceremonial
events	that	separate	the	performative	from	the	constantive,	but	also	that	all	language	is	a	form
of	 doing.	 Searle	 believes	 that	 whenever	 there	 is	 intention	 in	 speaking,	 there	 is	 also	 the
performative.	While	Austin	designates	particular	moments	when	words	produce	a	speech-act—
that	 is,	 when	 words	 are	 performed—Seale	 argues	 that	 whenever	 words	 are	 spoken	 with
intention	(and	they	almost	always	are),	words	are	performative.

Jacque	Derrida	(1973,	1978,	1982),	however,	takes	issue	with	Austin's	and	Searle's	suggestion
that	a	performative	utterance	creates	a	“doing”	or	a	particular	reality.	Derrida's	concern	is	that
Austin	did	not	recognize	that	 language	is	always	spoken	within	particular	contexts	and	through
certain	 identities,	 and	 therefore	 language	 is	 constantly	 producing	 the	 very	 reality	 to	 which	 it
refers.	 Derrida	 argued	 against	 the	 notion	 that	 a	 performative	 utterance	 was	 aligned	 with	 a
“presence”	that	was	original	and	unique	to	a	 particular	moment,	and	was	therefore
something	 done	 in	 that	 moment	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 For	 Derrida,	 the	 idea	 that	 a	 speech-act
makes	something	happen	within	a	particular	present	moment	is	to	deny	the	fact	of	history	and
culture.	Speech	is	citational;	that	is,	what	is	spoken	has	been	spoken	many,	many	times	before,
and	 its	 effects	 are	 a	 result	 of	 its	 repetition	 and	 citation,	 not	 a	 result	 of	 a	 unique	 or	 present
moment	when	words	are	uttered.	Derrida's	(1973)	critique	of	speech-act	theory	is	captured	in
the	 idea	of	a	metaphysics	of	presence.	For	Derrida,	all	 that	we	know	and	say	 is	based	upon
what	has	gone	before	and	what	we	have	inherited	from	past	actions.	If	something	is	done	with
words,	 it	 is	 because	 it	 has	 happened	 before	 and	we	 know	 out	 of	 convention	 and	 custom	 to
continue	to	do	it.

The	disagreement	between	speech-act	theory	and	Derrida's	metaphysics	of	presence	tends	to
overlook	 what	 is	 useful	 about	 both	 arguments	 and	 what	 can	 be	 gained	 when	 we	 accept
elements	 of	 both	 positions	 and	 see	 them	 as	 supplementary	 to	 one	 another	 rather	 than	 in
opposition.	What	 is	 important	 for	 critical	 ethnographers	employing	 the	analyses	of	Austin	and
Searle	is	that	words	are	indeed	performative	and	do	have	material	effects.	Obviously,	they	do
something	 in	 the	 world;	 andthat	 something	 is	 to	 reiterate	 (in	 terms	 of	 Derrida)	 speech,
meaning,	intent,	and	customs	that	have	been	repeated	through	time	and	that	are	communicative
and	comprehensible	because	they	are	recognizable	in	their	repetition.

Note:	Derrida	and	Deconstruction
Deconstruction	is	a	theory	that	posits	that	signifiers	and	signified	are	continually
breaking	apart	and	reattaching	in	new	combinations;	indeed,	there	is	no	fixed
distinction	between	signifiers	and	signified.
The	deconstruction	process	is	not	only	infinite,	but	also	somehow	circular:	signified
keeps	transforming	into	signifier,	and	vice	versa,	and	you	never	arrive	at	a	final
signified	that	is	not	a	signifier	itself.
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For	Derrida	(1973,	1978),	the	structure	of	the	sign	is	determined	by	trace:	One	sign
leads	to	another	and	so	forth,	indefinitely.
Derrida	(1973,	1978)	labels	“metaphysical”	any	thought	system	that	depends	on	an
unassailable	foundation—an	absolute	or	immutable	truth	claim.
Derrida	(1973,	1978)	stresses	the	point	that	it	is	not	enough	simply	to	neutralize	the
binary	opposition	of	metaphysics:	Deconstruction	invokes	reversal	and
displacement.	Deconstruction	is	not	simply	a	strategic	reversal	of	categories.
Derrida's	method	consists	of	showing	how	the	privileged	term	is	held	in	place	by
the	force	of	a	dominant	metaphor	and	not,	as	it	might	seem,	by	any	conclusive
logic.

In	deconstructionism,	there	is	an	abandonment	of	all	references	to	a	center,	to	a
fixed	subject,	to	a	privileged	reference,	to	an	origin,	to	an	absolute	founding	and
controlling	just	principle.
The	deconstructionist	method	often	consists	of	deliberately	inverting	traditional
oppositions	and	marking	the	invisible	concepts	that	reside	unnamed	in	the	gap
between	opposing	terms.
Deconstruction	is	an	attempt	to	dismantle	the	logic	by	which	a	particular	system	of
thought	is	grounded,	as	well	as	how	a	whole	system	of	political	structure	and	social
control	maintains	its	force.
If	there	is	a	summarizing	idea	for	deconstruction,	it	is	the	theme	of	the	absent
center.	The	postmodern	experience	is	widely	held	to	stem	from	a	profound	sense
of	ontological	uncertainty.

Performativity

The	feminist	critic	Judith	Butler	(1988,	1990,	1994),	in	her	descriptions	of	performativity,	further
extends	 the	 examination	 of	 the	 performative.	 For	 Butler,	 performativity	 is	 understood	 as	 a
“stylized	repetition	of	acts”	that	are—like	Derridian	citation—“always	a	reiteration	of	a	norm	or
set	 of	 norms,”	 which	 means	 that	 the	 “act	 that	 one	 does,	 the	 act	 that	 one	 performs	 is,	 in	 a
sense,	an	act	that	has	been	going	on	before	one	arrived	on	the	scene”	(Diamond,	1996,	pp.	4–
6).	Butler	employs	performativity	to	mark	gender	identity	in	particular.	Gender	is	recognized	and
embodied	 through	 very	 specific	 stylized	 acts	 that	 are	 repeated	 through	 generations	 to
substantiate	what	it	means	to	be	male	on	the	one	hand	and	what	it	means	to	be	female	on	the
other.	 In	 other	 words,	 men	 are	 conditioned	 to	 act	 in	 certain	 ways,	 thereby	 making	 or
constructing	 maleness,	 just	 as	 women	 have	 been	 conditioned	 to	 act	 in	 other	 ways,	 thereby
constructing	femaleness.	Performativity	in	this	sense	becomes	all	at	once	a	cultural	convention,
value,	 and	 signifier	 that	 is	 inscribed	 on	 the	 body—performed	 through	 the	 body—to	 mark
identities.

Gestures,	posture,	clothes,	habits,	and	certain	distinctions,	from	the	way	one	holds	a	cigarette
to	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 one	 crosses	 one's	 legs,	 to	 the	 way	 one	 wears	 a	 hat—they	 all	 are
performed	differently	depending	on	the	gender,	race,	class	status,	and	sexual	orientation	of	the
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performer.	How	 the	 body	moves	 about	 in	 the	world,	 and	 its	 various	mannerisms,	 styles,	 and
distinctions	 are	 inherited	 from	 one	 generation	 through	 space	 and	 time	 to	 another	 and
demarcated	 within	 specific	 identity	 categories.	 Therefore,	 these	 performativities	 become	 the
manifestation	of	gender,	race,	sexuality,	and	class.	You	have	heard	the	saying,	“Act	like	a	man,”
or	 the	 stereotypes,	 “She	 acts	 like	 a	 boy,”	 “He	 doesn't	 act	 black,”	 “He	 acts	 like	 he's	 gay,”	 or
“She	 acts	like	she	has	no	class.”	These	expressions	are	common	in	the	vernacular,
because	identity	is	performed,	and	to	perform	outside	these	inherited	constructions	is	to	break
through	 these	 taken-for-granted	 and	 commonsense	 notions	 of	 what	 a	 specific	 identity	 is	 or
should	 be.	 These	 performativities	 are	 engrained	 in	 the	 way	 we	 understand	 and	 order	 social
behavior	to	the	point	that	we	often	think	it	is	not	only	natural,	but	proper	and	as	it	should	be.

But	what	happens	when	performativity	is	disrupted?	What	happens	when	a	boy	acts	like	a	girl?
When	a	women	acts	like	a	man?	When	a	black	person	does	not	act	black?	When	an	old	person
does	 not	 act	 old?	 Performativity	 is	 up	 for	 examination	 and	 reflection	 in	 cultural	 performance.
What	 is	 taken	 for	granted	and	goes	unrealized	within	 the	everyday	operations	of	 the	world	 is
mirrored	 back	 in	 cultural	 performance,	 where	 “the	 urgent	 problems	 of	 our	 reality”	 (Turner,
1982a,	p.	122)	are	witnessed,	reinterpreted,	and	possibly	undone.

Elin	 Diamond	 (1996)	 speaks	 to	 the	 politics	 of	 performance	 in	 the	 capacity	 for	 cultural
performances	to	open	up	critical	questions	that	penetrate	the	reiterations	of	performativity:

When	being	is	de-essentialized,	when	gender	and	even	race	are	understood	as	fictional
ontologies,	modes	of	expression	without	true	substance,	the	idea	of	performance	comes
to	the	fore.	But	performance	both	affirms	and	denies	this	evacuation	of	substance.	In
the	sense	that	the	“I”	has	no	interior	secures	ego	or	core	identity,	“I”	must	always
enunciate	itself:	there	is	not	only	performance	of	self,	[but]	an	external	representation	of
an	interior	truth.	But	in	the	sense	that	I	do	my	performance	in	public,	for	spectators	who
are	interpreting	and/or	performing	with	me,	there	are	real	effects,	and	meanings	solicited
or	imposed	that	produce	relations	in	the	real.	Can	performance	make	a	difference?	A
performance,	whether	it	inspires	love	or	loathing,	often	consolidates	cultural	or
subcultural	affiliations,	and	these	affiliations	might	be	as	regressive	as	they	are
progressive.	The	point	is,	as	soon	as	performativity	comes	to	rest	on	a	performance,
questions	of	embodiment,	of	social	relations,	of	ideological	interpellations,	of	emotional
and	political	effects,	all	become	discussable.	(p.	5)

Examinations	 of	 performative,	 performativity,	 and	metaphysics	 of	 presence	 are	 helpful	 and
relevant	to	critical	ethnographers	because	they	offer	definitions	for	human	action	that	shape	and
guide	 the	 roles,	 institutions,	 and	 values	 constituting	 our	 life	 worlds.	 The	 emphasis	 on
performativity	as	citationality	is	helpful	in	understanding	how	identity	categories	are	not	naturally
inherent	 or	 biologically	 determined,	 but	 rather	 how	 they	 are	 socially	 constructed	 within	 the
meanings	and	values	of	politics	and	culture.	This	is	a	significant	realization,	because	it	beckons
the	call	 to	change	inequities.	It	places	the	responsibility	to	break	through	unfair	practices	upon
our	 shoulders	 and	 forces	 us	 to	 reckon	 with	 the	 fact	 that	 these	 categories—and
therefore	 the	 responses	and	practices	based	on	 these	 categories—are	not	 a	 fact	 of	 life,	 but
are	based	upon	human	behavior	that	we	can	change.
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The	description	of	performativity	as	citationality	 is	a	critical	move,	but,	 for	many	performance
scholars,	 it	 is	 only	 one	 way	 of	 articulating	 performativity.	 Conquergood	 (1998)	 asks	 us	 to
consider	 the	 deeper	 political	 implications	 when	 performativity	 is	 consistently	 reworked	 as
citationality.	 We	 may	 understand	 performativity	 as	 citationality,	 but	 we	 may	 also	 understand
performativity	 as	 having	 the	 capability	 of	 resistance.	 Just	 as	 performativity	 is	 an	 internalized
repetition	of	hegemonic	stylized	acts	inherited	from	the	status	quo,	it	can	also	be	an	internalized
repetition	of	subversive	stylized	acts	inherited	by	contested	identities.	Subversive	performativity
can	disrupt	the	very	citations	that	hegemonic	performativity	enacts.	The	postcolonial	critic	Homi
Bhabha	 (1994)	 employs	 the	 performative	 as	 action	 that	 disturbs,	 disrupts,	 and	 disavows
hegemonic	formations	(pp.	146–149).

Up	 to	 this	 point,	 we	 have	 discussed	 performance	 through	 the	 inquiries	 of	 Kenneth	 Burke
(dramatic	pentad),	Victor	Turner	(performance	anthropology),	J.	L.	Austin	(speech-act-theory),
Jacque	Derrida	 (metaphysic	 of	 presence),	Mikhail	 Bakhtin	 (carnavalesque),	 and	 Judith	 Butler
(performativity).	Now	we	will	turn	to	the	work	of	Dwight	Conquergood.

The	Performance	Interventions	of	Dwight	Conquergood
No	one	has	contributed	more	to	 the	 intersections	between	performance	and	ethnography	than
Dwight	 Conquergood	 (1982a,	 1982b,	 1983,	 1984,	 1986a,	 1986b,	 1988,	 1989,	 1991,	 1992,
1997,	1998,	2000,	2000a).	So	many	who	are	engaged	in	the	work	of	performance	and	who	are
committed	 to	 the	 politics	 and	 ethics	 of	 ethnography	 find	 their	 source	 of	 inspiration	 in	 the
intellectual	insights	and	far-reaching	activism	of	Dwight	Conquergood.	We	will	enter	the	corpus
of	Conquergood's	work	 from	 four	vantage	points:	 (1)	process	and	performance,	 (2)	 the	body
and	scriptocentrism,	(3)	dialogical	performance,	and	(4)	cultural	politics.

Process	and	Performance

Conquergood's	 early	 work	 (1982a,	 1982b,	 1983,	 1984)	 is	 a	 critique	 of	 hard	 edge,	 positivist
assertions	 of	 culture	 as	 a	 quantifiable,	 static,	 and	 absolute	 entity.	 Traditionally,	 researchers
prided	 themselves	 on	 how	 accurately	 human	 behavior	 could	 be	 measured,	 managed,	 and
manipulated (Conquergood,	 2002b).	 Conquergood	 places	 the	 emphasis	 on	 the
“processes	 of	 becoming”	 in	 the	 changing	 and	 evolving	 dynamic	 of	 human	 relationships	 and
creations.	He	asks	us	to	move	the	focus	of	study	from	structures,	patterns,	and	products	that
were	 so	 revered	 by	 positivist	 thinking	 to	 the	 yearnings,	 struggles,	 stories,	 tensions,	 symbols,
and	performances	that	produce	and	are	produced	by	these	structures,	patterns,	and	products.
Conquergood	 (1986a)	 reminds	us	 that	 “meaning	 is	 in-between	structures”	and	 that	 “identity	 is
conjectural	 and	 processual”	 (p.	 36).	 It	 is	 these	 in-between	 meanings	 and	 conjunctural
processes	that	generate,	sustain,	deconstruct,	and	reconstruct	the	very	structures	and	patterns
that	 positivist	 thinking	 attempts	 to	 quantify.	 Conquergood	 asks	 that	 we	 pay	 attention	 to	 the
doing	of	 identity	and	culture,	as	 it	 is	always	made	and	 remade	within	 the	matrices	of	 varying
histories,	economies,	and	desires.	Conquergood	(1986)	states,

The	ground-of-being	of	the	autonomous	Self	is	displaced	by	the	experience-of-becoming
a	performing	self	that	enacts	its	identities	within	a	community	of	others.	…	Humanity	as
performer,	rather	than	author,	or	her	own	identity,	is	always	historically	situated,
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culturally	mediated,	and	intersubjectively	constituted.	(p.	6)

In	 this	 emphases	 on	 becoming,	 we	 turn	 from	 “spatialized	 products	 to	 temporal	 processes,”
understanding	as	we	do	that	human	beings	are	products	and	producers	of	culture	in	an	ongoing
and	 ever-changing	 process	 of	 creating	 the	 world	 around	 us	 and	 beyond	 us	 (Conquergood,
1986,	p.	6).

The	Body	and	Scriptocentrism

In	the	Western	tradition,	written	expression	has	held	a	privileged	place	over	bodily	expression.
Writing	 is	 valued	 within	 the	 higher	 realms	 of	 knowledge,	 cosmopolitanism,	 and	 civility.
Conquergood	 (2002a,	 2002b)	 dignifies	 the	 body	 by	 recognizing	 embodied	 practices	 as
constituting	 knowledge,	 emotion,	 and	 creation.	 The	 body	 is	 more	 than	 appearances	 and	 a
sensing	organ	that	holds	the	mind	and	soul.	An	exclusive	focus	on	writing	negates	the	everyday
expressions	 of	 orality	 and	 symbolic	 embodiment	 that	 pervade	 in	 cultural	 spaces	 often	 hidden
and	 cast	 out	 from	 the	 center	 of	 writing.	 To	 attend	 to	 the	 performances	 of	 symbolic	 bodily
practices	 is	 a	 radically	 democratic	 endeavor,	 because	 the	 body	 expresses	 itself	 writ	 large
everywhere.	Conquergood's	(2002b)	explication	of	the	body	informs	critical	ethnography	in	the
following	ways:

Radical	empiricism	is	an	embodied	mode	of	being	together	with	Others	on	intersubjective
ground.	The	aliveness	of	interactive	engagement	 requires	the	touch,	smell,
sights,	and	sounds	of	physical,	bodily	contact	free	from	the	mediations	of	distance	and
detachment.
Coevalness	is	the	temporality	of	a	shared	experience	in	which	bodies	are	present
together	in	time.	Bodies	are	bonded	by	the	experience	of	a	common	time,	and	to	negate
the	commonality	of	shared	time	is	to	negate	the	reality	that	particular	bodies	shared	a
particular	space.
Myths	are	composed	of	the	stories	we	live	by,	whether	they	take	the	form	of	master
narratives,	sacred	stories,	or	local	resistance.	Conquergood	(1983)	recalls,	“Myths	and
narrative	arts	live	in	performance,	not	on	the	page”	(p.	2).	Myths	circulate	in	and	through
the	everyday	through	embodied	practices	and	performances	(as	opposed	to	written
stories)	that	we	consciously	and	unconsciously	reenact.
Experience	is	known	through	embodied	performance.	Instead	of	the	idea	of	experience
pressing	out	to	expression,	we	must	remember	that	we	know	experience	through	the
body.	It	is	the	embodied	expression	that	organizes	experience	(Conquergood,	1982,	p.
85).

Conquergood	 (2002b)	 argues	 that	 we	 can	 no	 longer	 privilege	 the	 written	 text	 over	 the
expressive	body,	because	to	do	so	is	to	obscure	the	multiple	sites,	practices,	and	interventions
that	 are	 variously	 in	 the	 margins,	 on	 the	 borders,	 and	 beyond	 the	 center	 of	 writing.	 He
underscores	that	scriptocentrism	resonates	through	the	past	and	present	forces	of	imperialism
(2000,	2002a,	2002b).

Dialogic	Performance
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For	Conquergood	(1982),	dialogical	performance	is	an	ethical	imperative.	It	is	through	dialogue
that	we	resist	 the	arrogant	perception	 that	perpetuates	monologic	encounters,	 interpretations,
and	 judgments.	 From	 the	 ethics	 discussion	 in	 Chapter	 4,	 we	 will	 remember	 that	 dialogical
performance	 embraces	 and	 complicates	 diversity,	 difference,	 and	 pluralism.	 Conquergood
(1982)	states,

A	commitment	to	dialogue	insists	on	keeping	alive	the	inter-animating	tension	between
Self	and	Other.	It	resists	closure	and	totalizing	domination	of	a	single	viewpoint,	unitary
system	of	thought.	The	dialogical	project	counters	the	normative	with	the	performative,
the	canonical	with	the	carnavalesque,	Apollonian	rationality	with	Dionysian	disorder.
Instead	of	silencing	positivism,	the	performance	paradigm	would	strive	to	engage	it	in	an
enlivening	conversation.	Dialogicalism	strives	to	bring	as	many	different	voices	as
possible	into	 the	human	conversation,	without	any	one	of	them	suppressing
or	silencing	the	other.	(p.	11)

For	Conquergood	(1982a,	1983,	1988,	1989),	the	experience	of	becoming	also	means	that,	as
a	 researcher,	 we	 must	 displace	 the	 primacy	 of	 seeing	 for	 a	 meaningful	 connection	 with
listening.	The	traditional	 focus	on	seeing	 in	 the	absence	of	profound	 listening	 is	 to	gaze	out	at
the	Other	as	spectator,	 thereby	 risking	a	more	dialogical	meeting	of	 receiving	 in.	He	calls	on
the	critical	ethnographer	to	move	beyond	the	appearances	that	the	exclusivity	of	sight	holds	to
the	deeper	engagement	with	sound.	Listening	invites	dialogue.	As	Conquergood	(1982b)	states,
“The	power	dynamic	of	the	research	situation	changes	when	the	ethnographer	moves	from	the
gaze	 to	 the	 distance	 and	 detached	 observer	 to	 the	 intimate	 involvement	 and	 engagement	 of
‘coactivity’	 or	 co-performance”	 (pp.	 12–13).	 Dialogical	 performance	 means	 one	 is	 a
coperformer	 rather	 than	 a	 participant-observer.	 It	 is	 to	 live	 in	 the	 embodied	 engagement	 of
radical	empiricism,	to	honor	the	aural/oral	sounds	that	incorporate	rather	than	gaze	over.

Coperformance	as	dialogical	performance	means	you	not	only	do	what	subjects	do,	but	you	are
intellectually	and	 relationally	 invested	 in	 their	 symbol-making	practices	as	you	experience	with
them	 a	 range	 of	 yearnings	 and	 desires.	 Coperformance,	 for	 Conquergood	 (1982a,	 1997,
2002b),	is	a	“doing	with”	that	is	a	deep	commitment.

Cultural	Politics

Conquergood's	(1998,	2002a)	explication	of	the	politics	of	performance	is	of	great	 importance
to	 critical	 ethnography.	 I	must	mention	 that	 all	 of	 the	 concepts	 presented	 up	 to	 this	 point	 fall
under	 the	 category	 of	 cultural	 politics.	 The	 corpus	 of	Conquergood's	work	 is	 never	 devoid	 of
politics.	I	have	included	principles	and	paradigms	under	this	topic	that	organize	and	address	the
distribution	of	power	and	modes	of	resistance.	Conquergood's	 ideas	on	politics	are	presented
in	the	following	points	with	key	excerpts	from	his	writings.

Symbols	and	Images

Conquergood	(1998)	reminds	us	that	“images	and	symbolic	representations	drive	public	policy”
(p.	11).	He	goes	on	to	state,
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Symbols	instill	beliefs	and	shape	attitudes	that	underpin	social	structures.	The	binding
force	of	culture,	by	and	large,	is	a	web	of	symbols	that	enables	people	 to
control	and	make	sense	out	of	experience	in	patterned	ways….	Images	and	symbolic
representations	drive	public	policy.	(p.	11)

Transnational	Narratives

The	 notion	 of	 territory	 in	 this	 era	 of	 globalization	 has	 taken	 on	 new	 and	 more	 expansive
meanings.	Moreover,	 the	manner	 in	which	the	 local	 is	affected	by	transnational	communication
and	affiliations	has	problematized	our	understanding	of	the	concepts	of	community,	nation,	and
identity.	Conquergood	(2002b)	states,

According	to	Michel	de	Certeau,	“what	the	map	cuts	up,	the	story	cuts	across”
(1984:12).	This	pithy	phrase	evokes	a	postcolonial	world	crisscrossed	by	transnational
narratives,	Diaspora	affiliations,	and	especially,	the	movement	and	multiple	migrations	of
people,	sometimes	voluntary,	but	often	economically	propelled	and	politically	coerced.	In
order	to	keep	pace	with	such	a	world,	we	[can]	not	think	of	“place”	as	a	heavily
trafficked	intersection,	a	port	of	call	and	exchange,	instead	of	circumscribed	territory.	A
boundary	is	more	like	a	membrane	than	a	wall.	…	Our	understanding	of	local	context
expands	to	encompass	the	historical,	dynamic,	often	traumatic,	movements	of	people,
ideas,	images,	commodities,	and	capital.	It	is	not	easy	to	sort	out	the	local	from	the
global:	transnational	circulations	of	images	get	reworked	on	the	ground	and	redeployed
for	local	tactical	struggles.	(p.	145)

Mimesis,	Poiesis,	Kinesis

The	 triad	 of	 mimesis,	 poiesis,	 and	 kinesis	 is	 one	 of	 Conquergood's	 (1998)	 most	 popular
conceptualizations.	He	 traces	a	 three-tiered	evolution	 of	 performance	as	 political	 intervention,
stating,

The	contours	of	this	new	analytic	emphasis	on	process	over	product	can	be	seen	in	the
shifting	meanings	of	the	key	word	performance	as	it	has	emerged	with	increasing
prominence	in	cultural	studies.	This	semantic	genealogy	can	be	summarized	as	the
movement	from	performance	as	mimesis	to	poiesis	to	kinesis,	performance	as
imitation,	construction,	dynamism.	(Conquergood,	1998,	p.	31)

Mimesis	 is	 the	 mode	 where	 performance	 acts	 as	 a	 mirror	 or	 imitation	 of	 experience.
Performance	becomes	a	 reflection	of	 life,	a	simulation	 framed	 through	dramatic	convention	or
cultural	convention.	Citing	social	scientist	Erving	Goffman	(1959)	as	an	early	proponent	of	 the
mimetic	 view	of	performance,	Conquergood	 (1998)	 states	 that	Goffman	 “studied	 the	parts	of
social	 life	 that	 staged,	 clearly	 demarcated	 frontstage	 and	 backstage	 boundaries,	 and	 gave
currency	 to	 notions	 of	 frames,	 role-playing,	 impression	 management,	 and	 benign
fabrications”	(p.	31).	Although	useful	under	very	limited	circumstances,	this	view	of	performance
as	 primarily	 mimetic	 is	 incomplete.	 It	 focuses	 on	 surface	 and	 reinscribes	 the	 “Platonic
dichotomy	 between	 reality	 and	 appearances,	 and	 thus	 reinforces	 the	 antiperformance

[p.	169	↓]

[p.	 170	 ↓]



prejudice”	(Conquergood,	1998,	p.	31).

Mimesis	 then	 moves	 to	 deeper	 levels	 of	 meaning	 and	 more	 consequential	 effects	 of	 human
action	 in	 the	 form	 of	 poiesis.	 It	 is	 at	 the	 level	 of	 poiesis	 that	 the	 mirroring	 of	 mimesis	 is
understood	 as	 the	marking	 of	meaning	 and	 effect.	 Poiesis	 reminds	 us	 that	 performance	 is	 a
doing	 that	 actually	 denotes	 and	 connotes	 something	 beyond	 its	 appearance.	 We	 learn
something	 from	 performance;	 it	 has	 an	 impression	 upon	 us.	 Conquergood	 (1982a)	 credits
Victor	Turner	 for	 opening	 the	 classic	meaning	of	 performance	as	mimesis	 to	 performance	as
poiesis	 in	Turner's	description	of	performance	as	 “making	not	 faking”	 (p.	93).	Turner's	 (1985)
notion	of	homo	performans,	 in	addition	to	the	speech-act	theory	of	J.	L.	Austin	(1975),	moves
performance	 from	 simply	 being	mimetic	 toward	 the	 higher	 realm	 of	 the	 poetic.	When	 Austin
distinguished	the	performative	as	the	category	of	utterance	that	makes	something	happen—the
idea	 that	 the	 utterance	 actually	 does	 something	 in	 the	 world—he	 contributed	 to	 the
understanding	of	performance	being	more	than	simply	theatrical.

Just	 as	 performance	 is	 more	 than	 simply	 mimetic,	 so	 it	 is	 also	 more	 than	 the	 poetic.	 From
mimesis	 to	 poiesis,	we	 now	 come	 to	 the	 culminating	 stage	 of	 kinesis.	 Kinesis	 is	 the	 point	 at
which	 reflection	 and	 meaning	 now	 evoke	 intervention	 and	 change.	 The	 trajectory	 of
performance,	 from	 the	mirroring	of	mimesis	 to	 the	enlightenment	of	poiesis,	and	 finally	 to	 the
intervention	of	kinesis,	 is	a	 testament	 to	 the	view	of	performance	as	a	phenomenon	that	does
not	simply	describe	the	world,	but	offers	great	possibility	for	changing	it.

Conquergood	(1998)	cites	the	works	of	Michael	Taussig	(1993)	on	mimesis	in	terms	of	bringing
the	 mimesis-poiesis-kinesis	 triad	 full	 circle.	 Taussig	 extends	 the	 possibilities	 of	 mimesis	 by
offering	alternative	practices	that	use	mimicry	to	subvert	authority.	Disenfranchised	identities	in
differing	locations	and	forms	will	mime	the	habits,	gestures,	and	life	customs	of	power-holders
as	 a	 subversive	 act	 for	 various	 purposes.	 Mimicry	 in	 this	 instance	 become	 imitation	 for	 the
purpose	of	intervention,	acting	in	various	capacities	to	bless	the	weak,	mock	the	strong,	protect
the	threatened,	gain	access	to	the	inaccessible,	and	so	forth.

Conquergood's	 emphasis	 on	 performance	 as	 kinesis	 is	 a	 kind	 of	 disruption	 that	 plays	 on	 the
centrifugal	 force	of	decentering.	Homi	Bhabha	 (1994)	uses	 the	 term	performative	 to	describe
“action	 that	 incessantly	 insinuates,	 interrupts,	 interrogates,	 and	 antagonizes	 powerful	 master
discourses”	 (p.	 32).	 The	 trajectory	 from	 performance	 as	 mimesis	 to	 poiesis	 and	 finally	 to
kinesis	 is	particularly	useful	to	qualitative	researchers	and	ethnographers	 because
it	provides	a	means	by	which	we	may	identify	how	human	beings	imitate	each	other	in	multiple
and	 complicated	 ways	 while	 they	 are	 simultaneously	 generating	 meaning	 and	 resisting
domestication.	Moreover,	 it	 reveals	how	these	performative	actions	are	ripe	with	contestation,
breakthroughs,	and	change.	Conquergood	(1998)	states,

Instead	of	construing	performance	as	transcendence,	a	higher	plane	that	one	breaks
into,	I	prefer	to	think	of	it	as	transgression,	that	force	which	crashes	and	breaks	through
sediment	meanings	and	normative	traditions	and	plunges	us	back	into	the	vortices	of
political	struggle—in	the	language	of	bell	hooks	as	“movement	beyond	boundaries.”	(p.
32)
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Performance	 as	 kinesis	 is	 the	 point	 of	 subversion	 that	 breaks	 through	 boundaries	 of
domestication	and	hegemony.	As	critical	ethnographers,	this	movement	from	mimesis,	poiesis,
and	kinesis	is	another	path	in	our	endeavor	to	resist	regimes	of	oppressive	power	structures.

Triads	of	Analysis	and	Activity

The	 overarching	 domain	 of	 performance	 is	 generally	 ordered	 through	 the	 triad	 of	 theory,
method,	 and	 event:	 performance	 theory	 provides	 abstract	 analysis;	 performance	 method
provides	 concrete	 application,	 and	 performance	 event	 provides	 an	 aesthetic	 or	 noteworthy
happening.	Although	theory,	method,	and	event	are	useful	 in	ordering	the	unwieldy	possibilities
of	 performance,	 Conquergood	 (2002b)	 provides	 a	 more	 meaningful	 and	 productive	 set	 of
triads,	particularly	 for	ethnography,	 in	his	 triad	of	 triads:	 (1)	The	 I's,	 imagination,	 inquiry,	and
intervention;	(2)	the	A's,artistry,	analysis,	and	activism;	and	(3)	the	C's,	creativity,	critique,	and
citizenship.	Conquergood	(2002b)	states,

Performance	studies	is	uniquely	suited	for	the	challenge	of	braiding	together	disparate
and	stratified	ways	of	knowing.	We	can	think	through	performance	along	three
crisscrossing	lines	of	activity	and	analysis.	We	can	think	of	performance	(1)	as	a	work	of
imagination,	as	an	object	of	study;	(2)	as	a	pragmatics	of	inquiry	(both	as	model	and
method),	as	an	optic	and	operation	of	research;	(3)	as	a	tactics	of	intervention,	an
alterative	space	of	struggle.	Speaking	from	my	home	department	at	Northwestern,	we
often	refer	to	the	three	A's	of	performance	studies:	artistry,	analysis,	activism.	Or	to
change	the	alliteration,	a	commitment	to	the	three	C's	of	performance	studies:	creativity,
critique,	citizenship	(civic	struggles	for	social	justice).	(2002b,	p.	152)

Dwight	 Conquergood's	 body	 of	 work	 is	 essential	 for	 critical	 ethnographers	 who	 take	 on	 (a)
culture	as	process;	(b)	expression	and	experience;	(c)	myth	and	orality;	(d)	radical	empiricism,
coperformance,	and	embodied	practice;	 (e)	dialogical	performance	and	questions
of	 Otherness;	 and	 (f)	 cultural	 politics	 and	 performance	 interventions.	 Conquergood	 has
conducted	 field-work	with	Hmong	 refugees	 in	Ban	Vinai,	 Thailand;	Palestinian	 refugees	 in	 the
Middle	 East,	 Gaza	 Strip;	 inner-city	 gang	 members	 on	 the	 south	 side	 of	 Chicago;	 and	 with
organizations	 and	 communities	 across	 the	 United	 States	 to	 end	 the	 death	 penalty.
Conquergood's	 activist	 scholarship	 provides	 us	 with	 a	 model	 for	 critical	 performance
ethnography	grounded	in	Lugones's	(1994)	world	traveling	and	loving	perception.

In	the	next	section,	we	will	turn	to	theoretical	questions	in	staging	fieldwork.

Staging	Ethnography	and	the	Performance	of	Possibilities
In	this	section,	we	will	examine	the	political	and	social	implication	of	what	it	means	to	stage	our
fieldwork	data.	Translating	 from	 the	 field	 to	 the	stage	presents	several	 theoretical	and	ethical
questions.	 In	 this	 section,	 we	 will	 discuss	 staged,	 cultural	 performances—what	 I	 shall	 call
aperformance	of	possibilities—based	on	ethnographic	data	from	the	specific	spheres	of	(a)	the
subjects,	 whose	 lives	 and	 words	 are	 being	 performed;	 (b)	 the	 audience,	 who	 witnesses	 the
performance;	and	(c)	the	performers,	who	embody	and	enact	the	data.
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In	a	performance	of	possibilities,	the	possible	suggests	a	movement	culminating	in	creation	and
change.	It	is	the	active,	creative	work	that	weaves	the	life	of	the	mind	with	being	mindful	of	life,
of	 merging	 the	 text	 with	 the	 world,	 of	 critically	 traversing	 the	margin	 and	 the	 center,	 and	 of
opening	 more	 and	 different	 paths	 for	 enlivening	 relations	 and	 spaces.	 A	 performance	 of
possibilities	 raises	 several	 questions	 for	 the	 ethnographer:	 By	 what	 definable	 and	 material
means	will	 the	subjects	 themselves	benefit	 from	 the	performance?	How	can	 the	performance
contribute	 to	 a	 more	 enlightened	 and	 involved	 citizenship	 that	 will	 disturb	 systems	 and
processes	 that	 limit	 freedoms	 and	 possibilities?	 In	 what	 ways	 will	 the	 performers	 probe
questions	 of	 identity,	 representation,	 and	 fairness	 to	 enrich	 their	 own	 subjectivity,	 cultural
politics,	and	art?

We	will	turn	now	to	these	questions	as	each	relates	to	subjects,	audience,	and	performer.

The	Subjects

The	means	 by	 which	 the	 subjects	 themselves	 benefit	 from	 the	 performance	 are	 explored	 by
examining	 the	 arenas	 of	 voice,	 subjectivity,	 and	 interrogative	 field.	 By	 voice,	 I	 do	 not	 simply
mean	the	representation	of	an	utterance,	 but	the	presentation	of	a	historical	self,	a
full	 presence	 that	 is	 in	 and	 of	 a	 particular	 world.	 The	 performance	 of	 possibilities	 does	 not
accept	“being	heard	and	included”	as	it	focus,	but	only	as	its	starting	point;	instead,	voice	is	an
embodied,	 historical	 self	 that	 constructs	and	 is	 constructed	by	a	matrix	 of	 social	 and	political
processes.	The	aim	is	to	present	and	represent	subjects	as	made	by	and	makers	of	meaning,
symbol,	and	history	 in	 their	 full	sensory	and	social	dimensions.	Therefore,	 the	performance	of
possibilities	is	also	a	performance	of	voice	wedded	to	experience	and	history.

Moreover,	whether	one	likes	the	performance	or	not,	one	cannot	completely	undo	or	(un)know
the	 image	 and	 imprint	 of	 that	 voice	 (inside	 history)	 upon	 their	 own	 consciousness	 once	 they
have	 been	 exposed	 to	 it	 through	 performance.	 Performing	 subversive	 and	 subaltern	 voices
proclaims	 existence,	 within	 particular	 locales	 and	 discourses,	 that	 are	 being	 witnessed—
entered	 into	 one'sown	 experience—and	 this	 witnessing	 cannot	 be	 denied.	 The	 subjects
themselves	benefit	from	this	proclamation	through	the	creation	of	space	that	gives	evidence	not
only	that	“I	am	here	in	the	world	among	you,”	but	more	importantly	that	“I	am	in	the	world	under
particular	conditions	that	are	constructed	and	thereby	open	to	greater	possibility.”

How,	 then,	 does	 all	 this	 benefit	 the	 subjects?	Human	 desire	 implores	 that	we	 be	 listened	 to,
apprehended,	 engaged,	 and	 free	 to	 imagine	 in	 and	 with	 worlds	 of	 Others.	 This	 idea	 of
existence	and	self	is	further	illustrated	in	Nisa,	a	!Kung	woman	speaking	to	the	anthropologists
Margorie	Shostake	(1983)	as	she	expresses	the	fear	of	the	disappearances	of	her	stories:	“I'll
break	open	the	story	and	tell	you	what	is	there,	this	like	the	others	that	have	fallen	out	onto	the
sand,	I	will	finish	with	it,	and	the	wind	will	take	it	away”	(p.	233).	That	we	are	all	social	beings
who	live	in	a	world	where	others	necessarily	constitute	the	self	reflects	Mikhail	Bakhtin's	(1981)
words,	 “Nothing	 is	more	 frightening	 than	 the	 absence	 of	 an	 answer”	 (p.	 111).	 The	 nature	 of
Bakhtin's	answer	is	a	profound	giving	back	that	affirms	we	are	real	to	others	(and	to	ourselves)
and	that	we	are	not	alone.

This	 is	not	 to	argue	 that	we	do	not	have	a	self	 (or	a	soul)	 that	generates	 its	own	will,	action,
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and	meaning	(“I	think	therefore	I	am”),	but	that	the	self	is	reciprocally	joined	to	other	selves	(or
souls)	for	its	own	being	and	creations	(“I	am	because	we	are,	and	we	are	because	I	am”).	This
acknowledgement	 of	 subjects	 within	 experience,	 relative	 to	 the	 social	 world,	 is	 just	 the
beginning;	a	deeper	connection	is	necessary	that	now	takes	us	a	step	further	into	the	realm	of
subjectivity.

Subjectivity

Subjectivity	requires	that	we	delve	more	deeply	into	the	desires	resonating	within	the	locations
of	the	Other.	It	is	the	move	beyond	the	acknowledgment	 of	voice	within	experience
to	 that	 of	 actual	 engagement.	 Audience	 and	 performer	 must	 now	 engage	 the	 material	 and
discursive	 world	 of	 the	 Other.	 Because	 subjectivity	 is	 formed	 through	 a	 range	 of	 discursive
practices—economic,	 social,	 aesthetic,	 and	 political—and	meanings	 are	 sites	 of	 creation	 and
struggle,	 subjectivity	 linked	 to	 performance	 becomes	 a	 poetic	 and	 polemic	 admixture	 of
personal	 experience,	 cultural	 politics,	 social	 power,	 and	 resistance.	 We	 witness	 subjects	 as
they	work	for	and	against	competing	discourses	and	social	processes	in	the	quest	for	security
and	 honor	 in	 their	 locations.	 The	 acknowledged	Others	 become	 subjects	 when	 the	 audience
and	performers	actually	identify	with	the	substance	of	who	they	are,	where	they	are,	and	what
they	 do.	 We	 have	 entered,	 albeit	 symbolically	 and	 temporarily,	 into	 their	 locations	 of	 voice
within	experience.	Through	performance,	we	are	placed,	 subject	 to	 subject,	 in	 that	 contested
space	 while,	 as	 the	 feminist	 critic	 bell	 hooks	 (1990)	 describes,	 oppressed	 “people	 resist	 by
identifying	 themselves	 as	 subjects	 by	 defining	 their	 reality,	 shaping	 new	 identity,	 naming	 their
history,	telling	their	story”	(p.	43).

The	 performance	 strives	 to	 communicate	 a	 sense	 of	 subjects’	 worlds	 in	 their	 own	 words;	 it
hopes	 to	 amplify	 their	meanings	 and	 intentions	 to	 a	 larger	 group	 of	 listeners	 and	 observers.
These	 listeners	 and	 observers	 are	 then	 affected	 by	 what	 they	 see	 and	 hear	 in	 ways	 that
motivate	them	to	act	and	think	in	ways	that	now	beneficially	affect	(directly	and	indirectly)	either
the	 subjects	 themselves	 or	 what	 they	 advocate.	 At	 this	 point,	 the	 audience	 moves	 from	 the
performance	space	to	the	social	world	or	the	interrogative	field.

Interrogative	Field

The	 interrogative	 field	 is	 the	point	at	which	 the	performance	of	possibilities	aims	 to	 create	or
contribute	 to	 a	 discursive	 space	 where	 unjust	 systems	 and	 processes	 are	 identified	 and
interrogated.	 It	 is	 where	 what	 has	 been	 expressed	 through	 the	 illumination	 of	 voice	 and	 the
encounter	with	subjectivity	motivates	individuals	to	some	level	of	informed	and	strategic	action.
The	 greatest	 benefit	 to	 subjects	 is	 for	 those	who	 bear	witness	 to	 their	 stories	 to	 interrogate
actively	and	purposefully	those	processes	that	limit	their	health	and	freedom.	I	do	not	mean	to
imply	 that	 one	 performance	 can	 rain	 down	 a	 revolution,	 but	 one	 performance	 can	 be
revolutionary	in	enlightening	citizens	to	the	possibilities	that	grate	against	injustice.

The	Audience

How	 the	performance	will	 contribute	 to	a	more	enlightened	and	 involved	citizenship	 is	another
question	from	the	performance	of	possibilities.	 Creating	performances	in	which	the
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intent	 is	 largely	 to	 invoke	 interrogation	of	specific	political	and	social	processes	means	 that	 in
our	 art	 we	 are	 consciously	 working	 toward	 a	 cultural	 politics	 of	 change	 that	 resonates	 in	 a
progressive	and	 involved	 citizenship.	 To	 regard	 the	audience	as	 citizens	with	 the	potential	 for
collective	and	involved	action	and	change	is	part	of	the	foundation	upon	which	a	performance	of
possibilities	is	based.	Toni	Morrison	(1994)	underscores	the	symbiosis	between	art	and	politics:

I	am	not	interested	in	indulging	myself	in	some	private,	closed	exercise	of	my	imagination
that	fulfills	only	the	obligation	of	my	personal	dreams—which	is	to	say	yes,	the	work
must	be	political.	It	must	have	that	as	its	thrust.	That's	a	pejorative	term	in	critical	circles
now:	if	a	work	of	art	has	any	political	influence	in	it,	somehow	it's	tainted.	My	feeling	is
just	the	opposite:	If	it	has	none,	it	is	tainted.	The	problem	comes	when	you	find	harangue
passing	off	as	art.	It	seems	to	me	that	the	best	art	is	political	and	you	ought	to	be	able
to	make	it	unquestionably	political	and	irrevocably	beautiful	at	the	same	time.	(p.	497)

Where	 the	 intent	 is	both	 “the	political	and	 irrevocably	beautiful,”	art	assumes	responsibility	 for
political	effectiveness	and	communicates	the	principle	that	we	are	all	part	of	a	larger	whole	and
are	 therefore	 radically	 responsible	 to	 each	 other	 for	 all	 of	 our	 individual	 selves.	 Linda	 Alcoff
(1991)	 describes	 a	 web	 in	 which	 our	 social	 practices	 are	 made	 possible	 or	 impossible	 by
agents	and	events	that	are	spatially	far	from	our	own	body	and	that,	in	turn,	can	affect	distant
strangers:	“We	are	collectively	caught	in	an	intricate,	delicate	web	in	which	each	action	I	take,
discursive	or	otherwise,	pulls	on,	breaks	off,	or	maintains	the	tension	in	many	strands	of	a	web
in	which	others	 fined	 themselves	moving	also”	 (p.	 20).	A	performance	of	 possibility	 strives	 to
reinforce	 to	 audience	 members	 the	 web	 of	 citizenship	 and	 the	 possibility	 of	 their	 individual
selves	as	agents	and	change	makers.

Intersubjectivity

Striving	 toward	an	enlightened	and	 involved	citizenship	also	means	 that,	although	 formerly	 the
focus	 was	 on	 subjectivity	 relative	 to	 the	 subjects,	 the	 focus	 must	 now	 move	 to
intersubjectivityrelative	 to	 the	 audience.	 Because	 performance	 asks	 the	 audience	 to	 travel
empathically	 to	 the	 world	 of	 the	 subjects	 and	 to	 feel	 and	 know	 some	 of	 what	 they	 feel	 and
know,	 two	 life-worlds	 meet	 and	 the	 domain	 of	 outsider	 and	 insider	 are	 simultaneously
demarcated	 and	 fused.	 I	 have	 an	 identity	 separate	 from	 the	 subject,	 and	 the	 performance
clearly	illuminates	our	differences.	In	the	 space	of	the	performance,	I	am	outsider;
in	the	space	of	the	world,	these	positions	are	more	likely	switched:	I	am	insider	and	the	subject
is	the	outsider.	While	I	see	that	I	am	an	outsider	to	the	subject's	experience,	the	performance
ironically	pulls	me	inside.

I	am	now	in	the	midst	of	a	profound	meeting.	Do	I	remain	here	at	the	margins	of	the	meeting,	or
is	 the	performance	beautiful	enough	and	political	enough	 to	compel	me	 to	 travel	more	deeply
inside	 the	 mind,	 heart,	 and	 world	 of	 the	 subject?	 In	 this	 ability	 to	 travel	 across	 worlds,	 two
identities	meet,	 engage,	 and	 become	 something	more.	Maria	 Lugones	 (1994)	 describes	 this
process	of	intersubjectivity:	“The	reason	why	I	think	that	traveling	to	someone's	‘world’	is	a	way
of	 identifying	with	them	is	because	by	traveling	to	their	 ‘world’	we	can	understand	what	 it	 is	 to
be	 them	 and	 what	 it	 is	 to	 be	 ourselves	 in	 their	 eyes	 [italics	 added].	 Only	 when	 we	 have
traveled	 to	 each	 other's	 ‘worlds’	 are	 we	 fully	 subjects	 to	 each	 other”	 (p.	 637).	 Performance
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becomes	 the	 vehicle	 by	 which	 we	 travel	 to	 the	 worlds	 of	 subjects	 and	 enter	 domains	 of
intersubjectivity	that	problematize	how	we	categorize	who	is	us	and	who	is	 them,	and	how	we
see	ourselves	with	other	and	different	eyes.

As	I	argue	that	action	beyond	the	performance	space	is	of	essential	benefit	to	the	subjects,	so
it	 is	 to	 audience	members	 as	well.	 Ideally,	 as	 an	 audience	member	 consciously	 reenters	 the
web	 of	 human	 connectedness	 and	 then	 travels	 into	 the	 life-world	 of	 the	 subject,	 where	 rigid
categories	 of	 insider	 and	 outsider	 transfigure	 into	 an	 intersubjective	 experience,	 a	 path	 for
action	 is	 set.	 Action,	 particularly	 new	 action,	 requires	 new	 energy	 and	 new	 insight.	 In	 the
performance	of	possibilities,	when	the	audience	member	begins	to	witness	degrees	of	tension
and	 incongruity	 between	 the	 subject's	 life-world	 and	 those	 processes	 and	 systems	 that
challenge	 and	 undermine	 the	 world,	 something	 more	 and	 new	 is	 learned	 about	 how	 power
works.	The	question	is	to	what	extent	these	life-worlds	are	threatened	and,	in	turn,	resist	being
captured	 in	 the	 space	 and	 time	 of	 performance.	 The	 audience,	 however,	 as	 involved	 citizens
who	are	both	disturbed	and	inspired,	may	seek	the	answer	long	after	the	final	curtain.	This	is	a
pursuit	 of	 possibility,	 a	 gift	 of	 indignation	 and	 inspiration,	 passed	 on	 from	 the	 subject	 to	 the
audience	member.	The	performance	of	possibilities	expects	the	audience	member	to	continue,
reaffirmed,	 or	 at	 least	 to	 begin	 honing	 his	 or	 her	 skills	 toward	 world	 traveling.	 In	 the
performance	of	possibilities,	both	 the	performers	and	audience	can	be	transformed:	They	can
be	themselves	and	more	as	they	travel	between	worlds.

The	performance	ambitiously	hopes	 to	guide	members	of	 the	audience	and	 to	equip	 them	 for
the	journey	with	empathy	and	intellect,	passion	and	critique.	There	are	creative	tensions	at	the
borders	between	self	and	Other,	yet	 the	performance	hopes	to	challenge	them	to
become	witness,	interlocutor,	subversor,	and	creator.

The	Performers

One	of	the	initial	challenges	for	a	performer	is	the	identity	of	the	subjects.	In	this	meeting	with
identity,	the	performer	is	confronted	with	questions:	How	is	identity	formed	and	what	constitutes
it?	How	 can	 performance	 defer	 to	 the	ways	 in	which	 identity	 changes,	 transforms	 itself,	 and
multiplies?	 Since	 the	 performer	 is	 transported	 slowly,	 deliberately,	 and	 incrementally	 at	 each
rehearsal	 and	 at	 each	 encounter	 toward	 the	 knowledge	 and	 life-world	 of	 the	 subject,	 the
performer	 is	creatively	and	intellectually	 taking	it	all	 in,	 internalizing	and	receiving	partial	maps
of	meaning	 that	 reflect	 the	subject's	consciousness	and	context.	This	 receptiveness,	however,
is	never	completely	without	the	generative	filter	of	the	performer's	own	knowledge	and	location.
The	process	of	being	 transported,	of	 receiving	meanings	and	generating	meanings,	 is	a	more
intimate	and	potentially	a	more	traumatic	engagement	for	the	performers	than	for	the	audience
members,	because	 the	 transportation	 is	mentally	and	viscerally	more	 intense	 than	 traveling	 to
the	 world	 of	 Others.	 It	 is	 making	 those	 worlds	 your	 home	 place.	 The	 performer	 is	 not	 only
engaged,	but	also	strives	tobecome.	For	the	performer,	this	is	an	endeavor	not	only	to	live	in	an
individual	consciousness	shaped	by	a	social	world,	but	also	to	live	in	that	social	world	as	well.
Of	course,	by	 “living	 in	 that	social	world,”	 I	do	not	mean	 literally	changing	your	address.	 I	do,
however,	 mean	 that	 the	 performer	must	 first	 seriously	 research	 all	 the	 crucial	 elements	 that
encompass	 a	 cognitive	 map	 of	 the	 social,	 economic,	 cultural,	 and	 political	 practices	 that
constitute	 that	world.	Moreover,	 the	performer	must	be	committed—doing	what	must	be	done
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or	 going	where	 one	must	 go—to	 experience	 the	 felt-sensing	 dynamic	 of	 that	world:	 its	 tone-
color—the	sights,	sounds,	smells,	tastes,	textures,	rhythms—the	visceral	ethos	of	that	world.

In	personal	narrative	performances,	particularly	of	contested	identities,	performers	are	not	only
performing	 the	 words	 of	 subjects,	 they	 are	 performing	 the	 subjects’	 political	 landscapes.
Cultural	 studies	 scholar	 Lawrence	 Grossberg	 (1994)	 calls	 this	 “spatial	 territorialisation”;	 he
writes,	 “Places	 and	 spaces,	 of	 people,	 practices,	 and	 commodities,	 describes	 this	 political
landscape.	 It	 is	 in	 this	 sense	 that	 discourse	 is	 always	 placed,	 because	 people	 are	 always
anchored	or	 invested	 in	specific	sites.	Hence,	 it	matters	how	and	where	practices	and	people
are	 placed,	 since	 the	 place	 determines	 from	 and	 to	 where	 one	 can	 speak	 (or	 act)”	 (p.	 20).
Identity	 is	 then	 constituted	 by	 identification	 with	 certain	 cultural	 practices	 and
connected	 to	 creation,	 empowerment,	 and	belonging.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 identity	 is	 contingent
upon	 how	 these	 practices	 and	 locales	 change	 over	 time.	 Identity	 is	 definable	 yet	 multiple,
contested	 yet	 affirmed,	 contextual	 yet	 personal,	 a	 matter	 of	 difference	 and	 a	 matter	 of
identification.

As	 the	performer	 is	being	 transported	 into	domains	both	of	spatial	 territorialization	and	of	 the
subject's	consciousness,	we	understand	this	process	is	always	partial,	contingent,	and	relative.
While	 some	performers	more	 than	others	 struggle	 through	 the	 complicated	 tensions	between
trauma	and	transformation,	any	move	toward	transgression	is	dangerous	without	taking	on	the
serious	questions	of	 identity	 conjoined	with	 representation.	Performance	becomes	 the	 vehicle
by	 which	 a	 representation	 is	 manifest	 and	 through	 which	 identity	 is	 presented;	 therefore,
representation	 of	 the	 Other	 is	 a	 value-laden	 construction	 of	 signification	 within	 a	 specific
context.	Representation	and	identity	are	 largely	mediated	through	the	performer's	body—what
it	 does	 and	 says	 in	 performance	 space.	 Therefore,	 in	 the	 performance	 of	 possibilities,	 we
understand	 representation	 as	 first	 and	 foremost	 a	 responsibility.	We	 are	 responsible	 for	 the
creation	of	what	and	who	is	being	represented;	we	are	representing	the	represented,	and	our
representing	 most	 often	 carries	 with	 it	 political	 ramifications	 far	 beyond	 the	 reach	 of	 the
performance.	Again,	 because	 “how	a	 people	 are	 represented	 is	 how	 they	 are	 treated”	 (Hall,
1998,	 p.	 27),	 the	 act	 of	 representation	 is	 also	 an	 act	 of	 material	 consequences.	 The	 body
politic	responds	to	individuals	and	communities	by	the	way	they	understand	them,	which	is	itself
based	 upon	 a	 complex	 configuration	 of	 discourses	 and	 experiences,	 none	 of	 which	 is	 more
profound	 than	 how	 these	 lives	 enter	 their	 consciousness	 through	 representations	 in	 cultural
performances.

In	 a	 performance	 of	 possibilities,	 moral	 responsibility	 and	 artistic	 excellence	 culminate	 in	 an
active	 intervention	 to	 break	 through	 unfair	 closures,	 remake	 the	 possibility	 for	 new	 openings,
and	bring	 the	margins	 to	a	shared	center.	The	performance	of	possibility	does	not	arrogantly
assume	that	we	exclusively	are	giving	voice	to	the	silenced,	for	we	understand	that	they	speak
and	have	been	speaking	in	spaces	and	places	often	foreign	to	us.	Nor	are	we	assuming	that	we
possess	the	unequivocal	knowledge	and	skills	to	enable	people	to	intervene	in	injustice—or	that
they	have	not	been	intervening	through	various	other	forms	all	the	time.

We	understand	that	in	performing	the	contested	identities	of	subjects	that	there	must	be	caution
and	politics.	We	are	involved	in	an	ethics	guided	by	caution	and	a	strategy	informed	by	cultural
politics.	We	are	not	recklessly	speaking	to	and	against	one	 location,	but	 to	our	very	endeavor
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and	ourselves.	We	are	involved	with	the	“opening	the	self”	work	of	breaking,	with	the	grandest
dialogic	possibility	of	remaking.

Warm-Ups
1.	Discuss	the	social	dramas	that	have	an	impact	on	your	life	both	personally	and	on	a
broader	(inter)national	scale.	How	do	they	both	adhere	to	and	diverge	from	Turner's
(1982a,	1982b,	1985)	paradigm?
2.	What	is	the	value	of	understanding	ethnography	through	a	performance	paradigm?
3.	What	are	the	most	memorable	cultural	performances	you	have	experienced	and	how
did	they	affect	you?
4.	How	would	you	use	performance	in	your	research?

Notes
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Chapter	1:	Introduction	to	Critical	Ethnography:	Theory	and	Method

Critical	ethnography	is	conventional	ethnography	with	a	political	purpose.

—Jim	Thomas,	Doing	Critical	Ethnography	(1993)

We	should	not	choose	between	critical	theory	and	ethnography.	Instead,	we	see	that
researchers	are	cutting	new	paths	to	rein-scribing	critique	in	ethnography.

—George	Noblit,	Susana	Y.	Flores,	&	Enrique	G.	Murillo,	Jr.,	Post	Critical	Ethnography:
An	Introduction	(2004)

Last	summer,	while	attending	an	annual,	local	documentary	film	festival	in	a	small	movie	theatre
with	about	80	or	more	other	 interested	people,	 I	waited	with	great	anticipation	 for	one	of	 the
award-winning	 documentaries	 to	 begin.	 It	 had	 been	 highly	 recommended	 by	 a	 friend	 and	 the
festival	description	was	 intriguing.	From	what	 I	could	gather,	 the	subject	of	 the	 film	 related	 to
women's	human	rights	in	Ghana,	West	Africa.	I	was	very	excited	about	seeing	it.	I	was	hoping
the	 film	 was	 inspired	 by	 the	 work	 of	 indigenous	 human	 rights	 activists	 in	 the
developing	world,	particularly	 in	Ghana,	since	 it	 is	a	country	 for	which	 I	have	deep	affection.	 I
lived	there	for	almost	three	years	conducting	field	research	with	local	activists	on	human	rights
violations	against	women	and	girls.

As	I	waited	anxiously	for	the	documentary	to	start,	I	began	to	reflect	back	on	my	fieldwork	and
my	days	in	Ghana	working	with	and	learning	from	Ghanaian	human	rights	activists.	I	thought	of
the	many	 sacrifices	 these	 people	make	 in	 working	 for	 the	 victims	 of	 human	 rights	 abuses	 in
their	own	country:	by	providing	shelter	and	protection	for	them,	by	enlightening	their	countrymen
and-women	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 human	 rights,	 and	 by	 their	 own	 political	 acumen	 in	 helping
establish	human	 rights	policies.	They	are	 truly	committed,	openly	condemning	abusive	cultural
practices	 while	 simultaneously	 advocating	 for	 economic	 and	 social	 justice	 in	 the	 developing
world.	I	witnessed	so	many	of	them	being	denigrated	and	condemned	by	members	of	their	own
communities;	 however,	 they	 forged	 ahead	 because	 of	 their	 belief	 in	 human	 dignity	 and	 self-
determination.

The	 more	 I	 was	 exposed	 to	 the	 struggles	 of	 African	 men	 and	 women	 working	 in	 their	 own
countries	 for	 peace,	 justice,	 and	 human	 rights,	 the	 more	 I	 realized	 how	 their	 work	 goes
unrecognized	 by	 many	 of	 us	 in	 the	 West	 or	 global	 North.	 For	 many	 of	 us,	 the	 primary
representations	 we	 see	 of	 developing	 countries,	 particularly	 Africa,	 are	 of	 tribal	 warfare,
corruption,	 human	 rights	 abuses,	 and	 those	 desperately	 seeking	 asylum	 in	 the	West.	 These
representations	do	not	tell	the	whole	truth.	The	battle	these	local	activists	are	fighting	is	one	of
immense	proportions	within	 their	own	communities	 that	 is	made	more	difficult	by	 the	 forces	of
global	 inequities.	 I	 remain	 inspired	by	 the	profound	 importance	of	 their	work.	 I	welcomed	 this
documentary	as	further	credit	to	them.
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The	 film	 began.	A	 story	was	 unfolding—a	 story	 being	 told	 by	 a	 young	Ghanaian	woman.	My
excitement	 grew.	 The	 camera	 focused	 on	 the	 young	 woman	 and	 shifted	 intermittently	 to
particular	 sites	 in	 Ghana.	 As	 she	 told	 her	 story,	 she	 recounted	 the	 fear,	 helplessness,	 and
desperation	 she	 felt	 when	 confronted	 by	 her	 father's	 demand	 that	 she	 undergo	 female
circumcision	(or	what	 is	variously	referred	to	as	 female	 incision,	 female	genital	mutilation,	or
clitoridectomy).	The	portrayal	was	of	a	frightened	young	woman	alone	in	a	country	where	there
was	no	refuge,	no	one	to	assist	her,	and	no	space	of	protection	and	safety.	I	was	beginning	to
feel	uncomfortable;	 there	was	something	wrong	with	 this	story.	The	documentary	came	 to	an
end,	adapting	a	tone	of	hope	and	opportunity,	as	the	young	woman	looked	into	the	camera	and
poignantly	expressed	that	she	was	finally	safe:	She	had	fled	the	dangers	of	Ghana.	She	is	now
in	safe	asylum	in	the	United	States	of	America.

The	film	ended	with	bold	white	letters	written	across	the	screen	revealing	the	large	numbers	of
women	threatened	by	female	incision.	It	told	a	tragic,	 compelling,	beautiful,	and	well-
crafted	 story	 of	 a	 young	woman	 fleeing	 a	 dangerous	 country	where	 there	was	 no	 protection
from	the	wrath	of	her	 father	and	the	mutilation	of	her	body;	moreover,	 the	enormous	pain	and
injustice	threatening	this	woman	was	all	averted	in	the	only	option	available	to	her:	asylum—the
safe	haven	of	the	United	States.

I	 began	 to	 tremble	 with	 rage.	 The	 documentary	 was	 seriously	 misleading.	 It	 competed	 with
countless	 other	 documentaries	 and	 it	 won;	 therefore,	 it	 was	 given	 a	 public	 viewing	 before
hundreds	 of	 people	 attending	 the	 film	 festival.	 My	 blood	 was	 boiling.	 It	 was	 a	 gross	 and
dangerous	misrepresentation	of	Ghana	and	her	people.

During	the	question-and-answer	session,	I	could	not	contain	my	anger	over	the	suggestion	that
there	was	no	intervention	or	protection	in	Ghana	for	human	rights	abuses,	thereby	erasing	the
work	of	human	rights	activists	 in	 that	country	as	 though	 they	were	nonexistent.	The	 filmmaker
responded	to	my	comments	by	stating	that	female	incision	occurs	in	the	rural	areas	of	Ghana,
far	 from	 the	 city	 and	 out	 of	 reach	 from	 the	work	 of	 the	 activists	 I	 knew.	 I	 sat	 there	 in	 utter
disbelief.	 I	 had	 traveled	 throughout	Ghana	and	 knew	 first-hand	of	 the	work	of	 activists	 in	 the
rural	area	represented	in	the	film.	I	witnessed	their	struggles	against	female	incision.

I	 know	 the	 story	 of	Mahmudu	 Issah,	who	with	 his	 organization	 of	 rights	 activists	work	 in	 the
same	area	where	the	woman	in	the	documentary	says	she	found	no	refuge.	Muhamudu	and	his
comrades	are	struggling	with	little	resources	to	combat	female	incision	and	other	human	rights
abuses	 at	 great	 risk	 to	 their	 lives	 and	 livelihoods.	 They	 provide	 safety	 and	 protection	 while
making	 great	 strides	 to	 change	 the	 practice.	 Theirs	 is	 a	 far	more	 compelling	 story	 that	 was
absent	in	the	film,	leaving	the	viewer	to	assume	they	do	not	exist.

After	it	was	all	over	and	people	were	leaving	the	theatre,	the	filmmaker	came	up	to	me	wishing
to	talk	further	about	the	film	and	the	concerns	I	expressed.	She	spoke	briefly	of	the	region	she
visited	and	the	woman	who	told	the	story.	After	listening	to	her	speak	and	sensing	her	genuine
concern	 around	 the	 issue	 of	 representation,	 it	 was	 clear	 to	 me	 that	 she	 was	 sincere	 in	 her
efforts	 to	 create	 a	 documentary	 that	 depicted	 the	 experience	 of	 this	 woman	 and	 to	make	 a
statement	about	the	cruelty	of	this	traditional	practice.	I	believe	her	intent	was	sincerely	to	help
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this	particular	woman	and	to	bring	attention	to	a	cultural	practice	that	imperils	the	freedom	and
well	being	of	women.	She	was,	for	all	intents	and	purposes,	trying	to	“do	the	right	thing.”

So,	why	does	my	discontent	with	the	representation	of	this	woman's	story	still	weigh	so	heavily
that	it	occupies	the	opening	pages	in	a	book	on	ethics,	performance,	and	critical	ethnography?
It	 is	because	with	all	 the	good	 intentions,	excellent	craftsmanship,	and	even	with	 the	reliability
and	eloquence	of	a	particular	story,	 representing	Others	 is	always	going	 to	be	a	complicated

and	 contentious	 undertaking.	 I	 believe	 the	 documentarian	 to	 be	 ethical;	 yet	 the
documentary,	 as	 with	 all	 products	 of	 representation,	 still	 raises	 ethical	 questions.	 These
questions	 of	 ethics	 and	 representation	 are	 obviously	 not	 exclusive	 to	 this	 documentary.	 They
arise	again	and	again	as	I	encounter	ethnographic	and	qualitative	projects	and	as	I	meet	artists,
researchers,	students,	and	activists	engaging	the	worlds	and	meanings	of	Others.

As	 I	 continue	 to	 think	 about	 the	 documentary,	 I	 must	 also	 be	 self-reflexive	 about	 my	 own
discontent.	 After	 all,	 the	 medium	 was	 documentary;	 it	 was	 not	 a	 book	 or	 an	 article.	 The
documentary	does	not	purport	to	be	ethnography,	let	alone	critical	ethnography.	So	why	should
I	be	disturbed?	Why	should	the	recounting	of	this	experience	occupy	the	opening	pages	of	this
book?	The	answer	is	that	the	film	not	only	documented	the	lives	and	stories	of	real	people	the
filmmaker	came	to	know	but	also	introduced	those	lives	and	stories	to	us.	Representation	has
consequences:	 How	 people	 are	 represented	 is	 how	 they	 are	 treated	 (Hall,	 1997).	 Whether
claimingto	 be	 ethnography	 or	 not,	 the	 documentary	was	 ethnographic	 in	 that	 the	 author	 or
interpreter	 spent	 time	 in	 a	 location	 interacting	 with	 others	 within	 that	 prescribed	 space;
furthermore,	 she	 interpreted	 and	 recorded	 what	 she	 found	 there	 and	 then,	 through	 her	 own
interpretive	standpoint,	 represented	 those	 findings	 to	us.	We	meet	 the	woman,	 learned	of	her
experience	 and	 her	 culture	 through	 the	 idiosyncratic	 lens	 of	 the	 interpreter's	 interpretation.	 In
this	instance,	as	in	most,	interpretation	held	a	great	deal	of	power.

I	 recount	 the	story	of	 the	documentary	 to	 illustrate	what	 is	at	stake	when	you	stand	 in	as	 the
transmitter	 of	 information	 and	 the	 skilled	 interpreter	 in	 both	 presenting	 and	 representing	 the
lives	and	stories	of	others	whom	you	have	come	to	know	and	who	have	given	you	permission	to
reveal	 their	 stories.	 This	 illustration	 raises	 a	 multitude	 of	 questions;	 however,	 there	 are	 five
central	questions	I	invite	the	reader	to	consider:

1.	How	do	we	reflect	upon	and	evaluate	our	own	purpose,	intentions,	and	frames	of
analysis	as	researchers?
2.	How	do	we	predict	consequences	or	evaluate	our	own	potential	to	do	harm?
3.	How	do	we	create	and	maintain	a	dialogue	of	collaboration	in	our	research	projects
between	ourselves	and	Others?
4.	How	is	the	specificity	of	the	local	story	relevant	to	the	broader	meanings	and
operations	of	the	human	condition?
5.	How—in	what	location	or	through	what	intervention—will	our	work	make	the	greatest
contribution	to	equity,	freedom,	and	justice?

These	are	questions	we	will	engage	throughout	this	book.
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A	 few	 days	 after	 seeing	 the	 documentary,	 I	 expressed	 my	 concern	 to	 one	 of	 the
judges	of	 the	 festival	who	chose	 that	particular	documentary	 for	viewing.	She	admonished	me
for	believing	 that	 the	 film	 further	entrenched	 the	 “backward	view	of	Africa”	and	 that	 it	 erased
local	 human	 rights	 activists	 and	 their	 work.	 “After	 all,”	 she	 said,	 “the	 film	 was	 only	 fifteen
minutes	long:	There	wasn't	time	to	depict	human	rights.	Anyway	it	is	a	documentary,	and	she	is
a	 filmmaker,	 not	 an	 anthropologist!”	Whether	 in	 the	 form	of	 a	 film	 or	 a	 book,	 or	whether	 the
recorder	 is	a	 filmmaker	or	an	anthropologist,	or	whether	an	account	must	be	condensed	 to	a
paragraph	or	fills	a	300-page	monograph,	we	must	still	be	accountable	for	the	consequences	of
our	representations	and	the	implications	of	our	message—because	they	matter.

Positionality	and	Shades	of	Ethnography
Critical	ethnography	begins	with	an	ethical	responsibility	to	address	processes	of	unfairness	or
injustice	within	a	particular	 lived	domain.	By	“ethical	responsibility,”	 I	mean	a	compelling	sense
of	 duty	 and	 commitment	 based	 on	 moral	 principles	 of	 human	 freedom	 and	 well-being,	 and
hence	 a	 compassion	 for	 the	 suffering	 of	 living	 beings.	 The	 conditions	 for	 existence	 within	 a
particular	 context	 are	 not	 as	 they	 could	 be	 for	 specific	 subjects;	 as	 a	 result,	 the	 researcher
feels	 a	 moral	 obligation	 to	 make	 a	 contribution	 toward	 changing	 those	 conditions	 toward
greater	 freedom	 and	 equity.	 The	 critical	 ethnographer	 also	 takes	 us	 beneath	 surface
appearances,	 disrupts	 the	 status	 quo,	 and	 unsettles	 both	 neutrality	 and	 taken-for-granted
assumptions	 by	 bringing	 to	 light	 underlying	 and	 obscure	 operations	 of	 power	 and	 control.
Therefore,	 the	 critical	 ethnographer	 resists	 domestication	 and	moves	 from	 “what	 is”	 to	 “what
could	 be”	 (Carspecken,	 1996;	Denzin,	 2001;	Noblit,	 Flores,	 &	Murillo,	 2004;	 Thomas,	 1993).
Because	 the	 critical	 ethnographer	 is	 committed	 to	 the	 art	 and	 craft	 of	 fieldwork,	 empirical
methodologies	become	the	foundation	for	 inquiry,	and	it	 is	here	“on	the	ground”	of	Others	that
the	 researcher	 encounters	 social	 conditions	 that	 become	 the	 point	 of	 departure	 for	 research
(Thomas,	 1993).	 We	 now	 begin	 to	 probe	 other	 possibilities	 that	 will	 challenge	 institutions,
regimes	of	knowledge,	and	social	practices	that	limit	choices,	constrain	meaning,	and	denigrate
identities	and	communities.

What	does	it	mean	for	the	critical	ethnographer	to	“resist	domestication”?	It	means	that	she	will
use	the	resources,	skills,	and	privileges	available	to	her	 to	make	accessible—to	penetrate	the
borders	and	break	through	the	confines	in	defense	of—the	voices	and	experiences	of	subjects
whose	stories	are	otherwise	restrained	and	out	of	reach.	This	means	the	critical	ethnographer
contributes	 to	 emancipatory	 knowledge	 and	 discourses	 of	 social	 justice.	 The	 often
quoted	 phrase	 “Knowledge	 is	 power”	 reflects	 how	 narrow	 perception,	 limited	 modes	 of
understanding,	 and	 uncritical	 thinking	 diminish	 the	 capacity	 to	 envision	 alternative	 life
possibilities;	domestication	will	prohibit	new	forms	of	addressing	conflict,	and	it	will	dishonor	the
foreign	 and	 the	 different.	 Knowledge	 is	 power	 relative	 to	 social	 justice,	 because	 knowledge
guides	and	equips	us	to	 identify,	name,	question,	and	act	against	the	unjust;	consequently,	we
unsettle	another	 layer	of	complicity.	But,	 I	must	now	confess:	 there	 is	something	missing	with
my	singular	emphasis	on	politics	and	the	resistance	of	domestication.

The	 documentary,	 reflecting	 the	 aims	 of	 a	 critical	 ethnography	 project,	 took	 a	 stand	 against
“suffering”	and	“injustice”—but	 it	was	not	enough.	 I	 found	 its	critique	problematic.	Therefore,	 I
will	argue	that	critical	ethnography	must	begin	to	extend	its	political	aims	and	augment	its	notion
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of	 “domestication”	 and	 “politics.”	 Politics	 alone	 are	 incomplete	 without	 self-reflection.	 Critical
ethnography	 must	 further	 its	 goals	 from	 simply	 politics	 to	 the	 politics	 of	 positionality.	 The
question	 becomes,	 How	 do	 we	 begin	 to	 discuss	 our	 positionality	 as	 ethnographers	 and	 as
those	who	represent	Others?

Michelle	Fine	(1994)	outlines	three	positions	in	qualitative	research	(p.	17):

1.	The	ventriloquist	stance	that	merely	“transmits”	information	in	an	effort	toward
neutrality	and	is	absent	of	a	political	or	rhetorical	stance.	The	position	of	the
ethnographer	aims	to	be	invisible,	that	is,	the	“self”	strives	to	be	nonexistent	in	the	text.
2.	The	positionality	of	voices	is	where	the	subjects	themselves	are	the	focus,	and	their
voices	carry	forward	indigenous	meanings	and	experiences	that	are	in	opposition	to
dominant	discourses	and	practices.	The	position	of	the	ethnographer	is	vaguely	present
but	not	addressed.
3.	The	activism	stance	in	which	the	ethnographer	takes	a	clear	position	in	intervening	on
hegemonic	practices	and	serves	as	an	advocate	in	exposing	the	material	effects	of
marginalized	locations	while	offering	alternatives.

Fine's	 outline	 is	 similar	 to	 the	 three	 positions	 of	 social	 inquiry	 set	 forth	 by	 Jurgen	Habermas
(1971)	 when	 he	 discusses	 the	 (a)	 natural	 science	model	 of	 empirical	 analysis,	 in	 which	 the
social	world	can	be	measured,	predicted,	and	tested	as	life	phenomena	in	the	natural	sciences
through	the	invisible	reportage	of	the	researcher;	(b)	historical	and	interpretive	model,	in	which
social	phenomena	 is	described	and	 its	meanings	and	 functions	 further	elaborated	 through	 the
balanced	 commentary	 and	 philosophical	 descriptions	 of	 the	 researcher;	 and	 the	 (c)	 critical
theory	 model,	 in	 which	 social	 life	 is	 represented	 and	 analyzed	 for	 the	 political	 purpose	 of
overcoming	 social	 oppression,	 particularly	 forms	 that	 reflect	 advanced	 capitalism	 through	 the
overt	polemics	of	the	researcher.	(See	also	Davis,	1999,	p.	61.)

In	the	examples	above,	various	positions	of	social	science	and	qualitative	researchers
are	 described;	 however,	 George	 W.	 Noblit,	 Susana	 Y.	 Flores,	 and	 Enrique	 G.	 Murillo,	 Jr.
(2004)	 take	positionality	a	step	further	 in	what	 they	refer	 to	as	postcritical	ethnography.	They
not	only	describe	positionality,	but	also	comprehensively	critique	it	relative	to	traditional	notions
of	critical	ethnography.	Noblit	et	al.	state	 that	much	of	critical	ethnography	has	been	criticized
for	 its	 focus	on	social	change	but	 lack	of	 focus	on	 the	 researchers	own	positionality:	 “Critical
ethnographers	must	explicitly	consider	how	their	own	acts	of	studying	and	representing	people
and	 situations	are	acts	 of	 domination	even	as	 critical	 ethnographers	 reveal	 the	 same	 in	what
they	study”	(p.	3).

Positionality	 is	vital	because	it	 forces	us	to	acknowledge	our	own	power,	privilege,	and	biases
just	 as	 we	 are	 denouncing	 the	 power	 structures	 that	 surround	 our	 subjects.	 A	 concern	 for
positionality	 is	 sometimes	 understood	 as	 “reflexive	 ethnography”:	 it	 is	 a	 “turning	 back”	 on
ourselves	(Davis,	1999).	When	we	turn	back,	we	are	accountable	for	own	research	paradigms,
our	own	positions	of	authority,	and	our	own	moral	 responsibility	 relative	 to	 representation	and
interpretation.	We	begin	to	ask	ourselves,	What	are	we	going	to	do	with	the	research	and	who
ultimately	will	benefit?	Who	gives	us	the	authority	to	make	claims	about	where	we	have	been?
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How	will	our	work	make	a	difference	in	people's	lives?	But	we	might	also	begin	to	ask	another
kind	of	question:	What	difference	does	 it	make	when	 the	ethnographer	himself	 comes	 from	a
history	of	colonization	and	disenfranchisement?	Enrique	G	Murillo,	Jr.,	describes	these	identities
in	his	revisioning	of	the	termmojado:

Mojado	ethnography	is	how	I	have	chosen	to	describe	one	node	along	my	journey.
Mojado	(wetback)	refers	to	Mexicans	and	other	Latinos	who	cross	the	nation-state
territorial	border	into	the	United	States,	and	are	socially,	politically,	economically	(as	well
as	legally)	constructed	as	“illegal	entrants,”	and	“newcomers.”	…	Mojado	symbolizes	the
distrust	and	dislike	experienced	in	gringolandia,	as	la	raza	odiada,	“those	damn
Mexicans”	extranjeros,	which	literally	means	“outsiders.”	…	My	experience	as	an
educational	ethnographer,	to	date,	can	sometimes	be	described	as	traveling	those
blurred	boundaries	when	Other	becomes	researcher,	narrated	becomes	narrator,
translated	becomes	translator,	native	becomes	anthropologist,	and	how	one	emergent
and	intermittent	identity	continuously	informs	the	other.	(Noblit	et	al.,	2004,	p.	166)

Murillo's	positionality	moves	against	 the	objective,	neutral	observer.	Fieldwork	 research	has	a
very	long	and	early	history	of	scientific	empiricism	and	concern	with	systematic	analysis	that	is
testable,	verifiable,	and	objective	without	the	distraction	or	impairment	of	subjectivity,	 ideology,
or	emotion.	What	many	early	 researchers,	particularly	during	 the	colonial	and	modern	period,
did	 not	 recognize	was	 that	 their	 stalwart	 “objectivity”	was	 already	 subjective	 in	 the
value-laden	 classification,	 meanings,	 and	 worldviews	 they	 employed	 and	 superimposed	 upon
peoples	 who	 were	 different	 from	 them.	 The	 current	 emphasis	 on	 reflexive	 ethnography	 or
postcritical	ethnography	and	its	critique	of	objectivity	are	in	sharp	contrast	to	the	philosophy	of
a	value-neutral	fieldwork	methodology	that	favors	the	analytic	evaluation	of	the	natural	science
model.	 But	 critical	 ethnography—or	 what	 some	 have	 called	 the	 “new	 ethnography”	 (Goodall,
2000)—must	 not	 only	 critique	 the	 notion	 of	 objectivity,	 but	 must	 also	 critique	 the	 notion	 of
subjectivity	as	well.	More	and	more	ethnographers	are	heralding	the	unavoidable	and	complex
factor	 of	 subjective	 inquiry	as	 they	 simultaneously	examine	 its	 position.	Moreover,	 the	 current
thinking	is	not	that	ethnographers	can	simply	say	or	do	anything	they	think	or	feel	and	pass	it	off
as	 fact,	 but	 rather	 that	 they	 make	 sure	 we	 do	 not	 say	 “is”	 when	 we	 mean	 “ought”—or	 as
Thomas	(1993)	writes,	“We	are	simply	forbidden	to	submit	value	judgments	in	place	of	facts	or
to	 leap	to	 ‘ought’	conclusions	without	a	demonstrable	cogent	 theoretical	and	empirical	 linkage”
(p.	22).

In	various	dimensions,	 this	was	done	under	 the	 traditional	banner	of	objectivity,	when	cultures
and	 people	 were	 reinvented	 and	 redefined	 to	 fit	 inside	 the	 biased	 classifications	 and
philosophical	systems	of	the	objective	researcher.	However,	we	are	now	more	and	more	critical
of	 the	 subjective	 researcher	 and	 how	 that	 subjectivity	 reflects	 upon	 its	 own	 power	 position,
choices,	 and	 effects.	 This	 “new”	 or	 postcritical	 ethnography	 is	 the	move	 to	 contextualize	 our
own	 positionality,	 thereby	 making	 it	 accessible,	 transparent,	 and	 vulnerable	 to	 judgment	 and
evaluation.	 In	 this	 way,	 we	 take	 ethical	 responsibility	 for	 our	 own	 subjectivity	 and	 political
perspective,	resisting	the	trap	of	gratuitous	self-centeredness	or	of	presenting	an	interpretation
as	 though	 it	 has	 no	 “self,”	 as	 though	 it	 is	 not	 accountable	 for	 its	 consequences	 and	 effects.
Doing	fieldwork	is	a	personal	experience.	Our	intuition,	senses,	and	emotions—or	what	Wallace
Bacon	(1979)	collectively	refers	to	as	“felt-sensing”—are	powerfully	woven	into	and	inseparable
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from	 the	 process.	 We	 are	 inviting	 an	 ethics	 of	 accountability	 by	 taking	 the	 chance	 of	 being
proven	wrong	(Thomas,	1993).

Dialogue	and	the	other
As	 we	 recognize	 the	 vital	 importance	 of	 illuminating	 the	 researcher's	 positionality,	 we	 also
understand	 that	 critical	 ethnography	 requires	 a	 deep	 and	 abiding	 dialogue	with	 the	Other	 as
never	 before.	 This	 means	 that	 our	 attention	 to	 ethnographic	 positionality	 still	 must	 remain
grounded	 in	 the	 empirical	 world	 of	 the	 Other.	 In	 fact,	 it	 is	 this	 concern	 for	 the	 Other	 that
demands	we	attend	seriously	 to	our	position	as	researchers.	Ethnographic	positionality	

is	not	 identical	 to	subjectivity.	Subjectivity	 is	 certainly	within	 the	domain	of	positionality,	but
positionality	 requires	 that	 we	 direct	 our	 attention	 beyond	 our	 individual	 or	 subjective	 selves.
Instead,	we	attend	 to	how	our	subjectivity	 in	 relation	 to	 the	Other	 informs	and	 is	 informed	by
our	 engagement	 and	 representation	 of	 the	 Other.	 We	 are	 not	 simply	 subjects,	 but	 we	 are
subjects	 in	dialogue	with	 the	Other.	We	understand	 that	our	subjectivity	 is	an	 inherent	part	of
research,	but	 in	critical	ethnography	 it	 is	not	my	exclusive	 experience—that	 is	 autobiography,
travel	writing,	 or	memoir	 (or	what	 some	people	 call	autoethnography).	 I	 contend	 that	 critical
ethnography	is	always	a	meeting	of	multiple	sides	in	an	encounter	with	and	among	the	Other(s),
one	 in	 which	 there	 is	 negotiation	 and	 dialogue	 toward	 substantial	 and	 viable	 meanings	 that
make	a	difference	in	the	Other's	world.

A	more	detailed	explication	of	the	relationship	and	dialogue	with	the	Other	is	further	elaborated
in	 the	 corpus	 of	 work	 by	 Dwight	 Conquergood	 (1982a,	 1982b,	 1983,	 1984,	 1986a,	 1986b,
1988,	1989,	1991,	1992,	1997,	1998,	2000,	2000a,	2000b).	Conquergood	frames	dialogue	as
performance	and	contends	 that	 the	aim	of	 “dialogical	performance”	 is	 to	bring	self	and	Other
together	 so	 they	 may	 question,	 debate,	 and	 challenge	 one	 another.	 Dialogue	 is	 framed	 as
performance	 to	 emphasize	 the	 living	 communion	 of	 a	 felt-sensing,	 embodied	 interplay	 and
engagement	 between	 human	 beings.	 For	 Conquergood,	 dialogue	 resists	 conclusions.	 It	 is
intensely	 committed	 to	 keeping	 the	 meanings	 between	 and	 the	 conversations	 with	 the
researcher	and	the	Other	open	and	ongoing.	It	is	a	reciprocal	giving	and	receiving	rather	than	a
timeless	 resolve.	 The	 dialogical	 stance	 is	 situated	 in	 multiple	 expressions	 that	 transgress,
collide,	and	embellish	realms	of	meaning.	Dialogue	is	both	difference	and	unity,	both	agreement
and	disagreement,	both	a	separation	and	a	coming	together.	For	Conquergood,	ethnographic,
performative	 dialogue	 is	 more	 like	 a	 hyphen	 than	 a	 period.	 Dialogue	 is	 therefore	 the
quintessential	encounter	with	the	Other.

Moreover,	 it	 is	 through	dialogue	and	meeting	with	 the	Other	 that	 I	 am	most	 fully	myself.	 The
wonderful	 paradox	 in	 the	ethnographic	moment	of	 dialogue	and	Otherness	 is	 that	 communion
with	 an	Other	 brings	 the	 self	 more	 fully	 into	 being	 and,	 in	 doing	 so,	 opens	 you	 to	 know	 the
Other	more	fully.	Mikhail	Bakhtin	(1984)	writes,

I	am	conscious	of	myself	and	become	myself	only	while	revealing	myself	for	another,
through	another,	and	with	the	help	of	another.	The	most	important	acts	constituting	self-
consciousness	are	determined	by	a	relationship	toward	another	consciousness	(toward
a	thou).	Separation,	dissociation,	enclosure	within	the	self	is	the	main	reason	for	the	loss
of	one's	self.	The	very	being	of	man	is	the	deepest	communion.	…	To	be	means	to	be
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for	another,	through	the	other,	for	oneself.	(p.	287)

It	is	the	dialogic	relationship	with	the	Other,	this	ongoing	liveliness	and	resistance	to
finality	 that	 resists	 the	 connotation	of	 timelessness	 commonly	 described	as	 “the	ethnographic
present,”	 that	has	adversely	haunted	 traditional	ethnography.	The	ethnographic	present	 refers
to	the	representation	of	a	timeless	account	of	the	culture	or	people	being	studied.	Charlotte	Aull
Davis	(1999)	states,

The	ethnographer	moves	on.	[But]	temporally,	spatially	and	developmentally,	the	people
he	or	she	studied	are	presented	as	if	suspended	in	an	unchanging	and	virtually	timeless
state,	as	if	the	ethnographer's	description	provides	all	that	it	is	important,	or	possible,	to
know	about	their	past	and	future.	(p.	156)

The	Other	inscribed	as	a	static,	unchanging,	and	enduring	imprint	in	the	ethnographic	present	is
dislodged	 by	 a	 dialogic,	 critical	 ethnography.	 Dialogue	 moves	 from	 ethnographic	 present	 to
ethnographic	presence	by	opening	the	passageways	for	readers	and	audiences	to	experience
and	 grasp	 the	 partial	 presence	 of	 a	 temporal	 conversation	 constituted	 by	 the	 Other's	 voice,
body,	history,	and	yearnings.	This	conversation	with	 the	Other,	brought	 forth	 through	dialogue,
reveals	 itself	as	a	 lively,	changing	being	through	time	and	no	 longer	an	artifact	captured	 in	 the
ethnographer's	monologue,	immobile	and	forever	stagnant.

Note:	Brief	Historical	Overview	of	Critical	Ethnography
The	field	of	ethnography	in	the	United	States	is	primarily	influenced	by	two	traditions:	the
British	anthropologist	from	the	19th	century	and	the	Chicago	School	from	the	1960s.

Anthropology	and	British	Functionalism

Anthropology	was	established	as	an	academic	discipline	during	the	middle	of	the	19th
century.	In	the	beginning,	the	questionnaire	was	the	main	method	the	missionaries,
traders,	sailors,	explorers,	and	colonial	administrators	used	to	obtain	data	from	the
population	that	inhabited	their	local	outposts	or	stations.	The	questionnaires	were	then
sent	back	to	the	colonial	metropolis	for	the	“armchair”	ethnologists	to	interpret	(Davis,
1999,	p.	60).	The	most	noted	work	of	this	period	is	James	Frazer's	The	Golden	Bough
(1900).

Toward	the	end	of	the	century,	more	ethnologists	financed	their	own	expeditions	to	“far	off
lands”	for	the	purpose	of	conducting	surveys.	These	surveys	were	generally	based	upon
predetermined	questions	for	the	interests	and	benefit	of	the	colonial	empire	(Davis,	1999,
p.	68).	The	limitations,	distortions,	 and	superficiality	of	these	accounts	created
a	growing	unrest	and	demand	for	more	detail.	As	a	result,	in	the	early	years	of	the	20th
century	there	was	a	turn	toward	longer	engagements	in	these	locations.	This	was	the
foundation	for	long-term	participant	observation	fieldwork	and	is	associated	with	the	work
of	Bronislaw	Malinowski	(1926,	1945)	in	Britain	and	Franz	Boas	(1928,	1931)	in	America
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and	their	students.	As	Davis	(1999)	writes	about	Malinowski	and	Boas,

Both	had	come	to	recognize	the	complexity	of	the	so-called	primitive	and	to	link	this
with	both	an	attack	on	cultural	evolutionism	and	a	deep	and	genuine	(if	sometime
naïve	and	unreflexive)	opposition	to	ethnocentrism.	…	Both	were	concerned	to
recognize	and	include	in	their	analysis	the	interconnectedness	of	each	individual
society's	cultural	forms	and	social	structures;	in	British	social	anthropology,	this
came	to	be	expressed	theoretically	by	Radcliffe-Brown's	structural	functionalism;	in
American	anthropology,	its	fullest	expression	took	the	form	of	an	interest	in	culture
complexes.	(p.	69)

Structural	Functionalism.

A.	R.	Radcliffe-Brown's	(1958)	development	of	structural	functionalism	is	concerned	with
defining	and	determining	social	structures	and	the	interconnectedness	within	their	own
system	of	structures.	It	excludes	any	consideration	of	external	influences;	the	focus	was
on	the	mechanisms	that	sustain	the	structure,	thereby	deeming	human	behavior	as	a
function	of	the	structures	that	guide	and	determine	their	culture	and	conduct.

The	Chicago	School

The	Chicago	School	of	ethnography	developed	in	the	1920s	in	the	Department	of	Social
Science	and	Anthropology	at	the	University	of	Chicago.	Key	contributors	to	the	school
were	Robert	Park	(1864–1944),	who	turned	the	focus	of	fieldwork	to	the	urban
landscape;	G.	H.	Mead	(1865–1931)	and	John	Dewey	(1859–1932),	who	emphasized
pragmatism;	and	Herbert	Bloomer	(1900–1987),	proponent	of	symbolic	interactionism.
The	Chicago	School	is	credited	for	laying	the	foundation	for	“a	vibrant	and	increasingly
methodologically	sophisticated	program	of	interpretive	ethnography”	(Thomas,	1993,	p.
11).

Positivism

Positivism	is	based	on	the	idea	that	empiricism	must	reach	the	goal	of	positive	knowledge
—that	is,	prediction,	laws	of	succession	and	variability.	 Positivists	believe
genuine	knowledge	is	founded	by	direct	experience	and	that	experience	is	composed	of
social	facts	to	be	determined	while	reducing	any	distortion	of	subjectivity	(theology	or
metaphysics)	by	the	presence	of	the	ethnographer.	Therefore,	positivism	is	based	on	the
following	assumptions	outlined	by	Norman	K.	Denzin	(2001):	(a)	There	is	a	reality	that	can
be	objectively	interpreted;	(b)	the	researcher	as	a	subject	must	be	separate	from	any
representation	of	the	object	researched;	(c)	generalizations	about	the	object	of	research
are	“free	from	situational	and	temporal	constraints:	that	is,	they	are	universally
generalizable”	(p.	44);	(d)	there	is	a	cause	and	effect	for	all	phenomena—there	are	“no
causes	without	effects	and	no	effects	without	causes”	(p.	44);	and	(e)	our	analyses	are
objective	and	“value-free”	(p.	44).
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Post-Positivism

The	post-positive	turn—or	what	is	variously	referred	to	as	the	“performance	turn,”	the
“postmodern	turn,”	the	“new	ethnography,”	or	the	“seventh	movement”	(Denzin,	2001,
2003)—has	denounced	the	tenets	of	positivism.	Positivism's	goal	for	objectivity,	prediction,
cause/effect,	and	generalization	has	been	replaced	by	the	recognition	and	contemplation
of	subjective	human	experience,	contingencies	of	truth	claims,	value-laden	inquiry,	and
local	knowledge	and	vernacular	expressions	as	substantive	analytical	frameworks.

The	Method	and	Theory	Nexus
This	 book	 serves	 as	 a	 resource	 for	 qualitative	 researchers	 who	 wish	 to	 emphasize	 critical
analysis,	 ethical	 considerations,	 and	 theories	 and	 practices	 of	 performance.	 In	 order	 to
proceed,	I	must	first	stress	that	criticism,	ethics,	and	performance	require	a	level	of	theoretical
understanding.	 Theory	 becomes	 a	 necessity,	 because	 it	 guides	 the	 meanings	 and	 the
vocabulary	 for	 each	 of	 these	 three	 domains.	 Theory	 is	 embedded	 in	 their	 definitions	 and
functions:	Critical	analysis	 is	grounded	in	social	 theory,	ethics	 is	grounded	in	moral	philosophy,
and	 performance	 is	 both	 a	 practice	 and	 a	 theory.	 In	 accepting	 the	 significance	 of	 theoretical
knowledge,	it	is	equally	important	for	us	to	comprehend	the	way	in	which	theory	is	at	times	the
same	as	method,	and	at	other	times	distinct	from	it.

How	are	theory	and	method	the	same	and	different?	They	are	the	same	in	that	theory	is	used
in	ethnography	as	an	 interpretive	or	analytical	method.	We	often	rely	on	theory—whether	 it	 is
Marxist	 theory,	 critical	 race	 theory,	 or	 phenomenology—to	 interpret	 or	 illuminate	 a	 social
phenomenon.	 However,	 though	 theory	 may	 guide	 and	 inspire	 us	 in	 composing	 a	 lay	

summary,	designing	interview	questions,	or	coding	data,	it	is	not	theory	but	a	methodological
process	 that	 directs	 the	 completion	of	 the	 task.	The	 relationship	between	 theory	and	method
has	a	 long	and	provocative	history	 reflected	 in	disciplinary	boundaries	and	 research	 traditions
privileging	one	over	the	other,	as	well	as	defining	them	as	exclusively	separate	spheres.

The	 researcher	 engaged	 in	 ethnography,	 ethics,	 and	 performance	 needs	 both	 theory	 and
method.

This	tension	between	theory	and	method	can	be	addressed	by	emphasizing	what	 is	significant
about	each	as	separate	spheres	and	as	inseparable	entities.	According	to	Joe	L.	Kinchloe	and
Peter	 McLaren	 (2000),	 critical	 theory	 finds	 its	 method	 in	 critical	 ethnography.	 In	 this	 sense,
ethnography	becomes	the	“doing”—or,	better,	 the	performance—-of	critical	 theory.	To	 think	of
ethnography	 as	 critical	 theory	 in	 action	 is	 an	 interesting	 and	 productive	 description.	 The
following	quotation	from	Jim	Thomas	(1993)	underscores	this	point.	He	refers	to	critical	theory
as	 “intellectual	 rebellion.”	 The	 passage	 is	 useful	 because,	 as	 it	 describes	 the	 approach	 of
critical	theory,	it	is	also	describes	the	aim	of	critical	ethnography:

The	roots	of	critical	thought	spread	from	a	long	tradition	of	intellectual	rebellion	in	which
rigorous	examination	of	ideas	and	discourse	constituted	political	challenge.	Social
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critique,	by	definition,	is	radical.	It	implies	an	evaluative	judgment	of	meaning	and	method
in	research,	policy,	and	human	activity.	Critical	thinking	implies	freedom	by	recognizing
that	social	existence,	including	our	knowledge	of	it,	is	not	simply	composed	of	givens
imposed	on	us	by	powerful	and	mysterious	forces.	This	recognition	leads	to	the
possibility	of	transcending	existing	forces.	The	act	of	critique	implies	that	by	thinking
about	and	acting	upon	the	world,	we	are	able	to	change	both	our	subjective
interpretations	and	objective	conditions.	(p.	18)

Critical	social	theory	evolves	from	a	tradition	of	“intellectual	rebellion”	that	includes	radical	ideas
challenging	regimes	of	power	that	changed	the	world.	As	ethnographers,	we	employ	theory	at
several	 levels	 in	 our	 analysis:	 to	 articulate	 and	 identify	 hidden	 forces	 and	 ambiguities	 that
operate	 beneath	 appearances;	 to	 guide	 judgments	 and	 evaluations	 emanating	 from	 our
discontent;	 to	 direct	 our	 attention	 to	 the	 critical	 expressions	 within	 different	 interpretive
communities	 relative	 to	 their	 unique	 symbol	 systems,	 customs,	 and	 codes;	 to	 demystify	 the
ubiquity	and	magnitude	of	power;	to	provide	insight	and	inspire	acts	of	justice;	and	to	name	and
analyze	what	is	intuitively	felt.

If,	as	Kinchloe	and	McLaren	(2000)	suggest,	critical	theory	finds	its	most	compelling	method	in
critical	 ethnography,	 then	 we	 must	 not	 only	 comprehend	 the	 necessity	 of	 theory	 but	 also
itsmethod.	Enrique	G.	Murillo,	Jr.	(2004),	states,

Theory	is	linked	to	methods,	and	methods	to	the	scenes	studied,	grounding
one's	work.	The	methods	rely	heavily	on	direct	observation	(participant	observation),
open-ended	interviewing,	and	textual	analysis	of	human	products.	However,	the	degree
and	extent	of	utilization	of	each	of	these	methods	depend	on	the	researcher's	purposes,
the	guiding	questions,	theoretical	framework,	and	the	scene	itself.	(p.	157)

Although	theory	may	fund	the	guiding	principles	of	our	doing,	 there	 is	a	necessary	and	distinct
attention	that	must	be	given	to	the	guidelines,	techniques,	and	processes	of	that	doing	itself—
our	 method.	 Theory,	 when	 used	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 interpretation,	 is	 a	 method,	 yet	 it	 can	 be
distinguished	 from	method	 (and	 indeed	 take	 a	 back	 seat	 to	method)	when	a	 set	 of	concrete
actions	 grounded	 by	 a	 specific	 scene	 are	 required	 to	 complete	 a	 task.	 Murillo	 eloquently
reminds	us	 that	methods	are	not	simply	 isolated	or	 immutable	activities,	but	are	contingent	on
our	purpose,	our	fundamental	questions,	the	theories	that	inform	our	work,	and	the	scene	itself.

I	began	the	chapter	with	a	story	about	representation.	I	will	end	this	chapter	by	coming	back	to
the	story	and	 the	central	 question	 it	 raised:	How	do	we	 represent	Others	and	 their	world	 for
justpurposes?	We	have	begun	to	address	the	question	in	this	chapter	by	introducing	the	themes
ofpositionality,	dialogue,	Otherness,	and	the	theory/method	nexus.

Summary
Positionality.	Positionality	is	vital	because	it	forces	us	to	acknowledge	our	own	power,
privilege,	and	biases	just	as	we	denounce	the	power	structures	that	surround	our
subjects.	A	concern	for	positionality	is	a	reflexive	ethnography;	it	is	a	turning	back	on
ourselves.	When	we	turn	back	on	ourselves,	we	examine	our	intentions,	our	methods,
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and	our	possible	effects.	We	are	accountable	for	our	research	paradigms,	our	authority,
and	our	moral	responsibility	relative	to	representation	and	interpretation.
Dialogue/Otherness.	Dialogue	emphasizes	the	living	communion	of	a	felt-sensing,
embodied	interplay	and	engagement	between	human	beings.	Dialogue	keeps	the
meanings	between	and	the	conversations	with	the	researcher	and	the	Other	open	and
ongoing.	The	conversation	with	the	Other	that	is	brought	forth	through	dialogue	reveals
itself	as	a	lively,	changing	being	through	time	and	no	longer	an	artifact	captured	in	the
ethnographer's	monologue	or	written	transcript—fixed	in	time	and	forever	stagnant.

Theory/Method.	Critical	ethnography	becomes	the	“doing”	or	the	“performance”	of
critical	theory.	It	is	critical	theory	in	action.	Theory,	when	used	as	a	mode	of
interpretation,	is	a	method,	yet	it	can	be	distinguished	from	method	(and	indeed	take	a
back	seat	to	method)	when	a	set	of	concrete	actions	grounded	by	a	specific	scene	is
required	to	complete	a	task.	We	rely	on	theory—whether	it	is	Marxist	theory,	critical
race	theory,	or	phenomenology—to	interpret	or	illuminate	a	social	action.	However,	in
composing	a	lay	summary,	designing	interview	questions,	or	coding	data,	theory	may
inspire	and	guide,	but	it	is	a	methodological	process	that	directs	and	completes	the	task.

In	 the	 following	 chapter,	 an	 examination	 of	 methods	 is	 explored	 in	 greater	 detail.	 After	 the
methods	chapter,	a	series	of	hypothetical	case	studies	are	presented	to	illustrate	how	theory	is
applied	as	an	interpretive	method.	Chapter	2	specifically	discusses	initial	methods	employed	as
the	researcher	enters	the	field,	including	such	topics	as	“Starting	Where	You	Are,”	“Being	Part
of	an	Interpretive	Community,”	 “The	Research	Design,”	 “The	Lay	Summary,”	 “Interviewing	and
Field	 Techniques,”	 and	 “Coding	 and	 Logging	Data.”	Chapter	3	 comprises	 three	 fictional	 case
studies	or	ethnographic	stories	 that	use	key	concepts	 from	particular	 theoretical	 frameworks.
Case	One	 includes	key	concepts	 from	postcolonial	and	Marxist	criticism;	Case	Two	 includes
key	 concepts	 from	 theories	 of	 phenomenology,	 subjectivity,	 symbolism,	 and	 sexuality;	 and
Case	Three	includes	key	concepts	from	critical	race	and	feminist	theory.

Warm-Ups
1.	Take	an	image—it	can	be	from	a	photograph,	a	painting,	an	advertisement—and
speak	from	the	points	of	view	of	the	various	objects	or	characters	within	the	image.	How
are	they	each	expressing	differently	what	it	means	to	be	within	the	frame	or	parameters
of	the	image?	How	are	they	expressing	their	relationship	to	the	other	figures	or	images
around	them?	In	your	various	voicings	of	what	is	within	the	image,	are	you	giving	more
emphasis	to	one	or	more	images	over	others?	Why	or	why	not?
2.	View	the	film	Rashomon	or	observe	a	similar	story	that	is	constructed	from	several
viewpoints	that	each	tell	their	side	of	one	story.	How	does	the	writer,	filmmaker,	or	teller
construct	the	narrative	to	give	voice	to	the	various	characters?	What	devices	are	used?

3.	Choose	a	current	situation	in	world	events	in	which	two	competing	sides	have	been
locked	in	enduring	opposition	and	conflict.	Speak	from	the	position	of	each	side	with
sincere,	calm,	and	thoughtful	persuasion	and	belief.	Then,	speak	as	the	critical
ethnographer	in	an	effort	to	interpret	the	situation	in	order	to	make	change.
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Chapter	2:	Methods:	“Do	I	Really	Need	a	Method?”	A	Method	…	or	Deep
Hanging-Out

Human	reality	as	such	is	an	interpreted	reality,	a	social	construction	given	shape	and
meaning	by	the	various	cultural	discourses/texts	that	circulate	within	it.	Those	texts	that
carry	the	weight	of	cultural	authority	as	“reliable	knowledge”	or	“objective	information”
(e.g.,	expert	opinions	or	news	reports)	exerts	powerful	influences	on	how	common
perceptions	are	formed	and	common	sense	is	made.

—Mary	S.	Strine,	“Critical	Theory	and	‘Organic’	Intellectuals:	Reframing	the	Work	of
Cultural	Critique”	(1991)

One	 day	 a	 student	 in	 my	 Performance	 Ethnography	 course	 raised	 her	 hand	 and	 said,	 “My
advisor	told	me	that	methods	are	not	necessary	and	that	all	you	really	need	in	the	field	is	deep
hanging-out.”	I	had	been	teaching	this	course	for	more	than	10	years,	and	I	had	recently	come
back	from	my	fieldwork	in	West	Africa.	I	have	been	asked	all	sorts	of	questions	over	the	years
related	 to	 the	 theory/method	divide.	However,	 I	 noticed	 that	 this	 particular	 student	was	more
emphatic	 in	 her	 dismissal	 of	 methods.	 Although	 the	 course	 is	 offered	 in	 the	 Department	 of
Communication	 Studies,	 students	 enroll	 from	 across	 the	 campus—students	 in	 sociology,
education,	 history,	 folklore,	 and	 anthropology.	 The	 young	woman	 came	 from	 another	

department	 outside	 the	 field	 of	 communication	 studies;	 she	 later	 expressed	 that	 it	 is	 only
anthropologists	who	do	“real”	fieldwork.	She	was	told	to	believe	that	self-reflection	and	intuition,
good	 theory	 and	 politics,	 and	 in-depth	 knowledge	 of	 context	 and	 culture	 were	 all	 that	 was
needed	 for	 “real”	 fieldwork.	 Another	 student	 in	 the	 course	 from	 sociology	 was	 completely
irritated	by	her	dismissal	of	methodology	and	adamantly	expressed	her	discontent	by	stating,
“If	you	don't	have	a	methodology,	you	don't	have	anything!	What	do	you	think	you	are	doing	in
the	field?”

Over	 the	 years,	 it	 has	become	clear	 to	me	 that	 certain	 disciplines	have	 their	 own	philosophy
about	 the	 nature	 and	 definition	 of	 methods	 and	 their	 value.	 These	 tensions	 surrounding	 the
disciplinary	boundaries	within	and	across	the	humanities	and	social	sciences	in	defining	the	term
method	and	 its	use	have	often	resulted	 in	a	peculiar	 turf	war:	one	side	regarding	fieldwork	as
more	 a	matter	 of	 theory,	 subjectivities,	 and	 culture,	with	 another	 side	 regarding	 it	 as	more	 a
matter	of	precision,	validation,	and	evidence.

As	 stated	 in	 Chapter	 1,	 method	 and	 theory	 are	 reciprocally	 linked	 yet	 necessarily
distinguishable.	At	key	moments	in	the	ethnographic	or	qualitative	process	they	are	separable,
and	at	other	moments	seamless.	In	my	own	work,	there	are	moments	when	theory	and	method
are	at	a	discreet	distance:	 for	example,	when	 it	 is	 time	 to	design	 interview	questions	and	 log
data.	But	it	is	theory	that	still	informs	the	kinds	of	questions	I	will	ask	and	the	categories	of	data
that	 take	 priority.	 Although	 I	 always	 have	 an	 overarching	 theory	 in	 my	 work	 that	 guides	 the
purpose	 and	 direction	 of	 the	 study,	 when	 it	 is	 time	 to	 design	 questions,	 log	 data,	 and	 code
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information,	 I	 also	 rely	more	 on	 concrete	 procedural	 models.	 These	models	 are	 flexible	 and
context	specific,	but	they	follow	a	basic	formula	and	rather	systematic	technique.	For	example,
when	 coding	 the	mass	 of	 data	 on	 human	 rights	 from	 activists,	 stakeholders,	 field	 notes,	 and
archival	 research,	 I	 employ	a	 technique	 to	order	and	categorize	 the	morass	of	data	 from	 the
general	 to	 the	 specific	 using	 a	 systematic	 method	 that	 is	 divided	 by	 domains,	 clusters,	 and
themes.

Sometimes,	 theory	will	get	 in	 the	way	by	actually	obstructing	method,	but	 there	are	still	other
moments	 when	 the	 method	 is	 the	 theory.	 For	 example,	 in	 the	 interpretation	 and	 analysis	 of
certain	 data,	 theory	 and	 method	 become	 one	 and	 the	 same.	 In	 my	 work	 with	 the	 personal
narratives	 of	 indigenous	 human	 rights	 activists,	 a	 particular	 interview	 I	 examined	 required	 a
method	of	analysis	 that	articulated	 the	connection	between	poverty	and	human	rights	abuses.
My	 method	 of	 analysis	 was	 based	 on	 concepts	 from	 phenomenology,	 as	 well	 as	 from
postcolonial	 and	Marxist	 theory.	Hence,	my	 theory	was	my	method,	 and	my	method	was	my
theory.	 In	 terms	of	 the	 theory-versus-method	 debate,	 the	 dismissal	 or	 privileging	 of	 one	 over
the	other	raises	important	questions	and	considerations	and	is	sometimes	counterproductive.	It
is	 as	 counterproductive	 as	 the	 disciplinary	 turf	 battles	 that	 erupt	 over	 which
disciplinary	 tradition	 is	more	 “authentic”	or	 “rigorous”	 in	 conducting	 field-work	or	which	 field	 is
more	“deeply”	ethnographic.

This	 chapter	 serves	as	 a	 practical	 reference	guide.	 It	 is	 geared	 toward	 those	undergraduate
and	 graduate	 students	who	want	 to	 know	more	 about	practical	methods,	 understanding	 that
methods	are	a	set	of	procedures	or	a	process	for	achieving	an	end,	a	goal,	or	a	purpose.	 In
this	chapter,	I	hope	to	address	the	question,	What	is	an	ethnographic	method?

Corrine	Glesne	(1999)	claims	that	methodological	procedures	for	all	qualitative	researchers	are
basically	 the	same:	 (a)	state	a	purpose,	 (b)	pose	a	problem	or	state	a	question,	 (c)	define	a
research	 population,	 (d)	 develop	 a	 time	 frame,	 (e)	 collect	 and	 analyze	 data,	 and	 (f)	 present
outcome	 (p.	 4).	 James	 Spradley	 (1979)	 lists	 a	 methodological	 sequence	 that	 is	 similar	 to
Glesne's:	 (a)	select	a	problem,	 (b)	 formulate	a	hypothesis,	 (c)	collect	data,	 (d)	analyze	data,
and	(e)	write	up	the	results	(p.	15).

This	chapter	will	expand	upon	the	methodological	sequences	outlined	by	Glesne	and	Spradley
by	elaborating	upon	the	particular	challenges	for	critical	ethnography.

“Who	Am	I?”:	Starting	Where	You	Are
Start	where	you	are.	The	experiences	in	your	life,	both	past	and	present,	and	who	you	are	as	a
unique	individual	will	 lead	you	to	certain	questions	about	the	world	and	certain	problems	about
why	 things	 are	 the	way	 they	 are.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 honor	 your	 own	 personal	 history	 and	 the
knowledge	you	have	accumulated	up	to	this	point,	as	well	as	the	intuition	or	instincts	that	draw
you	toward	a	particular	direction,	question,	problem,	or	topic—understanding	that	you	may	not
always	know	exactly	why	or	how	you	are	being	drawn	in	that	direction.	Ask	yourself	questions
that	 only	 you	 can	 answer:	 “What	 truly	 interests	 me?”	 “What	 do	 I	 really	 want	 to	 know	more
about?”	“What	is	most	disturbing	to	me	about	society?”	You	might	probe	even	more	deeply	and
ask	yourself,	as	in	the	words	of	the	writer	Alice	Walker	(2003),	“What	is	the	work	my	soul	must
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have?”	(p.	238),	and	go	from	there.



“Who	Else	Has	Written	about	My	Topic?”:	Being	a	Part	of	an	Interpretive
Community
When	 you	 have	 a	 general	 topic	 in	 mind,	 you	 are	 then	 ready	 to	 contemplate	 questions	 or
problems	that	might	relate	to	your	topic.	At	this	stage,	in	order	 to	be	most	effective,
it	is	important	to	read	and	examine	other	studies	or	models	related	to	the	topic.	Be	very	careful
that	other	studies	do	not	become	an	uncritical	or	 replicated	model:	be	careful	 that	you	do	not
simply	 summarize	 or	 repeat	 what	 has	 already	 been	 researched	 and	 that	 you	 do	 not	 entirely
reject	the	value	of	what	has	already	been	researched—avoid	a	blatant	negation	without	careful
consideration.	It	is	important	to	be	both	critical	of	other	studies	and	to	be	inspired	by	them.	Find
the	 balance	 between	 comparison	 and	 contrast.	 Extend	 and	 augment	 the	 studies	 you	 admire,
don't	 simply	 repeat	 them.	Consider	what	 is	 useful	 from	 the	 studies	 you	 don't	 admire,	 even	 if
their	 usefulness	 is	 by	 contrast.	 You	 may	 be	 surprised	 by	 what	 you	 will	 learn	 from	 your
unfavorable	models,	as	well	as	how	such	models	will	help	you	 in	sharpening	your	critical	skills
and	refining	your	topical	question	or	problem.

Other	models,	favorable	and	unfavorable,	provide	ideas	about	content,	form,	and	method,	and,
most	 importantly,	 you	 will	 enrich	 your	 knowledge	 base.	 By	 considering	 other	 examples,	 you
expand	questions	and	contexts	relative	to	your	project	and	learn	by	comparing	what	you	wish	to
adapt	from	studies	you	admire	and	what	you	wish	to	contrast	and	differentiate	from	those	you
do	 not.	 Moreover,	 you	 become	 part	 of	 an	 interpretive	 community	 writing	 on	 a	 subject,	 a
community	of	other	researchers	with	which	you	will	be	in	dialogue.	You	will	refer	to	their	work,
to	enlighten	and	to	critique,	and	your	ideas	and	arguments	will	sometimes	be	in	accord	and	at
other	 times	 in	 discord	with	 theirs.	Keep	 in	mind	 that	 it	 is	 also	 your	 responsibility	 as	 a	 critical
researcher	 and	as	a	member	 of	 a	 particular	 interpretive	 community	 to	 know	what	 others	 are
imparting	 about	 a	 subject	 and	 community	 that	 you	 have	made	 a	 commitment	 to	 interact	with
and	to	learn	with	and	from.

The	Power	of	Purpose:	Bracketing	Your	Subject
After	you	have	 identified	a	subject	 that	you	are	drawn	to	and	that	 is	of	unique	 interest	 to	you,
and	 after	 you	 have	 examined	 illustrations	 that	 will	 further	 guide	 you	 toward	 a	 more	 specific
question	or	problem,	you	are	now	ready	to	begin	to	bracket	your	subject	and	contemplate	your
purpose.	At	 this	stage,	you	want	 to	capture	more	 fully	and	more	specifically	 the	phenomenon
you	 wish	 to	 study.	 This	 requires	 that	 you	 bracket	 the	 population	 you	 wish	 to	 study	 (Denzin,
2001;	Glesne,	1999;	Lofland	&	Lofland,	1984).

As	you	 identify	or	bracket	 in	clear	 terms	 the	population	of	your	study,	you	are	simultaneously
developing	 your	 research	 question	 and	 your	 purpose.	 Take	 care	 that	 you	 are	 framing	 an
identifiablequestion	 or	 problem,	 not	 simply	 a	 subject	 of	 interests	 that	 is	 general	 and
amorphous.	You	must	be	more	precise	at	 this	stage	 in	 identifying	a	question	or	problem	as	 it
guides	you	 toward	a	path	of	 inquiry	and	 interest	 that	 is	clear	and	directed.	You	will
be	more	focused,	self-assured,	and	motivated	when	you	have	a	subject	you	feel	strongly	about
and	you	can	articulate	for	yourself	and	others.	This	does	not	mean	that	you	are	confined	to	this
question	and	that	there	is	no	room	for	change,	invention,	or	discovery	along	the	way.	In	fact,	in
my	experience,	 I	 have	 found	 that	 by	 clearly	 identifying	a	 topic	 (while	 feeling	 free	 to	alter	 and
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change),	 researchers	 feel	more	 knowledgeable	 and	 skilled	 in	 changing	 or	 taking	 on	 different
questions	or	problems,	if	necessary,	than	what	their	original	questions	or	problems	demanded.
Once	you	get	 in	 the	 field,	your	question	or	problem	may	be	enriched	and	augmented	by	what
you	experience	on	the	ground.	It	may	change	into	another	domain	completely	or	it	may	remain
consistently	 vital	 and	 inspiring.	What	 is	 important	 is	 to	 identify	 your	 question	 from	 the	 onset
because,	 without	 a	 research	 question,	 your	 purpose	 will	 have	 less	 focus	 and	 certainty.
Moreover,	 you	 will	 have	 less	 direction	 in	 formulating	 your	 ideas	 if	 you	 do	 need	 to	 alter	 or
change	the	original	question	or	problem.

The	following	steps	serve	to	help	you	in	the	process	of	developing	a	specific	research	problem
or	question:

After	reviewing	the	literature	and	familiarizing	yourself	with	other	research	models	on	the
topic	(including	indexes,	titles	of	references	from	bibliographies,	quotations,	etc.),	note
what	sparks	your	interests	and	jot	down	titles,	phrases,	names,	and	places.
Combine	this	list	with	your	own	interest	and	intuitive	attraction	toward	an	item,	and	then
brainstorm	questions	about	your	subject	of	interest.	Write,	write,	and	keep	writing.	Take
a	break,	and	then	write	more	questions.
When	you	have	exhausted	writing	down	all	the	questions	that	come	to	mind,	then
consider	the	overarching	themes	that	arise.	This	will	take	a	bit	of	time,	but	enjoy	the
exercise.	You	will	discover	and	learn	from	this	step	as	you	make	connections	and	build
clusters	of	ideas	and	meanings	that	surface	and	repeat	themselves.
For	each	cluster	that	you	complete,	create	a	topic	sentence	or	a	subject	heading	in	the
form	of	a	question	that	best	reflects	the	composite	of	questions	within	each	cluster.
After	you	have	developed	the	summary	or	topical	question	for	each	of	your	clusters,	you
are	now	closer	to	the	point	of	narrowing	down	your	array	of	notes	into	a	solid	research
question.	Review	your	topical	questions	and	contemplate	how	your	research	question	will
evolve	from	them.	This	is	a	process	of	prioritizing	certain	questions	over	others,
eliminating	overlaps,	and	blending	 questions	together.	Throughout	the
process,	and	most	especially	in	this	last	step,	keep	in	mind	what	it	is	that	you,	as	a
critical	ethnographer,	want	to	contribute	or	change	for	the	cause	of	social	justice.	The
formulation	of	your	research	question	serves	as	an	articulation	of	what	it	is	you	want	to
do	and	why.

Preparing	for	the	Field:	The	Research	Design	and	Lay	Summary

The	Research	Design

“Gaining	 access”	 is	 a	major	 concern	 in	 qualitative	 research.	 There	 has	 been	 a	 great	 deal	 of
attention	paid	to	the	challenges	of	what	is	understood	as	entry.	As	a	qualitative	researcher	you
must	consider	how	you	enter	the	terrain	of	your	subjects	in	ways	that	are	appropriate,	ethical,
and	 effective.	 As	 you	 begin	 your	 preparations	 to	 enter	 the	 field,	 it	 is	 often	 advisable	 first	 to
complete	 aresearch	 design.	 This	 is	 a	 plan	 that	 outlines,	 step	 by	 step,	 what	 you	 hope	 to
accomplish	relative	 to	your	 fieldwork	process	and	methods.	A	research	design	comprises	key
points	to	be	addressed.	Please	understand	that	you	are	not	expected	to	address	each	of	these
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points	 in	precise	or	 full	detail	at	 the	beginning	of	your	study	and	before	you	actually	enter	 the
field—some	points	you	may	address	more	fully	than	others.	Your	research	design	is	to	help	you
organize	and	plan	what	you	are	about	to	encounter	in	the	field	in	order	to	provide	more	focus,
direction,	confidence,	and	sense	of	purpose.

The	following	points	comprise	a	research	design:

A	restatement	of	your	question	or	problem
A	description	of	your	(a)	data	collection	methods	as	coperformer	in	the	field	or
participant	observer;	(b)	type,	style,	and	techniques	of	interview;	(c)	field	journal
and	data	logging	techniques;	(d)	data	coding	process;	and	(e)	theoretical
frameworks	for	data	analysis	and	interpretation
A	delineation	of	your	ethical	methods	in	placing	the	welfare	of	subjects	first	by
protecting	their	rights,	interests,	privacy,	sensibilities,	and	offering	reports	at	key
stages	to	participants,	including	the	final	report
A	description	of	your	research	population	in	terms	of	(a)	geographic	location,	(b)
description	of	subjects,	(c)	norms	and	rules,	(d)	significant	historical	and	cultural
contexts,	and	(e)	expectations	for	key	informants	or	coperformers	within	the
population
An	outline	of	your	time	frame	for	(a)	entering	the	field,	(b)	data	collection	and/or
performance	process,	(c)	departure	and/or	public	performance,	(d)	coding	and
analysis,	and	(e)	completion	of	written	report	and/or	public	performance	at	home
site

Please	remember	that	it	is	perfectly	fine	if	you	do	not	have	the	answers	to	all	of	the
questions	 included	 in	your	research	design.	 It	may	not	even	be	necessary	 for	you	to	have	the
answers	to	them	all.	The	research	design	is	intended	to	serve	as	a	starting	point,	a	map,	or	a
guide	in	organizing	and	specifying	your	project.	It	helps	lead	the	way.

The	Lay	Summary

Remember,	the	research	design	is	of	primary	significance	to	you;	however,	the	lay	summary	is
more	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 subjects	 you	 will	 be	 meeting.	 It	 serves	 to	 assist	 them	 in
understanding	who	you	are,	what	you	are	doing,	and	what	their	role	will	be	in	the	process.	The
lay	 summary	 will	 also	 address	 specific	 questions;	 however,	 unlike	 the	 research	 design,	 the
information	 provided	 in	 the	 lay	 summary	 will	 be	 relatively	 more	 precise	 and	 predetermined.
However,	 it	 is	 important	 to	keep	 in	mind	that	your	 lay	summary	draws	from	the	 information	 in
your	 research	 design,	 and	 several	 points	 of	 information	 that	 you	 will	 be	 sharing	 with
participants	are	already	articulated	in	that	design.	Also,	keep	in	mind	that	the	purpose	of	the	lay
summary	is	to	explain	your	project	to	the	people	who	are	central	to	it;	therefore,	they	have	the
right	to	know,	and	you	have	the	responsibility	to	explain	your	presence	in	their	lives.

The	lay	summary	should	address	the	following	questions:
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Who	are	you?	What	is	your	background	and	where	do	you	come	from?	You	will	explain
your	institutional	affiliation	or	sponsorship,	and,	if	necessary,	information	that	might	be
significant	relative	to	your	cultural,	ethnic,	or	personal	identity.
What	are	you	doing	and	why?	Why	are	you	in	this	particular	place?	What	exactly	do	you
plan	to	do	here	and	for	what	purpose?	You	will	explain	to	participants	(a)	what	motivated
or	inspired	you	to	enter	into	this	particular	space	of	their	lives,	(b)	your	research
methods	or	how	you	will	collect	your	data,	and	(c)	your	desired	outcome	and	what	you
specifically	hope	to	contribute	toward	social	change.	(Note:	You	may	refer	to	your
research	design	in	communicating	these	points	to	participants.)
What	will	you	do	with	the	results	of	your	study?	What	happens	to	the	information	you
gathered	here	after	you	leave?	You	will	describe	the	end	product	of	your	fieldwork;	that
is,	you	will	explain	what	form	the	information	you	gathered	is	going	to	take	(a	book,	a
performance,	a	policy	report,	a	classroom	assignment,	etc.).	You	will	also	explain	how,
where,	and	to	whom	this	information	will	be	given	or	distributed.

How	were	participants	selected?	What	mechanisms	did	you	use	to	gain	access	to	the
people	in	the	field	with	whom	you	chose	to	speak	and	interact?	You	will	explain	your
method	and	how	you	came	to	locate	and	meet	them:	for	example,	through	an
introduction	from	a	key	participant	or	community	liaison,	with	assistance	from	relevant
institutions	and	networks,	through	word-of-mouth,	via	the	“snowball	effect”	or	the
“grapevine,”	as	well	as	by	“hanging	out”	at	local	sites	such	as	churches,	social
gatherings,	rallies,	and	so	forth.
What	are	the	possible	benefits	or	risks	to	participants?	What	will	participants	gain	and/or
lose	by	your	presence	in	their	lives?	You	will	explain	what	you	hope	your	project	will	do
to	serve	and	contribute	to	the	lives	or	population	of	your	study.	This	means	you	will
express	what	difference	your	presence	will	make	upon	a	situation	or	experience	that
relates	to	or	affects	them.	You	will	also	express	with	honesty	and	humility	the	possible
consequences	that	your	project	may	have	upon	the	situation	and/or	their	lives.	As	you
describe	all	the	possible	negative	consequences,	you	must	also	speak	in	clear	terms
regarding	what	measures	you	will	take	to	try	to	prevent	such	consequences	from
occurring.	(This	point	is	elaborated	with	more	detail	and	examples	in	the	section	on
ethics.)
How	will	you	assure	confidentiality	and	anonymity,	when	necessary,	for	participants	as
well	as	the	site?	You	will	explain	your	ethical	stance	and	your	methods	by	outlining	step
by	step	how	your	research	data—specifically,	names,	places,	encounters,	and	identities
—will	be	changed,	altered,	and	safeguarded	from	the	general	public,	other	participants,
and	your	institutional	colleagues.	(This	point	is	also	elaborated	with	examples	and	detail
in	the	ethics	section.)
How	often	and	how	long	would	you	like	to	meet	for	interviews	and	observations?	You	will
inform	participants	of	why	you	may	need	to	meet	with	them	on	more	than	one	occasion
and	the	possible	duration	of	each	meeting.	You	will	also	inquire	about	significant	times	to
meet	that	will	enhance	the	data	and	address	more	fully	your	research	question.	You	will
also	keep	in	mind	that	how	often	you	meet	is	contingent	upon	what	is	convenient	and
appropriate	for	participants.
How	and	in	what	manner	will	you	ask	participants’	permission	to	record	their	actions,
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experiences,	and	words?	After	you	have	described	the	project,	particularly	after	you
have	informed	participants	of	possible	benefits	and	consequences,	of	what	will	be	done
with	the	data,	and	of	the	purpose	of	the	project,	the	means	by	which	the	data	will	be
recorded	will	more	than	likely	be	less	invasive,	foreign,	or	even	suspicious.	The	means
by	which	 you	record	your	data	are	through	notes,	tape	recordings,
photographs,	and	videotaping.	You	will	obviously	ask	permission	to	record,	especially	for
photographs	and	audio	or	video	recordings.	It	is	often	good	practice,	particularly	with
video	recordings,	and	for	participants	who	are	reluctant	to	meet	a	day	or	two	before	the
more	formal	interview.	If	time	allows,	have	a	conversation	about	more	general	subjects
that	are	innocuous	or	that	are	of	interests	to	them	in	order	to	develop	more	familiarity
and	ease	with	the	videotape.	It	is	also	effective	when	using	video	to	make	arrangements
for	these	individuals	to	be	part	of	a	group	interview	and	discussion	before	you	videotape
them	individually.	Being	part	of	a	group	for	the	initial	taping	buffers	the	focus	and
concentration	on	them	as	individuals.	It	gives	them	an	opportunity	to	interact	with	and
respond	to	others	who	are	also	being	taped	and	to	witness	by	comparison	or	contrast
how	others	respond.

The	 lay	summary,	 like	 the	research	design,	serves	only	as	a	guide	or	a	map.	Remember	 that
every	situation	 is	different	and	context	specific.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 feel	 free	to	adapt	and	adjust
the	need	of	the	lay	summary	to	your	particular	project	and	situation.

Interviewing	and	Field	Techniques
Unlike	survey	interviews,	in	which	those	giving	information	are	relatively	passive	and
are	not	allowed	the	opportunity	to	elaborate,	interviewees	in	qualitative	interviews	share
in	the	work	of	the	interview,	sometimes	guiding	it	in	channels	of	their	own	choosing.
They	are	treated	as	partners	rather	than	as	objects	of	research.

—Herbert	J.	Rubin	and	Irene	S.	Rubin,	Qualitative	Interviewing:	The	Art	of	Hearing
Data(1995)

Interviewing	 is	 a	 hallmark	 experience	 of	 fieldwork	 research	 (Rubin	 &	 Rubin,	 1995).	 The
ethnographic	 interview	 opens	 realms	 of	 meaning	 that	 permeate	 beyond	 rote	 information	 or
finding	 the	 “truth	 of	 the	matter.”	 The	 interviewee	 is	 not	 an	 object,	 but	 a	 subject	with	 agency,
history,	and	his	or	her	own	idiosyncratic	command	of	a	story.	Interviewer	and	interviewee	are	in
partnership	 and	 dialogue	 as	 they	 construct	 memory,	 meaning,	 and	 experience	 together.	 The
primary	aim	of	much	social	science	research	is	to	locate	valid	and	reliable	information,	with	the
interviewer	directing	the	questions	and	the	interviewee	answering	them	as	truthfully	as	possible.
This	 is	 not	 to	 suggest	 that	 validity	 and	 substantiation	 are	 irrelevant	 in	 critical	 ethnography,
because	 they	 are	 indeed	 significant	 at	 many	 levels	 of	 inquiry.	 However,	 critical
ethnography	 reflects	 deeper	 truths	 than	 the	 need	 for	 verifiable	 facts	 and	 information.	 The
beauty	of	this	method	of	interviewing	is	in	the	complex	realms	of	individual	subjectivity,	memory,
yearnings,	 polemics,	 and	 hope	 that	 are	 unveiled	 and	 inseparable	 from	 shared	 and	 inherited
expressions	 of	 communal	 strivings,	 social	 history,	 and	 political	 possibility.	 The	 interview	 is	 a
window	 to	 individual	 subjectivity	 and	 collective	 belonging:	 I	 am	 because	 we	 are	 and	 we	 are
because	I	am.
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The	 ethnographic	 interview	 may	 encompasses	 three	 forms:	 (1)	 oral	 history,	 which	 is	 a
recounting	of	a	social	historical	moment	reflected	in	the	life	or	lives	of	individuals	who	remember
them	and/or	 experienced	 them;	 (2)	personal	narrative,	which	 is	 an	 individual	 perspective	 and
expression	of	an	event,	experience,	or	point	of	view;	and	(3)	topical	interview,	the	point	of	view
given	to	a	particular	subject,	such	as	a	program,	an	issue,	or	a	process.	It	is	important	to	note
that	 these	 forms	 are	 not	 isolated	 from	 one	 another.	 They	 are	 separated	 here	 for	 definitional
purposes,	because	 they	each	have	special	albeit	discrete	characteristics	 from	the	others.	But
please	keep	in	mind	that	each	type	will	often	and	necessarily	overlap	with	the	others.

Formulating	Questions
What	is	seen,	heard,	and	experienced	in	the	field,	these	are	“the	nuggets	around	which
you	construct	your	questions.”

—Corrine	Glesne,	Becoming	Qualitative	Researchers:	An	Introduction	(1999)

One	 of	 the	 most	 interesting	 and	 important	 challenges	 of	 the	 interview	 process	 is	 during	 the
initial	stages,	when	you	are	thinking	about	what	questions	to	ask.	There	are	those	who	have	a
natural	 talent	 for	asking	questions,	while	others	are	not	so	sure	what	 to	ask	or	how	 to	ask	 it
and	need	more	guidance.	Questions	will	naturally	evolve	 the	more	 time	you	spend	 in	 the	 field
and	 the	more	experience	you	have	with	participants	and	with	 the	context	and	culture	 in	which
they	 live	 or	 work.	 It	 is	 generally	 advised	 that	 researchers	 should	 have	 a	 basic	 level	 of
understanding	 of	 the	 field—the	 general	 history,	 meanings,	 practices,	 institutions,	 and	 beliefs
that	 constitute	 it—before	 they	 plunge	 full	 force	 into	 the	 actual	 face-to-face	 interviewing.
Spending	time	closely	listening,	observing,	and	interacting	in	the	field	while	compiling	extensive
field	notes	will	provide	a	foundation	of	knowledge	and	experience	upon	which	you	may	begin	to
craft	your	questions.

Greater	knowledge	and	familiarity	before	you	begin	your	interviews	will	 inspire	your	questions.
Your	 field	 notes	 will	 be	 an	 invaluable	 source	 and	 frame	 of	 reference	 as	 you
contemplate	 your	 questions;	 however,	 it	 also	 helps	 to	 have	 a	 few	 tried-and-true	models	 and
guidelines.	Below	are	two	models	I	have	found	to	be	particularly	helpful	in	developing	questions.
They	 are	 drawn	 from	Michael	Patton	 (1990)	 and	 James	P.	Spradley	 (1979).	 Following	 these
models	is	a	list	of	“tried	and	true”	methods	that	I	have	found	most	useful	over	the	years.

The	Patton	Model

We	 will	 examine	 the	 Patton	 model	 using	 the	 example	 of	 a	 qualitative	 researcher	 conducting
interviews	with	black	students	about	so-called	black	 isolation	on	 the	campus	of	a	major	state
university.

1.	Behavior	or	Experience	Questions.	Behavior	or	experience	questions	address
concrete	human	action,	conduct,	or	ways	of	“doing.”	It	is	helpful	to	think	about	behavior
as	comportment	or	as	action	in	some	form,	and	to	think	of	experience	as	being	more
mindful	or	reflexive	of	the	meanings	of	the	action	or	behavior.	“I	notice	that	most	black
students	stick	together	and	claim	their	own	spaces	and	groupings	on	campus.	They	eat
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together	in	the	dining	hall;	they	congregate	among	themselves	outside	Wicker	Hall	on
the	quad;	they	sit	together	in	classes	and	so	forth.	This	is	behavior	that	is	obvious	and
that	most	people	can	observe.	Could	you	describe	other	ways	or	behaviors	that	are	not
so	obvious	where	black	students	come	together?”	Keep	in	mind	that	this	question	is	not
asking	why	these	students	come	together,	nor	is	it	trying	to	decipher	meaning.	It	is
asking	the	interviewer	for	more	information	on	action	or	behavior.
2.	Opinion	or	Value	Questions.	Opinion	or	value	questions	address	a	conviction,
judgment,	belief,	or	particular	persuasion	towards	a	phenomenon.	Although	opinions	and
values	are	very	closely	related	and	often	interchangeable,	an	opinion	question	is	usually
considered	more	individually	idiosyncratic,	while	a	value	question	leans	more	toward
guiding	principles	and	ideals	emanating	from	formal	or	informal	social	arrangements.	“In
your	opinion,	why	do	you	think	black	students	behave	in	this	way?	And	a	somewhat
different	question	is,	What	do	you	believe	is	the	value	of	this	behavior?	Does	it	even
have	a	value?”
3.	Feeling	Questions.	Feeling	questions	address	emotions,	sentiments,	and	passions.
The	interviewer	is	concerned	not	with	the	truth	or	validity	of	a	phenomenon,	but	with	how
a	person	feels	about	it	or	is	emotionally	affected	by	it.	“How	do	you	personally	feel
about	this	behavior?	And	to	add	another	twist	to	that	question,	How	do	you	feel	about
the	need	to	come	together	as	black	students	in	these	ways?”

4.	Knowledge	Questions.	Knowledge	questions	address	the	range	of	information	and
learning	a	participant	holds	about	a	phenomenon,	as	well	as	where	this	knowledge
comes	from	and	how	it	is	attained.	“What	are	the	historical	roots	of	this	kind	of
behavior?	How	does	the	larger	society	influence	the	desire	for	these	students	to
behave	in	this	way?”
5.	Sensory	Questions.	Sensory	questions	address	the	senses	and	human	sensation.
How	does	the	body	hear,	taste,	touch,	smell,	and	see	a	phenomenon	at	the	purely
visceral	level	in	its	contact	with	the	phenomenon?	“How	does	your	body,	your	senses,
react	in	these	moments	of	contact	and	allegiance	with	other	black	students?	Do	you
see,	hear,	taste,	smell,	or	touch	in	ways	that	are	different	at	these	times	than	other
times?”
6.	Background/Demographic	Questions.	Background	and	demographic	questions
address	concrete	and	practical	information	concerning	the	distribution,	location,	and	size
of	populations	including	births,	deaths,	and	other	significant	information	related	to
population	statistics.	“What	is	the	population	of	black	students	on	campus	and	what	part
of	the	country	do	most	of	them	come	from?	Are	there	more	men	than	women?	What	is
the	ethnic	breakdown	of	black	students	on	campus	in	terms	of	percentages	of	African
Americans,	Caribbeans,	Africans,	Europeans,	and	so	forth?”

The	Spradley	Model

We	outline	the	Spradley	(1979)	model	using	the	example	of	a	qualitative	researcher	conducting
interviews	with	food	service	workers	on	campus	and	after	a	recent	strike.

1.	Descriptive	Questions.	Descriptive	questions	ask	for	a	recounting	or	a	depiction	of	a
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concrete	phenomenon.	The	focus	here	is	away	from	ideas,	abstraction,	and	emotion.
Although	we	often	employ	descriptive	questions	to	move	toward	abstraction	and
emotion,	we	are	concerned	here	with	delineating	or	rendering	a	picture	or	image	of	a
real	or	actual	circumstance	or	object.	For	Spradley,	descriptive	questions	can	be
subdivided	into	“tour,”	example,	experience,	and	native-language	questions.

Tour	Question:	Spradley	(1979)	writes,	“Whether	the	ethnographer	uses	space,
time,	events,	people,	activities,	or	objects,	the	end	result	is	the	same:	a	verbal
description	of	significant	features	of	the	cultural	scene”	(p.	87).	Like	a	tour,	a
cultural	scene	unfolds	in	its	many	and	varied	elements.	Spradley	makes	a
distinction	between	grand	tour	questions	and	mini-tour	questions.	“Can	you
describe	an	average	working	day	in	the	cafeteria?	Can	you	describe	the	space
of	the	cafeteria	itself,	that	is,	the	various	rooms,	cooking	areas,	and	lounges
providing	a	grand	tour	of	the	cafeteria	building?”

Example	Question:	Example	questions	ask	the	participants	to	provide	an	example
of	a	response	that	may	need	more	specificity	or	clarity.	Spradley	(1979)	states
that	example	questions	“most	often	lead	to	the	most	interesting	stories	of	actual
happenings	which	an	ethnographer	will	discover”	(p.	88).	“Can	you	recount	an
example	of	a	particular	working	day	that	you	will	never	forget?”
Experience	Questions:	Spradley	(1979)	suggests	that	experience	questions	“are
best	used	after	asking	numerous	grand	tour	and	mini-tour	questions”	(p.	89).	You
are,	in	essence,	asking	the	participants	how	they	experienced	the	scene	or
subject	just	described.	“How	would	you	describe	the	experience	that	day	when
you	and	the	other	cafeteria	workers	decided	to	go	on	strike?	What	did	you	do
exactly	and	how	did	you	feel	about	it?”
Native-Language	Questions:	According	to	Spradley	(1979),	“The	more	familiar	the
informant	and	ethnographer	are	with	each	other's	cultures,	the	more	important
native-language	questions	become”	(p.	90).	With	these	questions,	you	are
addressing	the	larger	meanings,	implications,	and	symbolic	value	embedded	in	the
respondent's	everyday	language.	“How	do	you	and	the	other	cafeteria	workers
come	up	with	the	various	terms	like,	‘snub	nose,’	‘hungry	giant,’	‘green	pill,’	and
‘mean	spot’	to	describe	students	and	their	different	attitudes?	How	do	you	use
these	terms	among	yourselves?”

2.	Structural	or	Explanation	Questions:	Structural	or	explanation	questions	are	not	to
be	confused	with	inquires	of	actual	societal	or	cultural	structures,	as	in	institutions	or
systems	of	power.	By	structural	questions,	Spradley	(1979)	is	really	referring	to
questions	that	require	explanation.	So,	structural	questions	are	really	explanation
questions	that	complement	and	should	be	asked	concurrently	with	descriptive	questions.
Structural	questions	“explore	the	organization	of	an	informant's	cultural	knowledge”	(p.
131),	and	they	most	often	require	contextual	information,	because	such	information	“aids
greatly	in	recall	and	will	avoid	the	problem	of	making	an	informant	feel	he	is	being	tested
with	a	series	of	short	questions”	(p.	125).	“Can	you	help	me	understand	how	the
workers	came	up	with	the	idea	of	a	strike	in	getting	the	administration	to	pay	attention
to	your	demands?	Can	you	explain	how	making	up	your	own	words	for	students	is
important?	What	is	your	role	at	the	university?”
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3.	Contrast	Questions:	Contrast	questions	evoke	unlike	comparisons.	They	often
require	contextual	clarification	from	the	interviewer	in	asking	the	questions	and	further
explanation	or	elaboration	from	the	interviewee	after	answering	it.	Spradley	(1979)
outlines	three	principles	that	give	rise	to	contrast	questions:	(1)	the	use	principle,	in
which	“the	meaning	of	a	symbol	can	be	discovered	by	asking	how	it	is	uniquely	and
distinctly	used	rather	than	asking	what	it	means”	(p.	156);	(2)	the	similarity	principle,	in
which	“the	 meaning	of	a	symbol	can	be	discovered	by	finding	out	how	it	is
similar	to	other	symbols”	(p.	157);	and	(3)	the	contrast	principle,	in	which	“the	meaning
of	a	symbol	can	be	discovered	by	finding	out	how	it	is	different	from	other	symbols”	(p.
157).	Contrast	questions	may	take	on	a	range	of	forms,	from	implicit	or	suggested
contrasts	to	obvious	and	culturally	understood	contrasts.	Questions	may	also	constitute
a	contrast	of	two	phenomena	to	several	others,	perhaps	even	referring	to	a	listing	of
phenomena.	“How	useful	was	the	strike	in	getting	people	on	campus	to	pay	attention	to
the	conditions	and	circumstances	of	laborers	on	campus?	How	did	your	campus	strike
compare	to	the	strikes	of	other	laborers,	like	the	city	garbage	collectors	two	years	ago?
How	was	if	different	from	the	garbage	strike?”

Extra	Tips	for	Formulating	Questions

More	Models

Other	models	for	questions	in	addition	to	the	series	outlined	above	include	the	following:

1.	Advice	Questions.	In	searching	for	a	point	of	view,	personal	philosophy,	or
disposition,	you	may	ask	advice	questions	as	another	choice	for	a	model,	using	a
formula	such	as,	“What	advice	would	you	give	to	…”	or	“What	would	you	say	to	others
who.	…”	Advice	questions	are	helpful	in	addressing	some	of	the	suggestions	set	forth	by
Patton	(1990),	such	as	behavior,	feelings,	knowledge,	and	opinion.	“What	advice	would
you	give	to	other	campus	laborers	who	are	underpaid,	overworked,	and	feeling
disrespected	by	the	campus	community?”
2.	Quotation	Questions.	Repeating	direct	quotations	from	others	and	asking	for	a
response	is	another	effective	model	in	addressing	abstract	issues,	such	as	feelings	and
opinion.	“Someone	once	said,	‘Rudeness	is	the	weak	man's	imitation	of	strength.’	What
do	you	think?”
3.	Once-Upon-a-Time	Descriptive	Questions.	Some	descriptive	questions	aim	for	a
narrated	experience	reflecting	the	drama	of	a	story.	These	questions	are	most	effective
when	the	interviewer	is	relatively	confident	that	the	interviewee	is	capable	of	telling	such
a	story,	based	on	prior	questions	that	reveal	experiences,	opinions,	knowledge,	and	so
forth.	The	interviewer	referring	to	a	context	or	situation	already	being	discussed	in	the
interview	may	then	ask,	“Can	you	describe	the	time	when	…”	or	“Would	you	tell	the
story	about	the	time	when	you.	…”	“Can	you	tell	me	about	the	time	when	 you
felt	the	most	disrespected	by	a	student	and	decided	to	let	the	person	know	how	you
felt?”

Initial	Brainstorming
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When	 you	 first	 begin	 trying	 to	 formulate	 your	 questions,	 a	 useful	 exercise	 is	 to	 reread	 your
research	question	or	problem	over	several	times	and	then	ask	yourself,	“If	this	is	what	I	am	to
understand,	then	what	is	it	that	I	need	to	know	about	it	to	answer	the	questions	or	address	the
problem?”	You	will	then	list	everything	of	interests	that	comes	to	mind.

The	Puzzlement

Lofland	and	Lofland	(1984)	suggest	another	helpful	exercise	to	inspire	questions:	Ask	yourself,
“What	 is	 it	about	 this	 thing	 that	 is	a	puzzle	 to	me?	What	 is	 it	 that	 I	see	before	me?”	List	your
questions	about	 the	puzzle:	As	 you	 jot	 them	down,	 you	are	 “teasing”	out	 the	puzzlements	 (p.
53).	 Lofland	 and	 Lofland	 state	 that	 by	 sorting	 and	 ordering	 the	 puzzlements,	 “they	 take	 on
general	clusters	and	topics	that	have	a	global	or	comprehensive	design”	(pp.	54–55).

Attributes	of	the	Interviewer	and	Building	Rapport
Above	and	beyond	techniques	for	designing	interview	questions	and	charting	out	the	field	study,
one	of	 the	most	 important	considerations	 is	 the	ethnographer's	own	demeanor	and	attitude	 in
the	 field.	Much	has	been	discussed	 regarding	 the	 importance	of	 the	 ethnographic	 personality
and	 what	 it	 means	 to	 look	 inward	 to	 refine	 and	 develop	 our	 own	 personal	 attributes	 as
interviewers	 (Glesne,	 1999;	 Patton,	 1990;	 Rubin	 &	 Rubin,	 1995).	 Below	 is	 a	 list	 of
considerations	 relating	 to	 the	 interviewer	 that	will	 help	 in	 building	 a	 harmonious	 or	 productive
relationship	with	subjects	in	the	field,	or	what	is	commonly	referred	to	as	rapport.

Mindful	Rapport

It	 is	 important	 to	 keep	 in	mind	 in	 the	beginning	 that	 rapport	 is	 the	 feeling	of	 comfort,	 accord,
and	 trust	 between	 the	 interviewer	 and	 interviewee.	 Being	 mindful	 of	 rapport	 throughout	 the
interview	is	essential	 in	helping	to	create	for	the	participant	the	feeling	of	being	respected	and
of	being	genuinely	heard.	Keep	in	mind	that	being	a	good	listener	is	an	art	and	a	virtue.

Anticipation

It	 is	common	to	have	feelings	of	anticipation	that	may	range	from	joyful	excitement	 to	nervous
apprehension.	It	is	important	to	turn	the	energy	of	anticipation	into	positive	planning—reviewing
field	 notes,	 developing	 and	 brainstorming	 questions,	 and	 understanding	 that	 a	 level	 of
excitement	and	anxiety	are	normal.

Positive	Naïveness

The	idea	of	the	knower	and	the	known	is	provocative	in	its	implications	of	identifying	who	knows
and	who	 is	striving	 to	know.	As	ethnographers,	our	knowing	 is	always	 leveraged	by	a	 level	of
unknowing	that	we	struggle	to	fill	by	asking	the	knowers	(Spradley,	1979).	 In	the	field,	we	will
invariably	 come	 across	 to	 participants	 as	 unsophisticated,	 innocent,	 and	 easy	 targets	 for
deception.	Positive	 naïveness	 is	 acknowledging	 that	 you	do	not	 know	and	 that	 you	must	 rely
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with	 humility	 on	 others	 and	 trust	 upon	 the	 knowledge	 of	 knowers.	 Keep	 in	mind	 that	 we	 are
capable	of	grasping	what	we	do	not	know	with	integrity,	intelligence,	and	conviction.

Active	Thinking	and	Sympathetic	Listening

Although	 it	 is	 conventionally	 understood	 that	 the	 ethnographer	 is	 the	 interviewer	 and	 the
participant	is	the	interviewee,	in	critical	ethnography	the	rigid	back-and-forth	replay	of	question-
answer-question	 is	 replaced	by	a	more	 fluid	and	 reciprocal	dynamic,	 in	which	 the	 interviewee
and	 interviewer	 become	what	Rubin	 and	Rubin	 (1995)	 describe	 as	 “conversational	 partners.”
The	conversational	quality	that	evolves	from	the	interview	is	substantively	meaningful	and	a	key
factor	of	rapport	that	is	generated	by	active	thinking	and	sympathetic	listening.	You	are	listening
with	an	open	heart	and	kind	reception	to	what	is	being	said	and	expressed	to	you;	you	are	not
motivated	 by	 judgment,	 but	 by	 understanding.	 As	 you	 fully	 engage	 the	 art	 of	 listening
sympathetically,	 you	 are	 actively	 thinking	 about	 what	 is	 being	 expressed;	 you	 are	 not	 just
present	 in	body,	but	deeply	engaged	 in	mind.	The	meanings	and	 implications	of	what	 is	being
expressed	are	significant,	and	your	mind	is	alert,	active,	and	thinking.	Again,	we	are	engaged	in
the	performative	dynamic	of	dialogue.

Status	Difference

It	is	important	to	be	aware	of	power	differences	and	status.	If	you	are	oblivious	to	or	refuse	to
accept	 the	 power	 and	 privilege	 you	 carry	 with	 you	 as	 a	 researcher,	 you	 will	 be	 blind	 to	 the
ways	your	privilege	can	be	a	 disadvantage	to	others.	If	you	cannot	see	or	refuse	to
see	 the	 rewards	 of	 your	 status,	 you	 will	 also	 be	 blind	 to	 the	 complex	 inequities	 and	 veiled
injustices	 of	 those	whose	 status	 is	 unjustly	 subordinated.	 If	 this	 example	 of	 status	 difference
does	not	apply	 to	your	project,	and	you	are	 interviewing	powerful	people	whose	material	and
social	 status	 is	 greater	 than	 yours,	 you	 must	 still	 be	 aware	 of	 your	 status	 difference	 as	 a
researcher.	You	have	the	power	to	tell	their	story	and	to	have	the	last	word	on	how	they	will	be
represented.

Patiently	Probing

During	the	interview	session,	topics	and	questions	will	arise	that	will	 invariably	lead	you	to	feel
that	you	need	to	gain	a	deeper	or	clearer	understanding	of	what	has	been	expressed.	Perhaps
an	 account	 seems	 contradictory	 and	 you	 feel	 you	 need	 to	 get	 at	 the	 veritable	 quality	 of	 the
story.	 You	 need	 more	 information	 or	 a	 more	 lucid	 accounting,	 so	 you	 must	 probe	 further.
Probing	 requires	 patience	 and	 understanding.	 No	 one	 likes	 to	 feel	 as	 though	 they	 are	 being
tested	or	 interrogated.	Obviously,	 you	are	not	a	 journalist	 or	 a	 judge;	 therefore,	 your	probing
must	be	done	gently,	with	 respect,	 and,	when	necessary,	with	assistance.	Contextualize	your
probes	with	follow-up	questions	that	aid	memory	and	enhance	dialogue.

The	Gorden	Model

In	the	awareness	of	our	own	attributes,	we	must	also	be	circumspect	about	the	attributes	and
elements	 that	 influence	 those	we	 interview.	 Raymond	 L.	 Gorden	 (2003)	makes	 an	 important
contribution	in	his	framing	of	“threats”	that	significantly	affect	those	we	interview.	He	sets	forth	a

[p.	33	↓]



series	 of	 sociopsychological	 dimensions	 where	 participants	 generally	 feel	 threatened.
Awareness	of	these	dimensions	and	how	they	affect	the	interview	are	helpful	to	the	researcher
in	understanding	the	subjective	and	idiosyncratic	elements	that	shape	responses.	Each	one	will
variously	influence	what	is	being	said	and	how	it	is	being	said:

Degree	of	Ego	Threat.	Gorden	(2003)	writes,	“The	respondent	tends	to	withhold	any
information	which	he	fears	may	threaten	his	self-esteem”	(p.	159).	Here	is	a	situation	in
which	the	threat	was	not	intended,	but	the	response	to	the	question	brings	feelings	of
embarrassment,	shame,	or	belittlement.	The	participant	may	therefore	avoid	answering
the	question	or	respond	in	a	manner	that	distorts	reality	in	an	effort	to	protect	his	or	her
self-esteem.	When	a	threat	to	ego	is	recognized,	the	ethnographer	may	decide	not	to
pursue	the	question	or	to	buffer	the	threat	with	indirect	words	of	comfort.

Degree	of	Forgetting.	It	is	important	to	keep	in	mind	that	memory	is	a	factor	in	every
interview,	regardless	of	the	topic	or	the	identity	of	the	participant.	It	is	also	important	to
understand	that	the	purpose	of	the	interview	is	often	not	simply	to	help	the	interviewee
remember,	but	see	how	memory	is	expressed.	In	other	words,	it	is	not	always	the	goal
to	get	participants	to	remember	facts	and	events	correctly	or	as	they	“really”	were.	As
critical	ethnographers,	we	are	not	concerned	with	forgetting,	but	with	memory	itself	and
how	individuals	remember	as	they	do.	We	honor	the	fact	that	each	individual	memory	will
be	remembered	in	different	forms	and	to	different	degrees.
Degree	of	Generalization.	As	human	beings,	we	capture	experiences	by	generalizing
them,	as	well	as	by	specifying	them.	As	researchers,	we	must	be	aware	when
generalizations	take	the	form	of	“truths”	that	are	really	specific	to	a	limited	experience	or
are	the	result	of	a	particular	worldview.	Just	as	generalizations	are	problematic	in	the
truth	claims	they	purport,	specificity	can	be	problematic	in	its	oblivion	to	broader
implications.
Degree	of	Subjective	Experience.	As	critical	performance	ethnographers,	we	are
concerned	with	the	construction	and	influences	of	subjectivity.	We	understand	that	the
meaning	of	an	event	or	circumstance	cannot	be	devoid	of	the	speaker's	subjectivity,	of
the	narration	that	brings	the	event	or	circumstance	into	being.	What	is	significant	for	us	is
how	experiences	are	expressed	and	enacted	through	the	speaking	subject.	An
experience	or	event	that	we	wish	to	grasp	as	researchers	will	always	be	grasped
through	the	degree	of	subjectivity	encased	in	the	expression	of	the	telling	(the
participant's	subjectivity),	as	well	as	the	degree	of	our	own	subjectivity	that	is	encased	in
our	listening	(the	researcher's	subjectivity).	Subjectivity	becomes	all	at	once	a	vessel,
lens,	and	filter	of	every	telling.
Conscious	Versus	Unconscious	Experience.	The	unconscious	is	a	powerful	force	in
constituting	what	it	means	to	be	human.	Consciousness	comprises	that	which	we	are
aware	of	and	forms	only	an	infinitesimal	part	of	our	psyche;	the	unconscious	forms	the
greater	part	of	our	being.	Freud	(1927)	compared	the	conscious	and	the	unconscious	to
an	iceberg,	where	consciousness	represented	the	tip,	preconsciousness	was	the
medium	between	consciousness	and	unconsciousness,	and	the	unconscious	was	the
mass	of	the	iceberg	forming	almost	90	percent	of	what	is	unseen	beneath	the	water.	It	is
helpful	to	be	aware	of	the	significance	of	the	unconscious	as	we	speak	with	participants.
We	are	often	witness	to	unconscious	meanings,	implications,	and	intentions	as	we
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actively	and	sympathetically	listen.	The	power	of	the	unconscious	will	be	more	forcefully
recognized	as	you	later	begin	to	interpret	and	analyze	the	data.	While	it	is	important	to
keep	the	 influence	of	the	unconscious	in	mind,	we	must	also	keep	in	mind	that
our	interpretations	and	questions	are	not	meant	to	psychoanalyze	the	participant	or	to
focus	on	deciphering	consciousness	from	unconsciousness.
Degree	of	Trauma.	Deep	fear,	dread,	and	sorrow	that	leaves	one	traumatized	by	a	past
occurrence	can	manifest	during	the	interview	in	the	need	immediately	to	shut	down	the
questions	or	to	respond	to	them	in	great	length,	detail,	and	emotion.	Degree	of	trauma	is
further	reason	for	the	researcher	to	be	prepared	before	scheduling	the	interview.
Although	degree	of	trauma	cannot	always	be	avoided,	it	is	less	difficult	for	both
conversational	partners	to	deal	with	trauma	if	the	researcher	is	sensitive	to	and	aware	of
the	difficulties.	This	is	an	area	that	requires	rapport;	that	is,	dealing	with	trauma	requires
listening	with	sympathy,	following	the	narrator's	pace,	demonstrating	appreciation
through	eye	contact	and	gestures	of	concern,	explaining	the	reason	for	your	question,
and,	if	necessary,	guiding	the	responses	with	gentle	empathy.
Degree	of	Etiquette.	“Communication	is	given	its	form	by	taboos,	secrets,	avoidances,
‘white	lies’	…	and	certain	symbols	and	attitudes	circulate	only	in	restricted	channels	or
between	people	in	certain	social	relationships,”	says	Gorden	(2003,	p.	163).	When
preparing	for	the	interview	process	and	in	interacting	in	the	field	before	you	begin
interviewing	individuals,	degrees	of	etiquette	should	be	an	important	part	of	gathering
information.	There	are	elements	participants	will	not	express	because	of	impropriety,	and
the	reasons	may	be	due	to	gender,	race,	age,	or	nationality,	or	to	cultural	civilities,
habits,	and	taboos.	It	is	important	to	understand	when	responses	are	affected	or
governed	by	norms	of	etiquette.	What	you	think	you	are	hearing	as	true	to	experience
may	actually	be	based	upon	how	your	gender	or	race	is	perceived	in	that	culture	or
situation.

Interviewing	is	a	dynamic	process	fundamental	to	ethnography.	It	is	part	technique,	part	ethics,
part	 theory,	 part	 method,	 part	 intuition,	 part	 collaboration,	 and	 part	 openness	 to	 deep
vulnerability.	Della	Pollock	 (1999)	describes	her	positionality	as	 interviewer	and	 researcher	on
“birth	stories”	in	her	poignant	book	Telling	Bodies	Performing	Birth:

I	made	myself	…	vulnerable	to	being	moved.	Listening	and	writing.	I	saw	myself	as	the
register	of	someone	else's	power.	Against	the	grain	of	current	obsessions	with	the
power	of	the	researcher	to	shape,	tame,	appropriate,	and	control	the	worlds	he	or	she
investigates,	in	the	course	of	talking	with	and	writing	about	the	many	people	who
contributed	to	this	project,	I	more	often	than	not	felt	unnerved	and	overwhelmed,
“othered,”	interrogated,	propelled	into	landscapes	of	knowing	and	not	knowing	I	would
not	otherwise	have	dared	enter.	(p.	23)

Interviewing	does	not	absolutely	require	a	set	of	predesigned	questions	and	entering
the	 field	with	an	effective	and	detailed	plan.	 It	 certainly	helps	a	great	deal	 (especially	 for	 the
new	ethnographer)	 if	you	do	have	them,	but	your	project	will	not	necessarily	 fail	 if	you	do	not.
What	 isrequired	 is	 genuine	 curiosity,	 sincere	 interest,	 and	 the	 courage	 to	 be	 “vulnerable”	 to
another	at	the	risk	of	being	“the	register	of	someone	else's	power.”
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You	have	walked	down	many	paths	and	 listened	 to	many	stories	as	an	 interviewer,	 and	your
most	pressing	questions	are	evolving	into	thickly	described	stories	that	are	beginning	to	require
some	attention	and	deciphering.	 It's	 time	 to	 stop.	What	happens	after	 the	 interviews	have	all
been	conducted?	You	now	have	an	abundance	of	information	and	it	all	feels	a	bit	unwieldy.	You
remember	someone	said	something	to	you	once	upon	a	time	about	“coding	and	logging.”

Coding	and	Logging	Data
You	 are	 nearing	 the	 end	 of	 your	 fieldwork.	 You	 have	 conducted	 interviews,	 you	 have	 been
listening	and	involved	in	the	day-to-day	processes	that	 inform	your	research	question,	and	you
have	a	collection	of	data	comprising	field	notes,	interview	tapes,	and	other	relevant	documents
and	artifacts	collected	and	discovered	during	your	stay.	Now	it	is	time	to	see	what	you	have	by
bringing	all	the	data	together	in	some	form	or	fashion	of	order.	Coding	or	logging	“allows	you	to
recall	 the	 extra-ordinary	 complex	 range	 of	 stimuli	 with	 which	 you	 have	 been	 bombarded”
(Lofland	&	Lofland,	1984,	p.	46).	What	do	you	do	with	this	mass	of	information?	Keep	in	mind
that	 every	 project	 and	 every	 researcher	 is	 unique,	 so	 it	 is	 expected	 that	 you	 will	 pick	 and
choose,	select	and	sort,	and	blend	and	combine	what	is	useful	for	you.	Coding	and	logging	data
is	 the	process	of	grouping	together	 themes	and	categories	that	you	have	accumulated	 in	 the
field.

Glesne	(1999)	suggests	that,	when	you	select	and	sort,	you	build	what	she	describes	as	“code
clumps	 …	 [by]	 putting	 like-minded	 pieces	 together	 into	 data	 clumps,	 you	 create	 an
organizational	 framework”	 (p.	135).	The	 following	model	draws	 from	a	combination	of	various
coding	 procedures	 to	 outline	 a	 step-by-step	method	 that	 can	 be	 revised	 as	 needed	 to	 serve
your	particular	project:

It	is	generally	understood	that	you	order	the	mass	of	data	by	beginning	with	generic
categories:	interview	tapes,	places,	and	people,	as	well	as	prevalent	topics	or	key
issues.	You	may	also	think	of	coding	as	high-level	coding,	 concerned	with
more	abstract	ideas,	or	low-level	coding,	concerned	with	more	concrete	data
(Carspecken,	1996).	However,	you	must	also	ask	yourself	before	you	begin,	“What	is
the	best	way	to	group	or	cluster	all	this	material	so	that	it	will	help	me	focus	more	clearly
on	my	analysis	or	how	I	wish	to	present	this	material?”
The	process	of	grouping	is	not	only	about	putting	similar	categories	together;	the	very
selections	and	act	of	grouping	is	creating	a	point	of	view	or	statement:	“Code	with
analysis	in	mind.	…	Themes	emerge	from	your	coding,	these	themes	guide	your
analysis”	(Carspecken,	1996,	pp.	146–153).	If	you	perform	or	adapt	the	data	for	the
stage,	you	may	also	code	with	scenes	for	your	performance	in	mind,	and	you	may	also
think	about	coding	with	your	audience	or	readers	in	mind.	The	point	is	that	coding	is	not
exclusively	about	grouping	similarities—although	this	is	the	priority.	You	must	consider
factors	of	analysis,	presentation,	readership,	and	audience	that	may	alter	and	guide	your
“clumps.”
The	precision	and	detail	of	interviewing	will	guide	your	coding	(Carspecken,	1996;
Lofland	&	Lofland,	1984).	Keeping	this	precision	is	very	important:	The	more	specific	and
thematic	your	interview,	the	less	complicated	it	will	be	to	group	and	order	your	data.
As	your	clumps	or	clusters	begin	to	form,	you	will	then	begin	a	process	of	further
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ordering:
a.	You	will	examine	each	specific	topic	within	that	cluster.
b.	You	will	then	compare	and	contrast	that	particular	topic	within	that	cluster.
c.	You	will	continue	to	examine	and	note	the	topics	within	each	cluster.
d.	You	will	discover	overlapping	topics,	marked	distinctions,	and	topics	that	should
be	moved	from	one	cluster	to	a	different	cluster.	You	will	also	discover	that	some
topics	should	be	eliminated	from	the	study	completely.
e.	After	the	topics	within	each	cluster	have	been	examined,	you	will	then	make
adjustments	for	comparisons	and	contrasts	across	clusters,	thereby	creating
linkages	and	themes.
f.	The	evolution	of	your	themes	has	now	become	more	apparent.

When	you	have	completed	logging	or	coding	your	data—or	if	you	feel	you	need	more
direction	and	clarity	during	the	process—it	is	often	helpful	to	create	a	graphic	or	picture
of	your	organizational	framework.	You	may	want	to	create	a	tree,	cluster,	box,	or	table
of	what	you	have	developed.	These	graphics	can	be	invaluable,	displaying	the
connections,	hierarchies,	and	distinctions	with	more	clarity.

Note:	About	Computers
The	Internet	has	become	an	invaluable	resource	and	methodological	tool	for	many
ethnographers.	The	Internet	can	be	used	to	“conduct	searches	about	a	topic,	analyze
census	data,	conduct	interviews	by	‘chatting’	or	videoconferencing,	share	notes	and
pictures	about	a	research	site,	debate	issues	with	colleagues	on	listservs	and	in	online
journals,	and	download	useful	data	collection	and	analysis	software”	(Fetterman,	1998,
pp.	72–73).	For	many	researchers,	the	Internet	is	far	more	efficient	in	terms	of	time,
detail,	precision,	volume	of	information,	and	speed	than	the	traditional	methods	I	just
outlined	above.	Although	the	Internet	is,	in	many	ways,	an	invaluable	and	productive
resource,	we	must	remember	that	ultimately	the	information	and	data	collected	is
determined	by	the	eyes	and	ears,	and	the	heart	and	mind,	of	the	ethnographer	who
determines	“what	to	collect	and	how	to	record	it	as	well	as	how	to	interpret	the	data	from
a	cultural	perspective”	(Fetterman,	p.	84).	The	best	approach	I	have	found	is	to	combine
the	hands-on	methods	of	the	researcher	with	the	Internet's	capabilities	relative	to	the
nature	and	context	of	the	project

There	are	three	major	categories	available	through	the	Internet	that	can	be	of	help	to	the
ethnographer:

1.	Search	Engines.	Search	engines	tell	you	where	you	can	find	information	on	a
topic.	They	list	sites	and	resources	available	on	the	World	Wide	Web	related	to
your	question	or	topic.	The	researcher	may	use	a	search	engine	for	most	all	their
informational	needs.	Search	engines	provide	a	wealth	of	information,	such	as,
maps,	demographic	information,	historical	dates,	current	events,	cultural	attributes,
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and	so	forth.	Search	engines	may	include	Google,	Yahoo,	MSN,	and	Altavista,	to
name	a	few.	Some	search	engines	may	also	serve	the	same	purposes	as
reference	pages	(discussed	below).
2.	Reference	Pages.	Reference	pages	guide	you	to	a	vast	amount	of	sources	and
serve	a	purpose	similar	to	that	of	a	reference	librarian.	References	pages,	such
asThe	New	York	Times	Navigator,	can	link	you	to	sources.	For	example,	the
Federal	Web	Locator	can	link	you	to	agencies	and	departments	affiliated	with	the
federal	government,	and	LookupUSA	is	a	comprehensive	directory-assistance
resource	that	can	provide	information	on	telephone	numbers	and	addresses	of
households	and	business	all	over	the	country.	Search	engines	and	references
pages	will	also	link	you	to	specific	Web	pages	of	individuals,	groups,	institutions,
and	businesses	that	will	then	provide	more	detailed	information	for	that	particular
site.
3.	Database	Software.	There	is	a	variety	of	software	available	for	qualitative
researchers.	These	programs	have	the	capabilities	to	(a)	record	information	in	the
field,	thereby	serving	the	purpose	of	a	tape	recorder.	In	addition,	as	it	records,	it
can	also	(b)	transcribe,	sort,	and	highlight	patterns	and	themes	 within
the	data.	Beyond	highlighting	key	texts	within	the	data,	the	software	can	(c)
categorize	and	cluster	themes	and	subthemes.	Therefore,	database	software	for
qualitative	researchers	has	the	capabilities	to	compare	and	contrast	data,	to	code
and	sort	a	wide	range	of	information	in	less	time	than	the	traditional	hands-on
approach.	However,	it	is	important	to	keep	in	mind	again	that	the	computer	and	the
software	do	not	have	the	researcher's	eyes,	ears,	mind,	and	heart.	You	may
choose	to	transcribe,	thematically	cluster,	and	contrast	the	data	beyond	what	the
software	program	prescribes.	There	will	always	be	nuances,	translations,	and
idiosyncratic	categories	that	the	computer	and	software	is	incapable	of	processing.
Some	of	us	still	do	not	use	computer	software	in	our	work	for	this	very	reason.
However,	if	you	choose	to	use	database	software,	make	sure	it	serves	you	and	you
do	not	serve	it.

If	you	do	wish	to	complete	your	coding	process	by	computer,	but	not	rely	on	it	as	a	major
source,	Carspecken	(1996)	suggests	a	useful	method	that	is	more	meaning-based,	more
hands-on,	less	intrusive,	and	more	conducive	to	ambiguity	than	many	of	the	computer
software	programs	that	are	marketed	for	qualitative	and	ethnographic	data.	You	begin
with	the	file	comprising	your	fieldwork	data	and	a	blank	file.	From	this	point	you	proceed
along	the	following	course:

1.	When	an	item	is	worthy	of	a	code,	toggle	it	to	the	blank	file	and	type	a	number,	a
letter,	or	a	name	to	identify	or	name	the	code.
2.	Continue	in	this	manner,	developing	new	codes	and	combining	like	codes	until	all
the	items	are	identified,	ordered,	and	given	a	code	name.	Along	the	way,	you	will
discover	and	create	subcodes.
3.	Group	codes	together	into	major	overarching	themes.	You	may	choose	from
among	various	possibilities.	Carspecken	suggests	that	you	group	codes	according
to	the	purpose	and	focus	of	your	study.
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This	chapter	served	to	provide	concise	and	pithy	tips	on	ethnographic	methods	for	the	beginner
as	well	as	the	seasoned	ethnographer.	Therefore,	this	information	may	be	new	for	some	and	a
reminder	 for	 others.	 I	 have	 attempted	 to	 respond	 to	 the	 question	 of	 what	 constitutes	 an
ethnographic	 method	 by	 organizing	 it	 as	 a	 process	 constituted	 of	 three	 parts.	 Part	 One
encompasses	 identifying	where	you	are	now	and	choosing	a	subject.	Part	Two	encompasses
preparing	 for	 the	 field	 (the	 lay	summary	and	research	design)	and	 formulating	questions.	Part
Three	encompasses	building	rapport	in	the	interview	and,	finally,	coding	and	logging	data.	Each
of	 these	 three	 parts	 enhances	and	overlays	 the	other:	 They	are	 not	 isolated	 from
one	another.	Please	remember,	your	method	is	not	simply	a	means	to	an	end.	It	is	a	meaningful
and	conscious	enactment	of	learning	from	and	entering	into	an	ethnographic	domain	of	immense
possibilities.

Warm-Ups
1.	How	would	you	respond	to	the	claim,	“We	really	don't	need	methods;	all	we	really
need	is	good	theory,	good	intentions,	and	deep	hanging	out!”
2.	Write	a	short	biography.	It	can	be	in	the	form	of	a	poem,	a	song,	a	visual	image,	or	a
narrative.	What	concepts,	experiences,	or	points	of	view	are	more	dominant	in	your
personal	history	than	others?	What	patterns	or	motifs	seem	to	be	repeated	more	than
others?	Then	read	your	biography	to	yourself	or	another	individual.	Write	questions	of
the	biography	on	your	own	or	in	collaboration	with	another	individual.
3.	Choose	a	controversial	figure	in	world	politics.	Conduct	a	brief	search	on	the	history
and	background	of	this	individual.	Then,	write	a	series	of	questions	for	that	individual
geared	to	further	expanding	or	engaging	what	is	being	discussed	in	the	news.
4.	With	a	partner,	perform	the	sections	on	the	attributes	of	the	interviewer,	both	in	ways
that	coincide	and	contrast	with	the	points	discussed.	Formulate	a	series	of	questions
based	on	a	characterization	of	your	partner	from	the	models	offered.	Be	creative	by
combining	and	overlapping	the	question	models.
5.	Write	a	sample	lay	summary	and	research	plan	based	on	your	research	project.	Have
your	partner	read	it	back	to	you	for	both	of	you	to	collaboratively	critique.

Notes
1.	The	list	provided	here	of	components	that	constitute	a	lay	summary	are	a	compilation	of
ideas	from	the	following	six	researchers	and	their	works:	Corrine	Glesne	(1999);	Norman	K.
Denzin	(1997,	2001);	Phil	Francis	Carspecken	(1996);	John	Lofland	and	Lyn	H.	Lofland	(1984);
and	James	P.	Spradley	(1979).
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Performance Ethnography:
The Role of Embodiment in Cultural Authenticity

Joni L. Jones

During February 2001, I created a performance installation based on my
research in Nigeria on the Yoruba deity Osun. The installation, “Searching for
Osun,” was performance ethnography that charted my overtly subjective and
selective meditation on Nigeria. The audience who came interacted with the
aspects of Yoruba life that moved me most—dance and music, divination, Osun’s
relationship to children, “women’s work,” and food preparation. I was deeply
aware of the ways that my African Americanness at times converged with Yoruba
realities and at other times sharply veered away from them. While in Nigeria I
felt simultaneously foreign and indigenous, welcome and invisible, comfortable
and utterly disoriented. These dynamic tensions among African diasporic peoples
were suggested in the performance installation through the juxtaposition of
Yoruba art with the work of artists in the Caribbean and the Americas, and in
the U.S. performers’ negotiation of Yoruba movement, language, and sensibilities.
The performance ethnography sought to disrupt notions of “the real” by
encouraging the participants to question what they accept as truth, and to examine
how their truths are shaped by their perspectives. This work allows for the
melding of many authoritative texts, many realities, by prodding the participants
to create their own truths as they move through the installation. This essay is an
exploration of the successes and failures of that project.

“Searching for Osun”

As the audience walked toward the Jones Center for Contemporary Art in
Austin, Texas, they were met by Yoruba music and storytelling that was broadcast
outside on loudspeakers. Inside, the gallery was loosely marked into an altar
space and five areas of continuous performance: The Children’s Area, The Market,
The Divining Area, The Food Area, and The Drumming Area. Upon entering the
gallery, the audience was greeted by Aisha Conner, one of eight performers,
who delivered oriki-like praises in English. With improvised repetitive poetry,
she might thank an audience member for coming to the event, or acknowledge
the beauty of that person’s spirit, or pray that an audience member be granted
prosperity. Most of the performers primarily occupied specific locations within
the gallery, but I moved from location to location offering explanations of Yoruba
life, instigating improvised arguments with other performers, and chasing down
the one child performer in the company, Kala Rose Anderson, who was sent on
endless errands by her elders.
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To the left of the entrance in The Children’s Area, the audience found a
mural combining images of Austin with images of Osogbo, Osun’s patron city.
Crayons, vibrantly colored paper, and glue were available for children and adults
who might want to put their own creativity into the mural. The cement floor
held the taped outline of Nigeria with a star identifying Osogbo. Video footage
of the annual Osun Festival and the Festival of Sixteen Lamps, which precedes
the Festival, was continuously running next to a painting by Austin-based artist
Reji Thomas. A large yellow, green, and indigo batik of a nude woman by the
water, created by Osogb artist Nike Okundaye, hung in one corner in the middle
of the mural. A 6’ x 8’ photograph of Yoruba twins hung in another corner,
along with museum-like text, which discussed the details of the Osun Festival
and the importance of children in Yoruba social structure. Periodically throughout
the two-hour performance, one (or two) of the performers stood beside the
nude batik and began a monologue that she had written about her relationship
to or understanding of Osun. The performers brought their own personal spiritual
traditions to this experience. One woman was Christian, two practiced an eclectic
blend of African and Asian spiritualities, another was pagan; yet I asked each to
talk about the role Osun—a prominent power in Yoruba spirituality—played in
their lives. Osun is the force of life and creation, of attraction and pleasure, of
luxury and abundance. In the monologues, one woman talked about her
admiration for “precocious little girls,” another discussed her ambivalence around
motherhood, another talked of her love of opulent cloth, and another described
her sexual coming of age. These monologues were the only time during the

I tie an iro (wrapper) around a young girl while she watches women pounding black soap.
Photo: Deanna Shoemaker.
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performance that the performers spoke as themselves; during the rest of the
event we maintained our roles as Yoruba women. We wore traditional iros
(wrappers), geles (head ties), and bubas (blouses), and we spoke a Yoruba-
inflected English that I acquired during my Nigerian visits and that the other
women practiced from audio and video tapes. None of us was playing a specific
Yoruba woman, but instead we represented an amalgamation of Yoruba women
we met, studied, observed. The audience was free to listen to the monologues
or move through the space to another area they found more appealing.

Immediately to the right of The Children’s Area was the popular Food Area.
Here, the audience found traditional pepe stew with chicken and rice being
served by Ane Kidd, a gregarious performer who insisted that the passersby get
a lesson in Yoruba food preparation. A basket of tomatoes, garlic and onions—
the primary ingredients for pepe—a bottle of palm wine and a container of palm
oil—were arranged around the performer. An abstract tree made of ironweed
leaves and metal hung over the area, and a caged chicken and rooster added
their voices to the raucous gathering. A 6’ x 8’ photograph of a groundskeeper
walking through the Osun groves, a woodcut of a woman pounding yam created
by University of Texas professor Christopher Adejumo, and a painting by Nigerian
artist Wole Oyeyemi contributed to the visual landscape in The Food Area.

Just behind this area hung a painting by University of Texas professor John
Yancey suggesting the Yoruba deity of indeterminacy known as Esu. On a nearby
wall, a slide display of creation deities from other spiritual traditions and scenes

Ane Kidd teaches the audience how to make pepe stew. Photo: Deanna Shoemaker.
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from Osogbo clicked by throughout the performance. Next to the slides was a
6’ x 8’ photograph of the rooftops of Osogbo. Across from this image, the clothing
I wear each year in the Osun festival was draped on a metal female frame. The
displayed clothing marked the entryway to the altar that was encircled by black
cloth creating a shrine. The back of the shrine was a ceiling-high exposed brick
wall with a diagonal brick ledge in a small corner of the gallery. River rocks,
brass bracelets, honey, cloth, plants, and black-eyed peas—all properties of
Osun—were placed in the shrine. A Yoruba carved statue of an Osun devotee
carrying her offering of thanks to Osun at the river was a focal point in the
shrine. Performers instructed the audience members to remove their shoes, enter
quietly, and make prayers and praises to Osun if they would like. By the end of
the four weeks of the installation, which included four days of performance,
many offerings were made to Osun—several jars of honey, candy, jewelry, pennies
to satisfy Osun’s love of copper, $156 in bills, and many quarters and nickels,
which acknowledge Osun’s sacred number five.

Continuing through the installation, to the left of the altar was The Market,
which was devoted to Yoruba women’s traditional work. Video footage of women
engaged in making black soap, clay pots, and adire (indigo cloth) continuously
played. Piles of Yoruba clothing that the audience could wear was on the floor.
Batiks (multi-colored cloths created through applications of dye and wax), reverse
appliqués (quilt-like designs made from a simple under-stitched pattern sewn
over a contrasting solid color), asoke (woven cloth), and adire hung from the
rafters. A friend loaned me his father’s agbada—an opulent embroidered kaftan-

Audience members try on clothing in The Market. Photo: Deanna Shoemaker.
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Audience members, clad in clothes from The Market, dance while other participants look on.
Photo: Deanna Shoemaker.

like garment, which was spread high above The Market. Tina Anderson, the
performer who ran The Market, showed the audience how to create traditional
adire by dipping a chicken feather in cassava paste, then painting designs on
white cotton cloth with the feather. The audience could watch the video, listen
to Tina’s explanations, and find their own section of cloth to prepare. In The
Market, they could also read text that described Yoruba women’s crafts.

Walking back past the altar and the slides, then turning right, the audience
found The Divination Area. The exhibit designer, Stuart Sussman, constructed a
corrugated tin roof that was attached to a gallery wall in this area. Dirt was
placed under this awning to suggest the outer dwellings of some Yoruba village
homes. Performer B.C. Harrison sat at this location giving information about the
role of divination in Yoruba culture. She encouraged the audience to touch
many of the items of divination—cowrie shells, an opon (divining tray), kola
nuts—but she would not actually perform divination. Instead, she gave cryptic
information that sometimes sent audience members searching throughout the
exhibit for answers. Under the tin roof hung a large batik quilt cover by Gbenga
Tope bearing the image of a fishtailed woman. This image is commonly associated
with Osun and with her sister Yemonja. Adjacent to this batik was a 6’ x 8’
photograph of the Iya Osun of Osogbo resting at the Osun shrine. Austin-based
artist Andy Colquit created a metal staff with bird images that stood in front of
the photograph. Birds are a supreme manifestation of female power and are
often seen in spiritual ceremonies for Osun. Along the same wall was a table full
of books about Osun, Yoruba pottery making, Yoruba cosmology, and Nigerian history.
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Circling around to the left in The Drumming Area were examples of the
Yoruba art of pounded metal, a king’s beaded crown and beaded vest on loan to
the exhibit by Romeo F. Montalvo, batik paintings by Yetunde Omoniwa, a woodcut
by Arlene Polite, and video footage of a Yoruba masquerade suspended high
above the space. Under the footage sat a semi-circle of drummers—Eric
Dannenbaum, Alli Aweusi, Michael Stevens, I.D. Adewaye, Rachel Pervin, and
Gerard Villanueva—who drummed throughout the performance. In this space,
the performers gathered to sing Yoruba songs, offer a traditional Yoruba dance led
by performer Chandra Washington, and present two dance dramas—one about
the founding of the city of Osogbo, and the other describing how Osun thwarted
a Fulani invasion. The Drumming Area was also the site for a scene between
myself as my Yoruba “character” and Deanna Shoemaker, a European American
woman playing the role of Joni the Ethnographer. Deanna was the embodiment
of my disorientation while in Nigeria where I was frequently called oyinbo,
meaning stranger and white person. Our scene occurred early in the two-hour
roving performance to establish this tricky identity for the audience. Because
Deanna and I shared this unique relationship in the performance, we wove our
Osun monologues together for The Children’s Area to further explore the multiple,
shifting, and blurry identities that were a central theme of the installation.

In this same space there was also a piece by installation artist Vicki Meek,
a 6’ x 8’ photograph of the 1995 Osun Festival, Yoruba rice paper art by Michael
Oludare, and a placard describing Yoruba aesthetics. A large table held Yoruba

B.C. Harrison (center in white) explains divination to audience members while some watch the
dancing nearby. Photo: Clyde Cooper.
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newspapers, Yoruba wood carvings, the popular game ayo (also known as
mancala), a CD-ROM on the nature of Osun created by Reginald Metcalf, and
postcards, which read, “What happens when images of Nigeria are brought to
Austin, Texas for a performance installation: cross-cultural understanding or
reinforcement of stereotypes?” The postcard cover image was from Osogbo and
read, “Greetings from Austin!” The audience addressed messages to friends, and
I mailed them after the performance. The exhibit prepator, Peter Nurczynski,
created maps of the installation to help the audience chart a course through the
space, and to identify each of the artworks being exhibited.

Performance Ethnography and Embodiment

“Searching for Osun,” was an example of cultural exchange known as
performance ethnography, which is, most simply, how culture is done in the
body. This method builds on two primary ideas: 1) that identity and daily
interactions are a series of conscious and unconscious choices improvised within
culturally and socially specific guidelines, and 2) that people learn through
participation. If people are genuinely interested in understanding culture, they
must put aspects of that culture on and into their bodies. Performance
ethnography translates fieldwork experiences into performances among the
researcher, artifacts from fieldwork, and audiences. While such performances
may entertain, the aim of the work is to explore bodily knowing, to stretch the
ways in which ethnography might share knowledge of a culture, and to puzzle
through the ethical and political dilemmas of fieldwork and of representation.

This audience-centered brand of performance ethnography is not the only
type of performance ethnography possible. D. Soyini Madison is currently
scripting a performance based on her work in Ghana with Trokosi, the practice
of ostracizing girls who have been sexually abused. She plans to direct other
performers through the Ghanaian debates over this practice and present this
work proscenium-style for audiences. Myron Beasley created a performance
ethnography in which the individual performers presented autoethnographic
installations about their experience with Yoruba culture as African American
gay men. The performers stood near their installations and explained the different
elements to the roving audience. Olateju Omolodun enacted a performance about
being an African child growing up in the United States. She used her own
experiences as the basis for the work, and she performed with women she had cast
in various roles. Like Olateju, I also performed in my 1994 ethnographic performance
entitled “Broken Circles: A Journey Through Africa and the Self.” In this way, she
and I extended Victor Turner’s dictum that “if anthropologists are going to take
ethnodramatics seriously . . . we will have to become performers ourselves” (101).
Using what Stephen Tyler suggests as an emergent ethnography in which “the
form itself emerges out of the joint work of the ethnographer and his native partners”
(127), the features of the performance cannot be prescribed prior to the ethnographic
encounters. And although a prescription for performance ethnography would
be restrictive, I have followed certain principles in the development of
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performance ethnographies. These principles underscore the personal nature of
fieldwork and the bodily understandings that can be derived from performance.

 1) The performance should center around an idea or a question rather
than provide a general “you are there” atmosphere. The idea or question
constitutes the context for the performance. “Searching for Osun” asked two
overlapping questions: how does an African American construct identity in
Nigeria, and what is the nature of Osun? In establishing the context, specific
referents from fieldwork (clothing, articulation of sounds, foods) help demonstrate
the challenges inherent in the questions or issues. The referents not only include
tangible artifacts and actual members of the culture being presented, but also
video footage and audio tapes that give the audience the “real” culture to contrast
with the world created in the performance.

While the performers were in The Drumming Area dancing a choreographed
sequence of Yoruba movements, an audience member spontaneously joined our
dance. She first began to dance to the drummers, then to the dancers and the
audience. Her clothing, her movements, and her deportment all suggested that
she was indeed a Yoruba woman. It turned out that she was not only Yoruba,
but was actually from Osogbo and was therefore very familiar with the
ethnographic details of the performance. Her dance, her carriage, her speech,
and her relationship to the audience became referents by which the audience
could contrast the other performers. Here, the audience could see the U.S. performers
stretching to find the Yoruba qualities in our bodies. I hoped that the contrast
between referents throughout the gallery, the performers, and the audience would
prod the audience to think about the central idea of identity that helped create
the context for the work.

2) The per formance should grow as a col laborat ion between the
ethnographer and the community being presented. In this way the ethnographer
remains accountable to her or his fieldwork community. Distance and time
may make it impractical to work with community members on the development
of the text or have them present during the performance, however this important
sharing reminds the ethnographer that they have developed a relationship of
mutual influence with the fieldwork community members.

The $156 that was placed in the shrine during the performances was taken
to Osogbo several months later. It was presented to the Iya Osun who serves as
the major conduit between Osun and humans. This monetary offering, then,
was given the highest possible Osun consecration. Giving the money to the Iya
Osun of Osogbo was an acknowledgement of the relationship between the
fieldwork community and my ethnographic representations. The Yoruba shared
ideas, images, and feelings with me, and I, in turn, offer what I can to them.
This relationship is ongoing and reciprocal. It does not end with this project.

After the Yoruba woman joined the per formance, the performers ’
accountability instantly rose. We had a Yoruba woman among us who would see
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the many places where our performances had gaps. Some of the performers
said they were afraid to talk when they knew she was present because they
feared this woman could hear how their Yoruba accents were poorly executed, or
that the woman might even be offended if they did not perform Yorubaness well.

There are some Yoruba living in Austin and teaching at the university. I
invited those I knew and was gratified that they appreciated my efforts. Although
I could not create “Searching for Osun” with the Yoruba with whom I worked in
Nigeria, I could be sure that some Yoruba were present at the performance in
Austin, and in this indirect way make myself accountable to representatives of
my fieldwork community.

3) Although much current ethnographic work is fully aware of i ts
subjectivity, I would still argue that we must point toward the role that
subjectivity plays in the performance. Ethnographers must determine how they
will situate themselves in the work. Ethnographers do not present the culture
but are conscious of how they act as interpreters of the culture. This powerful
subjectivity can become a theme to be examined in the performance.

I struggled with how much of my story to include in the performance. With
my first attempt at performance ethnography in 1994, Joni the Ethnographer
told her story to an audience complete with the travel tropes of arrival,
disorientation, and departure. I felt that this autoethnography, in which I was
the subject or context, began to obscure the ethnographic details of Yoruba life,
and after a few performances I felt as though I wasn’t learning much new about
myself or the Yoruba. The improvisational nature of “Searching for Osun” allowed
me to be explicit about the subjectivity—through my monologue, through the
scene in which Joni the Ethnographer talks to a Yoruba woman, through the
var ious texts  d isp layed around the space—and pushed me in to new
understandings about identity, as I had to map my identity anew with each
audience encounter or each unrehearsed conversation with a performer.

4) Multivocality helps to mitigate the authority of the ethnographer, and
provide varied, even contradictory perspectives that the audience must synthesize.
The active process of synthesizing turns the audience into collaborators in the
experience as they sift through the different points of view. Multivocality may
be achieved by casting several persons in the production, or through the
ethnographer ’s embodiment of particular persons from fieldwork, or in
encouraging the audience to share their perspectives during the performance.
Here, issues of the ethnographer’s performance ability become important to the
audience’s understanding of how culture is reflected in body knowledge.

In Yorubaland, children are humble and deferential with their elders. They
often serve the elders of the community by doing errands, preparing meals, and
tending to smaller children. Although they surely tire of this work and vent their
frustrations privately, they would be punished if they refused to obey an elder
or if they showed their annoyance in public. In “Searching for Osun,” the youngest
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cast member was often fidgety and uncooperative during rehearsals. She is a
bright self-possessed child who is accustomed to treating adults like peers. It
was difficult for her to accept how she needed to behave during the performance.
She simply did not want to practice being submissive. If she didn’t convey this
aspect of Yoruba culture, if she would not allow her body to conform to different
habits, the performance would lose this ethnographic detail. Her ability to perform
was directly related to what the audience would understand about Yoruba
children. If multivocality is a goal in the performance, the performers must
skillfully execute the features of the culture, or the different voices and
perspectives will simply be lost.

5) Participation differentiates performance ethnography from other forms
of documentation and representation, and allows performance ethnography to
take advantage of its live nature. Through participation, the audience can contrast
their own culturally inscribed bodies with those from the community being shared.
They get an opportunity to “practice” the physical elements of culture through
the performance. Participation is where some of the deepest understandings
occur. We learn a great deal about cultural continuities and discontinuities, about
the malleable and contingent features of identity when we humbly attempt to
perform across cultural divides.

I was able to realize my vision most fully of what performance ethnography
about Osun might be with “Searching for Osun”; however the space itself was a
major weakness in the work. In 2000, I staged a simpler version of “Searching
for Osun” in the George Washington Carver Museum in a predominantly African
American section of Austin. There were five active areas, but because the museum
was so small, the audience could experience all five areas simultaneously. The
close quarters didn’t allow for many people to stand back and stare. They were
immersed in action all around them. The Drumming Area was particularly small,
which proved to be advantageous to the performance. Audience members were
often crowded around the drummers because there was little room to get much
distance from them. The audience would spontaneously dance, and those who
did not wish to dance could stand across the room and experience the rhythms
without appearing to be conspicuously still. At the Jones Center for Contemporary
Art, The Drumming Area was the largest of the five areas. When the performers
entered for one of the dance dramas, there was a clear demarcation between
the performers and the audience, who mostly sat on the floor and watched
during these moments. It remained difficult to reduce the sense of being on
display while in The Drumming Area at the Jones Center. At the Carver Museum,
the audience was on its feet most of the time, making the boundaries between
performer and audience more fluid and therefore easier to cross. Participation
was significantly hindered in The Drumming Area at the Jones Center.

Participation was also affected by the atmosphere at the Jones Center. The
stark white walls were difficult to enliven. Stuart (the designer), Peter (the
prepator), and I talked about what could be done to make the space more
inviting, to counter the gallery conventions of quiet, solitude, stillness, and “don’t
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touch.” Fabrics hanging from the ceiling helped bring warmth to the space, but
the buffed concrete floors, the sharp right angles the walls created, and the very
polished finished look that the final effect achieved worked against the communal,
spontaneous atmosphere that would make participation flow naturally. While
several audience members crossed the invisible but distinct line separating the
performance from the onlookers, I think many more would have ventured forward
if the space had been more conducive.

6)  The ethics  o f  representa t ion remain a  cha l leng ing i s sue for
ethnographers. Even when accountability has been fully considered, the possible
power inequities between the ethnographer and the community being shared can
compromise the integrity of the work. As Dwight Conquergood has asserted, the
work can move toward commitment rather than detachment, respect rather than
selfishness, dialogue rather than exhibitionism, mutuality rather than infatuation.

I hoped to address ethics, in part, by the very location of the work in a
gallery. I wanted this location to indicate my awareness of how black bodies
have been displayed for all manner of unethical reasons in similar educational
and artistic settings. By mounting this work at the Jones Center for Contemporary
Art, I wanted the audience to consider the ethical complexities of presenting
Yoruba realities out of context and in an environment dangerously reminiscent
of sideshows and entertainments. Performance work presented in gallery spaces
has been critiqued for its appropriation and fetishization of non-Western cultures.
To make sure this point was not lost, Stuart and I created an exhibit brochure,
which discussed this issue head on.

Audience members dance in clothes from The Market. Photo: Deanna Shoemaker.
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Performance Ethnography and Authenticity

An African American search for authenticity is predicated on a hyphenated
existence—the very hyphen creating a sense of inauthenticity. Add to this
hyphenated experience the race-based oppressions that plague people of African
descent  throughout the diaspora ,  and i t  becomes c learer  why Afr ica
(unhyphenated, uncolonized) has been positioned as “homeland” and haven for
some African Americans. When African Americans position Africa as an authentic
reality, it reflects their own feelings of displacement in the diaspora, what
folklorist Regina Bendix calls a “peculiar longing” for “unmediated genuineness”
that is a “reaction to modernization’s demythologization, detraditionalization,
and disenchantment” (8). The investment in Africa as a space of authenticity
persists in spite of the vigorous and widespread critiques offered by anti-
essentialists (especially Kwame Anthony Appiah and Stuart Hall), who specifically
challenge the excesses of some branches of Afrocentricity, and by “anti-anti-
essentialists” such as Paul A. Gilroy and Joseph Roach. Gilroy and Roach postulate
a “Black Atlantic” and “Circum-Atlantic” respectively, a literal and figurative
terrain comprised of political, aesthetic, and social commonalities in key regions
of the African diaspora where mutual influences have proceeded in multiple
directions.

Although I am persuaded by the arguments these scholars make against
essentialism, especially the social, cultural, and historical continuities that are
posited by the “anti-anti-essentialists,” these scholars seem to disregard the
passionate longing that undergirds the hope of authenticity. The search for cultural
authenticity, much like the search for Osun, is a search for psychic fulfillment.
Performance ethnography has led me to believe that by relinquishing the desire
for authenticity, one does not give up some vital aspect of blackness or spirituality,
but opens up blackness and spirituality to greater variety, ambiguity, and therefore
possibility. I acknowledge and respect (and sometimes feel) the desire for
fulfillment that authenticity brings while simultaneously believe that, as Bendix
states, “In emphasizing the authentic, the revolutionary can turn reactionary”
(8), and people are left in bounded isolation rather than recognizing our shared
humanity. Performance ethnography is my way to complicate authenticity.

In 1999 when I returned to Nigeria for the fifth time to attend the annual
Osun Festival, I also participated in the Osun initiation of an African American
woman. Because I recently had been initiated, I was aware of the many differences
between what the practitioners did with her and what these same women had
done with me two years earlier. The two prominent Yoruba families who presided
over the initiation even quarreled about what should be done next and why. At
one moment during the three-day ceremony, the initiate-in-training leaned over
to me and said, “I am so glad I am here because I am getting the true tradition.”
This remark seemed to suggest that the many Lucumi, Santeria, and Vodoun
practices in the U.S.—all informed by Yoruba cosmology to varying degrees—
were not “true,” that initiations conducted outside of Africa were somehow of
questionable validity. If one manifestation is deemed authentic, that implies
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that other manifestations are fake. Was the initiate’s relationship to Osun more
sound because she was initiated in Osogbo rather than Brooklyn? Could “true
tradition” occur even when the practitioners needed to debate exactly what
should happen next? This initiation, like all cultural practice, is a spontaneously
negotiated series of moves that forges its validity in the very process of the
negotiation.

With “Searching for Osun,” I wanted to examine what constitutes authentic
identity and authentic performance and how these constructions are made.
Identity issues were foregrounded in my choice to cast a European American
woman as Joni the Ethnographer. Many audience members expressed surprise
or shock when Deanna introduced herself as Joni, the professor who worked in
Nigeria. Deanna performed her role so well that some of those audience members
who did not know me prior to the performance accepted that she was Joni, and
they couldn’t reconcile her phenotypic whiteness with the ideas of blackness
that she talked about throughout the performance. Eventually, she and I had to
take a few people aside and tell them that she was pretending to be me. Even
with this explanation, one audience member insisted that Deanna (believing
she was Joni) contact her so Deanna could tell her more about how she mounted
“Searching for Osun.” This person’s response made me wonder if my intention
to push an examination of authentic identity could live within the “pretend”
world of performance. The conventions of performance may remind an audience
that what they are seeing is a conscious construction, but these conventions
may not help an audience determine the boundaries of that construction. In
some ways this confusion was consistent with the disorientation we often feel
when we travel, but in other ways the confusion prevented some spectators
from understanding the cultural context, or the central issue of the piece: that
identity is constructed, contested, and contingent. For many participants,
“Searching for Osun” was more a recreation of Nigeria than it was an interrogation
of the very idea of recreation.

As the audience watched the Yoruba woman dance alongside the performers,
or as they watched the video footage of a woman making traditional cloth next
to a performer engaged in the same action, they had an opportunity to examine
both authentic identity and authentic performance—and it is here where the
two ideas fruitfully meet. Authentic performance occurs when the details of that
performance are so precise that they create an authentic identity—a culturally
specific, distinctive, comfortable, full identity. Authentic performance relies on
the poise and the improvisational skills of the performer, for it is through
improvisation that the performer must imaginatively invent reality and discover
what feels true for the “character.” The video and live referents serve as a model
for the performers and as a standard of evaluation for the audience. The audience
could see how my back did or did not undulate with the confidence and grace
demonstrated by the Yoruba woman. The audience could practice this undulation
and thereby learn more about their own everyday movements, and how those
movements help form cultural specificity.
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This authentic identity has less to do with essentialism than it does with
practice—a tireless striving for the physical details that make up cultures.
Blackness is a series of acquired behaviors with political, social, and material
ramifications; it is not a conglomeration of indelible heritable characteristics.
What some call essentialized features of race may more accurately be the
predominance of certain acquired behaviors and attitudes found within particular
groups. Rhythm is not inherited, but if one grows up in a family surrounded by
music, in a family that encourages family members to dance at every family
gathering, then one is likely to acquire a sense of rhythm, and that sense of
rhythm will be particular to the kind of music being shared and the kinds of
expectations about rhythm that the family holds. In this way, rhythm is only “in
the blood” after a persistent physical relationship with rhythm.

With performance ethnography, one determines authenticity by noting the
consistent physical details of the performer, and by comparing those details
with the referents (video, audio, persons from the culture) that are present.
Performance itself creates a particular authenticity that is rooted in the present,
in the experiences here and now that are collaboratively and improvisationally
generated.

Performance offers a new authenticity, based on body knowledge, on
what audiences and performers share together, on what they mutually construct.
As a form of cultural exchange, performance ethnography encourages everyone
present to feel themselves as both familiar and strange, to see the truths and the
gaps in their cross cultural embodiments. In this exchange, we find an authenticity
that is intuitive, body-centered, and richly ambivalent.

Joni L. Jones is an Associate Professor in the Department of Theatre and Dance,
and the Associate Director of the Center for African and African American Studies
at the University of Texas at Austin. Her articles on performance and identity
have appeared in Text and Performance Quarterly, The Drama Review,
Theatre Insight, and Black Theatre News. While on a Fulbright Fellowship in
Nigeria (1997–98), Dr. Jones taught at Obafemi Awolowo University and
contributed Theatre for Social Change workshops for the Forum on Governance
and Democracy in Ile-Ife.
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Chapter	5:	Methods	and	Ethics

A	code	of	ethics	cannot	guarantee	ethical	behavior.	Moreover,	a	code	of	ethics	cannot
resolve	all	ethical	issues	or	disputes	or	capture	the	richness	and	complexity	involved	in
striving	to	make	responsible	choices	within	a	moral	community.	Rather,	a	code	of
ethics	sets	forth	values,	ethical	principles,	and	ethical	standards	to	which	professionals
aspire	and	by	which	their	actions	can	be	judged.

—National	Association	of	Social	Workers,	Code	of	Ethics	(1999)

[Researchers]	are	not	only	responsible	for	the	factual	content	of	their	statements	but
also	must	consider	carefully	the	social	and	political	implications	of	the	information	they
disseminate.	They	must	do	everything	in	their	power	to	insure	that	such	information	is
well	understood,	properly	contextualized,	and	responsibly	utilized.	They	should	make
clear	the	empirical	bases	upon	which	their	reports	stand,	be	candid	about	their
qualifications	and	philosophical	or	political	biases,	and	recognize	and	make	clear	the
limits	of	anthropological	expertise.	At	the	same	time,	they	must	be	alert	to	possible
harm	their	information	may	cause	people	with	whom	they	work	or	colleagues.

—American	Anthropology	Association,	Code	of	Ethics	(1998)

Chapter	4	raised	a	series	of	questions	pertaining	to	the	ethics	of	ethnography	with
very	few	answers.	In	this	chapter,	we	will	attempt	to	respond	to	the	questions	raised	in	Chapter
4by	 reviewing	 the	 code	 of	 ethics	 and	 position	 statements	 from	 the	 American	 Anthropology
Association	 (AAA),	 the	American	 Folklore	Association	 (AFA),	 and	 the	National	 Association	 of
Social	Workers	 (NASW).	 From	 their	 specific	 disciplinary	 perspectives,	 each	 field	 contributes
significant	 methodological	 considerations	 focused	 expressly	 on	 ethics.	 The	 disciplinary	 fields
sometimes	differ	and	contradict	 each	other	 in	 viewpoints	and	approaches,	particularly	around
issues	of	 informed	consent,	confidentiality,	and	compliance	with	 the	 Institutional	Review	Board
(IRB).	However,	 by	 examining	 a	 cross	 section	 of	 key	 positions,	 the	 codes	 of	 ethics	 from	 the
various	 institutions	will	provide	a	 foundation	and	a	guide	 for	an	ethical	method	that	adheres	 to
different	standpoints,	contexts,	and	purposes.

Codes	of	Ethics	for	Fieldwork
In	the	following,	I	provide	a	summary	of	the	codes	from	each	field	with	an	emphasis	on	the	field
of	anthropology	because	of	 its	detail	 and	comprehensiveness.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 keep	 in	mind
that	these	various	fields	overlap	in	their	ethical	methodology	more	than	they	diverge.	At	points
where	a	particular	field	differs	from	or	has	more	of	an	extended	perspective	than	another,	it	 is
noted	and	distinguished	in	italics.

Code	of	Ethics	of	the	American	Anthropological	Association
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The	four	points	listed	below	serve	as	a	summary	of	the	core	ideas	in	the	AAA	Code	of	Ethics,
approved	 June	 1998,	 and	 they	 also	 serve	 to	 summarize	 the	 central	 ideas	 in	 the	 AFS	 and
NASW.	They	are	taken	from	the	“Briefing	Paper	on	the	Impact	of	Material	Assistance	to	Study
Population”	(Luong,	2001,	p.	2).

1.	To	avoid	harm	or	wrong
2.	To	respect	the	well-being	of	humans	and	nonhuman	primates
3.	To	work	for	the	long-term	conservation	of	the	archaeological,	fossil,	and	historical
records
4.	To	consult	actively	with	the	affected	individuals	or	group(s),	with	the	goal	of
establishing	a	working	relationship	that	can	be	beneficial	to	all	parties	involved

We	will	now	examine	in	more	detail	 the	ethical	codes	related	to	(a)	openness	and
transparency,	 (b)	 the	 study	 population,	 (c)	 the	 scholarly	 community,	 (d)	 remuneration,	 (e)
reciprocity,	(f)	informed	consent,	(g)	harm	and	negative	impact,	and	(h)	confidentiality.

Openness	and	Transparency

In	 proposing	 and	 conducting	 research	 to	 funders,	 colleagues,	 persons	 studied,	 and	 all
thoserelevant	 parties	 affected	 by	 the	 research,	 all	 researchers	 must	 be	 honest	 and
straightforward	concerning	the	following:

1.	Purpose(s)	of	study	(The	goals	of	the	project	or	rationale	for	study).
2.	General	impact	of	study	(Who	or	what	will	the	project	effect?	What	difference	will	it
make	on	society?)
3.	Sources	of	support	(Who	is	funding	or	supporting	the	project?)

Study	Population

The	primary	responsibility	 is	to	those	studied	(people,	places,	materials,	and	those	with	whom
you	work).	 This	 responsibility	 supercedes	 the	 goal	 of	 knowledge,	 completion	 of	 project,	 and
obligation	to	funders	or	sponsors.	If	ever	there	is	a	conflict	of	interest,	the	people	studied	must
come	first.	In	addition,	researchers	must	make	every	effort	to	ensure	that	their	work	does	not
harm	the	safety,	dignity,	or	privacy	of	those	with	whom	they	work.

Researchers	must	make	 sure	 in	 the	 very	 beginning	 of	 the	 study	whether	 or	 not	 the	 subjects
choose	 anonymity.	 If	 this	 is	 the	 case,	 researchers	 must	 make	 every	 effort	 to	 assure	 the
population	 their	privacy.	They	must	also	make	subjects	aware	 that,	despite	 their	best	efforts,
there	are	no	absolute	guarantees.

Researchers	must	acquire	 informed	consent	 in	advance	of	 the	study,	as	well	as	 intermittently
throughout	 the	 study	 at	 key	 points	 of	 vulnerability	 or	 when	 gathering	 threatening	 or	 delicate
information.	 Informed	 consent	 is	 a	 vital	 component	 of	 ethical	 inquiry	 and	may	 in	most	 cases
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take	several	 forms	both	written	and	oral.	 Informed	consent	 is	also	very	controversial;	we	will
discuss	 the	 problems	 that	 arise	 with	 informed	 consent	 later	 in	 the	 chapter.	 In	 most	 cases,
informed	consent	does	not	require	a	written	signature	form.	According	to	the	AAA	(1998),	“It	is
quality	of	consent,	not	the	format,	that	is	relevant”	(p.	4).

Researchers	who	enter	into	an	enduring	or	binding	relationship	with	their	subjects	must	adhere
to	informed	consent	and	openness	or	they	must	negotiate	the	limits	of	the	relationship.

Although	researchers	gain	professionally	and	personally	from	those	they	study,	it	is
important	not	to	exploit	or	respond	in	ways	that	are	inappropriate.

Responsibility	to	the	Scholarly	Community

There	will	always	be	ethical	dilemmas	 in	every	research	project.	Therefore,	 there	should	be	a
section	 in	 every	 proposal	 that	 indicates	 potential	 problems	 and	 the	 researcher's	 ethical
concerns	and	guidelines.	The	 following	points,	 from	 the	AAA	Code	of	Ethics	 (1998,	pp.	4–5),
may	serve	as	a	guide.

Researchers	 belong	 to	 various	 research	 communities,	 bear	 a	 responsibility	 to	 those
communities	 to	 represent	 them	ethically,	 and	 are	 subject	 to	 the	general	 rules	 of	 conduct	 for
that	 community.	 They	 should	 also	 not	 deceive	 or	 knowingly	 misrepresent	 (i.e.,	 fabricate
evidence,	 falsify,	 plagiarize),	 or	 attempt	 to	 prevent	 reporting	 of	 misconduct,	 or	 obstruct	 the
scientific/scholarly	 research	of	others.	Moreover,	 researchers	should	support	 the	 research	of
future	 colleagues	 by	 preserving	 opportunities	 for	 them	 to	 follow	 them	 to	 the	 field.	 In	 other
words,	don't	burn	bridges;	 there	are	others	who	will	 come	after	you.	Do	not	do	anything	 that
will	close	the	door	for	them.

Researchers	should	apply	their	work	and	findings	appropriately	doing	more	good	than	harm	and
should	make	their	data	available	to	the	scholarly	and	research	community.	Researchers	should
make	every	effort	to	preserve	their	fieldwork	data	for	use	by	posterity.

Note:	Hate	Groups,	Advocacy,	and	Responsibility
The	following	positions	on	advocacy	and	responsibility	come	from	the	Commission	to
Review	the	AAA	Statement	on	Ethics	Final	Report	(AAA,	1995,	p.	8).

Do	researchers	have	an	obligation	to	promote	the	general	welfare	of	all	populations
studied?	It	would	seem	not,	for	example	hate	groups,	terrorists,	drug	cartels,	and
like	groups.
Promote	takes	on	many	meanings	through	research:	identifying	a	problem,	putting
a	problem	in	context,	and	developing	options	for	responding;	by	educating	various
audiences;	and	by	advocating	a	particular	solution	or	cause.
In	terms	of	advocacy,	“The	commission	understands	and	supports	the	desire	of
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some	anthropological	researchers	to	move	beyond	disseminating	research	results
and	education	to	a	position	of	advocacy”	(p.	8).	This	does	not	mean,	however,	that
the	researcher	is	necessarily	to	be	an	 advocate	for	or	to	be	expected
topromote	the	welfare	of	a	group	or	culture	studied.

The	anthropological	researcher,	however,	does	have	duties	to	the	people	studied,
including	doing	no	harm	or	wrong,	providing	full	disclosure	and	informed	consent,	offering
warnings	of	possible	outcomes	(good	or	bad)	of	the	research	for	the	people	involved,	and
weighing	carefully	the	risks	and	benefits	of	the	study	for	the	people	being	studied	(p.	9).

Remuneration

What	is	fair	compensation—“wages	for	labor”	or	“pay”	for	work	and	assistance	(e.g.,	driving	a
car,	helping	with	demonstrations	or	interviews,	intellectual	property	rights	or	cultural	knowledge,
or	 traditional	 knowledge)—for	 members	 of	 the	 population	 studied?	 According	 to	 the	 AAA's
“Briefing	Paper	 on	Remuneration	 to	Subject	Populations	and	 Individuals”	 (Wagner,	 2000),	 the
ethical	consideration	of	remuneration	includes	the	following	points:

Appropriate	and	fair	remuneration	is	culturally	situated.
Remuneration	is	an	ongoing	process	negotiated	by	the	researcher	and	guided	by
the	population	under	study.

The	international	documents	are	clear	that	all	people	should	receive	equal	pay	for	equal	work.
Likewise,	 they	are	clear	about	placing	 the	ownership	of	heritage	and	 the	appropriate	ways	 to
handle	issues	such	as	remuneration	in	the	hands	of	the	people	being	studied	(Wagner,	2000,	p.
3).	 Article	 23	 of	 the	 Universal	 Declaration	 of	 Human	 Rights	 (Amnesty	 International,	 1948)
states,	 “Everyone	without	 any	 discrimination,	 has	 the	 right	 to	 equal	 pay	 for	 equal	work,”	 and
“Everyone	who	works	has	the	right	to	just	and	favorable	remuneration”	(p.	4).	Article	18	states
that	 indigenous	peoples	deserve	 “fully	all	 rights	established	under	 international	 labour	 law	and
national	 labour	 legislation”	 (p.	 4).	 Furthermore,	 they	 should	 not	 “be	 subjected	 to	 any
discriminatory	conditions	of	labour,	employment	or	salary.”	And	Article	27	states	that	“everyone
has	the	right	 to	 the	protection	of	 the	moral	and	material	 interests	resulting	 from	any	scientific,
literary	or	artistic	production	of	which	he	is	the	author”	(p.	5).

Reciprocity	and	Material	Assistance

As	a	form	of	reciprocity,	researchers	often	provide	material	assistance	to	individuals	with	study
populations	who	have	assisted	 them	 in	 their	work.	 However,	 this	 raises	questions
about	 the	 consequences	 that	well-intentioned	 reciprocity	may	 have.	Researchers	may	 not	 be
able	 to	 predict	 the	 consequences	 of	 the	 material	 assistance	 to	 the	 study	 population.	 The
answers	 to	 questions	 regarding	material	 assistance—when,	 how,	why,	 and	 so	 forth—are	 not
exact,	 but	 rather	 are	 contingent	 on	 the	 researcher's	 judgment	 and	 knowledge	 of	 the	 study
population	in	its	historical,	social,	and	physical	environments,	as	well	as	on	careful	consultation
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with	other	experts	and	with	as	many	potentially	affected	 individuals	as	possible	(Luong,	2001,
p.	2).

In	conformity	with	the	AAA	Code	of	Ethics	 (1998),	material	assistance	to	 the	study	population
should	do	the	following	(Luong,	2001):

Avoid	exacerbating	conflicts	within	the	study	population	or	conflicts	of	the	study
population	with	other	populations.
Avoid	increasing	the	health	risks	of	the	study	population	or	other	populations.
Avoid	markedly	disrupting	social	relations	within	the	study	population.
Avoid	damaging	local	archaeological,	fossil,	and	historical	records.
Avoid	negative	impacts	on	the	environment	of	the	study	population.

Informed	Consent

It	 is	understood	 that	 the	degree	and	breadth	of	 informed	consent	 required	will	depend	on	 the
nature	of	the	project	and	may	be	affected	by	requirements	of	other	codes,	laws,	and	ethics	of
the	country	or	community	 in	which	 the	research	 is	pursued.	Furthermore,	 it	 is	understood	 that
the	informed	consent	process	is	dynamic	and	continuous:	The	process	should	be	initiated	in	the
project	 design	 and	 continue	 through	 implementation	 by	 way	 of	 dialogue	 and	 negotiation	 with
those	studied.

According	to	the	AAA's	Briefing	Paper	on	Informed	Consent	 (Clark	&	Kingsolver,	2000,	p.	2),
the	 following	 is	 a	 list	 of	 characteristics	 researchers	 should	 seek	 to	 meet	 in	 obtaining	 the
informed	consent	of	participants.	Researchers	should

Engage	in	an	ongoing	and	dynamic	discussion	with	collaborators	(or	human	subjects,	in
the	language	of	some	codes)	about	the	nature	of	study	participation,	its	risks,	and	its
potential	benefits;	this	means	actively	soliciting	advice	from	research	participants	at	all
stages,	including	planning	and	documentation.
Engage	in	a	dialogue	with	human	subjects	who	have	previously	or	continuously	been
involved	in	a	particular	study	about	the	nature	of	ongoing	participation	or	resuming
participation	in	a	study.	This	dialogue	should	include	the	nature	of	their	participation,
risks,	and	potential	benefits	at	this	particular	time.

Discuss	with	potential	research	subjects	the	ways	study	participation	may	affect	them
when	research	data	are	disseminated.	For	example,	if	photographs	documenting	their
participation	in	a	particular	event	or	situation	at	a	certain	time	could	prove	incriminating	if
viewed	by	a	wide	audience,	this	eventually	should	be	discussed.
Demonstrate,	in	the	appropriate	language,	all	research	equipment	and	documentation
techniques	prior	to	obtaining	consent	so	that	research	collaborators,	or	participants,	may
be	said	to	be	adequately	informed	about	the	research	process.
Inform	potential	subjects	of	the	anonymity,	confidentiality,	and	security	measures	taken
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for	all	types	of	study	data,	including	digitized,	visual,	and	material	data.
Seek	to	answer	all	questions	and	concerns	about	study	participation	that	potential
subjects	may	have	about	their	involvement	in	the	research	process.
Provide	a	long-term	mechanism	for	study	subjects	to	contact	the	researcher	or	the
researcher's	institution	to	express	concerns	at	a	later	date	and/or	withdraw	their	data
from	the	research	process.
rovide,	if	possible,	alternative	contact	information	in	case	a	potential	research	subject	or
collaborator	does	not	want	to	participate	but	does	not	feel	able	to	communicate	that
directly	to	the	researcher.
Obtain	official	consent	from	the	human	subject	to	participate	in	the	study	prior	to	the
collection	of	any	data	to	be	included	in	the	research	process.	The	form	and	format	of
official	consent	can	vary,	depending	on	the	appropriateness	of	written,	audiotaped,	or
videotaped	consent	to	the	research	situation.	Those	granting	the	permission	should	be
involved	actively	in	determining	the	appropriate	form	of	documenting	consent.
Write	and	submit	forms	pertaining	to	informed	consent,	and	obtain	approval	by	the
appropriate	committees	and/or	review	boards	prior	to	recruiting	subjects,	obtaining
informed	consent,	or	collecting	data.

Due	 to	 the	 particular	 nature	 of	 folklore	 research,	 the	 AFA	 takes	 a	 more	 critical	 stand	 on
informed	 consent.	 The	 “Documentation	 of	 Informed	 Consent”	 from	 the	 Statement	 of	 the
American	Folklore	Society	on	Research	with	Human	Subjects	(n.d.)	states	the	following:

Folklorists	inform	their	consultants	about	the	aims	and	methods	of	research.	The	nature
of	the	relationships	that	folklorists	build	with	their	consultants,	however,	is	such	that	a
written,	signed,	legally	effective	document	would	be	 inimical	to	the
relationship	upon	which	folklorists’	research	is	based.	Folklorists	cannot	go	as	guests
into	people's	home	communities,	build	trust	and	friendships,	and	then	present	a	legal
document	for	signature.	Nor	can	they	ask	for	signatures	to	be	witnessed.

Informed	consent	is	given	orally,	and	possibly	can	be	recorded	on	audio	or	video,	but
introducing	a	written	legal	document	into	the	folkloristic-consultant	relationship	would
generally	prove	an	insult	to	the	consultant	and	bring	folklore	research	to	a	halt.
Institutional	review	boards	should	alter	or	waive	the	requirements	for	written	informed
consent	in	the	case	of	folklore	and	other	forms	of	ethnographically	based	research	(p.
2).

Negative	Impact

According	 to	an	AAA	briefing	paper	on	 the	potential	 negative	 impact	 of	 study	work	 (Watkins,
2000),	it	is	the	researcher's	duty

to	avoid	harm	or	wrong,	understanding	that	the	development	of	knowledge	can	lead	to
change	which	may	be	positive	or	negative	for	the	people	or	animals	worked	with	or
studied….	For	example,	because	of	the	social	stigma	attached	to	cannibalism	by
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Western	society,	a	researcher	might	wish	to	consider	the	ways	that	such	a	statement
concerning	the	practices	of	a	marginal	culture	might	be	used	to	further	marginalize	the
culture.	(p.	2)

The	 following	 is	 a	 list	 of	 guidelines	 from	 the	 briefing	 paper	 to	 assist	 the	 researcher	 in
considering	 the	 “potentially	negative	 influences”	 their	publications	of	 factual	data	may	have	on
the	populations	they	study	(Watkins,	2000,	p.	4).	Researchers	must

Identify	at	the	onset	of	any	project	the	possible	personal,	social,	and	political
implications	that	the	publication	of	factual	data	concerning	a	study	population	may
have	on	that	population.
Involve	the	study	population	throughout	the	entire	process	of	the	project	(from	the
formulation	of	the	research	design	through	the	collection	of	the	data,	the	synthesis
of	data,	and	the	publication	of	data)	in	such	a	way	that	the	cultural	context	of	the
population	under	study	is	represented	within	the	project	to	as	much	an	extent
possible.
Weigh	the	scientific	and	anthropological	importance	of	the	data	against	the
possible	harm	to	the	study	population.
Integrate	the	data	in	such	a	way	that	its	role	within	the	cultural	context	is	fully
explained.
Present	the	data	in	such	a	way	that	sensationalism	is	minimized	while	the
contextual	comprehension	of	the	data	is	maximized.
Report	truthfully	any	scientific	or	cultural	biases	that	may	be	inherent	in	the
presentation	of	the	data.

Explain	the	importance	of	the	data	under	discussion	both	to	the	scientific	and	local
communities	in	language	understandable	by	each	community	and	disseminate	the
information	in	both	communities	as	widely	as	possible.

Moreover,	 although	 advocacy	 is	 a	 personal	 choice	 that	 each	 researcher	 must	 make,	 it	 is
imperative	 that	 the	 researcher	 acknowledge	 the	 scientific	 need	 for	 balance	 in	 anthropological
reporting.

Folklorists	 and	 social	 workers	 are	 both	 obviously	 concerned	 with	 issues	 of	 ethics,	 but	 the
disciplines	remain	two	different	fields;	that	is,	their	purposes,	relationships,	contexts,	and	goals
are	not	the	same.	The	social	worker	will	be	concerned	with	issues	of	ethics	and	confidentiality
that	are	not	always	or	generally	 the	same	concerns	as	 those	of	 folklorists	or	anthropologists.
The	NASWCode	of	Ethics	(1999)	states,

Social	workers	should	protect	the	confidentiality	of	all	information	obtained	in	the	course
of	professional	service,	except	for	compelling	professional	reasons.	The	general
expectation	that	social	workers	will	keep	information	confidential	does	not	apply	when
disclosure	is	necessary	to	prevent	serious,	foreseeable,	and	imminent	harm	to	a	client	or
other	identifiable	person.	In	all	instances,	social	workers	should	disclose	the	least
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amount	of	confident	information	necessary	to	achieve	the	desired	purpose;	only
information	that	is	directly	relevant	to	the	purpose	for	which	the	disclosure	is	made
should	be	revealed.	(p.	8)

The	 ethical	 responsibility	 regarding	 privacy	 and	 confidentiality	 is	 outlined	 in	more	 detail	 in	 the
Code	 of	 Ethics	 from	 the	 NASW	 (1999).	 Because	 social	 work,	 more	 explicitly,	 involves
“particular	attention	to	the	needs	and	empowerment	of	people	who	are	vulnerable,	oppressed,
and	 living	 in	poverty,”	 the	challenges	of	privacy	and	confidentiality	are	of	great	 importance	 (p.
1).	Outlined	below	 is	a	summary	of	central	points	on	 the	 issue	of	confidentiality	 in	 the	NASW
code	that	I	have	adapted	for	broader	fields	and	areas	of	ethnographic	fieldwork.	Researchers
should

Respect	consultant's	privacy.	Private	information	should	not	be	solicited	unless
necessary	for	the	research	project.
Not	disclose	confidential	information	to	a	third	party	unless	given	explicit	permission	to	do
so.	Researchers	should	not	discuss	confidential	information	in	any	setting	unless	privacy
can	be	ensured,	and	should	“not	discuss	confidential	information	in	public	or	semipublic
areas	such	as	hallways,	waiting	rooms,	elevators,	and	restaurants”	(p.	8).
Protect	privacy	and	identifying	information	particularly	in	the	use	of	electronic	mail,
computers,	facsimile	machines,	telephones,	and	telephone	answering	machines,	when
possible.

Protect	the	confidentiality	of	deceased	persons.
Protect	confidentiality	and	privacy	in	the	event	of	the	researcher's	own	dismissal,
incapacitation,	or	death.

Note:	Institutional	Review	Board
In	1974,	the	federal	government	mandated	the	Institutional	Review	Board	(IRB)	at	all
universities	that	accepted	federal	funding	for	research	involving	human	subjects.	This	was
instituted	because	it	was	understood	that	science	is	not	value-free,	nor	does	it	always
contribute	to	the	greater	good	or	well	being	of	others.	Past	incidents	where	medical
research	resulted	in	physical	and	mental	harm	had	devastating	effects	(such	as	the
Tuskegee	Syphilis	Study,	the	Willowbrook	Hepatitis	Experiment,	and	the	Milgram	shock
experiment).

Corrine	Glesne	(1999)	outlines	the	five	basic	principles	that	guide	the	decisions	of	the	IRB
in	their	proposal	review	(pp.	144–145):

1.	Research	subjects	must	have	sufficient	information	to	make	informed	decisions
about	participating	in	a	study.
2.	Research	subjects	must	be	able	to	withdraw,	without	penalty,	from	a	study	at
any	point.
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3.	All	unnecessary	risks	to	a	research	subject	must	be	eliminated.
4.	Benefits	to	the	subject	or	society,	preferably	both,	must	outweigh	all	potential
risks.
5.	Experiments	should	be	conducted	only	by	qualified	investigators.

The	IRB	has	come	under	a	great	deal	of	criticism	by	researchers	who	fall	outside	a
biomedical	model	and	by	the	American	Association	of	University	Professors	(AAUP).	The
criticism	may	be	summarized	by	the	following	points:

Failure	to	recognize	new	modes	of	interpretive	research	that	is	more	process
oriented,	collaborative,	culturally	located,	and	contentious	(i.e.,	performance
ethnography,	autoethnography,	oral	history,	and	advocacy-/activists-oriented
research).
Infringement	on	researcher's	First	Amendment	rights	and	academic	freedom	by
surveilling	inquiries	within	the	humanities,	such	as	research	seminars	and
dissertation	projects.
The	failure	of	the	IRB	to	“recognize	the	need	to	include	members	who	understand
the	newer	interpretive	paradigms”	(Denzin,	2003,	p.	254)

The	inappropriate	and	ineffective	application	of	the	IRB's	Common	Rule	(i.e.,	the
inconsistent	judgments	and	measures	of	approval	from	one	institution	to	another	[p.
255]).

Too	many	researchers	are	choosing	not	to	conduct	research	with	human	subjects	because
of	the	difficulties	in	some	universities	with	the	IRB.	The	board	has	been	hotly	criticized
because	it	uses	a	bioscientific	model	that	too	often	works	against	the	kind	of	ethical
concerns	in	the	social	sciences	and	humanities.	Norman	K.	Denzin	(2003)	provides	a	clear
and	cogent	critique	of	the	IRB:

The	IRB	framework	assumes	that	one	model	of	research	fits	all	forms	of	inquiry,
but	that	is	not	the	case.	…	The	model	also	presumes	a	static,	monolithic	view	of
the	human	subject	Subjects	and	researchers	develop	collaborative,	public,
pedagogical	relationships.	The	walls	between	subjects	and	observers	are
deliberately	broken	down.	Confidentiality	disappears,	for	there	is	nothing	to	hide	or
protect.	Participation	is	entirely	voluntary,	hence	there	is	no	need	for	subjects	to
sign	forms	indicating	that	their	consent	is	“informed.”	The	activities	that	make	up	the
research	are	participatory;	that	is	they	are	performative,	collaborative,	and	action
and	praxis	based.	Hence	participants	are	not	asked	to	submit	to	specific
procedures	or	treatment	conditions.	Instead,	acting	together,	researchers	and
subjects	work	to	produce	change	in	the	world.	(pp.	249–250)

Reviewing	 the	 codes	 of	 ethics	 from	 the	 fields	 included	 provides	 important	 guidelines	 in
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proceeding	toward	an	ethical	methodology.	For	each	of	the	disciplines,	formulating	an	effective
statement	 took	 time,	 hard	 work,	 cooperation,	 and	 thoughtful	 deliberation	 by	 individuals
committed	to	establishing	guidelines	for	ethical	fieldwork	methods.	For	the	complete	documents
and	codes,	you	may	download	them	on	the	AAA,	NASW,	and	the	AFS	Web	sites.

We	will	 now	examine	 how	 these	 codes	 are	 elaborated,	 complicated,	 tested,	 and	 challenged.
The	 listing	of	codes	may	appear,	on	 the	surface,	 to	be	relatively	easy	 to	 follow,	but	 there	will
always	be	added	dimensions	and	unexpected	problems	to	consider.	The	next	section	will	focus
on	 three	 classic	 essays	 that	 extend	 the	 questions	 and	 topics	 covered	 in	 the	 above	 listing	 of
codes	to	help	us	anticipate	what	other	ethical	dilemmas	we	might	encounter	in	the	field.	Those
essays	are	“Ten	Lies	of	Ethnography:	Moral	Dilemmas	of	Field	Research,”	by	Gary	Allen	Fine
(1993);	“Conceptual	Errors	Across	the	Curriculum:	Towards	a	Transformation	of	the	Tradition,”
by	 Elizabeth	 Kamark	 Minnich	 (1986);	 and	 “Performing	 as	 a	 Moral	 Act:	 Ethical	

Dimensions	of	the	Ethnography	of	Performance,”	by	Dwight	Conquergood	(1982b).

Extending	the	Codes

Moral	Dilemmas

In	Fine's	(1993)	essay,	he	lists	the	challenges	ethnographers	face	in	meeting	three	overarching
ethical	 conventions	 of	 fieldwork.	 He	 describes	 them	 as	 “classic	 virtue,”	 “technical	 skills,”	 and
“the	 ethnographic	 self.”	 He	 provides	 counter	 examples	 for	 each	 of	 these	 ideals	 that	 I	 will
discuss	 in	 this	section.	For	classic	virtue,	 the	notions	of	 (a)	 “the	kindly	ethnographer,”	 (b)	 “the
friendly	 ethnographer,”	 and	 (c)	 “the	 honest	 ethnographer”	 are	 tested	 by	 certain	 concrete
situations.	First,	you	strive	to	be	kind,	but	your	kindness	is	not	always	realized	or	appreciated.
You	may	unintentionally	insult	those	you	meet	or	you	may	end	up	being	thought	of	as	a	“fink”	or
a	traitor.	Second,	you	are	 friendly	and	value	friendliness	as	a	virtue,	but	 there	are	people	you
meet	 that	 you	 genuinely	 dislike.	 Third,	 you	 try	 to	 be	 honest	 as	 you	 propose	 your	 study	 and
describe	 your	 intentions,	 but	 you	 do	 not	 always	 know	 with	 certainty	 or	 cannot	 say	 with
complete	honesty	what	the	details	or	discoveries	will	be	for	your	project	until	you	are	actually	in
the	 process	 of	 completing	 it.	 In	 each	 case,	 classic	 virtues	 are	 questioned;	 however,	 ethics
demands	 that	 although	 you	 may	 not	 like	 some	 of	 the	 people	 that	 you	 meet,	 although	 your
intentions	 may	 be	 questioned	 and	 misunderstood,	 and	 although	 you	 cannot	 always	 with
complete	honesty	represent	your	project	before	it	has	begun,	you	must	remind	yourself	that	it	is
not	 a	 perfect	 world	 and	 working	 with	 human	 subjects	 will	 always	 be	 a	 complicated	 and
contradictory	enterprise;	therefore,	you	continue	to	strive	for	the	ideals	of	kindness,	friendship,
and	honesty	while	anticipating	the	challenges.

For	 technical	skills,	Fine	 (1993)	argues	 that	 the	aspirations	of	 (a)	 “the	precise	ethnographer,”
(b)	“the	observant	ethnographer,”	and	(c)	“the	unobtrusive	ethnographer”	become	difficult	in	the
following	 situations.	First,	 you	understand	 that	 possessing	 technical	 skills	 as	 an	ethnographer
often	 suggests	 that	 one	 must	 be	 as	 precise	 as	 possible	 in	 interpreting	 the	 lives	 of	 others;
however,	precision	falters	when	we	realize	that	all	of	our	interpretations	are	filtered	by	our	own
subjectivity	 and	 interpretive	 paradigms,	 as	 well	 as	 by	 our	 own	 idiosyncratic	 writing	 styles.
Sometimes,	ethnographers	have	more	in	common	with	playwrights	than	with	scientist.	Second,
we	understand	that	one	of	the	cornerstones	of	ethnography	is	the	ability	to	be	a	keen	observer;
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however,	we	can	never	grasp	or	present	 the	 whole	picture	 (Fine,	1993).	There	 is
always	something	that	will	be	left	out,	and	there	will	always	be	elements	of	observation	that	are
vitally	 important	 to	 one	 ethnographer's	 sensibilities	 and	 less	 important	 to	 another's.	 Third,	 in
most	of	 the	 literature	on	qualitative	 research	methods,	one	of	 the	most	 important	attributes	 is
for	 the	 ethnographer	 to	 be	 asunobtrusive	 as	 possible	 in	 order	 not	 to	 disturb	 the	 natural
surroundings	 of	 the	 site	 or	 to	 divert	 attention	 away	 from	 the	 innate	 actions	 within	 the	 field
toward	actions	that	are	influenced	by	the	“approval”	or	“disapproval”	of	the	researcher.	Try	as
we	must,	our	presence	does	make	a	difference;	sometimes,	it	can	be	of	little	importance,	and
at	other	times	it	may	drastically	affect	the	fieldwork	site.

Technical	skills	are	a	part	of	the	methodological	process,	but	they	are	also	an	ethical	concern,
because	precision,	observation,	and	ethnographic	presence	necessarily	carry	with	 them	moral
judgments,	 interpretive	 implications,	 and	 the	 responsibility	 of	 representation.	 As	we	 aspire	 to
fine-tune	our	technical	skills,	we	will	not	perfect	them,	because	we	are	not	perfect	beings,	but
we	strive	to	do	the	very	best	we	can.

The	 final	category,	 the	ethnographic	self,	 focuses	on	 the	positionality	of	 the	ethnographer	and
when	 the	 aspirations	 to	 be	 (a)	 “the	 candid	 ethnographer,”	 (b)	 “the	 chaste	 ethnographer,”	 (c)
“the	 fair	 ethnographer,”	 and	 (d)	 “the	 literary	 ethnographer”	 become	 shaken.	 First,	 you	make
every	attempt	 to	be	 forthright	and	candid	 about	all	 that	 you	see,	hear,	 and	experience	 in	 the
field;	however,	you	may	need	to	decipher	what	must	be	stated	from	what	need	not	be	stated.
There	will	be	times	when	you	make	mistakes,	when	you	feel	 foolish,	 fearful,	or	awkward,	and
when	fieldwork	encounters	are	threatening,	embarrassing,	or	intimate.	Candor	is	desired,	but	it
has	 limits.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 reflect	 upon	 the	consequences	of	 candor.	Gratuitous	candor	 that
does	not	benefit	anyone,	and	where	there	are	no	real	lessons	learned,	frankness	can	read	like
crass	indulgence	or	shallow	sensationalism.	You	might	ask	yourself	what	purpose	does	candor
serve?	Am	I	putting	myself	in	jeopardy	for	the	sake	of	a	candor	that	rubs	against	personal	and
professional	 respect,	 intimacy,	 and	 vulnerability?	 How	 does	 my	 need	 for	 candor	 affect	 and
represent	Others?

Second,	 chastity	 is	 another	 virtue	 in	 the	 field;	 although	 there	 have	 been	 particular	 accounts
where	 the	 researcher	 reports	 moments	 of	 intimacy,	 they	 are	 rare	 and	 often	 denounced.
Intimacy,	desire,	and	sexual	encounters	 in	 the	 field	do	happen,	but,	again,	one	must	consider
the	consequences	in	terms	of	power	relations,	cultural	insensitivity,	safety,	and	the	potential	for
emotional	 harm.	 You	must	 be	 ever-so	 self-reflexive	 and	 contemplate	 your	 intentions	 and	 the
possible	effects	of	making	public	 those	private	encounters	and	personal	moments	 in	 the	 field.
Sometimes	 the	 personal	 and	 the	 private	 are	 profoundly	 important	 and	 provide	 the	 greatest
impact	 for	 the	 reader	 in	 understanding	 larger,	 more	 universal	 realities	 and
implications.	The	question	becomes	why	should	we	care	about	private	matters?	Where	do	they
lead	us?

Third,	if	we	can	attribute	certain	rules	to	ethnography,	the	attribute	of	fairness	would	be	one	of
them.	We	are	reminded	as	qualitative	researchers	again	and	again	of	the	importance	of	being
fair.	Fine	(1993)	states,
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What	does	it	mean	to	be	fair?	Is	fairness	possible?	The	label	“fair”	can	consist	of	two
alternative	meanings:	that	of	objectivity	or	that	of	balance.	Each	is	problematic,	and
each	is	far	from	universal	in	qualitative	research	narratives.	Some	suggest	that	they
should	not	even	be	goals.	Qualitative	researchers	need	not	be	warned	about	the
difficulty,	if	not	impossibility,	of	pretending	objectivity.	Objectivity	is	an	illusion—an	illusion
snuggled	in	the	comforting	blanket	of	positivism—that	the	world	is	ultimately	knowable
and	secure.	Alas,	the	world	is	always	known	from	the	perspective,	even	though	we	might
agree	that	often	perspectives	do	not	vary	dramatically.	…	Few	ethnographers	accept	a
single	objective	reality.	(p.	286)

Fourth,	the	ethnographic	self	 is	conventionally	known	and	presented	through	writing;	therefore,
all	of	us	who	present	our	work	in	the	form	of	writing	become	the	literary	ethnographer.	Writing
is	 a	 domain	 in	 qualitative	 research	 and	 ethnography	 that	 has	 become	 a	 topic	 of	 much
deliberation	 about	 the	 descriptions	 it	 offers	 (e.g.,	 poetic,	 impressionist,	 performative,
interpretive).	The	challenges	and	demands	of	writing	will	be	taken	up	in	more	detail	 in	the	next
section;	 however,	 Fine's	 (1993)	 comments	 are	worth	mentioning	 as	 an	 initial	 consideration	 of
how	 some	 ethnographers	 may	 be	 more	 preoccupied	 with	 the	 writing	 craft;	 that	 is,	 they	 are
conscious	of	writing	styles	and	devices	 to	 the	point	 that	 the	encounters	and	actualities	of	 the
ethnography	 become	 overshadowed	 by	 language	 use,	 metaphors,	 and	 poetic	 devices.	 Fine
suggests	that	“the	writing	can	hide	lack	of	evidence.	…	The	writing	carries	too	much	meaning,
and	inevitably	meaning	gets	shuffled	and	is	imprecise”	(pp.	288–289).

The	ethical	 implications	 related	 to	 the	ethnographic	self	 in	 terms	of	 candor,	 chastity,	 fairness,
and	 writing	 are	 based	 upon	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 the	 ethnographer	 who	 becomes	 both	 the
transmitter	and	the	interlocutor	for	a	world	that	is	largely	shaped	by	his	or	her	positionality.	Our
candor,	chastity,	 fairness,	and	writing	are	always	contingent	on	 the	unique	situation;	however,
these	elements	must	always	be	aligned	with	basic	codes	of	ethics	that	are	part	of	self-reflexive
and	conscious	deliberations.

Conceptual	Errors

Adding	 to	 the	 challenges	 offered	 by	 Gary	 Alan	 Fine,	 the	 feminist	 critic,	 Elizabeth	 Kamark
Minnich	(1986)	outlines	 four	overriding	perceptions	or	 conceptual	errors	 that	have
dominated	Western	epistemology	relative	 to	 its	erasure	of	difference	and	the	Other.	Minnich's
analysis	 will	 assist	 the	 critical	 ethnographer	 in	 unveiling	 and	 recognizing	 certain	 taken-for-
granted	 practices,	 particularly	 in	 the	 academy,	 that	 cut	 against	 the	 grain	 of	 an	 ethics	 of
ethnography	 as	 it	 relates	 to	 notions	 of	 Otherness.	 For	 the	 purpose	 of	 parity	 and	 justice,
Minnich's	work	brings	us	to	a	deeper	recognition	of	the	relationship	between	knowledge,	power,
dominance,	and	the	Other.

The	first	conceptual	error	that	Minnich	(1986)	describes	is	 faulty	generalization.	This	 is	where
differences	and	distinctions	become	 ignored	and	discounted.	 In	 faulty	generalization,	one	 type
or	category	of	human	being	 represents	all	others.	According	 to	Minnich,	 faulty	generalizations
take	 for	granted	or	naturalize	one	kind	of	human	being	as	 the	universal	 human	while	 claiming
that	this	singular	category	represents	everyone	else.
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A	common	example	of	 faulty	generalization	 is	 the	meaning	and	use	of	man	and	mankind	as	a
universal	signifier	 for	everyone.	 In	many	 forms	of	usage,	 these	 terms	 literally	and	 intentionally
refer	 to	males	 at	 the	 exclusion	 of	 all	 other	 human	 beings	 (i.e.,	 women	 and	 children).	 This	 is
obviously	a	 faulty	generalization	 in	 reasoning,	 intent,	and	usage.	However,	 these	 terms,	when
intended	 to	 include	 all	 human	 beings,	 remain	 an	 inherited	 faulty	 generalization	 that	 fails	 to
critically	disrupt	the	historical	reasoning	and	intent	of	its	own	traditional	exclusion.

The	 second	 conceptual	 error	 is	 circularity.	 This	 is	 where	 value	 judgments	 and	 ideas	 of
rationality	are	derived	from	one	particular	tradition	and	then	used	to	prove	why	other	traditions
or	other	concepts	of	rationality	are	unreasonable	or	unworthy.	Circularity	does	not	account	for
the	 fact	 that	 value	 and	 reasoning	 from	 any	 one	 individual,	 cultural	 tradition,	 or	 intellectual
perspective	 is	partial,	 idiosyncratic,	and	constructed.	Minnich	 (1986)	describes	 it	 this	way:	 “In
all	 fields,	 we	 find	 somewhere	 the	 intellectual	 equivalent	 of	 redheads	 defining	 red	 hair	 as	 a
necessary	possession	of	humans,	and	then	using	their	definition	to	prove	that	it	is	true	that	only
redheads	are	properly	human”	(p.	12).

An	example	of	circularity	 is	 the	proclamation	by	one	religious	doctrine	 that	 it	 in	and	of	 itself	 is
the	one	and	only	doctrine	 that	holds	 the	absolute	Truth.	 In	other	words,	 religions	A,	B,	and	C
have	 different	 doctrines,	 and	 within	 each	 different	 doctrine	 they	 all	 claim	 to	 represent	 the
absolute	Truth	while	claiming	the	others	false.	This	 is	circular	 thinking,	because	 it	 is	equivalent
to	making	the	claim	that	only	C	is	a	good	religion	because	C	makes	the	claim	that	it	is	the	only
good	religion.

The	third	conceptual	error	is	peculiar	theoretical	constructs	and	inadequate	paradigms.	This	is
where	“ideal”	models	or	illustrations	suggest	universal	applicability	without	explicitly	stating	that
they	 do.	 In	 other	 words,	 “metaphors,	 normative	 notions	 that	 make	 no	 claim	 to	 be
generalizations from	 any	 real	 sample,”	 are	 employed	 in	 such	 a	manner	 that	 they
stand	in	as	a	general	truth	(Minnich,	1986,	p.	17).	Minnich	retells	a	classic	example	to	make	this
point:

The	story	of	the	blind	people	and	the	elephant	is	a	Jain	story:	the	elephant	that	felt	to
one	like	a	rope;	to	one	like	a	tree	trunk;	to	one	like	a	barrel;	to	one	like	a	fan;	to	one	like
a	tube	is	all	of	those	things.	Together,	the	blind	people	knew	the	elephant;	one	by	one,
they	were	partly	right,	and	only	wrong	if	they	thought	they	were	wholly	right.	(p.	17)

The	 fourth	conceptual	error	 is	 falsification	of	 the	status	of	knowledge.	This	 is	where	scholars
and	 teachers	 “confuse	 the	subject	matter	as	constituted	by	 the	particular	history	of	 their	 field
with	the	subject	matter	itself”	(Minnich,	1986,	p.	23).

One	example	of	 falsification	of	 the	status	of	knowledge	 is	when	European	and	Euro-American
artists	are	 the	only	artists	 included	 for	a	course	 in	 the	study	of	art	history.	One	may	surmise
from	 this	 that	Europeans	 and	Euro-Americans	 are	 the	 only	 people	 that	 have	 a	 history	 of	 art.
When	only	one	kind	of	people	 is	represented	in	a	course	of	study,	that	representation	is	often
mistakenly	 understood	 as	 the	 field	 of	 study	 itself.	 Another	 example	 occurs	 when	 the
construction	andinterpretation	of	 knowledge,	 rather	 than	knowledge	 itself,	 is	 taught	as	 reality.
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Minnich	 explains	 it	 this	 way:	 “When	 historians	 confuse	 the	 past	 as	 it	 has	 been	 recorded,
interpreted,	 and	 studied	 by	 historians	with	 the	 past	 itself,	 [an]	 error	 has	 been	 committed.	By
that	view,	until	recently	indeed	women	and	most	men	had	very	little	if	no	history—and	hence,	no
past”	(p.	24).

These	 conceptual	 errors	 as	 articulated	 by	 Elizabeth	 Minnich	 describe	 the	 manner	 in	 which
dominant	 regimes	 of	 knowledge	marginalize,	 ignore,	 and	 devalue	 other	ways	 of	 knowing	 and
being	 that	 are	 outside	 that	 prevailing	 regime	 or	 culture.	 When	 applied	 to	 an	 ethics	 of
ethnography,	 they	 direct	 us	 at	 several	 levels	 toward	 the	 following	 ethical	 contemplations.	 As
ethnographers,	we	should	strive

to	be	more	self-reflexive	and	self-critical	of	our	own	value-laden	perspectives	and	not
take	our	own	perspectives	for	granted;	to	questions	ourselves	and	to	think	honestly
about	the	attitude	and	disposition	we	hold	for	the	subjects	of	our	study	before	we	enter
the	field.	Subjects	demand	that	we	articulate	and	make	known	our	own	subjectivity,
partiality,	and	biases	as	we	interpret	and	represent	Others.
to	be	more	mindful	of	where	our	theories	and	paradigms	come	from	and	to	ask
ourselves	what	voices,	representations,	and	experiences	are	being	excluded	on	one
hand	and	too	quickly	universalized	on	the	other.

to	be	more	precise	concerning	both	our	theoretical	and	methodological	choices.	Do	we
need	to	explore	other	frames	of	analysis	that	may	be	more	applicable	to	the	uniqueness
of	a	particular	context?	We	must	ask	ourselves	if	the	analytical	and	methodological
frameworks	are	relevant	and	appropriate.	Interpretive	analysis	is	not	a	one-size-fits-all
proposition.

Minnich	(1986)	concludes	by	assuring	us	that	“the	errors	are	not	necessary,	not	by	nature,	not
by	 requirement	of	 rationality,	 not	 by	anything”	 (p.	 29).	She	 then	 introduces	a	 call	 to	action	of
sorts	 by	 stating	 that	 these	 errors,	 in	 the	 past,	 “were	 committed	 by	 a	 particular	 people	 in
particular	times,	and	they	can	be	undone	by	a	kind	of	critical	thinking	that	 is	directly	related	to
action”	(p.	29).

Dialogic	Performance

We	will	turn	to	the	action	of	ethnography	in	the	work	of	performance	scholar,	ethnographer,	and
activist	 Dwight	 Conquergood.	 In	 his	 popular	 essay	 “Performing	 as	 a	 Moral	 act:	 Ethical
Dimensions	of	 the	Ethnography	of	Performance”	 (1982b),	Conquergood	presents	 five	stances
relative	 to	 ethics,	 four	 of	 which	 are	 fundamental	 problems	 or	 offenses	 to	 ethical	 fieldwork	 in
varying	 degrees	 and	 circumstances.	 However,	 the	 fifth	 stance	 of	 dialogical	 performance
contributes	 to	 an	 ethics	 of	 ethnography	 that	 provides	 a	methodological	 approach	 that	 resists
conceptual	errors	based	on	exclusivity	and	repressive	paradigms	of	knowledge.

The	 first	 ethical	 offense	 is	 what	 Conquergood	 (1982b)	 calls	 the	 custodian's	 rip-off.	 This	 is
where	 fieldworkers	 enter	 the	 field	 for	 the	 single	 purpose	of	 “getting	good	material”	 to	 further
their	 own	 self-interest	 and	 ambition.	 Human	 beings	 are	 used	 as	 raw	 material	 that	 must	 be
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acquired	 or	 collected	 to	 successfully	 get	 the	 job	 done.	 In	 the	 custodian's	 rip-off,	 researchers
are	only	concerned	with	getting	what	they	want	for	themselves	and	for	their	projects,	with	little
or	no	consideration	of	how	their	presence	affects	the	dignity,	safety,	traditions,	order,	economy,
and	health	of	the	people	they	meet.

The	custodian's	rip-off	occurs	when	the	researcher	enters	the	field	without	respectful	regard	for
subjects,	but	measures	the	time	and	trust	given	to	him	or	her	by	the	success	and	effectiveness
of	 the	 research	 project.	 In	 her	 very	 fine	 study	 of	 domestic	 workers,	 Judith	 Rollins	 (1985)
describes	a	researcher	who	asked	for	a	family	recipe	that	her	interviewer,	an	elderly	domestic
worker,	cherished	deeply.	The	recipe	had	been	in	the	elder	woman's	family	for	generations	and
it	was	a	symbol	of	 the	history	of	 love	and	caring	the	women	in	her	family	enacted	through	the
art	of	cooking	and	domesticity.	 It	was	a	special	recipe	that	was	created	by	the	 lineage	of	her

mothers	with	their	writing	and	imprints	on	the	original	copy.	The	recipe	was	one	of
her	 most	 valued	 possessions,	 a	 remembrance	 of	 her	 youth,	 the	 women	 who	 loved	 her,	 and
early	years	of	protection	and	joy.	The	researcher	pressured	the	older	woman	to	please	let	her
borrow	 the	 recipe	 as	 an	 artifact	 to	 interpret	 for	 her	 research.	 Although	 the	 elder	 was	 very
reluctant,	she	wanted	to	help	the	young	woman	who	insisted	that	she	understood	the	value	of
the	 recipe	 and	 vowed	 she	 would	 return	 it.	 Wanting	 to	 help,	 and	 believing	 the	 researcher's
promise	that	she	would	take	great	care	of	the	valued	recipe	and	return	it,	the	elderly	woman	let
the	researcher	borrow	it.	The	researcher	took	the	recipe	to	analyze	for	her	project	and	forgot
to	 return	 it	 to	 the	woman.	The	elderly	woman	never	saw	her	 recipe	again.	She	expressed	 to
Rollins	the	sense	of	loss,	pain,	and	deep	regret	over	the	broken	promise.

The	 second	 offense,	 the	 ethnographer's	 infatuation,	 is	 where	 the	 field-worker	 succumbs	 to
romantic	infatuation	and	superficial	identification	with	the	people	of	the	study.	The	ethnographer
is	 enamored	with	 the	Other	 in	 a	 shallow	 reverie	 over	 “aren't	we	 all	 the	 same.”	Conquergood
(1982b)	 states,	 “Although	 not	 as	 transparently	 immoral	 as	 the	 custodian's	 rip-off,	 this
performative	stance	is	unethical	because	it	trivializes	the	Other.	The	distinctiveness	of	the	other
is	 glossed	 over	 by	 a	 glaze	 of	 generalities”	 (p.	 6).	 The	 Other	 becomes	 an	 object	 of	 the
researcher's	admiration	without	a	will	or	voice	of	its	own.	The	ethnographer,	secure	in	his	or	her
own	“protective	solipsism,”	obviates	differences	and	negates	the	possibility	 that	 the	Other	can
reverse	 positions	 and	 become	 the	 judge,	 critic,	 and	 interpreter	 of	 the	 researcher	 or
ethnographer.

The	ethnographer's	infatuation	occurs	when	ethnographers	go	into	the	field	imposing	their	own
romantic	lens	over	difficult	realities.	The	ethnographer	will	overlook	deep-seated	contradictions,
detailed	symbolic	meanings,	and	troubling	questions	in	the	field	for	glorifying	appearances	and
shallow	romanticism.	For	example,	the	researcher	may	encounter	terror,	poverty,	human	rights
abuses,	 or	 social	 injustices,	 but	 then	 overlook	 the	 details	 and	 consequences	 of	 their	 severity
and	replace	them	with	palatable	banalities	and	general	clichés	about	a	common	humanity.	For
example,	I	equate	infatuation	in	my	own	fieldwork	with	those	researchers	I	have	observed	who
elide	the	complexities	of	human	rights	abuses	only	to	excuse	certain	practices,	such	as	various
types	 of	 servitude	 or	 female	 incision	 (what	 is	 pejoratively	 referred	 to	 as	 “female	 genital
mutilation”),	 as	 characteristic	 of	 the	 culture's	 intriguing	uniqueness.	Some	will	 take	 the	 radical
relativist	 stance	 that	 every	 culture	 has	 the	 right	 to	 its	 own	 idiosyncratic	 practices—always
fascinating	and	permissible—without	criticism,	particularly	from	outsiders.
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The	third	offense	is	the	curator's	exhibition.	Whereas	the	enthusiast	 is	enthralled	by	a	shallow
identification	 and	 sameness,	 the	 curator	 is	 fascinated	 by	 exotic	 difference	 and
distance.	We	move	from	the	shallow	to	the	sensational.	Conquergood	(1982b)	states,	“This	 is
the	 ‘Wild	 Kingdom’	 approach	 to	 performance	 that	 grows	 out	 of	 a	 fascination	with	 the	 exotic,
primitive,	culturally	remote.	The	performer	wants	to	astonish	rather	than	understand”	(p.	6).

In	 the	 curator's	 exhibition,	 the	 researcher	 becomes	 so	 enamored	 with	 difference	 that
subjectivity	and	meaning	 is	erased.	While	 living	 in	Ghana,	a	mask	carver	 told	me	a	story	of	a
researcher	who	was	enthralled	with	 the	“exotic”	artwork	of	West	African	carvings.	He	was	so
ready	 to	mark	difference	 that	he	misinterpreted	 the	meanings	of	a	particular	genre	of	 carved
masks	 and	 wrongly	 defined	 them	 as	 fetish	 symbols	 used	 in	 ceremonial	 witchcraft	 to	 bring
destruction	upon	one's	enemies.	The	carver,	who	 is	Catholic	and	doesn't	believe	 in	witchcraft,
said	 the	masks	 are	 actually	 carved	 to	 represent	 contemporary	 life	 in	 Ghana,	 largely	 for	 the
purpose	of	selling	to	tourists.

The	fourth	offense	is	the	skeptic's	cop-out.	The	skeptic	remains	detached	and	determined	that
he	will	not	enter	domains	of	Otherness.	With	cavalier	certainty,	he	claims	he	cannot	embody	or
engage	an	identity	outside	his	own.	This	stance	forecloses	engagement.	Conquergood	(1982b)
states,	 “The	skeptic's	cop-out	 is	 the	most	morally	 reprehensible	corner	of	 the	map	because	 it
forecloses	 dialogue.	 The	 enthusiast,	 one	 can	 always	 hope,	 may	 move	 beyond	 infatuation	 to
love.	 Relationships	 that	 begin	 superficially	 can	 sometime	 deepen	 and	 grow”	 (p.	 8).
Conquergood	compellingly	describes	the	skeptic	as	“detached	and	estranged,	with	no	sense	of
the	 other,	 sits	 alone	 in	 an	 echo-chamber	 of	 his	 own	making,	 with	 only	 the	 sound	 of	 his	 own
scoffing	 laughter	 ringing	 in	his	ears”	 (p.	8).	The	skeptic's	cop-out	shuts	down	 the	potential	 for
engagement	with	 the	Other;	 therefore,	we	are	 left	with	no	evidence	or	example	of	 their	entry
into	domains	outside	their	own.

It	 is	 the	 fifth	 stance,	 located	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the	 four	 offenses	 outlined	 above,	 that	 to
Conquergood	(1982b)	now	becomes	the	ethical	alternative.	Conquergood	describes	this	stance
as	 dialogical	 performance.	 The	 four	 extreme	 corners	 of	 the	 map,	 from	 detachment	 to
commitment	and	fromidentity	to	difference,	reside	in	tension	outside	the	frame	that	centers	and
focuses	upon	dialogical	performance.	Dialogical	performance	and	genuine	conversation	are	at
the	center	and	superimposed	over	 the	single	connecting	point	where	 the	offenses	each	meet.
Commenting	 on	 “the	 strength	 of	 the	 center”	 where	 dialogical	 performance	 is	 situated,
Conquergood	 explains	 that	 this	 center	 of	 dialogue	 “pulls	 together	mutually	 opposed	 energies
that	become	destructive	only	when	 they	are	vented	without	 the	counter	balancing	pull	of	 their
opposite”	 (p.	 9).	 Dialogical	 performance	 becomes	 the	 centerpiece,	 representing	 the	 moral
ground	that	keeps	the	counter-balancing	pull	in	operation:

The	aim	of	dialogical	performance	is	to	bring	self	and	other	together	so	that
they	can	question,	debate,	and	challenge	one	another.	It	is	a	kink	of	performance	that
resists	conclusions.	It	is	intensely	committed	to	keeping	the	dialogue	between	performer
and	text	open	and	ongoing.	Dialogical	understanding	does	not	end	with	empathy.	There
is	always	enough	appreciation	for	difference	so	that	the	text	can	interrogate,	rather	than
dissolve	into,	the	performer.	That	is	why	I	have	charted	this	performative	stance	at	the
center	of	the	moral	map.	More	than	a	definite	position,	the	dialogical	stance	is	situated	in
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the	space	between	competing	ideologies.	It	brings	self	and	other	together	even	while	it
holds	them	apart.	It	is	more	like	a	hyphen	than	a	period.	(p.	10)

Conquergood	(1982b)	provides	for	ethnographers	clear	modes	of	ethical	considerations.	Each
mode	is	a	further	call	 for	reflecting	upon	our	own	positionality	as	 it	 relates	to	ethical	methods.
We	may	determine	 that	 it	 is	 the	nature	of	our	work	 to	be	dialogical;	 therefore,	 the	other	 four
stances	outlined	here	are	too	extreme.	Would	any	thoughtful	ethnographer	really	commit	any	of
these	stances?	The	significance	of	this	mapping,	as	Conquergood	states,	is	for	us	to	consider
the	 quintessential	 offenses	 as	 well	 as	 the	 relative	 offenses	 that	 commonly	 occur	 along	 the
frames	of	each.	We	may	not	always	assume	we	are	incapable	of	committing	such	offenses,	but
we	must	instead	be	humble	enough	and	circumspect	enough	about	the	power	and	privilege	that
we	hold	as	researchers	and	about	our	own	positionality	along	the	axis	of	the	five	stances.

Warm-Ups
1.	An	inexperienced	fieldworker	is	conducting	fieldwork	at	a	senior	citizen	daycare
center.	She	has	been	working	at	the	center	for	more	than	two	years.	After	providing
informed	consent	at	the	beginning	the	project,	her	primary	consultant	has	just	informed
her	that	he	does	not	wish	to	be	included	in	the	study.	He	asks	that	all	interviews	and
other	relevant	data	relating	to	him	be	excluded	from	the	study.	If	the	student	does	not
include	data	from	this	consultant,	most	of	her	research	will	not	be	of	use.	She	will	not	be
able	to	complete	her	research	in	time	for	graduation.	What	should	she	do?
2.	Referring	to	the	Fine	(1993)	discussion,	what	would	be	the	three	most	challenging	lies
for	you	in	the	field?	What	do	you	anticipate	would	be	the	consequences?
3.	According	to	the	Minnich	(1986)	discussion,	what	conceptual	errors	have	you
internalized	and	enacted	the	most	during	your	academic	experiences?	What	have	been
the	consequences?

4.	According	to	the	Conquergood	(1982b)	discussion,	what	are	the	moral	transgressions
that	you	have	witnessed	the	most	and	most.	Which	ones	do	you	feel	you	most	want	to
avoid	and	why?

Suggested	Readings
Davis,	 C.	 A.	 (1999).	 Reflexive	 ethnography:	 A	 guide	 to	 researching	 selves	 and	 others.
London:	Routledge.

Gray,	P.	(1991).	The	use	of	theory.	Text	and	Performance	Quarterly,	11,	267–277.

Jackson,	M.	 (1989).	Paths	 toward	 a	 clearing:	 Radical	 empiricism	 and	 ethnographic	 inquiry.
Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press.

Latham,	 A.	 J.	 (2001).	 Postmodernism,	 poststructuralism	 and	 post	 (critical)	 ethnography:	 Of
ruins,	aporias	and	angels.	 In	P.	Atkinson,	ed.	 ,	A.	Coffey,	ed.	 ,	S.	Delamont,	ed.	 ,	J.	Lofland,
ed.	,	&	L.	Lofland	(Eds.),	Handbook	of	ethnography	(pp.	477–492).	London:	Sage.

[p.	129	↓]



Lather,	P.	(1986).	Research	as	praxis.	Harvard	Educational	Review,	56(3),	257–277.

McLaren,	P.	(1992).	Collisions	with	otherness:	“Traveling”	theory,	post-colonial	criticism,	and	the
politics	 of	 ethnographic	 practice–The	 mission	 of	 the	 wounded	 ethnographer.	 International
Journal	of	Qualitative	Studies	in	Education,	5(1),	77–92.

Noblit,	 G.	 W.,	 &	 Hare,	 R.	 D.	 (1988).	 Meta-ethnography:	 Synthesizing	 qualitative	 studies.
Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

Rosaldo,	R.	(1989).	Culture	and	truth.	Boston:	Beacon.



Chapter	8:	It's	Time	to	Write:	Writing	as	Performance

For	me	and	most	of	the	other	writers	I	know,	writing	is	not	rapturous.	In	fact,	the	only
way	I	can	get	anything	written	at	all	is	to	write	really,	really	shitty	first	drafts.	…

—Anne	Lamott,	Bird	by	Bird	(1998)

But	the	foremost	reason	I	write	might	at	first	strike	you	as	petty.	I	write	for	revenge—
that	time-honored	but	somewhat	clichéd	motivation.	Living	well	isn't	the	best	revenge,	I
can	tell	you	from	experience.	Writing	well,	on	the	other	hand,	is.

Revenge	against	apathy,	against	those	who	are	not	interested	in	listening	to	the	voices
that	surround	them—wife,	husband,	brother,	daughter,	father,	friend	or	nameless
traveler.

Revenge	against	the	bullets	of	assassins,	against	the	wild	forces	that	trample	the	earth,
against	the	terror	and	tragedy	that	is	in	every	life.

Revenge	against	the	Devil	and,	pardon	the	blasphemy,	revenge	against	God,	for
slaughtering	us	in	the	crossfire	of	their	eternal	quarrel.”

—Bob	Shacochis,	“Writing	for	Revenge”	(2001)

I	remember	when	a	colleague	phoned	to	say	that	one	of	her	graduate	students	had
completed	 his	 fieldwork	 almost	 a	 year	 earlier,	 but	 still	 was	 not	 able	 to	 sit	 down	 and	 begin
writing.	She	felt	he	had	put	off	the	writing	for	too	long,	finding	every	excuse	not	to	write.	Having
made	several	attempts	to	get	him	to	write,	she	was	becoming	more	and	more	concerned	with
his	 procrastination.	 My	 colleague	 asked	 if	 I	 could	 suggest	 books	 or	 sources	 that	 she	 might
recommend	to	help	him	get	started	writing.

I	remember	another	occasion	when	one	of	my	brightest	students	and	most	skilled	fieldworkers
sat	across	from	me	in	my	office	utterly	frustrated:	“Soyini,	writing	is	such	a	pain!	It	is	actually
depressing.	I	love	fieldwork,	but	the	thought	of	sitting	down	and	trying	to	write	it	all	up	is	such
a	burden!	Where	do	I	begin?	There	is	just	too	much	to	write	about.	I	experienced	so	much	in
the	field.	Yet,	when	I	sit	down	to	write,	it	takes	me	forever	to	just	get	that	first	sentence	written.
Nothing	seems	 to	make	sense.	 It	 takes	me	 forever	 to	 really	get	 flowing	with	my	writing	and
even	then	I'd	rather	be	anywhere	than	sitting	down	trying	to	put	words	together	on	a	page.”

My	only	 concern	 in	 sharing	 these	 two	anecdotes	 is	 that	most	of	my	students	may	 think	 I	 am
writing	about	them.	Writing	is	a	baneful	charge	for	too	many	of	us.	This	chapter	is	a	synthesis
of	some	of	the	most	effective	writing	methods	that	I	have	discovered	over	the	years.	But	more
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importantly,	 the	 chapter	 augments	 these	methods	by	 recognizing	 the	performative	aspects	 of
what	 it	 means	 to	 write.	 Hopefully,	 understanding	 writing	 through	 the	 lens	 and	 metaphor	 of
performance	might	be	a	soothing	balm	for	the	pains	of	writing.

Getting	Started:	In	Search	of	the	Muse
Writing	comes	more	easily	when	you	have	something	to	say.

—H.	L.	Goodall,	Jr.,	Writing	the	New	Ethnography	(2000)

Never	sit	down	to	write	until	you	know	what	you're	going	to	say.

—Kenneth	Atchity,	A	Writer's	Time	(1986)

Forget	talent!	If	you	have	it	fine.	Use	it.	If	you	don't	have	it,	it	doesn't	matter.	As	habit	is
more	dependable	than	inspiration,	continued	learning	is	more	dependable	than	talent.

—Octavia	Butler,	Blood	Child	and	Other	Stories	(1996)

Research	Questions	and	Statement	of	Purpose

There	are	very	few	gifted	 individuals	who	can	sit	down	with	no	plan	 in	their	head,	but	with	the
will	to	write,	and	suddenly	craft	pages	and	pages	of	thoughtful,	engaging,	and	lucid	sentences.
Particularly	 if	 the	 writing	 follows	 the	 form	 of	 an	 essay	 and	 especially	 if	 we	 are	 writing
ethnographic	 accounts,	we	must	 have	a	 clear	 notion	of	what	 it	 is	we	want	 to	 say	before	 we
begin	 to	 write.	 Most	 of	 us,	 even	 the	 best	 writers,	 will	 flounder	 and	 become	 hopelessly
frustrated	 if	 we	 do	 not	 have	 a	 loosely	 formed	 sequence	 of	 ideas	 to	 draw	 from.	Staring	 at	 a
blank	page	is	the	first	step,	and	it	is	often	the	hardest	step	to	overcome,	but	you	can	take	that
step	with	a	 lot	more	ease	by	knowing	 the	very	bare	essentials	or	 the	 raw	 ideas	of	what	you
want	 to	 write	 about.	 Goodall's	 (2000)	 words	 are	 simple	 and	 true:	 Before	 you	 begin	 remind
yourself,	Writing	comes	more	easily	when	you	have	something	to	say.	And,	please	remember,
knowing	 what	 you	 want	 to	 say	 is	 the	 best	 cure	 for	 writer's	 block!	 (Goodall,	 2000;	 Rubin	 &
Rubin,	1995;	Wolcott,	2001).	Now,	you	might	ask	yourself,”	What	is	it	I	want	to	say?”

The	Muse	Map	and	the	Road	Map

The	road	map,	or	what	 I	 like	 to	call	 the	muse	map,	becomes	a	sort	of	 list	 that	comprises	all
you	want	to	say	and	the	order	in	which	you	want	to	say	it.	The	muse	map	is	the	bare	bones	of
what	you	are	about	to	write.	It	can	serve	as	informant,	guide,	and	catalyst,	keeping	your	writing
going	 when	 your	 mind	 goes	 blank	 or	 when	 thoughts	 start	 to	 jumble.	 It	 also	 transforms	 the
intimidating	 glare	 of	 the	 blank	 page	 from	 an	 absent	 space	 to	 a	 playing	 field	 for	 jotting	 down
words	and	playing	with	 ideas.	The	muse	map	overlooks	 the	absent	space	and	welcomes	 the
expressive	 irreverence	 of	 the	 playing	 field.	 In	 the	 playing	 field,	 you	 lay	 words	 to	 the	 page
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playfully—without	 the	 need	 for	 perfection,	 permanence,	 or	 propriety—only	 to	 free	 your	 first
ideas	with	as	much	confidence	and	joy	as	possible	so	they	can	live	whimsically	on	the	page	until
more	and	others	come	along.	Remember,	a	really,	really	shitty	first	draft	is	okay!

Creating	Your	Muse	Map

You	 begin	 with	 your	 notes	 or	 your	 coded	 data	 (see	 Chapter	 2),	 which	 comprise	 the	 raw
material	of	your	field	notes	and	theoretical	paradigms.

From	 your	 notes,	 you	 further	 refine	 and	 order	 your	 themes	 and	 concepts	 forming	 annotated
topics	or	descriptive	units	that	may	take	the	form	of	major	topics,	subtopics,	and,	if	necessary,
sub-subtopics.	Please,	do	not	write	 your	paper	directly	from	your	notes	before	you
create	your	muse	map	unless	your	notes	are	already	synthesized	into	main	points	and	ordered.

Although	 not	 exactly	 the	 same,	 your	muse	map	 resembles	 the	 format	 of	 a	 formal	 outline,	 an
idea	tree,	a	series	of	clusters,	or	an	annotated	list	of	primary	and	secondary	ideas.	Your	muse
map	is	different	from	these,	however,	because	you	will	experiment	with	a	format	or	combination
of	 formats.	 Moreover,	 you	 are	 learning	 through	 the	 process	 of	 reviewing,	 delimiting,	 and
sequencing	ideas.	You	are	jotting	down	the	map	that	is	unfolding	on	a	separate	sheet	of	paper
or	 on	a	 computer.	The	muse	map	 is	 not	 identical	 to	 the	 conventional	 outline	 format,	 because
you	 are	 designing	 it	 to	 your	 specific	 needs.	 You	may	 include	 small	 drawings	 and	 symbols	 to
signal	certain	ideas;	you	may	use	your	own	style	of	shorthand,	or	color	code	certain	points	for
emphasis.	Feel	 free	to	keep	 it	simple	or	go	for	 the	detail.	More	detail	helps	 if	you	need	more
direction	and	guidance	as	 you	write;	 however,	 less	detail	 is	 better	 if	more	direction	 feels	 too
overbearing	or	restricting.	Make	the	map	you	need	to	keep	the	writing	going	and	focused.

Enjoy	how	much	you	are	learning	and	feel	confident	in	the	clarity	the	process	fosters.	The	point
is	that	you	must	feel	unrestricted	in	creating	the	most	effective	means	of	delimiting	your	morass
of	notes	so	that	you	may	then	list	and	order	your	ideas.	Whatever	format	is	most	comfortable
for	you	 is	 fine.	What	 is	most	 important	 is	 that	you	get	 the	essential	 ideas—the	bare	bones—
down	 on	 paper	 and	 place	 them	 in	 a	 sequence	 and	 an	 order.	 Keep	 in	 mind	 OED—that	 is,
remember	 to	order	essential	 ideas.	This	 is	all	 the	muse	map	 is	about:	 It	 constitutes	 the	very
core	ideas	of	your	writing	project	and	the	sequence	in	which	you	wish	to	present	them.

Writing	your	muse	map	is	a	process.	As	you	are	deciding	what	bare	bones	you	want	to	include
and	are	then	grouping	them	and	placing	them	in	order	(very	much	like	coding	and	logging	data,
discussed	in	Chapter	2),	you	are,	of	course,	jotting	it	down.	I	usually	begin	the	basic	draft	of	my
map	by	writing	 in	 long	hand	with	a	yellow	pad	and	pencil.	Then,	 I	 type	 it	out	on	 the	computer
and	 print	 it	 out.	 It	 takes	 time,	 but	 the	muse	map	 is	 perhaps	 the	most	 important	 step	 in	 the
writing	 process.	 It	 truly	 is	 the	 bones	 of	 the	 final	 written	 product,	 but,	 more	 important,	 it
becomes	the	muse	that	keeps	the	ideas	and	the	writing	flowing.

If	you	feel	the	term	muse	map	 is	a	bit	 too	New	Age,	 let	 it	go.	 I	only	conjure	 it	up	so	you	may
think	about	what	a	muse	does	performatively.	But,	if	muse	map	feels	a	bit	silly,	you	can	always
go	back	to	the	term	outline	and	imagine	your	outline	as	your	muse	(or	not).	I	happen	to	call	this
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process	 themuse	map	 rather	 than	an	outline	 or	 a	 road	map,	 not	 because	 it	 is	 so	 drastically
different	 in	 form	 or	 content	 from	 a	 conventional	 outline,	 but	 because	 performatively	 and
psychologically	 the	 muse	 mapdoes	 something	 different.	 It	 conjures	 the	 mythic
meaning	of	the	muse	and	performs	the	function	of	that	guiding	force,	keeping	the	ideas	and	the
words	 flowing,	 counteracting	 the	 dread	 of	 the	 absent	 space	 and	 writer's	 block.	Muse	 map
reminds	me	 that	 this	 “outlining”	 is	more	 than	 just	 outlining;	 it	 is	 a	 learning	 process	whereby	 I
inscribe,	 creatively	 and	 idiosyncratically,	 for	 my	 own	 needs,	 the	 essence	 of	 my	 ideas	 in	 an
order	and	priority	that	will	keep	my	writing	going.	More	to	the	point,	the	muse	map	might	stop
the	writing	and	inspire	it	to	change	and	go	in	another	direction	entirely.

Schedules	and	Time	Management

Discipline	is	the	key	to	all	that	follows,	the	bedrock	of	productive	writing.	Talent	is	not	a
rare	commodity.	Discipline	is.	It	requires	determination	more	than	self-confidence,	the
commitment	of	your	will	to	the	dream.

—Kenneth	Atchity,	A	Writer's	Time	(1986)

The	most	brilliantly	constructed	muse	map	in	the	world	and	the	most	gifted	writer	on	the	planet
will	fall	completely	short	of	the	mark	without	time,	organization,	and	deep	discipline,	or	what	I
like	 to	 call	my	best	 friend	TODD.	Some	of	 the	best	 talents	 have	 lost	 great	 opportunities	and
missed	important	deadlines,	because	they	did	not	know	how	to	manage	their	time.	They	cannot
seem	 to	 get	 organized.	 The	 time	 management	 and	 organization	 required	 to	 complete
ethnographic	writing	are	fueled	by	deep	discipline.

Deep	discipline	 is	 not	 simply	being	disciplined	 for	 fear	 of	 being	punished,	 or	 being	disciplined
because	it	is	your	duty	or	because	it	is	the	right	thing	to	do.	This	is	discipline	and	it	is	good	and
fine—we	all	need	it	and	have	it	in	varying	degrees—but	it	is	not	deep	discipline.	Deep	discipline
is	 more	 substantive:	 you	 are	 disciplined	 because	 you	 have	 a	 guiding,	 inner	 purpose	 that
motivates	you	 to	make	certain	 choices	over	other	 choices.	Enacting	 this	purpose	 is	a	priority
that	 not	 only	 demands	 certain	 sacrifices,	 but	 also	 inspires	 them.	 Deep	 discipline	 is	 always
accompanied	by	a	 level	 of	 self-determination	and	 the	pleasure	 that	 comes	with	 the	 feeling	of
having	 direction	 and	 self-control.	 One	 of	 the	 perks	 of	 deep	 discipline	 (and	 discipline)	 is	 the
wonderful	 ability	 to	 create	 habit.	 At	 those	 moments	 when	 purpose	 and	 deep	 discipline	 are
challenged,	we	can	always	rely	on	the	habit	that	discipline	created.	I	remember	Octavia	Butler
saying	at	a	writer's	conference	that	“Habit	is	more	dependable	than	inspiration.”

Keeping	in	mind	the	importance	of	TODD	in	the	completion	of	your	writing	project,	 I	have	also
listed	important	time	management	techniques	that	will	help	you	as	you	achieve	TODD:

Set	goals	with	the	determination	to	keep	them.	Don't	kill	yourself:	Set	realistic	goals	that
are	achievable.	If	your	goals	place	unreasonable	demands	upon	you,	it	is	more	than
likely	that	you	will	become	discouraged.
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Prioritize	and	create	a	master	list	of	things	to	do.	Keep	in	mind	what	is	most	important.
Think	in	terms	of	what	must	be	done,	what	should	be	done,	and	what	could	be	done.
From	your	master	list,	create	a	list	for	the	month,	the	week,	and	the	day.	The
combination	of	lists	helps	to	prioritize	your	things	to	do,	but	it	also	helps	organize	the
time	needed	to	do	those	things.
Remember,	prioritize!	Learn	the	Jelly	Bean	lesson.	I	remember	seeing	this	demonstrated
by	Stephen	Convoy	on	television	many	years	ago.	You	have	three	glass	containers:	One
container	is	filled	with	jellybeans,	another	is	filled	with	three	large	rocks,	and	the	third	is
empty.	You	must	fit	the	empty	container	with	both	the	rocks	and	the	jellybeans.	The
rocks	represent	what	is	most	important	to	you—that	is,	your	goals.	The	jellybeans
represent	what	is	not	so	important—that	is,	watching	television,	shopping,	cleaning	the
house,	Internet	surfing,	the	telephone,	and	so	forth.	Now,	you	are	asked	to	place	the
jellybeans	in	the	large	empty	jar.	After	all	the	jellybeans	are	emptied	into	the	jar	you	are
then	asked	to	place	the	rocks.	All	the	jellybeans	are	in	the	jar,	but	there	is	no	room	in	the
jar	for	the	rocks.	Indeed,	you	can	barely	fit	one	rock	into	the	jar.	Then,	you	are	asked	to
empty	the	jar	and	place	the	rocks	in	first.	After	placing	all	three	rocks	inside	the	jar,	you
are	now	asked	to	put	the	jellybeans	inside	the	jar.	Most	of	the	jellybeans	fit	inside	the	jar
with	all	the	rocks.	Is	this	lesson	pretty	obvious?	First	things	first!
Schedule	tasks	for	high	energy	and	prime	body	rhythm	times.	There	really	are	times	of
the	day	when	the	body	and	mind	are	better	at	certain	tasks	than	other	times.	Listen	to
your	body	and	try	to	schedule	your	work	around	its	rhythms.	For	me,	writing	is	best	in
the	morning	and	proofreading	my	work	is	better	later	in	the	day.
Develop	a	routine:	Designate	tasks	on	specific	days	and	times.	Routines	do	not	always
have	to	be	dull	and	repetitive.	They	can	enhance	productivity	and	energy,	as	well	as
provide	a	sense	of	direction	and	self-confidence.
Proportion	your	efforts	to	the	worth	of	the	tasks	and	create	a	timeline.	This	was	a	very
important	lesson	that	I	learned	the	hard	way.	So	many	of	us	“sweat	the	small	stuff”:
Don't	waste	a	lot	of	time	and	effort	on	items	that	are	not	a	priority.	Give	them	the	least
amount	of	effort	in	order	to	complete	them	so	you	can	free	your	time	for	what	is	most
important.

Assign	deadlines	to	priorities	to	keep	them	from	becoming	emergencies.	Self-imposed
deadlines	require	you	to	complete	a	task	before	it	becomes	an	emergency	and	so	are
one	of	the	best	stress	relievers	invented.
Avoid	procrastination	by	dividing	tasks	into	small	units.	Procrastination	can	imprison	us,
because	we	are	trapped	into	worrying	about	what	is	not	yet	done.	If	you	are	faced	with
a	large	task,	do	a	bit	at	a	time	each	day	or	throughout	the	day.	Peck	away	until	the	job
gets	done.
Always	identify	what	is	the	right	thing	to	do!	There	are	a	lot	of	distractions	and
seductions,	but	before	you	are	tempted	to	go	with	you	friends	to	the	mall	or	stay	up	later
than	you	should,	ask	yourself,	“Is	this	really	what	I	need	to	be	doing?”
Do	one	thing	at	a	time.	Multitasking	is	fine,	and	some	of	us	are	more	skilled	at	it	than
others,	but	if	you	can,	please	try	as	best	you	can	to	do	one	thing	at	a	time.	Doing	so
creates	better	quality	work,	and,	moreover,	is	gentler	on	the	body	and	mind.
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Take	advantage	of	hidden	time	and	wait	time.	Most	all	time	management	tips	include	this
point.	There	is	a	great	deal	of	“unused”	time	that	can	be	used	in	completing	certain
tasks.	Waiting	can	be	turned	into	a	really	productive	time.
Just	say	“No!”	This	sometimes	takes	courage,	but	you	have	a	right	and	an	obligation	to
yourself	and	your	goals	to	say	“no”	sometimes.	With	practice,	it	really	does	get	easier.
Do	it,	delegate	it,	or	dump	it!	Decide	which	of	these	options	is	best	based	on	what	you
think	is	really	worth	doing.	If	you	can	dump	it,	you	should.	If	you	can	delegate	it,	then	do
so	without	guilt.	If	it	is	worth	doing	and	only	you	can	do	it,	then	do	it.
Review	and	plan	at	night	or	first	thing	in	the	morning.	This	helps	set	the	day	without	the
mushy	feeling	of	not	being	sure	what	you	need	to	do	or	how	to	begin	your	day.

Remember:	Be	self-determined	and	stay	the	course!

First	Draft	and	Free	Writing

After	you	have	completed	your	muse	map,	it	 is	time	now	to	start	writing.	With	your	muse	map
as	your	director	and	guide,	start	placing	 ideas	on	 the	page.	As	each	 idea	 lands	on	 the	page,
you	are	elaborating,	joining,	and	transitioning	from	one	idea	to	the	next.	You	are	not	stopping	to
think	or	deliberate	about	what	you	are	writing.	You	have	already	done	that	when	you	

made	your	muse	map.	You	are	not	stopping	to	correct,	check,	or	perfect	your	writing.	If	you
feel	you	must	stop	 to	 think	or	correct,	 take	only	a	 few	seconds	 to	get	yourself	 in	order,	 then
start	writing	again.	But	 remember—stop	only	 if	 you	 feel	you	absolutely	must	and	 immediately
start	writing	again.

In	the	words	of	writer	Natalie	Goldberg	(1990),	“Keep	your	hands	moving!”	 (p.	3).	This	might
be	very	difficult	and	feel	unnatural	to	you	if	you	have	the	inclination	or	have	formed	the	habit	to
stop	frequently	to	read	over	and	correct	your	writing.	But	resist	it	as	best	you	can	and	keep	the
hand	moving.	One	technique	to	help	you	keep	going	is	to	use	question	marks	or	dashes	when
you	get	stuck	 trying	 to	 think	of	 the	right	word	or	even	the	right	phrase.	 Instead	of	stopping	 to
think	 of	 the	word	 or	 to	 properly	 craft	 the	 phrase,	write	 or	 type	 a	 question	mark	 keeping	 the
overall	flow	of	your	ideas	uninterrupted.	You	will	notice	that	when	you	feel	you	can't	capture	the
right	word	or	phrase	and	you	skip	over	 it	(with	a	question	mark	or	a	dash),	you	complete	that
section	and	you	come	back	to	the	missing	word.	It	will	come	to	you.	It	is	generally	the	case	that
when	the	words	do	not	come	to	mind	immediately,	if	you	keep	going	they	will	come	to	you	later
on	 (right	 after	 you	 read	 the	 passage,	 or	 in	 few	 hours	 or	 days).	 Skip	 the	 parts	 that	 would
interrupt	your	thinking	and	that	would	keep	your	hand	from	moving.	It	is	a	matter	of	filling	in	the
blanks.	Rest	assured,	the	right	word	will	come	to	you.

The	purpose	in	keeping	the	hand	moving	is	not	to	be	in	the	frustrating	position	of	creating	ideas
andediting	 them	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 Let	 the	 editor	 in	 you	 rest	 for	 a	 while	 and	 let	 the	 playful
creator	free	to	express	itself	on	the	playing	field	of	the	page.	Let	it	truly	be	free	writing.	Harry
F.	Wolcott	(2001)	states,

Writers	sometimes	referred	to	as	“bleeders”	follow	the	opposite	of	freewriting.	I	do	not
know	the	origin	of	the	term,	although	it	brings	to	mind	an	observation	attributed	to	sports
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journalist	Red	Smith:	“There's	nothing	to	writing.	All	you	do	is	sit	down	at	a	typewriter
and	open	a	vein.”	Bleeders	are	methodical.	Their	approach	reflects	a	combination	of
confidence	and	command	about	writing,	along	with	some	personal	qualities	(hang-ups?)
about	having	everything	just	right.	They	worry	over	each	sentence	as	they	write.	They	do
not	press	ahead	to	the	next	sentence	until	the	present	one	is	perfected….	If	you
recognize	the	bleeder	tendency	in	yourself,	and	you	cannot	imagine	romping	through	an
early	draft	and	subsequently	discarding	material	with	abandon,	then	perhaps	a	tightly
detailed	outline	(or	Table	of	Contents)	is	sufficient	to	get	you	started	on	the	slow-but-
steady	production	of	a	first	draft.	(pp.	26–27)

Wolcott	also	adds	that,	when	the	writing	is	not	coming	forth,	he	will	turn	from	the	keyboard	and
take	out	his	yellow	notepad	and	ballpoint	pens	to	get	the	words	down	on	paper.

The	Anxiety	of	Writing:	Wild	Mind	and	Monkey	Mind
That	big	sky	is	wild	mind.	I'm	going	to	climb	up	to	that	sky	straight	over	our	heads	and
put	one	dot	on	it	with	a	Magic	Marker.	See	that	dot?	That	dot	is	what	Zen	calls	monkey
mind	or	what	western	psychology	calls	part	of	conscious	mind.	We	give	all	our
attention	to	that	one	dot.	So	when	it	says	we	can't	write,	that	we're	no	good,	are
failures,	fools	for	even	picking	up	a	pen,	we	listen	to	it.

—Natalie	Goldberg,	Wild	Mind:	Living	the	Writer's	Life	(1990)

Natalie	Goldberg	 (1990)	equates	our	 struggle	 to	write	with	 the	battle	between	wild	mind	and
monkey	 mind.	 Wild	 mind	 in	 Western	 psychology	 is	 understood	 as	 the	 unconscious.	 But
Goldberg	 sees	wild	mind	 as	much	 larger	 than	 the	 unconscious:	 It	 is	 the	 big	 sky	 and	 all	 that
surrounds	us,	from	our	dreams	and	desires	to	everyone	we	ever	met	or	wanted	to	meet;	it	is	all
our	experiences	and	 imagined	experiences;	 it	 is	 “mountains,	 rivers,	Cadillacs,	humidity,	plains,
emeralds,	poverty,	old	streets	in	London,	snow,	and	moon”	(Goldberg,	1990,	p.	32).	Wild	mind
is	everything.	However,	monkey	mind	is	that	small	dot	in	the	big	sky	of	wild	mind.	Monkey	mind
is	consumed	by	control,	and	it	rules	by	constraint,	admonishment,	and	judgment.	Monkey	mind
is	always	chiding	us	and	demanding	restraint.	Monkey	mind	abhors	the	daring,	the	beauty,	and
the	magnanimity	of	wild	mind.	“So	our	job	as	writers,”	according	to	Goldberg,	“is	not	to	diddle
around	our	whole	lives	in	the	dot	but	to	take	one	big	step	out	of	it	and	sink	into	the	big	sky	and
write	from	there”	(p.	33).

Wild	mind	and	monkey	mind	are	at	battle	when	we	free	write.	We	turn	to	wild	mind	to	keep	the
hand	moving	on	the	playing	field	of	the	page,	but	we	feel	the	pressure	of	monkey	mind	trying	to
take	control	by	correcting	us,	second	guessing	our	first	thoughts,	and	telling	us	we	are	dumb	or
the	writing	 isn't	 good	 enough.	Goldberg	 (1990)	 suggests,	 “Let	 everything	 run	 through	 us	 and
grab	 as	 much	 as	 we	 can	 of	 it	 with	 a	 pen	 and	 paper.	 Let	 yourself	 live	 in	 something	 that	 is
already	rightfully	yours—your	own	wild	mind.	…	Can	you	do	this?	Lose	control	and	let	wild	mind
take	over?	It	is	the	best	way	to	write.	To	live,	too”	(p.	34).
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Continents,	Islands,	and	the	Editor

Kenneth	Atchity	 (1986)	provides	us	with	another	metaphor	 that	 captures	 the	 tension	between
the	 freedom	of	wild	mind	and	 the	constraint	of	monkey	 mind	 in	 the	 form	of	 three
spheres:continents,	islands,	and	the	editor.	The	continent	of	reason,	according	to	Atchity,	is	the
“rational	part	of	the	mind,	the	logical	and	conventional	part	we	all	share	in	common”	(p.	6).	The
continent	is	a	“more	efficient	thinking	machine”	than	the	islands,	which	are	the	many	elements	of
“intuitive	 consciousness,	 those	 countless	 idiosyncratic	 centers	 of	 perception	 that	 are	 different
for	 each	 of	 us”	 (p.	 6).	 When	 we	 begin	 to	 write,	 the	 continent	 of	 reason	 begins	 to	 form
sentences,	 but	 the	many	 intuitive	 islands	 of	 the	mind	 don't	 like	 it;	 they	 think,	 “It's	 a	 ridiculous
way	to	start	your	story—too	weak!”	(p.	6).	The	islands	reject	what	reason	has	written,	and	“the
islands	have	a	million	better	ideas	and	each	and	every	one	of	them	starts	thinking	about	better
sentences”	 (pp.	 15–16).	 At	 this	 point,	 the	 battle	 between	 the	 continent	 of	 reason	 and	 the
multitude	of	 islands	begins.	As	 the	many	 islands	express	all	 their	many	different	 ideas	against
the	 continent	 of	 reason,	 another	 part	 of	 the	mind,	 which	 Atchity	 describes	 as	 the	managing
editor,	now	appears	on	the	scene.	He	states,

As	the	day	wears	on,	ideas	from	the	strongest	islands	begin	announcing	themselves	to
that	part	of	your	mind	I	call	“the	Managing	Editor.”	The	rational	mind	has	programmed
the	intuitive	islands	to	reject	its	arbitrary	decision	because	it	knows	what	the	islands	have
to	say	is	likely	to	be	more	powerful	than	anything	it	can	come	up	with	through	sheer
intellectualizing.	(pp.	6–7)

Atchity	(1986)	asserts,	“Learning	to	write	 is	 learning	your	own	mind”	(p.	14).	His	 illustration	of
the	 islands,	 continent,	 and	 editor,	 like	 Goldberg's	 wild	 mind	 and	monkey	mind,	 animates	 the
psychology	 of	 writing	 by	 giving	 graphic	 characterizations	 to	 the	 working	 of	 the	 mind.	 “The
islands	 of	 consciousness	 are	 free	 floating	 and	 changeable.	 …	 A	 new	 island	 can	 be	 formed
instantly	from	a	new	impression.	…	Individuality	and	originality	are	island	characteristics,”	writes
Atchity	(p.	15).	The	continent	of	reason	“is	relatively	stationary	and	immovable	…	the	Continent
is	 the	consciousness	of	society	and	culture,	and	 is	constructed	by	our	education”	(p.	15).	The
Continent	 is	 slower	 and	 more	 deliberate	 than	 the	 impressionable	 islands,	 because	 it	 must
“search	 its	warehouse	of	memory	to	find	a	category	to	which	to	relate	the	new	impression	so
that	 it	can	use	that	new	impression	 in	dealing	with	 the	world	outside	the	mind”	(p.	15).	As	the
Continent	is	motivated	by	reason	and	structure,	the	islands	are	energized	by	originality	and	the
polyvocality	of	their	individual	impressions.

Atchity's	 (1986)	 and	 Goldberg's	 (1990)	 metaphors	 are	 versions	 of	 Turner's	 (1982a,	 1982b,
1985)	 structure	 and	 antistructure	 doing	 battle	 in	 the	 writer's	 mind.	 The	 centripetal	 and
centrifugal,	the	wild	and	the	monkey,	are	in	rousing	competition.	No	wonder	writing	for	some	is
a	frustrating	and	sometimes	painful	experience.	Again,	in	Atchity's	words:

The	interaction	of	islands	and	Continent—the	tension	between	them—
causes	the	productive	energy	identified	with	the	Editor's	creative	awareness.	Once	it	has
been	formed	from	the	island-Continent	tension	(and	the	acceptance	of	that	tension	as
the	neutral	stat	of	things),	the	Managing	Editor	focuses	like	a	spinning	laser	beam	to
illuminate	activities	on	the	islands	and	on	the	Continent,	moving	slowly	or	quickly
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depending	on	the	writer's	energy	level.	…	Writing	is	the	Editor's	ordering	of	materials
from	all	the	islands	into	the	language	and	structure	of	the	Continent,	managing	the
analytical	mind	to	have	it	organize	images	from	the	non-analytical	mind.	No	wonder
writing	causes	anxiety.	(pp.	15–16)

In	summary,	the	following	points	may	serve	as	helpful	reminders	as	you	approach	your	writing
project.

Remember	TODD:	Develop	a	schedule	and	block	out	time	to	write.
Know	what	you	want	to	write	before	you	start	and	create	your	muse	map.
Let	your	muse	map	be	your	prompter	and	guide	in	keeping	the	hand	moving.
With	your	muse	map	as	your	springboard	and	safety	net:	lose	control	and	play.
Honor	wild	mind	and	try	not	to	heed	the	controlling	impulse	of	monkey	mind:	Try
not	to	stop,	think,	or	correct	punctuation,	grammar,	or	spelling.
If	you	get	stuck	trying	to	think	of	le	mot	juste,	skip	it,	type	in	a	question	mark,	and
keep	writing.
If	you	get	stuck	writing	larger	sections	or	transitions,	move	away	from	the
computer.	Treat	yourself	to	a	change	of	scenery	(go	to	a	café	or	a	park)	and	then
get	out	your	writing	pads	and	pencils.
When	you	have	employed	the	services	of	the	muse	map—transformed	empty
pages	to	playing	fields—take	a	break.	Congratulate	yourself	for	having	completed
the	hardest	draft	of	all,	the	first	draft.
After	your	lovely	break,	come	back,	put	on	your	editor's	cap,	and	begin	crafting
your	work.
Reading	your	drafts	out	loud,	as	you	complete	each	section,	is	one	of	the	best
methods	to	truly	“realize”	what	you	have	written	and	notice	what	needs	more
work.

Writing	as	Performance	and	Performance	as	Writing
Because	of	you	I	have	listened	to	others.	I	have	performed	in	writing,	sometimes	in
writing,	sometimes	instead	of	in	talking,	touching,	and	staging,	our	narrative	rites.

—Della	Pollock,	Telling	Bodies	Performing	Birth	(1999)

In	 Della	 Pollock's	 path-breaking	 essay	 “Performing	Writing”	 (1998),	 she	 defines
performative	writing	as	(a)	evocative,	(b)	metonymic,	(c)	subjective,	(d)	nervous,	(e)	citational,
and	 (f)	 consequential.	 This	 section	 draws	 primarily	 from	 Pollock's	 important	 contribution	 to
performative	writing	and	serves	 to	extend	her	 six	 components	of	performative	writing	 through
the	interactive	characteristics	of	the	relational,	evocative,	and	the	embodied,	and	concludes	by
reiterating	Pollock's	idea	of	the	consequential.

Performative	Writing	as	Relational
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Understanding	 performative	 writing	 as	 something	 relational	 means	 you	 are	 writing	 for	 an
audience	 of	 readers	 and	 you	 care	 about	 them.	 You	 are	 invested	 in	 them,	 because	 you	 are
hoping	 that	 what	 you	 write	 makes	 a	 difference	 to	 them	 and	 that	 it	 makes	 some	 kind	 of
contribution.	You	want	your	words	to	matter	to	your	audience.	In	performative	writing,	you	want
your	 readers	 to	 come	away	with	 something	 they	 did	 not	 feel	 or	 know	before	 they	 read	 your
words.	Your	writing	is	an	offering,	because	you	care	about	what	they	receive	from	your	writing
and	 how	 they	 receive	 it.	 Performative	 writing	 is	 relational	 because	 it	 is	 generous.	 You
consciously	 extend	 yourself	 to	 your	 readers.	 You	want	 them	 to	 take	 in	 your	words	without	 it
being	complicated	for	the	sake	of	being	complicated.

What	I	mean	here	is	that	writing	that	is	hard	to	read	or	writing	that	is	hard	for	the	sake	of	being
difficult	 is	not	 smart	writing.	Making	 the	writing	complicated	doesn't	necessarily	make	 it	more
substantive.	You	should	not	unnecessarily	overwork	or	overburden	your	readers	for	the	purpose
of	 proving	 yourself	 smarter	 than	 them.	 It	 is	 more	 important	 that	 your	 readers	 grasp	 and
encounter	your	writing	than	it	is	for	them	to	be	impressed	by	how	deep	or	brilliant	you	are.	This
does	not	mean	that	simplicity	is	always	a	virtue	either.	Sometimes	keeping	it	simple	is	really	just
simplistic	 thinking.	 In	 performative	 writing,	 there	 is	 virtue	 and	 beauty	 in	 the	 complex	 if	 it	 is
purposeful	and	not	gratuitous	or	self-indulgent.	Complexity	can	be	the	most	generous	offering,
because	it	demands	growth,	challenges	the	expected,	and	disturbs	the	complacent.	Relational
writing	means	 that	 you	 find	 the	very	difficult	 balance	between	 the	necessity	 for	 simplicity	and
the	necessity	for	complexity	because	you	are	offering	your	words	to	Others	and	you	care	about
what	it	does	for	them.

Performative	writing	 emphasizes	 the	 relational.	 This	 does	 not,	 however,	mean	 that	 all	writers
should	claim	the	relational	as	a	quality	of	their	work.	Some	writers	will	argue	that	they	write	for
themselves	and	for	 the	passion	that	enlivens	their	own	being.	They	argue	that	 they	write	 from
the	center	of	their	individual	heart,	soul,	and	life-world,	in	which	the	reader	is	welcome	

to	 share.	 They	write	 with	 the	 conviction	 that	 they	will	 be	 true	 to	 their	 own	 voice,	 and	 the
readers	will	then	enter	as	a	result	of	that	truth.

Performative	writing	emphasizes	the	relational	dynamic	between	writer	and	reader	in	a	spirit	of
caring	about	the	dialogic	and	communicative	quality	of	the	connection.	This	does	not	mean	that
the	performative	writer	must	repress	his	or	her	own	unique	voice	or	soul	to	appease	the	reader.
Nor	does	it	mean	that	the	performative	writer	only	writes	for	the	reader,	or	that	every	word	or
idea	 is	 focused	on	what	 the	 reader	might	 think,	 but	we	do	not	 fixate	 on	 our	 own	 individuality
either.

Performative	writing	as	a	relational	act	means	we	do	not	write	purely	as	individuals.	We	live	in	a
world	with	Others,	 and	 their	 imprint	 is	 upon	who	we	 are	 and	what	we	write.	Mikhail	 Bakhtin
(1984)	states,

Everything	that	pertains	to	me	enters	my	consciousness,	beginning	with	my	name,	from
the	external	world	through	the	mouths	of	others	(my	mother,	and	so	forth),	with	their
intonation,	in	their	emotional	and	value-assigning	tonality.	I	realize	myself	initially	through
others:	from	them	I	receive	words,	forms,	and	tonalities	for	the	formation	of	my	initial
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idea	of	myself.	…	Just	as	the	body	is	formed	initially	in	the	mother's	womb,	a	person's
consciousness	awakens	wrapped	in	another's	consciousness.	(p.	xx;	qtd.	in	Goodall,
2000,	p.	140)

An	example	of	how	performative	writing	both	affirms	and	complicates	Bakhtin's	(1984)	words	in
the	way	we	 realize	 as	well	 as	 lose	 ourselves	 and	 the	Other	 is	 illustrated	 in	 the	 performative
writing	of	performance	scholar	Judith	Hamera	(1996,	1997,	2002).	The	following	passage,	from
Hamera's	 (2001)	 ethnographic	 study	 on	 virtuoso	 dance,	 discusses	 how	 the	 relational
simultaneously	encompasses	dancer,	audience,	ethnographer,	and	the	ethnographer's	ability	to
write	about	 it	all.	 In	 this	essay,	Hamera	describes	how	she	 is	remade	through	the	dancer	and
the	 dance,	 and	 discusses	 the	 challenge	 of	 what	 this	 means	 when	 the	 ethnographer	 must
grapple	with	language	and	discourse	to	bring	that	embodied	presence	to	the	page:

Roxanne	told	me	that	she	and	Oguri	dance	out	of	what	she	called	a	strange	obligation,
and	unpeaceful	obligation,	because	she	said,	they	took	it	seriously	when	a	member	of
their	audience	told	them	she	never	came	in	with	a	problem	their	dances	couldn't	solve.	I
find	this	ironic	because	I	never	come	in	with	a	discursive,	representational	solution	that
these	dances	couldn't	make	problematic.	The	issue	is	this:	Roxanne	is	a	dancer	of
enormous	grace	and	power	but	Oguri	overwhelms.	His	body,	his	movement	vocabulary,
his	ethos	are	almost	excessively	present.	He	is	always	almost	too	much	there	and	not,
or	not	only,	because	of	the	choreography	or	mise-en-scene.	His	work	is	beautiful,
terrifying,	“at	the	limits	of	the	possible”	(Barthes,	“Romantic	Song,”	286).	His	excess	of

presence,	and	my	joy	and	anxiety	in	the	face	of	it,	leave	me	searching	for
language	up	to	the	task	of	representing,	not	only	the	dance,	but	how	I	am	remade
through	it.	How	was	he	better,	and	what	was	he	better	at,	and	how	can	I	tell	you?	And	in
the	search	for	the	ways	to	tell	you,	I	lost	his	body	to	language.	(p.	236)

Performative	Writing	as	Evocative

Seeing	performative	writing	as	an	evocative	act	means	 that	what	 is	written	down	 in	words	 is
now	lifted	from	the	page	into	a	more	sensuous	awareness.	In	the	sentiment	of	Norman	Denzin
(2001,	2003),	performative	writing	enacts	as	it	describes.	What	is	described	becomes	evoked
through	detail,	 sensuality,	and	verisimilitude	 into	another	 felt-sensing	presence	 (Bacon,	1979).
The	readers	enter	this	new	presence	through	the	guiding	hand	of	the	writer	because	they	have
been	 given	 enough	 information	 and	 enough	 inspiration	 to	make	 a	metaphorical	 leap	 from	 the
page	to	a	fusion	of	 imaginations:	The	writer's	 imagination	evokes	the	reader's,	and	words	are
not	 just	 words	 anymore,	 flat	 on	 a	 page,	 but	 are	 now	 images	 woven	 through	 meaning.
Performative	writing	 is	evocative	because	 it	 is	a	braiding	of	poetry	and	reportage,	 imagination
and	actuality,	critical	analysis	and	literary	pleasure.	Pollock	states	(1998),

Performative	writing	is	evocative.	It	operates	metaphorically	to	render	absence	present
—to	bring	the	reader	into	contact	with	“other	worlds,”	to	those	aspects	and	dimensions
of	our	world	that	are	other	to	the	text	as	such	by	re-marking	them.	Performative	writing
evokes	worlds	that	are	other-wise	intangible,	unlocatable:	worlds	of	memory,	pleasure,
sensation,	imagination,	affect,	and	in-sight.	(p.	80)
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Performative	writing	 renders	absence	present	by	evolving	a	world	of	meaning	upon	which	 the
reader	 may	 now	 enter.	 Performative	 writing	 defies	 monologism;	 it	 is	 an	 inherently	 dialogic
endeavor.	A	collaboration	of	imaginations	between	reader	and	writer	 in	evoking	a	world	that	is
Other	 and	 wise	 is	 illustrated	 in	 the	 work	 of	 Dwight	 Conquergood.	 A	 scene	 is	 evoked	 from
Conquergood's	 (1988)	 fieldwork	 in	 Thailand:	 Through	 his	 performative	 writing,	 he	 brings	 the
camp	 to	 us	 in	 a	 quintessential	moment	 that	 captures	 the	 history	 of	 dislocation,	 struggle,	 and
transnational	politics	that	is	metaphorically	contained	in	one	woman's	song:

A	Hmong	widow	walks	to	a	crossroad	in	Camp	Ban	Vinai,	surveys	the	scene,	and	then
settles	herself	on	a	bench	outside	the	corner	hut.	Bracing	her	back	against	the	split-
bamboo	wall,	she	begins	to	sing.	At	first	softly,	as	if	to	herself,	 she	sings	a
Hmong	Khy	txhiaj	(folksong).	Aware	of	a	gathering	audience,	she	raises	her	voice	to	fill
the	space	around	her.	She	sings	a	lamentation,	carving	her	personal	anguish	into	a
traditional	expressive	form.	With	exquisitely	timed	gestures,	she	strips	and	peels	with
one	hand	the	branch	of	firewood	she	holds	in	the	other.	Tears	stream	down	her	face	as
she	sings	about	the	loss	of	her	husband,	her	children,	her	house,	her	farm,	her	animals,
and	her	country.	She	sings	of	war,	and	flight,	and	breaking,	and	of	a	time	when	she	was
wife	and	mother	in	the	Laotian	village	where	silver	neck-rings	were	worn.	She	punctuates
each	refrain	by	tossing	away	a	sliver	that	her	strong	fingers	have	torn	from	the	wood	she
holds	across	her	lap	as	if	it	were	a	child.

The	sad	beauty	of	her	singing	attracts	a	crowd.	She	never	makes	eye	contact	but
acknowledges	the	crowd's	presence	in	her	spontaneously	composed	verses,	subtly	at
first,	and	then	more	confidently.	She	is	both	lamenting	and	entertaining.	With	nothing	left
to	tear	away,	she	makes	the	final	toss	of	the	last	splinter,	rises,	and	begins	to	sway	with
the	rhythm	of	her	song.	People	set	out	food	for	her.	I	give	her	the	few	ath	I	have	in	my
pocket.	Her	face	still	wet,	she	breaks	into	a	broad	smile.	Strange	laughter	interrupts	her
otherwise	balanced	verses.	(p.	174)

Performative	Writing	as	Embodied

Performative	writing	as	something	embodied	means	the	evocations	of	“Other-wise”	worlds	are
not	disembodied	creations	 (Pollock,	1998).	Writing	has	been	considered	a	marriage	between
the	imagination	and	intellect.	In	performative	writing,	we	recognize	that	the	body	writes.	Critical
ethnography	 adheres	 to	 radical	 empiricism:	 the	 intersection	 of	 bodies	 in	 motion	 and	 space.
Meanings	and	experiences	in	the	field	are	filtered	and	colored	through	sensations	of	the	body—
that	is,	through	body	knowledge.	If	we	accept	that	knowledge	has	infinite	origins	and	forms,	we
are	able	to	accept	knowledge	from	and	of	the	body.	Body	sensation	as	body	knowledge	is	not
to	 be	 equated	 solely	 with	 the	 sensational	 or	 feelings	 of	 arousal,	 though	 it	 certainly	 includes
these	 elements.	 Rather,	 body	 sensation	 as	 body	 knowledge	 comprises	 impressions	 and
interpretive	meaning.	 Body	 knowledge	 is	 the	 emotion	 and	 cognition	 of	 physical	 pain:	 blazing
heat	burning	the	skin,	hunger	that	dulls	 the	senses,	grotesque	smells	that	sicken	the	stomach.
As	physical	pleasure,	it	is	the	night	breeze	caressing	the	skin,	the	delicious	taste	of	a	communal
feast,	 the	alluring	smell	of	 locally	made	body	oils.	Because	these	knowledges	of	 the	body	are
embedded	with	meanings	 that	 filter	 and	guide	our	experiences	 in	 the	 field,	 they	will	 obviously
inform	and	influence	what	we	write.	We	write	from	our	body	and	we	write	through	our	body.
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In	writing	from	our	body,	we	are	writing	from	the	memories	(and	field	notes!)	of	our	embodied
space	and	 impressions	 in	 the	 field.	When	we	are	writing	 through	our	 bodies	we	move	 to	 the
space	and	 the	act	of	putting	 words	down	on	a	page.	 In	writing	 through	our	body,
the	 act	 of	writing	 becomes	 the	 enactment	 of	 an	 embodied	 voice.	 In	 performative	writing,	 the
reader	 is	 not	 taking	 in	 disembodied	 ideas	 and	 images	 from	 a	 cognitive	 word	machine	 or	 an
omniscient	 knower.	 In	 performative	 writing,	 words	 are	 inhered	 by	 a	 subject	 with	 a	 voice.	 To
state	that	there	is	a	subject	and	a	voice	is	to	state	that	there	is	a	body.	There	has	been	a	great
deal	of	discussion	over	the	notion	of	voice	in	writing:	“finding	your	voice,”	“honoring	your	voice,”
“listening	to	your	voice,”	and	so	forth.	Goodall	(2000)	states,

Voice	is	the	personal	rhetorical	imprint	of	who	we	are	and	what	we	write.	Singularly	and
multiply,	voice	is	the	sound	of	a	character	speaking.	Voice	sums	the	way	in	which	prose
communicates	a	writer's	vocal	range	and	tone,	her	or	his	sensitivities	to	the	nuances	and
passions	of	spoken	language,	and	the	essential	phenomenological	essence	of	what	is
being	said.	Voice	is	the	sound	of	the	ethnographic	world	being	called	into	being.	It	is	a
pattern	of	heard	recognitions,	and	of	differences,	that	convey	to	readers	the	self	that	is
textually	constructing	other	and	contexts.	(pp.	139–140)

The	performance	artist	and	scholar	E.	Patrick	Johnson	(2003)	enacts	embodied	writing	with	a
clear	presence	of	voice	in	his	description	of	a	gay	nightclub:

Inside,	my	friends	and	I	squeeze	down	the	staircase	and	descend	into	the	sea	of	bodies
onto	the	dance	floor.	There	is	barely	enough	room	to	breath,	let	alone	move,	every	inch
of	the	space	is	filled	with	bodies—every	body	imaginable.	Clearly,	the	body	is	on	display:
There	are	drag	queens	in	skintight	hot	pants	and	platform	shoes.	There	are	“butch”	men
donning	their	black	leather	jackets,	lining	up	along	the	wall	like	two	by	fours	holding	the
structure	together.	There	are	“queens”	dressed	in	black	chiffon	blouses	unbuttoned	to
their	navels	and	tight	black	jeans,	who	are	constantly	pursing	their	lips	while	looking	over
the	tops	of	their	retro	“cat-eye”	shades;	there	are	older	men	(in	this	context	anyone	over
45)	sitting	on	bar	stools,	dressed	conservatively	in	slacks	and	button-up	shirts	sipping
their	scotch	and	sodas	while	looking	longingly	at	the	young	bodies	sauntering	across	the
dance	floor.	The	hip-hop	contingent	is	sprinkled	throughout	the	club	in	their	baggy	jeans,
ski	caps,	sneakers,	and	black	shades,	some	sucking	on	blow	pops	while	others	sip
Budweiser's.	And	there	are	those	like	me	and	my	friends	who	are	dressed	in	designer
jeans	(Calvin	Klein)	and	tight,	spandex	muscle	shirts,	performing	middle	class	(acting
bourgeoisie)—as	if	we	actually	have	two	nickels	to	rub	together!	(p.	104)

Performative	Writing	as	Consequential

Performative	writing	is	consequential	because	it	inheres	in	performance	as	a	contested	concept
that	 “crashes	and	breaks	 through	 sedimented	meanings	 and	 normative	 traditions
and	 plunges	 us	 back	 into	 the	 vortices	 of	 political	 struggle”	 (Conquergood,	 1998,	 p.	 32).
Performative	writing	is	conducive	to	critical	ethnography	because	it	embraces	political	struggle
and	 is	 not	 ashamed	 of	 its	 politics	 and	 advocacy	 (Agger,	 2002;	 Denzin,	 2001).	 Della	 Pollock
(1998)	states,
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As	the	effect	of	social	relations	and	as	a	mode	of	cultural,	historical	action,	performative
writing	throws	off	the	norms	of	conventional	scholarship	for	an	explicit,	alternative
normativity.	It	operates	by	a	code	of	reflexive	engagement	that	makes	writing	subject	to
its	own	critique,	that	makes	writing	a	visible	subject,	at	once	making	it	vulnerable	to
displacement	by	the	very	text/performances	it	invokes	and	shoring	up	its	capacity	for
political,	ethical	agency.	As	performance,	as	writing	that	stipulates	its	own	performativity,
performative	writing	enters	into	the	arena	of	contest	to	which	it	appeals	with	the	affective
investment	of	one	who	has	been	there	and	will	be	there	at	the	end,	which	has	a	stake	in
the	outcome	of	the	exchange.	The	writing/subject	puts	his/her	own	status	on	the	line	…
in	the	name	of	mobilizing	praxis,	breaking	the	discursive	limits	of	the	emperor's	stage,
and	invigorating	the	dynamics	of	democratic	contest	in	which	the	emperor	and	his	new
clothes	(or	lack	thereof)	are	now	continually	refigured.	(p.	96)

The	following	example	of	performative	writing	as	a	consequential	act	is	taken	from	my	fieldwork
in	 Ghana	 (Madison,	 in	 press).	 I'm	 writing	 performatively	 about	 the	 relationship	 between
globalization	and	poverty	in	the	global	South:

The	human	body	is	indeed	a	wonder.	In	its	beauty	it	is	a	miracle.	The	beautiful	body	can
heal	itself	in	mysteries	beyond	science.	In	marvelous	precision	the	beautiful	body	can
inhere	remarkable	strength,	speed,	and	endurance	past	its	own	expectation….	The
Other	bodies,	the	loathsome	bodies—the	dirty	body,	the	disfigured	body,	the	sick	body,
the	body	that	smells	of	refuse,	the	body	that	oozes,	excretes	and	cannot	shelter	its
waste,	the	body	where	matter	is	grotesquely	“out	of	place”	emitting	itself	in	public	view—
are	the	bodies	that	wrenching	poverty	engenders	and	breeds	in	its	abominable	lack.

For	much	of	the	global	South,	specifically	Africa,	dirt	is	a	contentious	symbol.	Blackness,
dirt,	and	disgust	are	perennially	linked.	It	is	within	designated	locales	where	we	only	see
dirty	people	having	dirty	children	with	dirty	clothes	and	dirty	faces.	We	see	them	living	in
dirty	spaces	on	dirty	roads	filled	with	all	kinds	of	dirty	things.	We	know	that	dirt	is	to	be
gotten	rid	of,	but	do	we	remember	that	when	water	is	inaccessible	dirt	dwells?	Do	we
remember	that	dirt	braces	disease	when	sanitation	systems	are	not	effectual,	or
existent?	Dirt	is	a	stigma	and	an	effect	of	many	of	the	world's	poor.	It	is	both	imagined
and	real.	Dirt	resides	when	poverty	annuls	the	time	and	resources	to	attend	to	it,	and
when	global	machinations	neglect	its	relief.	Dirt	and	the	political	economy	

are	insidious	partners.	Dirt	is	a	fact	of	material	and	political	conditions	but	it	is	too
often	cast	as	a	moral	flaw	…	This	village,	these	people	and	the	2,800	million	people	who
live	on	less	than	$2	a	day	and	comprise	46%	of	the	world's	population	are	2,800	million
stories	of	epoch	injustices.	…	The	heat	is	blazing	…	I	look	at	Patience	sitting	beside	me.
I	ask	her	to	take	a	photograph	with	the	village	women	we	have	been	talking	with	all	day
before	we	leave	to	go	back	to	the	city.	…

Warm-Ups
1.	Place	four	different	and	ordinary	objects	on	the	floor	or	a	table—they	can	be	any	kind
of	objects	that	you	find	in	the	room.	Arrange	them	together.	Now,	write	about	them.
Describe	in	great	detail	their	appearance,	their	arrangement,	and	their	function
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2.	Write	a	story	describing	what	you	did	yesterday	from	the	beginning	of	the	day	until
you	went	to	sleep.	How	can	you	write	the	yesterday	story	so	that	it	would	be	interesting
to	read	and	hear?
3.	List	what	you	consider	the	joys	or	the	difficulties	(or	both)	of	writing	ethnographic
accounts.

Notes
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Chapter 1 5  /Deep Play: 

Notes on the 

Balinese Cockfight 

The Raid 

Early in April of 1 95 8 , my wife and I arrived, malarial and diffident, in 
a Balinese village we intended, as anthropologists, to study. A small 

place, about five hundred people, and relatively remote, it was its own 
world. We were intruders, professional ones, and the villagers dealt 

with us as Balinese seem always to deal with people not part of their  
life who yet press themselves upon them: as though we were not there. 

For them, and to a degree for ourselves, we were nonpersons, specters, 
invisible men.  

We moved into an extended family compound (that had been ar
ranged before through the provincial government) belonging to one of 

the four major factions in village life. But except for our landlord and 
the village chief, whose cousin and brother-in-law he was, everyone ig

nored us in a way only a Balinese can do. As we wandered around, un
certain, wistful, eager to please, people seemed to look right through us 

with a gaze focused several yards behind us on some more actual stone 
or tree . Almost nobody greeted us ; but nobody scowled or said anything 
unpleasant to us either, which would have been almost as satisfactory.  
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If we ventured to approach someone (something one is powerfully in

hibited from doing in such an atmosphere),  he moved, negligently but 
definitely, away. If, seated or leaning against a wall, we had him 
trapped, he said nothing at all, or mumbled what for the Balinese is the 
ultimate nonword-"yes." The indifference, of course, was studied ; the 

villagers were watching every move we made, and they had an enor
mous amount of quite accurate information about who we were and 

what we were going to be doing. But they acted as if we simply did not 
exist, which, in fact, as this behavior was designed to inform us, we did 

not, or anyway not yet .  
This is ,  as I say, general in Bal i .  Everywhere else I have been in In

donesia, and more latterly in Morocco, when I have gone into a new 
village, people have poured out from all sides to take a very close look 
at me, and, often an all-too-probing feel as well .  In Balinese villages, at 
least those away from the tourist circuit, nothing happens at all. People 
go on pounding, chatting, making offerings, staring into space, carrying 

baskets about while one drifts around feeling vaguely disembodied. And 
the same thing is true on the individual level. When you first meet a Ba

linese, he seems virtually not to relate to you at all ; he is, in the term 

Gregory Bateson and Margaret Mead made famous, "away." 1 Then
in a day, a week, a month (with some people the magic moment never 
comes)-he decides, for reasons I have never quite been able to 

fathom, that you are real, and then he becomes a warm, gay, sensitive, 
sympathetic, though, being Balinese, always precisely controlled, per
son. You have crossed, somehow, some moral or metaphysical shadow 

line .  Though you are not exactly taken as a Balinese (one has to be 
born to that), you are at least regarded as a human being rather than a 
cloud or a gust of wind. The whole complexion of your relationship 

dramatically changes to, in  the majority of cases, a gentle, almost affec
tionate one-a low-keyed, rather playful, rather mannered, rather be
mused geniality .  

My wife and I were still very much in the gust-of-wind stage, a most 

frustrating, and even, as you soon begin to doubt whether you are really 
real after all, unnerving one, when, ten days or so after our arrival, a 
large cockfight was held in the public square to raise money for a new 
school. 

Now, a few special occasions aside, cockfights are i llegal in Bali 

' G . Bateson and M .  Mead, Balinese Character: A Photographic Analysis 
(New York, 1 942), p. 68. 
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under the Republic (as, for not altogether unrelated reasons, they were 
under the Dutch), largely as a result of the pretensions to puritanism 
radical nationalism tends to bring with it. The elite, which is not itself 
so very puritan, worries about the poor, ignorant peasant gambling all 
his money away, about what foreigners will think, about the waste of 

time better devoted to building up the country. It sees cockfighting as 
"primitive," "backward," "unprogressive," and generally unbecoming 
an ambitious nation. And, as with those other embarrassments-opium 

smoking, begging, or uncovered breasts-it seeks, rather unsystemati

cally, to put a stop to it. 
Of course, like drinking during Prohibition or, today, smoking mari

huana, cockfights, being a part of "The Balinese Way of Life," nonethe
less go on happening, and with extraordinary frequency. And, as with 
Prohibition or marihuana, from time to time the pol ice (who, in 1 95 8  

at least, were almost all not Balinese but Javanese) feel called upon to 
make a raid, confiscate the cocks and spurs, fine a few people, and even 
now and then expose some of them in the tropical sun for a day as ob
ject lessons which never, somehow, get learned, even though occasion

ally, quite occasionally, the object dies. 

As a result, the fights are usually held in a secluded corner of a vil
lage in semisecrecy, a fact which tends to slow the action a little-not 

very much, but the Balinese do not care to have it slowed at all. In this 
case, however, perhaps because they were raising money for a school 
that the government was unable to give them, perhaps because raids had 

been few recently, perhaps, as I gathered from subsequent discussion, 

there was a notion that the necessary bribes had been paid, they thought 
they could take a chance on the central square and draw a larger and 
more enthusiastic crowd without attracting the attention of the law. . 

They were wrong. In the midst of the third match, with hundreds of 
people, including, still transparent, myself and my wife, fused into a 

single body around the ring, a superorganism in the literal sense, a 

truck full of pol icemen armed with machine guns roared up. Amid 
great screeching cries of "pulisi ! pulis i !"  from the crowd, the policemen 

jumped out, and, springing into the center of the ring, began to swing 

their guns around like gangsters in a motion picture, though not going 
so far as actually to fire them. The superorganism came instantly apart 
as its components scattered in all d irections. People raced down the 
road, disappeared headfirst over walls, scrambled under platforms, 

folded themselves behind wicker screens, scuttled up coconut trees. 
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Cocks armed with steel spurs sharp enough to cut off a finger or run a 
hole through a foot were running wildly around. Everything was dust 

and panic. 
On the established anthropological principle, "When in Rome," my 

wife and I decided, only slightly less instantaneously than everyone else, 
that the thing to do was run too. We ran down the main village street, 
northward, away from where we were living, for we were on that side of 

the ring. About halfway down another fugitive ducked suddenly into a 
compound-his own, it turned out-and we, seeing nothing ahead of us 
but rice fields, open country, and a very h igh volcano, followed him. As 

the three of us came tumbling into the courtyard, his wife, who had ap

parently been through this sort of thing before, whipped out a table, a 
tablecloth, three chairs, and three cups of tea, and we all, without any 
explicit communication whatsoever, sat down, commenced to sip tea, 
and sought to compose ourselves. 

A few moments later, one of the policemen marched importantly into 

the yard, looking for the village chief. (The chief had not only been at 
the fight, he had arranged it. When the truck drove up he ran to the 
river, stripped off his sarong, and plunged in so he could say, when at 
length they found him sitting there pouring water over his head, that he 
had been away bathing when the whole affair had occurred and was ig
norant of it. They did not believe him and fined him three hundred ru

piah, which the village raised collectively.) Seeing me and my wife, 
"White Men," there in  the yard, the policeman performed a classic 
double take. When he found his voice again he asked, approximately, 

what in the devil did we think we were doing there . Our host of five 
minutes leaped instantly to our defense, producing an impassioned 
description of who and what we were, so detailed and so accurate that 
it was my turn, having barely communicated with a l iving human be
ing save my landlord and the village chief for more than a week, to be 
astonished. We had a perfect right to be there, he said, looking the Ja

vanese upstart in  the eye. We were American professors ; the government 
had cleared us ; we were there to study culture ; we were going to write 
a book to tell Americans about Bal i .  And we had all been there drink
ing tea and talking about cultural matters all afternoon and did not 
know anything about any cockfight. Moreover, we had not seen the vil
lage chief all day ; he must have gone to town. The policeman retreated 

in rather total disarray. And, after a decent interval, bewildered but 
relieved to have survived and stayed out of jail, so did we. 
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The next morning the village was a completely different world for us. 
Not only were we no longer invisible, we were suddenly the center of 
all attention, the object of a great outpouring of warmth, interest, and 
most especially, amusement. Everyone in the village knew we had fled 
like everyone else . They asked us about it again and again (I must have 

told the story, small detail by small detail, fifty times by the end of the 
day), gently, affectionately, but quite insistently teasing us: "Why didn't 

you just stand there and tell the police who you were?" "Why didn't 
you just say you were only watching and not betting?" "Were you really 
afraid of those l ittle guns?" As always, k inesthetically minded and, even 

when fleeing for their lives (or, as happened eight years later, surrender

ing them) , the world's most poised people, they gleefully mimicked, also 
over and over again ,  our graceless style of running and what they 
claimed were our panic-stricken facial expressions. But above all, 
everyone was extremely pleased and even more surprised that we had 

not simply "pulled out our papers" (they knew about those too) and as
serted our Distinguished Visitor status, but had instead demonstrated 

our solidarity with what were now our covillagers. (What we had ac

tually demonstrated was our cowardice, but there is fellowship in that 
too.) Even the Brahmana priest, an old, grave, halfway-to-heaven type 

who because of its associations with the underworld would never be in
volved, even distantly, in a cockfight, and was difficult to approach even 
to other Balinese, had us called into h is courtyard to ask us about what 

had happened, chuckl ing happily at the sheer extraordinariness of it all . 

In Bali ,  to be teased is to be accepted. It was the turning point so far 
as our relat ionship to the community was concerned, and we were quite 

literally "in." The whole village opened up to us, probably more than it 
ever would have otherwise (I might actually never have gotten to that 
priest, and our accidental host became one of my best informants), and 
certainly very much faster. Getting caught, or almost caught, in a vice 
raid is perhaps not a very generalizable recipe for achieving that myste
rious necessity of anthropological field work, rapport, but for me it 
worked very well. It led to a sudden and unusually complete acceptance 

into a society extremely difficult for outsiders to penetrate. It gave me 
the kind of immediate, inside-view grasp of an aspect of "peasant men
tality" that anthropologists not fortunate enough to flee headlong with 
their subjects from armed authorities normally do not get. And, perhaps 
most important of all,  for the other things might have come in other 
ways, it put me very quickly on to a combination emotional explosion, 



Notes on the Balinese Cockfight 

status war, and philosophical drama of central significance to the society 

whose inner nature I desired to understand. By the time I left I had 
spent about as much time looking into cockfights as into witchcraft, irri

gation, caste, or marriage. 

Of Cocks and Men 

Bali, mainly because it is Bali ,  is a well-studied place. Its mythology, 

art, ritual, social organization, patterns of child rearing, forms of law, 

even styles of trance, have all been microscopically examined for traces 
of that elusive substance Jane Belo called "The Balinese Temper." 2 
But, aside from a few passing remarks, the cockfight has barely been 

noticed, although as a popular obsession of consuming power it is at 
least as important a revelation of what being a Balinese "is really like" 
as these more celebrated phenomena. 3 As much of America surfaces in 

a ball park, on a golf links, at a race track, or around a poker table, 
much of Bali surfaces in a cock ring. For it is only apparently cocks 
that are fighting there. Actually, it is men. 

To anyone who has been in Bali any length of time, the deep psycho
logical identification of Balinese men with their cocks is unmistakable. 
The double entendre here is deliberate. It works in exactly the same 

way in Balinese as it does in English, even to producing the same tired 
jokes, strained puns, and uninventive obscenities. Bateson and Mead 
have even suggested that, in l ine with the Balinese conception of the 
body as a set of separately animated parts, cocks are v iewed as detacha
ble, self-operating penises, ambulant genitals with a life of their own.4 

2 J .  Belo, "The Balinese Temper," in Traditional Balinese Culture, ed. J. Belo 
( New York, 1 970) (originally publ ished in 1 935), pp. 85- 1 1 0. 

3 The best discussion of cockfighting is again Bateson and Mead's Balinese 
Character, pp. 24-25 ,  1 40; but it, too, is general and abbreviated. 

4 Ibid., pp. 25-26. The cockfight is unusual with in Balinese culture in being a 
single-sex public activity from which the other sex is totally and expressly ex
cluded. Sexual d ifferentiation is cultural ly extremely played down in Bali and 
most activities, formal and informal, involve the participation of men and women 
on equal ground, commonly as linked couples. From rel igion, to politics, to eco
nomics, to k inship, to dress, Bal i  is a rather "unisex" society, a fact both its cus
toms and its symbol ism clearly express. Even in contexts where women do not in  
fact play much of  a role-music, painting, certain agricultural activities-their 
absence, which is only relative in any case, is more a mere matter of fact than 
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And while I do not have the kind of unconscious material either to con

firm or disconfirm this intriguing notion, the fact that they are mascu
line symbols par excellence is about as indubitable, and to the Balinese 
about as evident, as the fact that water runs downhill . 

The language of everyday moral ism is shot through, on the male side 

of it, with roosterish imagery . Sabung, the word for cock (and one 
which appears in inscriptions as early as A . D. 922), is used metaphori
cally to mean "hero," "warrior," "champion," "man of parts," "politi

cal candidate," "bachelor," "dandy,"  "lady-killer," or "tough guy." A 
pompous man whose behavior presumes above his station is compared 

to a tailless cock who struts about as though he had a large, spectacular 
one. A desperate man who makes a last, irrational effort to extricate 

himself from an impossible situation is likened to a dying cock who 

makes one final lunge at his tormentor to drag h im along to a common 
destruction. A stingy man, who promises much, gives little, and be

grudges that, is compared to a cock which, held by the tail, leaps at an
other without in fact engaging him. A marriageable young man still shy 

with the opposite sex or someone in a new job anxious to make a good 
impression is called "a fighting cock caged for the first t ime." s Court 
trials, wars, political contests, inheritance disputes, and street arguments 

are all compared to cockfights. 6 Even the very island itself is perceived 

from its shape as a small, proud cock, poised, neck extended, back taut, 
tail raised, in eternal challenge to large, feckless, shapeless Java. 7 

But the intimacy of men with their cocks is more than metaphorical. 
Balinese men, or anyway a large majority of Balinese men, spend an 

enormous amount of time with their favorites, grooming them, feeding 
them, discussing them, trying them out against one another, or just gaz-

socially enforced. To this general pattern, the cockfight, ent irely of, by, and for 
men (women-at least Balinese women-do not even watch), is the most striking 
exception. 

5 C. Hooykaas, The Lay of the Jaya Prana (London, 1 95 8), p. 39. The lay has 
a stanza (no. 1 7) with the reluctant bridgegroom use. J aya Prana, the subject of a 
Bal inese Uriah myth, responds to the lord who has offered him the lovel iest of 
six hundred servant girls: "Godly King, my Lord and Master 1 I beg you. give me 
leave to go / such things are not yet in my mind; / like a fighting cock encaged / 
indeed I am on my mettle I I  am alone / as yet the flame has not been fanned ." 

' For these, see V. E. Korn, Het Adatrecht van Bali, 2d ed. (The Hague, 1932), 
index under toh. 

7 There is indeed a legend to the effect that the separation of Java and Bal i is 
due to the action of a powerful Javanese religious figure who wished to protect 
himself against a Bal inese culture hero (the ancestor of two Ksatria castes) who 
was a passionate cockfighting gambler. See C. Hooykaas, Agama Tirtha (Amster
dam, 1 964), p. 1 84. 
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ing at them with a mixture of rapt admiration and dreamy self-absorp

tion. Whenever you see a group of Balinese men squatting idly in the 
council shed or along the road in their hips down, shoulders forward, 

knees up fashion, half or more of them will have a rooster in his hands, 
holding it between his thighs, bouncing it gently up and down to 

strengthen its legs, ruffling its feathers with abstract sensuality, pushing 
it out against a neighbor's rooster to rouse its spirit, withdrawing it to

ward his loins to calm it again. Now and then, to get a feel for another 
bird, a man will fiddle this way with someone else's cock for a while, 
but usually by moving around to squat in place behind it, rather than 

just having it passed across to him as though it were merely an animal . 
In the houseyard, the high-walled enclosures where the people live, 

fighting cocks are kept in wicker cages, moved frequently about so as to 

maintain the optimum balance of sun and shade. They are fed a special 
diet, which varies somewhat according to individual theories but which 
is mostly maize, sifted for impurities with far more care than it is when 

mere humans are going to eat it, and offered to the animal kernel by 

kernel . Red pepper is stuffed down their beaks and up their anuses to 
give them spirit. They are bathed in the same ceremonial preparation of 
tepid water, medicinal herbs, flowers, and onions in which infants are 
bathed, and for a prize cock just about as often. Their combs are 
cropped, their plumage dressed, their spurs trimmed, and their legs 
massaged, and they are inspected for flaws with the squinted concentra
tion of a diamond merchant. A man who has a passion for cocks, an 

enthusiast in the l iteral sense of the term, can spend most of his life 
with them, and even those, the overwhelming majority, whose passion 
though intense has not entirely run away with them, can and do spend 
what seems not only to an outsider, but also to themselves, an inordinate 
amount of time with them. "I am cock crazy," my landlord, a quite or

dinary afficionado by Balinese standards, used to moan as he went to 
move another cage, give another bath, or conduct another feeding. 

"We're all cock crazy." 
The madness has some less visible dimensions, however, because al

though it is true that cocks are symbolic expressions or magnifications 
of their owner's self, the narcissistic male ego writ out in Aesopian 
terms, they are also expressions-and rather more immediate ones--of 

what the Balinese regard as the direct inversion, aesthetically, morally, 
and metaphysically, of human status: animality. 

The Balinese revulsion against any behavior regarded as animal-like 
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can hardly be overstressed. Babies are not allowed to crawl for that rea

son.  Incest, though hardly approved, is a much less horrifying crime 
than bestiality. (The appropriate punishment for the second is death by 
drowning, for the first being forced to live like an animal.) s Most de

mons are represented-in sculpture, dance, ritual, myth-in some real 

or fantastic animal form. The main puberty rite consists in filing the 
child's teeth so they will not look like animal fangs. Not only defecation 
but eating is regarded as a disgusting, almost obscene activity, to be 
conducted hurriedly and privately, because of its association with ani

mality. Even fall ing down or any form of clumsiness is considered to be 

bad for these reasons . Aside from cocks and a few domestic animals
oxen, ducks-of no emotional significance, the Balinese are aversive to 

animals and treat their large number of dogs not merely callously but 

with a phobic cruelty .  In identifying with his cock, the Balinese man is 
identifying not just with his ideal self, or even his penis, but also, and at 

the same time, with what he most fears, hates, and ambivalence being 

what it is, is fascinated by-"The Powers of Darkness." 
The connection of cocks and cockfighting with such Powers, with the 

animalistic demons that threaten constantly to invade the small, 
cleared-off space in which the Balinese have so carefully built their 

lives and devour its inhabitants, is quite explicit. A cockfight, any cock
fight, is in the first instance a blood sacrifice offered, with the appropri

ate chants and oblations, to the demons in order to pacify their raven
ous, cannibal hunger. No temple festival should be conducted until one 

is made. ( If it is omitted, someone will inevitably fall into a trance and 
command with the voice of an angered spirit that the oversight be im
mediately corrected .)  Collective responses to natural evils-illness, crop 
failure, volcanic eruptions-almost always involve them. And that fa

mous hol iday in Bali ,  "The Day of Silence" (Njepi) , when everyone sits 

silent and immobile all day long in order to avoid contact with a sudden 
influx of demons chased momentarily out of hell, is preceded the pre
vious day by large-scale cockfights (in this case legal) in almost every 
village on the island. 

In the cockfight, man and beast, good and evil, ego and id, the creative 
power of aroused masculinity and the destructive power of loosened an-

8 An incestuous couple is forced to wear pig yokes over their necks and crawl 
to a pig trough and eat with their mouths there. On this, see J .  Belo, "Customs 
Pertaining to Twins in Bal i," in Traditional Balinese Culture, ed . J. Belo, p. 49; on 
the abhorrence of animality generally, Bateson and Mead, Balinese Character, p. 
22. 
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imality fuse in a bloody drama of hatred, cruelty, violence, and death. It 
is l ittle wonder that when, as is the invariable rule, the owner of the 
winning cock takes the carcass of the loser-often torn limb from limb 

by its enraged owner-home to eat, he does so with a mixture of social 
embarrassment, moral satisfaction, aesthetic disgust, and cannibal joy. 
Or that a man who has lost an important fight is sometimes driven to 

wreck his family shrines and curse the gods, an act of metaphysical (and 
social) suicide. Or that in seeking earthly analogues for heaven and hell 

the Balinese compare the former to the mood of a man whose cock has 
just won, the latter to that of a man whose cock has just lost. 

The Fight 

Cockfights (tetadjen; sabungan) are held in a ring about fifty feet square. 
Usually they begin toward late afternoon and run three or four hours 
until sunset. About nine or ten separate matches (sehet) comprise a pro

gram. Each match is precisely like the others in general pattern: there is 
no main match, no connection between individual matches, no variation 

in their format, and each is arranged on a completely ad hoc basis. 
After a fight has ended and the emotional debris is cleaned away-the 
bets have been paid, the curses cursed, the carcasses possessed-seven, 
eight, perhaps even a dozen men slip negligently into the ring with a 

cock and seek to find there a logical opponent for it. This process, 
which rarely takes less than ten minutes, and often a good deal longer, 

is conducted in a very subdued, oblique, even dissembling manner. 
Those not immediately involved give it at best but disguised, sidelong 
attention ; those who, embarrassedly, are, attempt to pretend somehow 

that the whole thing is not really happening. 
A match made, the other hopefuls retire with the same deliberate in

difference, and the selected cocks have their spurs (tadji) affixed
razor-sharp, pointed steel swords, four or five inches long. This is a del

icate job which only a small proportion of men, a half-dozen or so in 
most villages, know how to do properly. The man who attaches the 
spurs also provides them, and if the rooster he assists wins, its owner 
awards him the spur-leg of the victim.  The spurs are affixed by winding 
a long length of string around the foot of the spur and the leg of the 
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cock. For reasons I shall come to presently, it is done somewhat differ
ently from case to case, and is an obsessively deliberate affair. The lore 
about spurs is extensive-they are sharpened only at eclipses and the 

dark of the moon, should be kept out of the sight of women, and so 
forth. And they are handled, both in use and out, with the same curious 
combination of fussiness and sensuality the Balinese direct toward ritual 

objects generally. 
The spurs affixed, the two cocks are placed by their handlers (who 

may or may not be their owners) facing one another in the center of the 
ring.9 A coconut pierced with a small hole is placed in a pail of water, 
in which it takes about twenty-one seconds to sink, a period known as a 
tjeng and marked at beginning and end by the beating of a slit gong. 
During these twenty-one seconds the handlers (pengangkeb) are not per
mitted to touch their roosters. If, as sometimes happens, the animals 

have not fought during this time, they are picked up, fluffed, pulled, 
prodded, and otherwise insulted, and put back in the center of the ring 

and the process begins again. Sometimes they refuse to fight at all, or 
one keeps running away, in which case they are imprisoned together 

under a wicker cage, which usually gets them engaged. 
Most of the time, in any case, the cocks fly almost immediately at 

one another in a wing-beating, head-thrusting, leg-kicking explosion of 

animal fury so pure, so absolute, and in its own way so beautiful, as to 
be almost abstract, a Platonic concept of hate. Within moments one or 

the other drives home a solid blow with h is spur. The handler whose 
cock has delivered the blow immediately picks it up so that it will not 

get a return blow, for if he does not the match is likely to end in a mu
tually mortal tie as the two birds wildly hack each other to pieces. This 

is particularly true if, as often happens, the spur sticks in its victim's 
body, for then the aggressor is at the mercy of his wounded foe. 

With the birds again in the hands of their handlers, the coconut is 
now sunk three times after which the cock which has landed the blow 

9 Except for unimportant, small-bet fights (on the question of fight "impor· 
tance," see below) spur affixing is usually done by someone other than the owner. 
Whether the owner handles his own cock or not more or less depends on how 
skilled he is at it, a consideration whose importance is again relative to the im
portance of the fight. When spur affixers and cock handlers are someone other 
than the owner, they are almost always a quite close relative-a brother or 
cousin-or a very intimate friend of his. They are thus almost extensions of h is 
personality, as the fact that all three will refer to the cock as "mine," say "I" 
fought So-and-So, and so on, demonstrates. Also, owner-handler-affixer triads 
tend to be fairly fixed, though individuals may participate in several and often 
exchange roles within a given one. 
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must be set down to show that he is firm, a fact he demonstrates by 

wandering idly around the ring for a coconut sink. The coconut is then 
sunk twice more and the fight must recommence. 

During this interval, slightly over two minutes, the handler of the 
wounded cock has been working frantically over it, l ike a trainer patch

ing a mauled boxer between rounds, to get it in shape for a last, desper
ate try for victory. He blows in its mouth, putting the whole chicken 
head in his own mouth and sucking and blowing, fluffs it, stuffs its 
wounds with various sorts of medicines, and generally tries anything he 
can think of to arouse the last ounce of spirit which may be hidden 

somewhere within it. By the time he is forced to put it back down he is 
usually drenched in chicken blood, but, as in prize fighting, a good han

dler is worth his weight in gold. Some of them can virtually make the 

dead walk, at least long enough for the second and final round. 
In the climactic battle (if there is one ; sometimes the wounded cock 

simply expires in the handler's hands or immediately as it is placed 
down again), the cock who landed the first blow usually proceeds to 
finish off his weakened opponent. But this is far from an inevitable out

come, for if a cock can walk, he can fight, and if he can fight, he can 
kill ,  and what counts is which cock expires first. If the wounded one can 
get a stab in and stagger on until the other drops, he is the official win
ner, even if he himself topples over an instant later. 

Surrounding all this melodrama-which the crowd packed tight 
around the ring follows in near silence, moving their bodies in kines

thetic sympathy with the movement of the animals, cheering their cham
pions on with wordless hand motions, shiftings of the shoulders, turn

ings of the head, falling back en masse as the cock with the murderous 
spurs careens toward one side of the ring (it is said that spectators 
sometimes lose eyes and fingers from being too attentive), surging for
ward again as they glance off toward another-is a vast body of ex

traordinarily elaborate and precisely detailed rules. 
These rules, together with the developed lore of cocks and cockfight

ing which accompanies them, are written down in palm-leaf manuscripts 
(lontar; ronta() passed on from generation to generation as part of the 

general legal and cultural tradition of the villages. At a fight, the um
pire (saja komong; djuru kembar) -the man who manages the coconut 
-is in charge of their application and his authority is absolute. I have 
never seen an umpire's judgment questioned on any subject, even by the 
more despondent losers, nor have I ever heard, even in private, a 
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charge of unfairness directed against one, or, for that matter, complaints 
about umpires in general. Only exceptionally well trusted, solid, and, 
given the complexity of the code, knowledgeable citizens perform this 

job, and in fact men will bring their cocks only to fights presided over 

by such men. It is also the umpire to whom accusations of cheating, 
which, though rare in the extreme, occasionally arise, are referred; and 

it is he who in the not infrequent cases where the cocks expire virtually 
together decides which (if either, for, though the Balinese do not care 
for such an outcome, there can be ties) went first. Likened to a judge, a 
king, a priest, and a policeman, he is all of these, and under his assured 
direction the animal passion of the fight proceeds within the civic cer

tainty of the law. In the dozens of cockfights I saw in Bali ,  I never once 
saw an altercation about rules. Indeed, I never saw an open altercation, 

other than those between cocks, at all. 
This crosswise doubleness of an event which, taken as a fact of na

ture, is rage untrammeled and, taken as a fact of culture, is form per

fected, defines the cockfight as a sociological entity. A cockfight is what, 
searching for a name for something not vertebrate enough to be called a 

group and not structureless enough to be called a crowd, Erving Goff
man has called a "focused gathering" -a set of persons engrossed in a 
common flow of activity and relating to one another in terms of that 

flow. 1 0  Such gatherings meet and disperse ; the participants in them fluc
tuate ; the activity that focuses them is discrete-a particulate process 

that reoccurs rather than a continuous one that endures. They take their 

form from the situation that evokes them, the floor on which they are 

placed, as Goffman puts it; but it is a form, and an articulate one, none

theless. For the situation, the floor is itself created, in jury deliberations, 
surgical operations, block meetings, sit-ins, cockfights, by the cultural 

preoccupations-here, as we shall see, the celebration of status rivalry 
-which not only specify the focus but, assembling actors and arranging 
scenery, bring it actually into being. 

In  classical times (that is to say, prior to the Dutch invasion of 
1 908), when there were no bureaucrats around to improve popular mo
rality, the staging of a cockfight was an explicitly societal matter. Bring
ing a cock to an important fight was, for an adult male, a compulsory 

duty of citizenship; taxation of fights, which were usually held on mar
ket day, was a major source of public revenue ; patronage of the art was 

10 E. Goffman, Encounters: Two Studies in the Sociology of Interaction ( Indi
anapol is, 1 96 1  ), pp. 9- 1 0. 
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a stated responsibility of princes ; and the cock ring, or wantilan, stood 
in the center of the village near those other monuments of Balinese 
civil ity-the council house, the origin temple, the marketplace, the sig
nal tower, and the banyan tree. Today, a few special occasions aside, 

the newer rectitude makes so open a statement of the connection be
tween the excitements of collective life and those of blood sport impos

sible, but, less directly expressed, the connection itself remains intimate 
and intact. To expose it, however, it is necessary to turn to the aspect of 
cockfighting around which all the others pivot, and through which they 

exercise their force, an aspect I have thus far studiously ignored. I 
mean, of course, the gambling. 

Odds and Even Money 

The Balinese never do anything in a simple way that they can contrive 

to do in a complicated one, and to this generalization cockfight wager
ing is no exception. 

In  the first place, there are two sorts of bets, or toh . 1 1  There is the 

single axial bet in the center between the principals (toh ketengah), and 
there is the cloud of peripheral ones around the ring between members 
of the audience (toh kesasi) . The first is typically large ; the second typi
cally small .  The first is collective, involving coalitions of bettors cluster

ing around the owner ; the second is i ndividual, man to man. The first is 
a matter of deliberate, very quiet, almost furtive arrangement by the co

alition members and the umpire huddled like conspirators in the center 
of the ring; the second is a matter of impulsive shouting, public offers, 

and public acceptances by the excited throng around its edges. And 

most curiously, and as we shall see most revealingly, where the first is 

always, without exception, even money, the second, equally without ex-

u This word, which l iterally means an indel ible stain or mark, as in a birth
mark or a vein in a stone, is used as well for a deposit in a court case, for a 
pawn, for security offered in a loan, for a stand-in for someone else in a legal or 
ceremonial context, for an earnest advanced in a business deal , for a sign placed 
in a field to indicate its ownership is in d ispute, and for the status of an unfaith
ful wife from whose lover her husband must gain satisfaction or surrender her to 
him. See Korn, Het Adatrecht van Bali; Th. Pigeaud, Javaans-Nederlands Hand
woordenboek (Groningen, 1 938); H. H. Juynboll,  Oudjavaansche-Nederlandsche 
Woordenlijst ( Leiden, 1 923) .  
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ception, is never such . What is a fair  coin in the center is a biased one 
on the side. 

The center bet is the official one, hedged in again with a webwork of 
rules, and is made between the two cock owners, with the umpire as 

overseer and public witness. 1 2  This bet, which, as I say, is always rela
tively and sometimes very large, is never raised simply by the owner in 

whose name it is made, but by him together with four or five, some
times seven or eight, allies-kin, village mates, neighbors, close friends. 
He may, if he is not especially well-to-do, not even be the major contrib

utor ; though, if only to show that he is not involved in any chicanery, 

he must be a s ignificant one. 
Of the fifty-seven matches for which I have exact and reliable data on 

the center bet, the range is from fifteen ringgits to five hundred, with a 
mean at eighty-five and with the distribution being rather noticeably tri
modal : small fights ( 1 5  ringgits either side of 35)  accounting for about 
45 percent of the total number ; medium ones (20 ringgits either side of 

70) for about 25 percent; and large (75 ringgits either side of 1 75)  for 
about 20 percent, with a few very small and very large ones out at the 
extremes. In a society where the normal daily wage of a manual laborer 
-a brickmaker, an ordinary farmworker, a market porter-was about 

three ringgits a day, and considering the fact that fights were held on 

the average about every two-and-a-half days in the immediate area I 

studied, this is clearly serious gambling, even if the bets are pooled 
rather than individual efforts. 

The side bets are, however, something else altogether. Rather than 
the solemn, legalistic pactmaking of the center, wagering takes place 

rather in the fashion in which the stock exchange used to work when it 

was out on the curb. There is a fixed and known odds paradigm which 
runs in a continuous series from ten-to-nine at the short end to two-to
one at the long: 1 0-9, 9-8, 8-7, 7-6, 6-5 , 5 -4, 4-3, 3 -2, 2- 1 .  The 

man who wishes to back the underdog cock (leaving aside how favor

ites, kebut, and underdogs, ngai, are established for the moment) shouts 

the short-side number indicating the odds he wants to be given. That is, 

if he shouts gasa/, "five," he wants the underdog at five-to-four (or, for 

12 The center bet must be advanced in cash by both parties prior to the actual 
fight. The umpire holds the stakes until the decision is rendered and then awards 
them to the winner, avo iding, among other things, the intense embarrassment 
both winner and loser would feel if the latter had to pay off personally following 
his defeat. About 10 percent of the winner's receipts are subtracted for the um
pire's share and that of the fight sponsors. 
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him, four-to-five) ; if he shouts "four," he wants it at four-to-three 
(again, he putting up the "three") ;  if "nine," at nine-to-eight, and so on. 
A man backing the favorite, and thus considering giving odds if he can 

get them short enough, indicates the fact by crying out the color-type of 
that cock-"brown," "speckled," or whatever. • 3  

A s  odds-takers (backers o f  the underdog) and odds-givers (backers of 
the favorite) sweep the crowd with their shouts, they begin to focus in 

on one another as potential betting pairs, often from far across the ring. 
The taker tries to shout the giver into longer odds, the giver to shout 
the taker into shorter ones. 1 4  The taker, who is the wooer in this situa

tion, will signal how large a bet he wishes to make at the odds he is 

shouting by holding a number of fingers up in front of his face and vig
orously waving them.  If the giver, the wooed, replies in kind, the bet is 

made ; if he does not, they unlock gazes and the search goes on . 
The side betting, which takes place after the center bet has been 

made and its size announced, consists then in a rising crescendo of 

13 Actually, the typing of cocks, which is extremely elaborate (I have collected 
more than twenty classes, certainly not a complete list), is not based on color 
alone, but on a series of independent, interacting, dimensions, wh ich include
besides color-size, bone thickness, plumage, and temperament. (But not ped i
gree. The Bal inese do not breed cocks to any significant extent, nor, so far as I 
have been able to d iscover, have they ever done so. The asil, or jungle cock, 
which is the basic fighting strain everywhere the sport is found, is native to 
southern Asia, and one can buy a good example in the ch icken section of almost 
any Bal inese market for anywhere from four or five ringgits up to fifty or more.) 
The color element is merely the one normally used as the type name, except 
when the two cocks of d ifferent types-as on principle they must be-have the 
same color, in which case a secondary indication from one of the other d imen
sions ("large speckled" v. "small speckled," etc.) is added . The types are coord i
nated with various cosmological ideas which help shape the making of matches, 
so that, for example, you fight a small, headstrong, speckled brown-on-wh ite cock 
with flat-lying feathers and thin legs from the east side of the ring on a certain 
day of the complex Bal inese calendar, and a large, cautious, all-black cock with 
tufted feathers and stubby legs from the north side on another day, and so on. 
All this is again recorded in pal m-leaf manuscripts and endlessly discussed by the 
Bal inese (who do not all have identical systems), and a full-scale componential 
cum-symbolic analysis of cock classifications would be extremely valuable both as 
an adjunct to the description of the cockfight and in itself. But my data on the 
subject, though extensive and varied, do not seem to be complete and systematic 
enough to attempt such an analysis here. For Bal inese cosmological ideas more 
general ly see Bela, ed., Traditional Balinese Culture, and J. L. Swellengrebel, ed . ,  
Bali: Studies in Life, Thought, and Ritual (The Hague, 1 960). 

1 4  For purposes of ethnographic completeness, it should be noted that it is pos
sible for the man backing the favorite-the odds-giver-to make a bet in which 
he wins if his cock wins or there is a tie, a sl ight shortening of the odds (I do not 
have enough cases to be exact, but t ies seem to occur about once every fifteen or 
twenty matches). He indicates his wish to do this by shouting sapih ("tie") rather 
than the cock-type, but such bets are in fact infrequent. 
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shouts as backers of the underdog offer their propositions to anyone 

who will accept them, while those who are backing the favorite but do 

not like the price being offered, shout equally frenetically the color of 
the cock to show they too are desperate to bet but want shorter odds. 

Almost always odds-call ing, which tends to be very consensual in 
that at any one time almost all callers are calling the same th ing, starts 
off toward the long end of the range-five-to-four or four-to-three
and then moves, also consensually, toward the short end with greater or 
lesser speed and to a greater or lesser degree . Men crying "five" and 

finding themselves answered only with cries of "brown" start crying 
"six," either drawing the other callers fairly quickly with them or retir
ing from the scene as their too-generous offers are snapped up. If the 

change is made and partners are still scarce, the procedure is repeated 

in a move to "seven," and so on, only rarely, and in the very largest 
fights, reaching the ultimate "nine" or "ten" levels. Occasionally, if the 

cocks are clearly mismatched, there may be no upward movement at all, 

or even a movement down the scale to four-to-three, three-to-two, very, 

very rarely two-to-one, a shift which is accompanied by a declining 
number of bets as a shift upward is accompanied by an increasing num
ber. But the general pattern is for the betting to move a shorter or 

longer distance up the scale toward the, for sidebets, nonexistent pole of 
even money, with the overwhelming majority of bets fall ing in the 
four-to-three to eight-to-seven range. • s  

As the moment for the release of  the cocks by the handlers ap

proaches, the screaming, at least in a match where the center bet is 
large, reaches almost frenzied proportions as the remaining unfulfilled 
bettors try desperately to find a last-minute partner at a price they can 

live with. (Where the center bet is small, the opposite tends to occur:  

15 The precise dynamics o f  the movement o f  the betting i s  one o f  the most in
triguing, most compl icated, and, given the hectic condit ions under which it oc
curs, most difficult to study, aspects of the fight. Motion picture record ing plus 
multiple observers would probably be necessary to deal with it effectively. Even 
impressionistically-the only approach open to a lone ethnographer caught in the 
middle of all this-it is clear that certain men lead both in determin ing the fa
vorite (that is, making the opening cock-type calls which always initiate the pro
cess) and in directing the movement of the odds, these "opinion leaders" being 
the more accomplished cockfighters-cum-solid-citizens to be discussed below. If 
these men begin to change their calls, others follow; if they begin to make bets, 
so do others and-though there are always a large number of frustrated bettors 
crying for shorter or longer odds to the end-the movement more or less ceases. 
But a detailed understand ing of the whole process awaits what, alas, it is not very 
likely ever to get: a decision theorist armed with precise observations of individ
ual behavior. 
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betting dies off, trailing into silence, as odds lengthen and people lose 
interest. )  In a large-bet, well-made match-the kind of match the Ba

linese regard as "real cockfighting" -the mob scene quality, the sense 
that sheer chaos is about to break loose, with all those waving, shouting, 
pushing, clambering men is quite strong, an effect which is only height
ened by the intense stillness that falls with instant suddenness, rather as 

if someone had turned off the current, when the slit gong sounds, the 
cocks are put down, and the battle begins. 

When it ends, anywhere from fifteen seconds to five minutes later, all 

bets are immediately paid. There are absolutely no IOUs, at least to a 
betting opponent. One may, of course, borrow from a friend before of

fering or accepting a wager, but to offer or accept it you must have the 
money already in hand and, if you lose, you must pay it on the spot, be

fore the next match begins. This is an iron rule, and as I have never 

heard of a disputed umpire's decision (though doubtless there must 
sometimes be some), I have also never heard of a welshed bet, perhaps 
because in a worked-up cockfight crowd the consequences might be, as 
they are reported to be sometimes for cheaters, drastic and i mmediate. 

It is, in any case, this formal asymmetry between balanced center bets 
and unbalanced side ones that poses the critical analytical problem for a 
theory which sees cockfight wagering as the link connecting the fight to 
the wider world of Balinese culture. It also suggests the way to go about 

solving it and demonstrating the link. 
The first point that needs to be made in this connection is that the 

higher the center bet, the more likely the match will in actual fact be an 
even one. Simple considerations of rationality suggest that. If you are 
betting fifteen ringgits on a cock, you might be willing to go along with 

even money even if you feel your animal somewhat the less promising. 
But if you are betting five hundred you are very, very likely to be loathe 

to do so. Thus, in large-bet fights, which of course involve the better an

imals, tremendous care is taken to see that the cocks are about as 
evenly matched as to size, general condition, pugnacity, and so on as is 
humanly possible. The different ways of adjusting the spurs of the ani
mals are often employed to secure this. If one cock seems stronger, an 
agreement will be made to position his spur at a slightly less advanta

geous angle-a kind of handicapping, at which spur affixers are, so it is 
said, extremely skilled. More care will be taken, too, to employ skillful 

handlers and to match them exactly as to abilities. 
In short, in a large-bet fight the pressure to make the match a genu-
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inely fifty-fifty proposition is enormous, and is consciously felt as such. 
For medium fights the pressure is somewhat less, and for small ones less 
yet, though there is always an effort to make things at least approxi
mately equal, for even at  fifteen ringgits (five days' work) no one wants 
to make an even money bet in a clearly unfavorable situation. And, 
again, what statistics I have tend to bear this out. In my fifty-seven 
matches, the favorite won thirty-three times overall ,  the underdog 

twenty-four, a 1 .4 : I ratio. But if one splits the figures at sixty ringgits 
center bets, the ratios turn out to be 1 . 1  : I (twelve favorites, eleven un
derdogs) for those above this line, and 1 .6 : I (twenty-one and thirteen) 

for those below it. Or, if you take the extremes, for very large fights, 
those with center bets over a hundred ringgits the ratio is I : I (seven 
and seven) ; for very small fights, those under forty ringgits, it is 1 .9 : I 
(nineteen and ten).  I &  

Now, from this proposition-that the higher the center bet the more 

exactly a fifty-fifty proposition the cockfight is-two things more or less 

immediately follow: ( I )  the higher the center bet is, the greater the pull 

on the side betting toward the short-odds end of the wagering spectrum, 
and vice versa; (2) the higher the center bet is, the greater the volume 
of side betting, and vice versa. 

The logic is similar in both cases. The closer the fight is in fact to 

even money, the less attractive the long end of the odds will appear and, 
therefore, the shorter it must be if there are to be takers. That this is 

the case is apparent from mere inspection, from the Bal inese's own anal
ysis of the matter, and from what more systematic observations I was 

able to collect. Given the difficulty of making precise and complete re
cordings of s ide betting, this argument is hard to cast in numerical 

form, but in all my cases the odds-giver, odds-taker consensual point, a 
quite pronounced mini-max saddle where the bulk (at a guess, two

thirds to three-quarters in most cases) of the bets are actually made, was 
three or four points further along the scale toward the shorter end for 

1 6 Assuming only b inomial variabil ity, the departure from a fifty-fifty expecta
t ion in the sixty-ringgits-and-below case is 1 .38  standard deviations, or (in a one 
direction test) an eight in one hundred possibil ity by chance alone; for the be
low-forty-ringgits case it is 1 .65 standard deviat ions, or about five in one 
hundred. The fact that these departures though real are not extreme merely indi
cates, again, that even i n  the smaller fights the tendency to match cocks at least 
reasonably evenly persists. It is a matter of relative relaxation of the pressures to
ward equalization, not their elimination. The tendency for h igh-bet contests to be 
coin-flip propositions is, of course, even more striking, and suggests the Bal inese 
know quite well what they are about. 
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the large-center-bet fights than for the small ones, with medium ones 
generally in between.  In detail ,  the fit is not, of course, exact, but the 

general pattern is quite consistent: the power of the center bet to pull 
the side bets toward its own even-money pattern is directly proportional 
to its size, because its size is directly proportional to the degree to 
which the cocks are in fact evenly matched. As for the volume question, 
total wagering is greater in large-center-bet fights because such fights 

are considered more "interesting," not only in the sense that they are 
less predictable, but, more crucially, that more is at stake in them-in 
terms of money, in terms of the quality of the cocks, and consequently, 
as we shall see, in terms of social prestige. J 7  

The paradox of fair coin in the middle, biased coin on  the outside is 
thus a merely apparent one. The two betting systems, though formally 
incongruent, are not really contradictory to one another, but are part of 
a single larger system in which the center bet is, so to speak, the "center 
of gravity," drawing, the larger it is the more so, the outside bets to

ward the short-odds end of the scale . The center bet thus "makes the 
game," or perhaps better, defines it, signals what, following a notion of 
Jeremy Bentham's, I am going to call its "depth ." 

The Balinese attempt to create an interesting, if you will, "deep," 
match by making the center bet as large as possible so that the cocks 
matched will be as equal and as fine as possible, and the outcome, thus, 
as unpredictable as possible. They do not always succeed. Nearly half 
the matches are relatively trivial, relatively uninteresting-in my bor

rowed terminology, "shallow" -affairs. But that fact no more argues 
against my interpretation than the fact that most painters, poets, and 
playwrights are mediocre argues against the view that artistic effort is 

17 The reduction in wagering in smaller fights (which, of course, feeds on it
self; one of the reasons people find small fights uninterest ing is that there is less 
wagering in them, and contrariwise for large ones) takes place in three mutually 
reinforcing ways. First, there is a simple withdrawal of interest as people wander 
off to have a cup of coffee or chat with a friend . Second, the Bal inese do not 
mathemat ical ly reduce odds, but bet directly in terms of stated odds as such. 
Thus, for a nine-to-eight bet, one man wagers nine ringgits, the other eight;  for 
five-to-four, one wagers five, the other four. For any given currency u nit, l ike the 
ringgit, therefore, 6.3 t imes as much money is involved in a ten-to-nine bet as i n  
a two-to-one bet, for example, and, as noted, in smal l fights betting settles toward 
the longer end. Finally, the bets which are made tend to be one- rather than 
two-, three-, or in  some of the very largest fights, four- or five-finger ones. (The 
fingers ind icate the mullip/es of the stated bet odds at issue, not absolute figures. 
Two fingers in a six-to-five situation means a man wants to wager ten ringgits on 
the underdog against twelve, three in an eight-to-seven situation, twenty-one 
against twenty-four, and so on.) 
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directed toward profundity and, with a certain frequency, approximates 

it. The image of artistic technique is indeed exact : the center bet is a 

means, a device, for creating "interesting," "Jeep" matches, not the rea

son, or at least not the main reason, why they are interesting, the source 

of their fascination, the substance of their depth . The question of why 

such matches are interesting-indeed, for the Balinese, exquisitely 

absorbing-takes us out of the realm of formal concerns into more 

broadly sociological and social-psychological ones, and to a less purely eco

nomic idea of what "depth" in gaming amounts to. 1 8 

Playing with Fire 

Bentham's concept of "deep play" is found in  his The Theory of Legis

lation. •9 By it he means play in which the stakes are so high that it is, 
from his util itarian standpoint, irrational for men to engage in it at all. 

If a man whose fortune is a thousand pounds (or ringgits) wages five 

18 Besides wagering there are other economic aspects of the cockfight, espe
cially its very close connection with the local market system which, though sec
ondary both to its motivation and to its function, are not without importance. 
Cockfights are open events to which anyone who wishes may come, sometimes 
from quite d istant areas, but well over 90 percent, probably over 95 , are very 
local affairs, and the local ity concerned is defined not by the vi l lage, nor even by 
the administrative district, but by the rural market system. Bal i has a three-day 
market week with the famil iar "solar-system"-type rotation. Though the markets 
themselves have never been very h ighly developed, small morning affairs in a vil
lage square, it is the microregion such rotation rather generally marks out-ten 
or twenty square miles, seven or eight neighboring villages (which in contempo
rary Bal i is usually going to mean anywhere from five to ten or eleven thousand 
people) from which the core of any cockfight audience, indeed virtually all of it, 
will  come. Most of the fights are in fact organized and sponsored by small com
bines of petty rural merchants u nder the general premise, very strongly held by 
them and indeed by all Balinese, that cockfights are good for trade because "they 
get money out of the house, they make it circulate." Stalls sel l ing various sorts of 
things as well as assorted sheer-chance gambl ing games (see below) are set up 
around the edge of the area so that th is even takes on the qual ity of a small fair. 
This connection of cockfighting with markets and market sellers is very old, as, 
among other things, their conjunction in inscriptions [ R. Goris, Prasasti Bali, 2 
vols. (Bandung, 1 954) ] indicates. Trade has followed the cock for centuries in 
rural Bal i,  and the sport has been one of the main agencies of the island's mone
t ization. 

1 9  The phrase is found in the Hi ldreth translation, International Library of 
Psychology ( 1 93 1 ) ,  note to p. 1 06; see L. L. Fuller, The Morality of Law (New 
Haven, 1 964), p. 6 fT. 
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hundred of it on an even bet, the marginal util ity of the pound he stands 

to win is clearly less than the marginal disutil ity of the one he stands to 
lose. In genuine deep play, this is the case for both parties. They are 
both in over their heads. Having come together in search of pleasure 
they have entered into a relationship which will bring the participants, 
considered collectively, net pain rather than net pleasure. Bentham's 
conclusion was, therefore, that deep play was immoral from first princi
ples and, a typical step for him, should be prevented legally. 

But more interesting than the ethical problem, at least for our con
cerns here, is that despite the logical force of Bentham's analysis men 

do engage in such play, both passionately and often, and even in the 
face of law's revenge. For Bentham and those who think as he does 
(nowadays mainly lawyers, economists, and a few psychiatrists), the ex
planation is, as I have said, that such men are irrational-addicts, fe

tishists, children, fools, savages, who need only to be protected against 
themselves. But for the Balinese, though naturally they do not formulate 
it in so many words, the explanation lies in the fact that in such play, 

money is less a measure of util ity, had or expected, than it is a symbol 
of moral import, perceived or imposed. 

It is, in fact, in shallow games, ones in which smaller amounts of 
money are involved, that increments and decrements of cash are more 
nearly synonyms for utility and disutil ity, in the ordinary, unexpanded 
sense-for pleasure and pain, happiness and unhappiness. In deep ones, 
where the amounts of money are great, much more is at stake than ma
terial gain :  namely, esteem, honor, dignity, respect-in a word, though 

in Bali a profoundly freighted word, status.2o It is at stake symboli
cally, for (a few cases of ruined addict gamblers aside) no one's status is 
actually altered by the outcome of a cockfight ; it is only, and that mo
mentarily, affirmed or insulted . But for the Balinese, for whom nothing 
is more pleasurable than an affront obliquely delivered or more painful 
than one obliquely received-particularly when mutual acquaintances, 
undeceived by surfaces, are watching-such appraisive drama is deep 
indeed. 

This, I must stress immediately, is not to say that the money does not 
matter, or that the Balinese is no more concerned about losing five 

20 Of course, even in Bentham, utility is not normally confined as a concept to 
monetary losses and gains, and my argument here might be more carefully put in 
terms of a denial that for the Balinese, as for any people, util ity (pleasure, happi
ness . . . ) is merely identifiable with wealth. But such terminological problems 
are in any case secondary to the essential point: the cockfight is not roulette. 
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hundred ringgits than fifteen. Such a conclusion would be absurd. It is 
because money does, in this hardly unmaterial istic society, matter and 

matter very much that the more of it one r isks, the more of a lot of 

other things, such as one's pride, one's poise, one's dispassion, one's 

masculinity, one also risks, again only momentarily but again very pub
licly as well. In deep cockfights an owner and his collaborators, and, as 

we shall see, to a lesser but sti ll quite real extent also their backers on 
the outside, put their money where their status is .  

It is in large part because the marginal disutility of loss is so great at 

the higher levels of betting that to engage in such betting is to lay one's 

public self, allusively and metaphorically ,  through the medium of one's 
cock, on the line. And though to a Benthamite this might seem merely 

to increase the irrationality of the enterprise that much further, to the 
Balinese what it mainly increases is the meaningfulness of it all. And as 

(to follow Weber rather than Bentham) the imposition of meaning on 
life is the major end and primary condition of human existence, that ac

cess of significance more than compensates for the economic costs in
volved.2 1  Actually, given the even-money quality of the larger 
matches, important changes in material fortune among those who regu
larly participate in them seem virtually nonexistent, because matters 

more or less even out over the long run . It is, actually, in the smaller, 
shallow fights, where one finds the handful of more pure, addict-type 
gamblers involved-those who are in it mainly for the money-that 

"real" changes in social position, largely downward, are affected. Men 

of this sort, plungers, are highly dispraised by "true cockfighters" as 

fools who do not understand what the sport is all about, vulgarians who 
simply miss the point of it all . They are, these addicts, regarded as fair 
game for the genuine enthusiasts, those who do understand, to take a 

l ittle money away from-something that is easy enough to do by luring 
them, through the force of their greed, into irrational bets on mis
matched cocks . Most of them do indeed manage to ruin themselves in a 

21 M .  Weber, The Sociology of Religion (Boston, 1 963). There is nothing spe
cifically Balinese, of course, about deepening significance with money, as Whyte's 
description of comer boys in a work ing-class district of Boston demonstrates: 
"Gambling plays an important role in the l ives of Comerville people. Whatever 
game the corner boys play, they nearly always bet on the outcome. When there is 
nothing at stake, the game is not considered a real contest. This does not mean 
that the financial element is all-important. I have frequently heard men say that 
the honor of winning was much more important than the money at stake. The 
corner boys consider playing for money the real test of skill and, unless a man 
performs well when money is at stake, he is not considered a good competitor." 
W. F. Whyte, Street Corner Society, 2d ed. (Chicago, 1955) ,  p. 1 40. 
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remarkably short time, but there always seems to be one or two of them 
around, pawning their land and selling their clothes in order to bet, at 
any particular time. 22 

This graduated correlation of "status gambling" with deeper fights 
and, inversely, "money gambling" with shallower ones is in fact quite 
general . Bettors themselves form a sociomoral hierarchy in these terms . 

As noted earl ier,
· 
at most cockfights there are, around the very edges of 

the cockfight area, a large number of mindless, sheer-chance-type gam

bling games (roulette, dice throw, coin-spin, pea-under-the-shell) oper
ated by concessionaires. Only women, children, adolescents, and various 

other sorts of people who do not (or not yet) fight cocks-the extremely 
poor, the socially despised, the personally idiosyncratic-play at these 
games, at, of course, penny ante levels. Cockfighting men would be 
ashamed to go anywhere near them. Slightly above these people in  

standing are those who though they do not themselves fight cocks, bet 
on the smaller matches around the edges. Next, there are those who 

fight cocks in small, or occasionally medium matches, but have not the 
status to join in the large ones, though they may bet from time to time 

on the side in those. And finally, there are those, the really substantial 
members of the community, the solid c itizenry around whom local life 
revolves, who fight in the larger fights and bet on them around the side. 
The focusing element in these focused gatherings, these men generally 

dominate and define the sport as they dominate and define the society. 

When a Balinese male talks, in  that almost venerative way, about "the 
true cockfighter," the bebatoh ("bettor") or djuru kurung ("cage 
keeper") ,  it is this sort of person, not those who bring the mentality of 

the pea-and-shell game into the quite different, inappropriate context of 
the cockfight, the driven gambler (potet, a word which has the second
ary meaning of thief or reprobate),  and the wistful hanger-on, that they 

22 The extremes to which this madness is conceived on occasion to go-and 
the fact that it is considered madness-is demonstrated by the Bal inese folk tale 
I Tuhung Kuning. A gambler becomes so deranged by his passion that, leaving 
on a trip, he orders his pregnant wife to take care of the prospective newborn if 
it is a boy but to feed it as meat to h is fighting cocks if it is a girl. The mother 
gives birth to a girl, but rather than giving the child to the cocks she gives them 
a large rat and conceals the girl w ith her own mother. When the husband returns, 
the cocks, crowing a j ingle, inform him of the deception and, furious, he sets out 
to kill the child. A goddess descends from heaven and takes the girl up to the 
sk ies with her. The cocks die from the food given them, the owner's sanity is re
stored, the goddess brings the girl back to the father, who reunites h i m  with h is 
wife .  The story is given as "Geel Komkommertje" in J .  Hooykaas-van Leeuwen 
Boomkamp, Sprookjes en Verhalen van Bali (The Hague, 1 956), pp. 1 9-25.  
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mean . For such a man, what is really going on in a match is something 
rather closer to an affaire d'honneur (though, with the Balinese talent 

for practical fantasy, the blood that is spilled is only figuratively human) 

than to the stupid, mechanical crank of a slot machine. 
What makes Balinese cockfighting deep is thus not money in itself, 

but what, the more of it that is involved the more so, money causes to 

happen: the migration of the Balinese status hierarchy into the body of 
the cockfight. Psychologically an Aesopian representation of the 

ideal 1 demonic, rather narcissistic, male self, sociologically it is an 
equally Aesopian representation of the complex fields of tension set up 

by the controlled, muted, ceremonial, but for all that deeply felt, inter
action of those selves in the context of everyday life. The cocks may be 
surrogates for their owners' personalities, animal mirrors of psychic 

form, but the cockfight is-or more exactly, del iberately is made to be 
-a simulation of the social matrix, the involved system of cross-cut

ting, overlapping, highly corporate groups-villages, kingroups, irriga
tion societies, temple congregations, "castes" -in which its devotees 

live.2a And as prestige, the necessity to affirm it, defend it, celebrate 
it, justify it, and just plain bask in it (but not, given the strongly ascrip
tive character of Balinese stratification, to seek it), is perhaps the cen
tral driving force in the society, so also-ambulant penises, blood sacri
fices, and monetary exchanges aside-is it of the cockfight. This 
apparent amusement and seeming sport is, to take another phrase from 

Erving Goffman, "a status bloodbath." 24 

The easiest way to make this clear, and at least to some degree to 
demonstrate it, is to invoke the v illage whose cockfighting activities I 
observed the closest-the one in which the raid occurred and from which 
my statistical data are taken . 

Like all Balinese villages, this one-Tihingan, in the Klungkung re

gion of southeast Bali-is intricately organized, a labyrinth of alliances 
and oppositions. But, unlike many, two sorts of corporate groups, which 
are also status groups, particularly stand out, and we may concentrate 
on them, in a part-for-whole way, without undue distortion. 

23 For a ful ler descript ion of Bal inese rural social structure, see C. Geertz, 
"Form and Variation in Bal inese Village Structure," American Anthropologist 6 1  
( 1 959): pp. 94- 1 08; "Tihingan, A Bal inese Village," i n  R.  M. Koentjaraningrat, 
Villages in Indonesia ( Ithaca, 1 967), pp. 2 1 0-243; and,  though it is a bit off the 
norm as Balinese villages go, V. E. Korn, De Dorpsrepubliek tnganan Pagringsin
gan (Santpoort , Netherlands, 1 933) .  

24 Goffman, Encounters, p.  78 .  
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First, the village is dominated by four large, patril ineal, partly endog
amous descent groups which are constantly vying with one another and 
form the major factions in the village. Sometimes they group two and 
two, or rather the two larger ones versus the two smaller ones plus all 

the unaffiliated people ; sometimes they operate independently. There 
are also subfactions within them, subfactions within the subfactions, and 
so on to rather fine levels of distinction. And second, there is the village 

itself, almost entirely endogamous, which is opposed to all the other vil
lages round about in  its cockfight circuit (which, as explained, is the 
market region),  but which also forms alliances with certain of these 
neighbors against certain others in various supravillage political and so
cial contexts . The exact situation is thus, as everywhere in Bali, quite 

distinctive ; but the general pattern of a tiered hierarchy of status rival
ries between highly corporate but various based groupings (and, thus, 
between the members of them) is entirely general . 

Consider, then, as support of the general thesis that the cockfight, and 

especially the deep cockfight, is fundamentally a dramatization of status 
concerns, the following facts, which to avoid extended ethnographic de

scription I shall simply pronounce to be facts-though the concrete evi
dence, examples, statements, and numbers that could be brought to bear 

in support of them, is both extensive and unmistakable : 

1 .  A man virtually never bets against a cock owned by a member of 
his own kingroup. Usually he will feel obliged to bet for it, the more so 
the closer the kin tie and the deeper the fight. If he is certain in his 

mind that it will not win, he may just not bet at all, particularly if it is 

only a second cousin's bird or if the fight is a shallow one. But as a rule 
he will  feel he must support it and, in deep games, nearly always does. 
Thus the great majority of the people calling "five" or "speckled" so 
demonstratively are expressing their allegiance to their kinsman, not 

their evaluation of his bird, their understanding of probabi lity theory, 

or even their hopes of unearned income. 
2. This principle is extended logically. If your kingroup is not in

volved you will support an allied kingroup against an unallied one in 
the same way, and so on through the very involved networks of alli

ances which, as I say, make up this, as any other, Balinese village. 
3 .  So, too, for the village as a whole. If an outsider cock is fighting 

any cock from your village, you will tend to support the local one. If, 
what is a rarer circumstance but occurs every now and then,  a cock 
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from outside your cockfight circuit is fighting one inside it ,  you will also 

tend to support the "home bird." 
4. Cocks which come from any distance are almost always favorites, 

for the theory is the man would not have dared to bring it if it was not 
a good cock, the more so the further he has come. His followers are, of 
course, obliged to support him, and when the more grand-scale legal 
cockfights are held (on holidays, and so on) the people of the village 
take what they regard to be the best cocks in the village, regardless of 

ownership, and go off to support them, although they will almost cer
tainly have to give odds on them and to make large bets to show that 
they are not a cheapskate village. Actually, such "away games," though 

infrequent, tend to mend the ruptures between village members that the 
constantly occurring "home games," where village factions are opposed 

rather than united, exacerbate. 

5. Almost all matches are sociologically relevant. You seldom get 
two outsider cocks fighting, or two cocks with no particular group back
ing, or with group backing which is mutually unrelated in  any clear 

way. When you do get them, the game is very shallow, betting very 
slow, and the whole thing very dull, with no one save the immediate 

principals and an addict gambler or two at all interested . 
6. By the same token, you rarely get two cocks from the same group, 

even more rarely from the same subfaction, and virtually never from the 
same sub-subfaction (which would be in most cases one extended fam
ily) fighting. Similarly, in outside village fights two members of the vil

lage will rarely fight against one another, even though, as bitter rivals, 
they would do so with enthusiasm on their  home grounds. 

7 . On the individual level, people involved in an institutionalized 

hostility relationship, called puik, in which they do not speak or other
wise have anything to do with each other (the causes of this formal 

breaking of relations are many : wife-capture, inheritance arguments, 
political differences) will bet very heavily, sometimes almost mania
cally, against one another in what is a frank and direct attack on the 
very masculin ity, the ultimate ground of his status, of the opponent. 

8. The center bet coalition is, in all but the shallowest games, always 

made up by structural allies-no "outside money" is involved. What is 
"outside" depends upon the context, of course, but given it, no outside 
money is mixed in with the main bet ; if the principals cannot raise it, it 
i s  not made. The center bet, again especially in deeper games, is thus 
the most direct and open expression of social opposition, which is one 
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of the reasons why both it and matchmaking are surrounded by such an 
air of unease, furtiveness, embarrassment, and so on. 

9.  The rule about borrowing money-that you may borrow for a bet 
but not in one-stems (and the Balinese are quite conscious of this) 

from similar considerations : you are never at the economic mercy of 
your enemy that way. Gambling debts, which can get quite large on a 

rather short-term basis, are always to friends, never to enemies, struc

turally speaking. 
I 0. When two cocks are structurally irrelevant or neutral so far as 

you are concerned (though, as mentioned, they almost never are to each 
other) you do not even ask a relative or a friend whom he is betting on, 

because if you know how he is betting and he knows you know, and you 

go the other way, it will lead to strain. This rule is explicit and rigid ; 
fairly elaborate, even rather artificial precautions are taken to avoid 
breaking it. At the very least you must pretend not to notice what he is 

doing, and he what you are doing. 
1 1 . There is a special word for betting against the grain, which is 

also the word for "pardon me" (mpura) . It is considered a bad thing to 
do, though if the center bet is small it is sometimes all right as long as 
you do not do it too often.  But the larger the bet and the more fre

quently you do it, the more the "pardon me" tack will lead to social 
disruption. 

1 2 . In fact, the institutionalized hosti l ity relation, puik, is often for

mally initiated (though its causes always lie elsewhere) by such a "par

don me" bet in a deep fight, putting the symbolic fat in the fire. Simi
larly, the end of such a relationship and resumption of normal social 
intercourse is often signalized (but, again, not actually brought about) 
by one or the other of the enemies supporting the other's bird.  

1 3 . In sticky, cross-loyalty situations, of which in this extraordinarily 

complex social system there are of course many, where a man is caught 
between two more or less equally balanced loyalties, he tends to wander 
off for a cup of coffee or something to avoid having to bet, a form of 
behavior reminiscent of that of American voters in similar situa
tions. 25 

1 4. The people involved in the center bet are, especially in deep 
fights, virtually always leading members of their group-kinship, vil
lage, or whatever. Further, those who bet on the side (including these 

2$ B. R. Berelson, P. F. Lazersfeld, and W. N. McPhee, Voting: A Study of 
Opinion Formation in a Presidential Campaign (Ch icago, 1 954). 
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people) are, as I have already remarked, the more established members 
of the vi l lage-the solid citizens. Cockfighting is for those who are in
volved in the everyday politics of prestige as well, not for youth, 

women, subordinates, and so forth. 
1 5 . So far as money is concerned, the explic itly expressed attitude 

toward it is that it is a secondary matter. It is not, as I have said, of no 
importance ; Balinese are no happier to lose several weeks' income than 
anyone else. But they mainly look on the monetary aspects of the cock
fight as self-balancing, a matter of just moving money around, circulat
ing it among a fairly well-defined group of serious cockfighters. The 
really important wins and losses are seen mostly in other terms, and the 
general attitude toward wagering is not any hope of cleaning up, of 

making a kill ing (addict gamblers again excepted), but that of the horse

player's prayer: "Oh, God, please let me break even." In prestige terms, 
however, you do not want to break even, but, in a momentary, punc

tuate sort of way, win utterly. The talk (which goes on all the time) is 
about fights against such-and-such a cock of So-and-So which your cock 

demolished, not on how much you won, a fact people, even for large 
bets, rarely remember for any length of time, though they will remem

ber the day they did in Pan Lob's finest cock for years. 
1 6. You must bet on cocks of your own group aside from mere loy

alty considerations, for if you do not people generally will say, "What! 

Is he too proud for the likes of us? Does he have to go to Java or Den 
Pasar [the capital town 1 to bet, he is such an important man?" Thus 

there is a general pressure to bet not only to show that you are impor
tant locally, but that you are not so important that you look down on 
everyone else as unfit even to be rivals. Similarly, home team people 
must bet against outside cocks or the outsiders will accuse them-a se

rious charge-of just collecting entry fees and not really being interested 
in cockfighting, as well as again being arrogant and insulting. 

1 7 . Finally, the Balinese peasants themselves are quite aware of all 

this and can and, at least to an ethnographer, do state most of it in ap
proximately the same terms as I have. Fighting cocks, almost every Ba

linese I have ever discussed the subject with has said , is l ike playing 

with fire only not getting burned. You activate village and k ingroup ri
valries and hostilities, but in  "play" form, coming dangerously and en
trancingly close to the expression of open and direct interpersonal and 
intergroup aggression (something which, again,  almost never happens in 
the normal course of ordinary life), but not quite, because, after all, it is 
"only a cockfight ." 
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More observations of this sort could be advanced, but perhaps the 
general point is, if not made, at least well-del ineated, and the whole ar
gument thus far can be usefully summarized in a formal paradigm: 

THE MORE A M ATCH IS • • •  

1 .  Between near status equals (and / or personal enemies) 
2. Between high status individuals 

T H E  DEEPER THE MATCH. 

T H E  DEEPER T H E  MATC H  • • •  

I .  The closer the identification of cock and man (or, more prop
erly, the deeper the match the more the man will advance his 
best, most closely-identified-with cock). 

2. The finer the cocks involved and the more exactly they will be 

matched. 
3. The greater the emotion that will be involved and the more the 

general absorption in the match. 

4. The higher the individual bets center and outside, the shorter 
the outside bet odds will tend to be, and the more betting there 
will be overall . 

5 .  The less an "economic" and the more a "status" view of gam

ing will be involved, and the "solider" the citizens who will be 
gaming. 26 

Inverse arguments hold for the shallower the fight, culminating, in a 
reversed-signs sense, in the coin-spinning and dice-throwing amuse

ments. For deep fights there are no absolute upper limits,  though there 
are of course practical ones, and there are a great many legendl ike tales 

of great Duel-in-the-Sun combats between lords and princes in classical 
times (for cockfighting has always been as much an el ite concern as a 
popular one), far deeper than anything anyone, even aristocrats, could 
produce today anywhere in Bali .  

Indeed, one of the great culture heroes of Bali  is a prince, called 
after his passion for the sport, "The Cockfighter," who happened to be 
away at a very deep cockfight with a neighboring prince when the whole 
of his family-father, brothers, wives, sisters-were assassinated by 

26 As this is a formal parad igm, it is intended to display the logical, not the 
causal, structure of cockfighting. J ust wh ich of these considerations leads to 
which, in what order, and by what mechanisms, is another matter-one I have 
attempted to shed some l ight on in the general d iscussion. 
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commoner usurpers. Thus spared, h e  returned to dispatch the upstart, 
regain the throne, reconstitute the Balinese high tradition, and build its 

most powerful, glorious, and prosperous state. Along with everything 
else that the Bal inese see in fighting cocks-themselves, their social 
order, abstract hatred, masculinity, demonic power-they also see the 

archetype of status virtue, the arrogant, resolute, honor-mad player with 

real fire, the ksatria prince. 27 

27 In another of Hooykaas-van Leeuwen Boomkamp's folk tales ("De Gast," 
Sprookjes en Verhalen van Bali, pp. 1 72- 1 80). a low caste Sudra, a generous, 
pious, and carefree man who is also an accompl ished cockfighter, loses, despite 
his accompl ishment, fight after fight until he is not only out of money but down 
to his last cock. He does not despair, however-"1 bet," he says, "upon the Un
seen World." 

H is wife, a good and hard-working woman, knowing how much he enjoys 
cockfighting, gives him her last "rainy day" money to go and bet. But, filled with 
misgivings due to his run of ill luck, he leaves his own cock at home and bets 
merely on the side. He soon loses all but a coin or two and repairs to a food 
stand for a snack, where he meets a decrepit, odorous, and generally unappetizing 
old beggar leaning on a staff. The old man asks for food, and the hero spends his 
last coins to buy him some. The old man then asks to pass the night w ith the 
hero, which the hero gladly invites him to do. As there is no food in the house, 
however, the hero tells his wife to kill the last cock for dinner. When the old 
man discovers this fact, he tells the hero he has three cocks in his own mountain 
hut and says the hero may have one of them for fighting. He also asks for the 
hero's son to accompany him as a servant, and, after the son agrees, this is done. 

The old man turns out to be Siva and, thus, to l ive in a great palace in the 
sky, though the hero does not know this. In  time, the hero decides to visit h is 
son and collect the promised cock. Lifted up into Siva's presence, he is given the 
choice of three cocks. The first crows: "I have beaten fifteen opponents." The 
second crows, "I have beaten twenty-five opponents." The third crows, "I have beaten 
the king." "That one, the third, is my choice," says the hero, and returns with it to 
earth. 

When he arrives at the cockfight, he is asked for an entry fee and replies, "I 
have no money; I will pay after my cock has won." As he is known never to 
win, he is let in  because the king, who is there fighting, dislikes him and hopes to 
enslave him when he loses and cannot pay off. In order to insure that this happens, 
the king matches his finest cock against the hero's. When the cocks are placed 
down, the hero's ftees, and the crowd, led by the arrogant king, hoots in laughter. 
The hero's cock then fties at the king himself, k ill ing him with a spur stab in the 
throat. The hero ftees. His house is encircled by the king's men. The cock 
changes into a Garuda, the great mythic bird of lndic legend, and carries the 
hero and his wife to safety in  the heavens. 

When the people see this, they make the hero king and his w ife queen and 
they return as such to earth. Later their son, released by Siva, also returns and 
the hero-king announces his intention to enter a hermitage. (" I will fight no more 
cockfights. I have bet on the Unseen and won.") He enters the hermitage and h is 
son becomes king. 
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Feathers, Blood, Crowds, and Money 

"Poetry makes nothing happen," Auden says in his elegy of Yeats, "it 

survives in the valley of its saying . . .  a way of happening, a mouth ."  
The cockfight too, in this colloquial sense, makes nothing happen. Men 
go on allegorically humiliating one another and being allegorically hu

miliated by one another, day after day, glorying quietly in the experi
ence if they have triumphed, crushed only slightly more openly by it if 
they have not. But no one's status really changes. You cannot ascend 
the status ladder by winning cockfights ; you cannot, as an individual, 

really ascend it at all. Nor can you descend it that way.2s All you can 
do is enjoy and savor, or suffer and withstand, the concocted sensation 

of drastic and momentary movement along an aesthetic semblance of 
that ladder, .  a kind of behind-the-mirror status jump which has the look 

of mobility without its actuality. 
Like any art form-for that, finally, is what we are dealing with

the cockfight renders ordinary, everyday experience comprehensible by 
presenting it in terms of acts and objects which have had their practical 
consequences removed and been reduced (or, if you prefer, raised) to 

the level of sheer appearances, where their meaning can be more power
fully articulated and more exactly perceived. The cockfight is "really 
real" only to the cocks-it does not kill anyone, castrate anyone, reduce 

anyone to animal status, alter the hierarchical relations among people, 
or refashion the hierarchy ; it does not even redistribute income in any 
significant way. What it does is what, for other peoples with other tem
peraments and other conventions, Lear and Crime and Punishment do ; 

it catches up these themes--death, masculin ity, rage, pride, loss, benefi
cence, chance-and, ordering them into an encompassing structure, 
presents them in such a way as to throw into relief a particular view of 
their essential nature. It puts a construction on them, makes them, to 

28 Addict gamblers are really less declassed (for their status is, as everyone 
else's, inherited) than merely impoverished and personally d isgraced. The most 
prominent addict gambler in my cockfight circuit was actually a very high caste 
satria who sold off most of his considerable lands to support his habit. Though 
everyone privately regarded h im as a fool and worse (some, more charitable, re
garded him as sick), he was publicly treated with the elaborate deference and po
l iteness due his rank. On the independence of personal reputat ion and public sta· 
tus in Bal i, see above, Chapter 14 .  
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those historically positioned to appreciate the construction, meaningful 
-visible, tangible, graspable-"real ,"  in an ideational sense. An 
image, fiction, a model, a metaphor, the cockfight is a means of expres
sion ; its function is neither to assuage social passions nor to heighten 

them (though, in its playing-with-fire way it does a bit of both) ,  but, in 

a medium of feathers, blood, crowds, and money, to display them. 
The question of how it is that we perceive qualities in th ings

paintings, books, melodies, plays-that we do not feel we can assert lit
erally to be there has come, in recent years, into the very center of aes
thetic theory .29 Neither the sentiments of the artist, which remain his, 

nor those of the audience, which remain theirs, can account for the agi
tation of one painting or the serenity of another. We attribute grandeur, 

wit, despair, exuberance to strings of sounds ; lightness, energy, vio
lence, fluidity to blocks of stone . Novels are said to have strength, 
buildings eloquence,  plays momentum, ballets repose. In this realm of 

eccentric predicates, to say that the cockfight, in its perfected cases at 
least, is "disquietful" does not seem at all unnatural, merely, as I have 

just denied it practical consequence, somewhat puzzl ing. 
The disquietfulness arises, "somehow," out of a conjunction of three 

attributes of the fight: its immediate dramatic shape ; its metaphoric con
tent ; and its social context. A cultural figure against a social ground, the 
fight is at once a convulsive surge of animal hatred, a mock war of sym
bolical selves, and a formal simulation of status tensions, and its aes
thetic power derives from its capacity to force together these diverse 

realities. The reason it is disquietful is not that it has material effects ( it 
has some, but they are minor) ; the reason that it is disquietful is that, 

join ing pride to selfhood, selfhood to cocks, and cocks to destruction, it 
brings to imaginative realization a dimension of Balinese experience 
normally well-obscured from view. The transfer of a sense of gravity 
into what is in itself a rather blank and unvarious spectacle, a commo

tion of beating wings and throbbing legs, is effected by interpreting it as 
expressive of something unsettling in the way its authors and audience 
l ive, or, even more ominously, what they are. 

As a dramatic shape, the fight displays a characteristic that does not 

seem so remarkable until one realizes that it does not have to be there: 

29 For four, somewhat variant, treatments, see S. Langer, Feeling and Form 
(New York, 1 953) ;  R. Wollheim, A rt and Its Objects (New York, 1 968); 
N. Goodman, Languages of Art ( Indianapolis, 1 968); M .  Merleau-Ponty, "The Eye 
and the M ind," in his The Primacy of Perception (Evanston, I l l . ,  1 964), pp. 
1 59- 1 90. 
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a radically atomistical structure. ao Each match is a world unto itself, a 
particulate burst of form. There is the matchmaking, there is the bet
ting, there is the fight, there is the result-utter triumph and utter 
defeat-and there is the hurried,  embarrassed passing of money. The 
loser is not consoled. People drift away from him, look around him, 
leave him to assimilate his momentary descent into nonbeing, reset his 
face, and return, scarless and intact, to the fray. Nor are winners con
gratulated, or events rehashed ; once a match is ended the crowd's atten
tion turns totally to the next, with no looking back. A shadow of the ex
perience no doubt remains with the principals, perhaps even with some 

of the witnesses of a deep fight, as it remains with us when we leave 

the theater after seeing a powerful play well-performed ; but it quite 
soon fades to become at most a schematic memory-a diffuse glow or 
an abstract shudder-and usually not even that. Any expressive form 

lives only in its own present-the one it itself creates. But, here, that 
present is severed into a string of flashes, some more bright than others, 
but all of them disconnected, aesthetic quanta. Whatever the cockfight 

says, it says in spurts. 
But, as I have argued lengthily elsewhere, the Balinese l ive in 

spurts . a 1  Their life, as  they arrange it and perceive i t ,  is less a ftow, a 
directional movement out of the past, through the present, toward the 
future than an on-off pulsation of meaning and vacuity, an arhythmic 
alternation of short periods when "something" (that is, something sig

nificant) is happening, and equally short ones where "nothing" (that is, 
nothing much) is-between what they themselves call "full" and 
"empty" times, or, in another idiom, "junctures" and "holes."  In focus
ing activity down to a burning-glass dot, the cockfight is merely being 
Balinese in the same way in which everything from the monadic en-

3o British cockfights (the sport was banned there in 1 840) indeed seem to have 
lacked it, and to have generated, therefore, a quite different family of shapes. 
Most British fights were "mains," in which a preagreed number of cocks were 
al igned into two teams and fought serially. Score was kept and wagering took 
place both on the ind ividual matches and on the main as a whole. There were 
also "battle Roy ales," both in England and on the Continent, in which a large 
number of cocks were let loose at once with the one left standing at the end the 
victor. And in Wales, the so-called Welsh main followed an elimination pattern, 
along the l ines of a present-day tennis tournament, winners proceedi ng to the next 
round .  As a genre, the cock fight has perhaps less compositional flexibility than, 
say, Lat in comedy, but it is not entirely without any. On cockfighting more gen
erally, see A. Ruport, The Art of Cockfighting (New York, 1 949); G.  R. Scott, 
History of Cockfighting (London, 1 957); and L. Fitz-Barnard, Fighting Sports 
(London, 1 92 1 ). 

31 Above, pp. 3 9 1 -398. 
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counters of everyday life, through the clanging pointillism of game/an 

music, to the visiting-day-of-the-gods temple celebrations are. It is not 
an imitation of the punctuateness of Balinese social life, nor a depiction 

of it, nor even an expression of it ; it is an example of it, carefully pre

pared.32 

If one dimension of the cockfight's structure, its lack of temporal 
directionality, makes it seem a typical segment of the general social life, 
however, the other, its flat-out, head-to-head (or spur-to-spur) aggres
siveness, makes it seem a contradiction, a reversal,  even a subversion of 

it. In the normal course of things, the Balinese are shy to the point of 
obsessiveness of open conflict. Oblique, cautious, ·subdued, controlled, 
masters of indirection and dissimulation-what they call a/us, "pol
ished," "smooth" -they rarely face what they can turn away from, 
rarely resist what they can evade . But here they portray themselves as 

wild and murderous, with manic explosions of instinctual cruelty. A 
powerful rendering of life as the Balinese most deeply do not want it (to 

adapt a phrase Frye has used of Gloucester's blinding) is set in the con
text of a sample of it as they do in fact have jt ,aa And, because the con

text suggests that the rendering, if less than a straightforward descrip
tion, is nonetheless more than an idle fancy ; it is here that the 

disquietfulness-the disquietfulness of the fight, not (or, anyway, not 
necessarily) its patrons, who seem in fact rather thoroughly to enjoy it 

-emerges. The slaughter in the cock ring is not a depiction of how 
things literally are among men, but, what is almost worse, of how, from 
a particular angle, they imaginatively are. 34 

32 For the necessity of distinguishing among "description," "representat ion," 
"exemplification," and "expression" (and the irrelevance of "imitat ion" to all of 
them) as modes of symbol ic reference, see Goodman, lAnguages of Art, pp. 
6 1 - 1 1 0, 45-9 1 ,  225-24 1 .  

3 3  N.  Frye, The Educated Imagination (Bloomington, Ind . . 1 964), p. 99. 
34 There are two other Bal inese values and d isvalues which, connected with 

punctuate temporal ity on the one hand and unbridled aggressiveness on the 
other, reinforce the sense that the cockfight is at once continuous with ord inary 
social life and a direct negation of it: what the Balinese call rame, and what 
they cal l  paling. Rame means crowded, noisy, and act ive, and is a highly sought-after 
social state: crowded markets, mass festivals, busy streets are all rame, as, of course, 
is, in the extreme, a cockfight. Rame is what happens in the "full" t imes (its opposite, 
sepi, "quiet," is what happens in the "empty" ones). Paling is social vert igo, the dizzy, 
disoriented, lost, turned-around feel ing one gets when one's place in the coordinates 
of social space is not clear, and it is a tremendously disfavored, immensely anxiety
producing state. Balinese regard the exact maintenance of spatial orientat ion ("not 
to know where north is" is to be crazy), balance, decorum, status relationships, and 
so forth, as fundamental to ordered l ife (krama) and paling, the sort of whirl ing con-
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The angle, of course, is stratificatory. What, as we have already seen, 

the cockfight talks most forcibly about is status relationships, and what 
it says about them is that they are matters of life and death. That pres

tige is a profoundly serious business is apparent everywhere one looks 
in Bali-in the village, the family, the economy, the state. A peculiar 
fusion of Polynesian title ranks and Hindu castes, the hierarchy of pride 
is the moral backbone of the society. But only in the cockfight are the 

sentiments upon which that hierarchy rests revealed in their natural 
colors. Enveloped elsewhere in a haze of etiquette, a thick cloud of eu

phemism and ceremony, gesture and allusion, they are here expressed in  
only the thinnest disguise of an animal mask, a mask which in  fact dem

onstrates them far more effectively than it conceals them.  Jealousy is as 

much a part of B ali  as poise, envy as grace, brutality as charm ; but 

without the cockfight the B alinese would have a much less certain un
derstanding of them, which is, presumably, why they value it so h ighly. 

Any expressive form works (when it works) by disarranging semantic 

contexts in such a way that properties conventionally ascribed to certain 

things are unconventionally ascribed to others, which are then seen ac
tually to possess them. To call the wind a cripple, as Stevens does, to fix 

tone and manipulate timbre, as Schoenberg does, or, closer to our case, 
to picture an art critic as a dissolute bear, as Hogarth does, is to cross 
conceptual wires ; the established conjunctions between objects and their 
qualities are altered, and phenomena-fall weather, melodic shape, or 

cultural journalism-are clothed in signifiers which normally point to 
other referents.35 Similarly, to connect-and connect, and connect-the 
collision of roosters with the divis iveness of status is to invite a transfer 

fusion of position the scrambling cocks exemplify as its profoundest enemy and con
tradiction. On rame, see Bateson and Mead, Balinese Character, pp. 3 ,  64; on paling, 
ibid., p. I I , and Belo, ed., Traditional Balinese Culture, p. 90 ff. 

35 The Stevens reference is to his "The Motive for Metaphor" ("You like it 
under the trees in autumn, / Because everything is half dead . / The wind moves 
l ike a cripple among the leaves / And repeats words without meaning") [Copyright 
1 947 by Wallace Stevens, reprinted from The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens 
by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., and Faber and Faber Ltd.] ; the Schoenberg 
reference is to the third of his Five Orchestral Pieces (Opus 1 6), and is borrowed 
from H. H. Drager, "The Concept of 'Tonal Body,' " in Reflections on Art, ed. 
S. Langer (New York, 1 96 1  ), p. 17 4. On Hogarth, and on this whole problem-there 
called "multiple matrix matching"-see E. H. Gombrich, ''The Use of Art for the 
Study of Symbols," in Psychology and the Visual Arts, ed. J. Hogg (Baltimore, 1 969), 
pp. 1 49- 1 70. The more usual term for this sort of semantic alchemy is "metaphorical 
transfer," and good technical discussions of it can be found in M .  Black, Models and 
Metaphors (Ithaca, N .Y.,  1 962), p. 25 ff; Goodman, Language as Art, p. 44 ff; and 
W. Percy, "Metaphor as Mistake,'' Sewanee Review 66 ( 1 958): 78-99. 
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of perceptions from the former to the latter, a transfer which is at once 
a description and a judgment . (Logically, the transfer could, of course, 
as well go the other way ;  but, like niost of the rest of us, the Balinese 
are a great deal more interested in understanding men than they are in 

understanding cocks.) 
What sets the cockfight apart from the ordinary course of life, lifts it 

from the realm of everyday practical affairs, and surrounds it with an 
aura of enlarged importance is not, as functionalist sociology would 
have it, that it reinforces status discriminations (such reinforcement is 
hardly necessary in  a society where every act proclaims them),  but that 

it provides a metasocial commentary upon the whole matter of assorting 
human beings into fixed hierarchical ranks and then organizing the 
major part of collective existence around that assortment. Its function, 
if you want to call it that, is interpretive: it is a Balinese reading of Ba

linese experience, a story they tell themselves about themselves. 

Saying Something of Something 

To put the matter this way is to engage in a bit of metaphorical refocus
ing of one's own, for it sh ifts the analysis of cultural forms from an en
deavor in general parallel to dissecting an organism, diagnosing a 
symptom, deciphering a code, or ordering a system-the dominant 

analogies in contemporary anthropology-to one in general parallel 
with penetrating a literary text. If one takes the cockfight, or any other 
collectively sustained symbolic structure, as a means of "saying some
thing of something" (to invoke a famous Aristotelian tag) , then one is 
faced with a problem not in social mechanics but social semantics. 36 For 

the anthropologist, whose concern is with formulating sociological prin
ciples, not with promoting or appreciating cockfights, the question is, 
what does one learn about such principles from examining culture as an 
assemblage of texts? 

Such an extension of the notion of a text beyond written material, 

36 The tag is from the second book of the Organon, On Interpretation. For a 
d iscussion of it, and for the whole argument for freeing "the notion of text . . .  
from the not ion of scripture or writing" and construct i ng, thus, !l general herme
neutics, see P. Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy (New Haven, 1 970), p. 20 ff. 
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and even beyond verbal, is, though metaphorical, not, of course, all that 
novel. The interpretatio naturae tradition of the middle ages, which, 
culminating in Spinoza, attempted to read nature as Scripture, the 
Nietszchean effort to treat value systems as glosses on the will to power 

(or the Marxian one to treat them as glosses on property relations), and 
the Freudian replacement of the enigmatic text of the manifest dream 
with the plain one of the latent, all offer precedents, if not equally rec
ommendable ones.a; But the idea remains theoretically undeveloped ; 

and the more profound corollary, so far as anthropology is concerned, 
that cultural forms can be treated as texts, as imaginative works built 

out of social materials, has yet to be systematically exploited. as 

In the case at hand, to treat the cockfight as a text is to bring out a 
feature of it (in my opinion, the central feature of it) that treating it as a 

rite or a pastime, the two most obvious alternatives, would tend to ob

scure : its use of emotion for cognitive ends. What the cockfight says it 
says in a vocabulary of sentiment-the thrill of risk, the despair of loss, 
the pleasure of triumph. Yet what it says is not merely that risk is excit
ing, loss depressing, or triumph gratifying, banal tautologies of affect, 

but that it is of these emotions, thus exampled, that society is built and 

individuals are put together.  Attending cockfights and participating in 
them is ,  for the Bal inese, a kind of sentimental education. What he 
learns there is  what his  culture's ethos and his private sensibility (or, 

anyway, certain aspects of them) look like when spelled out externally 
in a collective text ; that the two are near enough alike to be articulated 
in the symbolics of a single such text ; and-the disquieting part-that 
the text in which this revelation is accomplished consists of a chicken 
hacking another mindlessly to bits. 

Every people, the proverb has it, loves its own form of violence. The 
cockfight is the Balinese reflection on theirs :  on its look, its uses, its 
force, its fascination. Drawing on almost every level of Balinese experi
ence, it brings together themes-animal savagery, male narcissism, op
ponent gambling, status rivalry, mass excitement, blood sacrifice-

37 Ibid. 
38 Levi-Strauss' "structural ism" might seem an exception. But it is only an 

apparent one, for, rather than taking myths, totem rites, marriage rules, or what
ever as texts to interpret, Levi-Strauss takes them as ciphers to solve, which is 
very much not the same thing. He does not seek to understand symbol ic forms in 
terms of how they function in concrete situations to organize percept ions (mean
ings, emotions, concepts, attitudes); he seeks to understand them entirely in terms 
of their internal structure, independent de tout sujet, de tout objet, et de toute 
colltexte. See above, Chapter 1 3 .  
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whose main connection is their involvement with rage and the fear of 
rage, and, binding them into a set of rules which at once contains them 
and allows them play, builds a symbolic structure in which, over and 

over again, the reality of the ir inner affiliation can be intelligibly felt. 
If, to quote Northrop Frye again, we go to see Macbeth to learn what a 
man feels like after he has gained a kingdom and lost his soul, Balinese 

go to cockfights to find out what a man, usually composed, aloof, almost 
obsessively self-absorbed, a kind of moral autocosm, feels like when, at
tacked, tormented, challenged, insulted, and driven in result to the ex

tremes of fury, he has totally triumphed or been brought totally low. 
The whole passage, as it takes us back to Aristotle (though to the Poet

ics rather than the Hermeneutics) , is worth quotation : 

But the poet [as opposed to the historian ] , Aristot le says, never makes any 
real statements at al l ,  certa inly no particular or specific ones. The poet's job 
is not to tell you what happened , but what happens: not what did take 
place, but the k ind of thing that always does take place. He gives you the 
typical, recurring, or what Aristotle calls universal event.  You wouldn't go 
to Macbeth to learn about the history of Scotland-you go to it to learn 
what a man feels l ike after he's gai ned a kingdom and lost his soul .  When 
you meet such a character as M icawber in Dickens, you don't feel that there 
must have been a man Dickens knew who was exactly like this :  you feel 
that there's a bit of M icawber in almost everybody you know, including 
yourself. Our impressions of human l ife are picked up one by one,  and re
main for most of us loose and disorganized . But we constantly fi nd thi ngs i n  
l iterature that suddenly coord i nate and bring into focus a great many such 
impressions, and this is  part of what Aristotle means by the typical or  un i
versal human event.39 

It is this kind of bringing of assorted experiences of everyday life to 
focus that the cockfight, set aside from that life as "only a game" and 
reconnected to it as "more than a game," accomplishes, and so creates 

what, better than typical or universal, could be called a paradigmatic 
human event-that is, one that tells us less what happens than the kind 

of thing that would happen if, as is not the case, l ife were art and could 
be as freely shaped by styles of feeling as Macbeth and David Copper
field are. 

Enacted and re-enacted, so far without end, the cockfight enables the 
Balinese, as, read and reread, Macbeth enables us, to see a dimension 
of his own subjectivity. As he watches fight after fight, with the active 
watching of an owner and a bettor (for cockfighting has no more inter-

39 Frye, The Educated Imagination, pp. 63-64. 
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est as a pure spectator sport than does croquet or dog racing) , he grows 
famil iar with it and what it has to say to him, much as the attentive lis
tener to string quartets or the absorbed viewer of still life grows slowly 

more famil iar with them in a way which opens his subjectivity to him
self. �0 

Yet, because-in another of those paradoxes, along with painted 
feelings and unconsequenced acts, which haunt aesthetics-that subjec

tivity does not properly ex ist until it is thus organized, art forms gener

ate and regenerate the very subjectivity they pretend only to display. 
Quartets, still lifes, and cockfights are not merely reflect ions of a pre-ex

isting sensibility analogically represented ; they are positive agents in the 

creation and maintenance of such a sensibility. If we see ourselves as a 

pack of Micawbers, it is from reading too much Dickens ( if  we see our
selves as unillusioned realists, it is from reading too little) ;  and simi

larly for Balinese, cocks, and cockfights. It is in such a way, coloring 
experience with the l ight they cast it in, rather than through whatever 

material effects they may have, that the arts play their role, as arts, in 
social l ife. 4 1  

In the cockfight, then, the Balinese forms and discovers h is tempera
ment and his society's temper at the same time. Or, more exactly, he 
forms and discovers a particular facet of them. Not only are there a 

great many other cultural texts providing commentaries on status hier-

4o The use of the, to Europeans, "natural" visual idiom for perception-"see," 
"watches," and so forth-is more than usual ly mislead ing here, for the fact that, 
as mentioned earlier, Balinese follow the progress of the fight as much (perhaps, 
as fighti ng cocks are actually rather hard to sec except as blurs of motion, more) 
w ith their bodies as with their eyes, moving their l imbs, heads, and trunks in ges
tural mim icry of the cocks' maneuvers, means that much of the individual's expe
rience of the fight is ki nesthet ic rather than visual . If ever there was an example 
of Kenneth Burke's definition of a symbol ic act as "the dancing of an attitude" 
[ The Philosophy of Literary Form, rev. ed. (New York, 1 95 7), p. 9 ]  the cock

fight is it. On the enormous role of kinesthetic percept ion in  Bal inese l ife. Bate
son and Mead, Balinese Character, pp. 84-88;  on the act ive nature of aesthetic per
ception in general, Goodman. Language of Art, pp. 24 1 -244. 

4 1 All this coupl ing of the occidental great with the oriental lowly will  doubt
less d isturb certain sorts of aestheticians as the earl ier efforts of anthropologists 
to speak of Christian ity and totemism in the same breath d isturbed certain sorts 
of theologians. But as ontological quest ions are (or should be) bracketed in the 
sociology of rel igion, judgmental ones are (or should be) bracketed in the sociol
ogy of art . In any case, the attempt to deprovincial ize the concept of art is but 
part of the general anthropological conspiracy to deprovincial ize all important so
cial concepts-marriage, rel igion, law, rational ity-and though this is a threat to 
aesthetic theories which regard certain works of art as beyond the reach of socio
logical analysis, it is no threat to the conviction, for which Robert Graves claims 
to have been reprimanded at his Cambridge tripos, that some poems are better 
than others. 
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archy and self-regard i n  Bal i ,  but there are a great many other critical 

sectors of Bal inese life besides the stratificatory and the agon istic that 

receive such commentary . The ceremony consecrating a Brahmana 

priest, a matter of breath control , postural immobil ity,  and vacant con

centration upon the depths of being, displays a radically different, but 

to the Balinese equally real, property of social hierarchy -its reach to

ward the numinous transcendent. Set not in the matrix of the k inetic 

t;motionality of animals, but in  that of the static passionlessness of di

vine mental i ty,  it  expresses tranquillity not disqu iet. The mass festivals 

at the vil lage temples, which mobil ize the whole local population in 

elaborate hostings of visiting gods-songs, dances, compliments, gifts 

-assert the spiritual unity of village mates against their  status inequal

ity and project a mood of amity and trust. 42 The cockfight is not the 

master key to Bali nese l ife, any more than bullfighting is to Span ish . 

What it says about that l ife is not unqualified nor even unchallenged by 

what other equally eloquent cultural statements say about it .  But there 

is nothing more surprising in this than in the fact that Racine and Mo

li�re were contemporaries, or that the same people who arrange chry

santhemums cast swords. 4:1 

The culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, themselves ensem

bles, which the anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of 

those to whom they properly belong. There are enormous difficulties in 

such an enterprise, methodological pitfalls to make a Freudian quake, 

42 For the consecrat ion ceremony, see V. E. Korn, "The Consecration of the 
Priest," in  Swellengrebel ,  ed., Bali: Studies, pp. 1 3 1 - 1 54;  for (somewhat exagger
ated) vi l lage communion, R. Goris, "The Rel ig ious Character of the Bal inese Vil
lage," ibid. ,  pp. 79- 1 00. 

43  That what the cockfight has to say about Bal i is not altogether without per
ception and the disqu iet it expresses about the general pattern of Bal inese l ife is 
not wholly without reason is attested by the fact that in two weeks of December 
1 965 ,  during the upheavals following the unsuccessful coup in Djakarta, between 
forty and eighty thousand Bal inese (in a population of about two mi l l ion) were 
ki l led, largely by one another-the worst outburst in  the country. [J. Hughes, In
donesian Upheaval (New York, 1 967), pp. 1 7 3 - 1 83 .  Hughes' figures are, of 
course, rather casual estimates, but they are not the most extreme. ] This is not to 
say, of course, that the ki l l ings were caused by the cockfight, could have been 
predicted on the basis of it,  or were some sort of enlarged version of it with real 
people in the place of the cocks-all of wh ich is nonsense. It is merely to say 
that if one looks at Bali not just through the med ium of its dances, its shadow
plays, its sculpture, and its girls, but-as the Bal i nese themselves do-also 
through the medium of its cockfight, the fact that the massacre occurred seems, if 
no less appal l i ng, less l i ke a contradiction to the laws of nature. As more than 
one real Gloucester has discovered, somet imes people actual ly  get l ife precisely as 
they most deeply do not want it .  
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and some moral perplexities as well . Nor is it  the only way that sym

bolic forms can be sociologically handled. Functionalism lives, and so 

does psychologism.  But to regard such forms as "saying something of 

something," and saying it to somebody, is at least to open up the possi

bility of an analysis which attends to their substance rather than to re

ductive formulas professing to account for them. 

As in more familiar exercises i n  close reading, one can start any

where in  a culture's repertoire of forms and end up anywhere else. One 

can stay, as I have here, within a single, more or less bounded form, 

and ci rcle steadily within it .  One can move between forms i n  search of 

broader unities or informing contrasts . One can even compare forms 

from different cultures to define their character in reciprocal rel ief. But 

whatever the level at which one operates, and however intricately, the 

guiding principle is the same : societies, l ike l ives, contain their own in

terpretations. One has only to learn how to gain access to them. 
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cf ion/~) 

jo
ritie

s-h
a
v

e
 b

eco
m

e so obsessed w
ith p

o
w

er th
at they fail 

to sen~e 
the 

m
an

y
-lew

· led com
plexity (hence iro

n
y

 am
i forgivability) o

f h
u

m
an

 lives ex-
p

erien
ced

 at first h
an

d
. 

, 
~ 

, 

M
y

 
train

in
g

 
f(n· 

fieldw
ork 

roused 
the 

scientist 
in 

m
e

-th
: 

p
atern

al 
h

eritag
e. 

M
y

 
lield ex

p
erien

ce revitalized 
the 

m
atern

al gift o
f th

eatre. 
I 

''"co
m

p
ro

m
ised

 hy in
v

en
tin

g
 a u

n
it o

f d
escrip

tio
n

 an
d

 analysis w
hich I called 

"so
cial d

ra
m

a
." In

 the lid
d

 m
y fam

ily an
d

 I lived in n
o

 "iv
o

ry
 to

w
er": w

e 
sp

en
t 

n
early

 
three 

y
ears 

in 
A

frican 
villages 

(N
d

cm
b

u
, 

L
am

b
a, 

K
o

sa, 
G

isu
), 

m
ostly 

in 
grass 

h
u

ts. 
S

o
m

eth
in

g
 

like 
"d

ra
m

a
" 

w
as 

co
n

stan
tly

 
~
m
e
r
g
i
n
g
,
 ev

en
 eru

p
tin

g
, from

 the o
th

erw
ise fairly even surfaces o

f social 
life. F

o
r the scientist in m

e, such social d
ram

as revealed the "tax
o

n
o

m
ic" 

relations am
o

n
g

 actors (th
eir kinship ties, stru

ctu
ral positions, social class, 

political statu
s, an

d
 so forth), an

d
 th

eir co
n

tem
p

o
rary

 b
o

n
d

s an
d

 opposi
tions o

f in
terest an

d
 friendship, th

eir p
erso

n
al netw

ork ties, an
d

 in
fo

rm
al 

relatio
n

sh
ip

s. F
o

r the artist in m
e, the d

ram
a revealed in

d
iv

id
u

al ch
aracter, 

p
erso

n
al style, rhetorical skill, m

o
ral an

d
 aesthetic differences, an

d
 choices 

proffered an
d

 m
ad

e. M
o

st im
p

o
rtan

tly
, it m

ad
e m

e aw
are o

f the p
o

w
er o

f 
sym

bols in 
h

u
m

an
 co

m
m

u
n

icatio
n

. T
h

is p
o

w
er j
~
 n

o
t o

n
ly

 in the 
sh

ared
 lexicons an

d
 g

ram
m

ars o
f sp

o
k

en
 an

d
 w

ritle'n lan
g

u
ag

es, b
u

t also in 
the artful o

r poetic in
d

iv
id

u
al craftin

g
 o

f speech th
ro

u
g

h
 p

ersu
asiv

e tropes: 
m

etap
h

o
rs, 

m
eto

n
y

m
s, 

o
x

y
m

o
ra, 

''w
ise 

w
o

rd
s'' 

(a 
W

estern
 

A
p

ach
e 

sp
eech

-m
o

d
e), an

d
 m

an
y

 m
o

re. 
N

o
r is co

m
m

u
n

icatio
n

 th
ro

u
g

h
 sy

m
b

o
ls 

lim
ited

 to w
ords. E

ach cu
ltu

re, each
 p

erso
n

 w
ithin it, uses the en

tire sen
sory rept:'rtoire to co

n
v

ey
 m

essages: 
m

an
u

al gesticulations, 
facial ex

p
res

sions, bodily p
o

stu
res, 

rap
id

, h
eav

y
, o

r light b
reath

in
g

, 
tears, at th

e in
d

iv
id

u
al k

v
el; stylized gestu~es, 

d
an

ce p
atlern

s, p
rescrib

ed
 silences, syn

ch
ro

n
ized

 m
o

v
em

en
ts su

ch
 as m

arch
in

g
, the m

oves an
d

 "p
la

y
s" o

f g
am

es, 
sp

o
rts, an

d
 rituals, at the cu

ltu
ral level. C

lau
d

e L
@

vi-S
trauss w

as o
n

e o
f the 

first to call o
u

r atten
tio

n
 to the diverse "sen

so
ry

 co
d

es" th
ro

u
g

h
 w

h
ich

 in
fo

rm
atio

n
 

m
ay

 
b

e 
tran

sm
itted

, 
an

d
 

h
o

w
 

they 
m

ay
 

b
e 

co
m

b
in

ed
 

an
d

 
m

u
tu

ally
 "tra

n
sla

te
d

.'' 

P
erh

ap
s 

if I 
h

ad
 

n
o

t 
h

ad
 

early
 

ex
p

o
su

re 
to 

th
e
a
tre

-m
y

 
lirst 

clear 
m

em
o

ry
 o

f a p
erfo

rm
an

ce w
as S

ir F
ran

k
 B

en
so

n
's version o

f The Tem
pest 

w
h

en
 

I 
w

as 
live 

y
ears 

o
ld

-1
 

w
o

u
ld

 
not 

have 
b

een
 

alerted
 

to 
the 

"th
eatrical" 

p
o

ten
tial 

o
f 

social 
life, 

especially 
in 

such 
co

h
eren

t 
co

m


m
u

n
ities as A

frican villages. B
ut n

o
 o

n
e could fail to n

o
te the an

alo
g

y
, in

d
eed

 the h
o

m
o

lo
g

y
, b

etw
een

 those seq
u

en
ces o

f supposedly ''sp
o

n
tan

eo
u

s'' 
ev

en
ts w

hich m
ad

e fully ev
id

en
t the tensions existing in those villages, an

d
 

th
e ch

aracteristic "p
ro

cessu
al fo

rm
" o

f W
estern

 d
ram

a, from
 A

ristotle on

w
ard

s, o
r W

estern
 epic an

d
 saga, albeit o

n
 a lim

ited
 o

r m
in

iatu
re scale. N

o 
o

n
e could fail to recognize, m

o
reo

v
er, w

h
en

 "d
ram

atic tim
e" has rep

laced
 

ro
u

tin
ized

 
social 

living. 
B

eh
av

io
r 

took 
o

n
 

the 
ch

aracter 
k

n
o

w
n

 
to 

ncurnbiologists 
as 

"erg
o

tro
p

ic." 
In· 

th
eir 

term
s 

it 
ex

h
ib

ited
 

"aro
u

sal, 
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h
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0
 

heightened activity, an
d

 em
otional resp

o
n

se." N
o

 d
o

u
b

t, had I possessed 
the technical m

eans o
f m

easu
rem

en
t, I w

ould have been able to discover in 
the 

"acto
rs," 

such 
"au

g
m

en
ted

 sym
pathetic d

isch
arg

es" 
as 

"in
creased

 
heart rate, blood pressure, sw

eat secretion, pupillary dilation, and the in
hibition o

f gastro-intestinal m
o

to
r an

d
 secretory fu

n
ctio

n
." (B

arb
ara L

ex, 
"N

eu
ro

b
io

lo
g

y
 o

f R
itual T

ran
ce," in 

The Spectrum
 o

f R
itual, 

1979: 1:!6). 

In
 o

th
er w

ords, 
d

u
rin

g
 social d

ram
as, 

a g
ro

u
p

's em
otional clim

ate is full 
of th

u
n

d
er and lightning an

d
 choppy air currents! W

h
at has h

ap
p

en
ed

 is \ 
that a public breach has occurred in the norm

al w
orking o

f society, ran
g

in
g

· 
from

 so
m

e grave transgression o
f the code o

f m
an

n
ers to an

 act o
f violence, 

·;• ,, _, 
a beating, even a hom

icide. S
uch a breach m

ay result from
 real feeling, a 

crim
e passionel p

erh
ap

s, o
r from

 cool calcu
latio

n
-a political act designed 

to challenge the ex
tan

t pow
er structure. A

gain, the breach m
ay take the 

form
 

o
f u

n
h

ap
p

y
 chance: 

a 
q

u
arrel ro

u
n

d
 

the 
beer 

pots, 
an unw

ise o
r 

o
v

erh
eard

 
w

onJ, 
an

 
un-prem

editated 
q

u
arrel. 

N
evertheless, 

once 
an


tagonism

s are out in the o
p

en
, m

em
b

ers o
f a g

ro
u

p
 inevitably take sides. 

O
r else they seck to b

rin
g

 ab
o

u
t a reconciliation am

o
n

g
 the contestants. 

T
h

u
s breach slides into crisis, an

d
 the critics o

f crisis seck to restore peace. 
c.· 

S
uch critics are usually those w

ith a strong interest in m
ain

tain
in

g
 the status 

quo ante, the elders, law
m

akers, adm
inistrators, ju

d
g

es, priests, and law
 en

forcers o
f the relevant co

m
m

u
n

ity
. A11 o

r som
e o

f these attem
pt to apply 

redressive machi11e~y-to 
"p~~-up"~1uarrels, 

"m
e
n

d
" 

broken social 
tics, 

"seal u
p

 p
u

n
ctu

res" in the "so
cial fab

ric,'' by the juridical m
eans o

f courts 
an

d
 the judicial process o

r th
e
 ritual m

ean-s provided by' religious institu
tions: 

divination 
into 

the 
hidden 

causes 
o

f social 
conflict 

(w
itchcraft, 

ancestral w
rath

, the gods' displeasure), prophylactic sacrifice, th
erap

eu
tic 

ritual (involving the 
exorcism

 o
f m

alefic spirits an
d

 
the propitiation o

f 
"g

o
o

d
" ones), an

d
 finding the ap

t occasion for the perform
ance o

f a m
ajo

r 
d

tu
al celebrating the 

values, 
co

m
m

o
n

 interests, 
an

d
 m

oral o
rd

er o
f the 

w
idest recognized cultural an

d
 m

oral co
m

m
u

n
ity

, transcending the divi
sions o

f the local g
ro

u
p

. T
h

e social d
ram

a co
n

clu
d

es-if ever it m
ay b

e said 
to have a "last act" -e

ith
e
r in the reconciliation o

f the co
n

ten
d

in
g

 parties 
o

r their ag
reem

en
t to d

iffer-w
h

ich
 m

ay involve a dissident m
inority in 

seceding from
 the original co

m
m

u
n

ity
 an

d
 seeking a new

 habitat (the E
x

odus th
em

e, b
u

t also exem
plified on a sm

aller scale by the splitting o
f C

en
-

tral A
frican villages). 

In
 large-scale m

o
d

em
 societies, social d

ram
as m

ay escalate from
 the local 

level to national revolutions, o
r from

 the very b
eg

in
n

in
g

 m
ay take the form

 
of w

ar betw
een nations, In all cases, from

 the fam
ilial an

d
 village level to 

in
tern

atio
n

al c'>lnnict, 
social d

ram
as reveal "su

b
cu

tan
eo

u
s" levels o

f the 
soda! stru

ctu
re, for every ''social sy

stem
,'' from

 tribe to nation, to lidcls o
f 

international 
relations, 

is 
com

posed 
o

f 
m

an
y

 
"g

ro
u

p
s," 

"so
cial 

categ
o

ries," statuses an
d

 roles, 
arran

g
ed

 in 
hierarchies an

d
 divided into 

lu
tro

d
u

d
iu

n
/ II 

I' 

segm
ents. In sm

all-scale societies there a rei oppusflions am
o

n
g

 clans, sub
clans, lineages, fam

ilies, age-sets, religiousl an
d

 pblitical associations, an
d

 
m

an
y

 m
ore. In o

u
r ow

n industrial soci.eti~1 s!, w
e fre fam

iliar w
ith op~osi

tions betw
een classes, sub-classes, eth

m
c g,rpups, 'sects an

d
 cults, reg

w
n

s, 
political parties, an

d
 associatons based on\ gende:r, division o

f lab
o

r, an
d

 
relative age. O

th
er societies are internally ?:ivided' by caste an

d
 traditional 

craft. S
ocial d

ram
as have a habit o

f activati
1 n;g theJe "classificato

ry
" opposi

tiorzs a;1d m
an

y
 m

ore:factions (w
hich m

ay
 cut acro~s traditional caste, class, 

o
r 

lineage 
divisions 

in 
p

u
rsu

it 
o

f imme~liate, 
b

o
n

tem
p

o
rary

 
interests), 

I . · 
· 

/' 
· 

" 
h' h 

! 1 
I 

b
'l' 

r 
"
t ib I" 

re rgrous 
''revrta rzatw

n 
m

ovem
ents 

w
 

tc 
lii!ay 

rn,o 
t tze 

,o
rm

er 
r 

a 
enem

ies in jo
in

t opposition to foreign, col:C
\nizing overlords w

ith su
p

erio
r 

m
ilitary 

technology, 
international alliance{! an

d
 _coalitions 

o
f ideologically 

disparate groups w
ho see them

selves as h~ving 'a co
m

m
o

n
 en

em
y

 ~often 
equally heterogeneous in national, religio

1~s, cla'ss, 
ideological, econom

ic 
m

ake-up), an
d

 co
m

m
o

n
 im

m
ed

iate intere~sts-a~d tu
rn

in
g

 them
 in

to
 con-

jlict.r. 
[ 

1 

, 
• 

• 

S
ocial 

life, 
then, 

even 
its 

appar;qntly 
1 , q

u
tetest 

m
o

m
en

ts, 
ts 

ch.~raderistically "p
reg

n
an

t" w
ith social ~r:amas.' It is as th

o
u

g
h

 each o
f us 

has a "p
eace" face 

an
d

 a "w
a
r" face, 

th'at w
el,are p

ro
g

ram
m

ed
 for co

o
p

eratio
n

, 
b

u
t 

p
rep

ared
 

for 
conflict. 

~he 
P

fim
ordial 

an
d

 
p

eren
n

ial 
agonistic m

o
d

e is the social d
ram

a. B
ut as o

u
r species has m

o
v

ed
 th

ro
u

g
h

 
tim

e and becom
e m

ore dexterous in the u~c an
d

 !m
anipulation o

f sym
bols, 

as o
u

r technological m
astery o

f n
atu

re ad
d

 o
u

r pow
ers o

f self-destruction 
have 

grow
n 

exponentially 
in 

the 
past 

few
 

th\m
sand 

years, 
in 

sim
ilar 

m
easu

re w
e have becom

e som
ew

hat m
oreli;tdept in devising cultural m

odes 
o

f confronting, u
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
, assigning l-tieani~g to, ·and som

etim
es cop

ing w
ith c

risis-th
e
 second stage o

f the ineradicallle social d
ram

a th
at besets 

us at all tim
es, all places, an

d
 all levels ot~socioclultural o

rg
an

izatio
n

. T
h

e 
third stage, m

odes o
f redress, w

hich alwa~s co
n

iain
ed

 at least the g
erm

 o
f 

self-reflexivity, a public w
ay o

f assessing! o
u

r social behavior, has m
oved 

o
u

t o
f the d

o
m

ain
s o

f law
 an

d
 religion into tho~e o

f the various arts. T
h

e 
grow

ing com
plexity o

f the social an
d

 eq
m

o
m

iJ division o
f lab

o
r, giving 

specialization 
an

d
 

professionalization t~elir op~ortunity 
to 

escape 
from

 
em

b
ed

m
en

t in the total o
n

g
o

in
g

 social pr,qcess, has also provided com
plex 

sociocultural 
system

s 
w

ith 
effective i !in

stru
m

en
ts 

for 
scru

tin
izin

g
 

them
selves. B

y m
eans o

f such genres as! theatri!, including p
u

p
p

etry
 an

d
 

shadow
 th

eatre, dance d
ram

a, an
d

 profes~ional story-telling, p
erfo

rm
an

ces 
arc presented w

hich p
ro

b
e a co

m
m

u
n

ity
's w

eakt)esses, call its leaders to ac
co

u
n

t, 
desacralize 

its 
m

ost 
cherished i\~aluesi 

an
d

 
beliefs, 

p
o

rtray
 

its 
, characteristic conflicts an

d
 suggest rem

edjes for th
em

, an
d

 generally take 
stock o

f its cu
rren

t situation in the know
!n "wo~ld." 

T
h

u
s the roots o

f theatre are in social 'diram
al an

d
 social d

ram
a accords 

w
ell 

w
ith A

ristotle's abstraction o
f d

ran
tatic fqrm

 
from

 
the w

orks o
f the 

! 



F
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h
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G
reek playw

rights. B
ul theatre rn com

plex, u
rb

an
ized

 societies on the scale 
o

f :·~ivilizations" has becom
e a specialized d

o
m

ain
, w

here it has becom
e 

legt.llm
ate to experim

ent w
ith m

odes o
f presentation, m

an
y

 o
f w

hich depart 
radncally 

(an
d

, 
indeed, 

consciously) 
from

 
A

ristotle's 
m

odel. 
B

u
t 

these 
sophi~ticated 

d
ep

artu
res are 

them
selves im

plicit 
in 

the 
fac.t 

that 
theatre 

ow
es !.Is specific genesis to the th

ird
 phase o

f social d
ram

a, a phase w
h-icl1 i~ 

essentm
lly an

 attem
p

t to ascribe m
ean

in
g

 to "so
cial d

ram
atic" events by 

. the proc~~s w
hi<::h ~

i
c
~
a
r
d
 S

ch
ech

n
er has .recently described as "resto

rin
g

 
l~e past. 

T
h

eatre Bs, m
deed, a hypertrophy, an

 ex
ag

g
eratio

n
, o

f ju
ral and 

n
tu

al processes; it is not a sim
ple replication o

f the "n
a
tu

ra
l" total pro

cessual. p
attern

 
o

f 
the 

social 
d

ram
a. 

T
h

ere 
is, 

therefore, 
in 

theatre 
s
o
m
~
t
h
m
~
 o

f the investigative, ju
d

g
m

en
tal, an

d
 even p

u
n

itiv
e character o

f 
law

-m
-achon, 

an
d

 
som

ething 
o

f the 
sacred 

m
y

th
ic 

n
u

m
in

o
u

s 
even 

"su~ernatural" 
character o

f religious action_:__someti~1es 
to the p~int o

f 
sacnfice. G

rotow
ski hit off this aspect w

ell w
ith his term

s 
"h

o
ly

 actor " 
an

d
 "secu

lar sacru
m

." 
' 

' 
T

h
e positivist and functionalist schools o

f an
th

ro
p

o
lo

g
y

 in w
hose con

~epls an
d

 m
e
t
h
~
d
s
 I w

as first instructed could give m
e only lim

ited insight 
m
t
~
 the ?ynam

1cs o
f social d

ram
as. I could co

u
n

t the people involved, state 
thetr soctal status-roles, describe their behavior, collect biographical infor
m

atio
n

 ab
o

u
t them

 from
 o

th
ers, an

d
 place them

 stru
ctu

rally
 in the social 

system
 o

f the co
m

m
u

n
ity

 m
anifested by the social d

ram
a. B

ut this w
ay o

f 
treatin

g
 "so

cial facts as th
in

g
s," as the F

ren
ch

 sociologist D
u

rk
h

eim
 ad

m
onished investigators to do, gave little u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

 o
f the m

otives 
and 

characters o
f the actors in these p

u
rp

o
se-satu

rated
, em

o
tio

n
al 

an
d

 "m
ean

-
. 

f 
I" 

' 
m

g
 u 

. events. 
l 
gradual!~ gravitated, 

w
ith 

tem
p

o
rary

 
pauses 

to 
study 

sym
bohc 

processes, 
th

eo
n

es 
o

f 
sym

bolic 
in

teractio
n

 
the 

view
s 

o
f 

sociological 
phenom

enologists, 
an

d
 

those 
o

f 
F

ren
ch

 
s;ructuralists and 

"decons~ructi~mists," tow
ards the basic stance d

elin
eated

 by the g
reat G

er
m

an
 soc.•al 

thmk~r, w
hose photogrr;>

hs rem
in

d
 o

n
e o

f a grizzled old pea
san

t, W
!
l
~
e
l
m
 D

•l.they (1833-!91!). T
h

is stance d
ep

en
d

s upon the concept 
o

f 
ex

p
en

en
ce 

(m
 

G
erm

an
, 

E
rlebnis, 

literally 
"w

h
a
t 

has 
b

een
 

lived 
th

ro
u

g
h

"). K
an

t h
ad

 argued that the d
ata o

f ex
p

erien
ce are "fo

rm
less." 

D
ilth

ey
 disagreed. 

H
e 

conceded 
that 

any 
distinguishable 

"m
an

ifo
ld

," 
w

h
eth

er a n
atu

ral form
ation o

r o
rg

an
ism

, o
r a cu

ltu
ral institution, or a 

m
en

tal ev
en

t, contains certain form
al relationships w

hich can be analyzed. 
J?ilthey 

called. these 
the 

"fo
rm

al 
categ

o
ries": 

u
n

ity
 

an
d

 
m

ultiplicity, 
likeness an

d
 d1fference, 

w
hole an

d
 p

art, degree, 
an

d
 sim

ilar elem
entary 

concepts. A
s H

. A
. H

odges, w
riting on D

ilthey (1953:68-9) su
m

m
arized

: 
"A

ll the form
s o

f discursive thought, as analyzed in form
al logic, and all 

the fu
n

d
am

en
tal concepts o

f m
athem

atics, can be red
u

ced
 to these form

al 
categories. T

h
ey

 are a l')etw
ork w

ithin w
hich all th

o
u

g
h

t about an
y

 subject
m

'!lter 'm
ust 

be enclosed. 
T

h
ey

 are 
applicable 

to 
all 

possible objects o
f 

In I 
actio

n
/ I 3 

th
o

u
g

h
t, but they express the peculiar nature of nolle of them

 (m
y

 em
phasis); an

d
, 

as w
ithout them

 n
o

th
in

g
 can be u

n
d

ersto
o

d
, so nothing can be,understood w

ith 

them
 alone" (m

y em
phasis). 

l)ilthcy goes o
n

 to argue that experience, in its form
al aspect, is richer 

th
an

 can
 be accounted for by general form

al categories. It is n
o

t th
at the ex

periencing subject im
poses such categories as space, substance, causal in


ter;ctio

n
, 

an
d

 
so 

forth 
on 

the 
physical 

w
orld, 

o
r 

d
u

ratio
n

, 
creative 

fre-edom
, 

value, 
significance, 

an
d

 
the 

like 
o

n
 

the 
"w

o
rld

 
o

f m
in

d
." 

R
ath

er, 
the d

ata o
f experience are "in

stin
ct w

ith fo
rm

," 
an

d
 th

o
u

g
h

t's 
w

ork 
is 

to 
d

raw
 

o
u

t 
"th

e 
stru

ctu
ral 

sy
stem

" 
im

plicit 
in 

every 
distinguishable E

rlebnis o
r u

n
it o

f experience, w
h

eth
er this b

e a love affair 
o

r a historical cause cl!l~bre such as the D
reyfus A

ffa
ir-o

r a social d
ram

a. 
S

tru
ctu

res o
f experience, for D

ill hey, are not the bloodless "co
g

n
itiv

e 
stru

ctu
res," 

static 
an

d
 

"sy
n

ch
ro

n
ic," 

so 
beloved 

o
f 

the 
"th

o
u

g
h

t
s-tructuralists" 

w
ho 

have 
d

o
m

in
ated

 
F

ren
ch

 
an

th
ro

p
o

lo
g

y
 

for 
so 

long. 
C

o
g

n
itio

n
 is, o

f course, an im
p

o
rtan

t aspect, facet, o
r "d

im
en

sio
n

" o
f an

y
 

stru
ctu

re o
f experience. T

h
o

u
g

h
t clarifies an

d
 generalizes lived experience, 

but experience is charged w
ith em

o
tio

n
 an

d
 volition, sources respectively o

f 
v

alu
e-ju

d
g

m
en

ts an
d

 precepts. B
ehind D

ilth
ey

's w
orld-picture is the basic 

fact o
f the total h

u
m

an
 b

d
n

g
 (L

aw
ren

ce's "m
a
n

 aliv
e") at grips w

ith his 
en

v
iro

n
m

en
t, perceiving, thinking, feeling, desiring. A

s h
e says, "life em


braces 

life." 
A

s 
H

o
d

g
es continues: 

"A
ll 

the 
intellectual 

an
d

 
linguistic 

stru
ctu

res 
w

hich 
philosophers study, 

an
d

 from
 

w
hose com

plexities an
d

 
obscurities the problem

s o
f philosophy arise are incidents in this interaction 

b
etw

een
 m

an
 an

d
 his w

o
rld

" (op. 
cit., p. 349). 

F
o

r m
e, .the anthropology o

f p
erfo

rm
an

ce is an
 essential p

art o
f the an


thropology o

f experience. In a sense, every type o
f cultural p

erfo
rm

an
ce, 

l1~cluding ritual, cerem
o

n
y

, carnival, th
eatre, :ind p

o
etry

, is ex
p

lan
atio

n
 

an
d

 explication o
f life itself, as D

ilthey often arg
u

ed
. T

h
ro

u
g

h
 the perfor

m
an

ce process itself, w
hat is norm

ally sealed u
p

, inaccessible to ev
ery

d
ay

 
observation 

an
d

 
reasoning, 

in 
the d

ep
th

 
o

f sociocultural life, 
is 

d
raw

n
 

fo
rth

-
D

illhey uses the term
 A

usdruck, "a
n

 ex
p

ressio
n

," from
 ausdrucken, 

literally, 
"to

 press o
r squeezt! o

u
t." 

"M
e
a
n

in
g

" 
is 

squeezed o
u

t o
f an

 
event w

hich has either been directly experienced by the d
ram

atist o
r p

o
et, 

o
r cries nul for penetrative, im

aginative u
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
 ( V

erslehen). 
A

n
 ex

perience is itself a process w
hich "p

resses o
u

t" to an
 "ex

p
ressio

n
" w

hich 
com

pletes it. H
ere the etym

ology o
f "p

erfo
rm

an
ce" m

ay give us a helpful 
clue, for it has nothing tn do w

ith "fo
rm

," but derives from
 O

ld
 F

rench 
pa~fournir, ''to

 co
m

p
lete'' o

r ''carry
 o

u
t th

o
ro

u
g

h
ly

.'' A
 p

erfo
rm

an
ce, then, 

is-
the 

p
ro

p
er finale 

of an
 experience. 

D
ilthey's presentation o

f the 
five 

''m
o

m
en

ts" o
f E

rlebnis have a processual stru
ctu

re, b
ein

g
 genetically con

nected. 
E

ach E
rlebnis o

r distinctive experience has (I) a 
perceptual core 

-p
le

a
su

re
 o

r pain m
ay be felt m

ore intensely than in routinized, repetitive 
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behaviors; (2) im
ages o

f past experiences are evoked w
ith "u

n
u

su
al clarity 

o
f outline, 

strength o
f sense, 

an
d

 en
erg

y
 o

f p
ro

jectio
n

" (cited 
in 

R
.A

. 
M

akreel, 
1975:141). (3) B

ut past events rem
ain

 inert unless the feelings 
originally b

o
u

n
d

 u
p

 w
ith 

them
 can be fully 

revived; 
(4) 

"m
ean

in
g

" 
is 

generated by "feelin
g

ly
" thinking ab

o
u

t the interconnections betw
een past 

an
d

 
present 

events. 
H

ere 
D

ilthey 
distinguishes 

betw
een 

"m
ean

in
g

" 
(B

edeutung) an
d

 value (W
ert). V

alu
e belongs essentially to an

 experience in a 
conscious present. V

alue inheres in the affective en
jo

y
m

en
t o

f the present. 
V

alues arc:: not inw
ardly connected w

ith one an
o

th
er in a system

atic w
ay. 

A
s D

ilthey put it: "F
ro

m
 the stan

d
p

o
in

t o
f value, life appears as an

 infinite 
assortm

ent o
f positive an

d
 negative existet.lce-values. It is like a chaos o

f 
harm

onies an
d

 discords. E
ach o

f these is a tone-structure w
hich fills a pre

sent; b
u

t they have no m
usical relation to one an

o
th

er." B
ut it is in bring

ing past an
d

 present into ''m
u

sical relatio
n

'' that the process o
f discovering 

an
d

 establishing "m
ean

in
g

" consists. 
B

ut it 
is 

not en
o

u
g

h
 

to 
possess a 

m
ean

in
g

 for oneself; (5) an
 experience is never truly com

pleted until it is 
"ex

p
ressed

," 
that 

is, 
until 

it 
is 

co
m

m
u

n
icated

 
in 

term
s 

intelli!:[iblc 
to 

others, linguistic o
r otherw

ise. C
u

ltu
re itself is the ensem

ble o
f such expres

sio
n

s-th
e
 experience o

f individuals m
ad

e available to society an
d

 accessi
ble 

to 
the 

sym
pathetic 

p
en

etratio
n

 
o

f o
th

er 
"m

in
d

s." 
F

o
r 

this 
reason 

D
ilthey thought o

f culture as "o
b

jectified
 m

in
d

" (oldectiver G
ei.rt). 

A
ccor

d
in

g
 to D

ilthey, "o
u

r know
ledge o

f w
hat is given in experience is extended 

th
ro

u
g

h
 the in

terp
retatio

n
 o

f the objectifications o
f life an

d
 this interpreta

tion, in tu
rn

, is only m
ad

e possible by p
lu

m
b

in
g

 the depths o
f subjective ex

p
erien

ce" (D
ilthey: Selected W

ritings, 
1976: 195-6). T

h
u

s, w
e can know

 o
u

r 
ow

n subjective depths as m
u

ch
 by scrutinizing the m

eaningful ol~jectilica
tions "ex

p
ressed

" by o
th

er m
in

d
s, as by introspection. In co

m
p

lem
en

tary
 

fashion, self-scrutiny m
ay give us clues to the penetration o

f objectifications 
o

f life 
generated 

from
 

the 
experience 

o
f others. 

T
h

ere 
is 

a 
kind 

o
f 

"h
erm

en
eu

tic circle" 
involved here, o

r rath
er, 

"sp
iral," 

lor each 
tu

rn
 

transcends its predet:essor. 

E
xpressions, lor D

ilthey, m
ay be o

f several classes. T
h

ere are "id
eas," 

w
hich 

can 
be 

tran
sm

itted
 

precisely, 
since 

they 
have 

a 
high 

degree 
o

f 
generality. 

B
ut 

they 
tell 

us 
n

o
th

in
g

 ab
o

u
t 

the 
particular p

erso
n

's con
sciousness 

in 
w

hich 
they 

first 
ap

p
eared

. 
"O

u
r 

u
n

d
ctstan

d
in

g
 

here 
is 

precise, b
u

t it is not d
eep

," says D
ilthey (op. 

cit., G
.S

., V
II, 205-6). "It 

tells us w
hat idea som

eone has, b
u

t not how
 he com

es to have it" (ibid.). A
 

second class o
f expression is 

that o
f h

u
m

an
 

"a
c
ts." 

E
very act, 

D
ilthey 

argues, is tlie execution o
f a p

u
rp

o
se, a volition, an

d
, since the relation bet

w
een act an

d
 purpose is reg

u
lar an

d
 in

tim
ate, the purpose can be read in 

the act. T
h

e aci w
as done not to express the purpose, b

u
t to fulfil it; never

theless to an outside observer, it does in fact express w
hat it fulfils (H

o
d

g
es, 

op. cit., p. J:JO
). T

h
is applies not only to the acts o

f an
 ag

en
t's private life, 
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b
u

t also to the public acts o
f legislators, an~ ,the b~.havior o

f rnasse_s o
f p~o

ple in public situations. In describing an
d

 at\Jalyzin
1 r; social d

ram
as m

 A
fn

ca 
an

d
 elsew

here, lo
r instance, I have becom

fi very 1m
uch aw

are o
f the rela

tionship betw
een acts an

d
 purposes an

d
 gm

fls, thpugh I w
ould go further 

II 
. 

I' 
. 

p 
th

an
 D

ilthey an
d

 see m
an

y
 acts as expressi)~g and, fulfil m

g unconscw
us 

ur-

poses and goa~. 
[' 

! 
• 

T
h

is uncqhscious form
ative co

m
p

o
n

en
t iis evet;I m

o
re Im

p
o

rtan
t w

here 
the third cl~ks o

f ex
p

ressio
n

s-w
o

rk
s o

f a
rt-is

 ~oncerned. 
D

ilthey m
u

st 
have b

een
 aw

are o
f its 

im
p

o
rtan

ce w
hen1 ,he w~ote 

(G
esam

m
elte Schrijten, 

henceforth cited as "G
.S

. ,"V
o

l. V
II, 192171:206)\ "

I set before m
yself the 

su
m

 of G
o

eth
e's artistic, literary, an

d
 scienfilic publications, and_ the rest. o

f 
, his w

ritings .
.
.
.
 H

ere the problem
 can

 bel ~olved,,of u
n

d
erstan

d
m

g
 th

em
-

-1t n
er reality, in a certain sense better than ?o

eth
9

 )Jnd_e~stood hi~self." W~rks ?
f 

art are vastly 
unlike m

an
y

 expressiO
ns o

l
1 pohll\)al ex

p
en

en
ce, w

h1ch he 
u

n
d

er the pow
er o

f selfish o
r p

artisan
 inter~:its, an

p
 hence suppress, distort, 

o
r counterfeit the products o

f authentic experience. A
rtists have no m

otive 
for deceit or concealm

ent, b
u

t strive to fin'!i
1 the pbrfect expressive form

 for 
their 

experience. 
A

s 
W

ilfred 
O

w
en

 wro~e: 
"
th

e
 

tru
e 

poets 
m

u
st 

be 
tru

th
fu

l." In
 som

e w
ay they have an

 inmil~ent ~rehension o
f that strange 

lim
inal sp

a
c
e
-in

 all o
f us, b

u
t m

o
re sper:kingly

1 so in artists-w
h

ere, as 
D

ilthey w
rites, "life discloses itself at a d

¢
p

th
 in.accessible to observation, 

renection, 
an

d
 

th
eo

ry
" 

(V
ol. 

V
II, 

19
1 27:207). 

O
n

ce 
"ex

p
ressed

," 
how

ever 
a~ w

orks o
f art 

readers, view
efs, an

d
11 hearers can

 renect u
p

o
n

 
them

 si~ce 
they 

are tr~stworthy 
m

essa;!!ies 
fr?m

 
o

u
r 

species' 
depths, 

h
u

m
an

ized
 life disclosing itself, so to speak. 

I 
I 

' 
R

ecapitulating, then, w
e have traced

 a p
ath

 fn)m
 the th

ird
 phase o

f social 
d

ram
a to theatri1;al perforrnanc~, w

hich i,s. thenlconn~cted w
ith_ the "fift.h 

m
o

m
en

t'' o
f a D

tltheyan ErlebniS, o
r as str:uctured u

m
t o

f ex
p

en
en

ce. It IS 
in this m

o
m

en
t that the poet, artist, o

r ckam
atjst "freely

 unfolds im
ages 

beyond the b
o

u
n

d
s o

f reality
" (D

ilthey, 1G
.S

., jvl, 
1924:137). T

h
e artist 

tries to p
en

etrate the very essence o
f the E;rtlebnis.l In

 so d
o

in
g

 he allow
s free 

access to the depths w
here "life grasps life." 

I 

In
 

the 
past 

live 
years, 

I 
have 

been 1clirecti,Y
 

in
tro

d
u

ced
 

by 
R

ich
ard

 
S

chechner to the w
orkings o

f the ex
p

erin
1 1ental \h

eatre w
hich flourished in 

the U
n

ited
 S

tates in the late 1960s an
d

 early l 97,0s, b
u

t ap
p

ears regrettably 
to be m

erely sputtering today. S
everal ofrthe e~says in this book relate to 

S
ch

ech
n

er's theories an
d

 practice as a p
r9

d
u

cer. S
ch

ech
n

er's th
eatre w

as 
alive to the social d

ram
as o

f o
u

r tim
e, an~: soug~t "b

y
 freely u

n
fo

ld
in

g
 im

· 
ages beyond the b

o
u

n
d

s o
f reality

" to lay 'hold 9
f the n

atu
re o

f its p
r
e
d
i
~
 

m
ent. Indeed, the en

tire process w
hich h1 s~t in .. i~rain after decid.ing up. on a 

V
 

d
ram

atic them
e w

as alm
ost a transform~tton ~/"Ito o

v
ert, p

u
b

h
c term

s o
f ~ 

D
ilthey's in

n
er m

o
v

em
en

t from
 Erlebnisi~s direct experience to its m

ean
· 

. 
I I 
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ingful, aestheti.c outcom
e as.a w

ork o
f arL~'Direcl ex

p
erien

ce'' w
as usually 

som
e p

ro
b

lem
 m

 S
~
h
e
c
h
n
e
r
 so

w
n

 life o
r in th

at o
f the P

erform
ance G

ro
u

p
, 

of ~h1ch he w
~
s
 d1~ector. !"le then set ab

o
u

t finding a "te
x

t" o
r "sc

rip
t" 

w.h~eh w
ould giV

e hnm
 a m

irro
r, serve as a reflexive device, for scru

tin
izin

g
 

his problem
. 
"~i.rect ex

p
erien

ce" w
as also involved in the casting process, 

w
hose 

com
plexities 

I 
have 

no 
room

 
to 

discuss 
here. 

N
ext 

began 
the 

'_'W
orkshop" process, w

hich often lasted for o
v

er a year, and w
hich I o

n
ce 

hkened to the forest cam
p

 w
here novices are initiated in A

frican circum
ci

sion rituals, ~edicated to the im
parting o

f esoteric know
ledge, train

in
g

 in 
useful, 

pract~eal techniques, subjecting the neophytes to ordeals, co
n

fro
n


ting 

th
em

 
w

ith 
m

asked, 
n

u
m

in
o

u
s 

figures 
representing 

rem
ote 

tribal 
anc.estors an

d
 deities, 

p
o

rtray
in

g
 origin m

y
th

s, an
d

, in effect, dissolving 
the1r forme~ social perso~alities in o

rd
er to "re

g
ro

w
" them

, to use a w
idely 

know
n 

A
fn

can
 

expressiO
n, 

as 
self-disciplined, 

m
atu

re 
persons. 

A
s 

is 
custom

ary in "p
o

stm
o

d
em

" (i.e., post-W
orld W

ar II) theatre, the text is 
som

etim
es c

o
m

p
o

se
d

-o
r playw

rights' texts are decom
posed, then recom


p
o
s
e
d
-
d
u
~
i
n
g
 rehearsals. T

ex
ts are not privileged. T

h
eatrical space, per

form.e~s, 
d1rector, 

m
ed

ia 
used 

(am
plification 

an
d

 
distortion 

o
f speech, 

teleV
ISIO

n 
screens, 

film
s, 

slides, 
tapes, 

m
usic, 

/lip-synch~ p
erfo

rm
in

g
, 

firew
orks,. an

d
 m

an
y

 m
o

re), sustained separation o
f role and p

erfo
rm

er by 
m

any deviC
es, all such u

n
its and devices are flexibly com

bined an
d

 recom


bined as reflections o
f a co

m
m

o
n

 w
ill arising from

 rare m
om

ents o
f co

m


m
unitas am

o
n

g
 the h

u
m

an
 com

ponents o
f th

e theatric ensem
ble. 

T
h

ese m
ultiple an

d
 in

d
eterm

in
ate m

eans an
d

 codes are tentative an
d

 ex
perim

ental responses to the experience o
f m

em
b

ers o
f the post m

o
d

ern
 th

eatre 
subculture as m

em
b

ers o
f the 

new
 

biosphere-noosphere (in T
eilh

ard
ian

 
term

s) 
created

 
by 

the 
qualitative 

leap 
in 

global 
co

m
m

u
n

icatio
n

s 
an

d
 

tran
sp

o
rtatio

n
, the com

puterization o
f m

y
riad

 "b
its" o

f inform
ation, the 

te~tacular sp
read

 o
f m

ultinational co
rp

o
ratio

n
s h

ead
ed

 by invisible oligar
chieS w

ho eschew
 direct political recognition, an

d
 above all the D

am
ocles

sw
ord o

f n
u

clear d
estru

ctio
n

 w
hich objectively threatens all an

d
 subjective

ly 
halts 

h
u

m
an

istic, 
"m

o
d

ern
"' progressivism

 
in 

m
id-stride.j S

ch
ech

n
er 

m
akes this p

o
in

t in a recent article, "T
h

e
 E

n
d

 o
f H
u
r
~
 in P

erform
ing 

A
rts]oum

al, 10/11. H
o

w
ev

er, in this article, he equates "ex
p

erien
ce" w

ith 
"o

rd
in

ary
 h

ap
p

en
in

g
s alo

n
g

 a linear p
lan

e," "n
arrativ

e" (p. II) an
d

 "ilie ~ 
!flean

in
g

fu
l" 

(p. 
13) 

an
d

 
consigns 

it 
to 

the 
now

 surpassed 
"
m

o
d

e
rn

/' 
essentially R

en
aissan

ce view
 o

f h
u

m
an

 action. B
ut the term

 cannot b
e cir

cum
scribed so narrow

ly in space an
d

 tim
e. "E

x
p

erien
ce" is a w

ord w
hich 

has su
rv

iv
ed

, 
in 

m
an

y
 cognate form

s, 
in 

m
an

y
 languages derived 

from
 

P
ro

to
-In

d
o

-E
u

ro
p

ean
. 

B
y 

analogy w
ith geology, archaeology, an

d
 d

ep
th

 
psychology, it m

ay be possible to regard the etym
ology of k<~y term

s in m
a

jo
r lan

g
u

ag
es as a m

any-leveled system
 w

hose strata are com
posed o

f suc
cessively deposited layers o

f historical "ex
p

erien
ce." E

tym
ology is, 

after 
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all, a m
ode o

f "resto
rin

g
 the p

ast," a form
 o

f linguistic "self-reflexivity." 
T

h
e 

m
any-leveled 

o
r 

"lam
in

ated
" 

geological 
crust o

f t'!e 
earth

 
is 

still 
"aliv

e" (think of the M
t. S

t. H
elen

's eru
p

tio
n

); eveh m
o

re so is the hull]an 
"m

in
d

" o
r "p

sy
ch

e," w
ith its conscious, pre-conscious, an

d
 vnconscious 

levels, each subdivided into layers o
r b

an
d

s laid dow
n b

y
 repeated d

ram
atic 

o
r "trau

m
atic ex

p
erien

ces." N
eurobiologists o

f the central nervous system
 

recognize 
surviving 

"arch
aic" 

structures 
in 

the 
b

rain
, 

forebrain, 
an

d
 

au
to

n
o

m
ic system

s, w
hich co

n
tin

u
e to

 interact w
ith the neocortex. S

im
ilar

ly, a m
o

d
ern

 w
o

rd
's past "sen

ses" have influenced its present p
en

u
m

b
ra o

f 

m
ean

in
g

. 
S

cholars, such as Ju
liu

s P
o

k
o

rn
y

 (lndogerm
anisches 

E
tym

olgisches 
W

orler-
buch, 

I 959), trace "ex
p

erien
ce" right back to hypothetical In

d
o

-E
u

ro
p

ean
 

base or root •per-, 
"to

 attem
p

t, v
en

tu
re, risk

," w
hence the G

reek
 peira, 

"ex
p

erien
ce," the source o

f o
u

r w
ord "em

p
irical." It is also the verbal 

root from
 w

hich derives the G
erm

an
ic •jeraz, giving rise to O

ld
 E

nglishfaer, 
"d

an
g

er, 
sudden calam

ity
," 

w
hence M

o
d

ern
 E

nglish "fe
a
r." 

A
lready, 

th
en

 w
e see' 'co

g
n

itiv
e'' directions taken by •per-, th

ro
u

g
h

 the G
reek

 route, 
an

d
 affective ones, th

ro
u

g
h

 the G
erm

an
ic-w

h
ich

 w
ould have interested 

D
ilthcy, one m

ay b
e sure! 

B
ut m

ore directly "ex
p

erien
ce" derives, via 

M
iddle E

nglish an
d

 O
ld

 F
ren

ch
, from

 the L
atin experientia, d

en
o

tin
g

 "trial, 
proof, ~xperiment," itself g

en
erated

 from
 experiens, the present participle o

f 
experiri, "to

 try, test," from
 ex-, "o

u
t" 

+
b

a
se

 per as in peri/us, "ex
p

erien
c· 

e
d

," "h
av

in
g

 learned by try
in

g
." '\f~~~Uif!J'~c:j-~_){_!_eilc!eQ_io_r.IJI\Of •per-

is 
•peri-tlo, w

hence the L
atin

 periclum
, periculum

, "trial, d
an

g
er, p

eril." O
n

ce 
m

ore, w
e 

find 
experience linked w

ith risk, strain
in

g
 tow

ards "d
ra

m
a
," 

crisis, 
rath

er th
an

 b
lan

d
 cognitive learning! 

T
h

e.su
ffix

ed
 form

 o
f L

 
E

. 
•per·, •per-ya, em

erges in the G
reek

 peira, as m
en

lio
n

ed
, h

u
t w

hat failed to 
b

e m
entioned is that th!' E

nglish "p
ira

te
" com

es from
 that G

reek
 w

ord, via 
peirates, 

an
 "attack

er," from
 peiran, 

"to
 attem

p
t, attack

." G
o

in
g

 further 
back, etym

ologists, such as W
alter S

keat an
d

 P
okorny, hold that the verbal 

root •per-
is part o

f a phonetically sim
ilar group, w

hose rcn
tral concept is 

perhaps the base o
f prepositions an

d
 preverbs w

ith the core m
ean

in
g

 of 
"fo

rw
ard

," 
"th

ro
u

g
h

." 
T

h
u

s 
the 

G
reek

 
v

erb
 

perao, 
m

eans 
"
I 

pass 
through." 

If cultural institutions am
i sym

bolic m
odes are to b

e seen, 
in 

D
iltheyan term

s, 
as the crystallized secretions o

f once living h
u

m
an

 ex
perience, 

individual an
d

 collective, 
w

e 
m

ay p
erh

ap
s see 

the w
ord "ex


p

erien
ce" 

itself as 
an

 
experienced 

traveler 
th

ro
u

g
h

 
tim

e! 
O

r w
e 

m
ay 

m
etaphorize it as "tre

e
," w

hose tap-root is the idea o
f "p

erilo
u

s p
assag

e," 
even 

"rites o
f p

assag
e." 

F
ro

m
 • per-, 

too, derive o
u

r w
ords "fa

re
" an

d
 

"
fc

rry
"
-b

y
 G

rim
m

's L
aw

 describing the regular changes undergone by 
In

d
o

-E
u

ro
p

ean
 stop co

n
so

n
an

ts (in this case, p to f) represented in G
er

m
anic. 

F
inally, "ex

p
erim

en
t," like "ex

p
erien

ce," is derived from
 

L
atin 

experiri, 
"to

 try o
r test." If w

e p
u

t these various senses together w
e have a 

"lam
in

ated
" s<"m

antic system
 focused o

n
 "ex

p
erien

ce," w
hich portrays it 
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o;s a jo
u

rn
ey

, a lest (of self, o
f suppositions ab

o
u

t others), a ritual passage, 
an ex

p
o

su
re to peril o

r risk, a so
u

rce o
f fear. 

B
y m

ean
s o

f experience, w
e 

"fa
re

" "fearfu
lly

" th
ro

u
g

h
 "p

erils," taking "ex
p

erim
en

tal" steps. It all 
so

u
n

d
s rath

er like D
ilthey's description o

f erleben, 
"liv

in
g

 th
ro

u
g

h
" a ~e

q
u

en
ce o

f e
v

e
n

ts-it m
ay

 be a 
ritu

al, 
a 

pilgrim
age, 

a 
social 

d
ram

a, 
a 

friend's d
eath

, a p
ro

tracted
 lab

o
r, an

d
 o

th
er Erlebnisse. S

uch an
 ex

p
erien

ce 
is in

co
m

p
lete, t

h
o
u
g
~
~
~
~
e
 o

f its "m
o

m
en

ts" is "p
erfo

rm
an

ce," an
 

act o
f creativ

e retr~spection in w
hich "m

ean
in

g
" is ascribed to the events 

an
d

 
p

arts 
o

f 
ex

p
erien

ce-ev
en

 
if 

the 
m

ean
in

g
 

is 
that 

''th
ere 

is 
no 

m
ean

in
g

." 
T

h
u

s 
experience 

is 
b

o
th

 
"liv

in
g

 
th

ro
u

g
h

" 
[lnd 

"th
in

k
in

g
 

b
ack

.'' It is also ''w
illin

g
 o

r w
ishing fo

rw
ard

," i.e., establishing goals an
d

 
m

odels for fu
tu

re experience in w
hich, hopefully, the erro

rs an
d

 perils o
f 

past ex
p

erien
ce w

ill be avoided o
r elim

inated. 
"E

x
p

erim
en

tal" 
theatre 

is 
n

o
th

in
g

 less 
th

an
 

"p
erlin

m
ed

," 
in 

o
th

er 
w

ords, 
"re

sto
re

d
" 

experience, 
that 

m
o

m
en

t 
in 

the 
cxpericntal 

pro
c
e
ss-th

a
t 

often 
prolonged 

an
d

 
internally 

segm
ented 

''m
o

m
e
n

t"
-in

 
w

hich m
ean

in
g

 em
erges th

ro
u

g
h

 "reliv
in

g
" the original experience (often 

a 
social 

d
ram

a 
subjectively 

perceived), 
an

d
 

is 
given 

an 
ap

p
ro

p
riate 

aesthetic form
. T

h
is form

 then becom
es a piece o

f co
m

m
u

n
icab

le w
isdom

, 
assisting o

th
ers (th

ro
u

g
h

 V
erslehen, u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

) to u
n

d
erstan

d
 b

etter not 
only them

selves b
u

t also the tim
es an

d
 cultural conditions w

hich com
pose 

their g
en

eral "ex
p

erien
ce" o

f reality. B
oth R

ich
ard

 S
chechner an

d
 I, ap

p
ro

ach
in

g
 the issue from

 different directions, envision theatre as an
 im

p
o

r
tan

t 
m

ean
s 

for 
the 

in
tercu

ltu
ral 

transm
ission 

o
f 

painfully 
achieved 

m
odalities o

f experience. P
erfect tran

scu
ltu

ral u
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
 m

ay
 n

ev
er be 

achieved, 
b

u
t 

if 
w

e 
enact 

o
n

e 
an

o
th

er's 
social 

d
ram

as, 
ritual~, 

an
d

 
theatrical p

erfo
rm

an
ces in full 

aw
aren

ess of the salient characteristics o
f 

their o
rig

in
al socioeultural settings, the very length an

d
 intensity o

f w
hat 

S
ch

ech
n

er calls 
"th

e train
in

g
-reh

earsal-p
rep

aratio
n

 p
ro

cess" 
m

u
st d

raw
 

the actors into ''o
th

er w
ays o

f seein
g

'' an
d

 ap
p

reh
en

d
in

g
 the ''reality

'' o
u

r 
sym

bolic form
ations are forever striving to encom

pass an
d

 express. 
I b

eg
an

 this introduction o
n

 a autobiographical note an
d

 en
d

 it w
ith an

 
appeal 

for 
global 

cultural 
u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

. 
In 

C
harlottesville, 

V
irg

in
ia, 

w
here I n

o
w

 teach at the university, the phrase "M
r. .Jefferson w

ould have 
ap

p
ro

v
ed

 o
f th

at," is the final seal o
f approval for an

y
 action. 

I im
ag

in
e 

correlatively that "P
ro

fesso
r D

ilth
cy

 w
ould have ap

p
ro

v
ed

" o
f allem

p
ts' 

b
ein

g
 m

ad
e by a handful o

f anthropologists an
d

 th
eatre scholars an

d
 practi-

:'· 
tioners to g

en
erate an an

th
ro

p
o

lo
g

y
 an

d
 theatre o

f experience w
hich seek to

 
, ;, 

"u
n

d
erstan

d
 .other people an

d
 th

eir expressions o
n

 the basis o
f ex

p
erien

ce 
an

d
 

self-understanding 
an

d
 

the 
co

n
stan

t 
interaction 

betw
een 

th
em

'': 
(D

illhey: Selected W
ritings, 1976:218). H

ere the "o
th

er p
eo

p
le" include those 

o
f every cu

ltu
re an

d
 every land for w

hom
 w

e have rich en
o

u
g

h
 records to 

draw
 on for perforrnative purposes. T

h
e ethnographies, literatu

n
;s, ritual, 

an
d

 theatrical traditions o
f the w

orld now
 lie o

p
en

 to
 u~ as the basis f(,r a 

I I I ':--::, 

In
tro

d
u

ctio
n
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new
 transcultural co

m
m

u
n

icativ
e synthesis t~iroug~, perform

anc_e. F
o

r the 
first tim

e w
e m

ay b
e m

o
v

in
g

 tow
ards a sharitlg o

f c1itural ex
p

en
en

ces, the 
m

anifold "fo
rm

s o
f objectivated m

in
d

" restpred t~rough p
erfo

rm
an

ce to 
so

m
eth

in
g

 like th
eir p~~"---~f!t·, .. c_!_uaJ_con_to•)ring. T

h
is m~y b

e a hu~bl: 
step for m

an
k

in
d

 aw
ay from

 the destruction ttl.at. sur~ly a wall~ ou~ specie~ af 
w

e co
n

tin
u

e to cultivate deliberate m
u

tu
al! m

asun
1 d

erstan
d

m
g

 
Ill the 

111-

terests o
f pow

er an
d

 profit. W
e can learn froqt!expe~ience-~rom ~he en

act
m

en
t 

an
d

 
p

erfo
rm

an
ce 

o
f 

the 
culturally) , tran

srtitted
 

ex
p

en
en

ces 
o

f 

o
th

ers-p
eo

p
les o

f the H
eath

 as w
ell as o

f t~f Boo~. 

R
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LIMINAL TO LIMINOID, IN PLAY, FLOW, AND 
RITUAL: AN ESSAY IN COMPARATIVE SYMBOLOGY 

by Victor Turner 

First I will describe what 1 mean by "comparative symbology" and how, 
in a broad way, it differs from such disciplines as "semiotics" (or "semiology") 
and "symbolic anthropology," which are also concerned with the study of 
such terms as symbols, signs, signals, significations, icons, signifiers, signi- 
f ied~,  sign-vehicles, and so on. Here, I want to discuss some of the types of 
sociocultural processes and settings in which new symbols, verbal and non- 
verbal, tend to be generated. This will lead me into a comparison of "liminal" 
and "liminoid" phenomena, terms which 1 will consider shortly. 

According to Josiah Webster's lexicographical progeny, the people who 
produced the second College edition of Webster's New World Dictionary, 
"symbology" is "the study or interpretation of symbols"; it is also "repre- 
sentation or expression by means of symbols." The term "comparative" 
merely means that this branch of study involves comparison as a method, 
as does, for example, comparative linguistics. Comparative symbology is 
narrower than "semiotics" or "semiology" (to use Saussure's and Roland 
Barthes's terms), and wider than "symbolic anthropology" in range and 
scope of data and problems. "Semiotics" is "a general theory of signs and 
symbols, especially, the analysis of the nature and relationship of signs in 
language, usually including three branches, syntactics, semantics, and 
pragmatics." 

1) Syntactics: The formal relationships of signs and symbols to one an- 
other apart from their users or external reference; the organization and 
relationship of groups, phrases, clauses, sentences, and sentence structure. 

2)Semantics: The relationship of signs and symbols to the things to 
which they refer, that is, their referential meaning. 

3) Pragmatics: The relations of signs and symbols with their users. 
In my own analyses of ritual symbols, "syntactics" is roughly similar to 

what I call "positional meaning"; "semantics" is similar to "exegetical 
meaning"; and "pragmatics" is similar to "operational meaning." Semiology 
seems to have rather wider aspirations than semiotics, since it is defined as 
"the science of signs in general" whereas semiotics restricts itself to signs 
in language, though Roland Barthes is now taking the position that "lin- 

Mr. Turner is Professor of Soclal Thought and of Anthropology at  the University of Chlcago. 
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guistics is not a part of the general science of signs . . . it is semiology which 
is a part of linguistics" (Barthes 1967: 1 I ) .  

Comparative symbology is not directly concerned with the technical 
aspects of linguistics, and has much to do with many kinds of nonverbal 
symbols in ritual and art, though admittedly all cultural languages have 
important linguistic components, relays, or "signifieds." Nevertheless, it is 
involved in the relationships between symbols and the concepts, feelings, 
values, notions, etc., associated with them by users, interpreters, or exegetes: 
in short it has semantic dimensions, it pertains to meaning in language and 
context. Its data are mainly drawn from cultural genres or subs~vsrems of 
expressive culture. These include both oral and literate genres, and one may 
reckon among them activities combining verbal and nonverbal symbolic 
actions, such as ritual and drama, as well as narrative genres, such as myth, 
epic, ballad, the novel and ideological systems. They would also include 
nonverbal forms, such as miming, sculpture, painting, music, ballet, and 
architecture-and many more. 

But comparative symbology does more than merely investigate cultural 
genres in abstraction from human social activity. It would become semiology 
if it did, whose corpus of data "must eliminate diachronic elements to the 
utmost" and coincide with a "state of the system, a cross-section of history" 
(Barthes, p, 98). When considering ritual data collected during my field- 
work among the Ndembu people of northwestern Zambia, 1 wrote that 

1 could not analyse [these] ritual symbols without studying them in a time series in relation 
to other "events" [regarding the symbol, too, as an "event" rather than a "thing"], for 
symbols are essentially involved in social process [and, 1 would now add, in psychological 
processes, too]. 1 came to see performances of ritual as  distinct phases in the social processes 
whereby groups became adjusted to internal changes [whether brought about by personal 
o r  factional dissensions and conflicts of norms or  by technical or organizational innova- 
tions], and adapted to their external environment [social and cultural, as  well as  physical 
and biotic]. From this standpoint the ritual symbol becomes a factor in social action, a 
positive force in an activity field. Symbols, too, are crucially involved in situations of 
societal change-the symbol becomes associated with human Interests, purposes, ends 
and means, aspirations and ideals, ~ndivtdual and collective, whether these are explicitly 
formulated or have to be inferred from the observed behavior. For these reasons, the 
structure and properties of a ritual symbol become those of a dynamic entity, at least 
within itsappropriatecontext of action. (Turner 1967:20) 

We shall take a closer look at some of these "properties" later, But I want 
to stress here that because from the very outset 1 formulate symbols as 
social and cultural dynamic systems, shedding and gathering meaning over 
time and altering in form, I cannot regard them merely as "terms" in atem- 
poral logical or protological cognitive systems. Undoubtedly, in the 
specialized genres of complex societies such as philosophical, theological, 
and formal logical systems, symbols, and the signs derived from their 
decomposition, do acquire this "algebraic" or logical quality, and can be 
treated effectively in relations of "binary opposition," as "mediators," and 
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the rest, denatured by the primacy of specialist cognitive activity. But "les 
symboles sauvages," as they appear not only in traditional, "tribal" cultures 
but also in the "cultural refreshment" genres (poetry, drama, and painting) 
of post-industrial society, have the character of dynamic semantic systems. 
They gain and lose meanings-and meaning in a social context always has 
emotional and volitional dimensions-as they "travel through" a single rite 
or work of art, let alone through centuries of performance, and they are 
aimed at producing effects on the psychological states and behavior of those 
exposed to them or obliged to use them for their communication with other 
human beings. I have always tried to link my work in processual analysis 
(for example, studies of the ongoing process of village politics in Schism 
and Continuity, 1957) with my work in the analysis of ritual performances. 

This is perhaps why 1 have often focused on the study of individual 
symbols, on their semantic fields and processual fate as they move through 
the scenario of a specific ritual performance and reappear in other kinds of 
ritual, or even transfer from one genre to another, for example, from ritual 
to a myth-cycle, to an epic, to a fairy tale, to citation as a maxim in a case 
at law. Such a focus leaves the semantic future of each symbol, as it were, 
open-ended. In contrast, formal analysis of a total set of symbols assumed 
a priori to be a system or a gestalt, treated as closed, atemporal, and syn- 
chronic, a "corpus," or finite collection of materials, tends to emphasize a 
given symbol's formal properties and relations and to select from its wealth 
of meaning only that specific designation which makes it an appropriate 
term in some binary opposition, itself a relational building block of a 
bounded cognitive system. Binariness and arbitrariness tend to  go together, 
and both are in the atemporal world of "signifiers." Such a treatment, while 
often seductively elegant, a.frisson for our cognitive faculties, removes the 
total set of symbols from the complex, continuously changing social life, 
murky or glinting with desire and feeling, which is its distinctive milieu and 
context, and imparts to it a dualistic rigor morris. SymboIs, both as sensorily 
perceptible vehicles (signifiants) and as sets of "meanings" (signiJiPs), are 
essentially involved in multiple variability. Living, conscious, emotional, 
and volitional creatures employ them not only to give order to the universe 
they inhabit, but creatively to make use also of disorder, both by over- 
coming or reducing it in particular cases and by its means questioning 
former axiomatic principles that have become a fetter on the understanding 
and manipulation of contemporary things. For example, Rabelais's dis- 
orderly, scatological heaps of symbolic forms standing for the disorderly 
deeds and attributes of Gargantua and Pantagruel challenged the neatness 
of scholastic theological and philosophical systems-the result, paradoxi- 
cally, was to blast away logically watertight obscurantism. When symbols are 
rigidified into logical operators and subordinated to implicit syntax-like 
rules, by some of our modern investigators, those of us who take them too 
seriously become blind to the creative or innovative potential of symbols as 
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factors in human action. Symbols may "instigate" such action and in situa- 
tionally varying combinations channel its direction by saturating goals and 
means with affect and desire. Comparative symbology does attempt to 
preserve this ludic capacity, to catch symbols in their movement, so to 
speak, and to "play" with their possibilities of form and meaning. I t  does 
this by contextualizing symbols in the concrete, historical fields of their 
use by "men alive" as they act, react, transact, and interact socially. Even 
when the symbolic is the inverse of the pragmatic reality, it remains inti- 
mately in touch with it, affects and is affected by it, provides the positive 
figure with its negative ground, thereby delimiting each, and winning for 
"cosmos" a new territory. 

Narrower in scope than semiotics, comparative symbology is wider than 
symbolic anthropology, for it proposes to take into account not oniy "ethno- 
graphic" materials, but also the symbolic genres of the so-called "advanced" 
civilizations, the complex, large-scale industrial societies. Undoubtedly, 
this broader perspective forces it to come to terms with the methods, 
theories, and findings of specialists and experts in many disciplines which 
most anthropologists know all too little about, such as history, literature, 
musicology, art history, theology, the history of religions, philosophy, and 
so on. Nevertheless, in making these attempts to study symbolic action in 
complex cultures, anthropologists, who now study symbols mainly in 
"tribal" or simple agrarian myth, ritual, and art, would be doing no more 
than returning to an honorable tradition of their predecessors. Durkheim 
and the Annke Sociologique school, Kroeber, Redfield, and their successors, 
and Professor Singer, have examined cultural sub-systems in "oikoumenes" 
(literally "inhabited worlds," used by Kroeber to indicate civilizational 
complexes, such as Christendom, Islam, Indic and Chinese civilization, and 
the like) and Great Traditions. 

In my own case, I was pressed towards the study of symbolic genres in 
large-scale societies by some implications of the work of Arnold van Gennep 
(which drew principally on the data of small-scale societies) in his Rites de 
Passage, first published in French in 1909. Although van Gennep himself 
seems to have intended that his term "rite of passage" should be used both 
for rituals accompanying the change in social status of an individual or a 
cohort of individuals, and for those associated with seasonal changes for an 
entire society, his book concentrates on the former type; and the term has 
come to be used almost exclusively in connection with these "life-crisis" 
rituals. I have tried to revert to van Gennep's earlier usage in regarding al- 
most all types of rites as having the processual form of 'passage." What 
does this term mean? 

Van Gennep distinguishes three phases in a rite of passage: separation, 
transition, and inclorporation. The first phase is separation, the phase which 
clearly demarcates sacred space and time from profane or secular space and 
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time (it is more than just a matter of entering a temple-there must be in 
addition a rite which changes the quality of time also, or constructs a 
cultural realm which is defined as "out of time," that is, beyond or outside 
the time which measures secular processes and routines). It includes sym- 
bolic behavior-especially symbols of reversal or inversion of secular things, 
relationships, and processes-which represents the detachment of the ritual 
subjects (novices, candidates, neophytes, or "initiands") from their previous 
social statuses. In the case of members of a society, it involves collectively 
moving from all that is socially and culturally involved in an agricultural 
season, or from a period of peace as against one of war, from plague to 
community health, from a previous sociocultural state or condition, to a 
new state or condition, a new turn of the seasonal wheel. During the inter- 
vening phase of transition, called by van Gennep "margin" or "limen" 
(meaning "threshold" in Latin), the ritual subjects pass through a period 
and area of ambiguity, a sort of social limbo which has few (though some- 
times these are most crucial) of the attributes of either the preceding or 
subsequent profane social statuses or cultural states. We will look at this 
liminal phase much more closely later. The third phase, called by van 
Gennep "re-aggregation" or "incorporation," includes symbolic phenomena 
and actions which represent the return of the subjects to their new, relatively 
stable, well-defined position in the total society. For those undergoing life- 
cycle ritual this usually represents an enhanced status, a stage further along 
life's culturally prefabricated road. For those taking part in a calendrical or 
seasonal ritual, no change in status may be involved, but they have been 
ritually prepared for a whole series of changes in the nature of the cultural 
and ecological activities to be undertaken and of the relationships they will 
then have with others-all these holding good for a specific quadrant of 
the annual productive cycle. Many passage rites are irreversible (for the 
individual subjects) one-shot-only affairs, while calendrical rites are re- 
peated every year by everyone; though, of course, one may attend the 
passage rites of one's kin or friends innumerable times, until one knows 
their form better than the initiands themselves-like the old ladies who 
"never miss a wedding" as compared with the nervous couple at their first 
marriage. I have argued that initiatory passage rites tend to "put people 
down" while some seasonal rites tend to "set people up"; that is, initiations 
humble people before permanently elevating them, while some seasonal 
rites (whose residues are carnivals and festivals) elevate those of low status 
transiently before returning them to their permanent humbleness. Van 
Gennep argued that the three phases of his schema varied in length and 
degree of elaboration in different kinds of passage: for example, "rites of 
separation are prominent in funeral ceremonies, rites of incorporation at 
marriages. Transition rites may play an important part, for instance, in 
pregnancy, betrothal, and initiation." The situation is further complicated 
by regional and ethnic differences which cut across typological ones. 
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Nevertheless, it is rare to find no trace of the three-part schema in "tribal" 
rituals. 

The passage from one social status to another is often accompanied by a 
parallel passage in space, a geographical movement from one place to an- 
other. This may take the form of a mere opening of doors or the literal 
crossing of a threshold which separates two distinct areas, one associated 
with the subject's pre-ritual or preliminal status, and the other with his 
post-ritual or postliminal status. (The draft inductee's "two steps forward" 
may serve as a modern instance of a ritualized move into liminality.) On 
the other hand, the spatial passage may involve a long, exacting pilgrimage 
and the crossing of many national frontiers before the subject reaches his 
goal, the sacred shrine, where paraliturgical action may replicate in micro- 
cosm the three-part schema at the shrine itself. Sometimes this spatial 
symbolism may be the precursor of a real and permanent change of residence 
or geographical sphere of action. For example, a Nyakusa or Ndembu girl, 
after her puberty rites, leaves her natal village to dwell in her husband's; in 
certain hunting societies young boys live with their mothers until the time 
of their initiation rites into adulthood, after which they begin to live with 
the other hunters of the tribe. Perhaps something of this thinking persists 
in our own society, when, in large bureaucratic organizations on the na- 
tional scale, such as the federal government, a major industrial corporation, 
or the university system, etc., promotion in status and salary usually in- 
volves movement in space from one city to another. This process is described 
by William Watson in Closed Systems and Open Minds as "spiralism." 
The "liminoid" phase between leaving one post and taking up another 
would repay study in terms of comparative symbology, both in regard to 
the subject (his dreams, fantasies, favorite reading and entertainment) and 
to those whom he is leaving and joining (their myths about him, treatment 
of him, and so on). But there will be more of this and of the distinction 
between "liminal" and "liminoid" later. 

According to van Gennep, an extended liminal phase in the initiation 
rites of tribal societies is frequently marked by the physical separation of the 
ritual subjects from the rest of society. Thus in certain Australian, Melane- 
sian, and African tribes, a boy undergoing initiation must spend a long 
period of time living in the bush, cut off from the normal social interactions 
within the village and household. Ritual symbols of this phase, though 
some represent inversion of normal reality, characteristically fall into two 
types: those of effacement and those of ambiguity or paradox. Hence, in 
many societies the liminal initiands are often considered to be dark, invisible, 
like a planet in eclipse or the moon between phases; they are stripped of 
names and clothing, smeared with the common earth, rendered indistin- 
guishable from animals. They are also associated with life and death, male 
and female, food and excrement, simultaneously, since they are at once 
dying from or dead to their former status and life, and being born and 
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growing into new ones. Sharp symbolic inversion of social attributes may 
characterize separation; blurring and merging of distinctions may charac- 
terize liminality. 

Thus, the ritual subjects in these rites undergo a "leveling" process, in 
which signs of their preliminal status are destroyed and signs of their liminal 
non-status are applied. I have mentioned certain indicators of their limi- 
nality (absence of clothing and names): other signs include not eating or not 
eating specified foods, disregard of personal appearance, the wearing of 
uniform clothing, sometimes irrespective of sex. In mid-transition the 
initiands are pushed as far toward uniformity, structural invisibility, and 
anonymity as possible. 

By way of compensation, the initiands acquire a special kind of freedom, 
a "sacred power" of the meek, weak, and humble. As van Gennep elabo- 
rates: 

During the entire novitiate, the usual economic and legal ties are modified, sometimes 
broken altogether. The novices are outside society, and society has no  power over them, 
especially since they are actually [in terms of indigenous beliefs] sacred and holy, and 
therefore untouchable and dangerous, just as  gods would be. Thus, although taboos, as  
negativerites, erect a barrier between the novices and society, the soc~ety IS helpless against 
the novices' undertakings. That is the explanation-the simplest in the world-for a fact 
that has been noted among a great many peoples and that has remained incomprehensible 
t o  observers. Durlng the novitiate, the young people can steal and pillage at  will or feed 
and adorn themselvesat the expense of thecommunlty. (1960:114) 

If only students in our culture were granted similar immunities concordant 
with their intellectually liminal situation! 

The novices are, in fact, temporarily undefined, beyond the normative 
social structure. This weakens them, since they have no rights over others. 
But it also liberates them from structural obligations. It places them too in 
a close connection with asocial powers of life and death. Hence the frequent 
comparison of novices on the one hand with ghosts, gods, or ancestors, and 
on the other with animals or birds. They are dead to the social world, but 
alive to the asocial world. Many societies make a dichotomy, explicit or 
implicit, between sacred and profane, cosmos and chaos, order and dis- 
order. In liminality, profane social relations may be discontinued, former 
rights and obligations are suspended, the social order may seem to have 
been turned upside down. By way of compensation, cosmological systems 
(as objects of serious study) may become of central importance for the 
novices. They are confronted by the elders, in rite, myth, song, instruction 
in a secret language, and various non-verbal symbolic genres (such as 
dancing, painting, clay-molding, wood-carving, masking, and the like), 
with symbolic patterns and structures which amount to  teachings about 
the structure of the cosmos and their culture as a part and product of it, 
insofar as these are defined and comprehended, whether implicitly or ex- 
plicitly. Liminality is a complex series of episodes in sacred space-time, and 
may also include subversive and ludic events. The factors of culture are 
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isolated, insofar as it is possible to do  this with multivocal symbols (that is, 
with the aid of symbol-vehicles-sensorily perceptible forms) that are each 
susceptible not of a single but of many meanings. Then they may be re- 
combined in numerous, often grotesque ways, grotesque because they are 
arrayed in terms of possible rather than experienced combinations-thus 
a monster disguise may combine human, animal, and vegetable features in 
an "unnatural" way, while the same features may be differently, but equally 
"unnaturally" combined in a painting or described in a tale. In other words, 
in liminality people "play" with the elements of the familiar and defamiliarize 
them. Novelty emerges from unprecedented combinations of familiar ele- 
ments. In the 1972 American Anthropological Association Meetings in 
Toronto, Brian Sutton-Smith borrowed a term which I have applied to 
liminality (and other social phenomena and events), "anti-structure" (mean- 
ing dissolution of normative social structure, with its role-sets, statuses, 
jural rights and duties, and so on). He related it to a series of experimental 
studies he has been making of children's (and some adult) games both in 
tribal and industrial societies. Much of what he says, muratis nnutandis, can 
be transferred to the study of liminality in tribal ritual. He writes: 

The normative structure represents the working equilibrium, the anti-structure represents 
the latent system of potential alternatives from which novelty will arise when contingencies 
in the normative system require it. We might more correctly call this second system the 
proto-structural system [he says] because it is the precursor of innovative normative 
forms. It IS thesource of new culture. (Sutton-Smith 1972: 18- 19) 

Sutton-Smith, who recently has been examining the continuum order- 
disorder in games (such as the children's ring-a-ring-a-roses), goes on to say 
that 

we may be disorderly in games [and, I would add, in the liminality of rituals, as well as  In 
such"liminoid" phenomena as charivaris, fiestas, Halloween masking and mumming, etc.] 
either because we have an overdose of order, and want to  let off steam [the "conservative" 
view of ritual disorder, such as ritual reversals, Satutnalia, and the like], or because we 
havesomething to learn through beingdisorderly. (1972: 17) 

What interests me most about Sutton-Smith's formulations is that he sees 
liminal and liminoid situations as the settings in which new symbols, models, 
and paradigms arise-as the seedbeds of cultural creativity in fact. These 
new symbols and constructions then feed back into the "central" economic 
and politico-legal domains and arenas, supplying them with goals, aspira- 
tions, incentives, structural models, and raisons dptre. 

Some have argued that liminality, more specifically "liminal" phenomena 
such as myth and ritual in tribal society, is best characterized by the estab- 
lishment of "implicit syntax-like rules" or by "internal structures of logical 
relations of opposition and mediation between the discrete symbolic ele- 
ments" of the myth or ritual. Claude Lkvi-Strauss would perhaps take this 
view. But to my mind it is the analysis of culture into factors and their free 
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or "ludic" recombination in any and every possible pattern, however weird, 
that is of the essence of liminality, liminality par excellence. This may be 
seen if one studies liminal phases of major rituals cross-culturally and cross- 
temporally. When implicit rules begin to appear which limit the possible 
combination of factors to certain conventional patterns, designs, or figura- 
tions, then, I think, we are seeing the intrusion of normative social structure 
into what is potentially and in principle a free and experimental region of 
culture, a region where not only new elements but also new combinatory 
rules may be introduced-far more readily than in the case of language. This 
capacity for variation and experiment becomes more clearly dominant in 
societies in which leisure is sharply demarcated from work, and especially 
in all societies which have been shaped by the Industrial Revolution. Various 
L6vi-Straussian models, such as the one dealing with metaphorical and 
oppositional logical relations and the transformation to humanity, from 
nature to culture, and the geometric model which utilizes two sets of oppo- 
sitions in the construction of a "culinary triangle," raw/cooked:raw/rotten, 
seem to me to be applicable mainly to tribal or early agrarian societies where 
work and life tend to be governed by seasonal and ecological rhythms. The 
models apply in situations where the rules underlying the generation of 
cultural patterns tend to seek out the binary "Yin-Yang," forms suggested by 
simple "natural" oppositions, such as hot/cold, wet/dry, cultivated/wild, 
malelfemale, summer/winter, plenty/scarcity, and the like. The main social 
and cultural structures tend to become modeled on these cosmological 
principles, which determine even the layout of cities and villages, the design 
of houses, and the shape and spatial placement of different types of cultivated 
land. It is not surprising that liminality itself cannot escape the grip of these 
strong structuring principles. Only certain types of children3 games and 
play are allowed some degree of freedom because these are defined as struc- 
turally "irrelevant," not "mattering." When children are initiated into the 
early grades of adulthood, however, variabilities and labilities of social 
behavior are drastically curtailed and controlled. Law, morality, ritual, even 
much of economic life, fall under the structuring influence of cosmological 
principles. The cosmos becomes a complex weave of "correspondences" 
based on analogy, metaphor, and metonymy. For example, the Dogon of 
West Africa, according to Marcel Griaule, Genevieve Calame-Griaule, and 
Germaine Dieterlen, establish a correspondence between the different cate- 
gories of minerals and the organs of the body. The various soils are conceived 
of as the organs of "the interior of the stomach," rocks are regarded as the 
"bones" of the skeleton, and various hues of red clay are likened to "the 
blood" (see my discussion of Dogon cosmology, 1974: 156- 165). Similarly, 
in medieval China, different ways of painting trees and clouds are related 
to different cosmological principles. 

Thus the symbols found in rites de passage in these societies, though 
subject to permutations and transformations of their relationships, are only 
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involved in these within relatively stable, cyclical, and repetitive systems. 
It is to these kinds of systems that the term "liminality" properly belongs. 
When used of processes, phenomena, and persons in large-scale complex 
societies, its use must in the main be metaphorical. That is, the word "limi- 
nality," used primarilv of a phase in the processual structure of a rite de 
passage, is applied to other aspects of culture-here in societies of far greater 
scale and complexity. This brings me to a watershed division in comparative 
symbology. Failure to distinguish between symbolic systems and genres 
belonging to cultures which have developed before and after the Industrial 
Revolution can lead to  much confusion both in theoretical treatment and in 
operational methodology. 

Let me try to spell this out. Despite immense diversities within each 
camp, there still remains a fundamental distinction at the level of expressive 
culture between all societies before and a11 societies subsequent to the 
Industrial Revolution, including the industrializing Third World societies, 
which, though dominantly agrarian, nevertheless represent the granaries or 
playgrounds of metropolitan industrial societies. 

Key concepts here are work, play, and leisure. Placing a different explana- 
tory stress on each or any combination of these can influence how we think 
about symbolic manipulation sets, symbolic genres, in the types of societies 
we will consider. Each of these concepts is multivocal or multivalent, each 
has many designations. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, "work" 
means: 

(1) expenditure of energy, striving, application of effort to some purpose [this fits fairly 
well with Webster's primary sense: "physical or mental effort exerted to d o  or  to make 
something; purposefulactivity; labor; toil"]; (2) task to  be undertaken. materials to be used 
in task; (3) thing done, achievement, thing made, book or  piece of literary or mus~cal 
composition [note this application of "work" t o  the genres of the leisure domain], nieri- 
rorious act as opposed to faith or grace; (4) doings or  experiences of specified kind, e.g., 
sharp, bloody, thirsty, wild, dry, etc., work [work often has this focused, singular ca- 
pacity]; (5) emplo.vment, especially the opportunity of earning money by labour, laborious 
occupation; ( 6 )  ordinary, practical (as in workaday), etc. [where it has resonances with 
secular, profane, pragmatic, and so on]. 

Now in "tribal," "preliterate," "simpler," "small-scale" societies, the types 
studied by anthropologists, ritual, and to some extent, myth, are regarded 
as "work" precisely in this sense, what the Tikopia call "the work of the 
Gods." Ancient Hindu society also posits a "divine work." In the third 
chapter of the Bhagavadgita (v.14- 15) we find a connection made between 
sacrifice and work:'"From food do all contingent beings derive, and food 
derives from rain; rain derives from sacrifice and sacrifice from work. From 
Brahman work arises." Nikhilananda (1952:I 10) comments that "work" 
(action) here refers to the sacrifice prescribed in the Vedas, which pre- 
scribes for "householders" sacrifice or work. The Ndembu call that which 
a ritual specialist does kuzata, "work," and the same general term is applied 
to what a hunter, a cultivator, a headman, and, today, a manual laborer, 
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do. Even in fairly complex agrarian societies associated with "city-state" or 
"feudal" polities, well within the scope of historical documentation, we find 
terms like liturgy which in pre-Christian Greece early became established 
as "public service to the gods." Liturgy is derived from the Greek leos or 
laos, "the people," and ergon, "work" (cognate with Old English weorc. 
German werk, from the Indo-European base, we@-, "to do, act." The 
Greek organon, "tool, instrument" derives from the same base-orginally 
worganon). The work of men is thus the work of the Gods, a conclusion 
which would have delighted Durkheim, though it could be construed as 
implying a fundamental distinction between gods and men, since men co- 
operated in ritual the better to enter into reciprocal, exchange relations 
with the gods or with God-it was not simply that "the voice of the congre- 
gation was the voice of God." A difference was construed between creator 
and created. Whatever may have been the empirical case, what we are 
seeing here is a universe of work, an ergon- or organic. universe, in which 
the main distinction is between sacred and profane work, not between work 
and leisure. For example, Samuel Beal comments in his Travels of' Fah- 
Hian and Sung- Yun, Buddhist Pilgrimsfrom China to India (400 A.D. and 
518 A.D.) (19645) on Chi Fah-Hian's use of the term Shaman, as follows: 
"The Chinese word Shaman represents phonetically the Sanscrit 'Sramana,' 
or the Pali 'Samana.' The Chinese word is defined to mean 'diligent and 
laborious' . . . . The Sanscrit root is 'sram,' to be fatigued." (He was referring 
to the people of Shen-Shen, in the desert of Makhai, part of the Gobi 
desert region.) It is, furthermore, a universe of work in which whole com- 
munities participate, as of obligation, not optation. The whole community 
goes through the entire ritual round, whether in terms of total or represen- 
tative participation. Thus, some rites, such as those of sowing, first fruits, 
or harvest, may involve everyone, man, woman, and child, others may be 
focused on specific groups, categories, associations, etc., such as men or 
women, old or young, one clan or another, one association or secret society 
or another. Yet the whole ritual round adds up to the total participation of 
the whole community. Sooner or later, no one is exempt from ritual duty, 
just as no one is exempt from economic, legal, or political duty. Communal 
participation, obligation, the passage of the whole society through crises, 
collective and individual, directly or by proxy, are the hallmarks of "the 
work of the gods" and sacred human work. Without it profane human 
work would be, for the community, impossible to conceive, though, no 
doubt, as history has cruelly demonstrated to those conquered by industrial 
societies, possible to live, or, at least, exist through. 

Yet it can be argued that this "work" is not work, as we in industrial 
societies know it, but has in both its dimensions, sacred and profane, an 
element of "play." Insofar as the community and its individual members 
regard themselves as the masters or "owners" of ritual and liturgy, or as 
representatives of the ancestors and gods who ultimately "own" them, they 
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have authority to introduce, under certain culturally determined conditions, 
elements of novelty from time to  time into the socially inherited deposit of 
ritual customs. Liminality, the seclusion period, is a phase peculiarly con- 
ducive to such "ludic" invention. Perhaps it would be better to regard the 
distinction between "work" and "play," or better between "work" and 
"leisure" (which includes but exceeds play sui generis), as itself an artifact 
of the Industrial Revolution, and to see such symbolic-expressive genres 
as ritual and myth as being at once "work" and "play" or at least as cultural 
activities in which work and play are intricately intercalated. Yet it often 
happens that the historically later can throw light on the earlier, especially 
when there is a demonstrable sociogenetic connection between them. For 
there are undoubtedly "ludic" aspects in "tribal," etc., culture, especially in 
the liminal periods of protracted initiation or calendrically based rituals. 
Such would include joking relationships, sacred games, such as the ball 
games of the ancient Maya and modern Cherokee, riddles, mock-ordeals, 
holy fooling and clowning, Trickster tales told in liminaf times and places 
(in or out of ritual contexts), and a host of other types. 

The point is, though, that these "play" or "ludic" aspects of tribal and 
agrarian ritual and myth are, as Durkheim says, "de la vie si.rieuse," that 
is, they are intrinsically connected with the "work" of the collectivity in 
performing symbolic actions and manipulating symbolic objects so as to 
promote and increase fertility of men, crops, and animals, domestic and 
wild, to cure illness, to avert plague, to obtain success in raiding, to turn 
boys into men and girls into women, to make chiefs out of commoners, to 
transform ordinary people into shamans and shamanins, to "cool" those 
"hot" from the warpath, to ensure the proper succession of seasons and the 
hunting and agricultural responses of human beings to them, and so forth. 
Thus the play is in earnest, and has to be within bounds. For example, in 
the Ndembu Twin Ritual, Wubwang'u, described in The Ritual Process, in 
one episode women and men abuse one another verbally in a highly sexual 
and jocose way. Much personal inventiveness goes into the invective, 
though much is also stylized. Nevertheless, this ludic behavior is pressed 
into the service of the ultimate aim of the ritual-to produce healthy off- 
spring, but not too many healthy offspring at once. Abundance is good, 
but reckless abundance is a foolish joke. "Enough's enough, but this is 
ridiculous!" Hence cross-sexual joking both maintains reasonable fertility 
and restrains unreasonable fecundity. Joking is fun, but it is also a social 
sanction. Even joking must observe the "golden mean," which is an ethical 
feature of "cyclical, repetitive societies," not as yet unbalanced by innova- 
tive ideas and technical changes. 

Technical innovations are the products of ideas, the products of what I 
will call the "liminoid" (the "-oid" here, as in asteroid, starlike, ovoid, egg- 
shaped, etc., derives from Greek -eidos, a form, shape, and means "like, 
resembling"; "liminoid" resembles without being identical with "liminal") 
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and what Marx assigned to a domain he called "the superstructural"-I 
would prefer to talk about the "anti-," "meta-," or  bbprotostructural." 
"Superstructural," for Marx, has the connotation of a distorted mirroring 
of the "structural," which is, in his terms, the constellation of productive 
relations, both in cohesion and conflict. On the contrary, 1 would see the 
"liminoid" as an independent and critical source-like Marx's own liminoid 
"works." Here we will observe how "liminoid" actions of industrial leisure 
genres can repossess the character of "work" though originating in a "free- 
time" arbitrarily separated by managerial fiat from the time of "laborw-and 
how the liminoid can be an independent domain of creative activity, not 
simply a distorted mirror-image, mask, or cloak for structural activity in 
the "centers" or "mainstreams" of "productive social labor." This is to 
identify liminoid productions with apologia for the political status quo. 
"Anti-structure," in fact, can generate and store a plurality of alternative 
models for living, from utopias to programs, which are capable of influenc- 
ing the behavior of those in mainstream social and political roles (whether 
authoritative or dependent, in control or  rebelling against it) in the direction 
of radical change. As scientists we are interested in demarcating a domain, 
not in taking sides with one or other of the groups or categories which 
operate within it. Experimental and theoretical science itself is "liminoid" 
-it takes place in "neutral spaces" or privileged areas (laboratories and 
studies) set aside from the mainstream of productive events. Universities, 
institutes, colleges, etc., are "liminoid" settings for all kinds of freewheeling, 
experimental cognitive behavior as well as forms of symbolic action, re- 
sembling some found in tribal society ("rushing" and "pledging" ceremonies, 
for example!). 

But let us look more closely at this notion of the "liminoid," and try to 
distinguish it from the "liminal." To  do  this properly, we have to examine 
the notion of "play." Etymology does not tell us too much about its mean- 
ing. We learn that the word "play" is derived from OE plegan, "to exercise 
oneself, move briskly," and that the Middle Dutch pleyen. "to dance," is a 
cognate term. Walter Skeat, in his Concise Etymological Dictionary of'the 
English Language (p. 355) suggests that the Anglo-Saxon plega, "a game, 
sport," is also (commonly) "a fight, a battle." He considers, too, that the 
Anglo-Saxon terms are borrowed from the Latin plaga, "a stroke." Even 
if the idea of a "danced-out or  ritualized fight" gets into subsequent denota- 
tions of "play," this multi-vocal concept has its own historical destiny. 

For Websrer's Dictionary, play is: 

(1) action, motion, or activity, esp. when free, rapid, or light (e.g., the p l a ~ l  of muscles) 
[here, as  so often, "play" is conceived of as "light" as against the "heaviness" of "work," 
"free" as against work's "necessary" or  "obligatory" character, "rapid" as against the care- 
ful, reflected-upon style of work routines]; (2) freedom or scope for motion or action; 
(3) activity engaged in for amusement or  recreation [here, again, we are verging on  the 
notion of activities disengaged from necessity or obligation]; (4) fun, joking (to do a thing 
inplay) [emphasizing the non-serious character of certain types of modern play]; (5) (a) 
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the playing of a game, (b) the way or technique of playing a game [here reintroducing the 
notion that play might be work, might be serious within ~ t s  non-serious dimens~on, and 
raising the problem of what are the conditions under which "fun" becomes "technique" 
and rule-governed]; (6) (a) a maneuver, move, o r  act in a game (e.g., the "w~shbone" or  
"T' offensive formation in American football o r  a specific brilliant move by a team or 
individual), (b) a turn at  play~ng (e.g., "there's one play left in the game"); (7) the act of 
gambling [and here we may t h ~ n k  of the "gambling" character of divination In tribal and 
even in feudal soclety, and, of course, the very word "gamble"' is derived from OE 
gamenian, "to play" akin to the German dialect term gamrneln, "to sport, make merry"]; 
(8) a dramatic composition or performance; drama, "the play's the thing"' [clearly t h ~ s  
term preserves something of the earlier sense of "fight, battle" as well as those of "recre- 
ation," "technique," and "turns (i.e., acts, scenes, etc.) at  playing"]; (9) sexual activity, 
dalliance. 

Here again we can see a shift from the meaning of sex as procreative "work," 
(a persistent meaning in tribal and feudal societies) to  the division of sexual 
activity into "play" or "foreplay," and the "serious" business or "work" of 
begetting progeny. Post-industrial birth control techniques make this divi- 
sion practically realizable, and themselves exemplify the division between 
work and play brought about by modern systems of production and thought, 
both "objectively," in the domain of culture, and "subjectively" in the 
individual conscience and consciousness. The distinction between "subjec- 
tive" and "objective" is itself an artifact of the sundering of work and play. 
For "work" is held to be the realm of the rational adaptation of means to 
ends, of "objectivity," while "play" is thought of as divorced from this 
essentially "objective" realm, and, insofar as it is its inverse, being "sub- 
jective," free from external constraints, where any and every combination 
of variables can be "played" with. Indeed, Jean Piaget, who has done most 
to study the developmental psychology of play, regards it as "a kind of 
free assimilation, without accommodation to spatial conditions or to the 
significance of the objects" (1962:86). 

In the liminal phases and states of tribal and agrarian cuItures-in ritual, 
myth, and legal processes-work and play are hardly distinguishable in 
many cases. Thus, in Vedic India, according to Alain Danielou (1964:144), 
the "gods [sura and deva, who are objects of serious sacrificial ritual] play. 
The rise, duration and destruction of the world is their game." Ritual is 
both earnest and playful. As Milton Singer has pointed out (1972:160), the 
"Krishna dance" in an urban bhajana program (group hymn singing) is 
called lila, "sports," in which the participants "play" at being the "Gopis" 
or milkmaids who"sport" in a variety ofways with Krishna, Vishnu incarnate, 
reliving the myth. But the Gopi's erotic love-play with Krishna has mystical 
implications, like the Song of Solomon-it is at once serious and playful, 
God's "sport" with the human soul. 

Now let us consider the clear division between work and leisure which 
modern industry has produced, and how this has affected all symbolic 
genres, from ritual to games and literature. Joffre Dumazedier, of the 
Centre d'Etudes Sociologiques (Paris), is not the only authority who holds 
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that leisure "has certain traits that are characteristic only of the civilization 
born from the industrial revolution" (1968; see also 1962). But he puts the 
case very pithily and I am beholden to his argument. Dumazedier dismisses 
the view that leisure has existed in all societies at all times. In archaic and 
tribal societies, he maintains, "work and play alike formed part of the 
ritual by which men sought communion with the ancestral spirits. Religious 
festivals embodied both work and play" (1968:248). Yet religious specialists 
such as shamans and medicine-men did not constitute a "leisure-class" in 
Veblen's sense, since they performed religious or magical functions for the 
whole community (and, as we have seen, shamanism is a "diligent and 
laborious" profession). Similarly, in the agricultural societies of recorded 
history, 

the working year followed a timetable written in the very passage of the days and sea- 
sons: in good weather work was hard, in bad weather it slackened off. Work of this kind 
had a natural rhythm to it, punctuated by rests, songs, games, and ceremonies, ~t was 
synonymous with the daily round, and in some regions began at  sunrise, to f in~sh only at  
sunset. . . the cycle of the year was also marked by a whole serles of sabbaths and feast 
days. The sabbath belonged to  religion; feast days, however, were often occasions for a 
great investment of energy (not to mentlon food) and constituted the obverse or opposite 
of everyday life [often characterized by symbolic inversion and status reversal]. But the 
ceremonial [or ritual] aspect of these celebrations could not be disregarded; they stemmed 
from religion [defined a s  sacred work], not leisure [as we think of it today]. . . . They were 
imposed by religious requirements . . . [and] the major European civilizations knew more 
than 150 workless daysa year. (1968:249) 

Sebastian de Grazia has recently argued (1962) that the origins of leisure 
can be traced to the way of life enjoyed by certain aristocratic classes in 
the course of Western civilization. Dumazedier disagrees, pointing out that 
the idle state of Greek philosophers and sixteenth century gentry cannot 
be defined in relation to work, but rather replaces work altogether. Work 
is done by slaves, peasants, or servants. True leisure exists only when it 
complements or rewards work. This is not to  say that many of the refine- 
ments of human culture did not come from this aristocratic idleness. 
Dumazedier thinks that it is significant that the Greek word for having 
nothing to do (schole) also meant "school." "The courtiers of Europe, after 
the end of the Middle Ages, both invented and extolled the ideal of the 
humanist and the gentleman" (1968:249). 

"Leisure," then, presupposes "work": it is a non-work, even an anti-work 
phase in the life of a person who also works. If we were to indulge in termi- 
nological neophily, we might call it anergic as against ergic! Leisure arises, 
says Dumazedier, under two conditions. First, society ceases to govern its 
activities by means of common ritual obligations: some activities, including 
work and leisure, become, a t  least in theory, subjecr to individual choice. 
Secondly, the work by which a person earns his or her living is "set apart 
from his other activities: its limits are no longer natural [my italics] but 
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arbitrary-indeed, it is organized in so definite a fashion that it can easily 
be separated, both in theory and in practice, from his free time" (1968:249). 
It is only in the social life of industrial and postindustrial civilizations that 
we find these necessary conditions. Other social theorists, both radical and 
conservative, have pointed out that leisure is the product of industrialized, 
rationalized, bureaucratized, large-scale socioeconomic systems with arbi- 
trary rather than natural delimitation of "work" from "free time" or "time 
out." Work is now organized by industry so as to be separated from "free 
time," which includes, in addition to leisure, attendance to such personal 
needs as eating, sleeping, and caring for one's health and appearance, as 
well as familial, social, civic, political, and religious obligations (which 
would have fallen within the domain of the work-play continuum in tribal 
society). Leisure is predominantIy an urban phenomenon, so that when 
the concept of leisure begins to penetrate rural societies, it is because agri- 
cultural labor is tending towards an  industrial, "rationalized" mode of 
organization, and because rural life is becoming permeated by the urban 
values of industrialization. This holds good for the "Third World" today 
as well as for the rural hinterlands of long-established industrial societies. 

Leisure-time is associated with two types of freedom, '6freedom-fromn' 
and "freedom-to," to advert to Isiah Berlin's famous distinction. I) It repre- 
sents freedom from a whole heap of institutional obligations prescribed by 
the basic forms of social, particularly technological and bureaucratic, or- 
ganization. 2) For each individual, it means .freedom from the forced, 
chronologically regulated rhythms of factory and office and a chance to 
recuperate and enjoy natural, biological rhythms again. 

Leisure is also 1) freedom to enter, even to generate new symbolic worlds 
of entertainment, sports, games, diversions of all kinds. It is, furthermore, 
2) freedom to transcend social structural limitations, freedom to p1a.v-with 
ideas, with fantasies, with words (from Rabelais to Joyce and Samuel 
Beckett), with paint (from the Impressionists to Action Painting and Art 
Nouveau), and with social relationships-in friendship, sensitivity training, 
psychodramas, and in other ways. Here far more than in tribal or agrarian 
rites and ceremonies, the ludic and the experimental are stressed, In com- 
plex, organic-solidary societies, there are obviously many more options; 
games of skilI, strength, and chance can serve as models for future behavior 
or models of past work experience-now viewed as release from work's 
necessities and as something one chooses to do. Sports such as football, 
games such as chess, recreations such as mountaineering can be hard and 
exacting and governed by rules and routines even more stringent than those 
of the work situation, but, since they are optional, they are part of an 
individual's freedom, of his growing self-mastery, even self-transcendence. 
Hence they are imbued more thoroughly with pleasure than those many 
types of industrial work in which men are alienated from the fruits and 
results of their labor. Leisure is potentially capable of releasing creative 
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powers, individual or communal, either to criticize or buttress the dominant 
social structural values. 

It is certain that no one is committed to a true leisure activity by material 
need or by moral or legal obligations, as is the case with the activities of 
getting an education, earning a living, or participating in civic or religious 
ceremonies. Even when there is effort, as in competitive sport, that effort- 
and the discipline of training-is chosen voluntarily, in the expectation of 
an enjoyment that is disinterested, is unmotivated by gain, and has no utili- 
tarian or ideological purpose. 

But if this is ideally the spirit of leisure, the cultural reality of leisure is 
obviously influenced by the domain of work from which it has been split 
by the wedge of industrial organization. Work and leisure interact, each 
individual participates in both realms, and the modes of work organization 
affect the styles of leisure pursuits. Let us consider the case of those mainly 
Northern European and North American societies whose preliminary 
industrialization was accompanied and infused with the spirit of what Max 
Weber has called "the Protestant Ethic." This ethical milieu, or set of values 
and beliefs, which Weber thought was an auspicious condition for the 
growth of modern, rational capitalism, in my view produced effects in the 
leisure domain quite as far-reaching as in that of work. As everyone now 
knows, Weber argued that John Calvin and other Protestant reformers 
taught that salvation is a pure gift from God and cannot be earned or 
merited by a being so thoroughly depraved in his nature since the Fall of 
Adam as man. In its extreme form, Predestination, this meant that no one 
could be certain of being saved, or indeed of being damned. This threatened 
seriously to undermine individual morale, and a get-out clause evolved at 
the level of popular culture, though it could not be made theologically 
watertight. This was that he who is in God's grace and (invisibly) among 
the elect by God's foreordaining does actually manifest in his behavior 
systematic self-control and obedience to the will of God. By these outward 
signs it may be known to others and he can reassure himself that he is 
among the elect, and will not suffer eternal damnation with the reprobate. 
But. the Calvinist is never finally certain that he will be saved and thus 
dedicates himself to an incessant examination of the conditions of his in- 
ward soul and outward life for evident indications of the work of salvific 
grace. In a sense, what was in cultural history previously the social "work 
of the Gods," the calendrical, liturgical round, or, rather, its penances and 
ordeals, not its festive rewards, became "internalized" as the systematic, 
non-ludic "work" of the individual's conscience. 

Calvinist emphasis was also on the notion of one's calling in life, one's 
vocation. As against the Catholic notion of "vocation" as the call to a reli- 
gious life, by vows of chastity, obedience, and poverty, the Calvinist held 
that it was precisely a person's worldly occupation that must be regarded 
as the sphere in which he was to serve God through his dedication to his 
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work. Work and leisure were made separate spheres, and "work" became 
sacred de facto, as the arena in which one's salvation might be objectively 
demonstrated. Thus, the man of property was to act as a steward of worldly 
goods, like Joseph in Egypt. He was to use them not for sinful luxury, but 
to better the moral condition of himself, his family, and his employees. 
"Betterment" implied self-discipline, self-examination, hard work, dedica- 
tion to one's duty and calling, and an insistence that those under one's 
authority should do  the same. Wherever the Calvinist aspiration to theoc- 
racy became influential, as in Geneva or in the transient dominance of 
English Puritanism, legislation was introduced to force men to better their 
spiritual state through thrift and hard work. For example, English Puri- 
tanism affected not only religious worship by its attack on "ritualism," but 
also reduced "ceremonial" ("secular" ritual) to a minimum in many other 
fields of activity, including drama, which it stigmatized as "mummery." 
The Act making stage performances illegal cut twenty-odd years from the 
performance of Jonson's plays. Among the targets of such legislation were, 
significantly, genres of leisure entertainment which had developed in aristo- 
cratic or mercantilist circles in the proto-industrializing period, such as 
theatrical productions, masques, pageants, musical performances, and, of 
course, the popular genres of carnivals, festivals, charivaris, ballad singing, 
and miracle plays. These represented the "ludic" face of the work-play 
continuum that had formerly caught up the whole of society into a single 
process moving through sacred and profane, solemn and festive, phases in 
the seasonal round. The Calvinists wanted "no more cakes and ale"-or 
other festival foods that beIonged to the work and play of the gods. They 
wanted ascetic dedication to the mainline economic enterprise, the sanctifi- 
cation of what was formerly mostly profane, or, at least, subordinated to 
and ancillary to the sacred cosmological paradigms. Weber argues that 
when the religious motivations of Calvinism were lost after a few generations 
of worldly success, the focus on self-examination, self-discipline, and hard 
work in one's calling even when secularized continued to promote the ascetic 
dedication to systematic profits, reinvestment of earnings, and thrift, which 
were the hallmarks of nascent capitalism. 

Something of this systematic, vocational character of the Protestant 
ethic came to tinge even the entertainment genres of industrial leisure. To 
coin a term, even leisure became "ergic," "of the nature of work," rather 
than "ludic," "of the nature of play." Thus we have a serious division of 
labor in the entertainment business: acting, dancing, singing, art, writing, 
composing, and so on, become professionalized "vocations." Educational 
institutions prepare actors, dancers, singers, painters, and authors for their 
"careers." At a higher level, there grew up in the late eighteenth and especi- 
ally in the nineteenth centuries the notion of "art" itself, in its various 
modalities, as a quasi-religious vocation, with its own asceticism and total 
dedication, from William Blake, through Kierkegaard, Baudelaire, Ler- 
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montov, and Rimbaud, to Ckzanne, Proust, Rilke, and Joyce, not to 
mention Beethoven, Mahler, Sibelius, and so forth. 

Another aspect of this influence of the Protestant ethic on leisure is in 
the realm of play itself. As Edward Norbeck has recently said: 

America's forefathers believed strongly in the set of values known as the Protestant ethic. 
Devotion to  work was a Christian virtue; and play, the enemy of work, was reluctantly 
and charily permitted only to children. Even now, these values are far from extinct In our 
nation, and the old admonition that play is the devil's handiwork continues to live In 
secular thought. Although play has now become almost respectable, it is still someth~ng 
in which we "indulge" (as in sexual acts), a form of moral laxness. (1971) 

Organized sport ("pedagogic" play) better fits the Puritan tradition than 
unorganized children's play ("pediarchic" play) or mere dalliance, which is 
time wasted. 

Nevertheless, modern industrial or post-industrial societies have shed 
many of these anti-leisure attitudes. Technological development, political 
and industrial organization by workers, action by liberal employers, revolu- 
tions in many parts of the world, have had the cumulative effect of bringing 
more leisure into the "free-time" of industrial cultures. In this leisure 
symbolic genres, both of the entertainment and instructive sorts, have 
proliferated. In my book The Ritual Process, 1 have spoken of some of these 
as "liminal" phenomena. In view of what 1 have just said, is liminality an 
adequate label for this set of symbolic activities and forms? Clearly, there 
are some respects in which these "anergic" genres share characteristics 
with the "ludergic" rituals and myths (if we contrast the Hindu and Judaic 
ritual style) of archaic, tribal, and early agrarian cultures. Leisure can be 
conceived of as a betwixt-and-between, a neither-this-nor-that domain 
between two spells of work or between occupational and familial and civic 
activity. Leisure is etymologically derived from Old French leisir, which 
itself derives from Latin licere, "to be permitted." Interestingly enough, it 
ultimately comes from the Indo-European base *leik-, "to offer for sale, 
bargain," referring to the "liminal" sphere of the market, with its implica- 
tions of choice, variation, contract-a sphere that has connections, in 
archaic and tribal religions, with Trickster deities such as Elegba, Eshu, 
and Hermes. Exchange is more "liminal" than production. Just as when 
tribesmen make masks, disguise themselves as monsters, heap up disparate 
ritual symbols, invert or parody profane reality in myths and folk-tales, so 
do the genres of industrial leisure, the theater, poetry, novel, ballet, film, 
sport, rock music, classical music, art, pop art, and so on, plav with the 
factors of culture, sometimes assembling them in random, grotesque, im- 
probable, surprising, shocking, usually experimental combinations. But 
they do this in a much more complicated way than in the liminality of tribal 
initiations. They multiply specialized genres of artistic and popular enter- 
tainments, mass culture, pop cuIture, folk culture, high culture, counter- 
culture, underground culture, etc., as against the relatively limited symbolic 
genres of "tribal" society, and within each they allow lavish scope to 
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authors, poets, dramatists, painters, sculptors, composers, musicians, actors, 
comedians, folksingers, rock musicians, "makers" generally, to generate 
not only weird forms, but also, and not infrequently, models, direct and 
parabolic or aesopian, that are highly critical of the status quo as a whole 
or in part. Of course, given diversity as a principle, many artists, in many 
genres, also buttress, reinforce, and justify the prevailing social and culturaf 
mores and political orders. Those that do so, do  so in ways that tend more 
closely than the critical productions to parallel tribal myths and rituals- 
they are "liminal" or "pseudo-" or "post-" "liminal," rather than "liminoid." 
Satire is a conservative genre because it is pseudo-liminal. Satire exposes, 
attacks, or derides what it considers to be vices, follies, stupidities, or 
abuses, but its criteria of judgment are usually the normative structural 
frame of values. Hence satirical works, like those of Swift, Castlereagh, or 
Evelyn Waugh, often have a "ritual of reversal" form, indicating that dis- 
order is no permanent substitution for order. A mirror inverts but also 
reflects an object. It does not break it down into constituents in order to 
remold it, far less does it annihilate and replace that object. But art and 
literature often do. The liminal phases of tribal society invert but do not 
usually subvert the status quo, the structural form, of society; reversal 
underlines that chaos is the alternative to cosmos, so they had better stick 
to cosmos, that is, the traditional order of culture-though they can for a 
brief while have a heck of a good time being chaotic, in some saturnalian 
or lupercalian revelry, some charivari, or institutionalized orgy. But sup- 
posedly "entertainment" genres of industrial society are often subversive, 
lampooning, burlesquing, or subtly putting down the central values of the 
basic, work-sphere society, or at least of selected sectors of that society. 
Some of these genres, such as the "legitimate" or "classical" theater, are 
historically continuous with ritual, and possess something of the sacred 
seriousness, even the "rites de passage" structure of their antecedents. 
Nevertheless, crucial differences separate the structure, function, style, 
scope, and symbology of the liminal in "tribal and agrarian ritual and 
myth" from what we may perhaps call the "lirninoid," or leisure genres, of 
symbolic forms and action in complex, industrial societies, 

The term limen itself, the Latin for "threshold," selected by van Gennep 
to apply to "transition between," appears to be negative in connotation, 
since it is no longer the positive past condition nor yet the positive articu- 
lated future condition. It seems, too, to be passive since it is dependent on 
the articulated, positive conditions it mediates. Yet on probing, one finds 
in liminality both positive and active qualities, especially where that "thres- 
hold" is protracted and becomes a "tunnel," when the "liminal" becomes 
the "cunicular"; this is particularly the case in initiation rituals, with their 
long periods of seclusion and training of novices rich in the deployment of 
symbolic forms and esoteric teachings. "Meaning" in culture tends to be 
generated at the interfaces between established cultural sub-systems, though 
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meanings are then institutionalized and consolidated at the centers of such 
systems. Liminality is a temporal interface whose properties partially invert 
those of thealready consolidated order which constitutes any specific cultural 
"cosmos." It may be useful heuristically to  consider in relation to liminality 
in rituallmyth Durkheim's overall characterization of "mechanical soli- 
darity," which he regarded as that type of cohesion plus cooperative, collec- 
tive action directed towards the achievement of group goals which best 
applies to small, nonliterate societies with a simple division of labor and 
very little tolerance of individuality. He based this type of solidarity on a 
homogeneity of values and behavior, strong social constraint, and loyalty 
to tradition and kinship. The rules for togetherness are known and shared. 
Now what frequently typifies the liminality of initiation ritual in societies 
with mechanical solidarity is precisely the opposite of this: ordeals, myths, 
maskings, mumming, the presentation of sacred icons to novices, secret 
languages, food and behavioral taboos, create a weird domain in the seclu- 
sion camp in which ordinary regularities of kinship, the residential setting, 
tribal law and custom are set aside. The bizarre becomes the normal, and 
through the loosening of connections between elements customarily bound 
together in certain combinations, their scrambling and recombining in 
monstrous, fantastic, and unnatural shapes, the novices are induced to 
think (and think hard) about cultural experiences they had hitherto taken 
for granted. The novices are taught that they did not know what they thought 
they knew. Beneath the surface structure of custom was a deep structure, 
whose rules they had to learn, through paradox and shock. In some ways 
social constraints become stronger, even unnaturally and irrationally 
stronger, as when the novices are compelled by their elders to undertake 
what in their minds are unnecessary tasks by arbitrary fiat, and are pun- 
ished severely if they fail to  obey promptly-and, what is worse, even if 
they succeed. But in other ways, as in the case cited earlier from van Gennep's 
Rites de Passage, the novices also are conceded unprecedented freedoms: 
they make raids and swoops on villages and gardens, seize women, vituper- 
ate older people. Innumerable are the forms of topsy-turvydom, parody, 
abrogation of the normative system, exaggeration of rule into caricature 
or satirizing of rule. The novices are at once put outside and inside the 
circle of the previously known. But one thing must be kept in mind: all 
these acts and symbols are of obligation. Even the breaking of rules has to 
be done during initiation. This is one of the distinctive ways in which the 
liminal is marked off from the liminoid. In the 1972 American Anthropo- 
logical Association Meetings in Toronto, several examples were cited- 
among them, carnival in St. Vincent in the West Indies, and the La Have 
Islands, Nova Scotia (Abrahams and Bauman, 1972)-from modern so- 
cieties on the fringe of industrial civilizations which bore some resemblance 
to liminal inversions in tribal societies. But what was striking to me was 
how even in these "outback" regions optionality dominated the whole 
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process. For example, when the masked mummers of La Have, usually 
older boys and young married men, known as "belsnicklers," emerge on 
Christmas Eve to entertain, tease, and fool adults, and to frighten children, 
they knock at house doors and windows, asking to be "allowed" entrance. 
Some householders actually refuse to let them in. Now I cannot imagine 
a situation in which Ndembu, Luvale, Chokwe, or Luchazi masked dancers 
(peoples I have known and observed), who emerge after the performance 
of a certain ritual, marking the end of one half of the seclusion period and 
the beginning of another, to dance in villages and threaten women and 
children, would be refused entry. Nor do they ask permission to enter; they 
storm in! Belsnicklers have to "ask for" treats from householders. Makishi 
(maskers) among Ndembu, Chokwe, etc., demand food and gifts as of 
right. Optation pervades the liminoid phenomenon, obligation the liminal. 
One is all play and choice, an entertainment, the other is a matter of deep 
seriousness, even dread, it is demanding, compulsory (though, indeed, fear 
provokes nervous laughter from the women, who, if they are touched by 
the makishi, are believed to contract leprosy, become sterile, or go mad!). 
Again, in St. Vincent, only certain types of personalities are attracted to the 
Carnival as performers, those whom Roger Abrahams describes as "the 
rude and sporty segment of the community," who are "rude and sporty" 
whenever they have an opportunity to be so, all the year round-hence 
they can most aptly personify "disorder" versus "order" at the Carnival. 
Here, again, optation is evidently dominant-for people do not have to act 
invertedly, as in tribal rituals; some people, but not all people, choose to act 
invertedly at Carnival. And Carnival is unlike a tribal ritual in that it can 
be attended or  avoided, performed or merely watched, at will. It is a genre 
of leisure enjoyment, not an obligatory ritual, it is play-separated-from- 
work not play-and-work ludergy as a binary system of man's "serious" 
communal endeavor. Abrahams, in his joint paper with Bauman, makes 
a further valid point which firmly places Vincentian carnivals in the modern- 
leisure-genre category. He stresses that it is overwhelmingly the "bad, 
unruly (macho-type) men" who choose to perform carnival inversions 
indicative of disorder in the universe and society, people who are dis- 
orderly by temperament and choice in many extra-carnival situations. To 
the contrary, in tribal ritual, even the normally orderly, meek, and "law- 
abiding" people would be obliged to be disorderly in key rituals, regardless 
of their temperament and character. The sphere of the optional is in such 
societies much reduced. Even in liminality, where the bizarre behavior so 
often remarked upon by anthropologists occurs, the sacra, masks, etc., 
emerge to view under the guise a t  least of "collective representations." If 
there ever were individual creators and artists, they have been subdued by 
the general "liminal" emphasis on anonymity and normative communitas, 
just as the novices and their novice-masters have been. But in the liminoid 
genres of industrial art, literature, and even science (more truly homologous 
with tribal liminal thinking than modern art is), great public stress is laid on 
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the individual innovator, the unique person who dares and opts to create. 
In this lack of stress on individuality, tribal liminality may be seen not as 
the inverse of tribal normativeness, but as its projection into ritual situa- 
tions. However, this has to be modified when one looks at actual initiation 
rituals "on the ground." 1 found that, among the Ndembu, despite the 
novices' being stripped of names, profane rank, and clothes, each emerged 
as a distinct individual; and there was an element of competitive personal 
distinctiveness in the fact that the best four novices in the terms of per- 
formance during seclusion (in hunting, endurance of ordeal, smartness in 
answering riddles, cooperativeness, etc.) were given titles in the rites marking 
their re-aggregation to profane society. For me, this indicated that in 
liminality is secreted the seed of the liminoid, waiting only for major 
changes in the sociocultural context to set it agrowing into the branched 
"candelabra" of manifold liminoid cultural genres. If one has to, like Jack 
Horner, pull out a dialectical plum from each and every type of social 
formation, I would counsel that those who propose to study one of the 
world's fast disappearing "tribal" societies should look at the liminal phases 
of their rituals in order most precisely to locate the incipient contradiction 
between communal-anonymous and private-distinctive modes of conceiving 
principles of sociocultural growth. 

I have used the term "anti-structure," mainly with reference to tribal 
and agrarian societies, to describe both liminality and what 1 have called 
"communitas." I meant by it not a structural reversal, a mirror-imaging of 
"profane" workaday socioeconomic structure, or a fantasy-rejection of 
structural "necessities," but the liberation of human capacities of cognition, 
affect, volition, creativity, etc., from the normative constraints incumbent 
upon occupying a sequence of social statuses, enacting a multiplicity of 
social roles, and being acutely conscious of membership in some corporate 
group such as a family, lineage, clan, tribe, or nation, or of affiliation with 
some pervasive social category such as a class, caste, sex- or age-division. 
Sociocultural systems drive so steadily towards consistency that human 
individuals only get off these normative hooks in rare situations in small- 
scale societies, and not very frequently in large-scale ones. Nevertheless, 
the exigencies of structuration itself, the process of containing new growth 
in orderly patterns or schemata, has an Achilles heel. This is the fact that 
when persons, groups, sets of ideas, etc., move from one level or style of 
organization or regulation of the interdependence of their parts or elements 
to another level, there has to  be an interfacial region or, to change the 
metaphor, an interval, however brief, of "margin" or "limen," when the 
past is momentarily negated, suspended, or abrogated, and the future has 
not yet begun. There is an instant of pure potentiality when everything 
trembles in the balance, like the moment when the trembling quarterback 
with all the "options" sees the very solid future moving menacingly towards 
him! In tribal societies, due to the general overriding homogeneity of 
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values, behavior, and social structural rules, this instant can be fairly easily 
contained or dominated by social structure, held in check from innovative 
excess, "hedged about," as anthropologists delight to  say, by "taboos," 
"checks and balances," and so on. Thus, the tribal liminal, however exotic 
in appearance, can never be much more than a subversive flicker. It is put 
into the service of normativeness almost as soon as it appears. Yet I see it. 
as a kind of institutional capsule or pocket which contains the germ of 
future social developments, of societal change, in a way that the central 
tendencies of a social system can never quite succeed in being, the spheres 
where law and custom, and the modes of social control ancillary to these, 
prevail. Innovation can take place in such spheres, but most frequently it 
occurs in interfaces and limina, then becomes legitimated in central sectors. 
For me, such relatively "late" social processes, historically speaking, as 
"revolution," "insurrection," and even "romanticism" in art, characterized 
by freedom in form and spirit, by emphasis on feeling and originality, 
represent an inversion of the relation between the normative and the liminal 
in "tribal" and other essentially conservative societies. For in these modern 
processes movements, the seeds of cultural transformation, discontent 
with the way things culturally are, and social criticism (always implicit 
in the preindustrially liminal), have become situationally central, no longer 
a matter of the interface between "fixed structures" but a matter of the 
holistically developmental. Thus revolutions, whether successful or not, 
become the limina, with all their initiatory overtones, between major 
distinctive structural forms or orderings of society. It may be that this is 
to use "liminal" in a metaphorical sense, not in the "primary" or "literal" 
sense advocated by van Gennep, but this usage may help us to think about 
global human society, to which all specific historical social formations 
may well be converging. Revolutions, whether violent or non-violent, may 
be the totalizing liminal phases for which the limina of tribal rites de 
passage were merely foreshadowings or premonitions. 

This may possibly be the point where we should feed in the other major 
variable of the "anti-structural," communitas. (1 will discuss the merits 
and demerits of talking about "anti-structure," "metastructure," and "pro- 
tostructure" later.) There is in tribal societies probably a closer relationship 
between communitas and liminality than between communitas and norm- 
ative structure, though the modality of human interrelatedness which is 
communitas can "play" across structural systems in a way too difficult for 
us at present to predict its motions. This is the experiential basis, 1 believe, 
of the Christian notion of "actual grace." Thus, in the workshop, village, 
office, lecture-room, theater, almost anywhere, people can be subverted 
from their duties and rights into an atmosphere of communitas. What then 
is communitas? Has it any reality base, or is it a persistent fantasy of man- 
kind, a sort of collective return to the womb? 1 have described (Turner 
1969) this way by which persons see, understand, and act towards one 
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another as essentially "an unmediated relationship between historical, 
idiosyncratic, concrete individuals." This is not the same as Georges Gur- 
vitch's notion of "communion" which he describes as "when minds open 
out as widely as possible and the least accessible depths of the '1' are inte- 
grated in this fusion (which presupposes states of collective ecstasy)" 
(Gurvitch 1941). For me communitas preserves individual distinctiveness 
-it is neither regression to infancy, nor is it emotional, nor is it "merging" 
in fantasy. In people's social structural relationships they are by various 
abstract processes generalized and segmentalized into roles, statuses, 
classes, cultural sexes, conventional agedivisions, ethnic affiliations, and 
so on. In different types of social situations they have been conditioned to 
play specific social roles. It does not matter how well or badly, as long as 
they "make like" they are obedient to the norm-sets that control different 
compartments of the complex model known as the "social structure." So 
far this has been almost the entire subject matter of the social sciences: 
people playing roles and maintaining or achieving status. Admittedly this 
does cover a very great deal of what human beings are up to and what 
quantitatively takes up a great deal of their available time, both in work 
and leisure. And, to some extent, the authentic human essence gets involved 
here, for every role-definition takes into account some basic human attribute 
or capacity, and willy-nilly, human beings p1a.v their roles in human ways. 
But full human capacity is locked out of these somewhat narrow, stuffy 
rooms. Even though when we say a person plays his role well, we often 
mean that he plays it with flexibility and imagination, Martin Buber's 
notions of I-and-Thou relationship and the Essential We formed by people 
moving towards a freely chosen common goal are intuitive perceptions of 
a non-transactional order or quality of human relationship, in the sense 
that people do  not necessarily initiate action towards one another in the 
expectation of a reaction that satisfies their interests. Anthropologists, 
inadvertently, have escaped many of these "hang-ups," for they deal with 
"man alive," in his altruistic as well as egoistic strivings, in the micro- 
processes of social life. Some sociologists, on the other hand, find security 
in ethnocentric questionnaires, which, by the nature of the case, distance 
observer from informant, and render inauthentic their subsequently guarded 
interaction. In tribal societies and other pre-industrial social formations, 
liminality provides a propitious setting for the development of these direct, 
immediate, and total confrontations of human identities. In industrial 
societies, it is within leisure, sometimes aided by the projections of art, that 
this way of experiencing one's fellows can be portrayed, grasped, and some- 
times realized. Liminality is, of course, an ambiguous state, for social struc- 
ture, while it inhibits full social satisfaction, gives a measure of finiteness 
and security; liminality may be for many the acme of insecurity, the break- 
through of chaos into cosmos, of disorder into order, rather than the milieu 
of creative interhuman or transhuman satisfactions and achievements. 
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Liminality may be the scene of disease, despair, death, suicide, the break- 
down without compensatory replacement of normative, well defined social 
ties and bonds. It may be anomie, alienation, angst, the three fatal "alpha" 
sisters of many modern myths. In tribal and similar societies it may be the 
interstitial domain of domestic witchcraft, the hostile dead, and the vengeful 
spirits of strangers; in the leisure genres of complex societies, it may be 
represented by the "extreme situations" beloved of existentialist writers: 
torture, murder, war, the verge of suicide, hospital tragedies, the point of 
execution, etc. Liminality is both more creative and more destructive than 
the structural norm. In either case it raises basic problems for social struc- 
tural man, invites him to speculation and criticism. But where it is socially 
positive it presents, directly or by implication, a model of human society 
as a homogeneous, unstructured communitas, whose boundaries are ideally 
coterminous with those of the human species. When even two people believe 
that they experience unity, all people are felt to be one by those two, even 
if only for a flash. Feeling generalizes more readily than thought, it would 
seem! The great difficulty is to keep this intuition alive-regular drugging 
will not do it, repeated sexual union will not do it, constant immersion in 
great literature will not do it: initiation seclusion must sooner or later come 
to an end. We thus encounter the paradox that the experience of communitas 
becomes the memory of communitas, with the result that communitas itself 
in striving to replicate itself historically develops a social structure, in which 
initially free and innovative relationships between individuals are converted 
into norm-governed relationships between social personae. I am aware 
that I am stating another paradox: that the more spontaneously "equal" 
people become, the more distinctively "themselves" they become; the more 
the same they become socially, the less they find themselves to be individu- 
ally. Yet when this communitas or comitas is institutionalized, the new- 
found idiosyncratic is legislated into yet another set of universalistic roles 
and statuses, whose incumbents must subordinate individuality to a rule. 

I argued in The Ritual Process that the spontaneity and immediacy of 
communitas-as opposed to the jural-political character of (social) struc- 
ture-can seldom be sustained for long. Communitas itself soon develops 
a (protective social) structure, in which free relationships between indi- 
viduals become converted into norm-governed relationships between 
social personae. The so-called "normal" may be more of a game, played in 
masks (personae), with a script, than certain ways of behaving "without a 
mask," that are culturally defined as "abnormal," "aberrant," "eccentric," 
or "way-out." Yet communitas does not represent the erasure of structural 
norms from the consciousness of those participating in it; rather its own 
style, in a given community, might be said to depend upon the way in which 
it symbolizes the abrogation, negation, or inversion of the normative 
structure in which its participants are quotidianly involved. Indeed, its own 
readiness to convert into normative structure indicates its vulnerability to 
the structural environment. 
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Looking at the historical fate of communitas, I identified three distinct 
and not necessarily sequential forms of it, which 1 called spontaneous, 
ideological, and normative. Each has certain relationships with liminal 
and liminoid phenomena. 

I )  Spontaneous communitas is "a direct, immediate and total confronta- 
tion of human identities," a deep rather than intense style of personal inter- 
action. "It has something 'magical' about it. Subjectively there is in it a 
feeling of endless power." Is there any of us who has not known this moment 
when compatible people-friends, congeners-obtain a flash of lucid 
mutual understanding on the existential level, when they feel that all prob- 
lems (not just their problems), whether emotional or cognitive, could be 
resolved, if only the group which is felt (in the first person) as "essentially 
us" could sustain its inter-subjective illumination. This illumination may 
succumb to the dry light of next day's disjunction, the application of singu- 
lar and personal reason to the "glory" of communal understanding. But 
when the mood, style, or "fit" of spontaneous communitas is upon us, we 
place a high value on personal honesty, openness, and lack of pretensions 
or pretentiousness. We feel that it is important to relate directly to another 
person as he presents himself in the here-and-now, to understand him in 
a sympathetic (not an empathetic-which implies some withholding, some 
non-giving of the self) way, free from the culturally defined encumbrances 
of his role, status, reputation, class, caste, sex, or other structural niche. 
Individuals who interact with one another in the mode of spontaneous 
communitas become totally absorbed into a single, synchronized, fluid 
event. Their "gut-" understanding of synchronicity in these situations opens 
them to the understanding of such cultural forms-derived typically today 
from the literate transmission of world culture, directly or in translation- 
as eucharistic union and the I-Ching. The latter stresses the mutual mystical 
participation (to cite LCvy-Bruhl) of all contemporary events, if one only 
had a mechanism to lay hold of the "meaning" underlying their "coinci- 
dence." 

2) What I have called "ideological cornmunitas" is a set of theoretical 
concepts which attempt to describe the interactions of spontaneous com- 
munitas. Here the retrospective look, "memory," has already distanced the 
individual subject from the communal or dyadic experience. Here the 
experiencer has already come to look to language and culture to mediate 
the former immediacies, an instance of what Mihali Csikszentmihalyi has 
recently called a "flow-break," that is, an interruption of that experience of 
merging action and awareness (and centering of attention) which charac- 
terizes the supreme "pay-off' in ritual, art, sport, games, and even gambling. 
"Flow" may induce communitas, and communitas "flow," but some "flows" 
are solitary and some modes of communitas separate awareness from 
action-especially in religious communitas. Here it is not teamwork in 
flow that is quintessential, but "being" together, with being the operative 
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word, not doing. Csikszentmihalyi has already begun to ransack the in- 
herited cultural past for models or for cultural elements drawn from the 
debris of past models from which he can construct a new model which will, 
however falteringly, replicate in words his concrete experience of spon- 
taneous communitas. Some of these sets of theoretical concepts can be 
expanded and concretized into a "utopian" model of society, in which all 
human activities would be carried out on the level of spontaneous com- 
munitas. I hasten to add that not all or even the majority of "utopian" 
models are those of "ideological communitas." Utopia means "no place" 
in Greek: the manufacture of utopias is an untrammelled "ludic" activity 
of the leisure of the modern world, and such manufacture, like industrial 
manufacture, tends to posit ideal politico-administrative structures as prime 
desiderata-including highly hierarchical ones-rather than what the world 
or a land or island would look like if everyone sought to live in communitas 
with his and her neighbor. There are many hierarchical utopias, conserva- 
tive utopias, fascistic utopias. Nevertheless, the communitas "utopia" is 
found in variant forms as a central ingredient, connected with the notion 
of "salvation," in many of the world's literate, "historical" religions. "Thy 
Kingdom" (which being cariras, agape, "love," is an anti-kingdom, a com- 
munitas) "come." 

3 )  Normative communiras, finally, is, once more, a "perduring social 
system," a subculture or group which attempts to foster and maintain rela- 
tionships of spontaneous communitas on a more or less permanent basis. 
To do  this it has to denature itself, for spontaneous communitas is more a 
matter of "grace" than "law," to use theological language. Its spirit "bloweth 
where it listethW-it cannot be legislated for or normated, since it is the 
exception, not the law, the miracle not the regularity, primordial freedom 
not anangke, the causal chain of necessity. But, nevertheless, there is 
something about the origin of a group based even on normative communitas 
which distinguishes it from groups which arise on the foundation of some 
"natural" or technical "necessity," real or imagined, such as a system of 
productive relations or a group of putatively biologically connected per- 
sons, a family, kindred, or lineage. Something of "freedom," liberation," or 
''love'' (to use terms common in theological or political-philosophical 
Western vocabularies) adheres to  normative communitas, even although 
quite often the strictest regimes devolve from what are apparently the most 
spontaneous experiences of communitas. This rigor comes about from the 
fact that communitas groups feel themselves initially to be utterly vulnerable 
to the institutionalized groups surrounding them. They develop protective 
institutional armor, armor which becomes the harder as the pressures to 
destroy the primary group's autonomy proportionally increase. They "be- 
come what they behold." On the other hand, if they did not "behold" their 
enemies, they would succumb to them. This dilemma is presumably not 
resoluble by a growing, changing, innovative species which invents new 
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tools of thinking as well as of industry and explores new emotional styles 
as it proceeds through time. The opposition of the old may be as important 
for change as the innovativeness of the new, inasmuch as together they 
constitute a problem. 

Groups based on normative communitas commonly arise during a period 
of religious revival. When normative communitas is demonstrably a group's 
dominant social mode one can witness the process of transformation of a 
charismatic and personal movement into an ongoing, relatively repetitive 
social system. The inherent contradictions between spontaneous commu- 
nitas and a markedly structured system are so great, however, that any 
venture which attempts to combine these modalities will constantly be 
threatened by structural cleavage or by the suffocation of communitas. The 
typical compromise here-and I refer the reader to  The Ritual Process, 
Ch. 4, for illustrative case histories-tends to be a splitting of the nember- 
ship into opposed factions, a solution which endures only as long as a 
balance of power is maintained between them. Usually the group which 
first organizes, then structures ifself most methodically, prevails politically 
or parapolitically, though the key communitas values shared by both groups 
but put into abeyance by the politically successful one may later become 
resurgent in the latter. Thus the Conventual Franciscans succeeded in 
getting the Spiritual Franciscans condemned for their usus pauper, or 
extreme view of poverty, but the Capuchin Reform, beginning about three 
centuries later in 1525, restored many of the primitive ideals of Franciscan 
poverty and simplicity, which were practiced before the split into Conven- 
tuals and Spirituals in the thirteenth century. In symbological terms we have 
to distinguish between symbols of politico-jural systems and those making 
up religious systems. Usus pauper was a political symbol marking the fac- 
tional cleavage between the two wings of Franciscanism, while "My Lady 
Povertyw-itself perhaps a Franciscan variant on the themes of "Our Lady 
Mary" or of "Our Holy Mother the Church" was a cultural symbol, tran- 
scending political structural divisions. Communitas tends to generate meta- 
phors and symbols which later fractionate into sets and arrays of cultural 
values; it is in the realms of physical life-support (economics) and social 
control (law, politics) that symbols acquire their "social-structural" charac- 
ter. But, of course, the cultural and social-structural realms interpenetrate 
and overlap as concrete individuals pursue their interests, seek to attain 
their ideals, love, hate, subdue, and obey one another, in the flux of history. 
I will not advance at this point the view that the "extended-case method," 
with the social drama as one of its techniques, offers a useful way of study- 
ing symbols and their meanings as events within the total flow of social 
events, for I am still concerned with the problem of the relationships be- 
tween symbols, the liminal, the liminoid, communitas, and social structure. 

Communitas exists in a kind of "figure-ground" relationship with social 
structure. The boundaries of each of these-insofar as they constitute 



82 RICE UNIVERSITY STUDIES 

explicit or implicit models for human interaction-are defined by contact 
or comparison with the other. In the same way, the liminal phase of an 
initiation rite is defined by the surrounding social statuses (many of which 
it abrogates, inverts, or invalidates), and the "sacred" is defined by its 
relation to the "profanew-even in a single culture there is much relativity 
here, for if A is "sacred" to B, he may be simultaneously "profane" to C ,  
and "less sacred" to D. Situational selection prevails here, as in many 
other aspects of sociocultural process. Communitas, in the present context 
of its use, then, may be said to exist more in contrast than in active oppo- 
sition to social structure, as an alternative and more "liberated" way of 
being socially human, a way both of being detached from social structure 
(and hence potentially of periodically evaluating its performance) and also 
of a "distanced" or "marginal" person's being more attached to other dis- 
engaged persons (and hence, sometimes of evaluating a social structure's 
historical performance in common with them). Here we may have a loving 
union of the structurally damned pronouncing judgment on normative 
structure and providing alternative models for structure. 

The boundaries of the astructural model of human interconnectedness 
described by ideological comrnunitas are "ideally coterminous with those 
of the human species" (and sometimes extend even beyond that to a generic 
"reverence for life"). Therefore, those who are experiencing, or have re- 
cently experienced communitas often attempt to convert a social structural 
interaction or a set of such interactions (involving the primacy of institu- 
tionalized status-role behavior over "freewheeling" behavior) into a direct, 
immediate and total confrontation of human identities, that is, into spon- 
taneous communitas. Communitas tends to be inclusive (some might call 
it "generous"), social structure tends to be exclusive, even snobbish, relish- 
ing the distinction between we/ they or in-group/ out-group, higher/ lower, 
betterslmenials. This drive to inclusivity makes for proselytization. One 
wants to make the Others, We. One famous case in the Western tradition 
is Pentecost, when people of different linguistic and ethnic groups claimed, 
under the inspiration of the Holy Ghost, to understand one another com- 
pletely sub- or trans-linguistically. After that the Pentecostal throng went 
forth to missionize the world. The glossolalia of some modern Pentecostals 
appears to be connected with the notion that whereas articulate speech 
divides people of different linguistic groups and even expedites "sin," 
among those of the same speech community, nonsense (archaic) speech 
facilitates mutual love and virtue. But these conversion attempts by com- 
munitarian individuals may be interpreted not only by the power elites of 
social structure, but also by the rank and file who feel safe in their obedience 
to norm, as a direct threat to their own authority or safety, and perhaps 
especially to their institution-based social identities. Thus the expansive 
tendencies of communitas may touch off a repressive campaign by the 
structurally entrenched elements of society, which leads in turn to more 



LIMINAL TO LIMINOID, IN PLAY, FLOW,AND RITUAL 83 

active, even militant opposition by the communitarians (cf. here the his- 
torical process set in train by many miflenarian or revitalistic movements); 
and so on, in an ever spiraling struggle between the forces of structure and 
the powers of communitas. The struggle is rather like what Frye and David 
Erdman-drawing on Blake's symbols-have called the Orc-Urizen cycle. 
"Orc" here represents revolutionary energy and "Urizen" the "law-maker 
and the avenging conscience" (S. Foster Damon); the cycle itself is a partial 
anticipation of Pareto's "circulation of elites," the "lionv-like revolutionary 
elites being succeeded by the "foxv-like strategists and tacticians of power 
maintenance. 

In spite of-and, to a considerable extent, because of-this conflict, 
communitas serves important functions for the larger, structured, centristic 
society. In The Ritual Process 1 noted that 

Liminality, marginality, and structural inferior~ty are condit~ons in wh~ch are frequently 
generated myths, symbols, rituals, ph~losoph~cal  systems, and works of art. These cuttural 
forms provide men with a set of templates, models, o r  paradigms which are, at one level, 
periodical reclassifications of real~ty (or, a t  least, of social experience) and man's relat~on- 
ship to  society, nature, and culture. But they are more than (mere cognit~ve) class~fica- 
tions,since they incite men to  actlon as wellas thought. (1969: 128- 129) 

When I wrote this, I had not yet made the distinction between ergic-ludic 
ritual liminality and anergic-ludic liminoid genres of action and literature. 
In tribal societies, liminality is often functional, in the sense of being a 
special duty or  performance required in the course of work or activity; its 
very reversals and inversions tend to compensate for rigidities or unfair- 
nesses of normative structure. But in industrial society, the rire de passage 
form, built into the calendar and/or  modeled on organic processes of ma- 
turation and decay, no longer suffices for total societies. Leisure provides 
the opportunity for a multiplicity of optional, liminoid genres of literature, 
drama, and sport, which are not conceived of as "antistructure" to norma- 
tive structure where "antistructure is an auxiliary function of the larger 
structure" (Sutton-Smith 1972:17). Rather are they to be seen as Sutton- 
Smith envisages "play," as "experimentation with variable repertoires," 
consistent with the manifold variation made possible by developed tech- 
nology and an advanced stage of the division of labor (1972:18). The 
liminoid genres, to adapt Sutton-Smith (he was referring to "anti-structure," 
a term he borrowed from me, but he claimed that I used it in a system- 
maintenance sense only), 

not only make tolerable the system as it exists, they keep its members in a more flexible 
state with respect to that system, and, therefore, with respect to possible change. Each 
system [Sutton-Smith goes on] has structural and anti-structural adaptive functions. The 
normative structure represents the working equilibrium, the ant[-structure represents the 
latent system of potential alternatives from whtch novelty will arise when contkngencies In 
the normative system require it.. . . We might more cor~.ectly call this second sysrem the 
prolo-struc~ural system because it is the precursor of innovative normative forms. I t  is 
thesourceofnew culture. (1972:18- 19) 
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In the so-called "high culture" of complex societies, the liminoid is not 
only removed from a rite de passage context, it is also "individualized." 
The solitary artist creates the liminoid phenomena, the collectivity experi- 
ences collective liminal symbols. This does not mean that the maker of 
liminoid symbols, ideas, images, and so on, does so ex nihilo; it only means 
that he is privileged to make free with his social heritage in a way impossible 
to members of cultures in which the liminal is to a large extent the sacrosanct. 

When we compare liminal with liminoid processes and phenomena, then, 
we find crucial differences as well as similarities. Let me try to  set some of 
these out. In a crude, preliminary way they provide some delimitation of 
the field of comparative symbology. 

1 )  Liminalphenomena tend to predominate in tribal and early agrarian 
societies possessing what Durkheim has called "mechanical solidarity," 
and dominated by what Henry Maine has called "status." Liminoid phe- 
nomena flourish in societies with "organic solidarity," bonded reciprocally 
by "contractual" relations, and generated by and following the industrial 
revolution. They perhaps begin to appear on the scene in city-states on their 
way to becoming empires (of the Graeco-Roman type) and in feudal societies 
(including not only the European sub-types found between the tenth and 
fourteenth centuries in France, England, Flanders, and Germany, but also 
the far less "pluralistic" Japanese, Chinese, and Russian types of feudalism, 
or quasi-feudalism). But they first begin clearly to develop in Western 
Europe in nascent capitalist societies, with the beginnings of industrializa- 
tion and mechanization, the transformation of labor into a commodity, and 
the appearance of real social classes. The heyday of this type of nascent 
industrial society was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries-climaxing 
in the "age of enlightenment." It had begun to appear in Western Europe in 
the second half of the sixteenth century, particularly in England, where, a 
little later, Francis Bacon published his Novum Organum in 1620, a work 
which definitely linked scientific with technical knowledge. Liminoid phe- 
nomena continued to characterize the democratic-liberal societies which 
dominated Europe and America in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen- 
turies. These societies were characterized by universal suffrage, the pre- 
dominance of legislative over executive power, parliamentarianism, a 
plurality of political parties, freedom of workers and employers to  organize, 
freedom of joint stock companies, trusts, and cartels to organize, and the 
separation of church and state. Liminoid phenomena are still highly visible 
in the post-World War Two managerial societies of organized capitalism 
of the modern United States, Western Germany, France, Britain, Italy, 
Japan, and other countries of the Western bloc. Here the economy no 
longer is left even ostensibly to "free competition," but is planned both by 
the state itself-usually in the interests of the reigning industrial and finan- 
cial upper middle classes-and by private trusts and cartels (national and 
international), often with the support of the state, which puts its consider- 
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able bureaucratic administrative machinery in their service. Nor are liminoid 
phenomena absent from the systems of centralized state collectivism ex- 
emplified by Russia and China, following their revolutions, and by the 
"people's democracies" of Eastern Europe (with the exception of Yugo- 
slavia, which has been moving in the direction of decentralized collectivism). 
Here the new culture tries to synthesize, as far as possible, humanism and 
technology-not the easiest of tasks-substituting for natural rhythms the 
logic of technological processes, while attempting to divest these of their 
socially exploitative character and proposing them to be generated and 
sustained by the "popular genius." This, however, with collectivism, tends 
to reduce the potentially limitless freedom of liminoid genres to the produc- 
tion of forms congenial to the goal of integrating humanism (in the sense of 
a modern, nontheistic, rationalistic viewpoint that holds that man is capable 
ofself-fulfillment, ethical conduct, etc., without recourse to supernaturalism) 
and technology. 

2) Liminalphenomena tend to be collective, concerned with calendrical, 
biological, social-structural rhythms or with crises in social processes 
whether these result from internal adjustments or external adaptations or 
remedial measures. Thus they appear at what may be called "natural breaks," 
natural disjunctions in the flow of natural and social processes. They are 
thus enforced by sociocultural "necessity," but they contain in nuce "free- 
dom" and the potentiality for the formation of new ideas, symbols, models, 
beliefs. Liminoidphenomena may be collective (and when they are so are 
often directly derived from liminal antecedents), but are more character- 
istically individual products, though they often have collective or "mass'' 
effects. They are not cyclical, but continuously generated, though in the 
times and places apart from work settings assigned to "leisure" activities. 

3) Liminal phenomena are centrally integrated into the total social 
process, forming with all its other aspects a complete whole, and repre- 
senting its necessary negativity and subjunctivity. Liminoid phenomena 
develop apart from the central economic and political processes, along the 
margins, in the interfaces and interstices of central and servicing institu- 
tions-they are plural, fragmentary, and experimental in character. 

4)  Liminal phenomena tend to confront investigators rather after the 
manner of Durkheim's "collective representations," symbols having a com- 
mon intellectual and emotional meaning for all the members of a given 
group. They reflect, on probing, the history of the group, i.e., its colIective 
experience, over time. They differ from preliminal or postliminal collective 
representations in that they are often reversals, inversions, disguises, nega- 
tions, antitheses of quotidian, "positive," or "profane" collective represen- 
tations. But they share their mass, collective character. 

Liminoid phenomena tend to be more idiosyncratic or quirky, to be 
generated by specific named individuals and in particular groups-"schools," 
circles, and coteries. They have to compete with one another for general 
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recognition and are thought of at first as ludic offerings placed for sale on 
the "free" market-this is at least true of liminoid phenomena in nascent 
capitalistic and democratic-liberal societies. Their symbols are closer t o  the 
personal-psychological than to the "objective-social" typological pole. 

5) Liminal phenomena tend to be ultimately eufunctional even when 
seemingly "inversive" for the working of the social structure, ways of 
making it work without too much friction. 

Liminoidphenomena, on the other hand, are often parts of social critiques 
or even revolutionary manifestoes-books, plays, paintings, films, etc,, 
exposing the injustices, inefficiencies, and immoralities of the mainstream 
economic and political structures and organizations. 

In complex modern societies both types coexist in a sort of cultural 
pluralism. But the liminal-found in the activities of churches, sects, and 
movements, in the initiation rites of clubs, fraternities, masonic orders and 
other secret societies, etc.-is no longer society-wide. Nor are liminoid 
phenomena, which tend to be the leisure genres of art, sport, pastimes, 
games, etc., practiced by and for particular groups, categories, segments, 
and sectors of large-scale industrial societies of all types. But for most 
people the liminoid is still felt to be freer than the liminal, a matter of 
choice not obligation. The liminoid is more like a commodity-indeed, 
often is a commodity, which one selects and pays for-than the lirninal, 
which elicits loyalty and is bound up with one's membership or  desired 
membership in some highly corporate group. One works at the liminal, 
one plays with the liminoid. There may be much moral pressure to go to 
church or synagogue, whereas one queues up at the boxoffice to see a play 
by Beckett, a performance by Mort Sahl, a Superbowl Game, a symphony 
concert, or an art exhibition. And if one plays golf, goes yachting, or climbs 
mountains, one often needs to buy expensive equipment or pay for club 
membership. Of course, there are also all kinds of "free" liminoid perform- 
ances and entertainments-Mardi Gras, charivari, home entertainments of 
various kinds-but these already have something of the stamp of the 
liminal upon them, and quite often they are the cultural debris of some 
unforgotten liminal ritual. There are permanent "liminoid" settings and 
spaces, too-bars, pubs, some cafks, social clubs, etc. But when clubs be- 
come exclusivist they tend to generate rites of passage, with the liminal a 
condition of entrance into the "liminoid'?ealm. 

I am frankly in an exploratory phase just now. 1 hope to  make more 
precise these crude, almost medieval maps I have been unrolling of the 
obscure liminal and liminoid regions which lie around our comfortable 
village of the sociologically known, proven, tried and tested. Discussing 
both "liminal" and "liminoid" requires studying symbols in social action, 
in praxis, not entirely at a safe remove from the full human condition. It 
means studying all domains of expressive culture, not the high culture 
alone nor the popular culture alone, the literate or the nonliterate, the 
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Great or the Little Tradition, the urban or the rural. Comparative sym- 
bology must learn how to "embrace multitudes" and generate sound intel- 
lectual progeny from that embrace. It must study total social phenomena. 

I would like to conclude by considering some of the relationships between 
communiras, "flow," the liminal, and the liminoid. Let me briefly try to 
explain what Mihali Csikszentmihalyi and my friend John McAloon 
mean by "flowing." "Flow denotes the holistic sensation present when we 
act with total involvement," is "a state in which action follows action ac- 
cording to an internal logic which seems to need no conscious intervention 
on our part. . . . we experience it as a unified flowing from one moment 
to the next, in which we feel in control of our actions, and in which there 
is little distinction between self and environment; between stimulus and 
response; or between past, present, and future" (Csikszentmihalyi 1972). 
Some recent research by Callois, Unsworth, Abrahams, and Murphy (and 
by McAloon and Csikszentmihalyi) has focused on various forms of play 
and sport (liminoid metagenres of our society) such as mountaineering, 
rock-climbing, soccer, hockey, chess, long distance swimming, handball, 
etc., in which the state of flow can be experienced. McAloon and Csik- 
szentmihalyi extend their notion of "flow" beyond play to "the creative 
experience" in art and literature, and to religious experiences, drawing on 
many scientific and literary sources. They locate six "elements" or "quali- 
ties" or "distinctive features" of the "flow experience." These are: 

1) The experience of merging action and awareness: there is no dualism 
in "flow"; while an actor may be aware of what he is doing, he cannot be 
aware that he is aware-if he is, there is a rhythmic behavioral or cognitive 
break-self-consciousness makes him stumble, and "flow," perceived 
from the "outside" becomes non-"flow" or anti-"flow." Pleasure gives way 
to problem, to worry, to anxiety. 

2) This merging of action and awareness is made possible by a centering 
of attention on a limited stimulus field. Consciousness must be narrowed, 
intensified, beamed in on a limited focus of attention. "Past and future 
must be given up"-only now matters. How is this to be done? Here the 
conditions that normally prevail must be "simplified" by some definition 
of situational relevance. What is irrelevant must be excluded. Physiological 
means to simplify experience are drugs (including alcohol) which do not 
so much "expand" consciousness as limit and intensify awareness. lntensi- 
fication is the name of the game. In games this is done by formal rules and 
by such morivational means as, for example, competitiveness. A game's 
rules dismiss as irrelevant most of the "noise" which makes up social 
reality, the multiform stimuli which impinge on our consciousness. We 
have to abide by a limited set of norms. Then we are motivated to do well 
by the game's intrinsic structure, often to do better than others who sub- 
scribe to the same rules. Our minds and our wills are thus disencumbered 
from irrelevances and sharply focused in certain known directions. Rewards 
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for good knowledge and invincible wilI, when harnessed to tactical techni- 
cal skill, complete the focusing. But for our authors the flow's the thing, 
not the rules, motivations, or rewards. This involves "inner resources" too, 
the "will to participate" (which like all liminoid phenomena goes back to 
voluntariness; one opts to play), the capacity to shift emphases among the 
structural components of a game or to innovate by using the rules to 
generate unprecedented performances. But it is the limitation by rules and 
motive, the centering of attention, which encourages the flow experience. 

3) Loss of ego is another "flow" attribute. The "self' which is normally 
the "broker" between one person's actions and another's, simply becomes 
irrelevant. The actor is immersed in the "flow," he accepts the rules as 
binding which are also binding on the other actors-no self is needed to 
"bargain" about what should or should not be done. The rules ensure the 
reduction of deviance or eccentricity in much of manifest behavior. Reality 
terids to be "simplified to the point that is understandable, definable, and 
manageable" (Csikszentmihalyi 1972:ll). This holds good, Csikszent- 
mihalyi says, for "religious ritual, artistic performance, games." SeIf- 
forgetfulness here does not mean loss of self-awareness. Kinesthetic and 
mental awareness is indeed heightened, not reduced; but its full effect 
comes when flow is recollected later "in tranquility." If flow itself is 
broken, as we have seen, the special kind of awareness of self intrinsic to it 
is lost. Again, there is no solipsism, mere autism, about the experience. 
Flow reaches out to nature and to other men in what Csikszentmihalyi 
calls "intuitions of unity, solidarity, repletion and acceptance"; all men, 
even all things, are felt to be one, subjectively, in the flow experience. 
Much evidence is brought forward to support this; LCvy-Bruhl's "partici- 
pation mystique" and Suzuki's "non-dualistic (Zen) experience" are cited, 
as are the comments of athletes and sportsmen. 

4) A person "in flow" finds himself "in conrrol of his actions and o f t h e  
environment." He may not know this at the time of "flow," but reflecting 
on it he may realize that his skilIs were matched to the demands made on 
him by ritual, art, or sport. This helps him to "build a positive self-concept" 
(p. 13). Outside "flow," such a subjective sense of control is difficult to 
attain, due to the multiplicity of stimuli and cultural tasks-especially, I 
would hold, in industrial societies, with their complex social and technical 
division of labor. But in the ritualized limits of a game or the writing of a 
poem, a person may cope, if he rises to the occasion with skill and tact. 
With control, worry goes, and fear. Even, as in rock climbing, when the 
dangers are real, the moment flow begins and the activity is entered, the 
flow "delights" outweigh the sense of dangers and problems. 

5 )  "Flow" usually "contains coherent, non-contradictory demands jur 
action, and provides clear, unambiguous .feedback to a person's actions. 
This is entailed by the limiting of awareness to a restricted field of possi- 
bilities. Culture reduces the flow possibility to defined channels-chess, 



LIMINAL TO LIMINOID, IN PLAY, FLOW, AND RITUAL 89 

polo, gambling, liturgical action, miniature painting, a yoga exercise, etc. 
You can "throw yourself' into the cultural design of the game or art, and 
know whether you have done well o r  not when you have finished the 
round of culturally predetermined acts-in the extreme case, if you survive 
you have performed adequately-in other cases, the public or the critics 
have an important say, but if you are a real "pro," the final judge is your- 
self, looking back. Flow differs from everyday in that it contains explicit 
rules "which make action and the evaluation of action unproblematic" 
(p. 15). Thus, cheating breaks flow-you have to  be a believer, even if this 
means temporary "willing suspension of unbelief," i.e., choosing (in 
liminoid fashion) to believe that the rules areGbtrue." 

6) Finafly "flow" is "autotelic," i.e., it seems to need no goals or rewards 
outside itself: To flow is to  be as happy as a human can be-the particular 
rules or stimuli that triggered the flow, whether chess or a prayer meeting, 
do not matter. This is important for any study of human behavior, if true, 
for it suggests that people will culturally manufacture situations which 
will release flow, or individually seek it outside their ascribed stations in 
life if these are "flow-resistant." 

Csikszentmihalyi goes on to link "flow theory" with information theory 
and competence theory-but I am not convinced by these speculations. 
1 think he has superbly pinpointed and ascribed qualities to this experience 
-which has to be dealt with phenomenologically in the first place (though 
we may be able to get more "objective" later with EEG patterns, changes 
in metabolic rates, etc.). 

1 would like to say simply that what 1 call communitas has something of 
a "flow" quality, but it may arise, and often does arise, spontaneously and 
unanticipated-it does not need rules to trigger it off. In theological 
language it is sometimes a matter of "grace" rather than "law." Again, 
"flow" is experienced within an individual, whereas communitas at its 
inception is evidently between or among individuals-it is what all of us 
believe we share and its outputs emerge from dialogue, using both words 
and non-verbal means of communication, such as understanding smiles, 
jerks of the head, and so on, between us. "Flow" for me is already in the 
domain of what I have called "structure"; communitas is always pre- 
structural, even though those who participate in it have been saturated in 
structure-being human-since they were infants. But "flow," for me, 
seems to be one of the ways in which "structure" may be transformed or  
"liquefied" (like the famed martyr's blood) into communitas again. It is 
one of the techniques whereby people seek the lost "kingdom" or "anti- 
kingdom" of direct, unmediated communion with one another, even 
though severe subscription to rules is the frame in which this communion 
may possibly be induced (the "mantric" frame, one might say). 

In societies before the Industrial Revolution, ritual could always have 
a "flow" quality for total communities (tribes, moieties, clans, lineages, 
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families, etc.); in post-Industrial societies, when ritual gave way to indi- 
vidualism and rationalism, the flow experience was pushed mainly into 
the leisure genres of art, sport, games, pastimes, etc. Since work was 
complex and diversified, its pleasurable, optational equivalent, palliative, 
or medicine, the domain of leisure genres, also became complex and diversi- 
fied. However, it was often inversive of the work domain in form if not in 
function-since the function of many games is to reinforce the mental 
paradigms we all carry in our heads which motivate us to  carry out ener- 
getically the tasks our culture defines as belonging to the "work" sphere. 

The point here is that ritual (including its liminal phase) in archaic, 
theocratico-charismatic, patriarchal, and feudal societies (even a little in 
city-states becoming empires) and certain ancillary institutions such as 
religious drama provided the main cultural flow-mechanisms and patterns. 
But in those ages in which the sphere of religious ritual has contracted (as 
Durkheim puts it), a multiplicity of (theoretically) non-serious, non- 
earnest genres, such as art and sport (though these may be more serious 
than the Protestant ethic has defined them to be), have largely taken over 
the flow-function in culture. Communitas is something else, for it does 
not have to be induced by rules-it can happen anywhere, often in despite 
of rules. It is more like the "Witness" in Hindu thought which can only 
watch and love, but cannot act (i.e., cannot "flow" in games terms) without 
changing its nature. 

One final point: I have left out both from communitas and "flow" an 
essential feature-the content of the experience. This is where the analysis 
of symbols begins-the symbols of chess, of Impressionist art, of Buddhist 
meditation, of Christian Marian pilgrimage, of scientific research, of formal 
Iogic, have different meanings, different semantic contents. Surely, the 
processes of communitas and flow are imbued with the meanings of the 
symbols they either generate or are channeled by. Are all "flows" one and 
do the symbols indicate different kinds and depths of flow? 
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THE LIMINAL-NORM

Let us again assemble two paradigms of efficacy, two models of cultural
performance legible from our readings. In the first, efficacy grounds itself in
embodied transgressions, in practices honed by theater, ritual, and other
trainings of the body. Performance here is between theater and ritual: its
limen is the theatricalization of ritual and the ritualization of theater. Face-to-
face encounters, site-specific events, the co-presencing of individual and
social bodies—these instantiate the transformative power of performance in
the first decades of Performance Studies, prior even to its appellation. The
second model of efficacy, that of resistance, takes off from the discourses
of critical theory and the experiments of performance art: its cutting edge is
the theory of practice and the practice of theory. Mediated encounters,
parodic appropriations, bodies constructed by and through discourse:
increasingly (though not exclusively) these have come to make up the effi-
cacy of performance in the last two decades. Passing between the two
models, the challenge of efficacy turns itself outside in: from transgressing
a totalitarian power from an outside site to resisting a hegemonic power
from within that very power arrangement.

Theater and ritual have in no way been left behind in this passage from
transgressive to resistant efficacy. They remain two of the most important
objects of study, and while their role as models has diminished, it has 
not been eliminated. Today, the field of cultural performance and the
paradigm of Performance Studies cannot be thought without citing theater
and ritual. They remain, as it were, specific and historical touchstones for
any general theory of cultural performance. Theater continues to offer an
important formal reference for conceptualizing cultural performance; in
addition, theater departments and organizations such as the Association for
Theatre in Higher Education and the American Society for Theatre Research
provide important bases for its teaching and research. Similarly, the disci-
pline of anthropology continues to provide performance scholars with
important methodological approaches, especially those related to ethno-
graphic fieldwork.

Furthermore, between theory and performance art, liminality remains
one of the most frequently cited attributes of performative efficacy. Carlson,
for instance, closes his 1996 survey with a section entitled “Conclusion:
What is Performance?”, which ends with the following definition, one that
touches upon both liminality and theatricality.

[Performance] is a specific event with its liminoid nature foreground-
ed, almost invariably clearly separated from the rest of life, presented
by performers and attended by audiences both of whom regard 
the experience as made up of material to be interpreted, to be reflect-
ed upon, to be engaged in—emotionally, mentally, and perhaps 
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even physically. This particular sense of occasion and focus as well 
as the overarching social envelope combine with the physicality of
theatrical performance to make it one of the most powerful and 
efficacious procedures that human society has developed for the 
endlessly fascinating process of cultural and personal self-reflexion
and experimentation.41

Scholars also continue to stress the liminality or “in betweenness” of the
paradigm itself. In a 1998 essay, “What Is Performance Studies Anyway?”,
Schechner writes: “Performance studies is ‘inter’—in between. It is inter-
generic, interdisciplinary, intercultural—and therefore inherently unstable.
Performance studies resists or rejects definition. As a discipline, PS cannot
be mapped effectively because it transgresses boundaries, it goes where it
is not expected to be. It is inherently ‘in between’ and therefore cannot be
pinned down or located exactly.”42 Liminality, then, remains key to articulat-
ing the efficacy of both cultural performance and Performance Studies,
whether that efficacy be conceived as transgressive or resistant.

Cutting-edge practices, fringe groups and marginalized peoples, border
crossings, transgressions of boundaries and limits—these can and have
been theorized in terms of liminality. What is performance? What is
Performance Studies? “Liminality” is perhaps the most concise and accu-
rate response to both of these questions. Paradoxically, the persistent use
of this concept within the field has made liminality into something of a norm.
That is, we have come to define the efficacy of performance and of our own
research, if not exclusively, then very inclusively, in terms of liminality—that
is, a mode of activity whose spatial, temporal, and symbolic “in between-
ness” allows for social norms to be suspended, challenged, played with, and
perhaps even transformed. The concept has not simply been applied to per-
formances; it has also helped us to construct objects of inquiry by guiding
the selection of activities to be studied, their formal analysis, and their polit-
ical evaluation. And as we have seen, the liminal rite of passage also func-
tions as a striking emblem of the paradigm itself, both of its initiation and of
its subsequent development.

To underscore the normative dimension of liminality, I have come to call
it the liminal-norm. More generally, the liminal-norm operates in any situation
where the valorization of liminal transgression or resistance itself becomes
normative—at which point theorization of such a norm may become sub-
versive. I made up the term “liminal-norm” not long after reading another
citation of rites of passage, this one by Michel Foucault. In an interview enti-
tled “Rituals of Exclusion,” Foucault discusses how capitalist norms are
inscribed pedagogically:

There is the first function of the university: to put students out of cir-
culation. Its second function, however, is one of integration. Once a
student has spent six or seven years of his life within this artificial
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society, he becomes “absorbable”: society can consume him.
Insidiously, he will have received the values of this society. He will
have been given socially desirable models of behavior, so that this
ritual of exclusion will finally take on the value of inclusion and recu-
peration or reabsorption. In this sense, the university is no doubt little
different from those systems in so-called primitive societies in which
the young men are kept outside the village during their adolescence,
undergoing rituals of initiation which separate them and sever all
contact between them and real, active society. At the end of the 
specified time, they can be entirely recuperated or reabsorbed.43

In other words, the very same rituals which performance scholars have long
cited in theorizing the efficacy of performance, Foucault cites to explain the
university’s normative function within contemporary society.44

Turner himself recognized the conservative function that liminal rites of
passage ultimately play in agrarian, pre-industrial societies, where they
almost always reinforce existing social structures. Turning to cultural per-
formances found in industrial societies, he came to distinguish the liminal
from the liminoid, the latter referring to cultural activities found in
“advanced” societies marked by the sharp separation of labor and leisure.45

However, there is little doubt that Turner’s interest and passion lay in the
anti-structural elements he theorized in both liminal and liminoid activities,
and it was these elements which he stressed in his critical dialogue with
Schechner and other performance scholars (elements Foucault does not
mention in the text cited above, although elsewhere he does emphasize the
importance of “limit-experiences” to his own theoretical work).46

The liminal-norm is important here for several interrelated reasons. First,
it demonstrates how forces of normativity can become mutational, and vice
versa. In his ethnographic research, Turner recognized that the liminal prac-
tices of Ndembu society could lead to either schism or reinforcement of
existing social structures, with reinforcement being the most common
outcome. However, as liminality was generalized across the emerging field
of cultural performance—that is, as it was re-cited, decontextualized, and
recontextualized—the relatively rare instances of schism and radical trans-
formation quickly came to the fore as performance scholars sought to the-
orize the efficacy of cultural performance during the social unrest found in
North America and Western Europe during the 1960s and early 1970s.
Liminality almost exclusively became a space and time of transgression and
subversion; thus, a concept and practice primarily associated with norma-
tive forces had become the embodiment of mutational forces. However, the
very success of this generalization process inevitably produced the normal-
izing effects already noted: the concept of liminality has helped to guide the
selection and construction of objects as well as their analysis and evalua-
tion, and in addition, it has shaped Performance Studies’ image of itself, the
self-representation of the paradigm in relation to both the academy and



52

P
E
R
F
O
R
M

 O
R
 E

L
S
E

society at large. Again, re-citation, decontextualization, and recontextualiza-
tion, only here liminal efficacy has become a liminal-norm.

Second, the liminal-norm also suggests that any given conceptual
model, even one constructed and deployed to theorize transgression or
resistance, is necessarily limited in terms of both its formal and its function-
al aspects. This does not imply that one must—or even can—avoid mod-
elization or generalization altogether. As indicated earlier, the formation of
theoretical concepts presupposes movements of generalization, as does
the emergence of a research paradigm such as Performance Studies. The
challenge, then, is not to abandon conceptual modelization, but rather to
inscribe this movement within one’s specific situation, to fold generalization
back on itself in order to avoid reducing performance to any one model, be
it theater or ritual or performance art or such theoretical models as formal-
ism, psychoanalysis, feminism, deconstruction, queer theory, or postcolonial
theory. These models have all been extremely productive to the study of cul-
tural performance, yet all have their own perspectives, their own limits. The
task is thus also to multiply the models at one’s disposal while at the same
time opening up these models to their “own” alterity. To cite another yet
model: Félix Guattari describes schizoanalysis as a process of “metamod-
elisation,” one that, “rather than moving in the direction of reductionist
modelisations which simplify the complex, will work toward its complexifica-
tion, its processual enrichment, toward the consistency of its virtual lines of
bifurcation and differentiation, in short towards its ontological heterogene-
ity.”47 I have attempted here to analyze the workings of not one but several
models crucial to the emergence and development of Performance Studies.
In doing so, I have focused special attention on liminal rites of passage
because they are a particularly rich and productive model of the paradigm’s
movement of generalization. This modelization process I have nicknamed
the “passage to paradigm.” In other words, liminal rites provide us with a
(and not the) metamodel of the paradigm, one that I have tried to crack open
by citing its normative and mutational dimensions, as well as other models
and movements.

Third, as a metamodel, the liminal-norm can help us resituate the
borders and limits of Performance Studies itself. This resituation or dis-
placement of borders is crucial to the challenge guiding our entire project,
the rehearsal of a general theory of performance. This project entails 
challenging Performance Studies, that is, challenging ourselves. By focus-
ing on liminal activities, on transgressive and resistant practices, or, more
generally, upon socially efficacious performances, we have overlooked the
importance of other performances, performances whose formalization and
study also took off in the United States and which have since gone global.
These other performances are not metaphorical displacements of theatrical
or cultural activities, though they certainly and mistakenly can be reduced 
to them. Nor would we describe these other performances as primarily
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transgressive or resistant, far from it. As we shall see, their function is for
the most part highly normative, so normative in fact that one might justifiably
align them with the Establishment, the System, the Machine—in short, with
the very institutions and forces against which cultural performance has
directed much of its efficacious efforts over the past half century. But rec-
ognizing one’s own involvement with these normative performances is,
paradoxically, essential to making such efforts more diverse, more concrete,
more efficacious. It is also essential to our general theory.

The development of such a theory is highly problematic. Carlson writes
that if we “consider performance as an essentially contested concept, this
will help us to understand the futility of seeking some overarching semantic
field to cover such seemingly disparate usages as the performance of an
actor, of a schoolchild, of an automobile.”48 I agree. But at stake in such
usages is not simply different meanings of the term “performance,” but also
entirely different sets of discourses and practices, different infrastructures
and histories, different paradigms of performance. More profoundly, what’s
at stake in our general theory is not an overarching semantic field of per-
formance, but rather an underworldly stratum of performative power and
knowledge, a pragmatic formation upon which all this contesting of perfor-
mance unfolds. The question “What is performance?” perhaps remains
inescapable, especially when surveying a paradigm or defining a field, but to
map different terrains of this stratum—which is less a metaphysical foun-
dation than an onto-historical sedimentation of forces—a more urgent ques-
tion becomes “which performance?”

Philosophically speaking, to pose the question “What is?” presupposes
a unified form while promising a single, correct answer, while the question
“Which one?” assumes a multiplicity of forces that must be actively inter-
preted and evaluated.49 This will be my assumption. Rehearsing a general
theory of performance, we must not only use different concepts, nor only
contest and critique them; we must also create concepts, initiate models,
launch movements of generalization. Performance Studies scholars have
obviously created multiple and diverse concepts and continue to do so.
However, this multiplicity and diversity is itself largely determined by our
paradigmatic perspective, which I have called here the challenge of effica-
cy. Direct, or rather internal, analysis of this perspective can only proceed
so far, for we cannot easily get a perspective on our perspective, on the 
critical and affective investments in a field we have constructed and to some
extent been constructed through. To open an angle on what amounts to our
paradigmatic presuppositions and prejudices, we must turn elsewhere,
for “prejudices are found by contrast, not by analysis.”50 Our rehearsal 
of a general theory must thus seek out other sites, other premises, other
performances.
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Moon rocks, a few small strips of meat dried Hidatsa-style before rgt8,

dust from Jerusalem, "a knot tied by the wind in a storm at sea," bottle

caps filled with melted mayon made for skelley (a New York City street

game), "a drop of the Virgin's milk," pieces of the dismantled Berlin

Wall.t Each object is shown to the public eye protected and enshrined.

Were the criterion of "visual interest" to determine what should be ex-

hibited, such rocks, bits of meat, dust, knots, and toys, if saved at all,

would await attention of another kind-perhaps by microscope, tele-

scope, laboratory test, nutritional analysis, written description, diagram, or

report of miracles. Why save,let alone display things that are of little vi-

sual interest? Why ask the museum visitor to look closely at something

whose value lies somewhere other than in its appearance?

To suggest that objects lacking visual interest might be bf historical or

cuitural or religious or scientific interest, while seeming tä offer an an-

swer, actually compounds the problem because it leaves unexplored sev-

eral fundamental assumptions, first among them the 49[o-1o_{..artifactual

1_lol-9;3y..It is precisely this autonomy that makes it possible to display

objects in and of themselves, even when there is little to inspect with the

eye.2

Ethnographic artifacts are objects of ethnography. They are artifactS

created by ethnographers. Such objects become ethnographic by virtue of

i

l
ll
Ii
iI



being defined, segmented, detached, and carried away by ethnographers.

They are ethnographic, not because they were found in a Hungarian

peasant household, Kwakiutl viilage, or Rajasthani market rather than in
Buckingham Palace or Michelangelo's studio, U.:tly y1fr.ge.qf. the man-

n:1i-1_ylhich ghgy havg beel detached,.for disciplines make their objects

a1d in the process make themqelyes. It is one thing, however, when

ethnography is inscribed in books or displayed behind glass, at a remove

in space, time, and language from the site described. It is quite another

when people are themselves the medium of ethnographic representa-

tion, when they perform themselves, whether at home to tourists or at

world's fairs, homelands entertainments, or folklife festivals-when they

become living signs of themselves.
:

Exhibiting the Fragment

: The artfulness of the ethnographic object is an art of excision, of de-

tachment, an art of the excerpt. lllhere does the object begin, and where

does it end? This I see as an essentially surgical issue. Shall we exhibit the

cup with the saucer, the tea, the cream and sugar, the spoon, the napkin

and placemat, the table and chair, the rug? Where do we make the cut?

Perhaps we shorild speak not of the ethn_ogr.l*:: 3U;"d 
but of the

I ethnoglaphig fggmext: Like the ruin, the ethnographic fragment is in-
i formed by a poetics of detachment. Detachment refers not only to the

physical act of producing fragments but also to the detached attitude

that makes that fragmentation and its appreciation possible. Lovers of ru-

ins in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England understood the dis-

tinctive pleasure afforded by architectural fragments, once enough time
had passed for a detached attitude to form. The antiquarian John Aubrey

valued the ruin as much as he did the earlier intact structure.3 Ruins in-
spired the feelings of melancholy and wonder associated with the sub-

lime. They stimulated the viewer to imagine the building in its former

pristine state. They offered the pleasure of longing for the irretrievable

object of one's fantasy. Nor were ruins ieft to accidental formation. Aes-

thetic principles guided the selective demolition of ruins and, where a

ruin was lacking, the building of artificial ones.a Restoration may be re-

sisted in cases in which the power of the ruin is its capacity to signify the
destructive circumstances of its creation; the sheleton of tfie Atonric
Bomb Dome in Hiroshima does just this. In the case of tlre llllin Tslunrl
resroration, a fragment of the ruinTdexhibited as srrch, in a vitrine, ns

part of the story of the site. A history of the poetics of the ltagrnerrt is ytrt,
to be rwitten, for fragments are nqt simply a necessity of whiclr we rirnke
a virtue, a vicissitude of historJ6 or a response to limitations on our nhil.
ity to bring the world indoors. We make fragments.j

In Situ

In considering the problem of the ethnographic object, it is useful to d.is-
tinguish in situ from zz conteil,a pair of terms that call into question the
nature of the whole, the burden of interpretation, and the location of
meaning.

The notion of in situ entails metonymy and mimesis: the object is a part
that stands in a'contiguous relation to an absent whole that may or may
not be re-created. The art of the meton)nn is an art that accepts the in-
herently fragmentary nature of the o6jäct. showing it in all its parrialiry

"Dried meat, Hidatsa styLe.

Cottected by Gitbert Witson,

pre-1918? Beef."

From the exhibition The lloy
to Independence: plemories of
a Hidotso Indion Fomily,

1987. Photo by Randy Croce,

Minnesota Historicat Society.
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enhances the aUra of its "realness." The danger, of course, is that muse-

ums arlass collections and are, in a sense, condemned ever after to exhibit

them. 9"tl:.Jt_"g-driven exhibitions often suffer from ethnographic atro-

," phy b""^*;;üey tend to focus on what could be, and was' physically de-

' iu"h"d and carried away. As a result, what one has is what one shows. Very

often what is shown is the collection, whether highlights, masterpieces' or

everything in it. The tendency increases for such objects to be presented

as alt. .-.-,:

The art of-mimesis; whether in the form of period rooms' ethnographic

villages, re-created environments, reenacted rituals, or photomurals,

places objects (or replicas of them) in situ. In situ approaches to installa-

j ii"" enlarge the ethnographic object by expanding its boundaries to in-

i ,"irrdu ^ore 
of what was left behind., even if only in replica, after the ob-

i liect was excised from its physical, social, and cultural settings. Because the

metonymic nature of ethnographic obiects invites mimetic evocations of

what was left behind, in situ approaches to installation tend toward envi-

ronmental and re-creative d.isplays. Such displays, which tend toward the

| -orrogruphic, appeal to those who argue that cultures are coherent wholes

i ir, ,h"i, own right, that envirorunent plays a significant role in cultural

i form"tion, and that displays should. present process and not just products'

I At their most mimetic, in situ irrstallations include live persons, preferably

t ""toal 
representatives of the cultures on display'

In-situ installations, no matter how mimetic, are not neutral. They are

nor a slice of life lifted from the everyd.ay world and inserted into the mu-

seum gallery, though this is the rhetoric of the mimetic mode. Q-+-!h'

I 9..9pll1ly: il"r-: ylt :o.mtruct !l9,ailp-tey-.elsq.cqnstitulg'the 
subject' even

r *fr"" if,;t ;;;* io ä;"ä*itg*or" than relocate an entire house and its

contents, brick by brick, board. by board, chair by chair' Just as the elhno-

li graphic object is the creation of the ethnographer' so too are the Putative

ii cuitural wholes of which they are part. The exhibition may reconstruct

Kwakiutl life'as the ethnographer envisions it before contact with Euro-

peans? or Hungarian peasant interiors, region by region' as they are

thought ro have existed before industrialization. or the display may

project a utopian national whole that harmoniously integrates regional di-

versity, a favorite theme of national ethnographic museums and Ameri-

can pageants of democracy during the first decades of this century.
.,Wholes" are not given but constituted, and often they are hotly con-

testedlg j

R_u.p1T:::11ional co1v.gntions guide mimelig di:p]ays, despite the illu-

sion of close fit, if not identity, between the representation and that

which is represented.T Indeed, mimetic displays may be so dazzling in

their realistic effects as to subvert curatorial efforts to focus the viewer's

artention on particular ideas or objects. There is the danger that theani-

cal spectacle will displace scientific seriousness, that the artifice of the in-

stallation will overwhelm ethnographic artifact and curatorial intention.

In Context

The notion of in context, whiöh poses the interpretive problern of theo-

retical frame of reference, uses particular techniques of arrangernent

and explanation to convey ideas. The notion expressed in a rgrr history of

the British Museum that "the multifarious objects in the Ethnographical

Galiery represent so many starting-points in the world's civilization"

places those objects in context, not in situ.E That context, is signaled by the

title of the chapter devoted to the Ethnographical Gallery, "Civilization in

the Making."

Obfects are set in context by means of long labels, charts, diagrams,

commentary delivered via earphones, explanatory audiovisual programs'

docents conducting tours, booklets and catalogs, educational programs,

lectures and performances. Obiects are also set in context by means of

other objects, often in relation to a classification or schematic arrange-

ment of some kind, based on typologies of form or proposed historical re-

lationships. fn-context approaches to installation establisd u thtoretical

frame of reference for the viewer, offer explanations, provide historical

background, mal<e comparisons, pose questions, and sometimes even ex-

tend to the circumstances of excavation, collection, and conservation of

the objects on display There are as many contexts for an object as there

are interpretive strategies.

fn-context approaches exert sjlo_lg-"cjglitiy-e -cpntfol ov.er the obiects, as-

serting the power of classification and arrangement to order large num-
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"Room of 5ärköz from the second hatf of the nineteertth century"'

Bäri Batogh Adäm Museum. Photo by Gabter Csaba' Copyright

K6pzömüväszeti A[ap Kiadövä[tatata, Budapest.

"Poputar art retics of the Bukovinian Sz6ketys.

B6ri Batogh Adäm Museum. Photo by Gabter Csaba. Copyright

Käpzömüv€szeti Atap Kiadövättatata, Budapest.

bers of artifacts from diverse cultural and historical settings arrd tg.p-osi

tion them in relation to one another. Piants and animals arranged ac-

cording to the Linnäean äiassification affirmed the goodness of the divine

plan in Charles Willson Peale's museum in Philadelphia during the late

eighteenth and nineteenth century. A.H. L. F. Pitt Rivers preferred to

arrange his series of weapons according to formal criteria, from the sim-

plest to the most complex, to lell the story of mankind's inexorable evo-

lution through stages of racial and cultural development.e Even when the

objects themselves are not arranged according to such conceptual schemes

but accord.ing to gebgraphic area, the viewer may be encouraged to

"frame for himself a few general principles for which he can seek out

specimens."lo

IVhether they guide the physical arrangement of objects or structure ,,

the way viewers look at otherwise amorphous accumulations, exhibition :

classifications create serious interest where it might otherwise be lacking.

"Than the Ethnographical Gallery in the British Museum there is no de-

partment the educational significance of which is so likely to be uttnp-

preciated," wrote Henry C. Shelley in t9tt, adding that visitors nre irt-

clined to indulge in laughter and jokes when confronted with "objer:ts

illustrating the manners and customs of what nre lcnown ns tlle s$vugr

races."rl For instruction to supplant arnusement, viewers neollerl grrirrr:i'

ples for looking. t[:f:=:iyd.1contlxt, or frameworlc, for t,rnnsfttrrnirrg

apparently grotesque, rude, Jtrange, and vulgar artifactb ittto olljer:t,

lessons. Having been saved from oblivion, the ethrlographic fragmerrt

now needed to be rescued from trivialization. One way of doing this wtrs

to treat the specimen as a document.

Rescuing the Fragment trom Trlviolizatlon

The problematic relationship of in situ and in context, which are by no

means mutually exclusive upprou"f,ä|i. tidäi.d by bieg Grabar in his

cärääent aüout Islamic obiects: "[T]hey are in fact to be seen as ethno-

graphic documents, closely tied to life, even a reconstructed life, and more

meaningful in large numbers and series than as single creations."lz Such

objects, in Grabar's view, are inherently multiple, documentary, and con-

23 0bJtcts ol Ethnogrophy



lhe Artist in Hfs l,luseum.

7822, by Chartes Wittson Peate. 0iI on canvas, t03 1/4 in' x 79 7/8

in. Acc. no.i 1878.1.2. Courtesy of the Museum of American Art of

the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Phitadetphia, Gift of Mrs'

5arah Harrison (The Joseph Hairison, Jr. Cottection).

tingent. They were never intended to hold uP to scrutiny as singular cre-

ations. Moreover, they are at their most documentary when presented in

their multiplicity, that is, as a collection. Grabar diffuses their status as ar-

tifacts by according them higher value as "documents," as signs that

point away from themselves to something else, to "life." At the same

iime, he hyperbolizes their status as artifacts by advocating that they be

examined in "large numbers and series," a task anticipated and facilitated

by the collecting process itself and well suited to typological exhibition

arrangements.

Though once multiple, many ethnographic objects become singular,

and. the more singular they become, the more readily are they reclassified

and exhibite$,3s,.art. The many become one by virtue of the collection

process itself. First, collecting induces rarity by creating scarcity,: escalat-

ing demand reduces the availability of objects. Second, collectols create

categories that from the outset, even before there is demand, are marked

by the challenges they pose to acquisition: "Qy-g-r9a-ting tileir own cate-

gories, all ggllectors create their own rarities."l5 Third, the very ubiquity

of the kinds of obiects that interest ethnographers contributes to their

ephemerality. Commonplace things are worn to oblivion nntl replttt:erl

with new objects, or are viewed as too trivial in their own l,itrlo lrt lre re

moved from circulation, to be alienated from their practit:al nnrl srttrirtl

purposes, and saved for posterity,r+ But no matter how eingulnr tlle t.rlhttrt

graphic object becomes, it retains its contingency, evelr whert, by n prottesr

of radical detachment, it is reclassified and exhibited as arl'r0

Indeed, the litmus test of art seems to be whether an object cnn ltt:

stripped of contingency and still hold 
"p. Tl-"_.y:iv11a|.izing rhetoric ol'

."art," the insistence that great works are universal, that they transcenrl

space and time, is predicated on the irrelevance of contingency. But the

ability to stand alone says less about the nature of the obiect than about

our categories and attitudes, which Inay account for the minimalist in-

stallation style of exhibitions of "primitive art." By suppressing contin-

gency and presenting the obiects on their own, such installations lay

claims to the universality of the exhibited obiects as works of art.

Ethnographic objects move from curio to specimen to art, though not

necessarily in that order. As curiosities, objects are anomalous. By defini-

tion, they defy classification. Nineteenth-century advocates of scientific

I
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approaches to museum exhibition complained repeatedly about collec-

tions of curiosities that were displayed without systematic arrangement.

But how could exhibitors be expected to anange systematically objects

that in their terms were unclassifiable? In what category might one ex-

hibit the knot tied by the wind during a storm at sea that was donated to

Peale's Museum at the end of the eighteenth century? Probably indistin-

guishable in appearance from a knot tied by human hands on land during

calm weatheq this object was an episode in an amazing story waiting to be

retold rather than a member of a class of objects relevant to scientific tax-

onomies of the period.

Ytrhat we see here are objects that had outlasted the curatorial

classifications that once accomrnod.ated. them in Renaissance cabinets and

galleries. Singularities, chance forrnations that resulted from the "shuffle

of things," did fall into a broad category, namely, mirabilia.l6 This cate-

gory included the very large and the very small, the misshapen and the

miraculous, and the historically unique: for example, a hat with bullet

holes associated with a specific historic event.rT By the nineteenth century,

such objects were anomalous to natural historians interested in tax-

onomies of the normal, not the singularities of chance formation, though

figures such as Joseph Dorfeuille continued to make teratology (the study

of the malformed or monstrous) a major attraction in their museums.ls

Exhibition classifications, whether Linnaean or evolutionary, shift the

grounds of singularity from the object to a category within a Particular
taxonomy. For a curiosity to becoäe classifiable ftlpd to qualify as reP-

resentative of a distinguishable class of objectsl. P'äiä; for example, was

reluctant to show items that fell outside the Linnääan classification ac-

cording to which he arranged objects in his museum in Philadelphia dur-

ing the late eighteenth and eariy nineteenth century. His exhibits of

plants and animals were normative: they featured typical membels of

each class. The comprehensiveness of the classification and orderly

arrangement of Peale's collection testified to the purposiveness and good-

ness of God's creation, a message reinforced by quotations from the Bible

mounted on the walls. With his fine American specimens, Peale intended

to refute the view of Buffon, an eighteenth-century naturalist, that New

World species were inferior to those of Europe. A mark of the seriousness

and scientific nature of such exhibitions was the absence of freakish aber-

rations.le

In c o ntrast, the exhi bjt.fr:lk _9t-":1 ati91 a1 
.pu g gnl qs,C gqfg ten ee at th e

American Museum of Natural History in rg3z subjected to orderly

arrangement the very anomalies (trembling guinea pigs, triplets, a pic-

ture drawn by a color-blind man, deformed eyeballs) that a century ear-

lier would have appeared as curiosities defying classification. The struc-

ture of genetic inheritance now provided the matrix for the orderly

display of nature's mistakes, long an attraction in cabinets and frealr

shows, and for eliminating such errors in the future-sterilizatiott, an-

timiscegenation laws, and selective mating.2o A logical outgrowth of the

exhibition of racial types and the evolution of manhind, such eugenir:s

exhibitions offered classifications that included the visitors tltemselves,

These were interactive displays, for attendants handed out pedigree cltart,s

and blank schedules issued by the Eugenics Record Office and encouragerl

visitors to take tests for taste threshold and artistic capacity, for exarnple,

to rank fur samples. A "Eugenic Sterilization" exhibit was nearby,

(..r
I
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I
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"5peciaLized Tests for Sense of Etegance.0uatity in

Fur.... Arrange these ten samples in the order of

your feeting for their elegance if made into a woman's

'best coat',... Be guided by your own personat [iking

or feeling of appreciation.... Be not influenced by

knowtedge of cost or fashion-try to respond to reaI

quatity."

Copyright 1934 by the Wittiams & Witkins Co., Bal.ti'

more. Reproduced with permission.
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Displays in the dime museum tested credulity-Ripley's Believe It or

Not. Scientific exhibits struggled to achieve intelligibility-the object

lessons of Dr. George Brown Goode, director of the U.S, National Mu-

seum. Exhibitions of art faced a different challenge. Refusing to define

the objects in his collection either as curios (singular anomalies) or as

ethnographic artifacts (representative examples of a class of objects),

ftCi}.:_!5a-iA {enguiat, a prime lender of Jewish ceremonial art to the

Smithsonian Institution at the turn of the century, thought of his posses-

sions as objects of art, a status derived from their perfection and his con-

noisseurship. Benguiat identified the classificatory skills of the art col-

lector with his powers of discrimination. At the climactic instant of

acquisition-each time he or she accepts or rejects an object-the col-

lector "classifies." Benguiat was interested in only one category, the per-

fect. This category was coterminous with his entire collection, seen as a

supreme singuiarity made up of many singular artifacts. They were dis-

played accordingly.

Jewels and gems dazzle. They invite appreciation, not analysis. There is

no place in this empire of things, ruled by the coliector of collectors, for

copies, photographs, models, homologues, dioramas, or tableaus. There is

no place here for displaying continuous series of objects-without regard

for the artistic excellence of each and every one-to make some histori-

cal point, no place for a system of classification that would array objects

within theoretical hierarchies, Unmitigated excellence in everything

shown, ubiquitous singularity, andihe unifying principle of the collector's

power-this is the message of the jewel box.

No matter how perfect this collection and each object within it, how-

ever, Benguiat's treasures could be reclassified for scientific purposes, and

in the various exhibitions where they were featured, they moved from

category to "ut"gorfiit 
."''. 
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The Llnits of Detachment

Not all that the ethnographic surgeon subjects to cognitive excision can be

physically detached, carried away, and instailed for viewing. lAtrat happens

to the intangible, the ephemeral, the immovable, and the animate? The in-

{ , ,,

"Cottection of 0rientat Arms and Armor." Some of the arms shown

here "betonged to the notorious brigand'(atirjiani,'who was such

a lover of fine arms that he frequently attacked a caravan and

sacrificed the tives of his men just to acquire other specimens of
arms. as the jewetted or inlaid decoration was always executed ac-

cording to the personat taste of the owner, so that there are set-

dom two atike."

From Fine Art Portfolio Illustrating Some of the Exhibits of the H.

Ephroin Benguiat 14useum Collection ond the Historicol Domoscus

Palace (St. Louis: Louisiana Purchase Exposition, 79O4),29,

28 The Agency of Disploy



tangible, which includes such classiC ethnographic subjects as kinship,

worldview, cosmology values, and attitudes, cannot be carried away. The

ephemeral encompasses all forms of behavior-everyday activities, story-

telling, ritual, dance, speech, performance of all kinds. Now you see it, now

you don't. The immovable, whether a mesa' Pyramid, cliff dwelllng, or

landform, can be recorded in photographs but Presents formidable logisti-

cal obstacles to those who would detach and carry it away. The animate has

been collected, both dead and alive. Dried, pickled, or stuffed, botanical

and zoological specimens become artifacts for the museum. Alive' flora and

fauna present storage problems that are solved by gardens and zoos in

which living collections are on view. But what about people? Bones and

mummies, body parts in alcohol, and plaster death masks may be found in

museums. Living human speöimens have been displayed in zoos, formal

exhibitions, festivals, and other popular amusements.

If we cannot carry away the intangible, ephemeral, immovable, and an-

imate, what have we done instead? Typically, we have inscribed what we

cannot carry away, whether in field notesJ recordings, photographs, films,

or drawingr W: lly: created eth4ographic documents. Like ethnographic

objects, these documents are also artifacts of ethnography, but true to

what I would call the fetish-of-the-true-cross approach, e.th-4ggraphic ob-

jects, those material fragments that we can carry away, are accorded a

highui'qlrotient of re-a1ness..Only the artifaits, the tangible metonfms, are

realiy real. All the rest is mimetic, second order, a. le,E9:"ell?liorr, an,ac-

count undeniably of our own making, We have here the legacy of Re-

naissance antiquarians, for whom "visible remains" were used to corrob-

orate written accounts. Objects, according to Giambattista Vico, were

"manifest testimony" and carried greater authodty than texts, even con-

temporaneous ones.22

Textu o li zi n g 0 bj ects/ }bj ectifyi n g Texts

The priority of objects over texts in museum settings was reversed during

the second half of the nineteenth century. Goode operated according to

the dictum that "thd most important thing about an exhibition was the

label," a point restated by many who worked with him.25

The people's museum should be much more than a house of specimens

in glass cases. ft should be a house full of ideas, arranged with the strictest

attention to system.

I once tried to express this thought by saying "Än eficient educational

museum may be described as a collection of instructiue labels, each illus-

tated by a ttell'selected specimen (emphasis.in original).2a

Museums were to teach "by means of object lessons," but objects could

not be relied on to sPeak for themselves.es

The curatorial charge was to create exhibitions that would "furnish an

intelligent train of thought" by using objects to illustrate ideas.26 React-

ing to the apparent lack of logical arrangement in displays of art collec-

tions in many Ewopean museurns and the low status to which so many

private museums in America had descended, Goode had long insisted

that the museum of the past was to be transformed from "a cemetery of

b-ri9-a.b1ac into a nulsgry of living thoughts."27 His model for the public

museum was the public library; though he believed thnt exhibitions hnrl

even greater potential as a medium of popular education. Ohjects wer(f to

be read like books: "Plofessor Huxley has describecl the munelttll ni n

'consultative library of objects."'nu Clrr3r::_1.-l.ygl9..t9.gbjeqtlfy texts nnrl

tgxtrpli_ze otj99_ts, hence the importance of an organizational scheme for

arranging objects and labels to explain them and the willing accePtance

of copies, casts, impressions, photographs, diagrams, and other surrogates

for primary artifacts. Since the main purPose of a public museum was to

ed.ucate, "for the purposes of study a cast \'\ras as good as an original," and

in some cases better.2e Copies came to play a special role.

Though proclaimed as a new approach to the exhibiting of objbcts, the

textualized object was not new; it had been featured in demonstrations

and illustrated lectures for centuries. Anatomy lessons were conducted at

public dissections as early as the fourteenth century in Bologna, where, as

the scholar read the anatomy text, the demonstrator dissected the body,

and the ostensor, the one who showed, pointed a wand at the part of the

body under consideration.3o The French anatomy lesson during the Sev-

enteenth century was "a great social event that the whole town attended,

with masks, refreshments, and diversions."5l
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. The increasing emphasis on ostensio showing-during the nine-
i' teenth century suggests a shifl i.n thq foundation of authoritative hnowl-

, e{ge.from a reliance primarily on rhetoric to arr emphasis on information,

particularly in. the form of -yj:"tl facts.3z By the end of the eighteenth

century, Peale could boast that in the lecture room of his museum, pre-

sentations were illustrated with real specimens from his collection, con-

sistent with Jean-J-a.c,q_r1-gs Rousseau's admonition that "teachers never

substitute representation for reality, show for substance-to teach, in
short, from actual objects."35 In this respect, Peale. was in tune with a

more general tendency of the period toward the "decidedly empirical or

evidential nature of lecturing," though even under the guise of science,

objects were used for their dramaric effect: "William Hazlitt was appalled

at one of Carlisle's lectures ön human emotions to find a dissected heart

and brain being circulated among the audience."54

In many ways, the approach to museum exhibitions advocated by Goode

during the latter part of the nineteenth century should be seen in relation

to the illustrated lecture, its history and requirements. Complaining in
tSgr .bäüi *ä aäctine of "entertainments worthy of civilized communi-

ties-concerts, readings, Ieciures"-and the rise of illustration, including
the diagram, blackboard, and stereopticon, Goode wanted the museum to

fill the gap left by the decline of lectures and scientific,literary, and artis-

tic societies.3s The written label in an exhibition was a surtogate for the

I *ord, of an absent lecturer, with the added advantage that the exhibited

objects, rather than appear briefly to illustrate a lecture, could be seen by

a large public for a longer period of time.

It is precisely in these terms that I{ashington Matthews introduced his

]ecture "Some Sacred Objects of the Navajo Rites" at the Third Interna-

tional Folk-Lore Congress of the World's Columbian Exposition in
Chicago in r895.

Someone has said that a first-class museum would consist of a series of sat-

isfactory labels with specimens attached. This saying might be rendered:

"The label is more important than the specimen." When I have finished

reading this paper, you may admit that this is true. in the case of the little
museum which I have here to show: A basket, a fascicle of plant fibres; a

few rudely painted sticks, some beads and feathers put together as if by
'children in their rneaningless play, for the total of the collection. You would

scarcely pick these trifles up if.rlrou saw them lying in the gutter, yet when

I have told all I have to tell about, them, I trust they may seem of greater

importance, and that some among you would be as glad to possess them as

I am. I might have added largely to this collection had I time to discourse

about them, for f possess many more of their kind. It is not a que.stion of

things, but of time. I shall do scant justice to this little pile within an hour.

An hour it will be to you, and a tiresome hour, no doubt; but you may pass

it with greater patience when you learn that this hour's monologue repre-

sents to me twelve years of hard and oft-baffled investigation. Such dry

facts as I have to relate are not to be obtained by rushing up to the first In-
dian you rneet, notebook in hand. But I have no time for further prelimi-

nary remarks, and must proceed at once to my descriptions.so

In this demonstration of connoisseurship, thg.gthnggrapher is a detective

who toiis long and hard to decipher material clues. This master of in-
duction competes both with the native informant and with other eth-

nographers, not for the objects, but for the facts that comprise his de-

scriptions. His lectr:re is a long label, a q::fgT,gd.description that elevnl;ps

wh3t ryolrld olher_-wise be viewed as "trifles.," Neither the rnoclest eper:i-

mens nor the dry facts are expected to interest the listener. Rather, it is the

ethnographer's own expenditure of time and effort-his expertise-that
creates value.

This effect is achieved rhetorically, for the more unprepossessing the ev-

idence, the more impressive the ethnographic description. Characterizing

his own recounting of the facts as "minute to a tedious degree" and "not
one half the particulars that I might appropriately have told you,"

Matthews admits to having reäched the limits of his ability to describe

when challenged by the drumstick on the table. Not even the Navajo can

describe in words how the drumstick is made, "so intricate are the mles

pertaining to its construction." Apologizing for not having fresh 5rucca on

hand with which to demonstrate the process,.Matthews offers to take

anyone who is interested to the "J rcca-covered deserts of Arizona" where

he can "show him how to make a drum stick." In this way, Matthews con-

ll
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fronts two basic problems in ethnographic display. tr'irst he makes the ap-

parenrly trivial interesting br ggf3rming ethnography (the illustrated

l""ror"). Then he addresses the äiäüä;""t üäiUät aäscription by offer-

ing to play Iridian (the demonstration).57 The profusion of facts that

Matthews presents to his listeners, his apologies for their dry and tedious

character notwithstandiqg, is a classic case of what Neil Harris has

identified as the.operarional ""riüätir-"a 
delight in observing Process

and examining for litAräl truth."38

Exhibiting Humans

Not only inanimate art,ifacts but also humans are detachable, frag-

mentable, and replicable in ä variety of materials. The inherently per-

formative nature of live specimens veers exhibits of them strongly in

I the direction of spectacle' blg:i*g:-,41furlher the line between morbid

, curiosity.and scie,ntffic interest, chamber of horrors and medical exhibi-

, tion, circus and zoological garden, theater and living ethnographic display,

scholarly lecture and dramatic monologue, cultural performance and

staged re-creation. The blurring of this line was particularly usefui in En-

gland and the United States during the early nineteenth century because

performances that would be obiectionable to conservative Protestants if

staged in a theater were acceptable when presented in a museum, even if

there was virtually nothing else to distinguish them. This reframing of

performance in terms of nature, science, and education rendered it re-

spectable, particularly during the first half of the nineteenth century. If
in th" scientific lecttue the exhibitor was the performer' ethnographic dis-

plays shifted the locus of performance to the exhibit ProPer and in ss do-

ing, made ample use of patently theatrical genres and techniques to dis-

play people and their things.

In what might be characterized as a reciprocity of means and comple-

mentarity of function, museurns used theatrical crafts of scene painting

for exhibits and staged performances in their lecture rooms' while the-

aters used. the subjects presented in museums, including live exotic ani-

mals and humans, and the technologies demonstrated there in their stage

productions. Museums served. as surrogate theaters during periods when

theaters came under attack for religious reasons' while theaters brought

a note of seriousness to their offerings by presenting edifying entertain-

rnent. In the drama of the specimen, the curator was a ventriloquist

whose task it was to make the obiect speak. Through. scenarios of pro-

duction and function, culators converted objects into stories: they showed

the process by which ceramics and textiles were manufactured, step-by-

step, or how they were used in daily life and. ceremony. The Smithsonian

anthropologist Otis T. Mason was explicit on this point in r89r when he

defined "the important elements of the specimen" as "the dramatis per-

sonae and incidents'"3e

Living or 0eod

Human displays teeter-totter on a kind of semiotic seesawr equipoised be-

tween the animate and the inanimate, the living and the dead. The semi-

otic complexity of exhibits of people, particularly those of an ethno-

graphic character, may be seen in reciprocities between exhibiting the

dead as if they are alive and the living as if they are dead, reciprocities

that hold.for the art of the undertaker as well as the art of the mttsettnl

preparator.

Ethnographic displays are part of a larger history of human displny, in

which the themes of death, dissection, torture, and martyrdbm are inter-

rningied.. This history includes the exhibition of dead bodies in cemeter-

ies, catacombs, homes, and theaters, the public dissection of cadavers in

anatomy lessons, the vivisection of torture victims using such anat'omicnl

techniques as flaying, public executions by guillotine or gibbet, heads of

criminals impaled on stakes, public extractions of. teeth, and displays of

body parts and fetuses in anatomical and other museums' whether in the

flesh, in wax, or in plaster cast.ao The body parts arrived not only as by-

products of dissections but also as a result of amputations, for example,

the trigger finger of a villain.+l Effigies of men tortured and executed in

the very cages in which they were displayed were an attraction at the

Münster Z"i.i?:
Ethnographic subjects were easily incorporated into such modes of dis-
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boner rernoved frorr Irrdinrl graves-had long been excavated and shown

os ethnographic rpecintens. Live subjects provided expanded opportr:nities

for ethnographic tlisplay. l4lhile live, human rarities figured in museo-

logical dramas of cognitive vivisection. 
'V\4len dead, their corpses were

anatomized and their bones and fleshy body parts incorporated into

anatomical exhibits. The uanitas mundiwas a way of exhibiting dissected

maierials: one such anatomical allegory was created out of the skeleton of

a fetus, tiny kidney stones, a d.ried artery, and a hardened vas deferens' Ar-

ticulated skeletons, taxidermy, wax models, and live specimens also

offered conceptual links between anatomy and death in what might be

considered museums of mortality.#

"Specimens on 5helf." Wax modeLs, circa 1850-'1920' Top, left to rightl

Reckl.inghausen's disease of breast; active erysipetai on face; gan-

grenous utceration of tip and nares; rupia (tertiary syphitis) of face.

Bottom, teft to right: arms of infants bearing vaccinia (cowpox) on

sixth to eighth day, on ninth to.tenth day, and on fourteenth to six-

teenth day; arm bearing roseota varicetta (chicken pox).

collection of the MUtter Museum of The col,tege of Physicians of

Phitadetphta. Photo Arnc Svertton, copyright 1993.

35 Objects of Eth nogr .op hy

Wax models as a forrn of three-dirnensional anat.ornical illustration
were commonly used to teach medicine, especially pathologies of the
skin, and were featured in anatomical displays open to the public. Rack-

strow's Museum of Anatomy and Curiosities, which was popular in Lon-

don during the mid-eighteenth century, offered visitors wax replicas of

the human body in various states of health and disease, inside and out, in-

cluding reproductive organs and fetuses, some of them preserved in alco-

hol rather than represented in wax.as With the rising interest in*11q-r.q] gf:-' i

polggigg .and evolutio-p duling the mid-nineteenth century, Sarti's

Muieum of Pathological Anatomy in London, and others like it, became

the place to exhibjt".g_Ügetly ggllFtructe_d'q+.q-tef-r-r-ical,palhologies (parts

of a Moorish woman's anatomy), missing links in the evolutionary se-

quence (wax figures of African "savages" with tails), and wax tableaus o.f

ethnographic scenes.a6 As early as tTgT) Peale had completed wax figures

for "a group of contrasting races of mankind" that included natives ftom

North and South America, the Sandwich Islands, Otaheite, and China.

The faces are thought to have been made from life casts. The figures

were outfitted with appropriate clothing and artifacts. Half a century

later, the Gallery of All Nations in Reimer's Anatomical and Ethnologi-

cal Museum in London featured "the varied types of the Great Human

Family," including the Aztec Lilliputians that shortly before had appeared

live in the LiverpoolZoo.aT

The "gallery of nations" idea, which since the late sixteenth centtuy

had served as the organizing principle for books devoted to customs, man-

ners, religions, costumes, and other ethnographic topics, qas easily

a$nte.! to the e1libilion of ethnographic specimenl.a8 A logical spinoff

was the monographic display. Nathan Dunn's celebrated Chinese collec-

tion, which was installed in Peale's museum in 1838 and moved to Lon-

don in r84r, offered, according to a diarist of the period, "a perfect picture

of Chinese life."

Figr:res of natural size, admirably executed in ciay, all of them ponraits of

individuals, are there to be seen, dressed in the appropriate costume, en-

gaged in their various avocations and surrourrded by the furniture, imple-

ments and material objects of daily existence. The faces are expressive, the

tl 0ltltrlt tl llhttugtnphy



attitudes naturol, the siruation & grouping well conceived, and the asPect'

of the whole very ltriking and lifelike. Mandarins, priests, soldiers, ladies

of quality, gendemen of rank, play-actors and slaves; a barber, a shoemaker

and a blacksmith employed in their trades; the shop of a merchant with

purchasers buying goods, the drawing room of a man of fortune with his

visitors smoking and drinking tea & servants in attendance; all sitting,

standing, almost talking, with the dress, furniture and accompaniments of

actual life. Some of the costumes are of the richest and most gorgeous de-

scription. Modeis of country houses and boats, weaPons, lamps, pictures,

vases, images of Gods, and porcelain vessels, many of them most curious

and beautiful, and. in number, infinite. Mr. Dunn was in the room himself

and explained to us the nature and uses of things.ae

The attention in this description to the individuation of faces reflects the

rnore general preoccupation with "1ry9t" and the notion of physiognomy

as a key tQ moral character.5o

Physiognomic types and their raciai implications were presented not

only in galleries of nations and in ihe later "t1ryes of mankind" exhibi-

tions but also in crowd Äcenes and grouP portraits of life in contemporary

European and Arnerican cities, as well as in the literature of the period. So

great was the fascination with physiognomy that at Peale's museum,

where portraits of great men "etched the outlines of. genius" and those of

"savages" revealed their physiognomy, muselrm visitors could take home

as a souvenir their own silhouette, made with gteat exactitude thanks to

a mechanical device, the "physiognotrace," invented in r8o5 and demon-

strated in the museum ga11erY.51

Dnnn's Chinese exhibition inspired other such dispiays, notably, scenes

of daily life at the Oriental and Turkish Museum during the r85os in

London. Viewers were astonished by the wax figures, which a journalist

of the time praised for their realism: "fT]he arms and legs of males are

rough with real hair, most delicately applied-actual drops of perspira-

tion are on the brows of the portets."52 Clearly, the mannequins were

more than clothes hangers, for not only ethnographic artifacts but also

physiognomy was on display.

It is precisely the mimetic perfection of such installations, and perhaps

also their preoccupation with physiognomy, that so disturbed tr'ranz Boas,

who resisted the use of realistic wax mannequins in ethnographic re-

creations. They were so lifelike they were deathlike. Boas objected to

"the ghastly impression such as we notice in wax-figures," an effect that

he thought was heightened when absolutely lifeiike figures lacked mo-

tion.s3 Furthermore, wax as a medium more nearly captured. the color and

quality of d.ead. than living flesh, and in their frozen pose and silence wax

figures were reminiscent of the undertaker's art, a connection that, wax

museums capitalized on in deathbed and open casket scenes featuring fa-

Inous persons.

I life pictures"-in the r87os. Inspired by genre paintings, these senti-

llltltt lr tl ElhnnUtnlhV

Satoon of a Chinese junk.

From Illustroted London News, 2Q Mali

courtesy Gultdhatt Library, Corporation

1948. Photo

of London.
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mental scenes in wax integrated costu-rnes, furniture, and utensils that
Hazelius had collected in Sweden and other parts of Scandinavia. Fea-

tured not only in his Museum of Scandinavian Ethnography, which

opened in ß73, but also at world's fairs in r876 (Phiiadelphia) and 1878

(Paris), these displays utilized techniques Hazelius had seen at the many

international expositions and museums he visited..He used the habitat

groupr a fixture of natural history museums. He turned to the wax

hbleau, which,like the tableauoiuanq was often modeled on a painting or

sculpture and captured a dramatic moment in a narrative. He also drew

on the period room and trave] panorama. By r89r, he had realized his

dream of exhibiting Swedish folklife in f iiving style" at Skansen, his

open-air museum. In add.ition to buildings, plants, and animals, the mu-

seum featured peasants in native d.ress, traditional musicians and artisans,

The Infant's |eqth, one of severa[ "Swedish

character groups' in the main buitding of the

Centenniat Exposition, Phitadetphia, 7876,

This'tiving picture" was based on Amatia Lin-

degren's painting (1858) and was shown again

in 1878 at the fxposition Universelle in Paris.

from Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, 26

August tE76, p. 409.

costumed receptionirl.e and guides, restaurants, craft dernonstrations, an4

festivals, Hazelius's Skansen mrrceum became the orototype for hrrnd.reds

of other open-air museums throughout Europe, many of them still func-

tioning todaY'5a

Animal or Actor

People have been displayed as living rarities from as early as r5or, when

Iive Eskimos were exhibited in Bristol. A Brazilian village built by Indi-

ans in Rouen in the r58os was burned down by French soldiers, an event

that pleased the king so much that it was restaged the following day.55

,,Virginians" were featured on the Thames in 16o5.56 Over a period of five

centuries, audiences flocked to see Tahitians, Laplanders, "Aztecs," fro-

0pen-air museum of Skansen.

Reprinted with permission from the American Association

of Museums, copyright 7927. All rights reserved.
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quois, Cherokees, Oiibways, Iowas, Mohawks, Botocudos, Guianese, Hot-

tentots, Kaffirs, Nubians, Somalis, Sinhalese, Patagonians, Tierra dei Fue-

gans, Ilongots, Kalmucks, Amapondans, Zulus, Bushmen, Australian abo'

rigines, Japanese, and East Indians. They could be seen in various cities in

England and on the Continent, in taverns and at fairs, on the stagb in the-

atrical productions, at Whitehall, Piccadilly, and Var:xhall Gardens, along

the Thames, at Wiiliam Bullock's London Museum (better known as

Egyptian Hall because of its architectural styie), in zoos and 
Silcuses,

and., by th9l3t1er hllf of the nipe|ge:rth century, at w9i$]s..fairS"3?'i

Basically, there were two options for exhibiting living ethnographic

specimens: the zoological and the theatrical. During the first half of the

nineteenth century, the distinction between zoological and theatrical ap-

pioaches was often unclear änd both were implicated in the staging of

wildness,particularlyinCa:]Hage+beck]s..ptoductions.Thezoologicalop.

tion depended on traditions of displaying exotic animals, including the

circus, which featured trained animals, and the zoo, whete live exotic

specimens were shown in cages, in fantastic buildings, and, eventually, in

settings re-creating their habitat in realistic detail, though here too ani-

mal acts couid be found. It was not uncomlnon in the nineteenth century

for a living human rarity to be booked into a variety of venues-theaters'

exhibition ha1ls, concert rooms, museums, and zoos-in the course of

several weeks or months as part of a tour.

London Museum, or Egyptian Hall, was dubbed the "ark of zoological

wonders" by at least one observer of the period, because of the wide

range of live exhibits, human and animal, presented there.58 l lhile the

term "ark" evokes the discourse of natural theology, as opposed to natural

history, and suggests that the sheer variety of divine creation rather than

scientific classification was the focus, Bullock found in environmental

displays a fine way to combine theatrical effect, the experience of travel,

and geographic principles.

During the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, geoglaphf was

also an omnibus discipline devoted to all that is on the earth's surface, in-

cluding people in their environmenti geogr+Phy subsumed apthropology

T$.eihn.qglephy as subfields. Location on the earth's globe and relation-

ships of specimens to landforrns, clirnate, ald local flora and fauna offered

an alternative principlt-, firr arratrging exhibitions of animals and people

and encouraged environmental displays that showed the interrelation of
eiements in a habitat. Those who collected their own specimens, had

_firsthand knowledge of their habitat, and controlled how their materiais

were exhibited were more iikely to present animals and people in their
home environrnents. Like Bullock, who collected material for his displays

while traveling and then tried to re-create the piaces he had visited, Peale

hunted for many of his specimens himself, mounted them, and created

settings for them based on his observations whiie hunting.

The passion for close visual observation on the spot had transformed

how landscapes were experienced and described during the eighteenth

century and shaped how specimens brought into galleries were exhibited,

to the point that the experience of travel became the model for exhibi-
tions about other places.se Visitors wert-. ot'fr:rcrl the rlisplny n$ ü slrrrof{nt,e

for travel, and displays in turn purtir:ipnl.erl ilr t.lre rli;corrrre crl'trnvnl, tlre

at tlh!trlt af lthnagtaphy

Car[ Hagenbeck's Sinhatese caravan.

From Die Gartenloube, no. 34 (1884).
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they had parsonally iravorlecl. lnrlivi<irraln who ltatl assisted hunters and

collectors abroqd were brouglrr into e.thibition.r both to comPlele lhe

scene and to comtnent on it, tltus transfening to the re-creaLed travel set-

ting the roles of native guide alld animal handler.

Returning from Mexico in rBeS with casts of ancient remains, ethno-

graphic objects, specimens of plants and anirnals, and a Mexican Indian

youth, Büllock designed an exhibition that would make visitors feel like

they were in Mexico enjoying a Panoramic view of Mexico City (painted

on the wall) and intimate contact with its inhabitants. An observer of the

period reported that "li]n order to heighten the deception, and to bring

the spectator.actually amidsi the scenes rePresented, [he presented] a./ac

simile [s/c] of a Mexican cottage and garden, with a tree, flowers, and

fruit; they are exactly the size of their natural models, and bear an iden-

tity not to be mistaken." To complete the effect, Buliock installed the

Mexican Ind.ian youth in the cottage and had him describe objects to the

visitors "as far. as his knowledge of our language permits," thus making

him do d.ouble duty as ethnographic specimen and museum docent.60

Living StYle

The moment live people are included in such displays the issue ariset:

what will they do? In considering the options for presenting people in
,,living style," it is useful to distinguish staged re-creations of cultrual per-

formances (wedding, funeral, hunt, martial arts display, shamanic ritual)

and the drama of the quotidian (nursing a baby, cooking, smoking, apit.

ting, tending a fire, *ashing, carving, weaving).61

In a highly popular African display mounted in 1855 at St. George's

Gallery, Hyde Park, thirteen Kaffirs "portrayed 'the whole drama of

Caffre life' against a series of scenes painted by Charies Marshali. They

ate meals with enormous spoons, heid a conference with a 'witch-
finder' . . ., md enacted a wedding, a hunt, and a military expedition,'all

with characreristic dances,'the whole ending with a prograrnmed general 
i

m6l6e between the rival tribes."6z Two decades earlier, in r8zz, Bullock i
had a Laplander family and live reindeer pedorm at Egyptian Halli /

where they drove their sledge around a frosty panorama fitted out with\j

their tents, utensils, and weapons. The Laplanders had. been bro,rght to \l

care for the reindeer, who, it was hoped, could be introduced into Engiand, i

but when this proved impractical, the Laplanders were recycled as ethno-

graphic exhibits.63 Ethnologists in London kept track of new ethno-

graphic arrivals and took advantage of their presence for their research.oa

Whereas the notion that native life was inherently *J;;il;"ä n I
to be staged and bilted as theater, the ability of natives to perform, and

particularly to mime, was taken by some viewers as evidence of their hu-

manity. Charles Dickens, who was otherwise disdainful of the people in
live ethnographic displays, commented on seeing the Bushmen in Egyp-

tian Hall in t847, "SIho that saw the four grim, stunted, abject Bush-

people at the Eg1'ptian Hall-with two natural actors arnong them out of
that number, one a male and the other a female-can forget how some-

thing human and imaginative gradually broke out in the ugly little man,

when he was roused from crouching over the charcoal fire, into giving a

dramatic representation of the tracking of a beast, the shooting of it
witJr poisoned arrows, and the creature's death."65 The Bushmen were in-
stalled against a scenic African background, and in addition to offering the
o'cultural performances" that so captivntr:tl L)ichens, they slept and

smoked, nursed an infant, and otherwise wettt, ulurrrl tlrl brr.rintu.r of dnil.y

Wittiam Buttock's exhibit of Mexico.

Lithograph by A. AigLo, 1825' Photo courtesy

GuiLdhatt Library, Corporation of London'

fhe Agency of DisPIaY



Wittiam 8ultock's exhibit of Laptanders.

Engraving by Thomas Rowtandson,1822. Photo

courtesy GuiLdhatt Library, Corporation of London.

Bushmen, with their agent, on

pl.ay at EgyPtian Hal.t.

Fron Illustroted London News, !2

June 1847. Photo courtesy Guil.dhatt

Library, Corporation of London.

life.66 What is so extraordinary about Dickens's statement is the implica-

tion that what makes the Bushmen human is not their ability to hunt but

their ability to mime the hunt-that is, their ability to represent.

As the everyday life of others came into focus as a subject for exhibition,

ethnography offered, at least for some, a-critique of civilization. In his rgrr

accounr of the British Museum, n"ntydsttäffiäöinä;äiäd, "Perhaps

the hilarity with which the ordinary visitor regards the object lessons of

ethnography arises from his overweening conceit of the value and im-

portance of his own particular form of civilization. No doubt he has much

in common with that traveller who lost his way on his journey and de-

scribed the climax of his experience in these wordsr 'After having walked

eleven hciurs without having traced the print of a human foot, to my

great comfort and delight, f saw a man hanging upon a gibbet; my pleas-

ure at the cheering prospect was inexpressible, for it convinced me that I
was in a civilized country."'67 This is the ethnological effect in reverse: öur

own barbarity is experienced as civilized.

Exhibiti ng the Quoti di an

6enre Errors

The dlama of the quotidian feeds on what John MacAloon calls A gä'nre

ölror-r.bne man's iife is another man's spectacl{B Exhibitions institurion-

alize this error by producing the'qüoiidian äs spectacle, and they do this

by building the role of the observer into the structure of events that, left
to their own devices, are not subject to formal viewing. Following Dean

MacCannell's analysis of "staged authenticity," such exhibitions "stage

the back region," thereby creating a new front region.6e fn what is a log-

icai corollary of the autonomous object, people, their realia and activities,

are mounted in a hermetic aesthetic space-fenced off in a zoological gar-

den, raised up on a platform in a gallery, placed on a stage, or ensconced

in a reconstructed village on the lawn of the exhibition grounds-and
visitors are invited to look.

There is something about the seamlessness of the commonsense world,

its elusiveness, that makes such genre errors so appealing. For the quorid-

ian, by virtue of its taken-for-grantedness, presents itself as given, naturol,

a7 0hJtctt ol tlhnogtttphy
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just there, unnoticed because assumed. ft becomes available for contern-

plation undel special conditions, most commonly through the repetition

that produces boredom, or through the comparisons (induced by contrast'

incongruity, violation, and impropriety) that call the taken-for-granted

into question,To The task of creating fissures that offer evidence that the

ordinary is reaily there propels the fascination with penetrating the life

space of others, getting inside, burrowing deep into the most intimate

places, whether the interior of lives or the innermost recesses of bodies. In

making a spectacie of oneself, or others, "what is private or hidden be-

comes publicly exhibited.;what is sma}l oI confined becornes exaggerated,

grand. or grand.iose."71 The everyday lives of others are percePtible pre-

' cisely because what they take for granted is not what we take for granted,

and the more different we are from each other' the more intense the

effect, for the exotic is the place where nothing is utterly ordinary. Such

encounters force us to make comParisons that pierce the membrane of our

own quotidian world., allowing us for a brief moment to be spectators of

ourselves, an effect that is also erperienced by those on display.

Imagine being installed in a room at an exhibition where one's only in-

struction was to go about one's daily chores iust like at home-making

coffee, reading the New York Times, working at the computel' talking on

the phone, walking the dog, sleeping, Ilossing, opening the mail, eating

granola, withdrawing cash from a money machine-whi1e curious visi-

tors looked on. The challenge in such displays is to avoid "performance,"

that is, to maintain an asymmbtlical reciprociry, whereby those who are

"Great Excitement-Indian Lady Throwing 0ut

Dishwater" at the Wortd's Cotumbian Exposition.

From Chicogo Sunday Herold, 17 September 1893'

47 Objects oJ Ethnography

Contents of a New York apartment.

Displ.ayed at the New-York Historicat Society, 7995, Inv.ntory, an

instatLation by Christian Bol.tanski for Lost: New York ProJtctt, r
Citywide Project of the Pubtic Art Fund. Photo by Dorothy Zcldmrn'

being watched go about their business as if no one were päyillg äüt€tltlorl

to them, thg;g!.w-e 4.ay-e-]93g-knoY.l llrqg what we ohrorv€ ir ohenged by

virtue of being observed. Or, closer to home, imagine tlrot tlre eont€tlh ltf

your apartmeni aiä ilöfooved-everything in your ntetlicltte cebinpt,

kitchen cupboards, and wardrobe, your refrigerator and tofn' va(:llurll

cleaner and radio, socks and laxatives-and installed in a lttt:nl tnulourtt,

Christian Boltanski effected precisely such a removal at the lladerr'llutlerr

Kunsthalle in ry73 and more recently at the New-York Historical Society

in r995. Titled "Inventory," the installation served as '(an ironically 1la'

thetic museum dediCated to an anonymous Person," someone close at

hand and very much alive, though the experience was more like viewing

the personal effects of the deceased-perhaps forensic evidence gathered

by the police from the scene of a crime-s1 ths possessions of u tlir-

placed person, whether confiscated or abandoned.Tz

llr
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The reciprocity of the museum effect can be triggered by a simple

"3urn of th9 head,l] which bifurcates the viewer's gaze between the exotic

display and her own everyday world. A visitor to the Bushman exhibition
at Egyptian Hall in t847 commented, "ft was strange, too, in looking

through one of the windows of the [exhibition] room into t]re busy street,

to reflect that by a single turn of the head might be witnessed the two ex-

, uemes of hu:rranity."za 1n" pane of glass that separated the illusion of
I being somewhere else from the immediacy of life on London streets was

eliminated in presentations that depended in part for their effect on in-

tensifying just such incongruities. In George Catiin's dispiay in London in

r844, "[t]he spectacle of Red Indians encamped [in four wigwams] and

demonstrating their horsemanship on the greensward at Vauxhall, where

eighteenth-century beaux had strolled with the belles of F'anny Burney's

bet, must have been one of the more striking sights of the day."t+

"F€te ChampÖtre at Charlton House-the North

American Indians ehcamped in the park."

Sketched by G. Harrison. Illustroted London

News, 5 Juty 1845,

To those who complained that "to place the savage man in direct con-

trast with the most elaborate of man's performances is too abrupt a pro-
ceeding, besides being useless," Dr. John conolly, president of the Eth-
nological Society of London, answered in 1855 that the inclusion of
ethnological exhibits at the Crystal Palace in Sydenham offered valuable

conrrasts. In his view; these displays "set off the splendour of . . . [man's]
performances when his social advantages are enlarged" and showed that
everyone can "emerge from barbarism and want to refinement and en-
joyment"-a message both of British superiority and of optimism in the
perfectibility of humankind.T5

The incongruity of intercalating two different quotidians reaches an
apotheosis of sorts in displays tJrat presented exotic people not in their na-
tive habitat but in ours. Ironically, at least one observer of pygmies play-
ing the piano in a well-appointed drawing room on Regent street in rg55
thought this arrangement preferable to having them "set up on a plat-
form to be stared at, and made to perform distastefui feats," for among
other things, "the visitor literally gives them a call, and becomes one of
their society," which is to say one's own society. These pygrnies hud
learned English and acquired the "rudiments of European civilizatiol."T(;

The Museum Effect

once the seal of the quotidian is pierced, life is experienced as if reprc-
sented: the metaphors of life as a book, stage, and museum capture this
effect with nuances particular to each'metaphor. Like the picturesque, in
which paintings set the standard for experience, m-useum-9$iHfgns
transform how people look at their own immediate envirottr, th" -n-
iäim"äfliäci'wöitrs both *uy.. uor ooty ao ordinary things"become special
when placed in museum settings, but the museum experience itself be-
comes a model for experiencing life outside its walls. As the gaze that pen-
etrated exhibitions of people from distant lands was rurned to the streets
of European and American cities, urban dwellers such as James Boswell
reported that walking in the streets of London in ry7g was "a high en-
tertainment of itself, I see a vast museum of all objects, and I think with
a kind of wonder that I see it for nothing,t'77

Agency oJ Display 5t ObJocts of tthnil0tilIhv
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Bleeding into the ubiquity of the eomlnonsense world, the museum

effect brings distinctions between the exotic and the familiar closer to

home. Calibrations of difference become finer. The objects differentiated

tlraw nearer. One becornes increasingly exotic to oneself, as one imagines

how otlters might view that which we consider normal: writing about the

clanse duuente in the Little Cairo area of the Midway Plaisance at the

rBgS World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Frederic Ward Putnam

cornlnented that visitors might assurne wrongly that this dance was "low

and repulsive" because they did not understand it, but that "the waltz

would seern equally strange to these dusky women of Egypt'"76

In America and England during the r89os, recently arrived immigrants

became the ethnographic o.fut, in part as a way of creating social distance

under the threatening conäitions of physical proximity' A paper entitled

"Mi.ssion-Work among the Unenlightened Jews," which was delivered at

the Jewish Women's Congress in 1895 at the Chicago World's fair, char-

acterized. immigrants in London and New Yorh as "half-dressed, pale-

skinned natives in our own towns" and noted that "Borrioboola Gha has

been supplanted. by'Whitechapel,''Mulberry Bend,' and the nealest dis-

trict tenements."Te

The trope of the city as dark continent and the journalist and social re-

former as adventurer-ethnggr4phef Yas common in such mid-nineteenth-

cenrruy accounts as {enry Mayhew;i lLondon Labour and the London

poor (186r-1862).oo o""_g_f_ qte {t119!19-ll 9{" p-ogl lgighbgf}ggds 
was

their accessibility to the eye, theh "intimacy at sight." Any stranger could

see öperi$ oä the äireeis whät in beiter neigfrUoinoöas was hidden in an

inaccessible domestic interior, a closed carriage, or under layers of cloth-

ing. At the turn of the twentieth century in New York City, one writer re-

marked,

Mankind is not only the noblest study of man, but the most entertaining.

People ate more interesting than things or books, even newspapers' The

East Side is especially convenient for observation of people because there

are such shoals of them always in sight, and bäcause their habits of life and

manners are frank, and favorable to a certain degree of intimacy at sight'

lghere each family has a whole house to itself and lives inside of it, and

the members never sally out except in full dress-hats, gloves, and
manners-it is hopeless to become intimately acquainted with them as

you pass on the sidewaik. You may walk up and down Fifth Avenue for ten
years and never see a Fifth Avenue mother nursing her latest born on the
doorstep, but in Mott or Mulberry or Cherry Street that is a common
sight, and always interesting to the respectful observer. when the little
tr'ifth Avenue children are let out, if they don't drive off in a carriage, ar

least they go with a nurse, and are clothed like field daisies, and under
such restraint as good clothes and even the kindest nrüses involve, But the
East Side children tu:nble abour on the sidewalk and pavement hour after
hour, under slight restraint, and without any severe amount of oversight,
hatless usually, barehanded and barefooted when the weather suffers it.st

Maypote on a Lower East Side street.

From E. S. Martin, "East 5ide .Considerations,"
Harper's New 14onthly 14agozine 96 (May 1898).
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The blend here of .f:p*:ip" and atu-ac-tiel, 
"olj3onation 

and celebra-

tion, so typical of the reception of ethnographic displays in exhibition

halls, reveals that the source of the critique is also the basis of the appeal.
o'Intimacy at sight," which suggests a kind of social näkedness, combines

with the "view from the sidewalk" to verge.on what might be t91r-q9{ ro-

cial pornography-the private made public. Or rather, disparities in class

eüA'in cutiüial definitions of private and public are exploited. here: the

discrepancy between what others rnake public that we consider private

also generates voyeuristic excitement in zoos, particularly in primate dis-

plays. Similarly, in madhouses, which from the early seventeenth century

in'Europe also combined confinement with dispiay the public was free to

enter and observe the ravings of lunatics.sz While respectability has the

power to control access to sfght, to conceal, poverty' madness, children, an-

imals, and the "lower" orders of humankind reveal by exposing them-

selvesfuliytoview.Historig{ly-e1lg"_fl 1pry__13-s-conlti!u9edi5ggbjects

/ , at the margins of geography history a4d,go-giqty. -Not surprisingly, then, in
tl
I I a öon"ergence of moral adventure, social exploration, and sensation seek-

\i t"*, the inner city is constructed as a socially distant but physically prox-

\\ i-"t" exotic-and erotic-territory. Visits to this territory temPt the ad-

' ventwer to cross the dangerous line between voyeurism and acting out.85

r Slumming, like tourism more generally, takes the sPectator to the site'

i and as areas are canonized in a geography of attractions, whole territories

i be.om" efiended ethnographic theme parks. An ethnographic bell jar

, Ut*,r over the terrain. A neighborhood, village, or region becomes for all

i irrtunts and purposes a iiving museum in situ. The museum effect, ren-

!,l"rt"* 
the quotidian spectacular, becomes ubiquitous.

The Panoptic Mode

In contrast with the panoramic perspective of all-encompassing

classifications, in situ approaches to the display of the quotidian y1o{in
a panoptic mode whereby the viewer sqeg witlr.oul, himgglf being visible.

Th" panäiami" a:pp;*"ft1"yiäüi tüe whole world conceptually in a Lin-

naean classification or evolutionary scheme or experientially in a scenic

effect, which makes such technologies of seeing as the eidophusikon, a

small mechanical theater, and the related theatrical Panorama and dio-

rama, so appealing. Offered a suPreme vantage point,.the vieweq is mas-

r.._I-91_1ll fa1 h_e_surveys. The view is comprehensive, extensive, com-

manding, aggrandizing. As a prospect, it holds in it scenarios for future

39!L9.4:s1^* 
In"contrast, the panoptic approach offers the chance to see without be-

ing seen, to penetrate interior recessesi to violate intimacy. In its rnore

problematic manifestations, the panoptic morle has the quality of peep

show and surveillance: the viewer is in control,like a warden in a prison.

fn its more benign mode, the panoptic takes the form of hospitality, a host

welcoming a guest to enter a private sphere.8s A recent guide to ethno-

graphic re-creations of "homes" at the Field Museum in Chicago exem-

plified the panoptic mode: "Each of the houses has had part of the walls

and roof removed so you may peek inside."E6 The issue is the power to

open up to sight differentially to show with respect to others what one

would not reveal about oneself-one's body person, and life. il
Live extriUils aJ'a representational mode make their own kinds tf

cl^iio" Eün when efforts are taken to the contrary,live exhibit, t.rra i[
make people into artifacts becau:j?,."lkS..lbryg1aphic gaze obiectifie$,
lVhere people are concerned, there is a fine iine between attentive look-l

ing and staring. To make people going about their ordinary business ob-

jects of visual interest and available to total scrutiny is dehumanizing, a

quality of exhibitions that was not lost on some view"rr i":ilo.f,lön'ä,it-
ing the nineteenth century who eomplained about live displays on hu-

manitarian grounds.sT

Live displays, whether re-creations of daily activities or staged as formal

performances, also create the illusion that the activities you watch are be-

inq{o39.11t}9ghag-19p199e-ntg$a. practice that creates the effect of au-

thenticity, or realness. The impression is one of unmedi"t"d'urräorrnt...
. _-..,',.,'1;;1-{3';...*. ,. , .,.1-sä:ü;ii;d'ii"" ai.pr"yä^-"r."-tü" status of the perfor-"t ptoul"tnäti", l,l'

for people become signs of themselves. We experience a representation, I

even when tJre representers are the people themselves. Self-representation

is representation nonetheless. Whether the representation essentializes

(you are seeing the quintessence of Balineseness) or totalizes (you are see-

ing the whole through the part), the ethnographic fragment returns l,r/ith
all the problems of capturing, inferring, constituting, and presenting the

ll
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"War Dance-Indian Departrnent," at the Metropotitan Fair in Man'

hattan, 1864, one of severat Sanitary Fairs organized during the

Civit War. Such performances, in combination with disptays of arti-

facts, hetped raise money for the medical care of the wounded, who

had been dying in [arge numbers because. of unhyglenic conditions'

The reciprocity of disappearance and exhibition, the former a condi-

tion for the latter. is expressed by one reporter, as foltows:

In the Fourteenth Street Buitdings sItRsTAot's IlloIAN wtcwArl

has been constantty crowded by visitors desiring to study the habits

and pecutiarities of the aborigines. SeveraI performances have been

given daity by the Indians.0ur sketch represents a wAR oANcE, as

given on severat occasions to the intense gratification of a[[ spec-

tators. HistoricaLty, no feature of the fair has greater interest than

this in which the tife of those who, onty a tittte white ago, hetd

undisputed possession of our continent, is reproduced by a handfuI

of the once absotute tribes for the pteasure of the pate-faced race,

whose ancestors pushed them into obscurity and historiCat obtivion.

tlarper's W3eklV (23 Aprit 1864): 260.

Performlng Culture

We might distinguish between the museum as a form of intermellt:ä

tomb with a view-and the live display, which is not without its own re-

lationship to disappearance, as Native American performances in the

nineteenth century attest. These metaphors have roots in the history of

interment and incarceration as display traditions in their own right.

Differences between them are expressed in the sensory organization of

displaY.

The Sertses ComPartmentalized

The partiality so essential to the ethnographic obiect as a fragment is also

expressed in the fragmentation of sensory apprehension in conventional

muselun exhibitions. With the important excePtions of popr.llar enter-

tainment, opera, masques and banquets, and avant-garde performata",^,n

amons others, rLu_P*::p:^"j::-q::"I_ has begn 19:plil.uP th-e senses an{$

parcel them out one at a time to the appropdate art form. One sense, ond,"i,

art form. We listen to music. We look at paintings. Dancers don't talk.\I{

Musicians don't dance. Sensory atroPhy is coupled with close focus and

sustained attention. All distractions must be eliminated-no talking,

rustling of paper, eating, flashing of cameras. Absolute silence governs the

etiquette of symphony halls and museums. Aural and ocular epiphanies

in this mode require pristine environments in which the object of con-

templation is set off for riveting attention. Rules Posted at the entrance

and guards within ensure that decorum prevails. When reclassified as'

"primitive art" and exhibited as painting and sculpture, as singular ob-

jects for visual apprehension, "ethnographic artifacts" are elevated, for in-
Jects lol vrsual aPprenensronr ellurogfaPlllu i1I LrIaL;LD ctl s cIEvaLEur ^w)ä(fi..
the hierarchy of material manifestations the fine arts reign suPreme. t" U\

the degree that objects are identified with their makers, the cultures "t H i
civilizations represented by works of art also rise in the hierarchy. )

In contrast with conventional exhibitions in museums, which tend'[d-
red.uce the sensory complexity of the events they represent and to offer

them up for visual delectation alone, indigenous modes of display, par-

ticularly the festival, present an irirportant alternative. As mtrltisensory,

multifocus events, festivals may extend over days' weel(s' or months.'I'ltey
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"'Tamil TheatricaL Company.'Frorn South India, their performances

are of extraordinary length, and [ast sometimes for twelve hours."

From Souvenir of Ceylon: 24 Choice Photographic Character Studies

(Cotombo, Ceyton: Ptät€, n.d.).

require selective disattention, or highly disciplined attention, in an envi-

ronment of sensory riot. The clo'seness of focus we expect to sustain in si-

lence for a one-hour concert is inappropriate for events so large in scale

and long in duration. Participants in the Ramlila, a festival and ritual

drama that extends over many days in northern India, bring food, sleep

through parts of the event, talk to their neighbors, get up, walk around,

leave, return. All the senses-olfactory, gustatory, auditory, tactile, kines-

thetic, visual-are engaged. The experience tends to be environmental, as

episodes of the drama are enacted in various locations, rather than her-

metically sealed into an aesthetic space created by a proscenium, frame, or

vitrine. Sensory saturation rather than sensory atrophy or single-sense

epiphany is the order of the day. Sensory apprehension and attention

must be structured differentiy in such events.

Every DoY a HolidoY

1''The festival, both as it occurs locally and as an anthology of ethnographic
'äispläys, can be seen as a form of environmental perform-ance, Though

muserun exhibitions can also be "äi.]ffiä";"i;; ;i'environmental

theater-visitors moving through the space experience the mise-en-scöne

visually and kinesthetically-they tend to proceed discursively. Arts fes-

tivals are generally less didactic and less textual. They depend more on

performance, reserving ertended textual analysis, to the degree that it is

offered, for the program booklet, in this way avoiding the awkwardness of

discoursing about living people in their very Presence.

There is a convergence of sensibility here between ethnographers in-

terested in the festival as a display genre and the discovery by the histor-

ical avant-garde of the theatricality of everyday life and their interest in

vernacular geües. Rejecting the conventions of classical'European thea-

ter, with its dependence on the dramatic text, formal theater architecture,

and mimetic conventions, Antonin Artaud, Bertolt Brecht, and easteln

European directors working during the interwar years looked to Balinese

and Chinese performance and European folk and popular forms for new

artistic possibilities. Their artistic sensibility valorized forms that were

otherwise of strictly local or ethnographic interest and offered the possi-

bility of experiencing them with a distinctly modernist sensibility as

models of pure theatricality. They created new audiences for "ethno-

graphic performances" and a hospitable climate for festivals that ex-

cerpted and re-presented them.

Tourists who have difficulty deciphering and penetrating the quotidian

of their destination find in festivals the perfect entr6e. Public and spec-

tacular, festivals have the practical advantage of offering in a concen-

trated form, at a designated time and place, what the tourist, would oth-

erwise search out in the diffuseness of everyday life, with no guarantee of
e191 findi+g.it. Typically, local festivals are simply put on the tourist itin-
erary. A rg8r brochüre issued by India's Department of Tourism does

just this.

Why festivals? Because they celebrate the joy of life, Thc Inrlinn r:alt:rtrlttr

is a long proCession of festivals. Tho truveller rnny t:ortte wltrtt ltn planrnr,

l
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i

t58 Ihe Agency oJ Display 0bltctt ol tlhnogtophy



a spectacle always awaits him. If you find yourself in the right place at the

right time, it is possible to go through the calendar with a festival dailyl It
may be the harvest in the south, the golden yellow of short-lived spring in

the north, the seafront spectacle of Ganesh's immersion in Bornbay, the

fantastic car festival of Puri, the snake-boat races in Kerala or the Repub-

lic Day pageant in New Delhi. Each is different. Every region, every reli-

gion has something to celebrate. . . . Take in a festival when you come to

India. No land demands so much of its legends-or, in celebrating the

past, bedecks the present so marvellously.

Chinese New Year.

Chinatown, New York,1985. Lion dance by Pak

Hok martiaI arts ctub in front of a restaurant.

Photo by Barbara Kirshenb[att'Gimbtett.

While large festivals can usually absorb tourists with ease, producers may

take steps to keep casual observers away from smaller events they might
overwhelm. Still other local ceremonies that are extremely costly to pro-

duce thrive as a result of tourist inteiest and dollars: cremations in Bali,

which require vast sums of money, can now occur on a larger scale and

more often thanks to the revenues generated by tourists who pay to attend

them.

Festivals are cultural performances par excellence. Their boundaries

discernable in time and space, they are particularly amenable to encap-

sulation. Because whole festivals generally offer more than the casual

traveler can consume, and because such complex events do not travel

well, enhepreneurs often excerpt local festivals and incorporate their
parts into other kinds of events. In an effort to make such attractions

more profitable, as well as to restrict the access of tourists to areas of lo-
cal life declared off-limits, events are adapted to the special needs of
recreational travelers. Events staged specifically for visitors are well suited

for export because they have already been designed for foreign audiences

on tight schedules. Exported events äeveloped for international exposi-

tions may be brbught back home in the hope of attracting tourists into the

local economy. Balinese performances developed for the Colonial Exposi-

tion in Paris in rg51 were brought back to Bali, where versions of them

, continue to be presented to tourists.
' Import the tourist? Or export the village and festival? These processeg

are reciprocal. Ethnographic displays are not only a way to re-create the

travel experience at a remove. fncreasingly, these displays are introduced

at the rravel destinations themselves, where they may displace the travel

experience altogether. All of Polynesia is represented on forty-two acres

of the Hawaiian island Oahu, at the Polynesian Cultural Center: accord-

ing to a rg85 promotional brochure, "[m]ore people come to know and

appreciate Polynesia while touring these beautifully landscaped grounds

than will ever visit those fabled islands."88

As mass tourism has grown in the postwar period, festivals of all kinds

have proliferated with the explicit intention of encouraging tourism. A
rg54 guide to festivals in Europe makes this very point,

t
't
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The Agency of Disploy

1982. The sign says

_*"-*J

[The abundance of festivals] means fun for everyone who wants to frolic
with our friends abroad when they are in their most festive moods, or

they can frolic with us if they are so inclined. . . . [Americans want to sat-

isfy their] curiosity about how other people live. . . . As everyone know$,

just about the best time to see the most people in any region is at a festival.

That is also a fine time to learn what interests or amuses them, because a

festival invariably reflects the character of the region in which it takes

place and dramatizes the economic and recreational attractions, as well as

the spiritual and aesthetic aims of the people.Ee

We have here the major tropes of ethnographic display, from the per-

spective of the tourism industry-the promise of visual penetration; ac-

cess to the back region of other peopie's lives, the life world of others as

our playground; and the view that people are most themselves when at

play and that festivals are the quintessence of a region and its people.eo To

"frolic with our friends abroad" becomes the paradigm for intercultural

encounter. The foreign vacationer at a local festival achieves perfect syn-

chrony: everyone is on holiday, or so it seems. But to know a society only

in its festival mode, filtered through the touristic lens of spectacle, is to

raise another set of problems-the illusion of cultural transparency in

.the face of undeciphered complexity and the image of a society always on

hoiiday. To festivalize culture is to rnake every day a hoiiday.

Folkloric Performance

The living quaiity of such performances does not make them any less au-

tonomous as artifacts, for songs, tales, dances, and ritual practices are also

ethnographically excised and presented as self-contained units, though

not in quite the sarne way as material artifacts. You can detach. artifacts

from their makers, but not performances from performers. True, arti'
facts can be photographed and performances can be recorded. But artifacts

are not photographs and performances are not recordings. I4/hile the pot

can survive the potter (though it too will eventually crumble to dust), mu-

sic cannot be heard except at the moment of its making. Like dance and

other forms of performance, musical performance is evanescent and in

Pu ri m.

Wittiamsburg, Brooklyn, 1982. Hasidic children, one costumed as

the Bibticat high priest Aaron and the other wearing an apron in
the form of a Yiddish eye chart, deliver customary gifts of prepared
food. Photo by Barbara Kirshenbl.att-Gimbtett.

Storefront in Hasidic fVittiamsburg, Brooktyn,
"croseo" in Engtish and "0prn" ln ylddish.

Photo by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimbtett.
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needofconstantrenewal.Toachievefordrummingthesenseof..real.
ness,,conveyedbythephysicalpresenceofthedrum,weneedthedrum.
mer. B.ul".q.drumme.J.arrrrlImitlg ir P-gJq1s'an.--ethq9glaphig-{aengll: ',

The proscenium stage' master of ceremonies' and Prograrn boohlet ate to

thedrumm.r*h"tthevitrine,label,andcatalogaretothedrum'The
centrality of human actors in performance and the inseparability of

processand.productarewhatdistinguishperformancesfromthings.
Whileanartifactmaybeviewedasarecord.oftheProcessofitsmanu-
facture, as an indexi""t rigo-process is there in material traces-perfor-

mance is all process. Through the kind of repetition required by stage ap-

pearances' long runs, and' extensive tours' performances can become like

artifacts.Theyfreeze.Theybecomecanonica}.Theytakeformsthatare
;il; t; not antitheticaliio how they are produced and experienced in

their local settings' for with repeated erposure' cultural performances

canbecomeroutinizedandtrivialized.Theresu]tmaybeeventsthat
have no clear analogue within the community from which they purport-

edlyderiveundthut"ometoresembleoneanothermorethanthatwhich
they are intended to re-Present'

Embed.d'edintheflowoflife,artifactsandperformancesthathavehis-
torically interested ethnographers are contingent: they are not generally

made to stand alone, set offfor exclusively aesthetic attention' Forms that

areperfectlysatisfyingintheirind'igenoussetting-chants,drumming,a
cappella ballad's, repetitive dance steps-challenge audiences who are ex-

posedtothemo,'*ug".wheretheyareusedtoseeingoperaandbal}et.
professional folkloric companies adapt such forms to Buropean production

values. To hold the interest of new audiences, folkloric trouPes design a

varied and eclectic prograrn of short selections. They also depend on mu-

sicalaccompaniment(suchaspianoororchestra),Europeanharmony,
concertized arrangements and vocal styles on the model of European

opera,andmovementstylesontheorderofballettoreducethestrange-
ness and. potential boredom of a cappella song' unison music, and repeti-

tive(andnotaPparentlyvirtuosic)danceforunfamiliaraud'iences.To
meetstricttimerequirementsanddeliverexactlywhathasbeenadver-
tised and urrrro,.rr..d in a printed program, improvisation may be cur-

tailed, if not eliminated. A tightly coordinated. ensemble of trained pro-

fessionals, often more or less the same age and physical t)lpe' wear sty'ized'

often uniform, costumes while exeeuting highly choreographed routines

with great precision. A frontal orientation accommodates the proscenium

srage, to which is added theatrical effects (sound,lighting, sets). There is

a tendency toward the virtuosic, athletic, dramatic, and spectacular.

The repertoires of folkloric trouPes typically include excerPts from fes-

tivals and rituals-weddings, healing ceremonies, and hunting rituals

are favorites. While such excerpts allude to the contingent nature of mu-

sic and d.ance, they partake of theater, having been severed from their lo-

cal social and ceremonial settings and reclassified as art. At the same

time, the proprietary rights to the material have been transferred from lo-

cal areas to the "nation," where regional forms are declared national her-

loric troupes attempt to find a middle ground between exotic and famil-

iar pleasures and to bring these forms (and their performers) into the Eu-

ropean hierarchy of artistic expression, while establishing their

performances as national heritage. The more modern the theater where

the roupe performs the better, for often there is a dual messagei Power-

fu|, modern statehood, expressed in the accoutrements of civilization and

technology, is wed.ded to a distinctive national identity. The performance

offers cultlral content for that identity. Such assertions are not confined

to the concert stage. They are implicated in claims to territorial sover-

eignty, the drawing of political boundaries, the choice of official lan-

guage, and many other matters of vital concern in the tension among na-

tion, state, and cqlture. Claims to the Past lay the foundation for Present
til

and ftrturgcläims\Flaving a past, a history, a "folklore" of your own, an{f

i"r;i;;ti";. t";h;er these claims, is fundamental to the politics of 
"ul{}

ture: the possession of a national folklore, particularly as legitimated bf a\\

natiogl. museum and troupe, is cited as a mark of being civilizerl, \'

l, ' 
i
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Folk Festival

As a venue for the representation of culture, the festival derives its cele-

bratory tone and environmental approach to staging from the joyful
events associated with the traditional.feasts and fätes that honor a reli-
gious anniversary, event, or personage. But unlike feasts (the etymologi-

cal root of festiual), which do what they are about, festivals of the kind
that interest us here re-enact, re-present, and re-create activities and

places in a discrete performance setting designed for specular (and aurai)

commerce.er Such events acquire a distinctive (if plural) semiotic status.

Quivering with issues of authenticity and iconicity, these events tend to

make a clear separation between doers and watchers:-or among kinds of
doers-even with efforts !o encourage "participation."

These issues are dramatized by the highiy successful Festival of Amer-

ican Folklife, produced annually since r967 on the MaIl in Washington,

D.C., by the Office of Folklife Programs at the Smithsonian Institution.
This pioneering program is sensitive to the issues raised here and ad-

dresses them by experimenting with new ways to present folklife to the

public. Two cases are particularly instructive here: the Festival of India
and the Otd Ways in the New World programs. Seen in historicai per-

spective, these programs blend the national and state pavilions and ethno-

graphic villages, long a staple feature of world's fairs, and the homelands

exhibitions and festivals that celebrated immigrant "gifts" during the

first half of this century.e2

Festival of India Recognizing the festival as a readymade genre of pre-

sentation, the rg75 guidelines for the Festival of American Folklife ad-

vised the following:

Because many genres survive in the context of esoteric community cele-

brations and rituals, large scale traditional celebration events should be

used as organizing structures for "Old Ways in the New World" programs.

Such events can be parades, processions,'picnics, festivals, religious cere-

monies, wedding festivities, or any similar event in which performing arts

are closely associated with other traditional expressive forms. . . . Celebra-

tion events shoull a)low direct participation by Festival visitors.es

Fqy-":gt 9-o-11e-gte{ i.1.gay !e to-what communities do at hor-ne, thg {es-
tival within a festivaU!_?.]|-u-:qry4iqrr. At its mosr mimetic, it offers a

;*p;;; ;il;;;;;;;h" ;;,o,y 
"r,opr,y 

or the bare stage.ea rhe
fesdval-within-a-festival format also presents formidable ethnographic
and logistical challenges, particularly at the points where the two festivals
are incompatible.

This insight guided the decision in 1985 to embed a festival within a

festival within a festival-the mela within the Festival of India within
the Festival of American Folklife

The MeIa program on the Mail is really a fair within a fair. rt is a com-
posite mela, compressing both space and time to present selectively only a
few of rndia's many traditions. Just as a mela would in rndia, the program
encourages visitors to learn about and participate in Indian culture, The
srructures on the Mall have been built largely with natural and hand-
crafted materials from India, while the site itself has been designed to

. reflect indigenous Indian concepts.e5

The mela,the fair that accompanies religious festivals in fndia, did indeerl
offer an ingenious format for displaying many kinds of artifacts, activities,
and people (dance, music, acrobatics, street performers, religious obser-
vance, food, architecture, crafts) as they are integrated in their native
setting. But of course this mela was to occur d.uring a festival of our own
making, and our festival and those of rndia are not necessarily compati-
ble. Smithsonian festivals are events produced for the public with the
taxpayers' dollars: they are not-for-profit ventures and studiously ävoid
the slightest hint of commercialism. Things are not for sale, except at rhe
one small gift shop inconspicuously positioned at the edge of the main
events. Goods are carefully selected for their appropriateness, and sales-
persons are expected to be well informed about the objects, their makers,
and their makers' communiries. They offer items relating to all the
exhibits.

Indian fairs, by contrast, are full of things to buy. Each craftsperson and
stali keeper competes with the others to sell goods. The Smithsonian
mela on the MaIl was a representation of a commercial environment,

I
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/riela eihibition, FestivaI of American Fotktife, Washington, 0.C.,

1985. Habib-ur-Rehman fashions a toziyo, a facsimite tomb of

Hussein, out of tied bamboo and cut paper. In the background

are photo-text panets eiptaining Indian retigions, fairs, festi'

vats, cosmotogical concepts, and aesthetic traditions.

Photo courtesy the Smithsonian Institution.

which, while mimetically very corrrplete, paradoxically stopped short of

commercial äxchange. Indeed, it was necessary to Post signs in the stalls

to indicate that the goods were no, for sale. Perhaps as a concession to au-

thenticity, visitors were actually allowed to make purchases at a few des-

ignated stalls as well as in the sales tent. What do you get when a com-

mercial Indian fair is embedded inside a noncommercial Smithsonian

festival? Stalls of goods for sale that cannot be sdld.so

tr'ood presented a similar problem. Clearly, the Department of Health

would not countenance unlicensed vendors from India feeding visitors to

the Mall. Instead, an Indian hotel chain catered the festival from a central

"These items are for disptay onty," with giaffiti "(they,re
dummies)." on slgns in a market stätl.

i' t "J; 
: :' il', : 

"; illr; : :'-:""il ;i: : :l"; J; :l I : " "'

post in the mela. Even were Department of Health requirements to be

met, festival planners would probably encounter the resistance of local
vendors to any intrusion on their economic turf by traditionai cooks
brought in for the day. Local commerce effectively inhibits efforts to re-
create the culinary environment of traditional festivals.

Though intended as an evocative re-creation, ethnographically accurate

and authentic in most details, the festival-within.the-festival is a distinct
type of performanc'e event, and the visitor inevitably experiences it as _, /
such. Though the intention may be to create the illusion of being in In- I I
dia, it is the re-creation itself that is experienced, with all of its tunrions 

I i

and ambiguities. When carried to extremes, as in the case of first-perroo 1

interpretation at Plimoth Plantation, visitors experience the thrill of the 
\

hyperreal and at the same time perceive the fragility of the membrane 
\

that has been constructed to separate the present place and time from that i
which has been reconstructed.eT -- -J

r{...............,

+l
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"0td and New at Caesarea's Ancient

ensembte at an archeoLo!icat slte

Copyright by "Patphot," Herzlia.

\td Ways in the New World Raising yet another set of problems, the Old

Ways in the New World progratn integrated the national pavilion, foreign

village, and homelands exhibition in an attempt to juxtapose folh artists

in immigrant communities with their counterparts in their home coun-

tries. This was also a way to involve foreign countlies in a festival of

American folktife. But the assumption of a Jewish "old world" presented

insurmountable problems. There was no Old Worlcl, as the European

Jewish communities, from which most American Jews derive, were

largely destroyed during the Holocaust.es Eliding differences between

Otd World and homeland, Israel was selected as the Jewish Old World for

the purposes of the festival. But the "old ways" of American Jews were

not to be found in the newly formed Jewish state, which was itself a case

of new ways in a New World. Nor was Israel willing to be cast as the

repository of the old ways of American Jews-quite the contrary.

;.i:::

Theatre." Israeli fotk dance

near Halfa, ca. 1966.

"Amnon 0ved (teft) and Moshe 0ved dance traditionaI Yemenite

dances at the Festivat of American Fotktife in Washington, D.C.

[1976]. They are one of six groups of Israeti Jews who are demon-

strating the richness of traäitions found in Istaet today."

Photo courtesy the Smithsonian Institution.

\{hen working with the Ministry of Education and Cultuie in Israei to

identify appropriate performers for the Jewish section of the Bicentennial

Festival of American Folklife in 1976,I was instructed. to bring the finest

exponents of "authentic" traditional art forms. Some of the performers

who met this standard were born in'Yemen, Morocco, or fraq and were

advanced in years. Israeli cultural officials wanted to send Israeli folk
dance troupes, arguing that they were young, athletic, liveiy, versatile, and

specially adapted for the stage. Not only were the professional fblk dance

troupes costumed and choreographed, but, I was told, they had been

trained to perform the music and dance of the many different Jewish

communities living in Israel, as well as the horas and other dances asso-

ciated with the new state. Their performances conformed to professional

standards and were stylized to reduce their strangeness. These were Flre

cisely the groups the Smithsonian's Office of Folklife Progratns hnrl irr
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structed. rne not to bring. The Israeli officials complained further that

my choices would present entirely the wrong image of contemporary Is-

rael and would offer a poor performance to boot: Israel and its culture

were not to be represented by old immigrants performing exotic music of

the Diaspora. Even to the extent that we succeeded in bringing traditional

performers of our choice, we still faced the problem of relating these tra-

ditions to those of Jewish immigrants in America.

Staging Culture

A key to the appeal of many festivals, with their promise of sensory sat-

uration and thrilling stlangeness, is the insatiable and promiscuous hu-

man appetite for wonder. The irreducibility of strangeness, a feature oi-\ 
\

tourist discourse more generally, inscribes on the geography of the exotic 
\\

n history of receding thresholds of wonder: as exPosur" 
"*hu,rrr, 

novelty, \
I

new ways to raise the threshold of wonder must be found.es The passion 
i

for wonder also accounts for the primacy of spectacle as a Presentationai i
mode and for the tension between the very unsPectacular nature of much 

{

material that we might want to Present and the audiences' expectation /
that they will get a good show. Given the special way that spectacle works-i,

(gl.eer-$peration--gf -qbserver and.acto-r, primacy of {-e-111g.a!+-o{e.el4-l
llan aggrandizing.ethos),-the spectacle of festival evokes what MacAloon lr

has characterized as diffuse wonder or awe and. precipitates intellectual ;J

and moral ambiguity, even witü the various efforts to mitigate the effect+*rl

We complain of ritual degenerating into sPectacle, into sheer show.

Historically, however, we have long valued the inscrutable strangeness of i
the exotic as an end in itself. The appeal of the villages on the Midway of i

the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago depended largely on such

mystification, and many rnulticultural festivals today still feed this ap-

petite while at the same time encouraging understanding and reflection

by offering "interpretation." That we objectify culture has long been rec-

ognized;festivals, however, also öbjectify the human performers and im-

plicate them directly in this process. This is an inherently problematic

way to confront cultural questions, for spectacle, by its very nature, dis-

places analysis and tends to suppress profound issues of conflict and mar-

ginalization. The more ethnographic festivals and museum exhibition. i

succeed. in their visual appeal and spectacular effect, lbe.lnefe.they- l-e--. )
gl-^'lil.{-y.I3i-!b-sv-l'-es"-t':-T-T,t:!-4r-i*,eppeeluelq.prsrlstl*T]e'ssuI

Fighting the spectacular and the illusion of re-creation, the Office of 
I

Folklife Programs at the Smithsonian Institution has long advocated what /
might be called an ascetic approach to staging.

Costumes used only for stage performances, or for other exoteric purposes,

are not appropriate for the Festival. This matter should be thoroughly re-

viewed in the field and reiterated in formal invitations and correspond.ence

with participating groups and individüals.

In ry74, all the Greek-American participants, and most of the foreign

Greek participants wore ordinary clothes throughout the five-day presen-

tation. Costume was not a part of the two Greek-American glendß held on

the Mall, because it is not customarily rl'oln at glendü in this country. A
few elderly participants from Greece wore traditional clothes every day, as

they always do at home.roo

The concern that costumes that are worn only for stage performances not
be donned for the Smithsonian presentation presents a paradox: from the

perspective of many participants, the folklife festival-is a stage perfor-
mance, so why not wear costumes? There is a conflict here betvleen two
aesthetics.

As the Smithsonian's guidelines suggest, festivals organized by domi-
nant cultural institutions such as museums and state folklife programs or
funded by state and federal agencies share a performance discourse that
often stands in contrast (if not in opposition) to the ways communities

clude a focus both on performers who claim the forms they perform as

their birthright and on the traditional components of their repertoire,

Performance practices that entail an adaptation to the concert stage are

discouraged, despite the fact that communities have often developed their
own troupes, costumes, repertoires, choreography, musical arrangements,

interpretations, dramatizations, and other conventions for presenting their
performing arts on the concert stage for themselves and for outsiders.

u\:
('

h t o. lv..' ,(/. ,:' '

1,...'.. t .' t, -.

! ,l'

I

72 The Agency of 0isPIoY 0bttctr ol Ethnogrophy



I

I.i ,i i
li,rl ." f i
\ ." ,.i\Ji' '1( , li ri1 ' .]',"r.- i\ i i.

l" \,..+. . i :

tr\ /'' ' I
.4.

1i i 
'

"'r.1
i.i
iil[.'
1i
lt
"iI

i,

Such adaptations, often derided as touristic kitsch, are studiously

avoided by folklorists in favor of a very different set of conventions, many

of which have evolved specifically for the "folklife festival." Typically, solo

performers and ensembles are selected from among those who normally

play at a community's festivities. Wearing ordinary clothing they piay on

a bare stage within a large tent, the audience seated on bleachers or

benches, or they play on a concert stage in an indoor auditorium. High-

tech sound equipment and professional stage technicians ensure the best

possible acoustics and documentary recording of the event. Explanatory

text panels may be mounted near the entrance to the tent, and a large

photomural of the performer's home environment may serve as a back-

drop. A.n informed "presenter" introduces the performers, with sensitive

explanations about the hiStory, context, and meaning of what the audi-

etrce is about to hear. The program booklet supplements the presentation

with illustrated essays about the cornmunities and traditions featured at

the festival. Formal concerts are complemented by interactive and didac-

tic workshops, demonstrations, lectures, and films.

Performers are discouraged from the use of electronic instruments

(though there are exceptions), "ethnic costumes," nontraditional reper-

toires, concertized performalce styles, choreography adapted for the stage,

and other overtly theatrical concessions. There is thus a suppression of I

representatioz markers and a foregrounding of presentarzon markerr, 
"r, I

avoidance of the suggestion of "theater" and an attempt to achieve the !

qualiry of pure presence, of ailice of iife. Given the history of national i

troupes and pavilions and homelands exhibitions, it is easy to see why j

groups would expect to appear in costume and in organized troupes. This 
/

is, after all, the public face, as they have constructed it, of their private 
I

lives. And given the way that spectacle brings authenticity into question, j

it is easy to see why an ascetic aesthetic to staging should appeal to festi- 
|

val producers aiming to present rather than represent that life. --i

Performing Difference

The interest in displaying performance or in using perfbrmance as a way

of displaying culture is,like the series of objects arranged to show a con-

ti nuous histo ri cal process, t:q*. 
?- f.gg:*g."**5 gli g9l. gf iglllsti orrs.

First, p-erformpgg-qfiqnted 4ppr93$es.19 cg}ryr9.nlacg 
a Pflmium on the

particularities of human action, on language as spoken and ritual as per-

formed. Such approaches resist stripping the observed behavior of con-

tingency in order to formulate norms, ideals, and structures of compe-

tency.tor Second, cultural performances as units of analysis have offered a

distinct method.ological advantage to those grappling with large and com-

plex societies, where approaches that worked well in small settings are in-

adequate.roe The V*f!Sf!,"I",gq.bp.el.-o"f lgg1-qlgn+ropology found in "so-

cial dramas"-sv6n1s that involved a breach of some kind and efforts to

deal with it-a useful way to focus cultural analysis.ros The sociologist

Erving Goffman brought a dramaturgical approach to the analysis of or-

d.inary social life in his own milieu. Third, performance, whether a foclG-l

for research or the basis of ethnographic display is compatible with efforts 
\

among folklorists, ethnomusicologists, and anthropologists to deal with is- 
/

sues of d.iversity, pluralism, culturai equity, and empowerment, particu- i
larly when participants can conuol how they are represented.roa )

The issue of who is qualified to perform culture is thorny because it re-

veals the implicit p;yjlggi+g",gt"g3ls,Rlf over consent in matters of cul-

turai participation.l05 Though the guidelines for producing folklife festi-

val programs stress visitor "participation," they are also usually clear in
specifying that the "performers" at the festival are to be those tq.whom

*:g:":-:.hslepell",by-yirilr";tTääüEaviäg 
üäää'u.q,rii"ä it 

" 
traditional

manner and setting, that is, by insiders from insiders-by descent, though

this distinction is not rigidly applied. "Outsiders," those who have chosen

to learn the art even though they were not born into the communities

that transmit it, are generally considered revivalists and may be excluded

on this count, though here too the matter is more complicated. Thus

those who are iicensed to do are distinguished from those who are man-

dated to watch. The event is to be structured, however, in ways that wifil
allow the watchers to "participate," a notion that generally stops short of i

permitting them to perform the tradition themselves, except as they arei

invited to join a procession or the group dancing and singing. 
-.)

The curatorial problem in folk festivals is the delicate one of deter-

mining not only what meets certain standards of excelJence but, first
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and foremost, wJratqlaJitigg f,i_authentic folk pelfolmance..As a resulr,
performances at folk festivals are often artifacts of.üq discipline of folk-
lore, *üätäüäi'ölie they may be. Wb spuuk of the Child ballads, the
brimm märchen, the Perrault fairy tales, and other traditional forms
t,ltnt have been canonized in printed collections, rnuseum exhibitions,
conurrercial recordings, and folk festival.. Wg-glp_q_cr.elrg_!l:_glll:tiu hy-
which thc nrultiplicity of forms we find can be sorted into their "pt"---
ftrrrarlt' urttl "residual" categortur:tou .,)

'l'lrnrn is rr dnnger in what Stuärt Hall callq-self-enclosed approaches,

wtrir:lr, "vtlrring'trarlition' forilääwn'sak., urrä iieatiirg it in an ahistorll
ir:rtt rrrnrtrter, nnRlyze cultural forms as if they contained within trru-- 

/
selves l'rorn their moment of origin, some fixed and unchanging meariing i

' or value," r07 flrlrther, thosö who organize folk festivals must accept the rJ=
sponsibility for representing those they include in "their most tradition-
alist form."r06 VYhilelfolkJifü-testivalsatremp_tlto-.I_gpf-q_s,9n!traditions that'-
would otherwise not be exposed. it is also the case that those who perform

t""[äü.,.B're;;;ä;il;;iul".;il,i;;J;;;;."..------J
... ---____..L- -.-. __._.--._..__.---l_-_..!___-,-..::.-:..:: - - 

_.*._-,^;-.:..,...-

Following HaIl, we might consider the opposition of folkiore/not folk-
lore, not as a descriptive problem or a matter of coming up with the right
inventory of cultural forms, but rather in terms of-fhe'jfglgej3n_d rela--'
tions which sustain t-h9.{igtinctiqn, tle dt{grenggl] betwggq.ybat qo^unts

l, 3s a ggq}ine-*tladi!i99, q.reviv.al,.fekg!9le: 
_ol 

elitg cqhure.. Hall suggests

Ji that t\:.:_1t"-gotig...l:r* to,reqlain, though the.inventqries change, and

i1 that institutions s,gch as universi.tigs-, Inuselllp.:, and arts cgullcilq..play a

r i1 :l:.:':l ::]_: ::. 
*"ir,r"-iüs ihu'airrirreti gr's : " Th e important fact, th en, is

jt I not a mere descriptive inventory-which may have the negative effect of

t I f.".rittg popular culture into some timeless descriptive mould-but the

\ 
i relations of power which are constantly punctu*i*g **,{1l-4i*g,the

! ldomain of culture into its preferred and its res.i-{g,a} categories."los Simi-

Factory workers in Troy, New York, present a Ukrainian wedding party,
as remembered from their native vittage, at the hometands exhibition
in the State EducationaI Euitdlng in Atbany, New york, 1920.

\

\i
liir:

\. la.ly, by aestheticizing "folklore"-no matter what is gained by the all- j

\fi inclusi't " definition of folklore as the arrs of everyday life-we are in

{i durrg", 
:l 

U:gl*izing-rrnrhat we present by valorizing an aestheticsjf, -i-^1.
i,i 33:g l".+lt -'.311 
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Though there are still many festivals devoted ro the traditions of a

single ethnic groupr large-scale events sponsored by city, state, and federal

agencies a.re generallymulticultural in narure. They participate in the dis-

course of pluralism, of unity in diversity. They risk what might be termed
the "banality of difference," whereby the proliferation of variation has
the neutralizing effect of ,1eq$e;iqg difference (and conflict) inconse- .i

quential.ll0 This is the effect, by design, of the pageants of democr""6;
popular during the first decades of this century.ltr rhough offered as an

alternative to the brutal efforts of nativists to suppress difference and

preserve the preeminence of Anglo stock and culture,-ße unity-in-
divergity discou-rse can also have a neutraiizing.effect.

n räitärr öT öultural performances, respectability and decorum, values

of the dominant cultural institutions that stage the event, tend to diffuse

*:*gfpp,*t*pal.p*q-te,1rlr-?|..s,g.essential 
to festivutr. po. thir_g"ds-r-ü:g;öä:

t_9.ls;jbgpe festivals .hav.e--q. tendency to- r,einforce th-e status quo even as en-

liglfl:9_q1g1niz91and perforl.e;s struggle ro use them ro.voice oppo-
sitional values. Carniväl repr"r"ri"d is carnival tääed. In the äase of the

__ iqc/rry. ? ..;_-*"_, q-,4..!'hF&F,€(B!,ee,4,!, 
_. /'
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hcn:hndl :*hlbltlonr lnrl fe:tlvnh, irrrrnigrant organizations were al-

rtrdy dclng r good f oh nf rupportlng a wirle variety of cultural activities.
fiNrtlcnrl fprtlvrtrt' orgafllrerl by irnrnigrönt groups in American cities

drrrln5 th: lmt dperrlar of tlra nlnpteenttr century ntrncted tens of thou-

renrh of putlrrlpatttr, Itr t,lta lurrnelenrh axhitrit,ionn and festivals orga-

nlaptl drrrlng the flmt lralf of thh corrtrrry, "r:oop6ration" between Amer-

ir:ntth,atlott egoneler arrrl lmrrrigrnnt group;, ltowever well-intentioned,
aho irrvolvod"f.,l;lltlltion, I lornelnntk cxhibitions were designed to gain
the trust of irnnrigrnrrtr, who, it, wnr hoped, would allow themselves to be

helped by Americtnizatiorr orgnrtizntions. These events were not simply
displays of immigrant gifts-_r:rafts, rnusic, dance, anä wholesome values,

Equally important-anrl the organizers were explicit on this point-
they were good public relätions for the Americanization workers and so-

cial reformers, who were thernselves on display. Through such exhibits

and festivals, they could show their success in worhing with immigrants
and lobby for increased support

Exhibitions, whether of objects or people, are displays of the *,ifu.r, od

our disciplines. They are for this reason also exhibits of those who make

them, no matter what their ostensible subiect. The first order of business

is therefore to examine critically the c9-nventipag.ggiding.gthnqgSaphic

disptay, to erphiäTAnäri äispfäjÄ ääürtitute subjects and with what im-
plications for those who see and those who are seen. Museum exhibi-
tions, folkloric performances, and folklife festivalsare g*9:4.P; a,pogligs

:.1..d::1.h*9ntr in jh_e-:.:.1:-:19t gnly-.of material.fragmelts bul also of a

di*:l:".9*"*llit_+.4:.The question is not whether an object is of visual in-
terest, but rather how interest of any kind is created. All interest is vested.
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The crystal Palace, which opened in London in rB5rn ushered in an era of
intqrnational expositions. Though roored in an earlier history of trade
fairs and industrial exhibitions, the great world's fairs of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century were unprecedented in scale and ex-
travagance. fn spectacular exhibition halls, tfe nations of the world com-
pared themselves, competed for preeminence, and projected a utopian
future built on the machine, international trade, and world peace. Whole
cities were built to accommodate these fairs, and millions of people at-
tended them. coming as tJrey did with the growing military and eco-
nomic power of modern nation-states, the consolidation of l,arge colonial
empires, the mass migration of populations, and the rapid risö of indus-
trializationl world's fairs offer for analysis a virtual phantasmagoria of
"imagined communities" and "invented traditions." t

Between rBgr and rg4o Jews represented themselves at international
expositions in Europe and America in a wide iange of ways. They de-
fended such universal values as religious freedom. They framed the pre-
sentation of Jewish subjects in terms of art and civilization and secured
for Judaism a central place in the history of religion. By the earl.y.twen-
tieth century, immigrants in American cities were re-creating the Dias-
pora as a world's fair in miniature. Jews in Europe and America were also
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The Other History of 

Intercultural Performance 


Coco Fusco 

In the early rgoos, Franz Kafka wrote a story that began, "Honored 
members of the Academy! You have done me the honor of inviting me to 
give your Academy an account of the life I formerly led as an ape" 
(1979:245). Entitled "A Report to an Academy," it was presented as the 
testimony of a man from the Gold Coast of Africa who had lived for sev- 
eral years on display in Germany as a primate. That account was fictitious 
and created by a European writer who stressed the irony of having to dem- 
onstrate one's humanity; yet it is one of many literary allusions to the real 
history of ethnographic exhibition of human beings that has taken place in 
the West over the past five centuries. While the experiences of many of 
those who were exhibited is the stuff of legend, it is the accounts by ob- 
servers and impresarios that comprise the historical and literary record of 
this practice in the West. My collaborator Guillermo Gbmez-Pefia and I 
were intrigued by this legacy of performing the identity of an Other for a 
white audience, sensing its implications for us as performance artists dealing 
with cultural identity in the present. Had things changed, we wondered? 
How would we know, if not by unleashing those ghosts from a history 
that could be said to be ours? Imagine that I stand before you then, as did 
Kafka's character, to speak about an experience that falls somewhere be- 
tween truth and fiction. What follows are my reflections on performing the 
role of a noble savage behind the bars of a golden cage. 

Our  original intent was to create a satirical commentary on Western 
concepts of the exotic, primitive Other; yet, we have had to confront two 
unexpected realities in the course of developing this piece: I) a substantial 
portion of the public believed that our fictional identities are real ones; and 
2) a substantial number of intellectuals, artists, and cultural bureaucrats have 
sought to deflect attention from the substance of our experiment to the 
"moral implications" of our dissimulation, or in their words, our "rnisin- 
forming the public" about who we are. The literalism implicit in the inter- 
pretation of our work by individuals representing the "public interest" 
bespeaks their investment in positivist notions of "truth" and depoliticized, 
ahistorical notions of "civilization." This "reverse ethnography" of our in- 
teractions with the public will, I hope, suggest the culturally specific nature 
of their tendency toward the literal and moral interpretation. 

7he Drama Review 38, r (Trqr),Spring 1994.Copyright 0 1994 
New York University and the Marsachusetts Institute of Technology. 
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I.  Two Undiscovered 
Amen'ndians visit Iwine, 
Cal$ornia. Guillemo 
Gmez-Pefia and Coco 
F w  peform at the Art 
Department o f  the Univer- 
sity o f  Cal$ornia, Iwine in 
February 1992. The local 
health o#cials were mostly 
concerned with excrement 
disposal, a fear redolent of 
Orange County's right- 
wing extremists' character- 
ization of  Mexican 
immigrants a "environ- 
mental hazards. " (Photo 
by Catherine Opie) 

When we began to work on this performance as part of a counter- 
quincentenary project, the Bush administration had drawn clear parallels 
between the "discovery" of the New World and his New World Order. 
We noted the resemblance between official quincentenary celebrations in 
1992 and the ways that the 1892 Columbian commemorations had served 
as a justification for the U.S.'s then new status as an imperial power. And 
yet, while we anticipated that the official quincentenary celebration was go- 
ing to form an imposing backdrop, what soon became apparent was that 
for both Spain and the United States, the celebration was a disastrous eco- 
nomic venture, and even an embarrassment. The Seville Expo went bank- 
rupt; the U.S. Quincentenary Commission was investigated for corruption; 
the replica caravels were met with so many protestors that the tour was 
cancelled; the Pope changed his plans and didn't hold mass in the Dornini- 
can Republic until after October 12th; American Indian Movement activist 
Russell Means succeeded in getting Italian-Americans in Denver to cancel 
their Columbus Day parade; and the film super-productions celebrating 
Columbus-fiom 1492: The Discovery to The Conquest of Paradise-were box 
office failures. Columbus, the figure who  began as a symbol of 
Eurocentrism and the American entrepreneurial spirit, ended up being de- 
valued by excessive reproduction and bad acting. 

As the official celebrations faded, it became increasingly apparent that 
Columbus was a smokescreen, a malleable icon to be trotted out by the 
mainstream for its attacks on "political correcmess." Finding historical justi- 
fication for Columbus's "discovery" became just another way of affirming 
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Europeans' and Euro-Americans' "natural right" to be global cultural con- 
sumers. The more equitable models of exchange ~ r o p o s e d  by many 
multiculturalists logically demanded a more profound understanding of 
American cultural hybridity, and called for redefinitions of national identity 
and national origins. But the concept of cultural diversity fundamental to 
this understanding strikes at the heart of the sense of control over Other- 
ness that Columbus symbolized, and was quickly cast as unArnerican. Res- 
urrecting the collective memory of colonial violence in America that has 
been strategically erased from the dominant culture was described consis- 
tently throughout 1992 by cultural conservatives as a recipe for chaos. 
More recently, as is characterized by the film Falling Down, it is seen as a 
direct threat to heterosexual white male self-esteem. It is no wonder that 
contemporary conservatives invariably find the focus by artists of color on 
racism "shocking" and inappropriate, if not threatening to national inter- 
ests, as well as to art itself. 

Out of this context arose our decision to take a symbolic vow of silence 
with the cage performance, a radical departure from Guillerrno's previous 
monolog work and my activities as a writer and public speaker. We sought 
a strategically effective way to examine the limits of the "happy multi- 
culturalism" that currently reigns in cultural institutions, as well as to re- 
spond to the formalists and cultural relativists who reject the proposition 
that racial difference is absolutely fundamental to aesthetic interpretation. 
We looked to Latin America, where consciousness of the repressive limits 
on public expression is far more acute than here, and found many ex- 
amples of how popular opposition has for centuries been expressed 
through the use of satiric spectacle. Our cage became the metaphor for our 
condition, linking the racism implicit in ethnographic paradigms of discov- 
ery with the exoticizing rhetoric of "world beat" multiculturalism. Then 
came a perfect opportunity: In 1991, Guillermo and I were invited to per- 
form as part of the Edge '92 Biennial, which was to take place in London 
and also in Madrid as part of the quincentennial celebration of Madrid as 
the capital of European culture. We took advantage of Edge's interest in 
locating art in public spaces to create a site-specific performance for Co- 
lumbus Plaza in Madrid, in commemoration of the so-called Discovery. 

Our plan was to live in a golden cage for three days, presenting our- 
selves as undiscovered Amerindians tiom an island in the Gulf of Mexico 
that had somehow been overlooked by Europeans for five centuries. We 
called our homeland Guatinau, and ourselves Guatinauis. We performed 
our "traditional tasks," which ranged from sewing voodoo dolls and lifting 
weights to watching television and working on a laptop computer. A dona- 
tion box in front of the cage indicated that for a small fee, I would dance 
(to rap music), Guillermo would tell authentic Amerindian stories (in a 
nonsensical language) and we would pose for polaroids with visitors. Two 
"zoo guards" would be on hand to speak to visitors (since we could not 
understand them), take us to the bathroom on leashes, and feed us sand- 
wiches and fruit. At the Whitney Museum in New York, we added sex to 
our spectacle, offering a peek at authentic Guatinaui male genitals for $5. A 
chronology with highlights from the history of exhibiting non-Western 
peoples was on one didactic panel, and a simulated Encyclopedia 
Britannica entry with a fake map of the Gulf of Mexico showing our is- 
land was on another. After our three days in May 1992, we took our per- 
formance to Covent Garden in London. In September, we presented it in 
Minneapolis, and in October, at the Srnithsonian's National Museum of 
Natural History. In December, we were on display in the Australian Mu- 
seum of Natural History in Sydney and in January 1993, at the Field Mu- 
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Intercultural Performance 

Performance Art in the West did not begin with Dadaist "events." Since the early days of the 
Conquest, "aboriginal samples" of people fiom Ahca, Asia, and the Americas were brought to 
Europe for aesthetic contemplation, scientific analysis, and entertainment. Those people from 
other parts of the world were forced first to take the place that Europeans had already created 
for the savages of their own Medieval mythology; later with the emergence of scientific rational- 
ism, the "aborigines" on display served as proof of the natural superiority of European civiliza- 
tion, of its ability to exert control over and extract knowledge from the "primitive" world, and 
ultimately of the genetic inferiority of non-European races. Over the last 500 years, Australian 
Aborigines, Tahitians, Aztecs, Iroquois, Cherokee, Ojibways, Iowas, Mohawks, Botocudos, 
Guianese, Hottentots, Kaffirs, Nubians, Somalians, Singhalese, Patagonians, Terra del Fuegans, 
Kahucks, Anapondans, Zulus, Bushman, Japanese, East Indians, and Laplanders have been exhib- 
ited in the taverns, theatres, gardens, museums, zoos, circuses, and world's fairs of Europe, and 
the fkeak shows of the United States. Some examples are: 

1493: An Arawak brought back from the Caribbean by Columbus is left on display in the Span- 
ish Court for two years until he dies of sadness. 

1501: "Eskimos" are exhibited in Bristol, England. 

1550s: Native Americans are brought to France to build a Brazilian village in Rouen. The King 
of France orders his soldiers to burn the village as a performance. He likes the spectacle so 
much that he orders it restaged the next day. 

1562: Michel de Montaigne is inspired to write his essay The Cannibals after seeing Native 
Americans brought to France as a gift to the king. 

1613: In writing The Tempest Shakespeare models his character Caliban on an "Indian" he has 
seen in an exhibition in London. 

1617: Pocahontas, the Indian wife of John Rolfe, arrives in London to advertise Virginia to- 
bacco. She dies of an English disease shortly thereafter. 

1676: Wampanoag Chief Metacom is executed for fomenting Indigenous rebellion against the 
Puritans, and his head is publicly displayed for 25 years in Massachusetts. 

1788: Arabanoo of the Cammeraigal people of North Sydney, Australia, is captured by Governor 
I Phillip. At first Arabanoo was chained and guarded by a convict; later he was shown off to Syd- 
1 ney society. He died a year later from smallpox. 

1 	 1792: Bennelong and Yammerawannie of the Cadigal people of South Sydney travel to England 
with Governor Phillip where they are treated as curiosities. Yammerswannie dies of pneumonia. 

1802: Pemulwuy. Aboriginal resistance fighter fiom the Bidgegal people, is shot by white settlers 
in Australia. His head is cut off and preserved and sent to England to be displayed at the Lon- 
don Museum. 

1810-1815: "The Hottentot Venus" (Saaqe Benjamin) is exhibited throughout Europe. After 
her death, her genitals are dissected by French scientists and remain preserved in Paris's Museum 
of Man to this day. 

1 	 1832: "Laplander" family is displayed with live reindeer in The Egyptian Hall in London. 

1823: Impresario William Bullock stages a Mexlcan "peasant" diorama in which a Mexican In- 
dian youth is presented as ethnographic specimen and museum docent. 

1829: A "Hottentot" woman exhibited nude is the highlight of a ball given by the Duchess du 
Bany in Paris. 
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1834: After General Rivera's cavalry completed the genocide of all the Indians in Uruguay, 
four surviving Chamias are donated to the Natural Sciences Academy in Paris and are dis- 
played to the French public as specimens of a vanished race. Three die within two months, 
and one escapes and disappears, never to heard from again. 

1844: George Catlin displays "Red Indians" in England. 

1847: Four "Bushmen" on exhibit at The Egyptian Hall in London are written about by 
Charles Dickens. 

1853: Thirteen Kaffirs are displayed in the St. George Gallery in Hyde Park, London. 

1853: "Pygmies" dressed in European garb are displayed playing the piano in a British draw- 
ing room as proof of their potential for "civilization." 

1853-1901: Maxim0 and Bartola, two microcephalic San Salvadorans tour Europe and the 
Americas, and eventually join Barnum and Bailey's Circus. They are billed as "the last Aztec 
survivors of a mysterious jungle city called Ixinaya." 

1878: The skeleton of Truganini, a Tasmanian Aboriginal, is acquired by the Royal Society 
of Tasmania. Her remains are displayed in Melbourne in 1888 and I904 and then returned to 
the Hobart's musuem where they are displayed from 1904 until the mid-1960s. 

1879: P.T. Barnum offers Queen Victoria $~oo,ooo for permission to exhibit captured war- 
rior Zulu Chief Cetewayo, and is rehsed. 

1882: W.C. COUP'S circus announces the acquisition of "a troupe of genuine male and fe- 
male Zulus." 

1893: The skeleton of Neddy Larkin, an Aboriginal from New South Wales, is sold to the 
Harvard University Peabody Museum together with a collection of stuffed animals, stones, 
tool, and artifacts. 

1898: At the Trans-Mississippi International Exposition in Omaha, Nebraska, a mock Indian 
battle is staged, and President William McKinley watches. 

1905: The sole surviving member of the Yahi tribe of California, Ishi, is captured and dis- 
played for the last five years of his live at the Museum of the University of California. Pre- 
sented as a symbol of the U.S.'s defeat of Indian nations, Ishi is labeled the last Stone Age 
Indian in America. 

1906: Ota Benga, the first "pygmy" to visit America after the slave trade, is put on display in 
the primate cage the Bronx Zoo. A group of black ministers protest the zoo's display, but lo- 
cal press argue that Ota Benga was probably enjoying himself 

1911: The Kickapoo Indian Medicine Company is sold for $250,000, after 30 years of pedor- 
mances in the U.S. 150 shows include one or more Kickapoo Indians as proof that the medi- 
cines being hawked were derived from genuine Indian medicine. 

1931: The Ringling Circus features 15 Ubangis, including "the nine largest-lipped women in 
the Congo." 

1992: A black woman midget is exhibited at the Minnesota State Fair, billed as "Tiny 
Teesha, the Island Princess." 

In most cases, the human beings that were exhibited did not choose to be on display. More 
benign versions continue to take place these days in festivals and amusement parks with the 
partial consent of those on exhibit. The contemporary tourist industries and cultural rninis- 
tries of several countries around the world still perpetrate the illusion of authenticity to cater 
to the Western fascination with otherness. So do many artists. 
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seum of Chicago. In early March, we were at the Whimey for the opening 
of the biennial, the only site where we were recognizably contextuahzed as 
an artwork. Prior to our trip to Madrid, we did a test run under relatively 
controlled conditions in the Art Gallery of U.C.-Irvine. 

Our project concentrated on the "zero degree" of intercultural relations 
in an attempt to define a point of origin for the debates that link "discov- 
ery" and "Otherness." We worked within disciplines that blur distinctions 
between the art object and the body (performance), between fantasy and re- 
ality (live spectacle), and between history and dramatic reenactment (the di- 
orama). The performance was interactive, focussing less on what we did 
than how people interacted with us and interpreted our actions. Entitled 
Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit..., we chose not to announce the event 
through prior publicity or any other means, when it was possible to exert 
such control; we intended to create a surprise or "uncanny" encounter, one 
in which audiences had to undergo their own process of reflection as to 
what they were seeing, aided only by written information and parodically 
didactic zoo guards. In such encounters with the unexpected, people's de- 
fense mechanisms are less likely to operate with their normal efficiency; 
caught off guard, their belie6 are more likely to rise to the surface. 

Our performance was based on the once popular European and North 
American practice of exhibiting indigenous people from Africa, Asia, and 
the Americas in zoos, parks, taverns, museums, fieak shows, and circuses. 
While this tradition reached the height of its popularity in the 19th cen- 
tury, it was actually begun by Christopher Columbus, who returned from 
his first voyage in 1493 with several Arawaks, one of whom was left on 
display at the Spanish Court for two years. Designed to provide opportuni- 
ties for aesthetic contemplation, scientific analysis, and entertainment for 
Europeans and North Americans, these exhibits were a critical component 
of a burgeoning mass culture whose development coincided with the 
growth of urban centers and populations, European colonialism, and 
American expansionism. 

In writing about these human exhibitions in America's international fairs 
from the late-19th and early 20th century, Robert W. Rydell (author of All 
the World's a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Exhibitions, 
18761916[1984]) explains how the "ethnological" displays of nonwhites- 
which were orchestrated by impresarios but endorsed by anthropologists- 
confirmed popular racial stereotypes and built support for domestic and 
foreign policies. In some cases, they literally connected museum practices 
with a5irs of state. Many of the people exhibited during the 19th century 
were presented as the chief?, of conquered tribes and/or the last survivors of 
"vanishing" races. Ishi, the Yahi Indian who spent five years living in the 
Museum of the University of California at the turn of the century, is a 
well-known example. Another lesser known example comes from the 
U.S.-Mexico War of 1836, when Anglo-Texan secessionists used to ex- 
hibit their Mexican prisoners in public plazas in cages, leaving them there 
to starve to death. The exhibits also gave credence to white supremacist 
worldviews by representing nonwhite peoples and cultures as being in 
need of discipline, civ~lization, and industry. Not only did these exhibits re- 
inforce stereotypes of "the primitive" but they served to enforce a sense of 
racial unity as whites among Europeans and North Americans, who were 
divided strictly by class and religion until this century. Hence, for example, 
at the Columbian Exhibition of 1893 in Chicago, ethnographic &splays of 
peoples from Afiica and Asia were set up outside "The White City," an 
enclosed area celebrating science and industry. 
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Emerging at a time when mass audiences in Europe and America were 
barely literate and hardly cognizant of the rest of the world, the displays 
were an important form of public "education." These shows were where 
most whites "discovered" the non-Western sector of humanity. I like to 
call them the origins of intercultural performance in the West. The dlsplays 
were living expressions of colonial fantasies and helped to forge a special 
place in the European and Euro-American imagination for nonwhite 
peoples and their cultures. Their fknction, however, went beyond war tro- 
phies, beyond providing entertainment for the masses and pseudo-scientific 
data for early anthropologists. The ethnographic exhibitions of people of 
color were among the many sources drawn on by European and American 
modernists seeking to break with realism by imitating the "primitive." The 
connection between West African sculpture and Cubism has been dis- 
cussed widely by scholars, but it is the construction of ethnic Otherness as 
essentially performative and located in the body that I here seek to stress. 

The interest that modernists and postmodemists have had in non-West- 
em cultures was preceded by a host of references to "exotics" made by Eu- 
ropean writers and philosophers over the past five centuries. The 
ethnographic shows and the people brought to Europe to be part of them 
have been alluded to by such writers as William Shakespeare, Michel 
Montaigne, and William Wordsworth. In the 18th century, these shows, 
together with theatre and popular ballads, served as popular illustrations of 
the concept of the Noble Savage so central to Enlightenment philosophy. 
Not all the references were positive; in fact, the 19th-century humanist 
Charles Dickens found that the noble savage as an idea hardly sufficed to 
make an encounter with Bushmen in Egyptian Hall in 1847 a pleasurable 
or worthwhile experience: 

Think of the Bushmen. Think of the two men and the two women 

who have been exhibited about England for some years. Are the ma- 

jority of persons-who remember the homd little leader of that party 

in his festering bundle of hides, with his tilth and his antipathy to 

water, and his straddled legs, and his odious eyes shaded by his brutal 

hand, and his cry of "Qu-u-u-u-aaa" (Bosjeman for something desper- 

ately insulting I have no doubt)-conscious of an affectionate yearning 

towards the noble savage, or is it idiosyncratic in me to abhor, detest, 

abominate, and abjure him? [...I I have never seen that group sleeping, 

smoking, and expectorating round their brazier, but I have sincerely 

desired that something might happen to the charcoal smoldering 

therein, which would cause the immediate suffocation of the whole of 

noble strangers. (Altwick 1978:28 I) 


Dickens' aversion does not prevent him fiom noting, however, that the 
Bushmen possess one redeeming quality: their ability to break spontane- 
ously into dramatic reenactments of their "wild" habits. By the early 20th 
century, the flipside of such revulsion-in the form of fetishistic fascination 
with exotic artifacts and the "primitive" creativity that generated them-had 
become common among the members of the European avantgarde. The 
Dadaists, often thought of as the originators of performance art, included 
several imitative gestures in their events, ranging from dressing up and 
dancing as "Afiicans," to making "primitive-looking" masks and sketches. 
Tristan Tzara's dictum that "Thought is made in the mouth," a perfor- 
rnative analog to Cubism, refers directly to the Dadaist belief that Westem 
art tradition could be subverted through the appropriation of the perceived 
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orality and performative nature of the "non-western." In a grand gesture of 
appropriation, Tzara anthologized African and Southern Pacific poetry 
culled from ethnographies into his book, Poimes Nigres, and chanted them 
at the infamous Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich in 1917. Shortly afterward, 
Tzara wrote a hypothetical description of the "primitive" artist at work in 
Note on Negro Art, imputing near shamanistic powers on the Other's cre- 
ative process: 

My other brother is naive and good, and laughs. He eats in Ahca or 
along the South Sea Islands. He concentrates his vision on the head, 
carves it out of wood that is hard as iron, patiently, without bothering 
about the conventional relationship between the head and the rest of 
the body. What he thinks is: man walks vertically, everything in na- 
ture is symmetrical. While working, new relationships organize them- 
selves according to degree of necessity; this is how the expression of 
purity came into being. From blackness, let us extract light ...Transform 
my country into a prayer ofjoy or anguish. Cotton wool eye, flow 
into my blood. Art in the infancy of time, was prayer. Wood and 
stone were truth ...Mouths contain the power of darkness, invisible 
substance, goodness, fear, wisdom, creation, fire. No one has seen so 
clearly as I this dark grinding whiteness. (1992:57-58) 

Tzara is quick to point out here that only he, as a Dadaist, can compre- 
hend the significance of the "innocent" gesture of his "naive and good" 
brother. In The Predicament of Culture (1988), James Clifford explains how 
modernists and ethnographers of the early 20th century projected coded 
perceptions of the black body-as imbued with vitalism, rhythm, magic, 
and erotic power, another formation of the "good versus the irrational or 
bad savage. Clifford questions the conventional mode of comparison in 
terms of affinity, noting that this term suggests a "natural" rather than po- 
litical or ideological relationship. In the case of Tzara, his perception of the 
"primitive" artist as part of his metaphorical family conveniently recasts his 
own colonial relation to his imaginary "primitive" as one of kinship. In 
this context, the threatening reminder of difference is that original body, or 
the physical and visual presence of the cultural Other, must therefore be 
fetishized, silenced, subjugated, or otherwise controlled to be "appreci- 
ated." The significance of that violent erasure is diminished-it is the "true" 
avantgarde artist who becomes a better version of the "primitive," a hybrid 
or a cultural transvestite. Mass culture caged it, so to speak-while artists 
swallowed it. 

This practice of appropriating and fetishizing the primitive and simulta- 
neously erasing the original source continues into contemporary 
"avantgarde" performance art. In his 1977 essay "New Models, New Vi- 
sions: Some Notes Toward a Poetics of Performance," Jerome Rothenberg 
envisioned this phenomenon in a entirely celebratory manner, noting cor- 
relations between Happenings and rituals, meditative works and mantric 
models, Earthworks and Native American sculptures, dreamworks and no- 
tions of trance and ecstasy, bodyworks and self-mutilation, and perfor- 
mance based on several other variations of the shamanistic premise 
attributed to non-Western cultures. Rothenberg claims that unlike 
imperiahsm's models of domination and subordination, avantgarde perfor- 
mance succeeded in shifting relations to a "symposium of the whole," an 
image strikingly similar to that of world-beat multiculturalism of the 1980s. 
Referring to Gary Snyder's story of Alfred Kroeber and his (unnamed) 
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Mojave informant in 1902, Rothenberg notes Snyder's conclusion that 
"The old man sitting in the sand house telling his story is who we must 
become-not A.L. Kroeber, as fine as he was" (1977:1~). Rothenberg goes 
on to claim that artists are to critics what aborigines are to anthropologists, 
and therefore suffer from the same misrepresentation. "The antagonism of 
literature to criticism" he writes, "is, for the poet and artist, no different 
from that to anthropology, say, on the part of the Native American rnili- 
tant. It is a question in short of the right to self-definition" (1977:Is). 

Redefining these "affinities" with the primitive, the traditional, and the 
exotic has become an increasingly delicate issue as more artists of color en- 
ter the sphere of the "avantgarde." What may be "liberating" and "trans- 
gressive" identification for Europeans and Euro-Americans is already a 
symbol of entrapment within an imposed stereotype for Others. The "affin- 
ity" championed by the early modems and postmodem cultural transves- 
tites alike is mediated by an imagined stereotype, along the lines of Tzara's 
"brother." Actual encounters could threaten the position and supremacy of 
the appropriator unless boundaries and concomitant power relations remain 
in place. As a result, the same intellectual milieus that now boast Neo- 
primitive body piercers, "nomad" thinkers, Anglo comadres, and New Age 
earth worshippers continue to evince a literal-minded attitude toward artists 
of color, demonstrating how racial difference is a determinant in one's rela- 
tion to notions of the "primitive." In the 1987 trial of minimalist sculptor 
Carl Andre-accused of murdering his wife, the Cuban artist Ana 
Mendieta-the defense continuously suggested that her Earthworks were in- 
dicative of suicidal impulses prompted by her "satanical" belie&; the refer- 
ences to Santeria in her work could not be interpreted as self-conscious. 
When Cuban artist JosC Bedia was visited by the French curators of the 

2. Two Undiscovered 
Amerindians k i t  Covent 
Garden, London in May 
1992. Audience members, 
after initial shyness, 
would feed Gmez-Pef ia  
and Fuscojom outside 
the cage. (Photo by Peter 
Barker) 
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Les Magiciens de la Terre exhibition in the late '80s, he was asked to show 
his private altar to "prove" that he was a true Santeria believer. A critically 
acclaimed young Ahcan-American poet was surprised to learn last year that 
he had been promoted by a Nuyorican Poet's Cafe impresario as a former 
L.A. gang member, which he never was. And while performing Border 
Bmjo in the late 198os, Gbmez-Peiia encountered numerous presenters and 
audience members who were disappointed that he was not a "real shaman" 
and that his "tongues" were not Nahuatl but a fictitious language. 

Our cage performances forced these contradictions out into the open. 
The cage became a blank screen onto which audiences projected their fan- 
tasies of who and what we are. As we assumed the stereotypical role of the 
domesticated savage, many audience members felt entitled to assume the 
role of the colonizer, only to then find themselves uncomfortable with the 
implications of the game. Unpleasant but important associations have 
emerged between the displays of old and the multicultural festivals and eth- 
nographic dioramas of the present. The central position of the white spec- 
tator, the objective of these events as a confirmation of their position as 
global consumers of exotic cultures, and the stress on authenticity ar an aes-
thetic value, all remain fundamental to the spectacle of Otherness many con- 
tinue to enjoy. 

The original ethnographic exhibitions often presented people in a simu- 
lation of their "natural" habitat, rendered either as an indoor diorama, or as 
an outdoor re-creation. Eyewitness accounts frequently note that the hu- 
man beings on display were forced to dress in the European notion of 
their traditional "primitive" garb, and to perform repetitive, seemingly 
ritual tasks. At times, nonwhites were displayed together with flora and 
fauna from their regions, and artifacts, which were often fikes. They were 
also displayed as part of a continuum of "outsiders" that included "freaks," 
or people exhibiting physical deformities. In the 19th and early 20th centu- 
ries, many of them were presented so as to confirm Social Darwinist ideas 
of the existence of a racial hierarchy. Some of the more infamous cases in- 
volved individuals whose physical traits were singled out as evidence of the 
bestiality of nonwhite people. For example, shortly after the annexation of 
Mexico and the publication of John Stephens' account of travel in the 
Yucatan, which generated popular interest in pre-Columbian cultures, two 
microcephalics (or pinheads) from Central America, Maximo and Bartola, 
toured the U.S. in P.T. Barnum's circus; they were presented as Aztecs. 
This set off a trend that would be followed by many other cases into the 
20th century. From 18 10-18 IS, European audiences crowded to see the 
Hottentot Venus, a South African woman whose large buttocks were 
deemed evidence of her excessive sexuality. In the United States, several of 
the "Africans" exhibited were actually black Americans, who made a living 
in the 19th century by dressing up as their ancestors, just as many Native 
Americans did dressing up as Sioux whose likenesses, thanks to the long 
and bloody Plains Wars of the late 19th century, dominate the American 
popular imagination. 

For G6mez-Peiia and myself, the human exhibitions dramatize the colo- 
nial unconscious of American society. In order to justift genocide, enslave- 
ment, and the seizure of lands, a "naturalized" splitting of humanity along 
racial lines had to be established. When rampant miscegenation proved that 
those differences were not biologically based, social and legal systems were 
set up to enforce those hierarchies. Meanwhile, ethnographic spectacles cir- 
culated and reinforced stereotypes, stressing that "difference" was apparent 
in the bodies on cllsplay. They thus naturalized fetishized representations of 
Otherness, mitigating anxieties generated by the encounter with difference. 
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In his essay, "The Other Question" (~ggo),  Homi Bhabha explains how 
racial classification through stereotyping is a necessary component of 
colonialist discourse, as it justifies domination and masks the colonizer's 
fear of the inability to always already know the Other. Our experiences in 
the cage have suggested that even though the idea that America is a colo- 
nial system is met with resistance-since it contradicts the dominant 
ideology's presentation of our system as a democracy-the audience reac- 
tions indicate that colonialist roles have been internalized quite effectively. 

The stereotypes about nonwhite people that were continuously rein- 
forced by the ethnographic displays are still alive in high culture and the 
mass media. Imbedded in the unconscious, these images form the basis of 
the fears, desires, and fantasies about the cultural Other. In "The Negro 
and Psychopathology" (1967), Frantz Fanon discusses a critical stage in the 
development of children socialized in Western culture, regardless of their 
race, in which racist stereotypes of the savage and the primitive are assimi- 
lated through the consumption of popular culture: comics, movies, car- 
toons, etc. These stereotypical images are often part of myths of colonial 
dominion (for example, cowboy defeats Indian, conquistador triumphs 
over Aztec Empire, colonial soldier conquers African chief, and so on). 
This dynamic also contains a sexual dimension, usually expressed as anxiety 
about white male (0mni)potence. In Prospero and Caliban: The Psychology of 
Colonization (~ggo), Octave Mannoni coined the term the "Prospero com- 
plex," described as the white colonial patriarch's continuous fear that his 
daughter might be raped by a nonwhlte male. Several colonial stereotypes 
also nurture these anxieties, usually representing a white woman whose 
"purity" is endangered by black men with oversized genitals, or suave 
Latin lovers, or wild-eyed Indian waniors; and the common practice of 
publicly lynching black men in the American South is an example of a 
ritualized white male response to such fears. Accompanying these stereo- 
types are counterparts that humiliate and debase women of color, mitigat- 
ing anxieties about sexual rivalry among women. In the past, there was the 
subservient maid and the overweight and sexless Mammy; nowadays, the 
hapless victim of a brutish or irrational dark male whose tradition is devoid 
of "feminist freedoms" is more common. 

These stereotypes have been analyzed endlessly in recent decades, but 
our experiences in the cage suggest that the psychic investment in them 
does not simply wither away through rationalization. The constant concern 
about our "realness" revealed a need for reassurance that a "true primitive" 
did exist, whether we fit the bill or not, and that s/he be visually identifi- 
able. Anthropologist Roger Bartra sees this desire as being part of a charac- 
teristically European dependence on an "uncivilized other" in order to 
define the Western self. In his book The Savage in the Mirror (~ggz) ,  he 
traces the evolution of the "savage" from mythological inhabitants of for- 
ests to "wild" and usually hairy men and women who even in the modem 
age appeared in freak shows and horror h.These archetypes eventually 
were incorporated into Christian iconography and were then projected 
onto peoples of the New World, who were perceived as either heathen 
savages capable of reform or incorrigible devils who had to be eramcated. 

While the structure of the so-called primitive may have been assimilated 
by the European avantgarde, the hnction of the ethnographic displays as 
popular entertainment was largely superseded by industrialized mass cul- 
ture. Not unsurprisingly, the popularity of these human exhibitions began 
to decline with the emergence of another commercialized form of voyeur- 
ism, the cinema, and their didactic role was assumed by ethnographic film. 
Founding fathers of the ethnographic filmmaking practice, such as Robert 



Flaherty and John Grierson, continued to compel people to stage their sup- 
posedly "traditional" rituals, but the tasks were now to be performed for 
the camera. One of the most famous of the white impresarios of the hu- 
man exhibits in the United States, William F. "Buffalo Bill" Cody, actually 
starred in an early film depicting his Wild West show of Native American 
horsemen and wamors, and in doing so gave birth to the cowboy and In- 
dian movie genre, this country's most popular rendition of its own colonial 
fantasy. The representation of the "realityn of the Other's life, on which 
ethnographic documentary was based and still is grounded, is this fictional 
narrative of Western culture "discovering" the negation of itself in some- 
thing authentically and radically distinct. Carried over from documentary, 
these paradigms also became the basis of Hollywood filmmaking in the 
'50s and '60s that dealt with other parts of the world in which the U.S. 
had strategic d i t a r y  and economic interests, especially Latin America and 
the South Pacific. 

The practice of exhibiting humans may have waned in the 20th century, 
but it has not entirely disappeared. The dissected genitals of the Hottentot 
Venus are still preserved at the Museum of Man in Paris. Thousands of 
Native American remains, including decapitated heads, scalps, and other 
body parts taken as war booty or bounties, remain in storage at the 
Smithsonian. Shortly before amving in Spain, we learned of a current scan- 
dal in a small village outside Barcelona, where a visiting delegation had reg- 
istered a formal complaint about a desiccated, stuffed Pygmy man that was 
on display in a local museum. The African gentleman in the delegation 
who had initiated the complaint was threatening to organize an African 
boycott of the '92 Olympics, but the Catalonian townspeople defended 
what they saw as the right to keep "their own black man." We also 
learned that Julia Pastrana, a bearded Mexican woman who was exhibited 
throughout Europe until her death in 1862, is still available in embalmed 
form for scientific research and loans to interested museums. This past 
summer, the case of Ota Benga, a Pygmy who was exhibited in the pri- 
mate cage of the Bronx Zoo in 1906 gained high visibility as plans for a 
Hollywood movie based on a recently released book were made public. 
And at the Minnesota State Fair last summer, we saw "Tiny Teesha, the 
Island Princess," who was in actuality a black woman midget from Haiti 
making her living going from one state fair to another. 

While the human exhibition exists in more benign forms today-that is, 
the people in them are not displayed against their will-the desire to look 
upon predictable forms of Otherness from a safe distance persists. I suspect 
after my experience in the cage that this desire is powerful enough to al- 
low audiences to dismiss the possibility of self-conscious irony in the. 
Other's self-presentation; and even those who saw our performance as art 
rather than artifact appeared to take great pleasure in engaging in the fic- 
tion, by paying money to see us enact completely nonsensical or hurniliat- 
ing tasks. A middle-aged man who attended the Whitney Biennial opening 
with his elegantly dressed wife insisting on feeding me a banana. The zoo 
guard told him he would have to pay $10 to do so, which he quickly paid, 
insisting that he be photographed in the act. After the initial surprise of en- 
countering caged beings, audiences invariably revealed their familiarity with 
the scenario to which we alluded. 

We did not anticipate that our self-conscious commentary on this prac- 
tice could be believable. We underestimated public faith in museums as 
bastions of truth and institutional investment in that role. Furthermore, we 
did not anticipate that literalism would dominate the interpretation of our 
work. Consistently from city to city, more than half of our visitors be- 
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lieved our fiction and thought we were "real," with the exception of the 
Whitney, where we experienced the art world equivalent of such 
misperceptions: some assumed that we were not the artists, but rather ac- 
tors who had been hired by another artist. As we moved our performance 
fi-om public site to natural history museum, pressure mounted from institu- 
tional representatives obliging to didactically correct audience misinterpreta- 
tion. We found this particularly ironic, since museum s ta6  are perhaps the 
most aware of the rampant distortion of reality that can occur in the label- 
ling of artifacts from other cultures. In other words, we are not the only 
ones who are lying; our lies simply tell a different story. For making this 
manifest, we are perceived as either noble savages or evil tricksters, dis- 
simulators who discredit museums and betray public trust. When a few un- 
easy staff members in Australia and Chicago realized that large groups of 
Japanese tourists appeared to believe the fiction, they became deeply dis- 
turbed, fearing that the tourists would go home with a negative impression 
of the museum. In Chicago, just next to a review of the cage performance, 
the daily Sun-Times ran a phone-in questionnaire asking readers if they 
thought the Field Museum should have exhibited us, to which 4796 an- 
swered no, and 53% yes (1993). We seriously wonder if such weighty 
moral responsibilities are leveled against white artists who present fictions 
in nonart contexts. 

Lest we attribute the now infamous conhsion we have generated among 
the general public to some defect of class or education, let it also be 
known that misinterpretation has filtered into the echelons of the cultural 
elite. Cambio 16, a left-leaning news magazine in Spain ran a newsbrief on 
us as two "indians behind bars" who had conducted a political protest 
(1992). Though ironic in tone, the story only referred to us by our first 
names, almost as if to make us seem like the latest exotic arrival to a local 

3 .  Two Undiscovered 
Amen'ndians hold a press 
conference in Sydney, 
Australia in June 1992. 
In choosing not to speak, 
except through unintelli- 
gible words and dancing, 
Gmez-Pe'eria and Fusco 
confvont the assumption in 
intercultural performance 
o f  speechless Others. 
(Photo courtesy o f  the 
Australian Museum) 
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zoo. The trustees of the Whitney Museum questioned curators at a meet- 
ing prior to the Biennial asking for confirmation of rumors that there 
would be "naked people screaming obscenities in a cage" at the opening. 
When we arrived at UC-Irvine last year, we learned that the Environmen- 
tal Health and Safety O5ce  had understood that G6mez-Pefia and I were 
anthropologists bringing "real aborigines" whose excrement-if deposited 
inside the gallery-could be hazardous to the university. This is particularly 
significant in light of the school's location in Orange County, where Mexi- 
can immigrants are often characterized by right-wing "nativists" as environ- 
mental hazards. Upon request from the art department, the office sent 
several pages of instructions on the proper disposal of human waste and 
the over 30 diseases that were transmitted through excrement. Interest- 
ingly, those institutional representatives who have responded to our perfor- 
mance with moral indignation also see us as dangerous, but in the more 
ideological sense of being offensive to the public, bad for children, and dis- 
honest subverters of the educational responsibilities of their museums. 

I should perhaps note here the number of people who have encountered 
this performance. We do not have exact figures for Columbus Plaza and 
Covent Garden, which are both heavily trafficked public areas; however, 
we do know that 1,000 saw us in Irvine; 15,ooo in Minneapolis; approxi- 
mately 5,000 in both Sydney and Chicago; and 120,000 in Washington, 
D.C. Audience reactions of those who believe the fiction occasionally in- 
clude moral outrage that is often expressed paternalistically (i.e., "Don't 
you realize," said one Enghsh gentleman to the zoo guards in Covent Gar- 
den, "that these poor people have no idea what is happening to them?"). 
The Field Museum in Chicago received 48 phonecalls, most of which 
were from people who faulted the museum for having printed misinforma- 
tion about us in their information sheet. In Washington, D.C., an angry 
visitor phoned the Humane Society to complain and was told that human 
beings were out of their jurisdiction. However, the majority of those who 
were upset only remained so for about five minutes. Others have said they 
felt that our being caged was justified because we were, afier all, different. 
A group of sailors who were interviewed by a Field Museum staff member 
said that our being in a cage was a good idea since we might otherwise be- 
come fiightened and attack. One older African-American man in Washing- 
ton asserted quite angrily that it would only have been alright to put us in 
a cage if we had some physical defect that classified us as freaks. 

For all the concern expressed about shocking children, we found that 
their reactions have been the most humane. Young children invariably 
have gotten the closest to the cage; they would seek direct contact, offer to 
shake our hands, and try to catch our eyes and smile. Little girls gave me 
barrettes for my hair and offered me their own food. Boys and girls ofien 
asked their parents excellent questions about us, prompting ethical discus- 
sions about racism and treatment of indigenous peoples. Not all parents 
were prepared to provide answers, and some looked very nervous. A 
woman in London sat her child down and explained how we were just 
like the people in the displays at the Commonwealth Institute. A school 
group visiting Madrid told the teacher that we were just like the Arawak 
Indian figures in the wax museum across the street. And then there have 
been those children who are simply fascinated by the spectacle; we heard 
many a child in Sydney, where our cage sat in fiont of an exhibit featuring 
giant mechanized insects, yelling, "Mommy, Mommy, I don't want to see 
the bugs. I want to stay with the Mexicans!" 

The tenor of reactions to seeing "undiscovered Amerindians" in a cage 
changes from locale to locale; we have noted, for example that in Spain, a 
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5 .  Two Undiscovered 
Amerindians visit Colum- 
bus Plaza, Madrid, Spain 
in 1992. Spanish busi- 
nessmen continually ha- 
rassed Fusco with sexual 
innuendos, while G m e z -  
Per?a had his legs stroked 
in Irvine, CalijGmia. 
(Photo by Peter Barker) 

country with no strong tradition of Protestant morality or empirical 
philosophy, opposition to our work came from conservatives who were 
concerned with its political implications, and not with the ethics of dis- 
simulation. Some patterns, nonetheless, have repeated themselves. Audi- 
ence reactions have been largely divided along the lines of race, class, and 
nationality. Amsts and cultural bureaucrats, the self-proclaimed elite, exhib- 
ited skeptical reactions that were often the most anxiety-ridden. They 
sometimes have expressed a desire to rupture the fiction publicly by nam- 
ing us, or they arrive armed with skepticism as they search for the "believ- 
ers," or parody believers in order to join the At the Whimey 
Biennial the performers of DanceNoise and Charles Atlas, among others, 
screamed loudly at G6mez-PeAa to "free his genitalia" when he unveiled a 
crotch with his penis hidden between his legs instead of hanging. Several 
young amsts also complained to our sponsors that we were not experimen- 
tal enough to be considered good performance art. Others at the Whitney 
and in Australia, where many knew that we were part of the Sydney 
Biennale dismissed our piece as "not critical." One woman in Australia sat 
down with her young daughter in front of the cage and began to apologize 
very loudly for "having taken our land away." Trying to determine who 
really believes the fiction and who doesn't became less significant for us in 
the course of this performance than figuring out what the audience's sense 
of the rules of the game and their role in it was. 

People of color who believe, at least initially, that the performance is 
real, have at times expressed discomfort because of their identification with 
our situation. In Washington and London, they have made frequent refer- 
ences to slavery, and to the mistreatment of Native peoples and blacks as 
part of their history. Cross-racial identification with us among whites was 
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less common, but in London a recently released ex-convict who appeared 
to be very drunk grabbed the bars and proclaimed to us with tears in his 
eyes that he understood our plight because he was a "British Indian." He 
then took off his sweater and insisted that G6mez-Pefia put it on, which 
he &d. In general, white spectators tended to express their chagrin to our 
zoo guards, usually operating under the  assumption that we,  the 
Amerindians, were being used. They often asked the zoo guards if we had 
consented to being confined, and then continued with a politely delivered 
stream of questions about our eating, work, and sexual habits. 

Listening to these reactions was often difficult for the zoo guards and 
museum staff people who assisted us. One of our zoo guards in Spain actu- 
ally broke down and cried at the end of our performance, after receiving a 
letter from a young man condemning Spain for having colonized indig- 
enous Americans. One guard in Washington and another in Chicago be- 
came so troubled by their own cognitive dissonance that they left the 
performance early. The director of Native American programs for the 
Smithsonian told us she was forced to reflect on the rather disturbing rev- 
elation that while she made efforts to provide the most accurate representa- 
tion of Native cultures she could, our "fake" sparked exactly the same 
reaction from audiences. Staff meetings to cllscuss audience reactions have 
been held at the Smithsonian, the Australian Museum, and the Field Mu- 
seum. In all the natural history museum sites, our project became a pretext 
for internal discussions about the extent of self-criticism those museums 
could openly be engaged in. In Australia, our project was submitted to an 
aboriginal curatorial committee for approval. They accepted, with the stipu- 
lation that there be nothing aboriginal in the cage, and that exhibition cases 
of aborigines be added to our chronology. 

Other audience members who reahze that we are artists have chastised us 
for the "immoral" act of duping our audiences. This reaction was rather 
popular among the British, and has also emerged among intellectuals and cul- 
tural bureaucrats in the U.S. I should here note that there are historical pre- 
cedents for the moralistic responses to the ethnographic display in Britain and 
the U.S., but in those cases, the appeal was to the inhumanity of the practice, 
not to the ethics of fooling audiences, which the phony anthropologists who 
acted as docents in American Dime Museums often did. A famous court case 
took place in the early 19th century to determine whether it was right to ex- 
hibit the Hottentot Venus, and black ministers in the U.S. in the early 20th 
century protested Ota Benga's being exhibited in the Bronx Zoo. Neither 
protest triumphed over the mass appeal of the spectacle to whites. 

The literalism governing American thought complements the liberal be- 
lief that we can eliminate racism through didactic correctives; it also en- 
courages resistance to the idea that conscious methods may not necessarily 
transform unconscious structures of belief. I believe that this situation ex- 
plains why moralizing interpreters shift the focus of our work from audi- 
ence reactions to our ethics. The reviewer sent by the Washington Post, for 
example, was so firious about our "dishonesty" that she could barely con- 
tain her anger and had to be taken away by attendants. A MacArthur 
Foundation representative came to the performance with his wife and they 
took it upon themselves to "correct" interpretations in front of the cage. In 
a meeting after the performance, the Foundation representative referred to 
a "poor Mexican family" who was deeply gratefbl to his wife for explain- 
ing the performance to them. After receiving two written complaints and 
the Washington Post review, the director of  public programs for the 
Smithso~llan Natural History Museum gave a talk in Australia severely criti- 
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changed his position. What we have not yet fully understood is why SO 

many of these people failed to see our performance as interactive, and why 
they seem to have forgotten the tradition of site-specific performance with 
which our work dovetails, an historical development that preceded perfor- 
mance art's theatricalization in the 1980s. 

On the whole, audience responses have tended to be less pedantic and 
more outwardly emotional. Some people who were disturbed by the image 
of the cage feared getting too close, preferring instead to stay at the periph- 
ery of the audience. Barbara Kruger came to see us at U.C. I ~ i n e  and 
went charging out of the gallery as soon as she read the chronology of the 
human display. Claus Oldenberg, on the other hand, sat at a distance in 
Minneapolis, watching our audiences with a wry smile on his face. The 
curator of the Amerindian collection at the British Museum came to look 
at us. As she posed for a photo she conceded to one of our Edge Biennial 
representatives that she felt very guilty. Her museum had already declined 
to give us permission to be displayed. Others found less direct ways of ex- 
pressing such anxiety. A feminist artist fiom New York questioned us after 
a public lecture we gave on the performance in Los Angeles last year, sug- 
gesting that our piece had "failed" if the public misread it. One young 
white woman filmmaker in Chicago who attended the performances 
showed up afterward at a class at the University of Illinois and yelled at 
G6mez-Pefia for being "ungrateful" for all the benefits he had received 
thanks to multiculturalism. She claimed to have gone to the performance 
with an Afiican-American man who was "equally disturbed" as she was by 
it. G6mez-Pefia responded that multiculturalism was not a ''gift" from 
whites, but the result of decades of struggle by people of color. Several 
feminist artists and intellectuals at performances in the U.S. have ap- 
proached me in the cage to complain that my role is "too passive," to be- 
rate me for not speaking and only dancing, as if my activities should 
support their political agenda. 

Whites outside the U.S. have been more ludic in their reactions than 
Americans, and they have appeared to be less self-conscious about express- 
ing their enjoyment of our spectacle. For example, businessmen in London 
and Madrid had approached the cage to make stereotypical jungle animal 
sounds. However, not all the reactions have been lighthearted. A group of 
skinheads attacked G6mez-PeAa in London and were pulled away by audi- 
ence members. And scores of adolescents in Madrid stayed at the cage for 
hours each day, taunting us by offering beer cans filled with urine and 
other such delicacies. Some of those who understood that the cage piece 
was performance art have made a point of expressing their horror at others' 
reactions to us in private, perhaps as a way of disassociating themselves 
fiom their racial group. One Spanish businessman waited for me after the 
performance was over to congratulate me on the performance, introduced 
me to his son, and then insisted that I had to agree that the Spaniards had 
been less brutal with the Indians than the English. The overwhelming ma- 
jority of whites who believed the piece, however, have not complained or 
expressed surprise at our condition in a manner that is apparent to us or 
the zoo guards. No American ever asked about the legitimacy of the map 
(though two Mexicans have to date), or the taxonomic information on the 
signs, or G6mez-PeAa's made-up language. An older man at the Whimey 
told a zoo guard that he remembered our island from National Geographic. 
My dance, however, has been severely criticized for its inauthenticity. In 
bct, during the press review at the Whimey, several writers simply walked 
away just as I began. 





The reactions among Latin Americans have differed in relation to class. 
Many upper-class Latin American tourists in Spain and Washington, D.C., 
voiced disgust that their part of the world should be represented in such a 
debased manner. Many other Latin Americans and Native Americans im- 
mediately recognized the symbolic significance of the piece, expressing soli- 
darity with us, analyzing articles in the cage for other audience members, 
and showing their approval to us by holding our hands as they posed for 
photographs. Regardless of whether they have believed or not, Latinos and 
Native Americans have not criticized the hybridity of the cage environ- 
ment and our costumes for being "unauthentic." One Pueblo elder from 
Arizona who saw us in the Smithsonian went so far as to say that our dis- 
play was more "real" than any other statement about the condition of Na- 
tive peoples in the museum. "I see the faces of my grandchildren in that 
cage," he told a museum representative. Two Mexicans who came to see 
us in England left a letter saying that they felt that they were living in a 
cage every day they spent in Europe. A Salvadoran man in Washington 
stayed with us for an extended period, pointing to the rubber heart sus- 
pended fiom the top of the cage, saying, "That heart is my heart." On the 
other hand, white Americans and Europeans have spent hours speculating 
in front of us about how we could possibly run a computer, own sun- 
glasses and sneakers, and smoke cigarettes. 

In Spain there were many complaints that our skin was not dark enough 
for us to be "real" primitives. The zoo guards responded by explaining that 
we live in a rain forest without much exposure to the sun. At the 
Whitney, a handful of older women also complained that we were too 
light-skinned, one saying that the piece would only be effective if we were 
"really dark." These doubts, however, did not stop many from taking ad- 
vantage of our apparent inability to understand European languages; many 
men in Spain made highly charged sexual comments about my body, coax- 
ing others to add more money to the donation box to see my breasts 
move as I danced. I was also asked out on dates a few times in London. 
Many other people chose a more discrete way of expressing their sexual 
curiosity, by asking the zoo guards if we mate in public in the cage. 
Gomez-Peiia found the experience of being objectified continuously more 
difficult to tolerate than I did. By the end of our first three days in Madrid, 
we began to realize that not only were people's assumptions about us 
based upon gender stereotypes, but that my experiences as a woman had 
prepared me to shield myself psychologically from the violence of public 
objectification. 

I may have been more prepared, but we both were faced with sexual 
challenges that transgress our physical and emotional boundaries during the 
performances. In the cage we are both objectified, or in a sense, feminized, 
inviting both male and female spectators to take on a voyeuristic relation- 
ship to us. This might explain why women as well as men acted upon 
what appear to be the erotic attraction of a caged primitive male. In 
Sydney, our sponsoring institution, the Australian Museum of Natural His- 
tory, was approached by a female reporter from a soft-porn magazine who 
wanted to do a photo spread in which she would appear topless, feeding 
us bananas and watermelon. She was refused by the museum publicist. In- 
terestingly, women have been consistently more physical in their reactions, 
while men have been more verbally abusive. In Irvine, a white woman 
asked for plastic gloves to be able to touch the male specimen, began to 
stroke his legs, and soon moved toward his crotch. He stepped back, and 
the woman stopped-but she returned that evening eager to discuss our 
feelings about her gesture. In Chicago, another woman came up to the 
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cage, grabbed his head and kissed him. Gbmez-Pefia's ex-wife had lawsuit 
papers delivered to him while we were in the cage at Irvine, and subse- 
quently appeared in costume with a video camera and proceeded to tape us 
for over an hour. While men taunted me, talked dirty, asked me out, and 
even blew kisses, not one attempted physical contact in all our perfor- 
mances. 

As I presented this "reverse ethnography" around the country, people in- 
variably asked me how I felt inside the cage. I experienced a range of feel- 
ings from panic to boredom. I felt exhilarated, and even playful at times. 
I've also fallen asleep from the hot sun, and been imtable because of hun- 
ger or cold. I've been ill, and once had to be removed from the cage to 
avoid vomiting in front of the crowd. The presence of supportive friends 
was reassuring, but the more aggressive reactions became less and less sur- 
prising. The night before we began in Madrid, I lay awake in bed, over- 
come with fear that some demented Phalangist might pull a gun on us and 
shoot before we could escape. When nothing of that sort happened, I 
calmed down and never womed about our safety again. I have to admit I 
like watching people on the other side of the bars. The more we have per- 
formed, the more I have concentrated on the audience, while trying to 
feign the complete bewilderment of an outsider. Although I love the inten- 
tional nontheatricality of this work, I have become increasingly aware of 
how engaging in certain activities can trigger audience reactions, and acted 
on that realization to test our spectators. Over the course of the year, I 
grew fond of the extremists who verbalized their feelings and interacted 
with us physically, regardless of whether they were hosnle or friendly. It 
seems to me that they have a certain braveness, even courage, that I don't 
even know I would have in their place. When we came upon Tiny 
Teesha in Minnesota, I was dumbstruck at first-not even my own perfor- 
mance had prepared me for the sadness I saw in her eyes, or my own en- 
suing sense of shame. 

One memory in particular has come to the forefront of my mind as we 
have traveled with this performance. It involves an encounter I had over a 
decade ago, when I was finishing college in Rhode Island, where I had 
studied film theory. I had met an internationally known French ethno- 
graphic filmmaker in his sixties at a seminar he was giving, and told hlm I 
planned to spend time in France after graduation. A year later, I received a 
phone call from him while I was in Paris. He had found me with the help 
of a student from my alma mater. He told me he was going to begin pro- 
duction on a feature, and might be able to offer me a job. After having 
spent part of the summer as a translator-salesgirl at a department store, I 
was excited by the prospect of film-related work. We arranged to meet to 
cllscuss his project. 

Even though we were conversing in a language I had not mastered, it 
didn't take long for me to sense that the filmmaker's interests might be 
more than professional. I was not exactly prepared to deal with sexual ad- 
vances from a man who could have been my grandfather. I thought I had 
protected myself by arranging to meet in a public place, but he soon ex- 
plained that we had to leave the cafe to meet with the producers for a 
reading of the script. After 15  minutes in his car, I began to suspect that 
there was no meeting planned. We eventually arrived at what looked like 
an abandoned house in a rural area, without another soul in sight. He 
proudly announced that this was the house he had grown up in and that 
he wanted to show it to me. I was by this time in a mild state of shock, 
hriously trying to figure out where I was and how to get away safely. 

The filmmaker proceeded to go into a shed next to the house and re- 
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AMERINDIANS: I) A mythical people of the Far East, connected 
in legendary history with Seneca and Amerigo Vespucci. 

Although the term AMERINDIAN suggests that they were the 
original inhabitants of this continent, the oldest authorities (e.g., 
Christopher Columbus in his diaries, and more recently, Paul Rivette) 
regarded them as Asian immigrants, not Americans. Other explana- 
tions suggested are arborindians, "tree people," and amberindians, 
"brown people." The most that can be said is that amerindians may be 
the name of an indigenous American stock that the ancients knew no 
more about than ourselves. 

AMERINDIANS: 2) One of the many English terms for the 
people of Guatinau. In their language, the Guatinaui people's word 
for themselves signifies "outrageously beautiful" or "fiercely indepen- 
dent." They are a jovial and playful race, with a genuine affection for 
the debris of Western industrialized popular culture. In former times, 
however, they committed frequent raids on Spanish ships, disguised 
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a s  British pirates, whence comes their familiarity with European cul- 
ture. Contemporary Guatinauis have only recently begun to travel 
outside their island. 

The male and female specimens here on display are representatives 
of the dominant tribe from their island, having descended from the 
Mintomani stock. The male weighs 72 kilos, measure 1.77 meters, 
and is approximately 37 years of age. He  likes spicy food, burritos, 
and Diet Coke, and his favorite cigarette brand is Marlboro. His fie- 
quent pacing in the cage leads experts to believe that he was a politi- 
cal leader on his island. 

The female weighs 63 kilos and measures 1.74 meters, and appears 
to be in her early thirties. She is fond of sandwiches, pad thai, and 
herb tea. She is a versatile dancer, and also enjoys showing off her 
domestic talents by sewing voodoo dolls, serving cocktails and mas- 
saging her male partner. Her facial and body decorations indicate that 
she has married into the upper caste of her tribe. 

Both of the Guatinauis are quite affectionate in the cage, seemingly 
uninhibited in their physical and sexual habits despite the presence of 
an audience. Their anamist spirituality compels them to engage in pe- 
riodic gestural prayers, which they do with great enthusiasm. They 
like to massage and scratch each other, enjoy occasional long em- 
braces, and initiate sexual intercourse on the average of twice a day. 
Anthropologist at the Smithsonian observed (with the help of surveil- 
lance cameras) that the Guatinauis enjoy gender role playing together 
after dark, transforming many of their functional objects in the cage 
into makeshift sex toys by night. Visitors who get close to them will 
note that they often seek to fondle strangers while posing for photo- 
graphs. They are extremely demonstrative with children. 

Encyclopedia Britannica 



move all his clothes except his underwear. He emerged with a manual 
lawn mower, and went to work on his garden. At one point he ran up to 
me and exclaimed that he wished he could film me naked there, to which 
I did not respond. At another point, he handed me a basket and told me 
to gather nuts and berries. While my anger mounted, my fears slowly s u b  
sided, as I reahzed that he was deeply immersed in his own fintasy world, 
so self-involved that it hardly needed my participation. I waited for him to 
finish his playacting, and then told him to take me to the closest train sta- 
tion, which he did, but not without grabbing me and ripping my shirt as I 
got out of his car. 

I got back to my apartment safely. I was not physically harmed, but I 
was profoundly disturbed by what I had witnessed. The ethnographic film- 
maker whose fime rested on his depictions of "traditional" Afiican societ- 
ies had projected his racist fintasies onto me for his own pleasure. What I 
thought I was, how I saw myself-that was irrelevant. Never had I seen so 
clearly what my physical presence could spark in the imagination of an ag- 
ing colonialist pervert. 

The memory of that ethnographic filmmaker's gaze haunted me for years, 
to the point that I began to wonder if I had become paranoid. But I, having 
watched behavior only slightly more discreet than his 6om behind the bars of 
our cage, can reassure myself that I am not. Those are the moments when I 
am glad that there are real bars there. Those are also the times when, even 
though I know I can get out of the cage, I can never quite escape. 
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 The Ethnographic Burlesque

 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

 The Couple in the Cage restages repudiated modes of ethnographic knowledge

 and display. The flyer announcing the video explicitly positions the staging in

 tabloid terms by faking the front page of the fictional Natural Enquirer. Indeed,

 the "ghosts of history" that the piece unleashes are still palpable in tabloids and

 tourism, which can be said to be "museums" of repudiated anthropological

 knowledge, as is The Couple in the Cage. Rather than offering a critique of con-

 temporary (or even modern) ethnographic theory and practice, The Couple in

 the Cage uses the ethnographic burlesque in the service of a shameful ethnol-

 ogy, practices associated with the early history of ethnographic writing and dis-

 play and with popular entertainment.' Before the advent of public museums,

 such displays were largely in the hands of commercial showmen, who com-

 bined edification and amusement in various ratios (Altick 1978).
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 In The Couple in the Cage, those on display have staged themselves. That

 they are not what they appear to be is also part of the history of such exhibits.

 The foreign villages at world's fairs included not only performers from Tur-

 key, Egypt, Ireland, and Germany, among others, but also college students,

 immigrants, and other employees, who stood in for Turks, Egyptians, Irish,

 and Germans. Not always, but not infrequently, those who exhibited and

 those who were exhibited were one and the same. In other words, both The

 Couple in the Cage and recent writing on primitivism more generally

 (Marianna Torgovnik's Gone Primitive [I990] is a case in point) have tended to

 simplify, in the spirit of repudiation, such "othering" practices. Repudiation

 is, however, constitutive of these othering practices, right from the start. I

 would therefore identify the theatricality of The Couple in the Cage as a "re-

 hearsal of culture," to cite Steven Mullaney, and suggest that it is a double re-

 hearsal. While The Couple in the Cage purports to rehearse a putative

 ethnographic reality, what it actually rehearses is a mode of encounter. Audi-

 ences assuming the former get caught in the latter.

 Like tourism, tabloids are a kind of "museum" of outmoded

 understandings, including anthropological ones. In their pages,

 an epistemological atavism converges with an historically

 formed iconography of the unconscious.

 But first, an explanation of "rehearsal of culture." During the royal entry

 into Rouen of Henry II in I550, Brazilian villages stocked with Native

 Americans for the occasion and supplemented with appropriately attired

 Frenchmen were the scene of a mock siege and French triumph. Mullaney's

 analysis of this event focuses not so much on its re-creation as on its erasure:

 "The ethnographic attention and knowledge displayed at Rouen was genuine,

 amazingly thorough, and richly detailed; the object, however, was not to un-

 derstand Brazilian culture but to perform it, in a paradoxically self-consuming

 fashion" (Mullaney 1983:48). He argues further that the interest in Brazilian

 culture displayed at Rouen served "ritual rather than ethnological ends, and

 the rite involved is one ultimately organized around the elimination of its

 own pretext." Such performances, he continues, are rehearsals, in the legal

 sense of the term, and are to be understood within a dramaturgy of power

 that first exhibits what it "consigns to oblivion" (48, 49, 52). Not only cul-

 ture, but also art is subject to this regime, as can be seen in the Nazi Entartete

 Kunst (Degenerate Art) exhibition in Munich in I937.

 As Mona Ozouf demonstrates in her landmark book, Festivals and the French

 Revolution (1988), the Revolution entailed not only the rejection of the old

 cultural order, but also the systematic creation of a new regime of social expe-

 rience. This process produced what Ozouf calls a "shameful ethnology"

 (1988:218). An instrument of the Revolution's "repressive militantism" (223),

 negative accounts of traditional practices measured the success of the Revolu-

 tion in eradicating what it repudiated and the rebellious potential of what per-

 sisted. The process of negating cultural practices reverses itself once it has

 succeeded in archaizing the "errors." The very term "folklore" marks a trans-

 formation of errors into archaisms and their transvaluation once they are safe

 for collection, preservation, exhibition, study, and even nostalgia and revival.

 The World-Folklore Park planned for Guangzhou, China, is clearly in this

 mode: visitors are invited to "enjoy the splendour of the world's folklore by
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 way of direct participation in the exotic life of people with outlandish customs

 and habits" (World-Folklore Theme Park I996).

 The notion of an exhibition foreclosing what it shows is a reason why such

 displays are sites of disidentification. For example, reformers of Judaism in the

 early Igth century wrote in the mode of shameful ethnology under the rubric

 "Gallery of Obnoxious Abuses, Shocking Customs, and Absurd Ceremonies

 of the Jews" in an effort to distance their Jewish readers from their current

 practices through admonishment that rehearsed what it consigned to oblivion.

 By the mid-Igth century, the ethnographic burlesque in Yiddish literature as-

 sumed a reader who could identify with the author's satirical rendering of an

 outmoded way of life and, soon thereafter, a reader who would share the

 author's sense of loss (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1990).

 What readers of such literature and visitors to such exhibits discover are the

 outtakes of colonization and absorption, reform and revolution, moderniza-

 tion and development. In this way, Catholic Europe became a source of fasci-

 nation for Protestants eager to see what the Reformation had repudiated.

 Zones of repudiation, where the outtakes of a cultural editing process are to

 be found, form a geniza of sorts, a place for keeping what has been discarded.

 Such processes create a large domain of cultural trash, which returns as

 parody, "folklore," or even "heritage." Display enables playful participation in

 a zone of repudiation once it has been insulated from the possibility of anyone

 going native. I take this argument up at length in Destination Culture (I998).

 The Couple in the Cage shifts the locus of repudiation and admonishment

 from the "other" to the practices of othering. It does so through a process of

 entrapment enabled by two principles: first, the suspension of disbelief,

 whereby the audience is licensed to "play along" with the act; and second, the

 pleasure of confusion, whereby audiences already familiar with performance

 art are prepared to enjoy what they do not understand. Some may be said to

 "buy in" to the staging without realizing it, while others protest, whether

 they align themselves with the artists or object to the violence of the piece on

 the audience. As Diana Taylor so nicely shows, the video completes the pro-

 cess by explicitly reframing the piece to include the audiences at the live

 events and to show the piece thus reframed to new video audiences. The

 video makes explicit what was implicit in the live event, namely that the in-

 stallation staged the viewer in ways that were unstable and untenable, as Tay-

 lor so cogently argues.

 The Couple in the Cage does not engage contemporary ethnog-

 raphy, but rather mines the popular "museums" of its repudi-

 ated ideas and procedures.

 Were The Couple in the Cage purely didactic, an encounter group exercise

 in consciousness-raising, it would belong in the manuals for diversity work-

 shops. An indictment of Wester stereotypes of "primitive" peoples, the per-

 formance mode is closer to the Natural Enquirer than it is to ethnography,

 notwithstanding recent literary takes on primitivism in art and anthropology,

 which have dehistoricized ethnographic practices, a point to which I will re-

 turn. As for the Natural Enquirer, it is an appropriate locus for uncertainty.

 Tabloids, particularly of the supermarket variety (some of them are actually

 send-ups too), operate at (and beyond) the threshold of credulity. They acti-

 vate not only the "will to believe" but also the "suspension of disbelief." Like
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 tourism, tabloids are a kind of "museum" of outmoded understandings, in-

 cluding anthropological ones. In their pages, an epistemological atavism con-

 verges with a historically formed iconography of the unconscious. But with a

 critical difference-tabloids and tourism operate in relation to other kinds of

 knowledge, not in their absence, which is what makes The Couple in the Cage

 so disturbing. To buy into this performance at face value, when one should

 know better, is to fail dramatically. To "play along" with its subversiveness-

 to accept the donn6e and act out the role of gullible viewer that is already

 scripted by the performance-is to test the moral limits of theatrical represen-

 tation. What distinguishes The Couple in the Cage from a sermon is precisely,

 as Taylor points out, the impossibility of an appropriate reaction. There is no

 tenable audience position.

 In staging repudiated forms of ethnographic interest, knowledge, and dis-

 play, The Couple in the Cage is actually closer to contemporary anthropology,

 which also operates in a critical mode, examines its own past, deconstructs its

 practices, experiments with its theory and methods, questions the production

 and nature of anthropological knowledge, and insists that anthropologists be

 accountable to those they study. The Couple in the Cage does not engage con-

 temporary ethnography, but rather mines the popular "museums" of its repu-

 diated ideas and procedures. However, neither the artists nor their critics

 clearly articulate this point. It is 15 years since Johannes Fabian (1983) illumi-

 nated "how anthropology makes its object" through the peculiar temporalities

 of ethnographic writing. In that time, the possibilities and limits of "writing

 culture" and creating "objects of ethnography" have been set out repeatedly

 (Clifford I988, Clifford and Marcus I986, Marcus and Fischer 1986,

 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett I99I). Anthropology's colonial history has been thor-

 oughly explicated and is firmly in the consciousness of scholars working today.

 But, critiques from outside of the discipline have tended to reduce all of

 anthropology to a preoccupation with the primitive body. For example, Mar-

 garet Mead's most ambitious project was not dedicated to the Balinese or the

 Samoans, but to immigrants in New York City, and to the study of personal-

 ity and culture. The Columbia University Research in Contemporary Cul-

 tures project of the 1940S was funded by the Office of Naval Research at the

 end of World War II to the tune of about $250,000. Hallmarks of the project

 included, first, the inclusion of members of the community under study on

 the research team; second, the requirement that the anthropologists also ex-

 amine themselves and their relationship to their subject; and third, in the case

 of the Jewish research group, that they write a book which their subjects

 would read and in which they would recognize themselves, with pride, in the

 wake of the Holocaust (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1995).

 As for Claude Levi-Strauss and for that matter Bronislaw Malinowski, their

 concerns were not the "'primitive' body as object," but rather forms of social

 organization, worldview, values, personhood, and ways of being in the world.

 This is not to suggest that this work is without its problems or beyond critique

 but only that this and related work has been folded into a general critique of a

 repudiated anthropology of the primitive. Nor, as far as museums are concerned,

 are the shards and fragments they show restricted to the victims of colonial

 power. They also feature the "treasures" of antiquity-Mesopotamian, Egyptian,

 Greek, Roman, Chinese, Indian, Christian, etc.-which are also fragments, no

 less than the "objects of ethnography." What distinguishes ancient fragments

 from ethnographic objects is how the fragments were formed, that is, the man-

 ner of detachment.

 Because the terms of The Couple in the Cage-colonialism, primitivism, sav-

 agery, exoticism-are so overdetermined and the performance itself so over
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 the top, the challenge is to find a way of commenting on it (and on the

 reframing of it that includes the audience and the documentation of their re-

 sponse) without simply restating the critique it has already incorporated into

 itself. After all, The Couple in the Cage is not a sermon, and outmoded ethno-

 graphic understandings (alive and well in tabloids and tourism) are an easy tar-

 get. Whatever its problems, the Museum of the American Indian also surprises

 the visitor-not through making viewers complicit in a retrograde colonial

 scenario staged by unruly "natives," but by taking charge of the museum it-

 self. A now largely Native American staff controls what is shown and how. In

 one show, labels were signed, and there was more than one label for each ob-

 ject. Those who wrote the labels identified themselves by name, profession,

 and tribe (in the case of Native Americans). Photographs were rarely if ever

 identified, a comment in itself about their status in the exhibition-they are

 about, but not by, those they represent. What visitors discovered in these gal-

 leries is what the objects on display mean to Native Americans today, and not

 what many were expecting and disappointed not to find, namely, a recon-

 struction of the lost contexts of extant objects. While not without its own

 problems, this is how this museum addressed the historic foreclosures of eth-

 nographic exhibitions that the collection itself exemplifies.

 The contrast is useful, not to rank the two cases, but rather to offer several

 contexts for considering The Couple in the Cage. First, this piece was part of a

 larger project, Year of the White Bear. This project included, among other ele-

 ments, a museum installation, within which the video was shown. Second, be-

 sides the shameful list of ethnographic exhibits that Coco Fusco provides in

 "The Other History of Intercultural Performance," there are, as just suggested,

 serious efforts on the part of anthropologists and museums to address that his-

 tory. Third, there is the legacy of ethnographic forgeries-the Guatinaui fic-

 tion is not the first. One of the most celebrated "crimes of writing" was

 George Psalmanazar's totally invented ethnography of Formosa, written in the

 I8th century (Stewart 1991). In our period, Carlos Castenada comes to mind,

 to say nothing of Barnum's tricks in his Igth-century museum. Fourth, there

 are contemporary artists who are engaged in similar interventions-the instal-

 lations of Pep6n Osorio and Renee Green, respectively, Fred Wilson's Mining

 the Museum (an installation at the Maryland Historical Society in I993), and the

 Akko Theatre Centre's Arbeit macht Frei are some examples.

 Finally, The Couple in the Cage is neither a serious ethnographic display nor a

 fake ethnographic display, however much it used dissimulation and "reverse

 ethnography," as Fusco puts it. It is a provocation, and the genre, for want of a

 better term, is performance art. While Fusco and Guillermo G6mez-Pefia

 documented the responses of audiences to their "reverse ethnography," it could

 be said that audiences that behaved "inappropriately" or offensively were re-

 sponding to "performance art," something new for many of them. They fell

 into two traps and mistook a provocation for an invitation. This is yet another

 indication that the power of the piece is in the many ways it staged its audi-

 ences. In the guise of ethnographic display, Fusco and G6mez-Pefia have sub-

 jected (even abjected) themselves to induce a homeopathic cure for the colonial

 disease afflicting their viewers. For those who had not previously been exposed

 to performance art, this event also served as an inoculation.

 Note

 i. Coco Fusco provides a chronology that starts in 1493 with an Arawak brought back to

 Spain by Columbus and ends with the Ubangis at the Ringling Circus in 1931 and "a

 black woman midget" at the Minnesota State Fair in 1992 (1994:I46-47).
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DELLA POLLOCK

Moving histories: performance
and oral history

Oral history studies are fed by many research streams, including folklore,
memory studies, trauma studies, anthropology, psychology, communication
studies, critical cultural studies, and, increasingly, performance studies, rais-
ing the critical question: how do performance analytics change our under-
standing of and approach to experience narrative (oral history, life history,
stories of collective experience)?

Performance and narrative

In the late 1970s, after the publication of Richard Bauman’s landmark
“Verbal Art as Performance,” folklore/vernacular studies attended more
vigorously to processes of transmission, shifting the focus of study from
the re-presentation of verbal art as fact (or artifact) to the rehearsal of
site-specific interaction identified as performance.1 This shift relied on
Bauman’s four criteria: competency (demonstrable skill or status as a story-
teller); intensity (the sense of a special time, space, and ways of seeing and
knowing experience to which performance indicators “key” in audiences);
emergence (the unpredictable and uncontrollable shape, affect, and out-
comes of time-space aesthetics); and changing structures of social relations
(immediate changes among participants heralding change on a larger scale
“as if” by proxy). Bauman positioned performance as a critical frame that
illumined the authority, reflexivity, and transformative power of some art
acts. Thus Bauman encouraged us to answer the persistent question, what is
performance?, by asking instead: in what ways is it useful to call a particular
act or set of interactions “performance”?

In his 1988 Story, Performance, and Event, Bauman built on his early
work by distinguishing between the narrated event (what is told of the
past) and the narrating event (the telling of it in the present). Reading this
as a conventional distinction between content and form, text and perfor-
mance, however, tends to misidentify performance with “event” and fails to
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appreciate the tripartite configuration of story, performance, event. To the
contrary, Bauman offers a nominal heuristic that advances the inextricabil-
ity of the saying and the said and favors performance as the living tissue that
connects story and event in tenuous processes of meaning-making.

Barbara Myerhoff made a comparably significant intervention in anthro-
pology, also in the late 1970s, with the publication of Number Our Days.
Conducting fieldwork at “home,” bringing the anthropological quest to the
threshold of her own identity, Myerhoff found herself in the midst of shifting
subject-subject relations. As a result, the book attends not only to cultural
performances – the enactment in rites, rituals, and ceremonies of normative
values and selves – but also to embedded performances of culture: the pro-
cesses by which normative values and selves are made, even minutely crafted.
Focusing on the power of life review and narration to draw an element of
coherence (if not exactly order) out of chaos, and to establish a personal and
social ethos, Myerhoff concludes with a claim for homo narrans, defining
humanity by a need to narrate as keen as the need to eat or sleep.2 For
Myerhoff, narrative-making is self-making. In his preface to the book, the
anthropologist Victor Turner hails Myerhoff’s insistence on homo narrans,
later substituting for it a resounding claim for homo performans.3

Performance-centered culture

By the late 1980s, the confluence of Richard Bauman and Barbara
Myerhoff with work in sociology (C. L. R. James, James Scott), anthro-
pology (James Clifford, James Fernandez, Renato Rosaldo, Michael Taus-
sig, Victor Turner), folklore (Dell Hymes, Dennis Tedlock), critical cultural
studies/theory (Frantz Fanon, Mikhail Bakhtin, Jacques Derrida), linguistics
(J. L. Austin), theatre studies (Richard Schechner), and performance studies
(Dwight Conquergood, Kristin Langellier, and Eric Peterson) was making
a crashing wave of what has been called a “performative turn.” Narra-
tive trails through this turn as both a problem and a possibility. Bauman
enlists the power of narrative transmission for social change. In Myerhoff
the possibility of telling a story avails being of becoming. For both, narrative
performance – telling the told, storying storied lives – is a pivotal practice
of cultural crisis. Myerhoff, Bauman, and Turner anticipate and influence
Conquergood’s claim on storied knowledge:

Knowledge is not stored in storytelling so much as it is enacted, reconfigured,
tested, and engaged by imaginative summonings and interpretive replays of
past events in the light of present situations and struggles. Active and emergent,
instead of abstract and inert, narrative knowing recalls and recasts experience
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into meaningful signposts and supports for ongoing action. The recountal is
always an encounter, often full of risk. The storyteller struggling for contingent
truths – “situated knowledges” – is more exposed and vulnerable than the
scientist in pursuit of covering laws and grand theory.4

Conquergood largely abandons expressivist and realist models of narra-
tive. Stories do not reveal or refer to a given world or body of knowledge.
They subsume their referents in a re-creative, spatio/temporal “encounter.”
Accordingly, they are as powerful as they are precarious; knowledge per se
is dissolved into contested rhetorics of narrative knowing.

Conquergood draws on and contributes to a performance-centered
approach to culture more broadly, an approach that emphasizes core pat-
terns of repetition enacted in re-presentation, re-creation, and re-cognition.
As Homi Bhabha has famously noted, in its repetitions culture is “almost
the same but not quite.”5 A performative culture is immanently on the
edge of becoming otherwise. It relies for its vitality on the variable rep-
etition that threatens its stability and disrupts the authority of origins –
or first stories, foundational premises, original referents.6 Accordingly, not
only does narrative knowledge become subject to narrative knowing but, as
Allen Feldman argues, “the whole semiotic relation of legitimation to the
concept of origination falls into crisis. Legitimation becomes performative
and therefore contingent.”7 A performance-centered approach to culture
displaces narrative into practice; defines practice by repetition; finds in the
unstable aesthetics of repetition an ethics and politics of possibility; and ulti-
mately then shifts culture itself into the subjunctive register of what if, as if,
could be.

Oral history performance

How does oral history figure in such a scenario? Oral history began primar-
ily as a method, enabled by the technological innovation and popularization
of the tape recorder. Historical researchers first introduced the tape recorder
in the 1930s, seeking to supplement archives with otherwise unrecorded
materials. In the early 1960s scholars such as Paul Thompson began to dis-
cern the radically democratizing potential of oral history, and the possibility
not only of filling gaps in official records but also expanding those records to
include the stories of people and experiences (labor, strikes, race relations,
gendered work, immigration) buried under or excluded from histories of
conquest: histories of people who, in effect, lacked papers.8 Lacking such
records, historians were at a loss to verify memory-based claims. The “new”
oral history consequently presented political and methodological challenges,
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requiring historians largely to forgo validation by prior, textual remains; to
shift from a text- to subject-centric history; and to give unprecedented favor
to perspective and perception.

The terms of historical understanding changed in turn from validity to
value, from demonstrative (or evidentiary) to the kind of narrative truth
that Trinh T. Minh-ha proclaims:

Literature and history once were/still are stories: this does not necessarily mean
that the space they form is undifferentiated, but that this space can articulate
on a different set of principles, one which may be said to stand outside the
hierarchical realm of facts. On the one hand, each society has its own politics
of truth; on the other hand, being truthful is being in the in-between of all
regimes of truth.9

This entailed investigating the nature of the subject, pursuing a question that
concerns many poststructural theorists but that, in the context of oral his-
tory, has a peculiarly performative valence. Who speaks? What difference
does speaking make? To what extent is the much heralded agency of the
speaker conditioned by prior speech acts? To whom does his or her story
belong? In turn, oral historians began to grapple with the power dynam-
ics intrinsic to the ethnohistorical “encounter,” asking, for instance, how
does the performance of the past in the present shape and make historical
subjectivity?

As early as 1982, in his important inquiry into the social in oral history,
Samuel Schrager displaced the foundational appeal of the “individual” story
authorized and defined by relation to “experience,” locating oral history
instead in an ongoing history of dialogic relations.10 According to Schrager,
“personal narrative” is something of a misnomer, encouraging us not only
to distinguish between the personal and the collective, but to consider the
“personal” a kind of endzone of narrative creation. In his view the individual
is a teller whose telling is part of a preexisting and unfolding narrative
environment. For Feldman, the subject of oral history is always already a
political subject. She is the subject of the histories she recounts:

In a political culture the self that narrates speaks from a position of having
been narrated and edited by others – by political institutions, by concepts of
historical causality, and possibly by violence. The narrator speaks because this
agent is already the recipient of narratives in which he or she has been inserted
as a political subject. The narrator writes himself into an oral history because
the narrator has already been written and subjected to powerful inscriptions.11

For both Schrager and Feldman, the narrator of oral histories is neither
an authority-by-experience nor a free agent of historical construction but a
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moving figure of dialogical (and violent) histories. The body of their nar-
rative, and their embodiment of it, marks and is marked by a forcefield of
relationality.

Accordingly, a performance-centered account of oral history understands
the oral history as a critical repetition among repetitions; liminal truth – truth
storied “in the in-between of all regimes of truth” – as at least complementary
to “the hierarchical realm of facts” conventionally favored by the social
sciences; the teller as authorized by prior tellings; and the interviewer as
directly implicated in a narrative environment that precedes, surrounds, and
defines his or her conversations.

In practice this means that the interviewer-as-audience member becomes
the measure of the micropolitics and ethics enacted at the relational nadir of
the interview process. His or her story is a reflexive account of tactical and
sensuous dynamics that embody, in miniature, history working itself out in
narrative interaction, on, through, and by interview participants. Already in
a conversation begun long before they brought a microphone to the table,
the interviewer shares authority with her interview partners, with all the
weight of complicity that may entail.12 Accordingly, the subjunctive qual-
ity of telling “true stories,” or discovering in dialogue connections between
what could have been and what could be, slips into a normative frame-
work in which possibility becomes potentiality, and what should have been
becomes what should be. Being “in” dialogue thus means engaging in an
ethics of thought and relation that may in turn mean intervening in cycles of
repetition materialized in performance,13 and assuming response-ability14

for the ways in which the story the interviewer-become-narrator tells serves
“the in-between of all regimes of truth.”

Kate Willink, for instance, reperforms the discourses of whiteness that are
themselves replayed in stories told by Mr. Alder, the first white teacher in a
previously all-black high school in an eastern North Carolina county after
the Brown v. Board of Education decision mandated school desegregation.
In their conversation Mr. Alder eventually arrives at a story about how
he “fit in” at the all-black high school: “I guess I fit in because I played
basketball. And I brought my [adult] team to play the black high school one
time.” The game proves to be of a magnitude no one could have predicted.
Almost despite himself, Mr. Alder regales its explosive, erotic energy:

Black against white: we were allllll white. They were allllll
black. We were all older. They were high school boys.
. . .
You cannot believe this game. If there has ever been an outstanding
game ever played in Camden County, it was that night that we played
them! . . .
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Those boys were unbelievable that night. I had watched ’em play . . .
I remember one time I think we went six minutes, nobody missed
a shot. I kept on.
I said, “We’re playing the best I’ve ever seen us play,” but I said,
“These boys are . . .” (he doesn’t complete his sentence).
They wanted to beat us so bad.
We won the game on almost a half court shot at the end of
the game . . . The score was a 150–149.
. . .
Those blacks came out and just hugged us (pause) because they
enjoyed the game.15

Mr. Alder’s story rehearses the larger-than-life athletic and cultural dramas
in which, as Willink notes, “‘communities engaged the tensions, possibilities,
and contradictions of the world around them’.” Willink is a captive witness:

Listening to Mr. Alder, I am captivated by the back and forth of the game,
including six minutes during which “nobody missed a shot.” Mr. Alder remem-
bers a powerful moment in which an historically divided community came
together in a grand show of intimate contact: what was probably the first time
some members of the white and black communities ever hugged each other in
public.

Mr. Alder quickly cools the narrative heat. As Willink notes, his next com-
ment initially seems a non sequitur: “But they’re [black people] just as nice
as they could be. I had a lady – I still think a lot of her today. She was a
cafeteria manager – she always filled my plate up. I said, ‘Miss Hall, you
made me start gaining weight, you know that?’ I joke – (We laugh).” As
Willink observes,

At a second glance, Mr. Alder’s humor does more than calm the emotional
volatility of the basketball game. It completely puts aside all the radicalness of
the scene – a voluntary desegregation of blacks and whites in intimate physical
contact, sharing a common passion for the game of basketball. With Mr.
Alder’s joke about the cafeteria manager and his gaining weight, he separates
blacks and whites again – literally by a cafeteria line – into their “proper”
places. Thus the joke releases the tension of the moment and its transgressive
possibility dissipates. He returns us with laughter to a normative place where
“they” are “nice,” perform menial labor, are safely divided by service and
consumption roles, and literally serve the white man exceedingly well.16

In the course of telling “his” story of desegregation, Mr. Alder relies on con-
ventional narrative structures, such as the joke, and customary discourse,
such as the cafeteria-line banter, to secure white privilege, even as he chal-
lenges its preeminence in the school structure. Playing this out, among other
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elemental contradictions, Willink discerns the controlling performativities of
race – the recurrence of racial privilege in a narrative performance otherwise
dedicated to dramatizing its collapse – that govern Mr. Alder’s performances
of masculinity, authority, and “fit” in the high school, the community at
large, and the interview schema.

Mr. Alder performs the tactical, narrative work of exercising agency over
histories of raced embodiment. In Rivka Eisner’s encounter with co Dinh,
a former political prisoner in Vietnam during the Vietnam War, the com-
plexities of embodiment overwhelm narrative structure and agency. Eisner
relates a scene of interaction in co Dinh’s home in Ho Chi Minh City in
which co Dinh was reluctant to speak. Co Dinh had previously, insistently
referred Eisner to other women she felt were more appropriate bearers of
war and revolutionary history – until she apparently could no longer resist
the compulsion to tell. Eisner recounts an eruption of words that, even as
they poured forth, fell away against co Dinh’s re-presentation of a bullet
wound – a scarred gouge in her upper thigh. The first words recorded are
Eisner’s, as she speaks the scene to which she is now subject:

rivka: Scars, scars . . . oh!
She is pulling up her pant leg,
Oh!
Oh!
Oh, my god.
How did she get that?
It’s on the inside of her left leg.
Oh my –
Oh –

Co Dinh continues through the translator, Nhina:

co dinh/nhina: This leg is a bit shorter.
At that moment,
The, the ladies were on the street.
And they fire –
They shot –
And without doctor –
And they sent her to prison,
And it got worse.

Soon the three voices overlap. Co Dinh clutches her pant leg, now raised to
expose the upper thigh.

rivka: Oh.
co dinh/nhina: It got worse.

rivka: Oh –
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Eisner repeats the performance in an elaborated description of the primary
relations of which it is comprised:

Before Nhina and I can process what is happening, we are overtaken. My
conversations with the other veterans earlier today were not like this at all.
The women told carefully controlled narratives of daring missions, sorrowful
losses, patriotic resilience, defiant protests, leading to eventual success. One by
one, wearing pastel colored poly-blend pantsuits and sitting properly on the
couch, the women let me in on the presence of secrets without fully revealing
their substance. Co Dinh’s explosion could not be more different. This is
bloody. Violent. Emotionally volatile. This is a firestorm, not a story . . .

Trying to keep up with co Dinh’s rapid-fire pace, Nhina’s translation
echoes co Dinh’s urgency with compounding, additive phrases, “And they
fire – and without doctor – and they sent her to prison, and it got worse, it
got worse” . . . Co Dinh walks out of the kitchen toward me and Nhina. Hur-
riedly taking up her pant leg, she reveals first a bony knee and then the pale
skin of her thigh . . . Her fingers rest on the edge of a purplish gouge, about five
inches below her pubic bone . . . “Oh my –. Oh –.” What is that? “How did she
get that?” There was no warning. I am stunned . . . now there is no stopping,
no turning back. “Oh, my god,” I whisper . . . “They fire – they shot.” “Oh.
Oh –.” I stammer, caught off-guard by what is suddenly happening. Co Dinh’s
memories, dramatized in the place where bullets pierced her, are piercing me.17

Broken, shattered, even astructural, but powerful beyond control, co Dinh’s
words hijack Eisner’s subjectivity in a blast of co-performative reckoning.

In each of these instances, what is said is inseparable from the saying of it.
Indeed, understanding “what is said” would be sorely compromised without
understanding the complexities and complicities entailed in saying it. Co
Dinh’s memory act, and Eisner’s reiteration of it, suggests moreover that
performance may exceed story and event in meaning, affect, and political
implication. Similarly, even as Mr. Alder reiterates master codes, he not only
reveals their effect on the past but renews their defining arc in the present.

In the saying, the teller is told. The teller enacts a historical self. The
past asserts itself through him or her in narrative. The stories each tells
are replete with master codes and cultural histories of mastery. While each
articulates past and present in the relational drama of teller and listener, each
also reiterates the claims of the past on his or her embodied subjectivity.
Co Dinh is seized by history; Mr. Alder tries to settle himself – and his
listeners – into its provisional comforts.

In each case, the interview is as much a scene of repetition as it is of poten-
tial rupture. The listener compels the teller’s re-creative agency. The teller
recruits the listener into affirmation and reciprocal investment. The nego-
tiation of the past and present – and concomitant possibilities for continuity
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and change – are embodied in the interaction of the teller and listener as
correspondent subjects paradoxically connected by gendered, raced, class,
and national difference.

Witnessing

What happens when the intersubjection of the listener becomes a perfor-
mance in its own right? When the listener becomes a witness to what she has
heard? In the turn toward what Conquergood has called “co-performative
witnessing,”18 the listener enacts her dialogical transformation ideally not by
“becoming” the teller mimetically but by doubling the teller’s subjectivity in
the performance of her own. Understood in this way, the performance of oral
history becomes a critique of defining discourses; a poeisis of mutual change;
a reparative intervention; and a translation of the relationship between the
teller and listener into that between multiple listeners across boundaries of
time and place, such that all are induced into performing a new/renewed
ethic of imagination and action.

The performance of oral history is a repetition. Any given performance
therefore will/must be “almost the same but not quite.” While some repeti-
tions of “what is told” enlist tellers in staged retellings of their histories,19

most shift the burden of account to primary and secondary listeners (those
who heard a teller’s account “firsthand” – body-to-body, and those who
heard it from or by means of a primary listener). Accordingly, the possibil-
ities for variation increase and the dangers of appropriation, assimilation,
even annihilation of the primary teller become acute. In the performance
of oral history, repetition belongs to an “other,” raising the critical ques-
tions: what does it mean to “own” a story and who has the right to tell it?
Does repetition in performance by another take away the teller’s history and
betray his or her trust?

Within the frame of a performative culture, the oral history is itself a
repetition without stable origins. It is a form of cultural currency that flows
among participants. As such, it does not “belong” to any one teller. Its
vitality lies in exchange, at the dialogical intersection of teller and listener.
This is not to diminish the risks of even unintentionally exploiting the vul-
nerability of a teller. It is to emphasize a horizontal rather than vertical
economy of performance. In a horizontal economy, a performance of oral
history is a tale told alongside another.20 It enacts the intersubjection of
interview partners, and their mutual becoming in the fraught negotiation
of subjectivity, temporality, memory, imagination, and history. It does not
disown the “original” teller, though it does elaborate the displacement of
what is ostensibly his or her story into the co-relation of multiple others. The
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teller is thus doubly burdened – and enabled – by the teller’s and an other’s
histories.

This doubleness defines Emily Mann’s project. Variously based on oral
histories, court transcripts, news accounts, and conversations, Mann insists
that her plays – among them Still Life (1981), Execution of Justice (1986),
and Greensboro – a Requiem (1996) – are documentaries. With regard to
the documentary style of Still Life, a dramatization of conversations with
a Vietnam veteran, his wife, and his lover, Mann has said, “Perhaps one
could argue about the accuracy of the people’s interpretations of events,
but one cannot deny that these are actual people describing actual events
as they saw and understood them.” The play is a documentary in that, as
representation, it paradoxically certifies the reality of a prior performance –
“actual people describing actual events.” It is also a documentary because
it transfers Mann’s listening experience to audience members: “The play
is also a personal document . . . Each character struggles with his traumatic
memory of events and the play as a whole is my traumatic memory of their
accounts. The characters speak directly to the audience so that the audience
can hear what I heard, experience what I experienced.”21 Mann conveys
both the violence her interviewees witnessed and the violence committed by
witnessing: she was cut through by her interview partners’ accounts. She
relays a version of that wounding to audiences.22

It is important to distinguish here between what might be called event-
based and performance-based trauma. The latter emerges in repetition.
Mann describes herself as having been traumatized by her interviewees’
memory acts. Hearing about the violence they suffered, what she knew or
did not know about the war, violence, and their impact on the intimacies of
daily life was thrown into crisis. Doubling their traumatic memories in the
performance of her own, she transfers an affective correlate to the narrative
truth embodied by “actual people describing actual events” – what might
be called narrative pain – to audience members.

In this case, the circulation of trauma comes with the hope that it will
prompt “examination and self-examination,” or critique and reflexivity, and
lead to the kind of understanding that will allow us to “come out the other
side.”23 Mann projects traumatic recovery. Rather than repetition of the
same or recursive wounding, the play performs co-witnessing. It redoubles
her interviewees’ memory acts in her own, testifying at once to “actual
people describing actual events as they saw and understood them,” and the
possibility for recreating the conditions of historical trauma.

More recent, popular reckonings with witnessing feature the interviewer
in a kind of mise en scène of listening. The interviewer is not implied in
the relation between “characters” and audience members but enacted in,
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for instance, the restless co-habitation of multiple interviewees in Anna
Deavere Smith’s own body (Fires in the Mirror, Twilight – Los Angeles)
or the staged encounters between investigating members of the Tectonic
Theater Company and the residents of Laramie, Wyoming, in The Laramie
Project.24 Rather than receiving a report of “what happened,” audiences
are engaged in the preconditions of critical witness: the shared reflexivity
and performative, peculiarly subjunctive ethic characterized by wondering
how could this have happened? how does it happen? could it happen again?
how could things be otherwise? For witness/practitioners, the question then
becomes: can staging oral histories bring performativity and performance
into such intense collision that comfortable, discursive repetitions burn up
in repetition-beyond-the-same? And how does or might the performance of
witness mobilize this beyond?

Performing into the beyond

To the extent that a given performance of oral history performances involves
rigorous doubling, it shifts and expands Bauman’s primary terms of verbal
art as performance with which we began:

1. The authority of the performer rests in his or her display of competency
or management of performance skills, typically the special property of
designated storytellers or performer historians. In oral history as/in per-
formance, competency as cultural authority to tell is not determined
by cultural role, class, or virtuosity but rather is achieved as a matter
of “ordinary” relational investment and risk. No account is singular.
Exercising multiply-shared authority thus mobilizes an ethical relation
“essential to the determination of agency and the possibility of hope.”25

2. For Bauman, it was the particular prerogative of performance to offer to
its participants “a special . . . heightened intensity of communicative inter-
action which binds the audience to the performer in a way that is specific
to performance as a mode of communication.” When this happens, “the
performer gains a measure of prestige and control over the audience.”26 In
recent oral history practice (epitomized in such broadcast/digital innova-
tions as NPR’s StoryCorps and the lesser known www.voicethread.com)
agency is ordinary; hierarchical “control” is dispersed into widespread
possibilities for enhancing experience by knowing it through telling it, or
through the vernacular aesthetics of historical re-creation.

3. Bauman claimed that in verbal art, performance meanings or messages
do not preexist performance but flow from it in contingent, contextual
concert, including, as Cheryl Mattingly argues, that between a patient and
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a clinician. For Mattingly, the disconsolate liminality of the patient in life
trauma is a stage for co-producing at least barely imaginable narrative
futures. In contrast to Myerhoff, Mattingly insists that “coherence is
not, perhaps, the most significant thing narrative offers to the afflicted
or their healers.”27 For Mattingly, the work of co-creating a compelling
therapeutic plot has less to do with coherence than with desire. She
thus displaces narrative into a tentative play of dialogue between patient
and healer that promises, she argues, “powerful therapeutic plots [that]
may foster hope by pointing toward some new telos when old directions
are no longer intelligible.” Still, resolved to the continually emerging
and radically contingent qualities of any one performance among many,
Mattingly notes that “this new telos is always in suspense.”28

4. Considering the qualities of competency, intensity, and emergence,
Bauman argues for the power of performance to change structures of
social relations. Many scholars and practitioners have relied on the per-
formance of oral history to achieve social change by “breaking silence,”
amplifying previously unheard voices, and/or entering new stories into
the historical record.

But what happens when “behind” the silence is a regressive history of more
silence? Or when narrative memory has been stalled by historical trauma?

As Sonja Kuftinec’s work in Mostar, a city in an “area now referred to
as an absence: ‘the former Yugoslavia,’” suggests, the objects of witness
may be so haunted by absence that testimony loses direct reference. Bear-
ing witness folds into spectral performativity. Mostar is a ghost town, a
figment of “ethnic cleansing”: “The spectre of destruction haunts recon-
struction, just as the ghost of presence haunts the absences in the urban
space. These absences, ‘empty’ spaces within the city, remain shadowed by
spectres of what-was-before and possible-futures-to-come, both engaging in
the politics of divisiveness within the city.”29 In this context, what remains
to the representational field is to remap the city, to regard the city itself as
a performance – a forbidding play of appearance and disappearance – in
order to create/recreate a habitus, a habitable space, a home. Working with
the community-based Cornerstone Theater Company, Kuftinec proceeds to
develop a performance based on anecdotes of youth living in the city, a
performance that refuses (impossible) nostalgia – that does not try to install
memory in the face of devastation but embodies everyday hauntings and the
constant, banal work of “negotiating meanings across divisions and through
fragments.”30

Kuftinec’s work raises the question of reparation, which Grace Cho puts
this way:
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How . . . does one seek reparations for something that is not remembered,
indeed is articulated in terms of a repeated failure to remember it? What is
being demanded, and of whom, when no party recognizes its offenses? What
can be repaired or restored when the violence of which reparations are being
sought has not yet come to an end?31

These questions drive Peru’s leading performance ensemble, Yuyachkani.
Yuyachkani rehearses broad-scale, collective trauma and transgenerational
memory, repeating history against denial and disappearance, for survival
and change. As Diana Taylor observes, “For Yuyachkani, performance is
not about going back, but about keeping alive. Its mode of transmission
is the repeat, the reiteration, the yet again of ‘performance’ . . . The remem-
bering was always past, present, and seemingly future.”32 Performances of
reparation and survival suggest a shift from oral history performance as doc-
umentary or testimonial to oral history performance as ethnokinesis.33 For
Victor Turner, reembodying cultural performances became a quintessen-
tial mode of understanding their significance in the field.34 The work to
which Kuftinec, Cho, and Yuyachkani, among so many others, put their
performances, moreover, insists on going beyond either study or certifi-
cation of a referential real toward embracing the representational real of
performance – and the power of performance to sustain, survive, compel,
install, and craft memory; not only to write culture (ethnography) but to
make and to move it beyond, especially, the spinning wheels of reiterative
violence.

This may happen at a local level, with the intent of instigating dialogue
about broadly contextual issues such as urban/natural disaster (for exam-
ple, Danielle Sears Vignes, Hang It Out to Dry: Katrina Spun Tales), mass
incarceration (Ashley Lucas, Doin’ Time: Through the Looking Glass),
lesbians in the military (Mercilee Jenkins, A Credit to Her Country) and
justice by execution (Deb Royals, Still . . . Life, An Exploration of a Killing
State). It may take the form of legal advocacy.35 It may also be community-
based, inviting community members to contribute primary materials and
artistry to the reimagination of collective and contested histories (for exam-
ple, Shannon Flattery, Touchable Stories;36 Robbie McCauley, Sugar). In
each case, these performances invoke what D. Soyini Madison calls a “pol-
itics of the near,”37 the intimacies entailed in bringing politics home to and
through the body, in remembering, art, and action.

In all these ways the performance of oral history rejects pity and fear,
the privatization of public concerns, and/or spectacular dramatization in
favor of critique, poeisis, intervention, and translation. In each of these
cases (very selectively cited here), performance goes beyond representation
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into transformation, beyond mirroring into witnessing and the translation
of response-ability. In each case, the shift in oral history that has made it
so troublesome to so many – the shift in emphasis from validity to value –
is elaborated in a shift in performance from certitude to ethics, from docu-
mentation of, for example, histories of violence to performance as the thing
itself, the site of inter/multisubjective relays of political concerns from which
we can no more avert our eyes than we can refuse our bodies. In sometimes
astoundingly beautiful forms, performers of the performance of oral history
double its force in their/our bodies, transferring narrative pain with narra-
tive truth, including audience members in a circuitry of affect and power
which may be built from ephemeral, fugitive memory but which will not
disappear. In the end, all that may remain to remembering is survival. It
may be deprived of all objects and even illusions of coherent events. But as
Shmuel, Myerhoff’s most despondent and reluctant participant, taught her,
a life, a whole people, may be wiped out as easily as one might erase a line of
writing. Even to the extent that writing “fixes,” it ends – it finishes off the life
lived, constituting for Shmuel a second death. So he lives, in between inscrip-
tion and erasure, struggling daily, hourly, not against his own death but the
death of memories, memories of others pierced through with irreparable
senselessness. So, against every desire and reason, he remembers. So perfor-
mance persists beyond the archive and the recorded life into the necessary,
public reckonings of ethnokinesis.
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Chapter 3

Going Home Ain’t Always Easy:
Ethnography and the Politics of

Black Respectability 

E. Patrick Johnson

There is a well-known cliché that suggests, “Home is where the heart is.” For me,
this could not be truer, for although I currently live in the Midwest, my southern
roots are constantly showing. Since my move to Chicago from Durham, NC in 2000,
I have had the good fortune to meet and make many good friends. Indeed, many
of the friends that my partner and I have met over the past few years are also trans-
planted southerners who came “up South” because of a new job opportunity as 
I did, to try out “city” life besides Atlanta, to attend college, or to “escape” the 
South. Whatever our reasons for leaving the South, the South never left us. Whether
it’s that alien accent that emerges when talking to our parents over the phone, 
those small “country ways” that we hang on to no matter how “citified” we become,
or that longing for the soft spoken gentility whispered from the lips of elders that
can take the edge off of any stressful day, we are our region’s children. No amount
of migration will change that. I was reminded of this when I returned to the South
to conduct interviews with black gay men who were born, raised, and continue to
live in the South for my book, Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the South – An Oral
History (2008).

Listening to those men’s stories not only grounded me, but it also took me back
to divinely remembered places in my own history. They were telling my story while
narrating their own – stories that remind me of summertime in the foothills of
western North Carolina, when folks in my neighborhood sat on their porches and
spun stories for hours on end.

But going home ain’t always easy, especially if you are an openly gay, black south-
ern academic returning to do research on a population that, in some ways, wishes
to remain “hidden in plain sight.” Navigating the vast terrain of identity politics
within the context of a place like the South proved to be tricky, even though (or
perhaps especially because) I am a southerner. There were times when I betrayed
the codes of southern civility I had been brought up to believe were the proper way
to carry one’s self. At other times, however, my own politics and preconceived notions
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about what it means to be “out” forced me to confront the complexities of how
one’s “public” face is always already implicated in one’s private space. 

The point here is that the social mores of the South dictate a passive aggressive
stance toward any transgressive behavior, especially the activities, behaviors, and
indulgences that undermine its religious philosophies – e.g., drinking, gambling,
adultery, and homosexuality, to name a few. So rather than “disrespect” the
women of the house, men who gather to drink will do so outside on the back porch
and have the alcohol concealed in a paper bag or disguised in a soft drink can or
bottle; instead of doing “hard core” gambling like poker or the slot machine, many
southerners, especially women, will go to bingo night or surreptitiously buy a lotto
ticket; men and women who have a “friend” on the side are careful not to bring
any offspring from such extra-marital affairs around the “legitimate” children so
as not to “embarrass” the family; and homosexual liaisons between supposedly
“straight” men and known gay ones are handled similarly to any extra-marital affair:
it’s allowable as long as the indiscretion is not “flaunted.” For example, during one
of my visits to Tuscaloosa, Ann McCarthy, one of the people who helped me find
men to interview, actually called one of her neighbors who has been married to
the same woman for close to forty years and who has four sons, to inquire if he
would be interviewed for the book. His protestations (I could hear his raised voice
through the phone while I sat three feet away at Ann’s kitchen table eating her fried
chicken) that he is not gay did not faze Ann as she nonchalantly reminded him,
“Robert, why are you acting like you ain’t gay? Everybody know that you and June
Bug been carryin’ on for years, including Betty Sue.1 You know you need to come
on over here and talk to this child. He’s writin’ a book on gay men in the South.”
The “click” on the other end of the line did not faze her either, as she continued
to go through the phone book to find men whom she, and apparently the entire
community, “knew” were “that way.” 

Ann “outing” Robert transgresses the boundaries set between him, his lover, his
wife, and the community that established a complicity of silence about him and
June Bug “carryin’ on.” The gentility, acts of politesse, and complicity of silence around
taboo issues in southern tradition often takes precedence over one’s individual need
to name that identity or flaunt that transgression. On the one hand, this kind of
willful denial upholds institutionalized forms of oppression. On the other, it pro-
vides a space to peacefully co-exist and/or sometimes, in a paradoxical way, affirm
one’s identity or relationship. In other words, gays may transform those codes of
gentility into queer codes of desire, gender and class performance, or creative expres-
sion. This is particularly true for black gay men who are involved in the church
where their “silence” about their sexuality actually opens a space to “speak in tongues”
about their identity in more nuanced ways. As James T. Sears reminds us,
“Southern history is never simple and seldom straight” (Sears 2001:4). Indeed, as
the stories I collected detail, the South is always already queer.

In this essay I offer a methodological and political meditation on the issues 
that arise when conducting ethnographic research on a population of which the
researcher is a part and for whom the researcher wishes to advocate. By drawing
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on my experiences in the field conducting oral histories of black gay men of the
South, I raise questions about how lesbian/gay ethnographers confront issues of posi-
tionality in the face of disciplinary pressures to be self-reflexive about one’s place
in the field on the one hand, and the researcher’s own desire not to privilege her
own story on the other. Further, I ruminate on how the move from the page to the
stage (from private reading to public performance) might offer a way to navigate
the politics of whose story is actually being privileged and for what purpose.
Ultimately, I see this research as a “living archive” that will serve as a resource 
not only for other researchers, but for a general public that may never have 
been exposed to the life histories of sexual dissidents. In this way, this public 
history project is very much a project in public anthropology, one that does 
more than just disclose events in people’s lives, but encourages them to think 
about how these life narratives intersect with the histories, experiences, and events
in their own lives. Hopefully, such a history will open up spaces for public
reflection on the way that race, class, gender, sexuality, and region affect our rela-
tionships to “home.”

Advocating History: Writing Sweet Tea

The idea for a book on black gay men of the South came to me in the summer of
1995 while attending a summer picnic hosted by the black gay organization US 
HELPING US, People Into Living, INC, in Washington, DC. This organization 
“specializes in HIV/AIDS prevention and support services for black gay and bisexual
men.” Seated at a picnic table under a tent just a few feet from me were a group of
“old timers” – black gay men whose average age was around sixty-five – who were
talking about their gay lives “back in the day.” Between the laughs and lies, grins
and guffaws, tears and testimonies, were glimpses into remarkable lives: these were 
living archives of faces, places, events, deaths, births, past sins, and sex. I became
spellbound and captivated by these stories in the same manner I did when I was a
child listening to the stories of my grandmother. The difference, however, was that
unlike my grandmother’s stories, which validated my family and black history, the
stories that these men told validated my black and queer history. At that moment,
I knew that I would some day write a book that documented these stories. Unfor-
tunately, none of the men who were present at that picnic are still alive, except in
my mind’s eye. The echoes of their withered voices and the image of their shiny gold
teeth, colorful clothing, and weathered faces are embroidered across the landscape
of the history gathered between the pages of the book. Now, 12 years later, I have
been afforded the opportunity to document this part of history while other men
are still here to tell their stories. 

Moreover, the research arose both out of my interest in valorizing the voices of
a demographic of men who seldom get a chance to speak about their experiences
as southerners in relation to their sexuality and race and, I suppose, out of my 
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longing for validation of my own story of being a black queer southerner. Over the
course of 18 months, I collected the narratives of over seventy black gay south-
erners, from ages 19–93. On the occasion of each of these interviews, which were
mostly conducted in these men’s homes, I found my own life story in dialogic 
tension with their stories. Their story was and was not my story. The stories about
growing up poor, being brought up in the church, trying to pray my gayness away,
singing in the choir, and being called a “sissy” rang true to my experience. The 
stories about molestation, living a transgendered life, being put out of the house,
being homeless, and being sexually promiscuous were not as close to my experi-
ence, however. And yet those stories, too, were familiar – and certainly ones in which
I was implicated. They were indeed what Richard Schechner refers to as the “not
me” and the “not not me” (Schechner 1988).

Many of the stories of black queer life have gone undocumented. Partly due to
the neglect of historians of the South, black sexual dissidents’ complicity of silence
around issues of sexuality, and a ubiquitous taciturnity on the part of southerners
about things of a “private nature,” these omissions and silences all collude to keep
the stories of southern black gay men’s lives, like most taboo things in the South,
hidden in plain sight. With few exceptions, until recently most histories of gay 
life in the USA have focused on urban spaces on the east and west coasts – 
places like New York and San Francisco.2 I agree with Brett Beemyn’s assessment
that “a subtle elitism that views all but a few major metropolises as backward and
entirely inhospitable to gays also contributes to this oversight” (Beemyn 1997:1).
Moreover, the general perception of the South as inhospitable has kept some 
scholars of gay history from excavating what, to my mind, is a more complicated
space in which to negotiate one’s (homo) sexuality. I argue, like Robert McRuer 
in another context, for a reexamination of the queer possibilities in the South, 
and am “interested in what (perhaps more radical) cultural work can be done 
when . . . ‘everywhere’ includes such an apparently marginal and inhospitable place”
(McRuer 1993:222). 

Rather than approach this project employing a traditional text-based historio-
graphy, I felt it was important to employ oral histories as the key methodology. 
As a southerner, I have the gift of the gab and that of graciousness, to say nothing
of the southern Baptist Christian ethos that guides my every move – despite my
desire to have it otherwise. Therefore, I knew that not only would I be comfort-
able actually interacting with these men, but I also knew that I could get them to
open up to me in a way that they might not open up to a non-southerner, a non-
black person, or even a self-identified non-Christian. Like Zora Neale Hurston, 
I knew that “[black gay men] are most reluctant at times to reveal that which the
soul lives by” (Hurston 1990:2). Moreover, oral histories, as John Howard has noted,
in some way provide an easier route into the lives of sexual dissidents, especially
in the face of archivists, families of deceased queers, and other holders of queer
history who are reluctant or unwilling to allow access to materials. Referring
specifically to doing research on gay life in the South post-World War II, Howard
writes:
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Difficulties in researching and uncovering the history of lesbians, gay men, and
bisexuals in the United States are compounded when the inquiry is focused on a 
section that has been particularly hostile to sexual difference – the American South.
Archivists and university administrators often express reservations about the validity
of the field; families seeking to preserve the “good name” of their relatives routinely
deny access to materials; and, as in any other part of the country, traditional histor-
ical sources remain largely silent with regard to homosexuality prior to the 1960s.
Thus, oral history serves a vital role in reclaiming the lesbian, gay, and bisexual past,
especially in the South. (Howard 1997:213) 

Howard’s commentary reinforced my instinct to approach the living – to interact
with these men in their own environs to provide a fuller picture of the lives they
performatively narrated.

Unlike Howard, I am not a historian by training and therefore I was not inter-
ested in asking the same questions that a historian might ask. Nell Painter suggests,
“Making sense of the past is the work of historians, who create historical narrative”
(2005:iv, emphasis in original). But rather than creating such an historical nar-
rative as the researcher and placing a priority on my interpretations, I was more 
interested in the meanings and symbols embedded in the act of storytelling – of
bearing witness to one’s life.

In his seminal 1985 essay entitled “Performing as a Moral Act: Ethical
Dimensions of the Ethnography of Performance,” Dwight Conquergood (1985) not
only outlines the contours of what constitutes an ethical methodological approach
to the ethnography of performance, he also presents a moral imperative for 
ethnographers to engage in what he coined as “dialogic performance.” Disavowing
the various pitfalls of performative stances toward the Other – including the cus-
todian’s rip-off, the enthusiast’s infatuation, the skeptic’s cop-out, and the curator’s
exhibitionism3 – Conquergood advocates that performance ethnographers perform-
atively engage the Other “as a way of having intimate conversation with other 
people and cultures. Instead of speaking about them, one speaks to and with them”
(Conquergood 1985). Supplanting his apt and oft cited quote that “opening and
interpreting lives is very different from opening and closing books,” Conquergood
was committed to an ethical stance toward ethnographic methods as well as 
performance praxis – that is, a call to action in the pursuit of social justice for the
disenfranchised.

Ethnography, cultural studies, and performance studies have all experienced
many shifts and turns since Conquergood’s incisive essay. Indeed, Conquergood 
himself began to recast the notion of dialogism, suggesting that “conversation” and
“dialogue” were not sufficient tropes to describe the differential power relations
between researcher and the researched – indeed, that the ethnographic encounter
is a site of contestation and negotiation – leading him to coin the term “co-
performative witnessing” to describe the ways in which the researcher and the
researched are co-actors who are invested in the meaning-making process, but whose
goals and line of vision are rife with social, cultural, and political investments. What
remains in Conquergood’s work, however, is a commitment to performance as a
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critical method for mining the ways in which the disenfranchised make meaning
of their lives.

To construe this research as co-performance means not only acknowledging that
both the researcher and the narrators are performing for one another; it also entails
“paying attention” in a way that engages the bodily presence of both the researcher
and the researched in the moment of the narrative event. This methodology,
according to D. Soyini Madison, requires that “You not only do what the subject
does, but you are intellectually, relationally, and emotionally invested in their 
symbol making practices and social strategies as you experience with them a range
of yearnings and desires – coperformance is a doing with deep attention to and
with others” (Madison 2006:323). Thus, it was also important to me that I conduct 
an oral history project that would take advantage of my training in performance
studies and ethnography, for the sensuousness of performance ethnography – the
smell, taste, touch, sight, and sounds of the cultural space of the Other – is also a
part of the southern way. Critical performance ethnography alters the traditional
relationship between researcher and subject, demanding an ethical response from
the researcher in witnessing and validating the narrative of the interviewee. Their
relationship becomes reciprocal, and the importance of dialogue cannot be over-
estimated. Instead of the traditional hierarchical positions, the encounter is analog-
ous to an invitation to dinner at a southern home in which the researcher is the
guest and is asked to help by shelling peas, chopping onions, or setting the table.
I was the invited dinner guest (in some instances I mean this quite literally) of these 
black gay male southerners who wished to share their life histories. I did more than
attentively listen to their narrative performances – my presence actually validated
and affirmed their stories. This was not a one-way exchange, however. It was a con-
versation, which is why, unlike other oral histories in which the interviewer’s voice
has been excised to create a sense of an uninterrupted story, I, in many instances,
retain the questions I asked that prompted these narratives. I also retain many of
the narrators’ stutters, pauses, and tangents to capture their voices in a way that
did not render their speech “sterile” and to capture the performative nature of 
southern speech in general, and black gay vernacular speech, specifically. Their 
stories also validated my own life story as a southern born and raised black gay
man. These stories filled the air of living rooms, dining rooms, sun rooms, hotels,
bars, and coffee shops, the pregnant pauses filled only by the sounds of clocks, turned
down television sets or stereos as the anticipation of what words to say next or what
question to ask was stifled by a previous indelible reverie. To be sure, not all of 
our communions were romantic expeditions. Tears, contempt, condescension and
indifference were also very real emotions in that space we call performance. But it
is the dialogic experience of co-performative critical ethnography that makes it such
a valuable tool in engaging the lives of the Other, the self, and the self and Other
in each other’s eyes.

Employing oral histories and critical performance ethnography as methods for
this particular project also seemed apropos given the importance of the oral tradi-
tion in African American culture, and especially of African American culture in the
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South. As classic ethnographies of black folks like Hurston’s Mules and Men and
Gwaltney’s Drylongso demonstrate, the interaction between the researcher and
informants is crucial to providing a multi-textured perspective (Gwaltney 1993;
Hurston 1990). For example, many of my contacts for this book were black women
who solicited men to talk to me. My conversations with them were invaluable. Indeed,
their recollections of black gay men in their communities helped contextualize many
of the narratives in the book. Therefore, it’s not just the words of the narrators that
are important, but also the words and performances of those around them as well.
These women’s stories as well as the “gossip” about others imparted by the narrators
are what John Howard refers to as “twice-told stories” or “hearsay.” He writes: 
“This hearsay evidence – inadmissible in court, unacceptable to some historians –
is essential to the recuperation of queer histories. The age-old squelching of our
words and desires can be replicated over time when we adhere to ill-suited and
unbending standards of historical methodology” (Howard 1997:5). As an ethno-
grapher, I wanted to capture the fullest picture of the lives I am portraying – part
of that process was being observant not just with the five senses, but also with my
own intuition and what southerners refer to as “motherwit.” 

An ethnographic approach to these oral histories allowed for a more honest 
“self-reflexive” rendering of these stories. While self-reflexivity within performance
ethnography seems, at this point, commonplace or taken for granted, it is import-
ant to note that there are still ethnographic studies in which the researcher upholds
a colonial gaze. My conducting this research, however, was not motivated by a 
need to exploit or imperially gaze upon the lives of these men. Indeed, a critical
performative ethnographic approach demands that the researcher not only be 
conscious of one’s privilege (in my case, class and institutional affiliation), but 
that she also uphold an ethos of social responsibility toward the advocacy for the
people about whom she is researching.4 I want to validate these men’s stories by
sharing them with a wider audience, but I also had an ethical responsibility to assist
those who desired my help. Self-reflexivity also means putting my own body on
the line – that is, sharing my own history as a black gay man born in the South.
Where appropriate then, I share parts of my own queer southern history alongside
that of the narrators.

Finally, framing these narratives and the ethnographic process as performance
destabilized notions of the truth and focused more on “truth” as experienced in
the moment of the storytelling event. In this way, the narrator’s “experience” of his
life is acknowledged and validated, but also corroborated by the presence of the
ethnographer. Both are aware, however, that they are performing for the Other –
that this social interaction, however “real,” is nonetheless a “fragile fiction.”5 Walter
Benjamin captures this process when he writes: “The storyteller takes what he tells
from experience – his own or that reported by others. And he in turn makes it the
experience of those who are listening to his tale” (Benjamin 1969:87). Here again,
we are pointed to the co-performative witnessing inherent in critical ethnography
that disavows a static representation of the Other or the self, as both journey on 
a collaboration toward making meaning of the social and cultural world around
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them. As such, these narrative performances, according to Kristin Langellier and
Eric E. Peterson, have “the potential to disrupt material constraints and discourse
conventions. . . .” (2004:4). For the men I interviewed and for me, those material
constraints were multiple and in some cases include poverty, lack of education, lack
of access to health care, and social and racial inequality – material constraints not
easily disrupted through storytelling. But, as de Certeau aptly reminds us: “What
the map cuts up, the story cuts across” (1984:129). 

When I began to do research for the book, my thought was to seek men out over
the internet, especially in chat rooms. I thought better of this idea for two reasons.
Firstly, I did not want people to mistake my intentions. When I was single, I fre-
quented chat rooms often and was familiar with any number of pick up lines –
seeking out someone for “research” was one of them. Better to not give someone
the wrong impression or have to work my way out of an awkward situation. The
second reason I decided not to go that route concerned my own safety. I was 
going to be meeting most of these men for the first time and I had no idea what
situation I would stumble upon. Thus, I thought it better to be no more than 
one person removed from those I interviewed. The word of mouth method was
effective because it kept at bay fears I may have had about approaching strangers,
while it also eased the anxieties of the narrators because at least we had someone
in common whom they trusted, and therefore they trusted me.6

Many of the men welcomed the invitation to be interviewed and were eager to
tell their stories, especially older men or transgendered people – perhaps because
they were at an age or so flamboyant that they were less concerned about what 
others thought. A few of them even welcomed me into their homes overnight or
at the very least prepared me a meal. Others agreed to be interviewed, but never
showed up for the meeting. I can only imagine that they were afraid of exposing
their identity to a stranger. As a researcher, this was frustrating not only because
of the expense of travel, but also because many of those who stood me up com-
municated that they had interesting stories to tell. In a few cases, I rescheduled,
which, on one occasion, was prompted by Ann McCarthy chastising one of her neigh-
bors for not showing up. She was particularly peeved because she had prepared Sunday
dinner for all of us, as the interview was to take place at her home. After waiting
30 minutes for this interviewee to show up, Ann called him and read him the riot
act. While he gave an excuse about why he couldn’t make it, it later turned out that
he had gotten cold feet and had to “pray on it [agreeing to do the interview].” After
a subsequent phone conversation with me, however, he agreed to reschedule and I
made yet another trip to Tuscaloosa to speak with him. 

To be fair, I understand some of these men’s reluctance to share their stories given
the current political and social climate not only in the South, but also around the
country. The queer community is experiencing a backlash across the country
because of the conservative Bush administration and because states are passing or
have passed more and more anti-gay laws. Black religious leaders in particular are
siding with white anti-gay conservatives in a way heretofore unseen by the institu-
tion of the black church – an institution that would, as one of my informants put
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it, “shut down if all of the sissies exited.”7 The extreme of this anti-gay sentiment
and alignment with political conservatives is exemplified in the following quote in
the February 2004 New York Times article by the Reverend Gregory Daniels of Chicago:
“If the KKK opposes gay marriage, I would ride with them” (Phillips and Lewis
2004). In addition, on December 11, 2004, a group of southern black ministers, led
by Bishop Eddie Long of New Birth Missionary Baptist Church in Atlanta and the
Rev. Bernice King, eldest daughter of Martin Luther King, Jr., led a “Re-Ignite the
Legacy” march in front of the King Center in protest of gay marriage, hiding behind
a “sheet” of a different kind.8

Naturally, these incidents and the corresponding rhetoric of hate don’t inspire
those who might be struggling with their sexual identity to trust that a stranger
can “protect” them from retaliation. John Howard had a similar experience when
trying to secure black Mississippian oral history narrators for his project.
According to Howard, however, it was his whiteness and class status that seemed
to be a deterrent for blacks talking to or trusting him: “Generally speaking, African
Americans seemed reluctant to participate in my project, cautious about revealing
the names of other persons (regardless of assurances of anonymity), less likely to
invite me into their homes, less likely to speak to me at length. For reasons well
exemplified by the historical events chronicled here . . . many African Americans rightly
are wary of white middle- and upper-class interlocutors” (Howard 2001:299). In
my experience it was true that the men in Sweet Tea expressed relief or felt more
comfortable when they discovered that I was black and myself a southerner; how-
ever, my being so “openly” gay sometimes mitigated this “comfort” in similar ways
to how Howard’s whiteness denied him access to people and information. Thus, it
was important for some that we meet on “neutral” territory for the interview, like
my hotel room or a mutual friend’s home, but not at their place of residence. It
appeared that my presence could be explained – to family members, to non-gay
friends, etc. – because of my blackness (in a way that Howard’s whiteness could
not), but at the same time, my perceived gayness – vis-à-vis my effeminacy and my
openness about my sexuality – could implicate the men by association. 

As someone born in a black community in the rural South, I know first hand
the ways in which one internalizes the notion that “it’s harder to be queer in the
South than in the rest of the nation” (Smith 1997:381). I don’t mean to suggest
that there is no merit to this myth, for many of the stories these men narrate speak
to the difficulty of being gay in the South. But, for as many “horror” stories, there
are an equal number of encouraging and inspiring ones. Nonetheless, for all of 
my “openness” about my sexuality, I did have one experience in the field that reminded
me of the ways in which notions of black respectability manifest internalized
homophobia. 

The experience happened when I traveled home to Hickory, North Carolina to
interview “Chaz,” a pre-operative transgendered person who lives “her” life as a woman
Monday through Saturday night and “his” life as a man on Sunday in order to sing
tenor in the mass choir at my home church. My experience of Chaz in the field
exemplifies my own culpability in the code of silence around my homosexuality in
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the context of my hometown and engages the politics of (black) respectability. It
also speaks of the ways in which being “out” is a contextual state of being rather
than an impervious one.

While I suspect that most of the people in my hometown have figured out that
I am gay, the topic has never come up in any discussions I have had with the towns-
people. And for all of my progressive politics, not once have I ever mentioned my
(white) partner of ten years, even though he has accompanied me home on several
occasions. I am not being self-aggrandizing when I say that my story represents the
model black ascension narrative in the eyes of both the black and white folks in
my hometown, especially given my single parent, public housing background. “See
what happens if you work hard and get good grades?” they tell the younger black
kids. “You too can get a PhD.” To reinforce this belief, my hometown gave me my
own day and celebration for being the first African American born in Hickory to
receive a PhD. To buttress this bootstrap narrative, the wording on the cake at the
celebration read: “From Zero to Hero.” What the townspeople and probably even
my own family don’t know is that it was partly my queerness that motivated my
overachievement. It was the sense that, if I could only deflect attention away from
my “high” butt, soprano voice, noticeable lisp, penchant for dolls and my Mama’s
wigs – the things a homophobic bully’s wet dreams are made of – if I could focus
attention away from some of the fundamental parts of who I was coming to know
as “me,” by working extra hard for the “A” in school; by joining every possible high
school club; by running for and winning senior class president; by working my soprano
voice to out-sing all of the girls in the soprano section in the church choir; by becom-
ing a class clown and using my own overweight body as the “butt” of jokes; by being
the “good” son who sends money home to help out when none of my other siblings
come through; by agreeing to give speeches and lectures for the community to inspire
young kids to stay in school and off drugs; then and only then, perhaps, when the
unspoken yet devastating news finally came that I am queer, it wouldn’t be so damn
disappointing or matter at all. I do not mean to suggest here that all of the achieve-
ments over the course of my life have been motivated by my trying to circumvent
my family and community’s disappointment about my being gay. But I would be
lying to them and to myself if I did not acknowledge that the “fact” has been a
large part of my overachievement. It soon became part of the reason that when 
I went home I only stayed long enough to guarantee that I only ran into a few people,
despite my mother’s insistence that I call a hundred “play” aunts and godmammas
to let them “holla at me.” Not having to lie about “when I’m getting married” 
(I would have a long time ago if you hadn’t voted for Bush, Sir) or “when I’m going
to have children” (Well, most states have made it illegal, Ma’am). But these rebuttals
never pass my lips. Instead, I smile the polite, gracious smile that many of us queer
southerners have learned to perfect, and ease some variation of the lie from my
lips to their ears the subtext of which says, “Kiss my ass, you lowdown heifer. You
know good and well that I’m a fag. How dare you ask me questions that you already
know the answers to in an attempt to embarrass me in front of my Mama?” with-
out anyone in the room flinching, but also understanding the signifying that has
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just transpired. Indeed, I was, and to some degree still am, invested in the façade
of black respectability undergirded by a southern Christian ethos. It’s my Achilles
heel, even after all of this time and living in a big city in a house with my partner.
Like Joseph Beam laments, “I cannot go home as who I am” (Beam 1986:231). And
so, the upshot of this story is, I was embarrassed to be seen in public with Chaz
because “she” undermined the “reputation” that I had established as the “perfect”
native (heterosexual) son. Hair coiffed, face beat back into her temples,9 French man-
icured toenails, donning black leather pants and an off-the-shoulder pink mohair
sweater, Chaz was fierce and I was envious of her audacity to embody her “ass split-
ting truth” (Hemphill 2000). As we sat in Chili’s restaurant catching up on church
and community gossip, Chaz challenged all of my progressive politics by just being
who she is in the world. As with Chaz, many of the narrators in Sweet Tea
reminded me and those of us who have traveled “the dirt-road-cum-boulevard to
gay self-actualization – to identity, community, and political movement – [and who
began] in the dark hinterlands of naïveté and deprivation, and [ended], happily,
in the bustling corridors of wisdom and illumination” (Howard 2001:27), that if
we think we have cornered the market on “liberation,” then we are sadly mistaken. 

And yet, the story is complicated even more when one thinks about the politics
of being out in the South. While I understood Chaz’s audacity to be true to who
he/she is – and all of the flamboyant accoutrements that that entails – perhaps I
was also still smarting from the death of my dear friend and former student, Curt,
who was responsible for me finding many of the men that I interviewed for the
book. Just two months after I began the research for Sweet Tea, Curt was found in
his apartment in Durham, NC, naked, bound and gagged in the hallway outside
his bedroom, and had been stabbed over 22 times – three of the stab wounds prov-
ing fatal. The suspect, an “acquaintance” according to the newspapers (Swift 2004a),
had stolen the van that Curt had rented to transport items to an event at Duke
University where he worked as a minority graduate student recruiter. They found
the van not too far from town and eventually arrested the assailant after a co-worker
at a Burger King tipped the police off that he had been holding several electronic
items in his locker and was selling them at a local pawn shop. None of Curt’s friends
wanted to believe that Curt had lost his life over a television set and a DVD player.
What we all thought, but never voiced, was that it was a trick gone bad. That’s the
only thing that could ever explain the how of it – but not the why of it. 

My interview with Chaz took place just five months after Curt’s death. Although
I understood the circumstances of Curt’s murder to be specific to the life decisions
that he had made about how to express his sexuality, perhaps subconsciously my
being embarrassed to be “out” in public with Chaz inspired fear that what happened
to Curt could happen to me – and to Chaz. This subconscious fear, however, was
guided not by a general awareness of the potential homophobic violence to which
any LGBT person is exposed; rather, it was specific fear of such violence occurring
in the South, and more specifically, in my hometown. Chaz, then, became the 
catalyst for me to confront not only my internalized homophobia, but also my own
internalized prejudice about the region I called home. In other words, I bought into
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the prevalent discourse regarding the South as inhospitable to queers – something
that belied my motivation for me conducting this research in the first place. My
position as an “out” researcher, in this particular instance, was called into question
because of the tension between my public reputation in my hometown, my per-
sonal politics about LGBT rights, my desire to debunk public perceptions about
what it means to be black and gay in the South, and my personal pain of having
just lost a friend to homophobic violence. 

From Page to Stage: Performing Sweet Tea

I always knew that this research would eventually become a staged performance.
Initially, I considered adapting a script from the oral histories and casting a show
of eight to twelve actors. After more thought, however, I decided not to turn the
performance into a full stage production with multiple cast members and instead
make the show a solo piece with me performing excerpts from various narratives.
Pragmatically, I knew the show would be more mobile if it were only me and I also
felt that I had a closer understanding of the circumstances and context of each of
the interviews and the non-verbal cues that accompanied each interview. I also made
this decision because I saw it as an opportunity to use performance to ask larger
questions about how to stage ethnographic fieldwork. For instance, how does 
moving the narratives from the printed page and the mostly private space of a reader
to the stage with a public audience alter their meaning? What does the dramatiza-
tion of the researcher’s relationship to the researched and to the audience reveal
that the book version only implies? What are the ethics of performing these nar-
ratives in the absence of the narrators? How does the researcher keep the focus on
the men and their stories rather than the researcher and his talents as performer? 

While working through these questions I began to think about some of these 
contemporary issues in performance ethnography and how my particular research
and ethical conundrum is not an anomaly, but one that other performance ethno-
graphers have grappled with over the years. Nonetheless, in this reflexive, “tem-
perature taking” moment, I want to use the occasion of my own research to revisit
once again the relationship between self and Other in performance ethnography.
While we have, for the most part, moved beyond the positivistic ethnographic 
models of modernity and contemporarily take for granted a “self-reflexive” mode
of inquiry, what are the “trouble spots” of self-reflexivity? In other words, when
does reflexivity threaten the “critical” in the term “critical performance ethno-
graphy” by colonizing the space of the Other for which the research is supposed to
account? In speaking on this subject, D. Soyini Madison writes: “We understand
that our subjectivity is an inherent part of research, but in critical ethnography it
is not my exclusive experience – that is autobiography, travel writing, or memoir
(or what some people call autoethnography). I contend that critical ethnography is
always a meeting of multiple sides in an encounter with and among the Other(s),
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one in which there is negotiation and dialogue toward substantial and viable
meanings that make a difference in the Other’s world” (Madison 2005:9). Here,
Madison makes a distinction between what she sees as “critical ethnography” and
“autoethnography,” by linking critical ethnographic practice with political and
social advocacy for, and a steady focus on, the Other. I wonder then, in a case such
as mine, if there is a way to conjoin critical ethnography and autoethnography in
a way that adheres to Madison’s call to “make a difference in the Other’s world.”

In her short but deftly crafted 2006 essay, “Marking New Directions in Perform-
ance Ethnography,” Della Pollock outlines what she believes are five productive 
directions for performance ethnography research: international, immersive, 
incorporative, integrative, and interventionist (Pollock 2006). For the sake of 
my discussion here, I want to focus on two of these directions – immersive and
integrative – as they relate to my current oral history project on black gay men of
the South and in order to demonstrate both the uses and limits of performance
ethnography. 

Pollock describes “immersive ethnography” as an ethnography in which “the 
self-subject of the researcher is immersed in the cosubject, entangled with, even
ravished by the cocreative process such that the subjectivity of the researcher is dif-
fused within, even to the point of disappearing into, the field’s body. Accordingly,
we no longer see the scholar ‘I’ at work but we certainly feel her passion, his grace”
(Pollock 2006:326). Pollock’s mission here encouraged me to think more critically
about my engagement with the men I interviewed in relation to the politics of rep-
resentation in the site of performance – that is, when I made the conscious choice
to move these narratives from the page to the stage, how the “cocreative process”
might be foregrounded such that my subjectivity is diffused, and yet the audience
might feel my passion and grace. The move I make to incorporate, as best I can,
this immersive stance, is to play clips of part of the interview during the perform-
ance. In this way, the audience gets to hear the men’s voices in relation to mine. The
other performance choice I made actually draws on the aesthetics of oral inter-
pretation,10 whereby the other is not fully embodied, but rather suggested through
voice and small gesture and the presence of the text. In the performance, for instance,
I never allow the audience to fully suspend disbelief: the script is ever present and
I include the questions I asked of the interviewee. I find that this performance method
allows for a new way of documenting ethnographic material that doesn’t fully accom-
modate the aestheticization of cultural performance in ways that undermine the com-
plexity of the intersubjective experience shared between researcher and researched.

On the other hand, I am not fully convinced that my performance accomplishes
Pollock’s call for an interventionist ethnography. Her formulation of interventionist
ethnography revolves around the notion of empathy as a taken-for-granted objective
of performance studies. She writes: “To the extent that empathy in any way reflects
desire for unmediated identification, it may be implicated in the rank nativism it,
hermeneutically, hopes to combat. It may in turn foreclose on critique by holding
the researcher and his/her audience close, or as close as desire for unmediated 
knowledge will permit. Whether because of the possibility of perpetuating racisms,
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limiting critique, or generating more productive relationships between ethnographer,
field, subjects, and reader/viewers/participants, it seems worthwhile to investigate
and potentially to intervene on the presumed value of empathy in performance ethno-
graphy” (Pollock 2006:327). Here, Pollock’s point is well taken, for while it is true
that, as one of the goals of many of us engaged in ethnographic research, we desire
the audience with whom we share this work to be moved to act, to speak, or to
critically reflect on the representation of the lives presented before them. I would
hope, however, that empathy as avowed through unmediated identification would
be mitigated through the very process of performativity. That is, the fact that a per-
formance is always already mediated through the lens of the spectator’s own social
location may interfere with an uncritical empathetic leap from self to other – if
indeed we want to disavow empathy as Pollock suggests, or if I’m reading her 
suggestion wrong and what she’s asking for is merely that we complicate how we
theorize empathy.

Examining my performance of these men’s narrative more closely, I believe that
my performance does steer clear of the “unmediated” empathetic leap to which Pollock
refers. Rather than eschew empathy, I desire to cull. Namely, I want to humanize
these men and their lives so that the bigot that may not otherwise be predisposed
to engage the story of a black gay man from the South might, in some instances,
be moved to think differently about homosexuality and/or about race and region.
Here is where my position as an out academic might actually be put into service
in a productive way – as a way to advocate on behalf of this marginalized group.
For some of these men, for instance, being open about their sexuality is not an option
– not because they are necessarily closeted in the ways that are often theorized 
in simplistic readings of the “closet,” but because their sexuality is mitigated by 
other identity markers such as class and race that disavow privileging sexuality in
a visibility/invisibility, out/in binary. My role as performance ethnographer, then,
serves as a mediator between the audience and other in the other’s “absence,” yet
still communicates the substance of their lives in ways that alter others’ perceptions
and belief systems about homosexuality – and especially in the South.

One way to begin to work through this conundrum might be to think of ethno-
graphic research on subjects whose subject position is closely aligned with but not
exactly the same as the researcher in the same way that Mae G. Henderson theor-
izes the role of the black woman teacher in the black women’s literature classroom.
Henderson poses the question: “What does it mean to teach the Other when the
Other is the self ?” In the specific instance of my research on black gay men of the
South, reframing Henderson’s formulation of how to teach the Other when the Other
is the self to how to research the Other when the Other is the self might prove pro-
ductive. Henderson suggests that one move toward answering this question is “to
locate oneself in the body – that is for the teacher [researcher] to represent herself
as embodied text – produced by certain personal and historical experiences.” For
Henderson, achieving embodiment requires more than “re-figuring the traditional
and stereotypical” or “privileging the personal at the risk of the socio-political as
a primary category of analysis”; rather, she suggests that the teacher [researcher]
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must “listen to the otherness within – that otherness which is defined not in its
relation to the Self as Same, but in its relation to Self as Other” (Henderson
1994:436). Henderson’s call is not that different from Conquergood’s notion of 
dialogic performance, except that Henderson locates the dialogic process within the
self as an Other rather than between the self and the Other. Employing Henderson’s
formulation might help us discover yet more productive ways to invigorate our some-
times overdetermined methodological strategies of engaging the Other. 

As the proliferation of ethnographies of LGBT communities conducted by those
who are a part of those communities persists – which I think is a good thing – we
need to be ever mindful of how we represent ourselves in relation to our “kin.” In
other words, how do we negotiate the terrain of the self without getting mired down
in the self – a solipsistic exercise of intellectual and apolitical masturbation? How
do we highlight the Other and implicate ourselves in the work/performance of ethno-
graphic research? How do we negotiate the space of the Other without condescen-
sion and imperialist impulses? Again, while these issues are not new, I believe that
we have embarked upon a contemporary moment when the taken-for-grantedness
of self-reflexivity has lulled us into a quietism surrounding the ethics of the ethno-
graphic process. The fever of solipsism has run amuck; another temperature tak-
ing is long overdue.

Marlon Riggs (1989) critiqued the homophobia of the black community in
much of his work. One memorable line from his film Tongues Untied is “I cannot
go home as who I am.” After the experience I had conducting research and 
writing Sweet Tea, I would have to alter Riggs’ slogan slightly to suggest that 
“I cannot go home as who I was,” for I was undeniably changed by the experience
of conducting this research. I do not wish to idealize the men I interviewed or to 
romanticize my experience because they are not innocent subjects and all of my
experiences in the field were not easy or pleasant. But the exchange that occurred
between us was more than just about me pulling out a tape recorder and gather-
ing stories. Rather, it was about the preservation of the undocumented lives of men
who have and continue to contribute to the maintenance of black southern life.
Sweet Tea only begins to mine the multiple and rich histories waiting to be let loose
and shared with the rest of the world. Indeed, they are the stories that make going
home a little bit easier.

Notes 

1. All names used here are pseudonyms.
2. A few southern gay historians have attempted to correct this oversight by producing

a number of very important texts on southern queer history. Chief among them are
James T. Sears, John Howard, Carlos L. Dews, and Carolyn Leste Law, to name but
a few. These scholars’ texts fill a critical gap in the historical record by documenting
the lives of the LGBT community in southern and rural communities. They have also
been invaluable resources for the research for Sweet Tea, paving the way for scholars
like me to contribute to this growing body of knowledge. While these books are 
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crucial to the understanding of the queer South, none of them focus exclusively on
race or document histories from the entire South, including states that were a part
of the confederacy, such as Oklahoma and Missouri. Sweet Tea also covers a broad
range of age, class, gender, and educational demographics that have heretofore never
been discussed in histories of queer southerners. 

3. Conquergood (1985) characterizes these stances accordingly: The Custodian’s Rip-
Off is marked by “selfishness and plagiarism”; The Enthusiast’s Infatuation is marked
by “superficiality and singles’ bar cruising”; The Skeptic’s Cop-Out is marked by 
“cynicism and stony silence”; and The Curator’s Exhibitionism is marked by 
“sensationalism and tourists’ stare.” In the center is Dialogic Performance, which is
marked by “genuine conversation.” 

4. For more on the ethics and responsibility of the ethnographer, see Madison 2005: 5–8.
5. See Geertz 1968. 
6. I do not wish to imply here that there is “inherent” danger in meeting men on the

internet. Indeed, I met my current partner online. I also do not wish to appear 
prudish about sexual “hookups” or “tricks” garnered through chat rooms. For the
purpose of this research, however, I believe that contacting subjects online would not
have been the most productive way to obtain subjects for this book. One downside
to this, however, is that the sample of narrators is skewed toward those with a 
college education.

7. In his latest novel, E. Lynn Harris actually dramatizes what happens when all of the
gays of a church in Atlanta decide to walk out. See Harris 2006.

8. Indeed, Freddie Styles, one of the narrators in Sweet Tea, suggests that Bishop Eddie
Long himself is gay and discloses alleged “inappropriate” behavior between Long and
his (Freddie’s) nephew. While this is only speculation, it does point to the hypocrisy
of individual ministers and the black church in general.

9. This is a vernacular phrase among black gay men that means that a person’s makeup
is applied very well and very heavily. 

10. Here, I am referring to the oral interpretation of literature, which emerged from the
discipline of elocution. At some institutions, like Northwestern University, oral inter-
pretation eventually became “performance studies.” For more on the history of oral
interpretation see Bacon 1979.
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some bitter and some sweet
growing up black and gay in the south

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1
In many ways, southern black gay men’s lives are no different
from other black southerners’ lives. They are full of memo-
ries, both good and bad, that speak to the region’s fraught
history and its relation to the rest of the country. The narra-
tors in this book speak with candor about being children of
the South—of the joy of having open fields to run and play in;
the comfort of southern food, family gatherings, and church
functions; the onerous task of family chores and the strain of
witnessing family dramas; dealing with homophobia and ex-
periencing racism and segregation. The chapter title was sug-
gested by the summation of his childhood offered by one
narrator, Gerome, who seemed to be speaking for most of
them: ‘‘When I stop now and look back at it . . . it’s like some
bitter and some sweet.’’

Among the most striking things recounted in these stories
are the overwhelming recollections of racism. Nearly all of the
narrators have a story about attending segregated schools or
living in segregated neighborhoods or witnessing racial vio-
lence. One would not be surprised by such stories from men
who were born before, say, 1970; but some of the younger
men, born in the 1980s, also share such tales. While their
responses to their experiences with racism vary widely, they
were all affected by them in some way.

But those bitter experiences are paired with sweeter stories
of childhood. In fact, some of the most humorous stories in
Sweet Tea are found in these early childhood memories. From
stories about getting in trouble and getting ‘‘whoopings,’’ to
tales of flamboyant queers in the neighborhood who served
as role models, these narratives paint a vivid picture of how
southern life accommodated what it wanted to while it po-
liced and sometimes silenced other things.

The stories are presented in four groups, focusing on par-
enting and family dramas, education, racism and segrega-
tion, and gay members of the community. These categories
are not rigid, however; they merely provide a general organiza-
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tion to themes that arose across stories when I asked men to talk about their
early childhood memories.

parenting and family dramas

One of the most commonly held stereotypes about black families is that
they are generally headed by single parents, and typically by the mother.
This pathological view of the black family is belied by the men of Sweet
Tea, whose family situations run the gamut. Many grew up in single-parent
homes or with divorce. Others, however, were raised by two parents in one
household, in addition to grandparents and extended family. For me, what is
most compelling in these stories is how the men reacted to their parenting
situation—whatever it might have been. Men who were reared in single-
parent homes are very articulate in disavowing the notion that a ‘‘missing
father’’ contributed to their being gay. Children of divorce describe the ef-
fects of being split between parents and in some instances how it made
them more independent or distrustful or how it created abandonment is-
sues in their adult relationships. Men raised by two parents who remain
together to this day recall how their parents’ relationship taught them les-
sons about love, life, and commitment. Not surprisingly, perhaps, no narra-
tor’s childhood was without contradictions, conflict, and complications.

. . . . . . . .
‘‘c.c.’’
There’s no way to describe C.C. but as a ‘‘character.’’ He was born in 1961,
one of six children, in Greenville, Mississippi. Greenville is a river port city
that sits at the heart of the Lower Mississippi River, where Arkansas,
Louisiana, and Mississippi come together. Of its 50,000 residents, roughly
70 percent are African American. C.C. now lives in Alabama and teaches
dance at a large university. Outspoken and charming, C.C. is unorthodox in
his approach to dealing with racism and homophobia, an approach that
speaks to his unapologetic defiance of social norms and values. Eschewing
identity politics, especially as they relate to ‘‘blackness’’ and ‘‘gayness,’’
C.C. believes that we are all a part of what he calls a struggle in the
‘‘human condition.’’ We met through a mutual friend who teaches at his
university; since then, we have become fast friends. He serves as a mentor
for many young gay men at his university who are struggling with their
sexual identity. Two of those young men are narrators in this book. His
mentoring style, like his philosophy of life, is direct and no holds barred.
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Part of his doggedness, unfortunately, stems from his parents’ constant
fighting when he was young. The interview took place on November 4, 2004,
in Tuscaloosa, Alabama.

My childhood was quite interesting. Wonderful, beautiful and dark, you
know, that very Tennessee Williams or Chekhov. My grandparents owned
their own grocery store. So being black and in the South where your grand-
parents own their own grocery store and property, that experience was a
quite wonderful experience because you knew you were different. [. . .] The
darker side was that my parents were very smart people but just had lots of
problems. I mean, in terms of like my mother and father had their share of
fights. My mother divorced my father, which was great for her. And I admit,
at the moment when she divorced him, for some strange reason I thought, ‘‘I
have to stay with him.’’ And here I am a young man in like fourth grade or
something like that. ‘‘Somebody’s got to take care of him.’’ You know. Be-
cause my father’s also legally blind. So I can remember like staying at the
house for a while and going from neighborhood to neighborhood, you know,
all the neighborhood people, who was really taking care of me. And that just
was the South. So it wasn’t like I wasn’t with many mothers. But of course my
mother and my grandmother caught wind that that’s what I was doing. And
she’s like, ‘‘You come down here and get this boy,’’ ’cause my mom then had
moved to Memphis.

So, yeah my childhood, when I think about it, was sort of like mixed up.
I’d been exposed from like eight. What I mean by exposed [is] my mother
was one of those people who really believed early on that you were going to
get out of the house to go to tennis lessons or to band lessons, to go to
theater lessons. She was a firm believer in that. She would wake us up on the
weekend at a young age and say, ‘‘You’re getting on the bus ’cause you’re
getting out of here. I’m not training people. You must learn to see what’s
available for you.’’ So, my childhood was spent being very exposed to a lot of
things right away.

My mother’s first job I remember was at . . . What do you call those
schools for young kids? Head Start. She was like the director of a lot of the
Head Start programs, which now in retrospect I think affected me a lot.
’Cause that’s when they were starting young kids, before preschool . . . You
were being exposed and educated. And my father was one of those men
who . . . I always tell people, it’s interesting to watch a man who is legally
blind be an incredible realtor. Yes, he took that test by tape and could walk in
a house and tell you anything. He’d hit on those walls or walk around and
say, ‘‘Yeah, okay.’’ And he was good at it. Uhm hmm. ’Til the day he died.
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It’s really interesting to look back. Like when you hear all these catch
phrases, like ‘‘It takes a village.’’ You know, it was just like anybody who lived
by you really took care of you. But I particularly remember these two families
that were really poor, had huge, huge number of people living in their house.
But those were the people I always wanted to be with. And so to this day, I feel
indebted to them because they all remained in Greenwood, Mississippi, and
pretty much probably [have] the same lives. But it’s amazing how you can
remember how instrumental those people were because they really weren’t
striving for nothing. And sometimes when you’re not striving for anything.
What I mean by not striving for anything, they didn’t have any kind of like
career goals. So, those people have so much love it’s incredible that that’s
something that can just heal all wounds. And I felt very safe with those
people because, early on they all knew I was gay. And in some ways some of
the boys in those families began to protect me early on. And sort of growing
up with that experience kind of altered my childhood, where there was this
incredible need for some reason for men who really protected me. I even
remember one of my brother’s close friends who recently was telling funny
stories how he remembered . . . ‘‘When you were in grade school, I was
making sure that nobody was gonna mess with you.’’ So I’ve always had that
kind of protection.

But my parents fighting . . . When you start watching that stuff early . . .
you get up out of that. It’s like, ohhh! That domestic violence, down here, you
might as well pop you some popcorn ’cause everybody’s doing it. I mean it
wasn’t like you could leave. You’d go to the next house, it was just as com-
mon. People would just be like, ‘‘I’m gonna kick your bitch ass.’’ And you’d
go to your friend’s house and their mama’s getting her ass kicked, too. So
it’d just become sort of like, ‘‘Oh. Okay.’’ So that part was probably worst.
Which I still think has a big problem. I didn’t realize that until later. That
really has a big problem with me and my issues with intimacy. ’Cause from
that moment on, you start to protect yourself. So even when people was
trying to be all nice to me, I was like, ‘‘Child.’’ I ain’t trying to hear that. I was
protecting myself. [. . .] I started to protect myself in a way.

From day one when I got suspended from school . . . I always go back to
that fourth-grade [experience] ’cause that was a pivotal point in my life. I
decided, ‘‘No, unh unh. We’re not gonna hear ‘fag’ every day.’’ I remember
picking up like a two-by-four, went down and just was like beating the chil-
dren, Honey. Like, no, we ain’t hearing this. So, I get home and police are
there and they’re knocking at the door and calling my father. And I’m sitting
there, still feisty like, ‘‘No, no, I’m not hearing this no more. I’m not hearing
this ever again.’’ And I didn’t because I was clearing this up. I’m not doing
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this every day. And that’s one thing, you know, about the old school, they
said, ‘‘You better go and kick that ass. ’Cause you kick that ass, it puts an end
to it.’’ [. . .] You just earn your props. So, there again, I just learned when you
decide, ‘‘Unh unh. Unh unh.’’ And when you live like that from that moment
on, your life is different because, from the moment you walk in any door,
people know, ‘‘Unh unh.’’ There is no apology. And people pick up on that on
count one. And it’s the most frightening thing in the world. Like they still
can’t believe . . . I’m celebrating with my Bush-Cheney pin. I wear it everyday
up there to say, ‘‘Now if you think you’re going to steal my joy, then I’m
joining your party.’’ ’Cause you think I’m going to spend four years hating
George Bush? No, I’m not. I’ve got too much creativity and energy that I need
to be using some. If this is where the country is going, [whispering] we’re
going with them. [Chuckle]

And part of that is just I’m just a provocateur. It’s like, ‘‘Oh no, you met the
wrong one. I’m going with you on this one.’’ I’m just going with you. Because
if you don’t, you wouldn’t be able to get out of the bed if you really dealt with
the shit that’s thrown at you. The kind of hate and daily whatever. So you just
have to find a way to say no. And that’s that moment of going back to
childhood where I’ve never apologized for anything.

. . . . . . . .
ed
Ed was born in 1952 in New Orleans. Before the devastation of Katrina,
he lived in the Ninth Ward and worked as a librarian at the New Orleans
Historical Society. Ed is a gentle soul who is also very gracious. It is he
who put me in touch with Countess Vivian, the oldest narrator in this
book (see Chapter 7). On the day of the interview, I drove Ed to his favorite
sandwich shop, where we both got catfish po’ boys—a staple in New Orleans.
The interview took place on January 22, 2005, at his home, after we finished
our sandwiches. Since Katrina, I have not been able to contact him.

I think I had a well-balanced childhood. I had a mother and a father. They
both lived in the home. I had one sister and I had two brothers that lived in
the home with me. My father worked and my mother worked. I went to
school at the normal age. Although I grew up in, from the age of three
onward, we lived in a housing development, a housing project. But we never
thought we were poor. We never visualized ourselves as being poor, even
though [. . .] if you lived in a housing project, you were considered to be poor.

But my father and my mother both had values that they instilled in us,
and one of the values was education. My mother only finished high school
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and my father [. . .] dropped out in his junior year in college, but he was fairly
bright because both of his parents were educators, and he was skipped in his
early years and he was only sixteen when he was in college. And his father
was one of eight black cpas in the country at that time. And he used to tell me
that, and I kind of just didn’t believe it. I used to say, ‘‘Oh yeah, you’re right.’’
But actually, when I did do my family genealogy, I looked on the 1920 census
records for Louisiana, for New Orleans, and I found him and his two sisters,
my aunts . . . one of them is deceased . . . and his brother, my uncle, who is
also deceased, and his father and his mother. And it gave the occupation of
my grandfather, my father’s father, as being an accountant at an insurance
company in 1920. So that is a cpa, all day long. So my daddy has been
vindicated.

And my mom, although she only finished high school [. . .] she used to
recite poetry to us, verbatim, by memory. And one of her favorite poems was
‘‘When Malindy Sings’’ by Paul Lawrence Dunbar, which is, you know, very
difficult to recite, let alone remember, because it’s in dialect. She would just
chime it off like it was nothing, with proper voice inflection. Plus, she wrote
poems herself and she wrote a song when she was a girl, about thirteen years
old. And I’m still working on the research for this. She grew up in Mis-
sissippi, and she actually went to school part of her life with Richard Wright.
She knew Richard Wright.

And my mother’s still alive. My father’s deceased. My mother is eighty-
eight years old. [. . .] Unfortunately, because of her Alzheimer’s, she doesn’t
remember anything now. But before that, she was quite lucid in terms of
telling about family history. She wrote this poem one day when she was in
school. She called it the ‘‘Happy Work Song,’’ and there were these guys that
used to come from town to town, buying poetry and lyrics for songs. And they
bought her song. And I actually know that this is true because when I was a
child she kept a scrapbook and she had the actual newspaper clipping of her
winning a hundred dollar prize. . . . This would have been like in 1930 or
something or so, because she was born in 1916. May 13th, 1916. They paid
her a hundred dollars for her song, and it was written up in, I think, The
Jackson Daily News, which was the black newspaper. And I haven’t been able
to find a copy yet. I’m still looking. And her song was renamed, kept the same
lyrics, ‘‘Whistle While You Work,’’ which unfortunately is the song used in
the Disney movie, Snow White. And they’ve made millions off of it and my
mother got a hundred bucks. But that’s my mother’s story altogether. But
that’s to just give you an idea what kind of parents I had. They encouraged
me, you know, to be the best that I could be. And my father, at one point,
worked three jobs I can recall. And my mother, when she did work, she
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worked mostly domestic work and food service work in cafeterias. But after
the children came, she didn’t work. My dad used to get all the work. But I
don’t know if I’m really explaining what my childhood was like through that.

Did you have chores?
Oh absolutely. All of us had chores. We had to wash dishes. We had to

clean the floors. We had to keep our rooms clean. And we were disciplined
mostly by my mother. We weren’t disobedient children. And I don’t feel as
though we were ever abused. But my mother was the disciplinarian. She was
somewhat of a drill sergeant–type. [Chuckle] When she said do something
and you didn’t answer her or do it, you might find a shoe or a pot flying past
your head or something, you know, because she was gonna get you. And she
may have not got you at that moment, but she would wait sometimes until
you were asleep and surprise you with an attack. [Laughter]

And the only room that we could go in that had a lock on the door was the
bathroom. But if you went in the bathroom, it was like going to a prison
because you couldn’t do anything in the bathroom but run the water, take a
bath, you know. It’s very boring in there. And she would tell you, ‘‘Okay you
can stay in there, but the longer you stay in there, the worse your punish-
ment’s going to be when you get out. So you better come out now.’’ [. . .] My
brother, who is a year younger than I am, we shared a room so we had bunk
beds. And when she used to get behind us with a belt, the first one under the
bunk bed was sheltered because the bed was against the wall. So you had one
and then the one that got second was sticking out. So she would grab the leg
or arm and whip the arm or the leg or the part of the butt, whatever part she
could reach. And you would just breathe a sigh of relief that, you know, she
didn’t get you. And you were safe to live another day. But it was never abusive
because when she disciplined us, we were pretty bad at times and we de-
served it. [Chuckle] And she laid down the law. My father seemed to be
comfortable with that arrangement. After all, he was working all the time.

. . . . . . . .
freddie
Among the men I met while collecting these stories, Freddie is one of the
most memorable. He is a wonderful storyteller—being almost as talented at
that art form as at his profession of painting. Although quite soft-spoken,
Freddie has a captivating storytelling style that draws the listener in. One
has to pay close attention to his use of words to catch the subtle humor and
deft critiques of society and other characters in his stories. Freddie and his
partner of over forty years (see Chapter 6) live in Atlanta in a home full of
antiques. The house is also filled with Freddie’s artwork. Although semi-
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retired, he still takes commissions for paintings and works part-time at a
gallery in downtown Atlanta. He also likes to garden. The interview took
place at Freddie’s home in Atlanta on October 30, 2004.

Freddie was born in 1944 in Madison, Georgia. Regionally referred to
as ‘‘the town that Sherman refused to burn,’’ Madison is located about
sixty miles southeast of Atlanta. It is known for its beautifully preserved
antebellum homes. Below Freddie recalls the painful story of learning that
he was the product of a mother and father who did not want him.

How would you describe your childhood?
Oh, God. It was awful. I was an unwanted child—an unexpected child and

an unwanted child. After four children, I think the doctors told [my mother]
she couldn’t conceive any more children. And then I came along, so I was
sort of a surprise in that regard. But my father’s mother was a very strong
figure in my father’s life. You saw the movie Roots? You know how they held
the baby up? I kind of use that analogy. My grandmother held me up and
declared that none of her blood was in me, which meant that her son was not
my father. So my father, being the weakling that he was, I think, believed her.
My mother’s mother, my grandmother, lived here in Atlanta. And my mother
would visit my grandmother in Atlanta. So my father’s mother proclaimed
that I was some—I won’t use the ‘‘N’’ word—but some man in Atlanta’s
child—that I was not, in fact, his child. So that caused my grandmother and
my father to treat me differently. My sister is just three years older than me.
One of the more painful examples I can remember is us being on the school
grounds at Bernie Street Elementary School. It’s no longer there, but it was
the colored school in Madison, Georgia. And us running out to the edge of
the schoolyard, to my father and asking him for a nickel. And he pulled out
a handful of change and would give my sister a nickel and wouldn’t give
me one, saying he didn’t have any more. And I remember crying and that
kind of thing.

And I think the most painful memory I have is my father’s cousin A.C. and
his wife, whose name was Maja [. . .] said to my mother one day, she said,
‘‘Bea, why don’t you give Freddie to me since Aunt Evie and W.S. don’t want
him?’’ with me standing there.

And I remember starting to cry and hugging my mother around the legs.
And I must have been very young because my mother was only five feet, two
inches and I remember my head was about at her knee. So I was a very small
child. And I remember crying and saying, ‘‘Mama, you gonna to give me
away?’’ and she said, ‘‘No.’’ There were other kinds of things, but those are
the more painful memories I have of early childhood in Madison, Georgia.



Freddie smelling flowers in his garden. Photo by the author.
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I do think that I was molested as a little kid in Madison, Georgia, possibly
by more than one person. And I’ve been in counseling and cried through
all of this stuff. But I think a part of that had to do with the fact that it
was commonly known that I did not have kind of the protection of my
fraternal grandmother and my father. Because my grandmother was a larger-
than-life figure, and I think people respected her and some people might
have even feared her because she was a big woman and she was very out-
spoken and just kind of a strong personality. I think that they knew that ‘‘It’s
open season on him because they don’t want him so it’s okay to do pretty
much anything to him.’’

What did your parents do for work?
My father, in Madison, Georgia, worked for the planer mill, which was a

processing mill for lumber. They would cut the lumber, and I guess they
planed it into planks or boards or whatever. But my mother was always a
domestic worker.

In 1952, when we left Madison, Georgia, my mother and my sister and I
came to Atlanta. First of all, my mother came. My grandmother was ill so my
mother came . . . probably in March or April of that year because it was
before school was out . . . to take care of her mother who was ill. And she
came back probably late April, early May and she said to my father . . . I heard
her tell him this many times, that the two of them could not make it in
Madison, Georgia, because there were too many external influences. She
kept warning him that she would leave him. So when she came back, this
was in 1952, she said to him that she was thinking of leaving him and she
was going to move to Atlanta. She was going to take us and move to Atlanta,
and she wanted him to join us because she had decided that they just could
not have a life in Madison, Georgia, because there were too many external
influences. And so it was about the time of my birthday, May 12th, we moved
to Atlanta and my father was supposed to join us. [. . .] You’re so young you
wouldn’t remember this, but there was a time when, if your father worked at
a place, he could go to the boss man and say, ‘‘Oh, I’ve got a friend who needs
a job,’’ in many instances. And the man would say, ‘‘Bring him on.’’ So, some
of the men in the neighborhood here in Atlanta that my grandmother knew,
had lined up a job for my father. And on the day he was supposed to come, he
didn’t come. I remember sitting out on the front steps, waiting kind of for
him, much of the day. I knew the direction he would come from, and several
times I saw a man who kind of looked like him and I got happy thinking that
was him coming and it wasn’t. So I remember how disappointed I was that
he didn’t come. And he never came. Instead, he moved to New Jersey with
Lily Mae, one of the problems my mother had in Madison, Georgia. He moved



34 : growing up

to New Jersey with Lily Mae, and they have I’d say ten or eleven children. I
had all these half siblings. They were in Jamesburg, New Jersey, and now I
think some of them are in Jamesburg, and my father lives in Somerset with
one of his daughters. And so my parents were never reunited. They never got
back together. [. . .] You know, ’cause even though my father wasn’t all he
should have been, he’s still my father. [. . .] And I keep saying that I’m going
to ask him at which moment did he decide that he was, in fact, my father.
Because I think he has, at some point, accepted that. I’ve been told many
times by family members that I look a lot like my father’s father. I didn’t
meet him. My grandfather died in February of the year that I was born, so he
died in February and I was born in May. And I’ve had people tell me that, if he
had been alive, my life would have been very different because he would have
protected me from them. He would have been a kind of a more calming
influence. And at some point, my father’s mother changed her mind as well.
I never did ask her before she died when she changed her mind, but I think
at some point they could see some resemblances to people in the family and
they changed their minds then. And certainly, here I am, sixty years old. I
forgave them many years ago. I did. I don’t know if you know this or not, but
counseling is a scary process. You have to really be able to, I think, open
those doors. And you also have to be able to, I think, admit or to give up on
what I call a prevalent myth in the black community, this sainted mother
myth. You have to kind of maybe see her for who she is, that just because
she’s your mother, she’s not a saint. You can still love her, but you have to
kind of see her for who she is—or either of your parents. Because in many
instances, both the mother and the father, where they can do no wrong, you
know. Well, I keep saying, ‘‘you know.’’ But when I was in school, if you
wanted to get a fight out of somebody, you’d say something about their
mama. [Laughter] And I don’t know if that’s true today or not. I suspect that
it probably is. And everything you could say . . . you might say might be true,
but just the fact that you’re saying something unpleasant about somebody’s
mama would get you a real fight. But if you’re going into counseling, you
have to kind of see all of these people for who they are and deal with the
experiences you had with them.

[. . .] But at some point, I cut off all communications with my mother for
several years. I didn’t call her. If she called me, I was kind and gracious, but I
didn’t go to see her. I didn’t call her. And this was a decision I made. My
counselors were . . . thought I was very brave in making that decision. And
my . . . I was in a group of ten other people in counseling. They were all just
kind of amazed by the fact that I could do that. But I made the decision after
years and years and years. Because the other part of the story is that my
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father and grandmother didn’t want me, but neither did my mother. Well,
she was determined to keep me because her mother didn’t keep her. You
see? It didn’t matter how badly she abused us, her saving grace was always,
‘‘At least I didn’t give you away.’’ Because my mother was given away as an
infant. The story I’ve heard is that my grandmother was very young when my
mother was born, and her father gave my mother to some other people when
my grandmother wasn’t at home one day. And so my mother never forgave
her mother for giving her away. But she was very angry and tormented and
very abusive of my sister and I. And her saving grace . . . her defense always
was, ‘‘At least I didn’t give you away.’’

So, that was why she was determined to keep us, no matter what. But it
didn’t matter if she treated us like dirt. [Chuckle] So, that’s the other part of
the story. So I, for much of my life, have felt very much alone because in
Madison, Georgia, I thought I had my mother. But once we moved here . . .
Have you seen The Exorcist? I tell people that once she got us in Atlanta, her
head did a 360 degree turn. And one of her favorite things to say was, ‘‘If it
wasn’t for you, my life would be wonderful.’’ So, hearing that as a kid, I think,
was why . . . I started to have thoughts of suicide. Because just think of it. If
you’re a little kid and your mother says, ‘‘If it wasn’t for you, my life would be
wonderful,’’ you’re going to think, ‘‘Well I hate making her life awful.’’ And
you start thinking about not being here. And for many years, I was suicidal
and that was one of the issues I dealt with in counseling. And I think that
those thoughts of suicide were kind of planted by my mother making that
statement.

. . . . . . . .
jaime
Jaime is another great storyteller. That he has had such a colorful life,
especially his years in the military (see Chapter 4), makes his stories that
much more compelling. He is the older brother of Phil, another narrator
in this book. The eighth of eleven children, Jaime was born in Covington,
Kentucky, in 1961. Covington, the fifth-largest city in Kentucky, is separated
from Cincinnati, Ohio, by the Ohio River. Jaime lives with his partner not far
from the home where he grew up. The interview took place in Cincinnati at
a mutual friend’s home on July 24, 2005.

We used to laugh and joke that we kind of grew up in Mayberry. Because,
you know, growing up in Covington, being this close to Cincinnati where,
you know, there seemed to always be a lot going on. But over there it’s a little
bit slower, so we were kind of sheltered from a lot of the goings-on. Even
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now, the way things are, it’s a lot different over there than over here. I would
say I had a, you know, an average childhood. Normal, you know.

[. . .] There were eleven of us kids between my mother and father. And
although my father he didn’t complete his education, he wanted to make
sure that we all had that option. Of the eleven kids, I think all of us went
through Catholic schools throughout our whole, you know, from first to
twelfth grade—those of us that wanted to. But the other side of that was we
had to all go to work and help pay for it. As kids we, you know, we didn’t
really think we were poor I guess because we were not really denied anything
basic that we needed. But, I mean you look back on it now you think, had
your parents been born in a different time they probably could have been
ceos of a company, you know, being able to manage and run our family the
way that they did. I think as opposed to the people, from my experience of
the people that grew up around me, and as adults and talking to some of the
people that I grew up with, we actually had it pretty good for our, you know,
for that time and for that area.

Did you have chores when you were growing up?
Oh yeah. Oh yes. Our family pretty much . . . was like a company. My

father, his saying was, ‘‘I don’t care what you hear out there, there’s no
democracy in my house, what I say goes and if you can’t abide by that, you
have to leave. I’ve got too many kids to raise and I don’t have time for any
messing.’’ He also managed one of those little tidbits like, like you have
ingrained in your head like if you ever get in trouble or do something stupid
that calls for you to have to go downtown and go to jail, then you might want
to use that one phone call to call somebody that’s going to help you, because
there will be no help for you here at this house. And we all knew that right up
front and everybody made it through without having to test that little rule,
because my father was not one to say something and not mean it.

Did you and your siblings have a lot of friends in your neighborhood where
you all played together and did things like that?
Yeah. We were that one neighborhood house that everybody hung at, you

know, with there being so many kids, there was always a bunch of people
there. And, especially dinnertime, there was always a couple of extra people
at the table for whatever reason. And even, as I said, we weren’t rich, but my
mother just had a policy if someone is there and wanting to eat, then she’d
find a way to feed them. You know, that’s just the way it worked. Everybody
pretty much hung at our house. A lot of, at that time a lot of people’s parents
didn’t allow them to have company or hang at the house or that type—or we
grew up in the era of plastic furniture, plastic covered furniture, so you
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know. It was kind of a whole street full of that. In our house it was too
many of us for our parents to even be trying to worry about anything like that
pretty much.

My mother took care of us. My father, his primary job he was an auto
detailer. But we, as I said, from probably as far back as I can remember,
probably at about five or six years old, my father always had anywhere from
three to four part-time jobs in the evening cleaning different businesses
around the city [with which we helped], and that was pretty much our life.
We would come home from school; we would wait for him to get home from
work, you know, [from] his primary job. We’d have dinner, and by that point,
you made sure your homework and all that was done because he didn’t want
to hear you had to do homework after we come back from cleaning because
it was usually pretty late in the evening. So, you know, other kids went out
and played, we piled up in the station wagon and went and paid for our
tuition. So that’s basically, you know, that’s how it worked. Everybody had a
job at the different places that we went to, to clean or what have you, and
everybody had a job at home. Well, it was pretty much you went by ‘‘the list,’’
as we called it, on the refrigerator—the schedule—where, you know, if it was
your week for dishes or help with the laundry or taking out the garbage, or
whatever it was. Pretty much is how it worked.

. . . . . . . .
‘‘larry j.’’
Larry J. is one of the few narrators who barely came up for air during the
interview. One question, and perhaps thirty minutes later I would be able
to get in the next one! He is like many a southerner in that he just loves to
story spin; he’s a person who, in the middle of telling one story, has to tell
several other stories as ‘‘context’’ for the main one. The result is sometimes
something that resembles free associative speaking. A college friend of mine
who knew that Larry J. had led an interesting life put me in touch with him.
From the times we spoke on the phone before the interview, I realized that
I was in for a treat.

Larry J. is a business professional and has a very successful career. He is
also a poet who has self-published two books of verse, both volumes dealing
with his painful childhood and his longing for romantic love. Regarding the
former, he survived several abusive men in his mother’s life. Regarding the
latter, he’s still looking for love, but has had lots of sexual escapades during
that search (see Chapter 4). He was born in Camden, South Carolina, in
1959. The oldest inland town in South Carolina, Camden is located just
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thirty-five miles northeast of Columbia, the state capital. Larry J. is one of
four children. The interview took place at his home in Charlotte, North
Carolina, on January 7, 2004.

How would describe your childhood?
Probably a childhood of survival, because my mom and my dad were

separated when I was very, very small. It’s hard for me to remember exactly
when, but I was not even in the first grade, so I would say I was probably
three, four years old when my mom and my dad separated. At the time, when
they separated, I had two other brothers. My mom was the person who pretty
much raised me, for the most part. So I pretty much grew up in a single-
parent home. But because my mom worked a lot, I ended up being pretty
much raised by my grandmother. So think about Camden, which is a very
rural area. My mom had another baby, probably before I was six. And I do
remember that. And he got killed by her boyfriend who had shaken him to
death. And I think they call it some kind of syndrome [. . .] today. So as a
result of that, we ended up moving in . . . my grandmamma was pretty
much, you know, ‘‘You all need to come stay with me.’’ So we ended up
staying with my grandmother in probably a six-room house, and there was
probably twenty people in that house. I say twenty—and I may be exaggerat-
ing just a little bit—but I have a set of twin uncles . . . who are a year older
than me. Then there was these other two males there, then my brothers. . . . I
had two brothers at the time. And then my grandmother had another son of
hers, plus at least two more daughters. She had ten kids. My grandma had
ten kids, and the last two were, like I said, twins. So it was a houseful.
Yeah, all of us in about a six-room house. So there was no such thing as a
bedroom—I mean, a living room. Every room was a bedroom except for, you
know, maybe the kitchen.

[. . .] I do remember having a paper route probably when I was in the fifth
grade. Because my mom pretty much worked to try to maintain, ’cause my
daddy did not provide child support, which continues to be a bone of conten-
tion. And I might be editorializing a little bit here, but I sort of wish I could
go back and retroactively deposit those payments. Because you know now I
don’t understand why women didn’t [demand child support], but back then
they didn’t. They didn’t press the issue of child support, so look at the money
we might have gotten from dear dad. But back then, you know, the Depart-
ment of Social Services was certainly not enough to survive off of. I don’t even
know whether my mom even had the know-how to do that. She had like a
ninth-grade education. You know back then folks didn’t finish school. [. . .]
As the years went by, my mom had a couple more kids. I now have three
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brothers and one sister. The sister’s the youngest and she’s thirty-five. My
mom is sixty-four, so that kind of like gives you an idea.

So I pretty much raised my younger brother and my younger sister be-
cause, number one, I was, for lack of a better word, smart, I guess. Book
smart. My oldest brother was always getting into trouble which, you know,
that didn’t pay off for him later on because he’s still struggling a little bit. So
it was pretty much between me and my brother who’s like a year younger
than me, who pretty much did everything. I was the one that pretty much was
stuck with the raising of my younger brother and my sister. Because my
brother that was a year younger than me, my granddaddy always took him
hunting with him. So . . . they used to call me, way back then, ‘‘Professor’’
because I always was studying and all that. I think at a very early age I realized
I wanted to make something of myself. And somehow I must have known
that that was the way to do it. And so by raising my brother and my sister, I
stayed home. I mean I was the one that was left to clean the diapers, you
know, and to do all of that. Do all those chores. And as a result, I guess that it
all paid off because I learned how to cook and everything. So, I’m pretty self-
sufficient, even from the standpoint of just your basic day-to-day survival.
Very self-sufficient at an early age, very independent.

You could walk to the country club in like fifteen minutes from my house.
And I would do various chores over there, as they related to landscaping, you
know, helping out. And I remember getting paid I think it was like two
dollars an hour back then, during that time, to do that. And then on Sundays
they used to have polo games, and we used to walk the horses after they
would play a match or an inning. I think it’s like six innings to a whole
match, but after an inning, the horses had to be walked. I initially didn’t
do that. I ended up being the scorekeeper. [Chuckle] Because I was smart
enough, I got to keep the score. And I also would set the ball up for the next
time they got ready to play. So that was double pay. So instead of getting two
dollars for that polo match, I was getting four dollars because I was really
doing double duty. But yet my uncles and my brothers [. . .] we did the jobs
that nobody else would do because we were not privileged as far as being
schoolteachers’ kids. Back then, if your mom or dad taught school, you know
you were considered privileged and you didn’t have to worry about going out
to survive. But of course that money, you know, I was bringing in also helped
with whatever household needs, so we’d give my mom probably half of what
we made, you know. And so that’s sort of like how that came up. And you
know I worked at the country club for years. I think I worked there really
pretty much until I got ready to go off to college, which was in 1977. They
used to have a driving range, and I got to run that like one week out of the
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month because they could trust me. I worked there for a long, long, long
time doing various odd jobs, and during the summer, I worked there. So in a
roundabout way, I’d say a life of . . . a childhood of learning how to survive
and becoming self-sufficient at a very, very early age.

[. . .] Our little neighborhood was sort of sandwiched . . . between the
country club and a pretty . . . well the houses were brick homes, so pretty
well-to-do back then, white neighborhood. So we were sort of like down in
the valley. And so of course we used to go to those neighborhoods and rake
yards and pick strawberries . . . not strawberries, blackberries, off those little
sticky things and go and sell them. You could sell, my goodness, you could
sell like a pint of blackberries for like a dollar. That was a lot back then
’cause the white folks would buy. So it wasn’t just me who was trying to
survive; we were all entrepreneurs at an early, early, early age. Except I think
of all my cousins and uncles and brothers. I went on to school and got my
bachelors and my mba. My oldest brother is married, and he still stays in a
little town outside of Camden called Lugoff, married to this minister. They
have no kids. He pretty much has had a . . . for lack of a better word, a
drinking problem all of his life. He’s doing better, but it’s still not . . . he left
at an early age. I’ll never forget. I was in the eighth grade, and he stayed back
a year so he was in eighth grade too. But I remember him going up north to
Jamaica [Queens, New York], which is where my dad stayed. He went up
north for that summer so he could . . . you know, be with my daddy. And
when he came back, he was corrupted. He already was smoking reefer. He
was doing all this . . . and already started messing with women. And, you
know, all that stuff, you know. And he’s been corrupted ever since.

My brother who’s a year younger than me now is retired from the Army.
He stays in New Mexico. He’s married, got three kids. The interesting thing
about that is that they both married two sisters.

I’ve got my younger brother [who] stays in trouble. He’s thirty-seven,
thirty-eight now. He’s constantly been in trouble. He doesn’t have any kids
that I know of, but he’s in Camden, has lived off my mama for you know . . .
just will not do right. I’ve tried to get him to do right and help him out as
much as I can. But him and his girlfriend, they kind of stay from pillar to
post. And they’re still doing it. So you know, some people have to come to
their own time, and it’s just not his time. But then my younger sister, who’s
my one and only sister, is married and stays in Camden, has three kids. And
she’s been married like three . . . no, more than that. Her youngest son is
fourteen. And she’s thirty-five. And she just finished her associate’s degree in
pharmacy assistant, like a year or two ago. She was in medical technology
and got pregnant in between that. And it’s hard to get in that program once
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you get out. So that’s what she’s doing, but she’s doing fine. Married to a
man who was in the military, and he’s out and he’s working, and so she
seems to be able to handle her own.

What did your mother do for work?
She did domestic work, and then she worked later in the factory for the

last two years . . . two, three, four . . . no, for the last five years, she has not
done anything, and a matter of fact, she is now staying with my sister be-
cause she has an apartment and all of that in government housing, but what
had happened was she’s developed early signs of Alzheimer’s because she
was physically abused, and which I saw some of that. And when you read
some of my poetry, in some parts you’ll see . . . you can see that in some of the
poetry. Because as a small child, I remember we were not staying with my
grandma at the time. She had moved in with this man and we were staying
there. Again, I’m small so I don’t really know what happened other than that
I surmised that she was not at home and he was waiting on her to come
home. She didn’t come home or came home later than what was expected,
and so when she walked in the door, you know, he started physically abusing
her. And we were all standing there and didn’t know what to do. And of
course I remember, quite vividly, I picked up a chair and threw it. And I was
probably like four, five, six years old. I may have been seven or eight at that
time. And I remember throwing a chair and then, of course, running. And
then somehow I ran down to the landlord’s . . . wherever the landlord’s place
was, and told them what was happening.

Is this the same one that shook that baby to death?
No, no, no. That’s my brother Stevie. He died when I was like four, and

I think I was seven or eight when this happened. But my mama’s been
through a series of physical abuse . . . and back then, and that was a common
occurrence, that men used to physically . . . and they still do it now, but I’m
saying they used to physically abuse women. Now women are more standing
up to it. But I recall vividly how he had beat her with . . . I remember it was
like an orange hose, like a water hose. I remember so vividly ’cause my
brother, the one who always stays in trouble, he was still a baby. I mean he
was a baby. He was not even walking. But I remember, after he had beat her, I
remember her holding him in her arms. I’ll never forget that. And so you
know, when you see stuff like that. My mom just had a life of abuse, so we
think that’s now coming back to haunt her. And it’s through no fault of her
own. So right now she’s staying with my sister, so that has presented a lot of
challenges for us, to try to deal with that. So we’re still working through all of
that. And the process, I’ll tell you, of getting assistance . . . ’cause she’s on
Medicaid and so forth, but the process is . . . even for an educated person,
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which I consider me to be, it is a process. That is a process that will wear you
down quickly. And so we’re going through that. So that kind of like gives you
probably more than what you were asking for, but . . .

. . . . . . . .
‘‘alex’’
Alex was introduced to me several years ago at my friend Ian Barrett’s
home in Atlanta. When I first met him—and every time since—he had me
in stitches. He has a sharp wit and a quick tongue that will keep you
entertained for hours. Although he is a business professional, he has a real
talent as an events planner. Many of his friends in Atlanta ask him to plan
their parties. So, not only is he the life of the party, he’s its planner also!
His narrative below reveals how his precociousness as a child shaped his
personality today. He was born in Greenwood, South Carolina, in 1967.
Greenwood is located in upstate South Carolina, about sixty miles southeast
of Greenville. It is known for its annual Festival of Flowers in June. The
interview took place in Atlanta on January 6, 2005.

Actually, I had a very emotional childhood, coming up in a single-parent
home. I knew who my father was, as the efforts of my mother trying to make
sure that I knew who my family was and that kind of stuff, to ensure that I
had a well-balanced type of life. But I chose later on to distance myself from
that side of the family at that particular time because it just wasn’t working
for me. The values, the views, weren’t the same. And my mother was one to
teach me to always go above and beyond. And every time I went down there
to visit them, I felt like I was taking a step backwards. Not necessarily in
time, but just in my mindset, you know? You know, she was, you know,
instilling education. You know, go for, you know, the gusto. Do your best at
whatever you do. And you get down there and, you know, they’re drinking
and . . . just a whole different type of environment. And so as a thirteen-year-
old I decided that I didn’t want to go back down there at that particular time.
My mother didn’t like the idea. And I can tell you a story about it.

[. . .] I had gone down there, and once again I was in this environment that
I really didn’t feel comfortable in. It wasn’t, in my opinion, clean. I didn’t feel
safe. And I just didn’t like the liquor and the drinking and the card playing
and then the attitudes that come along with the effects of alcohol, which,
of course, I didn’t really understand what that meant. But I understood it
enough to know that it made me uncomfortable.

Well, one particular night I was down there and I got into a huge alterca-
tion with one of my aunts who actually lived with my grandmother or grand-
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parents. And she was just . . . oh, she had the filthiest mouth that any woman
could ever have, or any person could ever have. And I mean she was just evil!
And in conjunction with her being evil, I had an evil stepmother, who really
resented me for being the firstborn child, firstborn grandchild. And I was
named after my father. And then of course my older brother of the two half
brothers that I have was also named after my father in an effort for her to, you
know . . . try to make that connection, I guess, to him or whatever the case
may be. So I woke up one morning about 5:30. I had my mother’s little
makeup kit. [Laughter] Ironically. [Laughter] This little red suitcase that’s
used for the makeup. And that’s what I put my stuff in, you know, when I went
down there. And it had the little mirror in the cover and what have you. And
then there was this little red suitcase that went along with it. And I packed up
my little bag. Didn’t say a word to anyone. My mother worked about eight
miles, nine miles from where my grandparents lived. It was pitch dark. And I
got up before the crack of dawn and I broke out to where my mother was
working because I was ready to go home. And my grandparents I guess woke
up and they discovered that I was gone. They called my father. He lived right
around the corner. Called my aunts. They all lived in the same like little
neighborhood. Walking distance, pretty much, from everybody. And you
know I was nowhere to be found, so they called my mother in a panic. And so
she gets in the car and she drives, you know, to the location and meets me.
I’ve been walking about two and a half hours now. So I was walking. My
mother was very upset and threatened to whip my butt and all that kind of
stuff, and took me back down there, took me back to my grandparents.

How far had you gotten?
I had been walking about two and a half hours, so I guess at least halfway.

At least halfway. Just determined. [. . .] And so my great aunt was who I called
Granny, she heard about the situation. Of course, I had gone back down to
my grandparents to stay the rest of that weekend. And she called my mother
and told her, she said, ‘‘You know, you’ve done the best that you can do.
You’ve exposed him to his father’s side of the family. Every time he goes
down there, he doesn’t want to go. He doesn’t want to go. You know, you’ve
done your part. Don’t make him go back again. You know, he’s made his
decision. And when he’s ready to bring them back into his life, he’ll go bring
them back in. But don’t make him go because that’s going to have more of a
traumatic impact on him than him making the decision on his own that, you
know, ‘I want to include them in my life.’ ’’

And your mother listened?
Yes. She didn’t like it. But she listened. She did. [. . .] And I would always

push the extra button just to see, you know. And I mean like for example, I
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was about maybe ten or eleven years old and my [. . .] family had a booth at
the fair, the County Fair, you know. I can’t remember exactly what the game
was, but you know it was a balloon tossing and all that kind of stuff and
whatever. And they had the bears and all that stuff for the prizes. And you
know, on Tuesday was the night that all the students would go to the fair.
And you had your discount and you got your tickets and what have you. Well,
with us running the booth, I was at the fair maybe three or four days during
the five or six days that it was there. Well, I’m a kid, so while I’m there I want
to ride. I didn’t want to sit behind the booth. And so my mother told me, you
know, ‘‘You can’t ride because I don’t have any money.’’ And I said, ‘‘Okay,
fine.’’ [Chuckle] You know, so I sat back there for a little bit and I thought
about it. And I sat there, and they was taking in . . . they were taking in the
money from the booth and they were setting it back there by me. [Chuckle]
And I was just looking at it. I said, ‘‘Why shoot. Well, it won’t hurt to take a
couple of dollars [laughter] and go and buy me some tickets to ride a couple
of rides, and then I’ll come on back. It’s no big deal.’’ So I took a couple
dollars and I went and I bought tickets and I was riding. Well, the fair-
grounds were only so big and everybody knows everybody pretty much. Well,
somebody came back and said, ‘‘Well [Alex] is . . . I just saw [Alex]. He’s
riding so and so and so and so.’’ Well, they knew I was, you know, kind of
roaming around and they knew I wasn’t going to go out of the place. But my
mother was trying to figure out, ‘‘Well how is he riding? He’s got no money.’’
And so she gave me the opportunity to tell her. I got back over there and she
said, ‘‘Well how did you get tickets to ride?’’ And I said, ‘‘What are you talking
about?’’ [Laughter] I can’t remember who told her. One of her friends or one
of my cousins or somebody said it. And she said, ‘‘Well where’d you get
money to ride?’’ And I was like, ‘‘Well I don’t know what you’re talking
about.’’ And then she finally got me to admit that I was riding. And I said,
‘‘Oh well, I ran across one of my other, you know, friends and their parents
bought the tickets because they didn’t want them to ride by themselves so
they asked me if I would ride with them. So they bought me the tickets too.’’
And she didn’t believe that. [Laughter] So she asked the person that I was
talking about. I didn’t think she’d go ask, but she did. Didn’t say one word to
me the rest of the evening about the situation. [Laughter] Not one word. [I]
went on, you know. I was just as happy-go-lucky, having got my ride on, and I
was back there, you know, with them, playing and doing what I do. The fair
closed I think ten, ten-thirty. We got to the house. We got in the house. I
guess they had counted the money. Back then, you know, you don’t think
they have an account . . . checks and balances. I don’t know what they were
selling, but anyway, they sold so much and they were taking in so much, so it
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should have balanced out. Well, they were short whatever those dollars were
that I had taken. [Laughter] And I don’t even remember how much it was.
Maybe it was more like six or seven dollars. But she got me back to the house.
She had me strip down, and she tore my behind up. [Laughter] Butt naked,
with a belt. And actually, she started with a switch and the switch broke. And
I had gotten into the hamper . . . trying to cover [laughter] . . . trying to protect
myself under the clothes. And that just made her even madder. And she got
that belt and oh she went . . . oh, she went to town. And I tell you, to this day, I
betcha I’ll never take anything again. And never have. Because it wasn’t right.
And I’ll remember that whipping to this day.

education

Most people outside of the South think of the region as undereducated.
Never mind that some of this country’s premier universities are located
there—Duke, the University of North Carolina, and Emory, just to name a
few. And for many folks, especially those of an older generation, riots over
the integration of public schools—something many narrators will discuss
later—also come to mind when they think about education in the South.
What often isn’t thought about, the stories that have not been told, are the
stories about whites who, for good or naught, tried to help black students
succeed in the midst of blatant racism and homophobia. Indeed, many of
the men I spoke with shared stories about white teachers who saw some-
thing in them and went on to encourage them academically and who also
sometimes supported them financially. This is one thing I have in common
with these narrators, as I was the beneficiary of my first-grade teacher’s
philanthropy, though ours was a conflicted relationship, especially as I got
older.∞ Like The Lady Chablis, who had a white teacher who ‘‘was the first
person to open the door to the white world’’ to her, some of the men in Sweet
Tea and I were, thanks to educators, afforded opportunities that, given our
racial and economic status, we might otherwise not have had.≤

Some of these narratives about the early years of education suggest that
there is something about being queer that makes one more fastidious about
learning. I realize that this statement is borderline essentialist (perhaps it is
essentialist), but the theme of being ‘‘different,’’ ‘‘artistic,’’ ‘‘creative,’’ ‘‘hav-
ing a drive,’’ and being a ‘‘bookworm’’ comes up too many times for it to be a
mere coincidence. As with any totalizing argument, however, there are al-
ways exceptions that trouble these preconceived notions. For as many narra-
tors as talk about being ‘‘loners’’ or not being interested in sports, there are
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an equal number who discuss playing football and basketball, dropping out
of school, getting into trouble, or having a general disinterest in school. The
contradictions among these narratives are what make them, collectively, so
fascinating, and so human.

. . . . . . . .
charles
Charles is a young activist and creative writer. At twenty-four, he had
already garnered a reputation as an outspoken leader for the young black
lgbt community in Atlanta and had published some of his nonfiction.
Interestingly, Charles still dates women and considers himself to be ‘‘queer’’
more than ‘‘gay.’’ At the time of the interview, he was a student at Georgia
State University. An only child, he was born in Atlanta in 1980. The
interview took place at my friend Ian Barrett’s house in Atlanta on
November 9, 2004.

Were your schools integrated?
Well, they were all-black schools. They might have had a few white people

here and there but [. . .] it wasn’t like, you know, we have to go there because
you’re black. We went there because that was the school you’re zoned to. [. . .]
We had what was called the magnet program, where you basically applied to
the high school you wanted to go to. [. . .] And I chose Therrel because, well
for a few reasons. You know, mostly because I didn’t want to go to my zone
high school. This is where it gets complicated. I didn’t want to go to my zone
high school because the kids that lived in my neighborhood were just, like,
ruthless, like, I knew that it would have just been a really horrendous experi-
ence. [. . .] I didn’t want to go to the feeder high schools because the middle
school experience I had was really, really bad, too. Like, a lot of kids would
pick on me and stuff, and I just didn’t really have a pleasant middle school
experience. Not so much because of the gay thing. Like that wasn’t really it; it
was more because, I mean I didn’t talk like everyone else, you know. They
said I sounded white, and I didn’t really conform to the notions of mas-
culinity that were really the most acceptable, just in terms of being kind of
bookish, and speaking the way I spoke. [. . .] I think it’s also in the, like, early
’90s, when you started to see hip-hop culture defining black masculinity in a
more rigid way. And I didn’t really do a lot around hip-hop either. I mean, I
did a lot around it to the extent that I listened to it, and I kind of knew what
was going on, but it didn’t define me. Like I didn’t really use it as an identity
marker. Like I didn’t really dress that way, or really speak that way, not
really—I didn’t really use it to define me, like a lot of the other males in my
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school. I was just kind of into my own thing. And I paid a price for it, you
know? I stood out. I was very different in terms of the way I spoke, the way I
dressed, the way I kinda carried myself. And so I said all that to say, that I
didn’t want to go to the theater high school or the middle school because I
was like, I want to go somewhere completely different and start over anew.
And I went to Therrel, and even though Therrel still had a lot of the same
stuff . . . I just didn’t really get as much shit in high school. Well, for one thing,
I was in the magnet program. And I think the magnet program is really about
trying to like, concentrate. It was really about, like, okay, we’re going to try to
do the best we can to make sure you get the most out of this high school
experience. And we’re going to try to keep you, not so much keep you away
from, but keep you sheltered from the rest of the high school environment,
from the rest of the kids in the high school, because, you know, we’re going to
define you as kids that have potential, and kids that are probably going to go
on to college. And so, you know, it was terribly sheltered, for like ninth and
tenth grade. And then my junior year I started taking ap [i.e., advance place-
ment] classes. [. . .] I’m very critical of tracking in schools, typical black kids.
But I mean in a weird kind of way it was also something that kind of, I don’t
want to say saved me, but I think had I been around the other kids in school I
would have continued to get a lot of shit, for being how I was. That isn’t to say
I didn’t really get any shit in the magnet program, but [. . .] there was a way in
the magnet program where you could be smart. When I was in middle school
it was not okay to be a smart boy. Like, I also find interesting for like,
conventional feminist arguments [. . .] second-wave feminists are arguing
like, girls can’t be smart in class, blah blah blah. My experience was one
where, it was not okay for a boy to be smart, like you could be athletic, you can
dance, you can dress well, but you can’t be too smart. And, and certainly not
be precocious. I was terribly precocious, you know, and so when I got to high
school, I think there are ways in which, particularly in the magnet program,
you can be smart and you weren’t necessarily punished for it. [. . .] And it
wasn’t like, you know there’s one peer group that’s going to make everyone
else’s lives, everyone else’s life hell; it was more like, everyone kind of find
where they fit in, and you just kind of do the best you can. So, that was a very
elaborate explanation as to my, my school experience.

. . . . . . . .
duncan teague
My interview with Duncan was one of the most memorable because he has
a wicked sense of humor. He is one of the few narrators in Sweet Tea who
insisted that I use his first and last name. He’s just that fierce!
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Duncan, who lives in Atlanta, is a member of the black gay performance
art/spoken word group, Adodi Muse. They’ve performed around the country
and have produced a cd. Prominent themes in their work include black gay
pride and self-respect, relationship dramas, and hiv/aids. Duncan is very
much an activist, and most everyone in Atlanta’s gay community knows him.
Indeed, he helped me find men to be interviewed.

Duncan was born ‘‘sometime in the early ’60s’’ in Kansas City, Missouri.
The interview took place on November 1, 2004, at his home in Atlanta.

We went to Mary Harmon Weeks, which was a brand-new grade school.
And it was in a black community and had a resource center instead of a
library because it had more than books. I mean it was brand spanking new,
and that’s where I went for second grade through fourth grade. No. I’m sorry.
I went there through fifth grade. Wow, yeah. I get confused because the
school had a fire and they took the high-B students and the good readers who
had excellent social skills because we had overcrowding and they took about
a classroom of like ten of us and they put us back in the fourth-grade class-
room, but we were doing fifth-grade work. And what I surmise is that it was
one of those social educational experiments because you can’t mess with
your A students because they don’t like change and they’re spoiled brats. Yes
I said it. [Chuckle] And you know they have to have everything just so. And
you know the other students, you don’t want to mess with their socialization
or whatever because they’re challenged enough. So they took the kids who
they knew could handle being separated from their peer group and still do
the work. And so we got our own teacher and we were in the fourth-grade
classroom but we were a fifth-grade class. Because that was where there was
room for us. So I get confused. But when we came home from the summer of
the fifth grade and what was my brother’s fourth-grade year, the school sent
a letter home to my mother, saying that my brother was not really up to par to
go to fifth grade. And I would have been going to sixth grade. And that they
were going to allow him to pass so that he could stay with his social group,
but he wasn’t really doing the work. And my mother . . . I can still hear her
yelling and screaming. Because she wanted to know that Phillip wasn’t
doing the work during the school year because she’d have gotten on him.
And education was everything to my mother and my father. And when she
called up there and she said, ‘‘Well if he isn’t able to do fifth- grade work, he
isn’t going to the fifth grade. You put him back in the fourth grade.’’ And they
wouldn’t do it back then. Now they would probably do it. But even at my
mother’s request, they weren’t going to do it. So she said, ‘‘Y’all aren’t going
there no more.’’ And my parents sacrificed. From that point through the end



growing up : 49

of high school, we went to private schools. Yeah. So some of those early
neighborhood friends I sort of left in the early adolescence and went to
private schools. And I went to the Lutheran grade school and then the Cath-
olic high school. And my parents did not want me to go to the Catholic high
school because we’re Baptists. But there was no such thing as a Baptist high
school. And I did not want to go to public high school. I just didn’t. My
mother thought that we would, but unh unh. I wanted to go with my friends
to Bishop Hogan, and so I did. And I was . . . actually I think I was quite a
success at high school.

There was a moment when my father was trying to butch me up . . . or get
rid of the gayness. And so the Lord told him to send me to Tri-City Christian
Academy. And it was about maybe fifteen miles from our home. And it was
one of these fundamentalist Christian schools, non-affiliated with a major
denomination that was ninety-something percent white. And it was horrid.
And I started developing a spasm in my back that felt like I was having heart
trouble. See, I had become a class leader and was recognized and all this, but
I was also becoming a very gay young man. I guess my father was at his wit’s
end because what had been cute was no longer cute. And at the end of the
first semester, given the muscle spasms and how much I hated the school
and how inferior the education was compared to Bishop Hogan, I stood up
to my father and I told him that I really didn’t care what he or the Lord
thought. I was not going back there. I was going to Bishop Hogan High
School for my second semester of my junior year, and he and the Lord
needed to work it out. And I considered that like a sort of coming out, in a
way, because . . . and it wasn’t about me saying, ‘‘I’m gay.’’ It was about me
standing up for myself against everything I’d been taught. And I really didn’t
give a damn. And so I have to be careful now because I have to remind myself
that everybody wasn’t me in high school. And everybody didn’t stand up to
their parents. And so when I hear the stories about gay men who wait until
they’re thirty, forty, fifty, whenever to come out, I really have to work at
understanding them and understanding their turmoil, because that step-
ping up to my father was just a beginning.

. . . . . . . .
freddie (b. 1944, madison, ga.)
In high school, even in elementary school there was one teacher in par-

ticular who would assign a girl to tell her if anybody bothered me when she
went out of the room. I later found out that she was, in fact, a lesbian. And
was a married lesbian. She had a husband and some children, but she was,
in fact, a lesbian. And she would assign a girl to tell her, so along the way I
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was kind of protected by people. In high school, there was always a bigger
boy or somebody who would kind of protect me. And the bigger boys, I never
had sex with them, but they just kind of felt a sense that I needed protecting.

And something else happened. When I was in sixth grade, some boys
were bothering me and the teacher kept us after school. And I would carry a
single-edge razor blade in my pocket to sharpen my pencils, because if I
went to the pencil sharpener they would bother me. Maybe somebody would
put a tack in my seat or try to do something to me. Just little kid harassment.
So after we were kept after school, the boys were going to line up to beat me
up because they said it was my fault. So I would always say in the sweetest
little voice—because you see I’m reasonably soft-spoken now—‘‘Leave me
alone. I’m minding my business. Don’t bother me.’’ So this boy ran up to hit
me and I cut him across his shoulder with the razor blade. And by that time,
the teacher came and said, ‘‘You boys better go home.’’ So the last thing I
heard him say was, ‘‘You’re a mean sissy. I’m going to have your ass locked
up.’’ So I went home. I didn’t say anything to my mother. And bravely the next
day I went to school. And he came up to me and he had a hairline cut on his
shoulder because I had cut through two or three layers of clothing. And he
said, ‘‘You better be glad.’’ I said, ‘‘Listen. Do not bother me. I keep telling
you to leave me alone. I want to be left alone. I’m not bothering you. Don’t
bother me.’’ But what always happened if anybody attacked me, they always
ended up seeing some of their blood. Because I would bite them. Or I would
hit them with a sharp object or something. But they always ended up seeing
some of their blood. So because I was so supple, there was no way that they
could twist my arm or do anything that I couldn’t get out of. And I could run.
I could outrun them if I had to run. So rumors spread. ‘‘Don’t bother him.
He’s a mean little sissy and he’s stronger than he looks.’’ So that kind of
followed me. Because I went to high school with a lot of the same kids, that
kind of followed me. So I didn’t really have many situations where I had
altercations. And there were teachers who would protect me. I didn’t take
much physical education in high school because my homeroom teacher was
the art teacher and she would get the physical education teacher to let me
come to the art room. [Chuckle] And I would get, you know, a physical
education grade. And I was always kind of treated like a girl, in a way. There
was one teacher who only let girls ride in his car. And I always hung out
mostly with girls, so one day my girlfriend said, ‘‘Come on, Freddie. Come
on, you get a ride home with us.’’ So I said, ‘‘What will he say? What will Mr.
Hood say?’’ So I came and got in the car. And Mr. Hood looked at me and
said, ‘‘Oh, it’s you.’’ [Laughter] So even if the girls were not there, Mr. Hood
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would give me a ride home. I later found out that he was having an inap-
propriate affair with one of the girls. But he would give me a ride home.

There were teachers . . . one teacher in particular . . . who was obviously
trying to lure me into something, and even in front of people he was kind of
inappropriate in a way. And everybody knew. My homeroom teacher would
tell me, ‘‘I know who you’re thinking about, Mister.’’ And I’d say, ‘‘No I’m
not.’’ And she said, ‘‘Oh yes you are.’’ He was a very handsome man. And had
he approached me appropriately I would have probably . . . and probably not
because I always had a sense that the teachers had power over me, that they
were in a position of authority, that we were not equal. But like he would
touch me kind of inappropriately. And there were a couple of others that
would try to lure me to ballgames or what have you. But I always knew what
they were up to, so I would never go. Because I always had a sense of their
having authority over me, us not being equal. And so I didn’t. I didn’t. I had a
rule that I didn’t want to have sex with anybody at a place where I worked or
went to school, at a place where I had to go. In case something happened
and it went sour. Because I have observed relationships like that going sour
because people didn’t manage them well. And so I had a lot of these kind of
wisdom and stuff at a young age. But the part of my life that was gay, basi-
cally was good. I was often protected by people and seen as special.

. . . . . . . .
kevin h.
Kevin H. teaches law, but he is also pursuing a Ph.D. at Duke University.
We met in 2003 in Chicago while he was doing a visiting professor stint
at Kent College of Law. Unlike most of the men in Sweet Tea, Kevin is
desperately trying to relocate out of the South. As a fortysomething single
man, he feels that a larger urban space will provide him more
opportunities—professionally and socially.

Kevin H. was born in Texas City, Texas, in 1964. Texas City is located
forty miles southeast of Houston and sits on the Gulf of Mexico. The United
States’s third-largest oil refinery, owned by bp, is located there. The
interview took place on October 28, 2004, in Carrboro, North Carolina.

In elementary school, I don’t really remember having friends so much. I
mean I certainly remember people that I played with during recess and that
sort of thing. But in terms of having, you know, sleepovers or stuff like that,
no, not really very much. I mean there were kids in the neighborhood, you
know, that I would consider myself having grown up with. But not really



52 : growing up

close friends. I had a couple of friends, you know, from middle school, and
they’re people, one in particular, my friend Dennis and I are still friends, you
know, good friends today. And maybe a couple of people from high school.
In high school in particular, I always felt like I was very different from every-
one for lots of different reasons. I mean less so in terms of sexuality, I think.
Not thinking about that. Though I certainly think that was part of it. And
more . . . but more because I was really smart and I was really . . . you know,
all I wanted to do was read and do stuff like that. I wasn’t particularly
athletic. I was in the band, you know, and that was kind of . . . that was fun, it
was an activity. But I was the kind of kid in high school and junior high too I
guess, that where you know I was always elected class president or some
student council officer. But I really didn’t have friends. I mean I didn’t go to
the high school dances, I didn’t do, you know, any of that stuff because I
really just felt, you know, so different from everyone and not having any of
their interests. So I was just really wanting to get away, you know, graduate,
leave, go to college. And it was really college when I first felt myself, you
know, surrounded by people who were like me. I really became this incred-
ibly social person that I had never been before. [. . .] I was completely a sort of
closed-off kind of person before.

. . . . . . . .
shomari
Shomari is a graduate student at Georgia State University. I met him
at OutWrite Bookstore in Atlanta in 2003 during a book signing. We
reconnected when I started contacting men to be interviewed for this
book. He and Charles are good friends.

Born in New Orleans in 1977, Shomari is the oldest child of three.
The interview took place on November 10, 2004, in Atlanta.

New Orleans is a Catholic town, so I actually went to Saint Gabriel the
Archangel Elementary School, and I went there from pre-K to half of fifth
grade. At the end, and when my fifth-grade year started, they decided Saint
Gabriel was closing because enrollment was down, and the archdiocese had
to close a lot of the smaller schools because they were running out of money,
you know. At one point, in New Orleans, a lot of people sent their kids to
Catholic school. Like even black people, like blacks sent a lot of their chil-
dren to Catholic schools. There were tons and tons of Catholic elementary
schools, sort of all over the place. But my school, they decided to close, and I
went from being in a school that was primarily black to going to Saint James
Pager, which even though it was right up the street, it was primarily white.
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And I transferred in the middle of the year, so I was the new kid, the new fat
kid, the new fat sissy sometimes, it just depends what day of the week it was,
they decided to pick on me, for half of fifth grade and all of sixth grade.
And then from seventh through twelfth grade I went to McMain Magnet. And
they went from seventh through twelfth grade, and actually, in my eleventh-
grade year, I went to the performing arts school, but it’s not situated like
most. Like here, in North Atlanta and Tri-City are usually sort of where the
performing arts schools are in Georgia, and I’m using all these Georgia
metaphors assuming you know what I’m talking about, but maybe not. But
like here, what I’ve experienced is that, the performing arts schools are all-
inclusive. Like you go to school for math and science as well as your theater
classes, or your music classes, or your dance classes. In New Orleans it
wasn’t like that. We had this place called nocca, which is an acronym for
New Orleans Center of the Creative Arts, and you go to nocca for half of a
day, where you take all of your performing arts classes, and you go to your
second school for math, science, English, and social studies. So, your day is
split. And it’s actually pretty cool. So I did that for my eleventh- and twelfth-
grade year.

Do you remember any of the friendships that you made in elementary,
middle school, high school, and are you still in touch with some of them?
It was primarily girls . . . it was, oh my God, Christelle, Chantelle, Cas-

sandra, Jeanine, Glenisha, yeah. They all went to St. Gabriel’s with me and I
ended up seeing them in McMain. And we all went from seventh to twelfth
grade there. Am I still in touch with a lot of them? From the younger grades,
the people who I like, actually, not really, I’m not really in touch with, a
significant portion of the people, that I went to high school with. My best
friend, who I actually I met when I was in eleventh grade, you know we’ve
stayed in touch. He lives in New York now, but we’ve been in touch, from, you
know this whole time. Like and I’m like, I actually realized, god you’re like
one of my oldest friends, because a lot of those other people, I either just,
grew apart, or we just, never, was never really, that close. Like I didn’t really
develop, like a significant group of friends until I went to nocca, until I went
to the creative arts school, and, you know, here I had these other, like, and
initially I didn’t think of myself as an artsy freak, before, I was always very
much a character. My family thought of me as a character because I was
always running around, doing shit. And, I was always very dramatic. My
mother calls me a drama queen, just very dramatic. Like I actually just
thought of this thing, it was funny because when I was, like seven or eight,
you know, you know how kids watch TV, we had just finished watching Soul
Train. I just loved Soul Train. You know, the whole music and dancing thing, I
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just loved Soul Train. And I ran from in the other room, and it happened, I
don’t remember what group was on, but it was definitely a group that I was
very into at the time, and I ran into the room and I was like, ‘‘Mama! Mama!
Mama! Mama, my one ambition in life, is to dance in Soul Train.’’ My mother
had a fit. She had a fit, because she had just finished paying that Catholic
school tuition. She was like, ‘‘If you’re going to dance on Soul Train, I could
send your ass to the free school,’’ like, ‘‘you don’t need to be able to read, to
go,’’ you know, ‘‘to dance on Soul Train.’’ Yeah, I got whooped a lot as a child.

racism and segregation

All of the narrators shared stories of racism and/or of living in segregated
neighborhoods or attending segregated schools. In a few instances, some of
the men witnessed or experienced racial violence firsthand, including visits
from the Klan. While not all of the stories relate blatant acts of racial dis-
crimination, many narrators detailed racial incidents that impacted their
lives for years to come, such as being chased, being accused of stealing, or
being treated differently in school. And not all of the men accuse whites of
racism. Indeed, more than a few of them discuss racial prejudice among
blacks—sometimes even within their own families.

On the topic of segregation, some narrators lament the integration of
schools because, for them, it meant being bused across town away from their
communities and into harm’s way. Many are quick to note the racial tension
and riots they witnessed or participated in during the slow integration of
school systems in the South. Like my hometown of Hickory, North Carolina,
many of these narrators’ hometowns did not integrate their schools until
fifteen to twenty years after Brown vs. Board of Education. Other narrators
lament not only the integration of schools, but also the integration of society
in general, which meant the end of an era when blacks supported and relied
on one another. Integration, some argue, diluted the self-reliance fostered by
all-black communities that had come to be taken for granted. With ‘‘white
flight’’ to the suburbs in the wake of the civil rights movement, central cities
declined, and many black communities were devastated by poverty, spiraling
downward until recently, when they began to undergo gentrification, often,
ironically, by white gay men.≥

Roderick and ‘‘D.C.,’’ in particular, note how certain black communities
in their towns were named to reflect the value that whites placed on them—
names like ‘‘The Bottom.’’ Like the fictional town, The Bottom, in Toni
Morrison’s novel Sula, these black communities were the product of white
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racism.∂ These neighborhoods were anything but fictional, however, em-
bodying real, institutionalized racism that affected not only these black
men’s lives, but black lives in general. The one thing more than a couple
of the narrators note as transcending race in their communities is sports.
Newly integrated high schools often meant blacks and whites playing side by
side on a team. Although the venue may still have been segregated, with black
fans and white fans seated in separate areas, as both Tim’m and Marlon note,
people came together across racial lines in order to root for their team.

But not all of the men in Sweet Tea express negative feelings about inte-
gration. Some feel that integration was absolutely necessary and provided
opportunities for blacks that would not have existed otherwise. Others be-
lieve that black communities have not done well because of black-on-black
crime, a general sense of black apathy, or what Cornel West would call
‘‘black nihilism.’’∑ For the most part, generational differences explain the
varying attitudes about integration.

. . . . . . . .
harold
Harold has become something of an uncle figure to me since we first met.
Of all of the men in Sweet Tea, he is the only one who stays in touch on a
regular basis. In fact, every time he sees a reference to my books, he’ll copy
it and send it to me.

At seventy, Harold shows no sign of slowing down. He and his partner,
whose name is also Harold, have been together for over forty years (see
Chapter 6). They live in Washington, D.C., in the upscale northeast section.
Harold is an avid baseball fan and has promised me that he’ll come to
Chicago to visit me and see a Cubs or White Sox game.

Harold was a member of the Boy Scouts of America for most of his youth,
an interesting fact given that organization’s current stance on homosexuality.
He went on to become an Eagle Scout, which is the highest advancement
rank in the Boy Scouts, and, according to him, he is one of the few African
Americans to achieve that status. He is also a veteran of the Army, which
afforded him an opportunity to live in Korea and Japan. It was an experience,
he says, that changed his life.

Harold was born in 1936 in St. Louis, Missouri, and is the elder of
two children. The interview took place on May 4, 2005, at his home in
Washington, D.C.

For summer vacations for a period of time, after school was out, we went
with my grandmother back to her hometown, which was outside of Little



Harold held by his maternal grandmother in St. Louis, ca. 1936.

Courtesy of the narrator.
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Rock, Arkansas. And my grandmother had relatives, and one of her relatives
was a physician. But he practiced in this little small town. And when we
visited, I had the opportunity of going with him on his rounds. And he
provided the medical care to not just the poor African Americans, but even
the poor white sharecroppers. Because he was the only doctor between this
city and Little Rock. And I don’t remember the miles, but it was quite some
distance. And so we got a taste of rural American life. You had a little bit of a
twist. We were still black in the American South, which was segregated. And
one of the things that I have to tell you about is that two days a week, my
grandmother and her cousin, who had married the doctor, would go into
Little Rock to do shopping. And we would get dressed, and they’d put us into
the car and they’d say, ‘‘Now you can’t run and jump and scream and holler
because it’s not nice and blah, blah, blah.’’ Because that’s all we were doing
for most of the week . . . was running and screaming out in this open country.
And when we arrived in Little Rock, my cousin and my grandmother went to
Pfeiffer’s Department Store. And she parked and we got out and we rushed
into the department store, and we were so excited to see the city again, and
we ran to a water cooler and drank from it. Now mind you, St. Louis was not
quite as segregated as Little Rock. They did not have water coolers for blacks
and whites, but it was segregated. And before they could say, ‘‘No don’t drink
that water,’’ we had jumped on a little stool and got up to the water fountain
and we’re drinking. And I guess the store personnel saw us. And then when
they saw who we were with, it changed. It seems that my grandmother’s
cousin’s husband was known in that area. She was known in that store. She
could buy clothes, but she’d have to have them shipped to her because they
had to be exact size, right size, because she couldn’t try them on. So that was
sort of a helpful thing. And that’s when we started to learn the difference in
races, really. Because we had been sort of kept away from it. Now on the trips
to and from Little Rock . . . my grandfather was a Pullman porter, so we
didn’t pay too much attention to the fact that . . . because we did go into a
Pullman car. But it would have to be the one that didn’t have that many
whites in it, or the whites would be at this end and you’d be at the other end.
And they’d say, ‘‘Now don’t go over into the middle of that car.’’ Or in the
chair cars on the railroads, they’d say, ‘‘Stay here.’’ I don’t know what was
this attraction to water. Every time I found a water fountain, I was always
heading for . . . and my grandma would tell me, ‘‘If you go back to that water
fountain again, I’m gonna kill you.’’ [Chuckle] Because I was constantly
saying, ‘‘I want some water,’’ you know. But those experiences were really . . .
as a child, they could be frightening and then they’re over with. And then
later on, you get the full impact. But I did not get it until my aunt who worked
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for a company and they had picketing to let the people know that they were
not getting fair pay. And that’s when I began to see the differences. Then
comes integration of schools. By this time, I’m out of the public schools but
my sister, who still had years left in there . . . and she did not want to go. The
school districts were broken up by where you lived. And by this time, we lived
in an area that was right adjacent to . . . or we had white neighbors. My sister
did not want [to go to school]. Oh she cried. She claimed she was going to
move to Chicago. She did everything. And finally, when . . . the semester
began, and my mother goes with her. And except for a little skirmishes that
you have when new kids appear . . . not new black kids . . . where they’re just
new kids . . . but she soon got over it. And I think that it probably, with the
fact that my parents would say, ‘‘Yes there are people who don’t like you
because of your color, but you cannot hate them for that.’’

When we moved that one particular time into this area, there was a park
nearby and we got our baseball bats and gloves and headed straight over
there. And I don’t know how frank I should be about it, but there were a
group of guys playing baseball. And we stood around, hoping that they’d say,
‘‘Come on, you want to play?’’ And finally somebody said, ‘‘Hey can we play?’’
And they said, ‘‘No, we don’t play with niggers.’’ And then again, even though
we had newspaper stories and we heard our parents talk about what it was
like in the South, we still did not . . . until it happened to us, okay? [. . .]

Were they [civic organizations] segregated when you were in the Boy Scouts?
Yes it was. Now the segregation didn’t seem so obvious because, remem-

ber, organizations sponsored Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. So your church or
your school sponsored the Boy Scout unit that you were in, in your neighbor-
hood. But there were times when you came together as Boy Scouts and Girl
Scouts from a whole city. That was not segregated. I went to summer camp
with scouts from other parts. My last Boy Scout chum died two years ago.
And we started off when we were fifteen, sixteen, seventeen in the Senior
Scouting program. That’s where we met. And we met again twenty years later
when we went to a reunion. And that’s how we sort of became friends again
after. But I do wish that churches, synagogues, would promote Boy Scouting,
especially in the urban settings. In this city, the evening news is so filled with
awful happenings. It’s getting younger and younger that these events are
happening, and especially to African American males. And now you must
include girls. And it seems odd that, when I grew up as an African American,
there was not that much money in my family or in the African American
community. But they pulled together. They would not just say, ‘‘Oh we’re
praying for you.’’ They did something.

My grandmother’s church had various organizations. And I’ll never forget
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it. They were called progressive circles. They helped the people in the com-
munity with anything that they possibly could. My grandmother would go
back to visit her relatives, and she would take clothing that they had restyled,
that were donated by her friends and her church, back to the poor people in
that same city outside of Little Rock, and donate. They made quilts and they
had care boxes before I guess it was care that they would ship back to these
people in the hometowns of the church members who had migrated to the
city of St. Louis and who had improved their status. Now improving the
status was not that they went from perhaps a porter in their small town to
the head of a company in St. Louis. But they did make more money and they
shared. They took responsibility for the children in the neighborhood. If
their parents were a little off about keeping an eye on them, somebody else
saw it. And many a times we would slip to what would be kind of like the
main boulevard area where the stores and whatnot . . . and they’d say, ‘‘Well I
saw that boy run across the street the other day.’’ And if I had not been sent
there by my parents, then they’d want to know, ‘‘What were you doing over
there?’’ And it would be only about five blocks. And I think that, when I hear
of the horrible things that happen to boys and girls today by predators who
are waiting for them . . . you know what I mean? If there were more eyes and
ears. If there were more caring. And this idea of respect. I just realized it
because about five weeks ago I turned sixty-nine. And I really have it in my
mind now that I’m mature or older. But I have respect for youth at twenty-
one, to begin with. Now I don’t always get that same respect back, but I even
get less of it now because nobody seems to pay any attention to who’s next to
them. I probably sound sort of cynical. But that’s what unnerves me. And I
think that each of us have a responsibility to ourselves and to our fellow
man. And maybe, since we have equality to a degree, that we’ve lost some of
the feeling for others. I don’t mean others less fortunate. I mean all the
others. I don’t know how. When I was younger, when I first got out of school
and I went to work, through the church I got involved with a youth program.
And they were poor youth. They were youth from households with only one
adult. And through the Boy Scout troop, which was what . . . by this time I was
a Scout Master . . . we told them, ‘‘Okay you can’t buy a brand-new uniform.
But we can get a uniform for you. It will be used by another scout before
you.’’ But we would not give the uniform to him. He had to work for it. In
other words, he had to join the unit and he had to stay in it and he had to do
certain things. He had to attain a certain rank and then that uniform was
actually his. And he had to take care of it. I went into homes in which there
were eight to twelve children. And all of this, mind you, was in a neighbor-
hood or a community. The last unit I had, I took twenty-seven Boy Scouts
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from poor, underprivileged homes, who were members of this unit, to the
New York World’s Fair in 1964. They paid all of their individual ways, even
though our sponsoring institution was a church and put up the basic money.
But we didn’t tell them that. And we didn’t tell their parents that. And we
went to the New York World’s Fair for four days and four nights, by train, and
we stayed in a ymca hotel and we went back and forth to the fair. We took out
money on the sly and bought cameras for them. But we only said they could
borrow them. It was only after we got back that we gave them the cameras.
And we used that camera and their picture taking to be more involved in a
Boy Scout program, which was a merit badge in photography. So those are
some of the things I feel really excited about the fact that I had some involve-
ment in giving back to another generation, I guess you could say.

You said that St. Louis was segregated. Was it segregated by some physical
barrier, like people talk about railroad tracks or a street . . .
No. It was segregated by street. Okay. St. Louis sits on the banks of the

Mississippi River. The oldest part is closest to the river. Most of the African
American population lived in the old part of St. Louis. And this would be up
until about 1949 or 1950. And then there was a movement by African Ameri-
cans into other neighborhoods.

And what were the racial politics of your hometown? Were there interactions
between blacks and whites, or did they not get along?
Yes. There was interaction between . . . good interaction, okay? The

schools were segregated. The black schools . . . say in high school, they
played their own black schools, okay? Now, if they became state winners,
then of course you couldn’t determine who they would play. It’d be another
school. It could be a white school from another part of the state. But they
found some way to cancel, okay? A friend and myself ran track, and we were
fortunate enough to win some championships. When they held the track
championships, they were in the southern part of the state of Missouri. And
that was very, very segregated. We could not stay overnight there because
there were very few blacks who had places you could sleep. So we had to
go there, run the track meets, and then come back. And then later, that
changes. Okay? The whole idea of eating out and going to the movies, all of
this was segregated. And I remember when the movies integrated. At that
time, there was a film that was in giant . . . oh what was that? It was a new
technique and it was a biblical film. And my grandmother, who was not
much of a moviegoer, wanted to see this movie. I don’t . . . Was it Ben-Hur?
[. . .] Okay, I take her to see this. And we dress up. She had her hat and the
gloves, and I had my sport jacket and whatnot. And we go to a matinee. The
movie house is integrated.
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What year was this?
About ’58, ’59. And it was the most wonderful experience that she had. She

went to movies, but because of her religious beliefs, she figured movies were
a little [weird noise], okay? But this was something that she really wanted to
see. I think it was King of Kings or . . . It was a Cecil B. DeMille. Sampson and
Delilah or one of . . . Okay? Restaurants were still segregated. These are ones
that are privately owned. But places such as the counters in the five and dime
store, that had at one time been segregated, where you would go up there and
sit down or buy a hamburger or hot dog and eat it there, okay? The neighbor-
hoods slowly were integrating, but there was a lot of friction between the first
ones to move in. There was an area in a part of the city . . . South St. Louis, that
was totally Italian. And they were awful about families moving in. They would
hold property if it didn’t sell, before they would sell it to a black family. You
could not rent an apartment, okay? Finally, with the help of the Catholic
Church and the Urban League and the naacp, with picketing and appealing
through the ministers and the priests, they were finally able to break down
these kinds of segregation in public places.

. . . . . . . .
bob
Although he does not describe himself this way, everyone I know refers to Bob
as a self-made millionaire. He lives in one of the northwest suburbs of Atlanta
in what is referred to in today’s real estate parlance as a ‘‘McMansion.’’ Bob
is not pretentious, however. In fact, he is very generous with his home (there
were guests staying there during our interview) and his possessions. During
our interview, for example, he mentioned lending a friend his French crystal,
Rosenthal china, and some family silver.

Bob is very clear about his views on most things, especially issues of race
and religion. Those views have been clarified by time spent in therapy and
by the life experiences of many years spent in the San Francisco Bay Area
before moving back to Georgia after the death of his partner of twenty-seven
years. ‘‘Alex’’ put me in contact with Bob because he said that he would be
an ‘‘interesting case study’’ for my book. He was right.

Bob was born in Baxley, Georgia, in 1940. Baxley is located in southeast
Georgia and has a population just under 5,000. Although a small town,
Baxley is birthplace to two notable authors: Caroline Miller, who was the
first Georgia resident to win the Pulitzer Prize, for her book Lamb in His
Bosom in 1934, and Janisse Ray, who won the American Book Award for her
memoir, Ecology of a Cracker Childhood. The interview took place at Bob’s
home on May 14, 2005.
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The worst memories are racism, you know, being—and I didn’t know it at
the time, why I was feeling the hatred for my father, until I went through
therapy. And that’s another whole story. But having people come to your
house and give you food, oh, that was debasing. Especially during the holi-
days, it was like a festive time of the year, and people having this, you know,
dah, dah, dah. And all of a sudden this white man shows up with a turkey and
some potatoes and he says, ‘‘This is for you.’’ What? And I refused to eat it.
And my mother couldn’t understand why I would refuse to eat it. And I didn’t
know why I was refusing to eat it at the time. But later on in life, I realized
that it was a reaction to something deep down in was saying, you know, how
dare a person belittle me and my family by having to give me something that
my father ought to be able to provide for us. But then knowing that at the
time he couldn’t do it, he had done the best he could do, and that’s what my
therapist helped me realize it; he did the best he could with what he had. And
how many other people did any better than he did, you know, where are you
coming from, you know? So I’m going like, oh, wow, I guess he did, so I can
let that go. So I let it go, yeah. I finally found peace with that and have found
some comfort in the fact that he did the best he could. But it was the racism.
And to tell you the truth, there were white men in the community who would
go with black women, and we knew about it, everybody knew about it. And
there were folk who had babies for white men. And I got a cousin who had a
baby for a white man.

When you say for a white man, do you mean that there was some kind of
payment or arrangement?
They had sexual relations, and they probably were not willing partici-

pants. But because the person was white in a dominant role and then they
acquiesced to their sexual advances, and they got pregnant. And they opted
to have the baby because black women back then did not have abortions;
they had their babies. And so there were children who were born who were—
looked blue eyes and, you know, strange hair, to black girls. And everybody
knew it. And then there were white men who would come to the black
neighborhoods by night and we’d see these women going out and stuff. And
so everybody knew. And I hated that as a child, knowing that, you know, here
you are a black person, allowing yourself to be.

[. . . .]
Well, can you imagine the ’40s and the Klan? And my father was very

active—my father’s brother was secretary of the naacp back in 1951, I guess
it was. No, 1948, because we had not moved from the rented property that we
were occupying. And when the Klan came through and they had mistaken
my father for my father’s brother, who was a plumber and was middle class,
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he was considered to be [an] uppity nigger because he had children in col-
lege and they had their own property and his wife’s mother had property and
he was the only plumber in this town, so he could call the shots of, you know,
what he did, so he had money. And the Klan came looking for the [last
name]s. They thought that my father was [his brother]—and so that was very
scary, I remember that very vividly. My mother was horrified.

Did they come to your house?
They came—we lived on a dirt street, across from a tobacco warehouse.

And they were on the main highway. And my mother had never seen them
before, had never seen that parade. And so she thought it was a big night
parade because they all got out of their cars and with their lights on and
they were looking. And my mother said to the neighbor, ‘‘Oh, let’s go look
at the parade. And see all those people in those uniforms,’’ or whatever it
was. And the lady next door said, ‘‘Oh, my goodness, those are the Klans-
men.’’ And somebody came running down the street, said, ‘‘They’re looking
for York.’’ That’s my father, who was not at home. So my mother took my
sister and I and went to the railroad track. And we went down the railroad
track to escape the Klan in 1948. Um hmm. So it was very scary. So that was
very, very scary.

How many times did they come?
They only came once to us. But, of course, they were burning crosses in

other people’s yards. So that was—so you knew, you know.
And were most of the white people in town that way?
Well, there were—the Jews were not—there were Jews in that town who

had, because of course now I look back on it, they were just as racist, I
suppose, as the southern whites, but because their history was tied more
closely to oppression, coming out of Germany, as our history, there was
some kinship to our suffering. So they had a way of providing jobs and other
kind of incentives to people of color. I had a cousin—not a cousin, it was—
well, it was a cousin, but she’s so distant I don’t know if you’d call her a
cousin or not, but who was away in college in 1950. I was ten. And she had
come back to that small town and was actually given a job as a salesperson in
a Jewish establishment. And all the other people who were not Jewish, all the
Wasps, they stopped shopping at—the only stores in town that were dry
goods stores, we called them then, where they sold clothing, were owned by
Jews and the jewelry stores were owned by Jews. So they had no other re-
course but to go to those stores. But my cousin was a salesperson for the
summer. She came back and she worked there as a salesperson, so yeah.

Racially, I suppose in hindsight, we knew our place. And we were pro-
tected against the abuses because my mother worked for a family that for
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years—this family, although they were racist and had racist attitudes, they
took care of their coloreds. And so we were always—and now I hated it, as a
child I hated it and I didn’t know why I hated it, but now I know why I hated
it. [Laughter] But they would give these little things to us and, you know,
especially at the holiday times they would send these big packages and so.
And then my father worked at this drug store for the most part. And they
were benevolent and I don’t like benevolence. I think it’s a putdown. I mean,
that’s my own take on benevolence—maybe not in the sense of how I’m
benevolent to the folk who are less fortunate, but I don’t think that they’re
less than I am. I do it out of a sense of obligation and not out of a sense of
you’re less than and I have to do this. But I think in hindsight there were a lot
of whites who were—except for the Jews, who gave us, who would give us
books to read because we couldn’t go to the library and they would slip us
books and say, ‘‘Well, don’t let anybody know that I’ve given you these books
to read, you know,’’ and that kind of stuff so, because we didn’t have a library
to go to in elementary school. In high school we did.

. . . . . . . .
dan
Dan was the first of his generation that I interviewed. He was born in
Durham, North Carolina, in 1943. I have to admit that I found his
willingness to speak to me surprising—mostly because I didn’t know how
willing older southern men would be to speak to me about being gay. Dan
set a trend that would blow my theory about their reluctance out of the
water. As I suggested in the Introduction, it was actually the older men
who were most willing to speak about their lives as gay southerners.

Dan is of a generation of blacks who grew up in Durham during its
heyday. Durham is the home of one of the first black-owned insurance
companies in the country, North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company,
founded in 1898 by seven black business, education, and medical
professionals. In general, the city was a prosperous place for African
Americans from Reconstruction on, giving rise to a vibrant black district
called Hayti, where, according to W. E. B. Du Bois in 1920, the ‘‘social and
economic development is perhaps more striking than that of any similar
group in the nation.’’∏ It is also home to North Carolina Central University,
a historically black college. Dan was a beneficiary of this history before the
black community’s decline in the 1970s. He left Durham in 1961 to attend
Morehouse College in Atlanta and then lived in New York, Puerto Rico, and
Oakland before returning to Durham in 1992 with his partner of twenty-five
years, who died in 1998.
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Currently, he lives with his new partner in a historic neighborhood in
Durham called Forest Park. He is a real estate agent and occasionally serves
as a church organist. The day of our interview was a particularly warm
August afternoon in 2004. After he showed me his collection of artifacts and
paintings from around the world, we sat on his screened-in back porch and
enjoyed a glass of—no, not sweetened iced tea—red wine.

When the neighborhood that you grew up in was segregated, was that
reflective of the entire town?
I was born in the ’40s, so I grew up in the ’50s and ’60s, and Brown vs.

Board didn’t happen until ’54, and of course it didn’t happen in the South
until the ’70s, you know, if it’s happened yet. So I mean there was a major,
there were black communities, you know. And there were white commu-
nities, and sometimes they would divide it by a street, I mean, on one side of
the street could be black, and the other side of the street could be white, and
so that was a sort of division, a dividing line between the communities.

How did that affect your racial identity?
This may sound crazy but it didn’t affect it at all, you know? I mean, there

were white people, there were black people. And we, I had everything I
needed in my black community, and there was no reason for me to, I mean I
never even thought about intermingling, or wanting to be with white people.

So you didn’t feel like you were missing out on anything?
I didn’t, you know. Because at that time Durham was probably the most

progressive city in the South. You know, we had a fantastic educational
system, we had a vibrant middle class and upper middle class of black
community, and so we had our role models, we had vibrant churches, lots of
social activities. . . . It was probably one of the few places where separate and
equal actually coexisted. Because I mean, you know, like, we had, there were
black swimming pools, there were black tennis courts, I mean you name it,
we had it, you know. And so, you know, there was no looking over the other
side of the fence, saying wow, wish we had this, wish we had that, you know,
we had it, you know.

. . . . . . . .
freddie (b. 1944, madison, ga.)
Certainly, I’m glad that things are integrated, but I think in a lot of ways . . .

and this might sound awful putting this on tape . . . but looking back, I think
in a lot of ways integration hurt the black community. Because what hap-
pened, a lot of black establishments dried up when there were options. I
mean, in Atlanta, Auburn Avenueπ was a lovely place to go when I was a
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teenager. And there were restaurants and there were kind of little clubs and
things that were all black patronized. And many of those places just dried up.
And something else happened. In my elementary and high school where
there were all black people, until the day the superintendent or somebody
white might have come, we could have kind of . . . Do you know that old saying
that it takes a village? We kind of had that village, where the teachers were
like parents and where the teachers could speak very frankly to you about the
segregation and discrimination in the world and how you needed to be
better, in many instances, than white people to get the same kind of jobs they
got. And they could just speak very frankly about all kinds of things. That
can’t happen, I think, in an integrated setting. I think they taught us kind of a
sense of pride in ourselves that I think is lacking. [. . .] My partner always
argues that it’s poverty. And I remind him they couldn’t have been any worse
off than we were. Because my mother could never get on Welfare because my
father had an attorney in Madison write a letter to the Welfare Department
here in Atlanta, that my mother left him on a farm to live . . . I don’t know if he
said the fast, hard, city life, but pretty much that she wanted to live the city
life. So we could never get public assistance. And my mother was very sickly.
She was ill a lot. And so we lived in some awful places. I don’t know where I
was going with this . . . Do you remember where I was? ’Cause I can get a little
lost . . . I can ramble. [Chuckle]

You were talking about how integration . . .
Oh yeah. Integration hurt. I do think that. When I look around at how the

black community was, in many instances, devastated in terms of businesses
and organizations . . . certainly businesses are concerned.

Were living arrangements [in Madison] segregated as well?
They were segregated. I remember going to downtown Madison, Georgia,

which is remarkably very much like it was then. I was a bright little kid,
somewhere along the way . . . I guess I’m still bright, but somewhere along
the way, I was not that interested in school. I didn’t apply myself as much as I
should have because I really had no goals. Like I just said, my goal was to
finish high school and get a job washing dishes to help my mother. So I
didn’t do very well, but in Madison, Georgia, things were very segregated.
And I remember as a little kid being good in arithmetic. We would go to the
store and buy stuff; sometimes I would add up the merchandise and would
tell the store clerk what the total was. And sometimes they would get angry. It
was commonly practiced by white store clerks of overcharging black people.
And because of the kind of segregation and other situations, you really kind
of didn’t speak out much against white folks. And sometimes the store
clerks would overcharge black people and they would just accept it because
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to protest could have meant . . . like I never saw a lynching, but I’ve heard
about them. I’ve heard people talking about them as . . . one of my grand-
mother’s brothers was found on a railroad track, dead, and they’re sure that
the train didn’t kill him.

My mother’s biological father had to leave the South as a very young man
because he had an altercation with a white man, so he had to leave or be
killed. And he was unfortunately killed by pneumonia in New York, because
a lot of southern blacks who went north couldn’t stand the cold and they
just . . . they just couldn’t stand it because the tenements were drafty in many
instances and they were just not acclimated to such weather. And he died as
a very young man from pneumonia, we were told, in New York. But he did
something to somebody. I think he might have had a Napoleon complex. I
don’t know this for a fact, but my mother was only 5%2&. Her mother was
probably 5%10&. And I remember my mother’s mother being probably my
height. And I think my mother’s father was a short man, so he might have
had a Napoleon complex. [Chuckle]

. . . . . . . .
‘‘d.c.’’
D.C. is a retired high school teacher from the Baton Rouge, Louisiana, school
system. From the time we first met, I knew that I would not have wanted to
be a student who acted out in his class. Direct, brusque, and physically
intimidating (he was a football star in college), D.C. has a serious edge,
which is layered with a sweet gentleness.

On the day of our interview at his home in Baton Rouge, we were
interrupted more than once by one of his neighbors, a young man who is
the leader of a street gang in the neighborhood. Although this young man
is married with kids, he also just happens to be D.C.’s occasional lover
(see Chapter 4). D.C. revealed to me that he had forty-two of the ‘‘405’’ gang,
a nickname he devised, in his home all at the same time. To say the least,
this young man’s presence and the backstory made my visit all the more
interesting and provided more fodder for the interview.

After I heard about D.C.’s rocky childhood, his current personality began
to make sense. According to him, his father beat his mother nearly to death
and hit her in the head with a hatchet. This happened when he was seven
months old. Later, he recalls: ‘‘When we became teenagers, he made an
attempt to jump on my mother again but we were older. [. . .] I held him and
my sisters beat the hell out of him. One of them stabbed the hell out of him
with an ice pick, and the other one busted him in the head with some piece
of iron or something, and left him for dead in the house. [. . .] And I feel they
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got a chance to get him. And he died and I didn’t. So I mean, I have no good
feelings about my father. None.’’ This unresolved anger toward his deceased
father and the fact that he was a gang member as a child clarified for me the
feelings of distrust that he expressed about other people in his life. It may
also explain why he says, ‘‘I have a very bad temper, you know. I mean I can
explode like that [finger snap].’’ Just underneath that anger, however, are
flashes of tenderness, kindness, and a wicked sense of humor—all of which
I experienced during our interview. D.C. was born in 1951 in Shreveport,
Louisiana, the youngest of four. The interview took place on January 20,
2005.

Were the schools segregated?
They were. Yeah. Basically, all of my school years, all the way to high

school. Like what I was saying is that at my senior year, they were beginning
to attempt integration. 1969.

We had two white teachers at our school, and I thought that was the
weirdest thing. I mean, the whole student body was black. You have to
understand too, I went to school in what they considered one of the roughest
areas, not just in Louisiana but in the country, period. It is bad to this day. So
even when they did integrate, and they bused the whites in, the whites took
them out of there. And the place is still basically predominantly black. [. . .]
Even with integration. But there’s one good thing about that, as far as I’m
concerned. I’m more happy to have attended a segregated, all-black school
situation than I would recommend for what I see today with kids. Because
the teachers that we had wouldn’t allow things that students get away with
now. I mean I was a bad person. Okay I was. I was a gang member. I was a . . . I
guess you’d call it like a thug. I used to have fights, basically every day. In
junior high school, I jumped on at least thirteen teachers. I jumped on the
principal, got kicked out of school for ten straight weeks. But at the same
time, I was never dumb. So it did that to me. The predominantly black,
segregated school is the best thing for black youth. And I believe that even
today. Because I just retired as an educator myself in August. And it’s pa-
thetic how things are going in schools. And one reason I retired is because I
got away with it for thirty years, and without repercussions. In other words,
when kids do something out of line, I tell them at the beginning, ‘‘I’m not
sending you to the office. This is the office, right here. And we’re going to
take care of that right here.’’ And Mom and Daddy . . . I used to call them at
the beginning of the school year to tell them exactly how I am, what I do.
‘‘And if you don’t want this with your kid, you’ll have to take them out of my
classroom. Because it’s only one grown person in the classroom.’’ But now
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you’ve got kids that sit up and cuss you out like a soldier, and Mom and Dad
will come back and reinforce it, you know. And I’m glad I’m out of it because
I probably would have wound up going to jail and doing some real damage to
somebody’s child. So that’s about it in a nutshell.

What were the racial dynamics of your time growing up?
You know, in my time, there were only two races. [Chuckle] I’m serious. In

fact, in Shreveport, we didn’t have nothing but blacks and whites. [. . .] I
mean, I didn’t know other people but blacks and whites in Shreveport.

And how did the blacks and whites get along?
They didn’t. Well, you gotta understand too now, in my time when I was

coming up, they were still siccing dogs on black folks. I grew up when they
had colored water fountains, white fountains. When you’d go to the bus
station, you had the colored section back in the back and the white folks
section in another part. And I remember walking home from school . . . and
see another thing is they’d come on buses. They’d bus white kids miles and
miles, past our school. They came miles and miles and they’d pass our
school and went miles and miles to other schools just to go to a white school,
you know. And I remember one day, walking, and those kids threw some-
thing off and hit me with something and hurt me. And I’d be afraid. Growing
up, I didn’t care nothing at all for a white person because they were consid-
ered the enemy. And in most any situation, they’d act like an enemy. There
was not a lot of interaction in my town, with blacks and whites, especially not
students. Not at all. There was also this little thing that was still going
around that, as a black young man, you were not supposed to look up at a
white lady in the face. That was enough to get you put in jail. Okay. And so I
basically always saw the white person as the evil spirit.

Did blacks and whites live on different sides of town?
Yes. Blacks had a little section of town, and that was it. Now the areas

where I grew up, well they say it’s the largest black community in the United
States. It’s called Clip Road. [. . .] It is all black. You understand what I’m
saying? There are no other ethnicities in there. No Spanish, no Mexicans, no
nothing. It’s all black, one hundred and one percent. And it’s almost ten by
ten miles. I mean, you know, that big. So it’s a big area. It’s in Shreveport.
Well, Shreveport now has annexed it. When I was a kid, it was not in Shreve-
port. In fact, we were kind of like . . . kind of felt like country. [. . .] We were
like about six, seven miles outside of the city. But not being in the city, not
having any kind of revenue and all this, the streets were poor, drainage was
poor. And before they built the high school there, all the kids had to go to
school in the city and they had to catch the bus . . . when they walked . . . you
had to have two pair of shoes because you had to walk in the mud from your
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house, from the little muddy streets, to the bus. And when you get to the
school, you take your muddy shoes off and put your good shoes on. You
know. It was a lot of stuff like that. It was a lot of crazy things like that.

Was the black part of town separated by a railroad or any kind of marker
or . . . ?
Not really. Now the Kansas City Southern Railroad is in the Clip Road

area. And pretty much you could say on the other side of that part. But it’s . . .
well the lake is on one side, and then the homes around the lake, they were
white homes. But it wasn’t like, you know, in some cities, when you cross the
tracks you’re in the black neighborhood because the majority of Clip Road,
there is not a railroad track. In fact, the Clip Road itself, there’s no rail-
road track.

[. . .] We used to live in The Bottom. It’s the bottom, where the worst part
of the town is. It’s adjacent to downtown Shreveport and it’s downhill from
it. It’s down in the bottom, and it’s The Bottom. That’s where . . . on Fri-
day and Saturday nights, you know, all the cutthroats, all the drinking and
whores and prostitutes and everything like that, that was their territory. And
we lived in an alley off The Bottom, one of the main streets of The Bottom.
And it was horrible. I remember . . . I guess God takes care of fools, but we
had to walk in that alley where there was all kinds of broken glass. We used
to walk in there barefooted. And didn’t cut our feet. [Chuckle] So I mean you
know it was horrible.

Is it still there now?
They have renovated so much now. It’s called Ledbetter, Led Belly, Led-

better Square now down there. They fixed the houses up real well and it’s a
nice place to be now. But if you go in the archives and look at old Shreveport,
you’ll see what I’m talking about. Killings, murders, all that.

. . . . . . . .
ed (b. 1952, new orleans, la.)
We lived in an area of the city called ‘‘The Ninth Ward.’’ The city is divided

up into wards. [. . .] But the Ninth Ward was the largest of all the wards in the
city. And at the time that I was growing up, there was the Desire housing
project and it was separated from the Florida housing project. And the Flor-
ida housing project was all white. And the Desire was all black. And they were
separated by train tracks, a railroad and a canal, an industrial canal. And the
train would come at odd times and block us off if we had to, you know, in
order for us to catch the bus to get to downtown, we had to cross this track
and go across the bridge that went across the canal. So it was an inconve-
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nience for us, you know, but it didn’t inconvenience the people on the white
side because the bus stop and the bus were already on their side. But I
remember little things like that.

I remember when Hurricane Betsy came in 1965, in September, how
devastating it was and how I found out later that the mayor who was the
mayor at that time, Victor Schiro, made a decision to close the locks that led
to the canal. And while doing this, he caused the side where our develop-
ment was to flood. But Betsy was so devastating, everybody in the entire
city . . . we had a lot of damage on our side because . . . it didn’t damage my
family too much because we lived upstairs. But I remember the water was all
the way up to the stairs and you had to go up a flight of stairs to get to the first
floor of the building. And I’d say the water was almost about six feet high. I
mean anywhere from waist deep, depending on how tall you were. And I
remember people going by in boats and makeshift boats and doors that they
had taken off and floating on the water. And it was horrible. And then there
were all kinds of things in the water. And you saw snakes swimming in
the water, you know, turtles, fish jumping in the air. Your back street was
a lake. Our car floated down the street and was completely submerged. It
was horrible. And of course, people were taking advantage of other people.
They were gouging and selling ice for ten dollars—just cheating people, you
know? And some people lost their lives because they had to be rescued. They
were on their rooftops; it was so bad. I think I was about thirteen. Yeah, in ’65
I was thirteen.∫

What were the racial politics back then? Did blacks and whites interact at all?
Well, this was in the mid-’60s, and blacks and whites, we still had separa-

tion on the buses, separation of facilities. Even though Brown vs. Board of
Education had been passed, it wasn’t implemented in the South, at least not
in New Orleans. So there was no integration of facilities. I do remember that
there was a black beach that was called ‘‘Lincoln Beach.’’ Why they couldn’t
think of a black man’s name . . . whenever the black people got something, it
was named after a white person who was considered sympathetic to blacks,
like Abraham Lincoln. So it was Lincoln Beach. And it was a beach that was
located in the eastern part of New Orleans, and it was a bus ride that took you
about twenty to thirty minutes to get to it. It was about twenty miles away
from the city. And it was a nice beach. It had a midway and a Ferris wheel, a
roller coaster and everything. And the strange thing is that the beach was
managed by the same family that managed the white beach, which was
located on the lakefront, which is now where the University of New Orleans
has property on the lakefront. And it was called ‘‘Pontchartrain Beach.’’ But
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blacks were not able to go there until after 1964. But it didn’t matter that
much to me because I remember going to our beach. It was fine. We had
rides. We had concessions. There were shows. James Brown, the Ink Spots,
people like that would come and entertain. And dance contests, beauty con-
tests, you know, all kinds of things were going on. There was a midway,
and there were bumper cars and cotton candy. Everything kids liked when
they went out to the beach. You know, Ferris wheel, roller coaster, haunted
houses, all of that. And there were two pools. There was a large, Olympic size
swimming pool and then there was a smaller size pool. And there was also a
little kiddy pool for the children . . . for the toddlers. And then, beyond the
beach was the sand and the lake. So if you didn’t want to swim in the pool,
you could go in the lake. On the way to the beach, they would have these
fishing camps, these houses that were on stilts, and the people would live in
them and fish and they would throw their waste right into the river. So after a
certain amount of time, it was deemed unsafe to swim in the lake because of
the fecal count in the water. And that was because the people in those houses
were throwing their waste directly into the . . . they didn’t care anyway be-
cause they knew it was right by the black beach. But I remember those times
as good times. And I remember Lincoln Beach only stayed open ten years,
from ’54 until ’64. It actually was dedicated in 1954, but blacks had been
going on the site since 1939. It’s one of my research projects. I’m trying to
write something about the history of this beach. And it’s just difficult to get
information because a lot of the information has been obscured and the
white press didn’t give fair coverage to it. And you have to rely on black
newspapers, and some of those things are sorely lacking. But I’m finding
that, once it did integrate, all the blacks abandoned it and went to a white
beach and it closed down because of the lack of business. But the strange
thing is that the same family that managed the white beach also managed
the black beach. And I think black people felt it was intrinsically better to go
to the ‘‘white’’ beach because it was denied them. When something is denied
you, and you can’t have it and you finally get the opportunity to get it, you
want it just because it’s been denied you. It was found out that actually they
spent as much or more money building the black beach than they did on the
white beach. And I found the architectural plans for the beach, as well as the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ aerial shot of what the beach looked like at
that time. The pool alone was valued at a million dollars. And this would
have been back in the ’50s, and that’s a lot of money. So I don’t mean to keep
harping on that one topic, but a lot of my growing up centered around that at
the time [. . .] .
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. . . . . . . .
‘‘g.c.’’
Marlon introduced me to G.C. and his partner during a visit to Charlottesville,
Virginia, in the spring of 2005. We hit it off immediately, and G.C. promised
that on my next trip he would not only allow me to interview him, but he would
also give me a tour of Charlottesville—and particularly the historic black parts
of town.

G.C. knows quite a bit about the history of black Charlottesville and the
surrounding areas. Part of this history has been passed down to him from his
parents, and part of it he has made a concerted effort to learn on his own. For
the most part, however, G.C. just enjoys storytelling—especially tales about
growing up in the South. G.C. was born in 1958 in Albemarle County, Virginia
(of which Charlottesville is the county seat), the youngest of five children. The
interview took place on August 11, 2005, in Charlottesville, at the home of
Marlon and his partner, Ian.

Do you remember some of the friends that you made in elementary, high
school? Have you stayed in touch with them?
I remember them. I remember them quite well. In fact, I remember one

of the first white kids I met in second [grade]. In fact I saw his mother last
week at a neighborhood watch program. The county police office had a big
grand opening for everybody to see what they’ve done, and this woman was
there, and I looked up and I was like, oh, that’s Steve’s mother. It was kind of
interesting how all that happened because I can remember in second grade
when I first met Steve, it was sort of like, oh good, kid, you want to play,
you’re kind of skittish about it at first. Then the first remarks that came out
of his mouth is like, hey I can play with you, but we can’t play at each other’s
houses. My dad will not allow this to happen. Fine. But we played at school.
And that was the beginning of the friendship in second grade and we were
friends throughout high school, college, after college. And we still stay in
contact. Not as much, but we see each other, and we still laugh and talk
about those days. In fact his mother, who I saw the other week, we were
talking about it as well; she since has divorced this guy and remarried as
well. There were a series of events with this guy; not only was he a bigot, he
was an abusive father and wife beater.

How would you describe the racial politics of the town that you grew up in?
It was very mixed. There were certain areas where it was accepted, the

mixture of blacks and whites, and I have to say blacks and whites because
that’s predominantly what they looked at at that time. It was accepted. And
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then there were other areas where you knew your place. You knew your place.
You just did not go there. You just did not acknowledge, you didn’t, you knew
your place.

Were they physically segregated as well?
Physically segregated as well. And then there were areas such as the rural

areas where there were blacks and whites who lived in houses, you know, up
the street from each other. They weren’t like gated communities, or neigh-
borhoods like we see today. But then again there were neighborhoods, but
those were just all whites and you knew that, like the Laurel Hills and the
Park Road, that sort of thing, which was all white.

Railroad tracks always have played a major factor. In Crozet, the town that
I grew up in, there was a railroad track that divided on one side, which was
predominantly black, which was on the main highway. On the opposite side
of the tracks, which got into the rural areas, if you were to drive through that
area you would see all the homes that were pretty much right on the road,
those were the black families. The homes that were further away with nice
big yards, those were white families that had been there for a while. As you go
out further area of rural, the farmlands, you didn’t notice it as much. You
didn’t see it. A farm is a farm is a farm. The only way you would notice if you
looked at the condition of the barns. The big red barns that you would see in
catalogs and magazines with the nice silos, those were the white farmers.
The nice big white picket fence. The old split rail fence and barbed wire and
the barns with the flat tenders, those were pretty much your poor black
families or the poor white.

What was your family’s attitude about people who were different from you?
It was mixed. My grandparents, because of their upbringing, were not as

liberal, I should say. They were accustomed to things being just that way. I
can remember my great-grandmother fondly and her way, I guess we could
say, she was pretty jaded in that every way was the white man’s way. And I can
still recall this, ‘‘Child, don’t sit down like that, move your arms. The white
folks won’t like that.’’ ‘‘Don’t pick that glass up like that, hold your finger out
because that’s the way the white folks do it.’’ And, ‘‘Girl, you better go in
there and straighten that hair, don’t you go out of here with that hair all
napped up like that. The white folks don’t do this.’’ Now, mind you she was
also very fair complected, and she was the first black midwife in the area. So
she, everything was very proper because she had been taught to do this or
else, and ‘‘else’’ could have been a number of things. My parents on the other
hand were a little different. They were pretty much bent on that we were not
going to endure what they had endured, seeing things. So it was not toler-
ated for us to say negative things about people of the opposite race.
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. . . . . . . .
gerome
Gerome is one of the people I met through Ann McCarthy in Tuscaloosa,
Alabama. As I recounted in the Introduction, he is also one of the narrators
who stood me up for our first meeting—something for which Ann chastised
him later on. He shared with me later that he had to ‘‘pray on it’’ before he
spoke with me. His homosexuality is something that he hopes God will take
away from him (see Chapter 3), and therefore he was unsure whether he
wanted to discuss that aspect of his life.

Gerome is a diminutive, soft-spoken man who makes his living as a tailor.
He never completed high school and failed at attempts to obtain his ged.
Although he is functionally illiterate, he has managed to make a living
sewing. As his story below reveals, learning to sew was a saving grace.
Having lost his parents when he was very young, he quickly had to learn to
be somewhat independent. His older siblings were his primary caregivers
during his formative years. He was born in 1958 in Tuscaloosa and, except
for a short excursion to California, has lived there all his life. The interview
took place at Ann McCarthy’s home in Tuscaloosa on January 9, 2005.

[. . .] I was just so disgusted with the black situation; blacks wasn’t getting
very good breaks in life. I went to work for this Korean family, Mr. and Mrs.
Kwan that owned a boutique shop downtown. I went to work for them in
their store, and they hired me to come in and to make sales on clothes,
shoes, anything in the store. Wigs, belts, jewelry, whatever they had in the
store. [. . .] They were downtown in the old Kresge’s building. It’s still down
over there and turned into someplace now. This couple hired me to come in
because I did alterations, you know. I could sew.

How did you learn how to sew?
It was more or less, I think, a gift from God, and my mother had that gift

and my oldest sister could sew, you know. And my older sister kept the
sewing machine. She had a portable Singer machine. She did a lot of beauti-
ful personal tailoring. I mean, professionally. My mother was just a genius at
it. She could make whatever, and it looked better than what came out of the
store, to be honest, because I saw a lot of her work. And anyway, it was in me
from birth I do believe. [. . .] I ended up leaving Mr. and Mrs. Kwan’s after I
worked there with them for a while. An incident took place there that I was
devastated with. There was this guy that came into the store to steal. And I
don’t know if this guy had a gun on him or what, you know, but he came into
the store. I was the only guy working in there, plus her. Her husband had left.
This guy came in and he stole. Whatever it was he stole, he stole it and ran



Local club in Gerome’s neighborhood, Tuscaloosa, Alabama.

Photo by the author.



Local store in Gerome’s neighborhood. Photo by the author.



78 : growing up

out of the store and went down the side and around the building. And this
Korean lady, Mrs. Kwan, she goes after the man like a dodo. And she’s
looking at me like, ‘‘Get him, get him!’’ And I’m saying, ‘‘Oh no, darling. I was
hired here not for your security, not your security guard. I’m the salesperson,
so you go get him.’’ And you know she ran behind him and I looked at this
stupid woman. You know, we didn’t know what this man had on him. So I
walked out of the store behind her while she running and, you know. And I’m
standing looking like, ‘‘Are you stupid enough to go down in that alley be-
hind this place, behind a pair of shades or whatever it was he stole?’’ [Laugh-
ter] It wasn’t like he stole the register or the money box or nothing, so I
couldn’t figure it out. But anyway, after then she was so upset over it, Mr.
Kwan came back. Her husband, he came back to the store a little bit later
and she told him about what the guy had done and everything, you know.
And oh he was all upset over it and everything. But what got me was that the
guy was black. And that was so embarrassing to me. So she and he both, you
know, picked up on it because they came to me with it, you know, ‘‘That had
nothing to do with you. He was not your friend, Gerome, and da-da-da-da-
da.’’ And I’m saying, ‘‘Okay.’’ So I get up the next morning and go in to work
and go in to work a few more days, and then I decided that I’m fixing to let
this job go because I don’t like this. That’s frightening, someone coming in
like that. What if he had had a gun and just shot up or something, you know.
So I wanted to let it go, and then they talked me into working on with them
for a while longer, and I did it. But then they found this place in Birmingham
that they wanted to go because it would have been closer to . . . they would
have been saving a lot of money on shipping stuff, you know, here to Tusca-
loosa and all that. So they wanted me to relocate with them. And when I
thought about it, you know, when the store moved . . . Young’s Fashions was
the name of it . . . Young’s Fashions . . . When they moved to Birmingham,
they wanted me to relocate with them because they knew of my situation.
‘‘He’s a single guy, he has no spouse, no children, you know, he’s single, he
can go. He can come stay here,’’ you know and all this. And they was nice to
me. But I did not relocate, and that’s when I think I made one of the first
mistakes. Afraid to leave home, trusting these people when I should have
been wise enough to know, ‘‘Okay Gerome this may be the door for you to go
through.’’ But I didn’t. And I’ve regretted it since because they even told me,
‘‘Well when you decide that you want to come, let us know.’’ And I didn’t.
Because I was doing great in the sales department, selling things that they
couldn’t sell, you know. You’re talking about wigs, to the women, to them
little ol’ women. And I was selling wigs and shades, glasses, shoes, things
that they weren’t selling. And me being a black guy and most of the cus-
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tomers that came in there were blacks, you know, buying this stuff: makeup,
powder, face powder, just whatever they had in the store.

I think I should have been brave enough to just go to Birmingham. But to
me, at that time, Birmingham was like from here to New York. That’s how
southern I was, you know, stupid, you know. But then maybe it was meant
and maybe it wasn’t. I don’t know.

So what did you do after that?
After they relocated, then I went and started working for this Ruth Fash-

ions, this garment plant, factory. This white lady, very . . . now you’re talking
about the South and racist . . . I went to work for a blond-headed one. You
know what I mean? [Chuckle] She was a way back sister from the old slavery
time, and she felt like blacks were made to serve. And so I did it for not quite
a year, for like seven months. I was on an assembly line, making his and
her . . . she had like this garment factory and she had like I think about thirty-
something people working for her. Thirty or a little less employees making
like say women’s dress coats and . . . she had these two black guys that were
the spreaders.Ω [. . .] I could not take her hard racism. I just couldn’t do it.
And she begged me to stay. You know, she was willing to . . . for money, she
was willing to come on down to earth and realize that this one is not going to
bow. And I couldn’t, for some reason.

What would she do?
She would come in and try to make more pressure. Okay, like for instance,

she knew, ‘‘Okay he can turn over two hundred jackets a day.’’ She needed
someone to do that. You know, just sit there and run the commercial ma-
chine. She realized, ‘‘He could set two hundred collars a day. He could set
two hundred sleeves. He could set a hundred and forty pockets,’’ you know in
jackets. And she saw, ‘‘Okay this nigger can do it.’’ And you know behind our
backs they were saying like, ‘‘niggers,’’ you know.

Watch you?
Yeah. And they saw me being very productive. [. . .] At the time I’m just

thinking it was just stuff telling me, ‘‘Do it, Gerome. You can do five-eighths
seams. You can do half-inch seams. You can do quarter-inch seams. Do them
and do them well. Do your best.’’ And you know I did it. And this lady was sold
on it. And she felt like, ‘‘Oh he wants to cut out of here now.’’ So she decides to
change her arrogant attitude to try to be more nicer, but I had already gotten
the assurance within me, ‘‘You can leave now.’’ But what she got out of it was
that, ‘‘I just lost the one that was setting my collars and sleeves.’’ So that
meant she had to go back and retrain somebody, and she wasn’t paying me
that kind of money. If she had of came with the right dollar, I probably would
have stayed there, but it wasn’t enough money in it. So I told her. Her name
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was Bonnie. Bonnie Ruth. I told her, ‘‘Bonnie, listen. I don’t mean no harm or
anything like that, but I gotta go.’’ I said, ‘‘I’ve done my last. I gave you my
notice.’’ And I didn’t just up and quit now. But some part of me just wouldn’t
let me just be rude and just be nasty and just quit. Now don’t you think now
that it didn’t cross my mind, because I was just that disgusted with her. I
think it was like three dollars and thirty-five cents or something like that,
back then. It wasn’t enough money for me. Three thirty-five, you know? So I
said, ‘‘No I’m not staying here for that.’’ And when she did try to make an
offer, I said, ‘‘That’s awfully nice of you but I’m still going,’’ you know. Did the
notice. That lady stood there and watched me leave on my last day, you know.
And later on in my life I said, ‘‘What was that for?’’ You know, was there
something in there for me or for her? And I realized it was something in it for
both of us. I found out, ‘‘Gerome you can do better, but you’ve got to learn to
hold on until you can see your way through.’’ And through that experience, I
became better with my sewing. I got better at that. She came out with more
money and she made, you know, she got paid for it . . . for the work that we did
or that I did. And then I left there and went to do another job. It was at food
service at the university.

University of Alabama?
Uh huh, in the kitchen. And I just could not take that. So many big pots

and pans and all of the banging, and it just wasn’t me, you know. So I left
that. And then I went to . . . I was requested at the university in the drama
department to come into the drama department . . .

Costumes department?
Yes. And I went and did that. And the university just loved my work.

You know, Dr. Moran and several of them on the committee there that was
over the drama department, you know, said like, ‘‘We could give him . . .’’
what they did was they gave me a university package deal: full-coverage
insurance, dental, hospital, a cost of living raise, just like on staff. Unedu-
cated. Couldn’t even hardly read. Still pitiful reading, you know. But I could
work the devil out of that drama department, the costumes, making those
costumes. And I mean these was like eccentric costumes and things. And
we was doing some like for the Wizard of Oz, making costumes. And they
couldn’t understand how, ‘‘This guy here is barely reading and barely . . .’’
you know, ‘‘As slow as he is book wise, he can come in here and turn this
thing out.’’ And I was doing it, you know, in this whole drama department.
And they got furious because I ended up leaving it. I stayed with it for like a
year and a half, and then I left. And the reason I left was because this new
quarter of students that was coming in, some of those students were . . . I
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don’t know, they said they was northerners or whatever, but they were very
prejudiced. Some of those white students were very . . . you know, doing
nasty things. And I just said, ‘‘No I’m not going to let that rub off on me. I’m
going to flee this environment,’’ but I shouldn’t have though, but I did. But I
stayed there and I hate I left the benefits that I had because, had I stayed
there with the university, I could have eventually got into study classes,
reading and everything I needed. I could have been a student there and
worked the drama . . . but that was something that was, like I would say it was
nothing but the devil himself that made me get disgusted with it and say,
‘‘I’m not going to take that anymore. I’m just going to go.’’ Because I was
doing uniforms . . . not uniforms, costumes . . . for some of the students, and
they were turning out perfect. I’d go back and come to find out they were
doing spiteful things like picking the seams, you know. I mean racist stuff.
You know, nasty stuff. And at that time, I wasn’t aware of how low . . . and you
probably have never seen it, but those people can do some nasty things.
Things you’d never even think to do, to be low-down. But I found out these
kids had been taught this, and now they are out of high school, they’re like
nineteen, twenty and twenty-one, twenty-two years of age and practicing how
to be wicked. I knew that there were prejudices, but I’d never had a clue that
they could be so spiteful. [. . .] So I left that. And they said, ‘‘Skipping sissy,’’
but I was skipping my way to a little more sound peace. I just wasn’t going to
take it, and that was it.

. . . . . . . .
godfrey
Godfrey is one of many men that I met through my friend and student Curt,
who was murdered (see the Epilogue). Curt had a wide social network, so he
had a ‘‘reception’’ for me at our mutual friend ‘‘Rob’s’’ home to introduce me
to men who might be interviewed for Sweet Tea. Godfrey was one of those
men.

An articulate and gentle man, Godfrey is what many southerners would
call ‘‘cultured.’’ His family was middle class and Episcopalian—something
quite rare among southern blacks. He, like a few other middle-class men I
interviewed, takes a lot of pride in the fact that he does not match most
whites’ stereotypical profile of black people—that is to say, that they grew up
poor in single-parent homes. Godfrey was raised by both parents in a black
middle-class community in Durham, where he was born in 1947. He is the
older of two children. The interview took place on August 19, 2004, in his
office at North Carolina Central University, where he is an administrator
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Were all of your schools segregated?
Yes. Yes, definitely. I graduated from high school in 1965. By that time, a

few pioneers had integrated the schools in Durham, but I wasn’t one of
them. And, very shortly after that, there was a concerted effort by the state to
integrate schools, and so they started more active kind of busing in the city.
The county schools were separate from the city schools, and so a lot of the
white students actually migrated to the suburbs and to the county, and
so integrating the county schools became a real big issue. When I was in
school, however, there was one black high school in the city, and one black
high school in the county, so that Hillside became the one place, mind you,
we had several different junior high and elementary schools, but Hillside
became the one place, if you were black, where, you know, the whole com-
munity kind of came together, which I think is part of the reason why it’s so
quote/unquote storied.

Did you feel like you missed out on anything because you went to a
segregated school?
Oh no. Of course not. As a matter of fact, knowing what I know now, I

think my education was far superior than if we had been in an integrated
system, especially during that time period. I guess I was fortunate in that,
with segregation, there weren’t a lot of opportunities for blacks who were
educated, so that, you know, people say that the mail system has never been
the same since black Ph.D.s could find jobs elsewhere. The professors that I
had at Hillside went on to teach college in the same subjects. You can’t see
the location on this tape obviously, but Hillside High School at one point was
at the other end of the street, Brant Street, where the entrance to North
Carolina Central was located. And there was a lot of interaction, at least
academically, between the two. Some of the professors at the university
came over to teach classes. A lot of the teachers, a lot of the students at North
Carolina Central who were considering careers in education did their stu-
dent teaching in the school system in Hillside. It was basically the only place
they could go.

At any rate, we were talking about whether or not I felt like I missed
anything. At any rate, I’ve had an extraordinary set of teachers. The school
setting, I think, was much more supportive in that segregated environment
than it would have been in an integrated environment where all the black
administrators were replaced by white administrators, which happened so
much in the South. So no, I felt that I was supported, that I got the best
education I could get. When I went off to college, I found that my education
was second to none, because we were fortunate enough to be in Durham,
with the kind of resources we had, you know, universities, businesses, that
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sort of thing. And, quite frankly, you know, we were fortunate enough to have
an opportunity to travel. We went places, we did things, we saw stuff, and we
had, you know, a black library where, you know, the librarians tended to be
neighbors, etc., etc. So you always got exposed, and, the world was yours.
And, overtly during this time period, there was a consensus among, at least
the black middle class, that you had to prepare your children to move for-
ward, to move gracefully forward, and so they made sure that you were ready.
You know, I remember that we used to have concerts by the North Carolina
Symphony, and all of the black high schools in the area would be invited.
Usually, to this university, North Carolina Central University, and, because
they had a large gymnasium that could seat, you know, several hundred
people. So they would all come there, and the symphony would perform. We
would prepare for those symphonies, you know, everyone would, there’d be a
sing-along, and then there would be two or three orchestral works, and so we
were drilled. We had to know the song backwards and forwards, the song
was put into context, we listened to the actual orchestral piece on record-
ings, we were told how to conduct ourselves, when to clap, etc., etc., you
know. How you bathed, so that you would be presentable, etc., etc. So, you
know, all of the tools you needed to succeed in life, I think, were given to you,
as a matter of pride.

So was your neighborhood segregated, or the city segregated as well?
Yes, of course. I mean, even now Durham is divided by a set of railroad

tracks. It’s beginning to mean less, primarily because of the development of
the Research Triangle Park, which was put in the southeast section of town,
which used to be the black section of town, because land, quite frankly, in
that area was cheaper. It also had the advantage of being right in the mid-
dle of a triangular landform that was between Durham, Chapel Hill, and
Raleigh. As a result, the success of the Research Triangle Park has pushed
development into that little corridor there at Durham, so you’re finding, you
know, white people moving into this neighborhood now, you know, mainly
because it’s still a black neighborhood and prices are cheaper, but it’s also
centrally located and close to everything that you’d want to be there. I mean,
from where we’re sitting now you could be in Raleigh, Chapel Hill, in half an
hour, and downtown Durham in five minutes, and at least at this point, you
know, all of the, the local points of, of interest, you know, whether that’s
Duke University, or the administration of any of those cities that I’ve men-
tioned, Research Triangle, or the University of North Carolina, you know,
North Carolina State, all of those are within half an hour. So it’s one of the
best locations in town. Prices, as I’ve said, have not kept up with tonier
neighborhoods, but that’s coming.
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. . . . . . . .
‘‘c.c.’’ (b. 1961, greenville, miss.)
When you were growing up, was your town segregated?
No and yes. [. . .] I just knew then it wasn’t about black and white; it was

just about people who had and people who didn’t. Because I realized then we
were different because we went from all-black neighborhoods to black and
white neighborhoods because it was just clear to me it was about money.
Like I realized working in my grandfather’s store that poor white people had
to come and buy their groceries on the notes ’til they got paid. So I knew then
that, oh this ain’t about race. It’s just about people who’ve got something
and who don’t. And I’ve always been able to recognize that. Because of those
early experiences, knowing . . . ‘‘What are you white people doing?’’ Because
they would have to line up, ’cause like when they got their check, my grand-
father would be standing there with those books and they actually would
cash their checks. Well, he would cash the check ’cause he was going to take
out their grocery money.

What would you say then were the racial politics of Greenville?
I really couldn’t tell you because at that time, which is so disturbing to me

now when I go back to those places, black people didn’t think about white
people. [Chuckle] At all. Black people . . . I mean we were like just all fabu-
lous! I mean just, you know, every house you went to had that crystal. You
know everybody was getting ready for to go to the Elks Club on Fridays. You
were all going to the football game. And by the way, there may be some diva
soprano [who] flew down to the South to give her concert. So you didn’t even
know. You didn’t even talk about white people.

. . . . . . . .
patrick
Patrick carries himself in a way that suggests that he’s much older than he
is. He reminded me of the older, distinguished middle-class black men in my
hometown: he has a deep baritone voice, he’s confident, but not cocky, a
methodical thinker, and he has an aura of wisdom. He’s what some would
call a ‘‘man’s man.’’

Before committing to do the interview, he made me promise that I would
give him two copies of the book—one for himself and one for a friend who
was struggling with his sexuality. I found this quite moving and think it says
a lot about Patrick’s character.

I did not know Patrick before the interview. I received his contact
information from one of my contacts in Atlanta. We met at my friend Ian’s
house in Atlanta for the interview on Halloween of 2004. Patrick was born in
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Vidalia, Georgia, in 1966. Vidalia, best known for onions of the same name
grown there, is located in southeast Georgia and has a population of less
than 15,000.

Was your town segregated?
Oh, very much so. Very much so. There’s a railroad track that runs down

the middle of my hometown, and black people lived on one side of that
railroad track, and we had our churches and our grocery stores and our
homes and everything that we needed to sustain us; and on the other side of
the railroad track was just the polar opposite. That was the white. In my
little town, there is a First Baptist Church, which is white, and there is
a First African Baptist Church, which is black. So during the time that I
grew up, almost everything was a white and a black. There was a white
Methodist Church. Well, there’s a black Methodist Church, you see. Even in
high school, when we chose homecoming queens, there was a white home-
coming queen and there was a black homecoming queen chosen at the same
time. The proms were segregated. There was a white prom, there was a black
prom. So it was—and the pop-, the black population at that time in my town
was about 30 percent black. It was 70 percent white, 30 percent black. It was
a place where time stood still. But in my opinion, everyone pretty much
respected the other.

And I’ll give you an example. Time stood still in the sense that we still had
our Klan. I can recall vividly, as a child, minding my own business, playing in
my own front yard, and my mother sitting on the porch and this car filled
with young white boys driving by and throwing wet toilet paper at me in my
front yard. And I remember my mother running down off the porch, grab-
bing me and running in the house. She never discussed what happened; she
never said why she did it. All I knew was whatever they did she felt threatened
her child. So she was removing me from harm’s way. Several months after
that, I recall waking up, hearing my parents talk, waking up and the house
was completely dark, with the exception of this bright light that was coming
from the front of my house. And I realized that that was the direction that my
parents’ voices were coming from. So I wandered into the living room, and
my living room, which was about the size of the room that we’re sitting in,
was absolutely filled with light, but the light was coming from outside. And
when I went to the window and looked out the window, there was a cross
burning across the street from my house. Across the street from my house
was the black elementary school. Someone had planted a cross on the prop-
erty of the school and burned it, and our house just happened to be right in
front of it. And so those are the types of memories. I clearly recall going to
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the doctor’s office—there’s a white waiting room, there’s a black waiting
room. I’m going to movie theaters—the black kids had to go around the
back, up the stairs, and sit upstairs, while the white kids entered through the
front door and sat closer to the screen downstairs. Other than those types of
examples, everyone pretty much stayed to themselves. I don’t recall a lot of
racial tension, with the exception of those things that I’ve just mentioned. I
remember growing up and going to school and having white kids very curi-
ous about the black kids. They wanted to know, ‘‘What do you eat, where do
you live?’’ I even had a little white girl ask me, ‘‘What do you wash your hair
with?’’ Those types of questions. But other than that, it was—I felt it was a
very good place to grow up.

What it instilled in me was obviously a lot of pride about the community
and the family and the place that I come from. Because whatever my parents
and grandparents and elders had to live through in that part of Georgia was
never once passed down to their children in the form of hatred. What was
passed down to us was, you were born here but we don’t expect for you to die
here. There’s a better world out there, there’s a big world out there. We
didn’t have a chance to see it or experience it, but we want you to see and
experience it. And the only way that you can do that is to get an education.

. . . . . . . .
roderick
It’s funny how people come in and out of your life. I first met Roderick
in 1992 when I was a doctoral student in the Department of Speech
Communication at lsu and he was a freshman majoring in voice. We met
through another graduate student who worked part time at the black
cultural center. Roderick was then, and still is now, an effervescent spirit.
He has a knack for bringing people together.

After I left lsu in 1993, I did not keep in touch with Roderick but always
wondered what had happened to him. Then, by sheer coincidence, we
reconnected in 2002 in Chicago. A friend of Roderick’s whom I had just met
invited me to a brunch to meet some other black gay men in ‘‘Chi-town.’’
Sitting at the table when I walked in was none other than Roderick. It was a
joyous reunion. He had moved to Chicago and was working at a non-profit.

The reunion was short-lived, however, as he decided to move back to
Baton Rouge to take a job in state government. The transition back to the
South has been bittersweet for him, as he was happy to be closer to his
family and old friends, but he misses city life and his larger black gay
community.



growing up : 87

Roderick’s apartment was my hub during one of my research trips to
Louisiana, and Roderick agreed to be one of my subjects, for which I am
grateful. He was born in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, in 1974. The interview
took place on January 23, 2005.

For me, it was simply you sort of knew where the black neighborhoods
were. You knew where the white areas were. North Baton Rouge equated to
blacks. South Baton Rouge sort of meant white, but there’s also an old South
Baton Rouge [that is] black. It’s also called The Bottom. [. . .] The area by lsu,
called The Bottom. It’s old South Baton Rouge. Some of the streets slope
down . . . like they have a slope down, and this is called The Bottom. In some
communities, people refer to the bottom as like a real poor or low-down
place. You know, ‘‘You’re on The Bottom of the juke joint or something.’’ The
Bottom was actually a place where some very well known today black leaders
came from in the community, or who did their thing and aren’t around
anymore or whatever. So it was a cool neighborhood actually. But now it’s
definitely economically depressed. Very, very, very much so. But you knew
where the neighborhoods were. You just knew where the neighborhoods
were. [. . .] In [the neighborhood of] Zachary [. . .] train tracks probably
separated more of the blacks from the whites. There was definitely a train
track and the blacks lived mostly up to the east of the train tracks and the
whites lived mostly west of the train tracks. And there were some integrated
areas too. It was interesting in Baton Rouge. And I think in Baton Rouge also,
when it comes to race and neighborhoods like that, it may be unspoken, but
you just know. Somehow you do know the neighborhoods you’re going to.
Where I lived it was saturated with black folks, so going to a white neighbor-
hood involved getting in a vehicle and driving there. And there wasn’t any
interaction. Beyond the workplace, there was no interaction.

What were the racial politics in Baton Rouge? Did blacks and whites interact
at all?
You may see me at work, but other than that, you know, you go your way,

I’ll go mine. Most of the churches, forget about it. I don’t see much inter-
action. I think there’s lots of separation in Baton Rouge. Then and now. And
folks will try to be, you know, ‘‘We’re not like that.’’ Baton Rougers, I think,
try to act like they’re sophisticated when they’re not. They take the fact that
this is the capital city . . . they may take that with too much pride. And I really
think that, you know, because it is a pretty forward-moving city. As of lately,
it’s proven that in a way by electing the first black mayor. But I think it’s, it’s
here. There’s racism. There’s racial issues. People don’t want to talk about it.



Roderick, age four, climbing a fence at the Baton Rouge Zoo.

Courtesy of the narrator.



Roderick sporting bell bottoms at age three.

Courtesy of the narrator.
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People think that we’re okay, but we’re not. I think when it really comes
down to the nitty-gritty, people show their true colors. Pun intended. I think
we do have a ways to go when it comes to racial issues in Baton Rouge.

. . . . . . . .
tim’m
I met Tim’m in 1999 when he was a graduate student at Stanford. He decided
not to finish his Ph.D. and instead to pursue a career as a spoken word artist
and hiv/aids activist. He is a founding member of the black gay hip-hop
group, Deep Dick Collective. Hailing from Little Rock, Arkansas, but reared in
Taylor, Arkansas, Timothy (as he was christened) was born the son of a pastor
in 1972. Taylor is a small town that sits on the border of Arkansas, just
fifty miles northeast of Shreveport, Louisiana. The interview took place
on September 24, 2005, at my home in Chicago. Tim’m currently lives in
Atlanta.

Was [your town] integrated?
It was integrated. Like Taylor’s an interesting town in that I don’t know

that any African Americans lived within the city limits, but there’s a ring
around Taylor. And that periphery is almost predominantly African Ameri-
can. It’s one of those definite . . . I wouldn’t say ‘‘other side of the tracks.’’ But
there’s kind of that dynamic. And you know the black kids are essentially
bused into town to go to school. And my graduating class was probably fifty-
fifty. There were probably more whites in the school, overall. But it was pretty
balanced.

What were the racial politics of Taylor?
Oh goodness. Racial politics of Taylor. Were there racial politics? It was

definitely self-segregation. And one of the examples that sort of strikes me is,
you know, one of the places where you had the most meaningful integration
in my high school experience was through sports. Because you have one
team and everybody plays, you know. But if you go to the basketball games at
Taylor, at least it was this way when I was there, you have a black cheering
section and a white cheering section. And the black parents and black fami-
lies of the team sit in one section, and the white parents and students and
whatever sit in another section. But mind you everyone’s cheering for the
same thing, but there’s definitely that . . . It kind of reminds you of the reality
that this is a town that wouldn’t have integrated if it wasn’t absolutely forced
on them. And that dividing line was very clear. I mean in some ways, Taylor
felt like an all-black school because, socially speaking and in some regards,
the black students didn’t really interact with whites. I was an exception
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because of academically, you know, I was in the upper level classes. And then
because I knew that being involved on the campus and in school also bet-
tered my chances of getting scholarships and other things, so I would force
myself to interact with white students in other regards. I was president of
Future Farmers of America, National Honor Society, a lot of other clubs. Not
because, you know, I thought it was the coolest thing but just because, ‘‘This
is my strategy for getting out of this place.’’ You know, I think having an early
awareness that this was not . . . And I think part of it was like coming from
Little Rock and other cities, they may have been southern but it was defi-
nitely a sense that they were more progressive. Which I think is an interest-
ing thing in the South. Like you know people say ‘‘the South,’’ but there even
is a distinction between urban South and rural South. So if you think Mem-
phis is backwards, you know, go to some of those little towns out South
where they’re talking about how Memphis is like the bastion of, you know,
liberalism and homosexuality and whatever, and it’s like you’re thinking,
‘‘Memphis? Huh? Are we talking about the same place?’’ But in relationship
to some of these other places, it is. It’s seen that way. So I think because we
came to Taylor from Little Rock, we had a sense that like, ‘‘Okay Taylor’s
definitely backwards.’’ Because Little Rock, even though it’s a small city
relatively speaking, and a southern city, because it’s the main city in Arkan-
sas, you do get these sparks of . . . a lot of people moved back from other
places. I knew black lawyers and black doctors. Some of my peers in school
were very wealthy African American people. Little Rock has a pretty substan-
tial black upper middle class. And some of those kids were my classmates so
I knew that there were black people who were well off. We just weren’t one of
them. [Chuckle] But I think that was an interesting thing to witness in a city
that has a lot of African Americans . . . to actually get that class experience.
Whereas when we moved to Taylor, it was pretty much like that. Pretty much
all of the black people were poor, working-class, and that’s pretty much it.

Describe some of your friendships in elementary, middle school, and high
school. And are you in touch with any of those friends?
Elementary school, probably not. Like I say, I think that moving around a

lot really shaped my fear around developing close friendships. I can remem-
ber two people. It’s kind of interesting. One was a young man named Craig
Matthews. [. . .] We were really close. I think I had my first male fantasies
about Craig. A white kid. He went to Terry and Franklin [elementary schools]
with me. And there’ve been a few times when I’d Google him or try to look
him up and then like ‘‘Nah, let me leave this alone.’’ But I got invited to a
party that his parents threw him, and then I got disinvited. Because they
assumed that because whatever academic grouping I was in with him . . .



92 : growing up

That you were white?
Right. And then when they discovered that I wasn’t . . . and he was de-

stroyed by it. And I remember him walking up to me on the playground one
day and like just . . . almost like bawling and apologizing that he was so sorry,
and I was telling him that it was okay and I knew it had nothing to do with
him. But it was definitely one of those reality checks of, you know, like we’re
close and we’re friends but this is still the South. It was also, I felt, like a
reprimand against my love for him. I knew I liked him and I knew it wasn’t
just, ‘‘Oh he’s my friend.’’ And this was kind of leading up to like fifth, sixth
grade. I mean I started to have a more developed notion of what relationship
type stuff may have been. At that point, boys and girls were dating. They had
girlfriends and boyfriends. And I knew I saw him in that regard. And so that
racial thing, but also you know how class plays a role in that. So he was like
the one friend I remember. The other was, interestingly enough, my elemen-
tary school–middle school girlfriend, Tracy [last name]. A wealthy African
American. I think her father was a prominent lawyer. Her mother was a
something like the Cosby family. And she was a paternal [fraternal] twin?
And just wealthy. And I remember writing her a letter [chuckle]. That refer-
ence is in my book and on the cd. I wrote her a letter and she sent it back
with all the corrections to my grammar. And I saw that as a class reprimand.
Because you know Matthews the white boy, Tracy the black girl, but it was
still like you know you’re not just a nigger but you’re a poor nigger. So you
can’t even hang with the rich niggers. And those are the only two people I
think I can reference by name because their force in my life was pretty
integral. The only other person I can think there was Alicia [last name] who
graduated from Brown the same year I graduated from Duke. Her mother
was a teacher at Terry. And I caught up with her because her brother Andre
was in grad school at Duke while I was finishing my undergrad and I ran into
him. He said, ‘‘I’m from Little Rock.’’ And I’m like, ‘‘Oh do you know Alicia
[last name]?’’ And he said, ‘‘That’s my little sister.’’ Ding, ding, connection.
And Alicia and I kind of touched base at that point. It’s ‘‘Oh wow!’’ like, you
know. She was also a black student who was in the upper level classes, so
we . . . It was kind of interesting to see that we had all . . . a few of us who were
in that cluster had all gone on and continued to do some pretty interesting
things. But I haven’t really been in touch with anybody since then. High
school is a little bit different. I was a part of what’s called Upward Bound at
Southern Arkansas University. I was a hugely popular person in that program
in that . . . the way Upward Bound works in rural places like that, you get
students from all these little small towns like Taylor. So it’s not just one
city’s . . . it’s like people from a vast body of places and at that point I knew I
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was leaving. I was very well aware I was gay by the time I was in there,
although I was closeted. But I had a lot of friends. But most of my close
friendships were not at Taylor. Most of my close friendships were through
Upward Bound. And other students who probably had a lot more in common
with me because they were academically accelerated, had hopes of going to
college, you know, were probably a little bit more progressive in their think-
ing than maybe some other students because they saw themselves as want-
ing to leave the area and this Upward Bound was sort of this vehicle to this
life outside of this place where a lot of people were dissatisfied with being for
years and years and years.

How would you describe your family’s feelings about difference?
My family didn’t really trust white people. It was kind of a thing where in

this world you had to interact with them, but if you could choose not to, it’s
best not to. It was very much, you know, if you could go to an all-black school
and it was convenient, that would have been better. But since this is what
works out, this is what you’ll do. It was definitely this distrust for white
people, which was marked by my mother in particular with like very specific
incidences of being spat on, you know, walking to school when she was a kid
in Taylor when the schools were segregated, you know. And just . . . I saw that
develop. Like, as she started working at the school and seeing that I did have
some sorts of connections to some of the white students that I considered
my friends. You know, Upward Bound was a mixed-race kind of activity, but
then we all had in common that we were all poor. Some of the differences
were more class as opposed to . . . class was a bigger difference than race
often was. So I mean definitely around . . . And that was really the only
difference that got discussed. I mean when you live in Arkansas, race is kind
of always present. It’s like this . . . you know there were towns that were
around with like . . . I believe up until the time I graduated from high school,
like you know the kkk had a welcome sign on the town, you know, as people
came through. And there were times that they were definitely recognized,
‘‘They have a huge kkk organization here’’ or if you’re black and you’re not
supposed to be in town after a certain time. And this was still up until like . . .
You know 1990 was when I graduated from high school and there were these
places, when we would travel, just like we had to leave right after the game
because, you know, it could get ugly. So almost a sense that like the sort of
progress that would be made from ’65 or whatever had not really affected my
town and the parts in Arkansas where we lived. It was just kind of like it was a
time warp. And the only reason whites and blacks interacted was because
they were sort of federally enforced. Otherwise, people wouldn’t have chose
to, didn’t want to. And there were exceptions to that. Like Upward Bound.
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Like sort of institutional things that both people needed so they had to kind
of do it together. But you still got the sense that like ‘‘No.’’ One little, I think,
noteworthy difference in my interactions around whiteness was I left my
dad’s church around twelve and started going to a Mormon church and
so . . . a predominantly white church, very different religious experience than
I grew up in. So I mean I had sort of a weekly interaction with white people
who historically have a really negative understanding of black people and
their rights to certain degrees of heaven and what have you. Other than that,
it wasn’t obvious to me. What was obvious to me among the Mormons that I
went to church with on Sunday was that they were nice people. To me, they
were nicer white people than the other white people. So to me it was kind of
this really hopeful relationship to them because for the most part they didn’t
seem as racist as other white people I knew.

gay members of the community

I have often been in the company of white friends and/or colleagues who, at
some point in a conversation about homophobia, suggest or express the be-
lief that the black community (as if there is only one!) is more homophobic
than white communities. And each time I hear this I cringe. I cringe not be-
cause black people aren’t homophobic. Quite the contrary. Most of the black
people I know hold or express homophobic views, including members of my
own family. What troubles me is when people quantify the degree to which
black people are homophobic because implicit in the ‘‘more’’ is the notion
that black people also have more institutional power to enact their homo-
phobia on the lgbt community, when that is simply not the case. Certainly,
the black church is an institution that has recently gotten in bed with the
government to spew hate and enact discrimination, but that relationship is
still based on one less powerful institution (the black church) colluding with
a more powerful one (a conservative White House) in order to curry favor. This
indeed may make the public face of black folk appear to be more
homophobic, but it does not account for what’s actually happening on the
ground in black communities around the country, and even in the South.∞≠

In recalling their childhoods, the narrators in Sweet Tea reveal the full
range of community reactions to people who were ‘‘funny,’’ ‘‘that way,’’ or
had ‘‘a little sugar in their blood.’’ Many such people were incorporated
into the community without much fanfare, while others were ostracized and
kept away from children. Others demanded the respect of their commu-
nities by going on the offensive—they took shit from no one. Finally, some of
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the narrators talk about their own gay family members who became role
models or paved the way for them to deal with or accept their own budding
homosexuality.

. . . . . . . .
bob (b. 1940, baxley, ga.)
Were there other men in your community that people thought of as or knew
were gay?
Oh, yes. We were told to stay away from them. Um-hmm. But you didn’t

know why. You were just told not to be—you just—well, now, don’t go any-
place with Mr. So-and-So. No explanation was ever given. The musician at the
Baptist church was married and had a big family, but he was a bisexual, now
that I look back on it, because he approached me. I was in tenth grade. He
approached me to go with him ten miles away to see some, I don’t know, and
I didn’t do it. And I was told, ‘‘You don’t do that.’’ And then another man
who belonged to that same church who was married and had children was
openly—not openly, but everybody knew that he was very effeminate and we
were told, you know, don’t go near this person. And those were the only two
men of African descent in my early experiences that were adults who were—
who preyed on young boys. And I don’t know anybody who ever had any
experiences with them personally, but I know now in hindsight that—this is
when I was a college person [. . .] and I had gone home with my cousin who I
had maintained contact, who lives here in Atlanta now, this man who’s now
deceased came by my mother’s house and he had these little pictures of
naked boys and he was showing those to us. ‘‘Look at this. Look at this. Look
at this.’’ And I was embarrassed by that and so—because I didn’t really like
him. I was always offended by him somehow, I don’t know. I suppose be-
cause we were—our family was always very neat and clean and orderly and
his family was not. And it’s sad to say that there was this caste—kind of a
caste system. But, you know, we just didn’t—and his mother was a seam-
stress but her place was junky. And people talked about it. And you could
hear the older people talking about, you know, that. And so somehow I guess
in the back of my mind, I just didn’t really want to be associated with that
person because it was outside of our caste, you know, so.

. . . . . . . .
freddie (b. 1944, madison, ga.)
Well, I guess the first real gay person I remember was in . . . I think I was in

high school. His name was Billy. And [chuckle] it’s funny. My grandmother
was shacking up with a man. And I was going to visit my grandmother, and I
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heard a voice say, ‘‘Hey,’’ and I said, ‘‘Hey.’’ He said, ‘‘Come here.’’ And so I
went over. This guy was sitting on the steps. And he said, ‘‘You’re Miss Evvie’s
grandson, aren’t you?’’ and I said, ‘‘Yeah.’’ ‘‘What’s your name?’’ And I told
him my name. He said, ‘‘Well I’m Billy.’’ And so that was my first time
meeting Billy. His name was Billy Hefflin. And so I started to visit Billy. He
was kind of the first gay person I knew. And this started kind of a friendship
until at some point I dumped him. [Chuckle]

And miraculously, the man my grandmother was shacking up with had a
grandson, much younger than me. He was just the steamingest, hottest little
sissy I ever met. [Laughter] And you know, I mean this was just a steaming-
hot little sissy. And I won’t call any names, but his mother wanted he and I to
be friends, and we’d take him to the movies and stuff. And I did a bit of that
with him, but all I can say is just a steaming-hot little sissy. And I did a few
things with him. My grandmother, at some point, stopped shacking up with
this man and moved on, and I lost touch with him. But the woman who
married the grandfather had a granddaughter who was one of my girlfriends
in high school. So one night I was visiting Gloria—her name was Gloria, and
every year sort of at the beginning of a season, she would get out her clothing
for the oncoming season. So she started opening shoeboxes and there were
no shoes. Then she would look for dresses to go with the shoes, and the
dresses were missing. And she said, ‘‘That goddamn Wooglie . . .’’ the lit-
tle kid, they called him Wooglie. Was actually dancing in drag in Gloria’s
clothes. [Laughter]

There was a theater called ‘‘The 81 Theater’’ on Decatur Street here in
Atlanta. It’s been torn down a long time, and Georgia State University has a
building on that site. But there was this guy, Snake, they called him. I don’t
know why they called him Snake because he was really kind of a fat, dark-
skinned man. But they called it ‘‘Snake’s Stage Show.’’ There was live enter-
tainment on Tuesday nights, where people danced, and some of them were
drag queens and there would be homosexuals who would do what we call
‘‘shake dancing,’’ exotic dancers. One called Miss Mary Jo and Madame
Kilroy. Miss Mary Jo was the pretty one, a nice light-skinned guy who was
really quite pretty when done-up, but had had no surgery or anything. And
Madame Kilroy was not very attractive, but was very good at what he did. But
Wooglie, this little guy, was dancing on Snake’s Stage Show in Gloria’s cloth-
ing and went on to have I think a total sex change, and now is a successful
hairdresser in New York.

What time frame is this?
I think he’s still alive now, but I’m trying to think. I finished high school

in ’52. I would say he was dancing in drag as early as . . . no, I finished high
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school in ’62. So he was dancing in drag, I would say, in the early ’60s, as a
very young person. And I don’t know at what point he moved to New York,
changed his name a couple of times. I think he actually got married before
he left Atlanta. But moved to New York and I think has a good life. I actually
saw him on TV back in the early ’80s. One of the shows was doing a special
on black hair and he was a consultant. And has a name that sounds very
phony. I will not call it because he . . . she . . . lives totally as a woman. Actually
would come to Atlanta to model on the Bronner Brothers’ fashion show and
do hair. And she might still come to do hair. But went on to have the sex
change and live a wonderful life.

And it was an interesting situation. I have a mutual friend, a friend who
kept telling me about this girl. I knew that it was a girl who used to be a boy.
And so after hearing about this girl several years, we were at a party one night
and these two girls came in. And one of them looked at me and said, ‘‘Did you
have a grandmother named Miss Essie or Effie or something like that?’’ And I
mouthed, ‘‘Wooglie?’’ and she said, ‘‘Yeah.’’ So that was how we kind of got
reunited. We haven’t kept in touch, but there she was, little Wooglie all grown
up, with a different name. And was really quite pretty. Had some surgery
done, I think to redo the nose. Nothing as extreme as Michael Jackson.
[Chuckle] But it’s kind of a success story because you know many of those
stories are not successful. The girl she was with that night was a boy who
entered Morris Brown College as a boy, finished Morris Brown College with a
name change as a girl, was the son of an ame bishop, was the prettiest boy
I’ve ever laid eyes on. To look at that boy, that wonderful skin and had
wonderful shoulder length hair, was just a real pretty boy. And we didn’t get
to be really good friends, but he called me one day and said, ‘‘I want to talk to
you since you seem levelheaded.’’ And he came out here and said, ‘‘I have a
decision to make. I can either go to grad school or I can complete my sur-
gery.’’ So I said, ‘‘I can only tell you what I think. I can’t tell you what to do.’’ I
said, ‘‘But I have a question to ask you.’’ I said, ‘‘If you don’t go through and
complete your surgery, are you going to wash that lipstick off your face, cut
that hair and go back to wearing boys’ clothes?’’ She said, ‘‘Oh never!’’ So I
said, ‘‘Well if it were me, I would get the surgery so that I would be as much of
what I look like as possible.’’ And I said, ‘‘You can always go to . . . maybe get
up some money and go to grad school, but I would hate to see you walking
around looking like you’re looking, living as a woman, and not being as much
of a woman as you could possibly be.’’ I said, ‘‘Now if it were me, that’s what I
would do. Or I would go back. Because look at me, I have no interest in having
a sex change or living as a woman. I’m perfectly content living the life I live.’’ I
said, ‘‘But if you’re not going to do that, I would have the surgery if I were you,
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if it were me.’’ And so she did. Moved to New York and was totally destroyed
by New York and is no longer with us. I mean even knowing he was a boy, he
just had this wonderful skin. But just a beautiful boy. A beautiful boy.

I’m sure I’ve rambled way past the point. You asked me about gay people
and role models. Billy was the first one I met, and people in the neighbor-
hood talked about him. And I was with him one day . . . it was kind of funny
but sad in a way. A little boy said, ‘‘Hey Sissy Billy.’’ And Billy got all riled up.
What occurred to me was that the little kid didn’t mean any insult, but he
had sat by his mother and seen Billy pass and she said, ‘‘There’s old Sissy
Billy.’’ He thought that was Billy’s name. Sissy Billy. Just an innocent sort of
kid. And so I said, ‘‘His name is Billy. You don’t want to call him Sissy Billy.
That’s not his name.’’ And what I found was I always kind of carried myself in
a way that made the neighborhood people distinguish me from the likes of
Billy. I mean I was just a natural person. I never kind of put on. I mean what
you see is what you get. I was always the same. My voice never changed. Well
it changed some, but even now on the phone people still, ‘‘Yes ma’am’’ me.
[Chuckle] There was a time I looked very androgynous. I didn’t really have to
shave until I was thirty. I never went in drag. I mean I might have gone to a
costume ball or two. Well, I would buy sometimes things from the ladies
department, a sweater or something if I like it. But basically I never went in
drag. And oftentimes I was still, ‘‘Yes ma’am’ed’’ by people. They wouldn’t
mean any harm; it was just kind of a response. But Billy was the first one.

. . . . . . . .
duncan teague (b. 1960s, kansas city, mo.)
When it came to gay folks, I’m very careful about this one because I don’t

buy the mythology that black folks are more homophobic than anybody else.
And the reason I don’t buy it is because I grew up knowing gay people whom
my parents knew, and they were all in the church. And I’m not talking gay,
I’m talking flaming queens who ran the choirs and sang the gospel music.
And I met James Cleveland as a child. And the Troubadours, who were an all-
male group, and none of them were butch. And I met the Hawkins Family.
Yes, I’m gonna say it. And so I met Edwin and Walter Hawkins and their
entourage and their family before they were out, some of them. I won’t out
all of them. But I will say those that are out now, I met them before they were
out. And so there was this silence around their sexual orientation, but they
were present. And the silence only got broken when there was some sort of
controversy, and then folks would start whispering about the fact that they
were gay or different.

And my mother hated it. She was very homophobic. And my father was,
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once again, more quiet about it—at least at that point. Because I think he
was flabbergasted. He was just not ready to have not only a gay son, but a
flaming queen son who was intelligent and articulate and a Christian and
struggling with it. Nothing in Muscogee, Oklahoma, prepared him to have a
son like this.

. . . . . . . .
gerome (b. 1958, tuscaloosa, ala.)
There were two that were older than me. One lived like across the street.

He was older but he was real feminine, sharp makeup. Okay, you see how
smooth you keep your skin and everything? Okay, he would wear a little
foundation to cover up the shading spots, but the eyelashes and the wigs and
all that, no. If he did that, he left town to do it. But as far as being neat, very
conservative, clean. His name was Oxford [last name]. He was very conserva-
tive with his limits. Now when he left town on his vacations to go to Ohio and
places like that, I thought he was real discreet in his lifestyle. But he didn’t
care about anybody knowing about his feminine ways or what have you, you
know. He was just a clean, clean, very particular person. So he was one. Then
he had a brother that was little younger than him, named Evon. He was gay.
Now, I and Evon became friends, you know. We were more or less on the
same level. Evon may have been a year or two older than me, a couple years
older than me. And then there was another gay guy that lived on the next
street in back of us, James [last name]. He was gay. Very little, petite, femi-
nine, you know. He was radiant.

Were they incorporated into the community or were they ostracized? How
did people deal with . . .
I would say incorporated. They was not ostracized. They was just them-

selves, and who dealt with them dealt with them. It wasn’t like, you know,
being stoned or anything like that. None of that. It would have been a big
riot, you know. But there were others in the city. But in that community, I
could say that there were like three that was known, other than myself.

. . . . . . . .
dean
Before he was murdered, Dean lived in Dallas, Texas (see Epilogue). He
was an older student at Southern Methodist University. I met him at one
of my book signings in Dallas in February of 2004. I was doing a reading/
performance with Njoki McElroy, a former colleague at Northwestern
University who had performed as my grandmother in a show I directed.
Njoki was on the faculty at smu, and Dean was one of her students.
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Dean and I kept in touch after my visit, and he said that he would help
me secure other men to interview for Sweet Tea. At the time, I did not know
that Dean was conflicted about his own sexuality or that he suffered from
bipolar disorder. He also had other health problems and had surgery a few
times over the course of the year that we were in touch before my interview
with him.

Dean was born in Leesburg, Texas, in 1962, the fifth of seven children.
Leesburg is located just twenty miles east of Dallas and has a population
of less than 500. According to Dean his childhood was ‘‘Terrible. Terrible.
Alcoholic family, mother, father. Mother came from an alcoholic father,’’
and he was a ‘‘Loner. Angry. Very creative though, very creative. Just never
knowing what was going to happen in the family.’’ Dean’s troubled family
background might explain why he had such a difficult time dealing with his
sexuality once he became an adult. The interview took place at Dean’s
apartment in Dallas on January 11, 2005.

There was an older man, he wasn’t married. And they said that he messed
with men or raped little boys. You know, they would say that, you know, they
would say things like that. And even coming up as a teenager, my parents
was concerned about him raping me, thinking that he was going to rape me.
They would say stuff like, ‘‘Don’t talk to him.’’ Like one Sunday my sister,
older sister and her children and myself, we went for a country ride. And he
called me over to him. And I just went over. He says, ‘‘Do you want to go
drinking with me?’’ And I says, ‘‘No.’’ I went home that evening and told my
mother. And my mother and father said, ‘‘Don’t talk to him because he’ll try
to rape you.’’ And then they didn’t want me to, because I was doing lawns
and stuff to earn money, they didn’t want me to go to different places away,
saying that he would try to find me or something like that and rape me. And
the thing about it, this man had this reputation. And he even raped my great-
aunt, who was living alone, ill, and no children. And she had to be in her 70s
at that time. So when she moved here with my grandmother and my aunt,
well, my mother, she told my mother about how he would come there with
fruit and stuff because, you know, she would be there by herself, and just
how he would just rape her over and over. And so—and then to this day, this
same man is still living in that community. And he just has this reputation.
[. . .] So nobody in the community did anything about this man. And this
sister, this is a church member, and she would say that he doesn’t rape
anybody, that women give him sex, you know, people give him sex, and that
people are lying, so the denial part was just amazing, how the community as
a whole. And one of my classmate’s brother, he had I guess, you know, kind
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of like had him as a sex slave. And his sister didn’t know anything about it. So
when we were in high school, people were just talking. And some of the
community kids, you know, they said, ‘‘Well, you know, your brother lives—
stays—goes over and stays with this man.’’ And she didn’t know anything
about it, you know. And later, this guy died. He died, I think he had an
asthma attack, swallowed his tongue or something like that. [. . .] So unless
something was physically seen with their own eyes, nobody said anything in
the community, you know.

. . . . . . . .
‘‘c.c.’’ (b. 1961, greenville, miss.)
It’s funny. I just think my family always had a very interesting way. [. . .] I

remember to this day, Sam. I mean . . . and Child, if you come in my house
like the middle of the night, there’d be like drag queens . . . queens all over
the house because they knew they could come to that place. And my step-
father was a truck driver. And he’d come home and the queens would be in
there playing spades and all that, so when I went to college, they continued
to hang out there. [Laughter] Even ’til when he got sick with cancer, those
queens was there taking care of him. So it’s really interesting when you come
up in a family like that. And they’d be there getting ready . . . we’d be like,
‘‘Hurry up ya’ll,’’ getting ready to shows. [Chuckle]

[. . .] When I was growing up, and this goes back to really what I know I can
thank God for. Back in junior high school, I was going like to parties. I was
going to grown folks’ parties. Because there were gay men in the community
that were very sophisticated. And this is something I tell everybody. I grew up
around very sophisticated black gay men, and in some ways I didn’t even
know of any other thing. So that’s why when I kind of started traveling and I
would always think, ‘‘Well why are these rich men . . . ,’’ be it Jewish, white or
whatever, European, would be all over me. And I got it. I had the best educa-
tion in terms of being well read, how to eat, how to have a wide palate. So
when you’re traveling, a young black man, and then meeting these people
and going, ‘‘Oh this is different from even where I come from.’’ So I think
that was still that old school, where people were just not allowing you to be
anything. They had a vested interest in your well-being.

. . . . . . . .
gerald
I first met Gerald in the mid-1990s in Amherst, Massachusetts, where he was
a graduate student at the University of Massachusetts and I was a faculty
member at Amherst College. He lived in Springfield, Massachusetts, for a
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while before meeting his current partner. They decided to move back south
to Maryland.

Gerald was born in 1964 and grew up in New Bern, North Carolina, in
the late 1960s and early 1970s in a single-parent household. New Bern is
located in the eastern part of North Carolina, just thirty miles from the
Atlantic Ocean and about fifty miles northeast of Camp Lejeune, one of the
largest Marine bases in the country. The interview took place on May 5,
2005, at Gerald’s home in the suburbs of Washington, D.C.

I had a cousin who was out and was a transgender. And, I had a great-
uncle who was wasn’t out, but he was out for his day. For his day, he was very
out. You know? And, my grandfather used to make comments about taking
an ax handle to him and that kind of stuff. You know? [. . .] He would become
so mad. [. . .] My one cousin that used to come in, and he would come to visit
my mother because my mother was more open and accepting, and um . . . he
would be, you know, he would be dressed in women’s clothing, and my
grandfather would become so mad just when he walked in. And, he wanted
to be called Latonya. [Laughter] And, you know, they called him Junior grow-
ing up. And, my grandfather refused. Everybody else in the family would call
him Latonya, because he wanted to be called Latonya. And, he would correct
you, but he didn’t correct my grandfather, because my grandfather was very
adamant about calling him Junior. He would always call him Junior. [Laugh-
ter] So, it was very clear early on that when it came to sexuality, that there was
not that tolerance. The tolerance was not there.

I know you said that your grandparents had issues, but in general, did the
community accept these people?
That was the interesting thing. Well, you know, they were just accepted.

That’s who they were. Even Junior, or I mean Latonya, who used to walk
around in women’s clothing and used to date Marines from the Marine Corp
base [laughter], you know, because New Bern is you know Camp Lejeune and
Cherry Point [a Marine air station] are there. And so even Latonya. I can’t say
everybody flocked to be their friends, but it wasn’t like there were any hate
crimes going on or any of that. I’m sure that they had their own personal
struggles. My great-uncle came from a different experience, and you know,
he was very religious, too. He had been in the military, very religious, and I
remember there were always a lot of ministers around his house, and I didn’t
really understand the full significance of that until later years. He was dating
a lot of the ministers in town. You know? [. . .] For me, that wasn’t even a
concept of who they were. And, he was known in town as the cake man
because he made all the cakes, and he had sort of like a home bakery. You
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know? If you wanted a cake or a pie, you would go to Mr. Haywood. And, Mr.
Haywood would make you a cake and a pie, and he would charge you for that.
And, he was a cook at the local Holiday Inn. He did this on the side, the cakes
and pies. And, my great-aunt actually does the same thing. She does cakes
and pies and things like that. So, he was sort of accepted, because he was
well known in the church as well, so people knew that Mr. Haywood was
funny. [Laughter] They knew that Mr. Haywood was funny. Mr. Haywood was
different. [Laughter] And, I guess they talked around him, probably about
him behind his back, but I never really saw any real animosity directed
towards him. You know, except for my grandma, who was really through with
him most of the time. My grandmother was walking through a store one
time, and this woman came up to my grandmother in Piggly Wiggly and said,
‘‘Mrs. Hazelton, would you please tell your brother to leave my husband
alone.’’ [Laughter] And, my grandmother would say, ‘‘Just get away from me
with that common stuff.’’ She used to call it that, ‘‘Get away from me with
your common stuff.’’ And, then she would go and say, ‘‘Haywood, I don’t
know why you have to have those men laying up on you.’’ But, you know, she
would really give him a hard time. But, as far as that, I never really saw any
animosity directed toward him.

. . . . . . . .
phil
I met Phil through another of my narrators, Bryant. Phil and Bryant dated
years ago, and are now good friends. Phil is also Jaime’s brother. It was
interesting to hear two different takes on growing up gay in the same
household.

Phil was born in Covington, Kentucky, in 1964, the tenth child in his
family. Covington is just across the Ohio River from Cincinnati, Ohio.
The interview took place on July 24, 2005, in Cincinnati.

Ohhhhhh, yeah. [Laughter] We had Miss Nelson, Miss Sandy. Miss Sandy
was a semipro football player and looked like William ‘‘the Refrigerator’’
Perry in a wig. And then Miss Nelson was a former Golden Glove boxer. And
she used to apparently indoctrinate several of the boys in the neighborhood,
you know, pieces of trade and she’d turn ’em out. And nobody messed with
them because they were huge guys. And then there was another guy named
Ben [last name], who was just—to say ‘‘flame’’ is not even doing justice—I
mean, he was the Statute of Liberty flame. [Laughter] Whoo! But, those were
the kind of things that we saw. And he was like just real. He was real. He was
interesting. He went to prison twice. And I think supposedly he killed one of



104 : growing up

his sister’s husbands. And so, one had been beating on his sister, so it was
never proven [. . .] but he went to prison for a while. And no one ever really
messed with him. I mean, they kind of protected themselves, but people
would say things when they’d go by, but they were just real. So that was our
example of gay men and that was something you didn’t want to be, you know.

. . . . . . . .
bryant
Bryant has to be one of the most ‘‘country’’ gay men I know who also has
bourgeois taste. He is a very successful corporate executive, who drives a
Mercedes, lives in a beautiful home, and loves to travel. But just try to get
him to eat something that hasn’t been fried! Imagine trying to find kfc in
Madrid, which he did on a trip to Spain with his partner.

I can say these things about Bryant because we are good friends. We met
in 1999 after he had begun dating one of my good friends, Ian, in Atlanta.
Bryant loves to tell stories and, as he notes in his narrative, he comes from a
family of gossipers. When we get together, we often dish about celebrities,
especially Whitney Houston.

Bryant was the very first person I interviewed for Sweet Tea, so in many
respects he was the guinea pig. He was born in Dublin, Georgia, in 1967 and
is the eldest of four children. Dublin is located about fifty miles southeast of
Macon and has a population of approximately 16,000. The interview took
place in Atlanta on July 20, 2004.

I remember them [his parents] talking about one person growing up who
was a friend of my father’s, and he was older. He was probably between my
father’s and my grandfather’s age, maybe about 60-something now. But I
remember them talking about him being gay. I don’t know that he ever was,
and he certainly doesn’t have, he certainly, if he’s gay now, I don’t know
anything about it. But I remember them talking about him. Everybody talked
about him. If being gay came up at anybody’s house, and it did sometimes,
he was always the person that they pointed back to. He ran a barbershop in
town, which sounds, because at the time men weren’t doing women’s hair in
Dublin, so. But he was the, he was the town gay person, and if anything, we
were told not to socialize with him, so we didn’t go get our hair cut at that
barbershop. But he was always at my grandfather’s church because he was a
friend of the family’s; so they would be at church and they’d be nice to him,
and then talk about him. Because after church every Sunday we always had to
have a debriefing and dinner. Our dinners at home on Sunday happened
immediately as soon as the service was over with, so we always ate about
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two o’clock, so we’d talk about everybody who had been in church. And he
was . . . the only person, he’s the only person I can really remember them
talking about being gay. I don’t remember them, I don’t remember any other
conversation about anyone else, not that, not to the extent, if they mentioned
anyone else’s name. I don’t know that, I just remember him being the one.
So there could’ve been a variety of people that they just didn’t refer to, but he
was the town black gay person that people talked about.

The general consensus about being gay was that it was very negative—
hellfire and brimstone. We had sermons in, we had sermons in church, from
both my grandfathers about mankind shall not lie with mankind. I think
that was something, when I grew up and heard that later on. It was nothing
new to me, because I had heard that as long as I can remember, that the
worst thing that you could do was be like this man, be like this man. He
spoke at my grandfather’s funeral, and it’s funny I can’t think of his first
name now; I can see his face as clear as I’m sitting here talking to you, but
that was, you were not going to be, you’re not supposed to be gay because you
would be like this man. You’re not supposed to be gay because my grand-
father and grandfather, both my grandfathers preached against it. And I
remember about the age of twelve, Dan Rather had a program on cbs, and he
talked about gay men in a park, the sex, the public sex in a park. It was one of
those 60 Minutes programs, and I remember my parents sitting there watch-
ing it with us, and I remember feeling uncomfortable about that because at
twelve years old I already knew that I was probably going to be gay, and I
remember wanting to watch the program but not wanting them to be in the
room with me, but we only had one television. So we all had to sit there, we
all had to have equal disgust at what was being shown, but I wanted to hear
about it, because I didn’t have, my only source of, even though that show was
negative, because it wasn’t showing anything positive, it was showing how
men had sex in public in city parks; that was the first time I think I had ever
heard that, or seen anything on television about it. And the first time I
had heard conversations around anything gay outside of, ‘‘don’t be like this
man,’’ and it was going on from what I had heard, from the pulpit.

. . . . . . . .
roderick (b. 1974, baton rouge, la.)
I remember this one guy. We called him ‘‘Larry Harry.’’ I’m assuming

Larry was his official real name, but I don’t know where the ‘‘Harry’’ came in
at. [Laughter] He was a friend of my great grandmother. And he would come
to visit. Her house was like a Dew Drop Inn. Everybody came to visit her. But
yeah, definitely, we knew that Larry Harry was a ‘‘punk,’’ as some of my cous-
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ins would say or you know, as my uncles would say. He would get his little
daily walk in. He was effeminate. He would do his thing. The joke was, ‘‘You
guys behave or we’re gonna let Larry Harry come and getcha.’’ Or, ‘‘We’re
gonna let you go home with Larry Harry.’’ But no one ever bothered him. No
one ever bothered him that I know of. Larry did his thing. Larry would come
visit my grandmother, and that was that. The kids would giggle, ‘‘Oh that’s
Larry Harry.’’ I remember that. I believe Larry’s dead now. But I remember
that.

I had an uncle who was gay. Well, I won’t say he was gay, but he was really
definitely bisexual because he had this girlfriend for years. Actually, what
had happened was, one of my aunts got married . . . her second or third or
whatever marriage . . . and at the wedding . . . her husband sang at this
church—or what is it?—Greater King David. And the director of choirs there
was this gentleman named Reginald [last name]. And Reginald sang at the
wedding. And during the reception—it was at his mother’s house because it
had a big yard—during the reception, I saw Reginald. And at this point . . .
I’m jumping all over the map here, so forgive me. I was definitely out of col-
lege when this happened. All I remember [is] being at the wedding and see-
ing Reginald talk and I knew Reginald was gay. I remember seeing Reginald
talking to my Uncle Alonzo. And they’re talking and I’m thinking to myself,
‘‘He’s trying to work my uncle.’’ And so at one point, there were some num-
bers exchanged. I think Reginald gave my uncle his number, and he took it,
you know. And I was like, ‘‘Okay.’’ So later on in the reception, I was like, ‘‘I
saw what you did.’’ He said, ‘‘What do you mean?’’ I said, ‘‘I saw you give my
uncle your number.’’ And he didn’t know what to say. He was speechless. I
was like, ‘‘Uhm hmm.’’ And so he was looking at me like, ‘‘Damn. That little
bitch.’’ [Laughter] So he probably was thinking that about me, you know. So I
said, ‘‘Uh huh.’’ Well, Alonzo . . . Lonnie as we call him . . . Lonnie was killed.
[. . .] And this happened in [. . .] 1994 or 5. But after he died, I was like, ‘‘Ma,
did you ever think that Lonnie messed around?’’ And she said she had heard
rumors and wasn’t ever sure, but she had heard things, you know. So I said,
‘‘Oh okay.’’ So she probably knew more than rumors, yeah.

I have an aunt, my mother’s older sister, who actually lost two sons to
aids. Definitely one of them was gay. We called him Junior. And he actually
did prison time too. But I mean he was gay before he went to prison. It’s not
like he got turned out in jail. But he was definitely gay. It was one of those
things that you know. You don’t talk about it, but you know it’s there. And
there were other . . . probably some siblings in my biological father’s family,
too. You know he’s gay but you don’t need to talk about it. Like I know I’ve
got a cousin . . . my aunt whom I had spoken about earlier, Aunt Yvonne,
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she’s got a son that’s definitely gay. And I know because, you know, we’ve
hung out a few times. His name is . . . well it’s spelled like ‘‘Roger,’’ but
she never would . . . it’s pronounced ‘‘Ro-jé.’’ [Chuckle] And we called him
‘‘Magoo.’’ That’s his nickname. So Magoo definitely is gay. [Laughter] He’s
cool. And it’s one of those things; you know I’ve seen a lot of black fami-
lies . . . maybe a lot of families in general. It’s known about. It may not be
talked about. But you know and you know that you know, as they say. [Laugh-
ter] And they’re part of the family. What are you gonna do? So there’s that
acceptance too, there, where it’s, ‘‘Okay yeah, you know.’’ And that’s that. It is
what it is, you know. So there was some awareness of gay people.

. . . . . . . .
‘‘kevin’’
Kevin was born in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1981. He is one of the youngest men
I interviewed. He is a ‘‘pk,’’ or ‘‘preacher’s kid.’’ Later on in life, his mother
also was called to preach and so was he. He is a minister of music for a local
church. The interview took place on July 20, 2005, in Memphis.

There was this one guy who moved into the neighborhood when we were
in elementary school, so probably about fourth or fifth grade. He used to
come outside and dance in the driveway. Just turn on the radio and dance, I
mean he was the same age. I’m like, what is the matter with this clown? And
my dad, now he did come in the house one time and I remember this
distinctively, he was like, who is this little gay boy across the street? He was
like just always shaking and gyrating and all this stuff, and I was like I have
no clue. So one day my younger sister and I, we were outside playing and we
saw him dancing and he was on the phone and always talking wild and stuff.
So we just went over there and introduced ourselves. We were like, ‘‘We are
[Kevin] and Sandra.’’ We were like, ‘‘Welcome to the neighborhood. We see
you at school. Why do you dance like that?’’ So I think with that, he was the
only one at that time, because even when we all were playing, it’s like I, you
might have gotten called sissy here and there, but that was the norm. I mean,
we all called each other sissies, especially if we were playing the game hide-
and-go-seek and somebody fell and started crying. Yeah, we’re going to call
you a sissy if you’re a boy. He, on the other hand, that was the first time, when
he moved into the neighborhood was the first time I heard the word ‘‘fag-
got.’’ I was like, ‘‘oh my.’’

And who would be calling him that?
A few other kids in the neighborhood. Now, apparently some parents

were calling him that too, because I remember this one girl, her name was
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Sabrina and she stayed right next door to him, and she said, ‘‘Well my mama
said you a faggot and you going to hell.’’ And it was like, we were playing
outside with him and we were like, okay. We used to hear him say little crazy
things, but he said, ‘‘Your mama must be on crack.’’ Just messing with her
back. So it was like you could tell somebody’s parents were talking, but for
the most part, with the neighborhood we grew up in, everybody was still
pretty much welcome in everybody’s house, even though you didn’t get a
chance to come in, everybody was still welcome.

See in my dad’s house, at our house nobody could come in that house but
us. Even if he was there, no other kids because I think around that time, like
the ’80s and the early ’90s, there was a lot of molestation was going on in a lot
of homes around people who knew each other, so they were like, oh no, we’re
not going to play this game, you got to be going right on back to your house.
Don’t come here to get no water. Y’all come in the house, fine, but nobody
else is able to come in the house. But with that they cut down a lot of junk,
other than my dad, you know, making that comment at that time, we didn’t
really know of too much talking that went on, but I think it was so under-
stood, as long as ain’t nobody trying nothing now. I would say that my mom
even actually was like, now there’s nothing going on. Now she would ask
things, and as we got older we learned that that meant is there anything
going on out of the norm of what you’ve been accustomed to, or like what
you’ve been accustomed to seeing. We were like, nah.

Do you think that guy was gay?
I mean I know he was. This is the crazy part now. He went to the same

elementary school; we ended up going to the same middle school. By the
time we got into high school, I think he transferred the last year. No, we
ended up graduating together. So the year after we graduated, being that we
still stayed in the same neighborhood, well I went off to college and I stayed
on campus, but I would still come home, so he was still there. And one day I
went over there and spoke to him, after we had graduated for about, after a
year and a half, and he said he was getting ready to go and get ready for a
show. I’m like, ‘‘a show? What kind of show?’’ He was like, you know, he has
to perform. Okay, I understand that, but perform what? He was, ‘‘Oh just a
little singing and dancing.’’ I’m like, ‘‘oh okay.’’ So he said, ‘‘Help me. I still
need to get some stuff out of my trunk.’’ So he opens up the trunk and all of a
sudden all these gowns, wigs and . . . I’m like, ‘‘Are you a drag queen?’’ And
he was like, ‘‘Well, you know this my little side gig.’’ I’m like, ‘‘okay.’’ So from
there, I come to find out one of his boyfriends was a friend of my ex, and so
that’s how I knew that he was gay from that point.



From Page to Stage1: The Making of
Sweet Tea
E. Patrick Johnson

Like so many of my generation and earlier, my introduction to what is now known

as ‘‘performance studies’’ was through ‘‘oral interpretation.’’ But oral interpretation

was not a new concept to me when I entered college. Growing up in a community

of oracles who demanded that we children memorize and recite the poetry of Paul

Lawrence Dunbar, Langston Hughes, and Gwendolyn Brooks*among others*
taught me early on the value of literature and orature*particularly within the black

aesthetic. What oral interpretation did, then, was formalize into an academic

methodology what I had been doing as part of my ‘‘cultural’’ training. Drawing on

the literary properties of poetry and the narrative conventions of fiction to bring

literature to life on the stage provided a blueprint for how to mine texts for their

performative possibilities.

As the field morphed into ‘‘Performance Studies’’ and the objects of study ex-

panded to include ethnographic texts, the foundation*the attention to details*that

oral interpretation provided never faded. In fact, there was a way in which the tools

in my oral interpretation toolbox became sharper. Thus, my dissertation on my

grandmother’s oral history as a domestic worker required that I read not only her

words as transcribed, but also her words as performed through her body. In other

words, my training in oral interpretation sharpened my critical and analytical eye as

an ethnographer witnessing oral history performance. The semiotics of embodied

history was discernible through the critical eye of interpretation.

When I began collecting the oral histories for my book, Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men

of the South*An Oral History, a performance was the last thing on my mind. I was

more interested in creating an archive of life stories heretofore undocumented. It was

not until after a year into the research and after meeting so many great storytellers

that I realized that a performance was in order. For the page could not capture the

vocal cadence, verbal ticks, nonverbal cues, and intimacy created through oral history

performance. Initially, I considered adapting a script from the oral histories and

casting a show of eight to twelve actors. After more thought, however, I decided not
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to turn the performance into a full stage production with multiple cast members and

instead make the show a solo piece with me performing excerpts from various

narratives. I also made this decision because I saw it as an opportunity to use

performance to ask larger questions about how to stage ethnographic fieldwork. For

instance, how does moving the narratives from the printed page and the mostly

private space of a reader to the stage with a public audience alter their meaning?

What does the dramatization of the researcher’s relationship to the researched and to

the audience reveal that the book version only implies? What are the ethics of

performing these narratives in the absence of the narrators? How does the researcher

sustain the focus on the men and their stories rather than the researcher and

his talents as a performer? These were somewhat different questions from when

I pursued analyzing a poem or piece of fiction. The stakes were different because

the narratives are those of living people and, as Dwight Conquergood so aptly noted,

‘‘[o]pening and interpreting lives is very different from opening and closing books’’

(‘‘Moral Act’’ 2). And yet, the attention to details of a text that Interpretation requires

is a skill that is actually grounded in ethics*an ethics of care that propels one to ‘‘pay

attention’’ to what the text is telling you (Madison, ‘‘Dialogic Performative’’ 322).

And it was this sense of detail that propelled me to think about performing the

narratives of Sweet Tea in such a way that their complexity was communicated and

my role as coperformative witness highlighted.

From thinking through this process came ‘‘Pouring Tea: Black Gay Men of the

South Tell Their Tales,’’ a traditional Reader’s Theater2 rendering of the narratives,

which I began to tour to colleges and universities around the country in 2006*even

before Sweet Tea was published. In ‘‘Pouring Tea’’ I sit on the stage on a stool with a

music stand with the script of the show and privilege the ‘‘voice’’ of the narrator*
voice not just in the aesthetic sense, but also in the political sense. Since many of

the men have never had a platform to speak, it was important to me to focus the

audience’s attention on the story each man tells as a political act. Unlike a narrator in

fiction, the stakes of these men telling their stories were high in the context of a

conservative and sometimes hostile environment in the South. The conventions of

Reader’s Theater lend themselves well to a focus on narrative, but do not necessarily

accommodate the self-reflexivity so common in performance ethnography. In other

words, I also felt compelled to implicate myself in the storytelling event so as not to

obfuscate the role I played as researcher in the moment of oral history performance.

My challenge in ‘‘Pouring Tea,’’ then, was to find a way to draw on the tried and

trusted conventions of Reader’s Theater*e.g., adaptation, narrative theory, point of

view, etc.*while also highlighting the ethical and political standards of performance

ethnography. I had to find a way literally to navigate between what Wallace Bacon

referred to in the first of his trilogy of essays on the state of the field as the ‘‘dangerous

shores,’’ so that I could be true to both the performance as performance, and the

substance of the narratives themselves (‘‘Elocution’’). In his final essay on the topic,

Bacon laments the lack of focus on the teaching of performance and more on talking

about performance ‘‘in the interests of uncovering truths about the cultural environ-

ments of the performers and performances being discussed*truths anthropological,
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ethnographic, sociological, economic, political’’ (‘‘One Last Time’’ 358). My goal in

performing ‘‘Pouring Tea,’’ however, was to build a bridge between these two shores*
one neither on land nor sea, but rather suspended in the air*that would make

the journey across no less ‘‘dangerous,’’ but certainly as ‘‘wondrous’’ as a voyage out

to sea.

In her essay, ‘‘Making New Directions in Performance Ethnography,’’ Della Pollock

outlines what she believes are five productive directions for performance ethnography

research: international, immersive, incorporative, integrative, and interventionist

(325�29). For the sake of my discussion here, I want to focus on one of these

directions*immersive*as it relates to how I employed oral interpretation/Reader’s

Theater with performance ethnography/oral history performance.

Pollock describes ‘‘immersive ethnography’’ as an ethnography in which ‘‘the self-

subject of the researcher is immersed in the cosubject, entangled with, even ravished

by the cocreative process such that the subjectivity of the researcher is diffused

within, even to the point of disappearing into, the field’s body. Accordingly, we no

longer see the scholar ‘I’ at work but we certainly feel her passion, his grace’’ (326).

Pollock’s missive here encouraged me to think more critically about my engagement

with the men I interviewed in relation to the politics of representation in the site of

performance*that is, when I made the conscious choice to move these narratives

from the page to the stage, how the ‘‘cocreative process’’ might be foregrounded such

that my subjectivity is diffused, and yet the audience might feel my passion and grace.

The move I make to incorporate, as best I can, this immersive stance, stems from my

earlier point about focusing on voice. In the performance, I introduce each narrative

with an audio clip from the original oral history interview that sometimes includes

my asking questions. Preceding the clip is music that corresponds to the theme of

the narrative I am about to perform (e.g., Diana’s Ross’ ‘‘I’m Coming Out’’ before a

coming out story). In this way, the audience gets to hear the men’s voices in relation

to mine. Following the clip I provide biographical information about the narrator

that I am about to perform and where the interview took place. After a brief pause,

I then begin to perform the narrative in the voice of the narrator, but without fully

embodying him and while referring to the text. To keep the audience from fully

suspending disbelief, I do not excise the questions I asked in the original interview

and sometimes abruptly drop ‘‘character’’ to ask a question.

The spatiotemporal elements of Reader’s Theater in this context help facilitate

drawing attention to the multiplicity of selves being performed: the narrator’s voice

spoken from his own mouth (on the audio clip) in the past, the performer’s voice as

omniscient narrator in the present, the narrator’s voice in the past as represented

through the performer in the present, and the performer’s voice in the past as rep-

resented in the present. Indeed, I found that expanding the bounds of oral inter-

pretation/Reader’s Theater provided a deeply engaging way to highlight ethical and

political questions about oral history performance. Methodologically, it also provided

a way for me to document ethnographic material that did not tilt too much in the

direction of aestheticizing the political stakes of the narratives or of undermining the
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complexity of the intersubjective experience shared between researcher, the Other,

and the audience.

I continue to perform ‘‘Pouring Tea’’ around the country, but in 2009 Jane Saks,

the Executive Director of the Ellen Stone Belic Institute for the Study of Women and

Gender in the Arts and Media, Columbia College, Chicago, invited me to become an

Artistic Fellow at the Institute to develop ‘‘Pouring Tea’’ into a fully produced stage

play. While I was flattered by the invitation and was excited by the possibilities of

developing the next incarnation of the work, I was also circumspect about how

the transition from a staged reading to a fully produced theater production would

potentially alter the intellectual, ethical, and political intentions of the work.

Nonetheless, I became an Artistic Fellow and worked with five artists*directors,

actors, musicians*to workshop the script and to prepare the show for full pro-

duction. All of the artists agreed on two things: I should get rid of the stool and music

stand and that the show should remain a solo production. For them the stool and

music stand were too limiting; also, my relationship with the men is what made it

different from other oral history theater pieces. Regarding this latter point, they also

believed that the script needed more of my own story about being black, gay, and

from the South. I, on the other hand, was reluctant about including more of my story

because I feared upstaging the lives of the men whose stories I set out to feature in the

first place.

One way I rationalized the inclusion of more of my own story in the script was to

think about it as a mode of self-reflexivity, a hallmark of ethnographic research.

Indeed, we have, for the most part, moved beyond the positivistic ethnographic

models of modernity and contemporarily take for granted a ‘‘self-reflexive’’ mode of

inquiry; and yet, self-reflexivity is not a panacea for all the pitfalls of performance

ethnography. In other words, when does reflexivity threaten the ‘‘critical’’ in the term

‘‘critical performance ethnography’’ by colonizing the space of the Other for which

the research is supposed to account? In speaking on this subject, D. Soyini Madison

writes: ‘‘[w]e understand that our subjectivity is an inherent part of research, but in

critical ethnography it is not my exclusive experience*that is autobiography, travel

writing, or memoir (or what some people call auto-ethnography). I contend that

critical ethnography is always a meeting of multiple sides in an encounter with and

among others, one in which there is negotiation and dialogue toward substantial

and viable meanings that make a difference in others’ worlds’’(Critical Ethnography

10, emp. in original). Here, Madison makes a distinction between what she sees

as ‘‘critical ethnography’’ and ‘‘autoethnography,’’ by linking critical ethnographic

practice with political and social advocacy for, and a steady focus on, the Other. In

my move from staged reading to full theatrical production and the inclusion of my

story, I was challenged to conjoin critical ethnography and auto-ethnography in a way

that adhered to Madison’s call to ‘‘make a difference in others’ world.’’

This was not an easy task for me literally, emotionally, or psychologically. And yet,

the seeming insurmountable obstacle of overcoming this challenge was the very

process that made it clear to me why I had to include my story: sharing my life

history in the same way that I had asked the men to share theirs made me vulnerable

The Making of Sweet Tea 251

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

FU
 B

er
lin

] 
at

 0
5:

07
 1

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 



in a way that I had not experienced in the field. Indeed, I was challenged to stand

firmly in the moral center that Dwight Conquergood calls ‘‘dialogic performance’’

and later ‘‘co-performative witness’’ (‘‘Moral Act’’ 9; Lethal Theater 472; see also

‘‘Rethinking Ethnography’’). The process of writing myself into existence served not

only as an act of validation and expression, but also as a self-reflexive mirror to see an

image of myself that I did not or refused to see and did not necessarily want others to

see. The ‘‘I’’ and the ‘‘eye’’ were in dialogic tension.

Confronting personal demons that had lain dormant for years, I created the

character ‘‘EPJ’’ to represent the me, the not me, and not not me (Schechner 110) in

what became Sweet Tea*The Play. In the version of the play that debuted in April

2010 in Chicago, directed by Daniel Alexander Jones, my stories were included

alongside the men’s, clustered together in episodic groupings under themes like

‘‘Survival of the Fittest’’ and ‘‘Church Sissies.’’ Jones’ direction was steeped in the

theatrical jazz aesthetic, a nonwestern theatrical aesthetic that, according to Omi

Osun Joni Jones draws on presence, breath, listening, improvisation, simultaneous

truths, collaboration, virtuosity, body-centeredness, and metamorphosis (6�7). In

this iteration of the show, ninety-three year old Countess Vivian, the oldest man

I interviewed for Sweet Tea, although still alive, functioned as an ancestor figure

whom I conjured through a walking stick whenever he appeared onstage. He

accompanied ‘‘EPJ’’ throughout the show.

In the most recent version of the show, which premiered in Arlington, Virginia at

Signature Theater, a new director, Rajendra Maroom Maharaj, and the artistic team

at Signature encouraged me to include an even more in-depth self-portraiture. Again,

I resisted that impulse, but later came to understand that it was less about my

concern of upstaging the men and more about my own resistance to self-disclosure

about unpleasant things about my life. Ironically, being forced to do some ‘‘deep

hanging out’’ with myself helped me to write what became the theatrical conceit

of the play: listening to these men’s stories empowered me to tell my own. Thus,

I framed the play with my own journey to selfhood, picking up pearls of wisdom and

encouragement from the other men along the way. By the time the show opened in

September 20, 2011, it was no longer a conceit, but rather the truth*my truth.

Embodying the character of myself each night is what helped me come to a

different understanding of myself. As Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson argue about

women’s self-representation, my self-embodiment in Sweet Tea ‘‘constitutes sub-

jectivity in the interplay of memory, experience, identity, embodiment, and agency’’

(4). This interplay of memory, experience, identity, embodiment, and agency are

made manifest through performance, the site at which the practice of everyday life is

framed and named as extraordinary in a moment of cultural reflexivity. It not only

provides a way to establish one’s authority as a subject, but it also situates ‘‘the body

in some kind of material surround that functions as a theater of embodied self-

representation’’ (5). In the context of Sweet Tea*The Play, the ‘‘material surround’’ is

actually the men’s stories, the props onstage, and the viewing audience. It all becomes

a part of the epistemological loop of self: a way of knowing the self as other and the

self as same.
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My journey from page to stage with Sweet Tea has been rife with ethical and

political conundrums, personal consternation, intellectual provocation, and un-

adulterated pleasure. I consider myself fortunate to have had at my disposal training

in oral interpretation to assist me in avoiding some of the pitfalls of performance

ethnography and my training in ethnography to expand our notion of texts. If oral

interpretation is the tea, then ethnography is the sugar. You need plenty of both to

make Sweet Tea.

Notes

[1] See Mary Frances HopKins, ‘‘From Page to Stage: The Burden of Proof.’’ HopKins suggests

that adapting texts for the stage is ‘‘burdensome,’’ but worth the rewards that come with the

process.

[2] For more on Reader’s Theater, see Joanna Hawkins Maclay, and Robert Breen.
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O N E

Introduction: Remembering

Della Pollock

While scholars and practitioners in any number of fields, across the university and
public humanities, are turning to performance as both an analytic and a practice—as
a way of both describing and entering into the creative work of social transformation—
oral history and performance enjoy a unique synergy. Oral historians and perform-
ance scholars/practitioners are increasingly discovering shared and complementary
investments in orality, dialogue, life stories, and community-building or what might
more generally be called living history. By which I don’t mean reenactments or
heritage theater exactly but the process of materializing historical reflection in live
representation as both a form (a container) and a means (a catalyst) of social action.
Performance—whether we are talking about the everyday act of telling a story or the
staged reiteration of stories—is an especially charged, contingent, reflexive space of
encountering the complex web of our respective histories. It may consequently
engage participants in new and renewed understandings of the past. It may introduce
alternative voices into public debate. It may help to identify systemic problems and
to engage a sense of need, hope, and vision. As live representation, performance may
in effect bring imagined worlds into being and becoming, moving performers and
audiences alike into palpable recognition of possibilities for change. Through the
incorporation of oral histories into public memory, it may most fundamentally
ensure that “those who have given up their time to talk, know that their words have
been taken seriously” (Slim and Thompson, 2).

Remembering is intended to introduce some of the work currently being done at
the intersection of performance and oral history.1 It is not a manual.2 Recognizing the
specificity of oral history and performance in local contexts, it does not provide
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instructions for developing oral history performances, although it does emphasize
the unique integration of theory and practice, research and poetics, in each case
represented here.3 Each of the essays in this volume focuses intensively on specific, sen-
suous processes of production and reception and is methodologically and theoretically
suggestive rather than, in any sense, prescriptive.

In turn, the essays reflect the peculiar resistance of performance to logics of cause
and effect. Each author is concerned with work driven to make a difference; each
moreover is working with the symbolic fabric of language, narrative, image, bodies in
artful motion, and their respective interaction and interplay. As oriented as a per-
formance may be toward change, performance does not work instrumentally. In the
symbolic field of representation, effects are unpredictable, even uncontrollable. They
may be fleeting or burrow deeply, only to emerge in an unexpected place, at another
time. They may unfurl slowly, even invisibly, on affective currents that may compete
with what we think a given performance is or should be doing. Or they may refuse to
come out altogether, preferring instead to rest in the discourses of “mere” entertainment
or passing pleasure.

The performance of oral history is itself a transformational process. At the very
least, it translates subjectively remembered events into embodied memory acts, mov-
ing memory into re-membering. That passage not only risks but endows the emerg-
ing history/narratives with change. Accordingly, this volume turns on a promise,
what I would call the essential of promise of oral history performance: that the body
remembering, the bodies remembered, and the bodies listening in order to remember
(“you remember, I told you . . .”) will be redeemed in some kind of change—the
small changes that come with repetition in different moments with different listen-
ers; the large changes that might result from entering the memories of a whole body
politic (medium-risk prisoners in Rouverol’s work; striking laborers in Gordon’s) into
the human record of daily living. In this sense, performance is a promissory act. Not
because it can only promise possible change but because it catches its participants—
often by surprise—in a contract with possibility: with imagining what might be,
could be, should be. As much as we may want to determine its effects—whether as a
matter of intention or retrospection, it would consequently be counter-productive to
do so. Whatever effects performances may have live beyond scientific controls and
measures, in the ongoing reckonings of human understanding.4

What joins all the chapters is a sense that performance as promise and practice is
at the heart of oral history. That insofar as oral history is a process of making history
in dialogue, it is performative. It is cocreative, co-embodied, specially framed, con-
textually and intersubjectively contingent, sensuous, vital, artful in its achievement of
narrative form, meaning, and ethics, and insistent on doing through saying: on invest-
ing the present and future with the past, re-marking history with previously excluded
subjectivities, and challenging the conventional frameworks of historical knowledge
with other ways of knowing. Each of the authors in this volume offers insights into
the nature of oral history (as) performance, but all basically agree that the oral

2 / Della Pollock
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historian stages a conversation in the relatively artificial context of an interview.5 The
interview involves its participants in a heightened encounter with each other and
with the past, even as each participant and the past seem to be called toward a future
that suddenly seems open before them, a future to be made in talk, in the mutual
embedding of one’s vision of the world in the other’s. The interviewer is her/himself
a symbolic presence, standing in for other, unseen audiences and invoking a social
compact: a tacit agreement that what is heard will be integrated into public memory
and social knowledge in such a way that, directly or indirectly, it will make a material
difference. The oral history interview lifts what might otherwise dissolve into the
ephemera of everyday life onto the plane of ongoing exchange and meaning-making,
infusing it with the power of shifting relationships among tellers and listeners (and
listeners who become tellers to tellers who become listeners) near and far.

The oral history interview is a bounded event that asserts the “competency” of
the primary teller to tell a particular history.6 It is framed by interpretive codes (even
insofar as the tape recorder is loaded with cultural expectations) that endow that his-
tory with special meaning and value, making the interview a private/public act that
uniquely joins historical accounts already shaped by prior conditions, conversations,
and rehearsals with the prospect of new meanings unfolding across a panorama of
reception. Understood as performance, in these among other ways, the oral history
interview is an ignition point, charged by and charging its historical moment, giving
so many oral historians the sense that the occasion of the interview—no more and so
much more than an ordinary conversation—is momentous.

What then does it mean to stage oral histories? To move them from the implicit
to the explicit context of public performance? What happens to the critical, interpre-
tive vitality of the primary exchange? How does the performative process of remem-
bering amplify the uncertainties and contingencies—the narrative irresolution—in
history? How might the peculiar relays of remembering in turn enhance the poiesis of
history—the creation and re-creation of new histories that might be the answer to
crumbling communities, forgotten lives, and generations of young people lost to the
presentism of tv/video/digital mediation? How might in turn poiesis become kinesis—
the embodiment of symbolic knowledge in social action?7

Staged performance or “re-performance” appreciates the magnitude of the
primary interview encounter by expanding it to include other listeners; rallying its ped-
agogical force; and trying—in some small measure—to convey the particular beauty
of two people meeting over history. It moreover does so live, not only mirroring the
primary telling but actively favoring oral history as a mode of embodied knowing—as
an epistemology that lives, in Annette Kuhn’s provocative words, “on the pulse”
(101): precarious, contingent, sensuous, felt. Emphasizing that oral history is a per-
formance in itself, the performance of oral history insists on the distinctive value of
knowing by listening to words passed “mouth to ear . . . body to body” (Trinh, 136),
words entered into viscerally charged debates about both what and how to know, and
words shimmering with what may be unsaid, felt, withheld, stammered, introduced
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in a pause, caught up in a breath, a sigh, an expressive rhythm, a physical or tonal
gesture (see, e.g. Eisner’s conversations with her interview partner, Ch'Tôi, in the sixth
chapter of this volume, or Fousekis’ conversation with Carol Watts in the last).8 In so
doing, oral history performance challenges the textual drive toward narrative resolu-
tion and the conventional authority of more objective or objectifying modes of knowl-
edge and representation with the power of open telling. At its best, it democratizes
tellers and listeners by easing the monologic power of what is said into the
collaborative, cogenerative, and yet potentially discordant act of saying and hearing it.

In so doing, oral history performance cultivates what Gloria Anzaldua and
Cherrie Moraga have called “theories of the flesh”: the root metaphors and ideas
about the world that both emerge from and “bridge the contradictions” of experience
(Anzaldua and Moraga, 23). Oral history performance refuses easy and all too con-
ventional distinctions between experience and explanation, or body and mind—
distinctions by which, for instance, scientific discourses have consistently dismissed
the concrete, partial life of the “anecdote.” It insists instead on the complexities of
indigenous or vernacular conceptualizations of experience; the intersection of ver-
nacular and “specialized knowledges”;9 and the possibility of mobilizing both through
the interactive dynamics of restaging histories told and heard in interview settings.

The essays in this volume comprise something of a polemic. More or less
explicitly, each author characterizes performance as central to the nature and aims of
oral history. Collectively and individually, these essays suggest that performance is
not so much an interesting or entertaining option as an obligation. At the most basic
level, re-performance is an expression of devoted reception. It is one attempt to fulfill
the promise—the sense of contractual responsibility and enormous possibility—of
historical talk. Beyond the particularities of interview practice or historical method,
it enacts what Kelly Oliver calls “the response-ability in subjectivity” (139): the sense
that the ability to respond (response-ability) that inheres in the obligation (responsi-
bility) to do so defines what it means to be a human self. As many of the authors in
this volume suggest, beyond storytellers, we are witnesses.10 We see each other and we
(must) see to each other through the performance of witnessing. For Oliver, any one
self is thus ontologically and ethically inextricable from “others.” The self-subject as
witness does not subsume or speak for others any more than it bespeaks an inalien-
able distinction between one’s self and presumed other.11 Rather, it gains resonance in
vibrant relation to others. Accordingly, for Oliver, “the other is no longer the other.
There is no the other, but a multitude of differences and other people on whom my
sense of myself as a subject and an agent depends” (223). Oral history performance
as a form of witnessing is one way of practicing the interdependence of human selves
and of seeing through the past into an as-yet unspoken (much less written) future—
for Oliver, one that will be, if indeed we recognize our defining role as witnesses,
more just and loving.12

Remembering focuses specifically on oral history-based performance: performances
that take their impetus from formal or informal oral history interviews when oral

4 / Della Pollock
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history is understood as the re-creation of storied experience for the primary purpose
of gaining social-historical perspective. It does not pretend to encompass all of the
wide-ranging, related work done under the rubric of “documentary theater” or the
important and equally wide-ranging work of performing autobiography.13 It recog-
nizes essential kinship with but does not focus on: family and folk storytelling; her-
itage drama and historical reenactments; museum exhibition and performance; a
broad definition of community-based theater;14 and performances of historical witness
and intervention not based on oral history interviews. It is particularly concerned
with the “response-ability” of the person who hears oral histories and the correspon-
ding strength of that person’s agency as someone who acts on hearing if only by
telling again.

One implication of Oliver’s formulation is that history cannot be held privately.
No one person “owns” a story. Any one story is embedded in layers of remembering
and storying. Remembering is necessarily a public act whose politics are bound up
with the refusal to be isolated, insulated, inoculated against both complicity with and
contest over claims to ownership. That’s her story, we might say, ostensibly valorizing
the teller by remaining at arm’s length and failing to recognize, much less reckon
with, our place in the network of social relations her story invokes. In this way, we
may neutralize by privatizing a given history. As Sam Schrager has observed, oral his-
tories are cultivated in narrative environments; they bear the dialogical imprint of
many voices and perspectives.15 Each is already a communal text, documenting above
all the “multitude of differences and other people” that converge on any one “memory
act.”16 Oral history performance aims to distribute the great wealth of any one or
anyone’s story/history: enriching each teller along the way.

Accordingly, Anna Deavere Smith’s revolutionary production of Fires in the
Mirror, followed by Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992, featured what seemed an almost end-
less range of perspectives on the Crown Heights Riots in 1991.17 Acclaimed for
Smith’s virtuosic replay of twenty-seven characters, Fires in the Mirror is as much about
the poetics of historical narrative as it is about the histories those poetics uniquely
engage. Concerned with the complexities of race relations in the contemporary United
States, Smith looks for American “character” in vernacular rhythms and images:

Speaking teaches us what our natural “literature” is. In fact, everyone, in a given

amount of time, will say something that is like poetry. The process of getting to that

moment is where “character” lives. (xxxi)

Character, Smith finds, emerges “in the gaps,” in those places where language fails, at
those moments when it proves next to impossible to tell a whole or neat story, when
the poetry of human history both rises from the rubble and falters:

My sense is that American character lives not in one place or the other, but in

the gaps between the places, and in our struggle to be together in our differences.
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It lives not in what has been fully articulated, but in what is in the process of being

articulated, not in the smooth-sounding words, but in the very moment that the

smooth-sounding words fail us. We might not like what we see, but in order to

change it, we have to see it clearly. (xli)

Smith projects a cacophony of voices that, in their friction and failures, reveal the
inequities that listening only for the coherence of a given narrative might otherwise
obscure.

Julie Salverson complements Smith by hailing another set of gaps: those between
the audience member and the lives represented on stage. Challenging what she
calls an “erotics of injury”—the melancholic, often pleasurable identification with
performance of/by the alleged victims or survivors of social trauma, Salverson warns
against the potentially mystifying and reiterative effects of conventional empathy. She
calls instead for an aesthetic of “detachment and contact”:

It is no longer enough—if it ever was—to assume that theater is by its very nature

about connection; now those of us who practice theater that engages with people’s

accounts of violent events must articulate the nature of that contact. I want to

explore how theater operates as an ethical space in which a relationship between

detachment and contact occurs. When, I wonder, is the meeting of lives (the narra-

tives we construct, intuit, and perform about ourselves) about a contact that con-

sumes the other person and reduces them to our terms? When, on the other hand,

is it a contact that lets us come together differently and binds me deeply to another

without collapsing either the “I” or the “other” into a totalizing “we”? (Salverson

2001, 119)18

Salverson and Smith insist on a testimonial theater filled with uncertainties and
marked differences—even insofar as, for example, Moisés Kaufman and the Tectonic
Theater’s The Laramie Project is flush with questions. Placing center stage the inter-
actions among the actor/interviewers and the residents of Laramie, Wyoming, where
Matthew Shepard was brutally murdered, the play dramatizes the search for an ever-
elusive complete or total(izing) story. The Laramie Project has perhaps done more
than any other work to popularize oral history performance.19 At the same time, it
has been duly criticized for smoothing over narrative disjunctions and the raw edge
of homophobia that was ultimately responsible for Shepard’s death, presenting a kind
of Our Town version of contemporary, horrific violence. This has been in part the
effect of repeat productions in communities across the United States in which the
original actor/interviewees are re/displaced by actors playing interviewer/actors, put-
ting the representation of Laramie and the interaction between the interviewers and
residents at one further remove from the reality of audience members who might
otherwise identify with the members of the Tectonic Theater company as “people-
like-themselves,” leading them to feel—as such—that they too might take up this
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response-ability, that they might perform the role of asker/interviewer, that they
might wonder harder about histories already smoothed over by time and repetition.

While this critique bears considerable weight, it also points to the (im)balance
between representation and reality in all oral history performance. In addition to the
gaps within and between stories (following Smith), and the gap between the lives of
audience members and the lives represented on stage (following Salverson), is another
crucial gap in oral history performance: that between representation and the “actual”
events and tellers to which that representation refers. It would be unnecessary to pur-
sue performance if its representational status were something to bury, hide, or escape;
if its failure to provide an “authentic” experience did not in some essential way add
to the understanding of history oral history promotes. While “living history” may
try to collapse reality and representation to give the impression that “you were there!,”
all of the essays in this volume recognize the gap in re-presentation and struggle to
articulate its particular value to knowing and making history.

Oral history performance is strung between reference to real events and real
listener/witnesses, between recollection and anticipation of historical change. It has
the peculiar temporality of the representational real: an engine embedded in historical
time, it invokes the beyond time of possibility, making possibility real or at least
staking the grounds of real possibilities.20 In most of the projects described in this
volume, the performance of reality is paradoxically a performance of possibility.21

Accordingly, oral history performance becomes the ethical space Salverson demands
and Bruce McConachie defines in his important essay, “Approaching the ‘Structure
of Feeling’ in Grassroots Theatre.” McConachie describes a collaboration between
the Williamsburg Grassroots Theatre Project and the Roadside Theatre Company in
1995–1996 based on interviews concerned with the gradual shift from segregation to
desegregation in a small southern town. The project, for McConachie, exemplifies
the dialectical draw forward and then back again that makes up the affective dynamics
of “community-based theatre”:

Community-based theatre . . . is less about representing the realities of actual or

historic communities—although markers of these realities need to be present to

“authenticate” the experience—and more about imagining and constructing the

relationships of an ethical community for the future. The images generated in a

grassroots show provide a structure of feeling that induces the audience to divide an

ethical “us” from an immoral “them” and then to examine who “we” are. (42)

In all of its gaps, “betweenesses,” or liminality, oral history-based performance offers
less an alternative recording of the past than an ethical imaginary of a future—a
future that now feels so close “we” find ourselves almost at home in it, except that we
must “examine who ‘we’ are” before we can cross its threshold.

In this light, I am particularly moved by Natalie Fousekis’ discovery, recounted
in her essay here, “Experiencing History: A Journey from Oral History to Performance,”
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that when she and her student-colleagues finally started literally cutting up tape logs
and splicing interview transcripts—when they started playing with the gaps and
messing with the isolation, insularity, and linearity of interview materials—they also
finally started “acting like historians.”22 Their historical investigation began with what
seemed an irreverent plunge into (re)creativity. They ironically started performing
their scholarly roles as historians when they stopped trying to save their interviewees’
histories not only from mortal ruin (as preservationists might) but from theatrical
disrepute (as moralists after Plato’s injunctions against the unruly poet-performer
undoubtedly would). The result was, as Fousekis so beautifully describes, a reluctant
but steady shift in her understanding of resilient themes in the history of women’s
leadership and grassroots activism, as well as of herself as a daughter, scholar, and
teacher. Her own transformation is now echoed in her classrooms, where her
students’ performances bring them into equally dangerous close proximity to history.

The politics of oral history performance are critical, intimate, and felt, what
Madison calls a “politics of the near.” Madison began her work as a Fulbright scholar
in Ghana teaching literature through performance. Her students’ performances spi-
raled outwards into what eventually became a public performance enacting contested
perspectives on the Ghanaian “Trokosi” ritual of secluding young females in temple-
shrines in reparation for crimes committed by male members of their families. The
arguments that surround the Trokosi ritual draw on international human rights
agendae, problems in global economics, and long-standing religious and cultural
traditions. Far-reaching in its implications, the students’ work nonetheless began
close to the bone of their own histories and commitments. The final performance, Is
it a Human Being or a Girl?, grew out of the symbolic staging of literary texts that
expanded concentrically to encompass urgent social issues. Moving betwixt-and-
between literary texts, personal and interview narratives, local debates, and global
critique, Madison found a legion of possibilities for political performance—and a
politics of performed possibility:

The performer, beyond bringing movement and sound to words and flesh to feeling,

opens literature to the possibility of the hidden. And, within this possibility, lies the

potential for political investment. This political investment is of a very particular

kind. It is a politics of the near. It is intimate and close because it circles from

the boundaries of the text into our inner world. It moreover brings into focus

the regulating factors governing our day-to-day lives and our personal destinies.

It also puts our lives and destinies into question. Performance opens the secrets of

literature because it invites embodied comparisons between undercurrents that

constitute operations of power in the literary imagination and undercurrents that

constitute operations of power in our lived experience. The read but unnamed

and the lived but unnamed are present in the text and in life, but are often only

tenuously or too partially realized. Performance promises engagement with what is

otherwise hidden, oblique, or secret. This is a political enterprise.
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The final performance left open the question of whether the Trokosi ritual is
ultimately right or wrong. It circulated around a central gap: the unanswerable ques-
tion, the single question leading to more questions, embodied in the figure of the
ethnographer/recorder who repeatedly states: “I need to ask more questions.” The
ethnographer’s presence heightens the reflexivity of the performance as itself an
inquiry into “the read but unnamed and the lived but unnamed” politics of the ritual.
In the process of excavating the “unnamed,” however, the convictions that have kept
it buried become evident—and the performance becomes full of the evanescent
beauty of contrary beliefs.

Laurie Lathem also struggled with the representational value of oral history
performance. As a playwright teaching playwriting, Lathem confronted the ethical,
political, and artistic difficulties of translating oral histories into compelling dramatic
forms. While Fousekis makes the painful crossing from text to performance through
scissors—and the sudden discoveries that could then be made through juxtaposition,
Lathem encourages her playwrighting students to abandon their original interview
narratives altogether in an effort, paradoxically, to respond to them more fully. Most
of the students participating in Lathem’s Interview Project at the Berkeley Repertory
Theatre had never before talked with an old person at any length. Expecting a lesson
in crafting plays, they found themselves cast in the strange adventure of soliciting
tales from people they’d previously pass by without a second look—and then, in the
interview process, seeing them become something like celebrities before their very
eyes. Lathem conveys the students’ excitement and enthusiasm, as well as their ready,
resistant ethics (one student wonders: “who am I?” to mess with someone else’s
story?). While she draws them into writing plays that rely on distinguishing between
the interview subject and the “main character,” they struggle to remain faithful
to their interviewees’ worlds and words. Eventually, Lathem notes, “somewhere
between the interviews and the monologues we were now watching, the line between
listening and creating had been crossed. Could anyone say where that line
existed? . . . Before any writing had officially begun, the question had already been
raised: whose stories were these?” The stories were and were not the students’ “own.”
Nor were they, by any measure of textual fidelity, the interviewees’. The students’
final performances realized the gap between the interviewees’ stories and their own
re-creations, to some extent dispossessing either student or interviewee of exclusive
rights and creating something more than either might privately “own.” In the end,
the students’ plays dramatized the incorporation of another’s perspective into each of
their own and, in turn, the expansion of their own to reflect another’s.

For the interviewees who then became witnesses to their stories transformed
through the listening/writing process, the final performances were acts of powerful
confirmation of their respective histories, alive now in the memories and imagina-
tions of a younger generation. Both the older and younger people reveled in recogni-
tion across generations. As Lathem notes, the community-building she sought
began—and could have stopped—the moment the students walked into the senior
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center. But as Lathem, and many of the other authors in this volume suggest, the
politics of oral history performance are not unidirectional. Indeed, the most significant
effects of this work may have occurred through the “doubling back” of the perform-
ance on the students whose worlds—and eyes—opened in ways beyond compare.23

Similarly, it is unclear in Rouverol’s work who benefited most—the North
Carolina Anson County prisoners who crafted their stories into the performance,
“Leaves of Magnolia: The Brown Creek Life Review Project for Young People,”
or the “at-risk” youths brought in to see and hear the performance. Rouverol
describes in reflection, fieldnotes, excerpts from the script, and various responses to
the performance, a performance process fraught with risk for all involved—for the
inmates who risked power-sharing through narrative exchange, honesty and trust
otherwise barred from the defensive rituals of their everyday lives, and moral inquiry
into the consequences of their actions; for the interviewers/workshop leaders whose
relatively weak authority made them vulnerable to challenge from the inmates and to
the power of a penal system that would unpredictably require changes in the project
(by preventing inmate-performers from participating and barring the initial,
intended audience from attending); and for the young audience members who not
only could see themselves mirrored in the inmates’ storied lives but who were also lit-
erally incorporated into the performance in an interactive section that put their bod-
ies on the same line the inmates walked. Integrated into the performance rather than
positioned as, for instance, a follow-up Q&A, this section allowed young audience
members to perform questions of criminal consequence with the inmate-performers.
In the heat of these few moments of exchange, their lives became/could become
interchangeable with those of the incarcerated men. In “Leaves of Magnolia,” per-
formance pushed risk and reflexivity to their respective limits, generating real possi-
bilities for change.

Both Eisner and Case are oral historian/performers trying to convey, at least in
part, what it means to perform oral history. Both write “towards” loss, understanding
loss as a defining link between oral history and performance. When I saw Case
perform “Tic(k)”—the short, one-person performance she presents here—at the
Oral History Association conference in Durham, North Carolina in 2000, I looked
around and also saw audience members stunned with sudden, welling tears. A some-
times playful, pointed collage that joins recollection of her grandfather’s death with
that of three elderly male interviewees, “Tic(k)” not only brings to the surface the
mortal stakes of oral history (catch them before they die, record those libraries
before they burn) but deeper bans against not only mourning those who have died
but feeling loss, wanting to mourn. In the fleeting passage of performance, Case
underscores both the speed with which lives pass and the living intimacies of inter-
view-performances generally “put away” with archival materials. These are not stored
in file drawers, however, but in the bodies of interviewers who become, in the inter-
view process, “like” granddaughters, sons and daughters, mothers, fathers, and
friends who remember loss, whose work is testimony to those who have passed but
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who are, in the end, often left with profound desire and pain. Performance is always
about to disappear. It is its peculiarly magical “now you see it, now you don’t!” qual-
ity that draws us to it in the first place. But it is also its vital ephemerality that
draws death close and, in this case, invites remembering not only lost lives but losing
them.

Rivka Eisner and her interview-subject have worked together so intensively now
that indeed they have become like sisters. A Vietnamese national living in the United
States, “Ch' Tôi” (or “big sister”) performs with Eisner a familial connection from
which she had been effectively barred by the Vietnamese–American war: on the eve
of her birth, her father left their home in the South to fight and eventually die in the
North; her mother was forced underground and then eventually to the North, leav-
ing her infant daughter behind. Ch' Tôi’s story is a history of loss and separation; it
is also a story of lost history—of a past that came to her in whispers, scraps, reported
discourse, the remains of a charred diary, and a few family photographs. Her inter-
view performances and Eisner’s subsequent re-performances may be immediate
but they are not unmediated. In this case, “liveness” means articulating the multiple
layers of translation and craft that make up (for) memory.

Eisner’s aesthetic becomes one of “doubling.” At its most basic level, performance
is a repetition. It is a doing again of what was once done, repeating past action
in the time of acting. Because the repetition occurs in time, it differs from the origi-
nal to the extent that any one moment differs from another. Judith Butler has theo-
rized the powerful, social-disciplinary constraints on the everyday performance of
gender as “performativity.” But in the time of embodied performance, even the
heteronormative compulsion to repeat the “corporeal style” of gendered identities can
never be exact.24 It is riddled with error and so, indeed, with cost. Performativity in
the material act of performance, Elin Diamond argues, reveals performativity for what
it is: the reiteration of gendered codes so practiced and rehearsed as to become, for
all intents and purposes, invisible (Diamond, 5). Performing performativity makes
the invisible—gender discourses and the disciplinary stratagems that secure their
repetition—visible.25 Eisner, among others, elaborates the twice-behavedness of
performance, going beyond even repetition-with-a-difference toward the more
radical stance of doing two, often disparate things at once, magnifying the differences
performativity would quiet.

Eisner opens up the gap between the “original” and its repetitions, understanding
each as differential repetitions that she stages simultaneously. Accordingly, each
repetition differs not only from prior instantiations but from each other. Eisner and
Ch' Tôi’s worlds ricochet and rebound off of each other. Eisner doubles Ch' Tôi’s
story in her own words and original movement. She doubles Ch' Tôi’s father’s story
in Ch' Tôi’s recorded translation and then again in her own syncopated echo. Eisner
effectively doubles up the force of Ch' Tôi’s story by putting her body behind it—
corroborating it in the collaborative creation and presentation of a usable (if double
also in the sense of torn in two) tale of a broken family in a broken nation.
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Locked in narrative identification with Ch' Tôi, Eisner doesn’t pretend to “be”
Ch' Tôi in performance. She doesn’t “double” her in the sense of providing a mirror
image. On the contrary, she works the hinges of their relationship and in Ch' Tôi’s
story, seeking a likeness that travels across and between bodies, histories, and
cultures—breath to breath and bone to bone—without assimilating one to the other
or, in Salverson’s words, creating a “totalizing ‘we.’ ” This is one version, as Eisner
explains, of the work of the interviewer-performer as a witness. What finally distin-
guishes Eisner and Ch'Tôi, and draws them even more closely together, is that while
Ch' Tôi performs as a witness to a war-torn history, Eisner performs as a witness to
Ch' Tôi’s performance: she relays in stark movement, symbol, and a symphonic
layering of her own voice with the many voices that make up Ch' Tôi’s, what it may
mean to put flesh to ghosts.

Michael Gordon collaborated with the professional company Theatre X to
develop what he explicitly calls a “labor play” based on the oral histories of members
of the United Food and Commercial Workers Local P-40 who participated in the
twenty-eight-month strike at the Patrick Cudahy meatpacking plant in Milwaukee
in the late 1980s. Drawing on the long tradition of WPA theater projects and “news-
paper theater,” Gordon positions the play as a public forum for renewing and revis-
ing public knowledge. His specific aim is to stimulate “public discussion about such
important issues as attacks on unions, plant closings, job loss, and declining living
standards.” Accordingly, the play, The Line, became a dramatic critique of the fore-
closures of dominant ideology on local memory. Gordon’s critical leverage impor-
tantly comes “from below,” from the strikers’ own sense of betrayal and broken faith.
In the course of the interviews, the interviewees reflected on their class position and
challenged the alleged benevolence of the free enterprise economy in which they and
their families had invested lifetimes of labor and yet which, in the end, betrayed
them. The Line is a counter-narrative. It contradicts prevailing cultural scripts in
which workers exchange dedication for job security and just rewards and in which the
Cudahy workers had initially, faithfully played their designated roles. Pressing an
alternative against a dominant version of history, The Line indeed stimulated discus-
sion of what went wrong and what should be righted. It also proceeded to right his-
tory, not only by elaborating the workers’ points of view—often buried as they were
under official representations—but by literally giving the workers the last, angry word.

Touchable Stories, the Boston-based community arts group Shannon Jackson
explores, expands the terrain of oral history performance from the stage to the inter-
active spaces of installations and “living mazes” that focus on common ground issues
of ethnic and class difference. Locating these installations in the heart of Boston com-
munities in which interviewers may have spent as much as a year living and listening,
Touchable Stories creates what Jackson calls “relational field[s]”: spaces that manifest
history in the interactions of community members around material artifacts/art
objects that resemble as much as they diverge from the “real.” Inviting the co-presence
of community members, these events nonetheless expressly refuse to fetishize what
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might otherwise be presumed to be the special authenticity of preserved objects,
places, and voices. As Jackson explains, “the anonymous hands, disembodied voices,
shadowed bodies, miniatures, dolls, scrims, tapes, and videos” that make up Touchable
Stories’ installations:

resist literality and testify to the multiple technologies available to enable a moment

of human connection. If this is “presence,” it is one that is explicitly aware of

its own production and unafraid to present a sense of discontinuity in the act of

remembering. Together, TS ’s oral performances illustrate the indirect, roundabout

work of tangible story-telling.

For Jackson, Touchable Stories positions speakers and listeners in environments that
induce “infrastructural memory”: awareness of a shared material relation and the
operations of difference in a specific context that may, through the “indirect, round-
about work of tangible story-telling,” help to form partial collectivities.

Working his or her way through the radical contextuality of Touchable Stories’
installations, the witness is the performer, acting in the most pedestrian ways to nego-
tiate a corner, open secret drawers, wind up a toy, even trash or “write over” conven-
tionally untouchable (in every sense of the word—for gazing only, sacrosanct)
artworks. The tactility and motility of Touchable Stories’ work makes it, above all, an
occasion for poiesis: for making memory, history, meaning and community in response.
It is a dispersed interpretive context, spatializing the need beyond dialogic exchange
for installations of other kinds, for installing new memories or re-remembering a past
that once was or could have been, and now defines ways of being and acting in
communal relation. Touchable Stories says history begins here. Touch its resonant
forms. Recognize your place in its felicitous shadows and shapes. Tell it what to
do now. And begin.

Notes

1. All the essays in this volume are original contributions (Gordon’s essay, “Memory and
Performance in Staging The Line,” is a revision of an earlier publication). Other impor-
tant published work on oral history performance includes the special issue of The Oral
History Review (1990) dedicated to oral history-based performance (essays by Della
Pollock, Shaun S. Nethercott and Neil O. Leighton, and Chris Howard Bailey, and Pam
Schweitzer on “Reminiscence Theatre” in Britain). On how performance is being
engaged in other fields, see also Dwight Rogers, Paul Frellick, and Leslie Babinski’s
experimentation with performance in their efforts to improve the experiences of
first-year teachers.

2. Other work that is more directive for practice and that has been critical to a variety of
community-based projects includes Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed and Games for
Actors and Non-Actors, and Michael Rohd, Theatre for Community, Conflict, and Dialogue.
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3. Following, directly and indirectly, Dwight Conquergood’s 2002 mandate for
performance as activist research.

4. See Phelan on her powerful insight into the afterlife of performances that disappear
into the processes of “reckoning.”

5. See Schrager’s fundamental insight: “What the oral historian does is to provide a new
context for the telling of mainly preexistent narrative” (78–79).

6. See the definitional framework Bauman offers in the title essay in Verbal Art as
Performance as well his complementary perspective in Story, Performance, and Event.

7. Conquergood charts a course in performance studies from mimesis to poiesis to kinesis.
He celebrates “the restless energies and subversive powers of kinesis,” taking up de
Certeau and Renato Rosaldo’s respective efforts to put “ ‘culture into motion’ ”
(Conquergood, 1998, 31; quoting Rosaldo, 91).

8. See Cvetkovich’s powerful discussion of interviewing lesbian participants in the AIDS
activist group, ACT UP. Intrigued by the radical potential of oral history to “help cre-
ate the public culture that turns what seems like idiosyncratic feeling into historical
experience,” Cvetkovich is also troubled by the methodological power of the inter-
viewer/ author to reveal intimacies as well as, in some cases, to maintain silence (166).

9. See Madison “That Was My Occupation.”
10. In his foreword to Barbara Myerhoff ’s Number Our Days, Victor Turner describes

Myerhoff ’s sense of “our species as Homo narrans, humankind as story-teller, implying
that culture in general—specific cultures, and the fabric of meaning that constitutes
any single human existence—is the ‘story’ we tell about ourselves” (xv). Myerhoff
claims “The tale certifies the fact of being and gives sense at the same time. Perhaps
these are the same, because people everywhere have always needed to narrative their
lives and worlds, as surely as they have needed food, love, sex, and safety” (271). Turner
extends this understanding in later work, defining humankind as Homo performans: “If
man is a sapient animal, a toolmaking animal, a self-making animal, a symbol-using
animal, he is, no less, a performing animal, Homo performans, not in the sense, per-
haps, that a circus animal may be a performing animal, but in the sense that man is a
self-performing animal—his performances are, in a way, reflexive, in performing he
reveals himself to himself ” (The Anthropology of Performance, 81).

11. Answering to some extent Alcoff ’s landmark essay, “The Problem of Speaking for
Others.”

12. I want to note but cannot begin to encompass in this brief introduction the vast
literature on witnessing and memory that grounds, extends, and challenges Oliver.

13. For complementary work on the performance of autobiography see e.g., Lynn C.
Miller, Jacqueline Taylor, and M. Heather Carver, eds., Voices Made Flesh: Performing
Women’s Autobiography; the special issue of Women and Performance 10.19–20 (1999)
devoted to performing autobiography, and e.g., Anne Davis Basting, “ ‘God is a
Talking Horse’: Dementia and the Performance of Self ”; Rena Fraden on Rhodessa
Jones’ powerful Medea Project; Jonathon Kalb, “Documentary Solo Performance: The
Politics of the Mirrored Self ”; Chris Anne Strickling, “Actual Lives: Cripples in the
House,” and Rosemarie Garland Thomson, “Staring Back: Self-Representation of
Disabled Performance Artists.”

14. See e.g., Susan C. Haedicke and Tobin Nellhaus, eds., Performing Democracy:
International Perspectives on Urban Community-Based Performance; Eugene van Erven,
Community Theatre: Global Perspectives; and e.g., Linda Frye Burnham, “Reaching for
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the Valley of the Sun: The American Festival Projects Untold Stories”; Sonja Kuftinec,
“[Walking Through A] Ghost Town”; and Diana Taylor, “ ‘You are Here’: The DNA of
Performance.”

15. See Schrager.
16. See Bal, Crew, and Spitzer, eds., Acts of Memory. This perspective is certainly influ-

enced by the Bakhtinian “revolution” in thinking about voice as dialogically composed
at the intersection of any number of often conflicting discursive contexts.

17. For important critique of Smith’s work, see Kondo; for helpful elaboration, see
Denzin, 89–105.

18. See also Salverson 1996, 2000.
19. Note the grassroots history of such work in companies like Tale Spinners in San

Francisco (thanks to Mercilee Jenkins for this reference) and the Roadside Theatre out
of Appalshop in Whitesburg, Kentucky. Note also the recent success of The
Exonerated, by Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen, at The Culture Project in New York. The
play, based on interviews with sixty people who had spent from two to twenty-two
years on death row before being exonerated for crimes they did not commit, featured
a rotating cast of celebrity actors in “readers’ theatre” style. Studs Terkel’s work has, of
course, often been called into voice and production, perhaps most notably in Derek
Goldman’s adaptation of Terkel’s Will The Circle Be Unbroken?: Reflections on Death,
Rebirth, and a Hunger for a Faith at the Steppenwolf Theatre in Chicago, 2004.

20. Correlating to Richard Schechner’s infamous assertion, following on Victor
Turner’s sense of the “subjunctive” nature of ritual, that “sometimes—especially in the
theater—it is necessary to live as if ‘as if ’ ‘is’ ” (Schechner, xiii).

21. For a complementary perspective, see Madison on “Performance, Personal Narratives,
and the Politics of Possibility.”

22. As an interesting corollary, see Tim Raphael’s alternative pedagogy for pursuing issues
in the history of white supremacy. Based in part on Hayden White’s sense of the
analogous relation between writing history and writing a play, Raphael explains:
“By underscoring the similarities of the tools and techniques employed by historians
and writers of theatrical ‘fiction,’ students would, I hoped, begin to develop a critical
stance toward the implied inevitability of the historical narratives they encountered.
By situating historical writings within a field of multiple narrative possibilities, I hoped
to stimulate students to imagine their writing as an installment in an ongoing dialogue
out of which historical ‘truth’ emerges as a contingent product of a contestational
process waged between competing discourses” (127–128).

23. For a complementary/alternative pedagogy, see Armstrong, 2000.
24. See Butler 1991 and 1993.
25. On “doubling,” see also Pollock (1999), particularly ch. 4, “Secrets/Doubles.”
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 Anna Deavere Smith

 The Word Becomes You

 an interview by Carol Martin

 Anna Deavere Smith's Fires in the Mirror: Crown Heights Brooklyn and

 Other Identities is a series of portraits of people enmeshed in the Crown

 Heights riots where Jews and blacks were so violently pitted against one

 another, in Brooklyn, August 1991. The riots were provoked when Gavin

 Cato, a black child, was hit and killed by a Lubavitch rebbe's motorcade.

 By the end of that day Yankel Rosenbaum, a young Jewish scholar from

 Australia, was murdered in retaliation. The piece was first performed at the

 Public Theatre in the late spring and summer of 1992, with Christopher

 Ashley as director. Fires in the Mirror was then mediated for television

 broadcast by PBS's "American Playhouse," directed by George C. Wolfe.

 The TV adaptation first aired in April 1993.

 In the stage version Smith performed barefoot in a white shirt and black

 pants. Sitting in an armchair, or at a desk, donning a yarmulke, or a cap of

 African Kente cloth, or a spangled sweater,. Smith brought her 29 subjects

 to the stage to speak their own lines. That there were unresolvable contra-

 dictions in the multiple versions of truth Smith portrayed did not diminish

 the conviction of each character that what they said was true.

 Smith's apparently hypematuralistic mimesis-in which she replicates not

 only the words of different individuals but their bodily style as well-is de-

 ceiving. Derived from a method more documentary than "artistic" in the

 usual sense, Smith's performance can easily be understood as a feat of tech-

 nical virtuosity. Brilliantly portrayed characters, however, are not enough

 to generate the enormous critical success of a work about a very turbulent

 set of events. The authority of one group over another, of one individual

 over others, is undermined by the presence of Smith as the person through

 whom so many voices travel. Smith gives these people the chance to speak

 as if to each other-in much the same way a "spirit doctor" brings ances-

 tors or other spirits in contact with the living-in the presence of the com-

 munity of the audience. It is this fictional and yet actual convergence of

 presences that gives Smith's work its power. Angela Davis, Nzotake

 Shange, Letty Cottin Pogrebin, Rabbi Shea Hecht, Reverend Al Sharpton,

 and others, known and unknown, speak together. They speak together

 across race, history, theory, and differences in their own words through

 Tile Drama Review 37, 4 (Ti4o), Winter 1993. Copyright ? 1993

 New York University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
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 46 Carol Martin

 Smith's conjuring performative language. Their "presence" and words mark

 the absence and silence of the two people around whom the drama re-

 volves, Gavin Cato and Yankel Rosenbaum.

 Fires in the Mirror is part of a series of performances titled On the Road: A

 Search for American Character. Smith began working on this series in 1979 by

 walking up to people on the street and saying "I know an actor who looks

 like you. If you'll give me an hour of your time, I'll invite you to see

 yourself performed" (1992:18). Early in her work Smith's focus shifted

 from individuals to groups of individuals at gatherings, conferences, or as

 members of a community. Some of the work has been commissioned and

 performed for specific conferences, while other pieces were developed for

 theatre audiences. Often the title of the work reveals the theme: Building

 Bridges Not Walls (1985); Gender Bending: On the Road Princeton University

 (1989); On Black Identity and Black Theatre (I990); From the Outside Looking

 In (1990). Smith's desire is to "capture the personality of a place by at-

 tempting to embody its varied population and varied points of view in one

 person-myself' (Smith 1992:18).

 I spoke with Smith in August 1992 after seeing Fires in the Mirror at the

 Public Theatre.

 MARTIN: How did you become interested in Crown Heights?

 SMITH: George Wolfe had asked me to participate in a festival of perfor-

 mance artists called "New Voices of Color" last December [1991 at the

 Public Theatre]. The thought of coming to New York and doing On the

 Road was pretty overwhelming.

 Then, on August 19th Crown Heights happened. I put it in the back of

 my mind. When I went to the Bunting Institute at Harvard in September I

 still didn't know if the festival was going to happen. It wasn't until the day

 Anita Hill began to testify that I got a call from the theatre formally invit-

 ing me to the festival. I didn't have a commission so there was no money

 to build anything big. I thought I would do a show that I'd already done

 before and just put a couple of things about New York in it. I asked the

 Public Theatre for four days in a hotel and a round-trip air ticket. In those

 four days I had to get everything. I only performed it twice but it went

 very well so they decided to think of it for a run.

 What was personally compelling about Crown Heights was that it was a

 community with very graphic differences. Everyone wears their beliefs on

 their bodies-their costumes. You can't pass. Crown Heights is no melting

 pot and I really respect that.

 MARTIN: You were already dealing with issues of race, identity, and dif-

 ference.

 SMITH: Yes.

 MARTIN: So Crown Heights was really a graphic way for you to...

 SMITH: Explore.

 MARTIN: How did you make your contacts?

 SMITH: I usually get a few contacts from the newspaper and then try to

 make my way into any institution, to somebody in authority. In this case, I

 went to various people in the mayor's office and asked them for ideas for

 people to interview. People lead to more people. Eventually, I know very

 specifically what kind of person I want to meet so I know what kind of

 person to try to find.
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 On the Road Series

 Anna Deavere Smith

 1982 On the Road, New York City

 A Clear Space, New York, NY.

 1983 A Birthday Party and Aunt Julia's Shoes (original poems

 and On the Road material)

 Ward Nasse Gallery, New York, NY.

 1984 Charlayne Hunter Gault

 Ward Nasse Gallery, New York, NY.

 1985 Building Bridges Not Walls

 National Conference of Women and the Law, New

 York, NY.

 1986 On the Road: ACT

 Summer Training Congress, American Conservatory

 Theatre, San Francisco, CA.

 1988 Voices of Bay Area Women

 Phoenix Theatre, San Francisco, CA.

 1988 Chlorophyll Post-Modernism and the Mother Goddess: A

 Convers/A tion

 Hahn Cosmopolitan Theatre, San Diego, CA.

 1989 Gender Bending: On the Road Princeton University

 Princeton University, Princeton, NJ.

 1990 Gender Bending: On the Road University of Pennsylvania

 University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA.

 1990 On Black Identity and Black Theatre

 Crossroads Theatre Company, New Brunswick, NJ.

 1990 From the Outside Looking In

 Eureka Theatre, San Francisco, CA.

 1991 Fragments

 Conference on Intercultural Performance, Bellagio,

 Italy.

 1991 Identities Mirrors and Distortions I

 Calistoga Arts Festival, Calistoga, CA.

 1991 Identities Mirrors and Distortions II

 Bay Area Playwrights Festival, San Francisco, CA.

 1991 Identities Mirrors and Distortions III

 Global Communities Conference, Stanford Univer-

 sity, Stanford, CA.

 1991 Identities Mirrors and Distortions IV

 Festival of New Voices, Joseph Papp Public Theatre,

 New York, NY.

 1992 Dream (a workshop)

 Crossroads Theatre Company, New Brunswick, NJ.

 I992 Fires in the Mirror: Crown Heights Brooklyn and Other

 Identities

 Joseph Papp Public Theatre, New York, NY.

 1993 Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992

 Mark Taper Forum, Los Angeles, CA.
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 48 Carol Martin

 MARTIN: Did people in the community get to know your presence?

 SMITH: I wasn't there long enough. I did all the interviews in about eight

 days.

 MARTIN: The two anonymous young black men were very interesting

 and very important. How did you find them?

 SMITH: That was lucky. There were few women in the piece. In the

 "Crown Heights" section there was only one. One of my goals when I

 came back to New York in the spring was to do a few more interviews

 with women. I found one young woman who was a friend of Henry Rice.

 I went to interview her. She runs-it's so sad-a center in the Ebbets Field

 apartment houses, but it's just an empty dark room with a few chairs. A ra-

 dio was playing in the background. It's no place for her [Kim] to be mak-

 ing activities.

 I went to interview Kim around eight o'clock at night and two boys

 were just sitting there. They inched their way into the interview. I didn't

 invite them in. They just, you know, invited themselves. The second one,

 the "bad boy," really did not even come into the group. The one who

 talked about justice was "Anonymous #1." He came right into Kim's in-

 terview and sat down with his friend. His friend said nothing the entire

 time but the "bad boy" [Anonymous #2] just lurked in the dark corner

 watching. When we discussed Limerick Nelson, the I6-year-old accused of

 killing Yankel Rosenbaum, the "bad boy" started talking. None of these

 kids believe that Limerick did it. They told me they know who it is but

 they won't tell. So then he [the "bad boy"] spoke up. I loved what he said

 and I just loved how he talked.

 MARTIN: There is a sense in the performance that when you interview

 blacks they acknowledge you as a member of their community. There's no

 sense, however, when you're interviewing the Jews that they looked at

 you as a member of the black community.

 SMITH: Could you tell me little bit more?

 MARTIN: There is the use of pronouns like "us" and "we." There is the

 guy in the restaurant scene who comments about rape of black women

 and people ending up like you [light-skinned]. There's a sense of inclusion.

 SMITH: I actually tried to heighten the sense of inclusion for everybody

 by using the pronouns "us" and "we" in relation to everybody. I address

 the text like a poem. I work on "us" and "we" whenever anybody, regard-

 less of race, says them. I don't want to confront the audience or make

 them feel that it's you and me. My experience of the interviews I included

 was that there was an "us" before I left. People's will to communicate

 came forward even with Roz, the Jewish woman at the end. She acknowl-

 edges me. She says, "I wish you could have been here. I would have

 showed you the New York Times."

 It's a fact the Muslim [Conrad Mohammed] calls me "sister." I think ev-

 erybody else calls me by name.

 MARTIN: You are easily included when you're speaking to the members

 of the black community in Crown Heights. At the same time, there's also

 an openness in the interviews with the Lubavitchers.

 SMITH: I think that has to do with how the Lubavitchers are. It doesn't

 have to do with me or with any stranger. Obviously, there are clear lines.

 But they are taught, as I understand it, that the expression of feelings is su-
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 I. Smith portrays Conrad

 Mohammed as he tells of

 the horrors of the African

 Middle Passage and sla-

 very. The interview high-

 lights Smith's connection

 with the Muslim as a

 "sister." From Fires in

 the Mirror: Crown

 Heights Brooklyn and

 Other Identities, per-

 formed at the Joseph Papp

 Public Theatre, New

 York, in 1992. (Photo by

 William Gibson/Martha

 Swope Studios)

 perior in some ways to the intellect. It doesn't have to do with me. It has

 to do with the fact that the Lubavitchers will come forward with what

 they feel. That's how they are with each other. They forget that not every-

 body is like that.

 My experience in academia is the antithesis. I've realized people in aca-

 demic circles aren't really talking to me. They're trying to figure out if I'm

 smart or not. I'm not so stupid that I don't know I'm being sized up. It's

 so sad!

 MARTIN: You're involved with feminism. How does feminism shape

 your work? How does feminism really inform the end product?

 SMITH: I don't know because I don't understand the intellectual part of

 feminism. Feminism... this is tricky... I hope you don't mind if I have to

 think here.

 MARTIN: I could tell you some of my reactions. One of the things about

 Fires in the Mirror that most moved me was the lack of closure. You didn't

 attempt to resolve the complications and contradictions of these conversa-
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 2. In the latest segment of

 her On the Road series,

 Twilight: Los Angeles,

 1992, Smith interviewed

 nearly 2oo people, includ-

 ing Katie Miller, a book-

 keeper and accountant

 (performed here). The

 premiere performance was

 at the Mark Taper Fo-

 rum, Los Angeles, in May

 1993. (Photo by Jay

 Thompson)

 tions. There was a continual presentation of diverse people with all their

 faults and insights. You didn't shy away from some of the qualities of Al

 Sharpton, for example. The same is true of the characteristics of some of

 the Jews. At certain moments your portrayal was close enough to carica-

 ture to make spectators uncomfortable-close to but not really caricature.

 In displaying ethnicity in a slightly magnified way you underscored the

 humanity of the people you interviewed. Instead of trying to make a cohe-

 sive picture, you revealed different landscapes of emotions and histories. I

 connect this approach to feminist ideas about open-ended narratives, about

 the refusal of ultimate authority-even though there's an authority operat-

 ing.

 SMITH: I think you're right. But the honest truth would be that I've al-

 ways been like this. Since I was a girl my creative life has been about try-

 ing to find a way of being me in my work. I felt very oppressed by the

 formal structures of theatre, the first one being the role of an acting teacher

 in a classroom. When I became the acting teacher, there was this expecta-

 tion that I was going to be this authority who resolved everything and

 came up with the answers.

 The through-line always made me feel bad in teaching, reading, and try-

 ing to write plays. It was something inherently I, Anna, was trying to ex-
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 press. Period. If anything opened me intellectually it was when I was try-

 ing to write about acting in order to find out why I had trouble with the

 Stanislavsky technique. I came across a graph of the objectives of the

 Stanislavsky technique. Super objective. Little objective. It was straight

 lines with arrows. Quite soon after that I was reading a book about African

 philosophical systems and saw a picture of a wheel that had all these little

 spokes with arrows pointing towards the center. I knew then that I wanted

 to try to find a way of thinking or a structure that was more like that.

 As you know, the black church is not only about speaking to one God.

 The whole thing is supposed to be an occasion to evoke a spirit. This was

 one of the things that lead me to thinking in more circular ways and resist-

 ing the through-line.

 MARTIN: You don't really understand feminism?

 SMITH: It's not that I don't understand feminism. I try to understand

 things but I'm also an empathetic and intuitive person.

 Why don't you offer some words and I'll see if I feel like they fit. I un-

 derstand that feminism is... is about us, finding our place and finding our

 language.

 MARTIN: Yes, but it's also given women a means to read texts, life,

 power relations, and interactions. Feminism is implicated in ways of seeing,

 believing, and feeling as well as intellectual life. Intellectual life is divorced

 from other senses. The lack of closure in Fires in the Mirror worked so well

 because it kept expanding the complexities of the communities and giving

 us an opportunity to acknowledge that truth, in both the divine and mun-

 dane sense, is difficult to discern. Acknowledging this difficulty is a hum-

 bling experience that also contains the possibility of acknowledging

 difference.

 Your performing style, not the obvious-that you play both men and

 women-but the way that you present and characterize people through lan-

 guage and at the same time remain present as Anna also seems informed by

 feminist ideas. You're not invisible nor do you step aside in a Brechtian

 way and comment on those you are presenting. You're visible and yet so

 are all those other people. This palimpsest creates a density and authority

 in individual characters and, at the same time, calls into question the abso-

 luteness of our differences.

 Sometimes we see you obliquely when someone refers to the process of

 being interviewed. You've formed this difficult material in a very emo-

 tional and human way. It must take some struggle, to get to that place, to

 make those decisions.

 SMITH: My grandfather told me that if you say a word often enough, it

 becomes you. I was very interested before I developed this project in how

 manipulating words has a spiritual power.

 I can learn to know who somebody is, not from what they tell me, but

 from how they tell me. This will make an impression on my body and even-

 tually on my psyche. Not that I would understand it but I would feel it. My

 goal would be to-these kinds of words are funny and probably, in print

 they sound even worse-become possessed, so to speak, of the person. I

 don't set out to do anything as intellectual as what you're talking about.

 MARTIN: My observations are from the outside.

 SMITH: I know that this is there. I've emphasized to my students that act-

 ing is becoming the other. To acknowledge the other, you have to ac-

 knowledge yourself.
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 3. Upon the advice of

 JoAnne Akalaitis, Smith

 chose to end Fires in the

 Mirror with the powerful

 monolog of Carmel Cato,

 the father of the accident

 victim Gavin Cato. This

 performance was at the

 Joseph Papp Public The-

 atre, New York, in 1992.

 (Photo by William Gibson/

 Martha Swope Studios)

 It's not psychological realism. I don't want to own the character and en-

 dow the character with my own experience. It's the opposite of that. What

 has to exist in order to try to allow the other to be is separation between

 the actor's self and the other.

 What I'm ultimately interested in is the struggle. The struggle that the

 speaker has when he or she speaks to me, the struggle that he or she has

 to sift through language to come through. Somewhere I'm probably also

 leaving myself room as a performer to struggle and come through. Richard

 Schechner talks about this much better than I when he talks about "not

 me" and "not not me."

 MARTIN: Yes, but in the case of Fires in the Mirror we know several of

 the people from the media. There is the media image of people like the

 Lubavitchers and Al Sharpton. Familiar representatives of different commu-

 nities are brought onstage through you and this is somehow less fictional

 than documentary footage or journalistic accounts of the same people.

 How did you decide to give Carmel Cato the last word? I thought it

 was right and emotionally difficult at the end of the piece.

 SMITH: In December, he did not have the last word. The Crown

 Heights section ended with him, but I had more stuff. JoAnne [Akalaitis]

 said "When the father speaks the show is over."

 When I left that interview, I knew that I'd met a remarkable man. I

 have never heard anybody journey in a language across so many realms of

 experience. From the facts of a personal experience, to his own belief sys-

 tem and his own sensitivity-his power-to the circumstances of his birth.

 When I first developed On the Road, and was learning how to do this, I

 would ask people for an hour interview and I would talk to them. I'd tell

 them we could talk about anything. I was looking specifically, not for what

 they said but for these places where they would struggle with language and

 come through. I talked to a linguist about it and she gave me three ques-

 tions I could ask that would guarantee this would happen.

 MARTIN: What were the questions?

 SMITH: One of them was: What were the circumstances of your birth?

 So I end this show with how I began my own exploration. He [Carmel

 Cato] answers that question. I didn't ask him. I didn't ask him.

 MARTIN: You didn't ask him!

 SMITH: No! He just said it. I interviewed him on the street at night. We

 were standing on the street and this man was talking about knowing his kid

 was going to die before he dies. Then he says he's a man, a special person. I

 thought he was going to say, "I'm a man, a black man." But he said "I was

 born with my foot" [feet first]. The very beginning of my project was that

 question so, in a way, for me, it would have to be the end.

 MARTIN: You've spoken about integration being a nostalgic idea. Where

 are we now? There's no operative paradigm-not multicultural or intercul-

 tural. What do you think about us now?

 SMITH: I'm very excited because I think we're going to find something

 better. I think a lot of people feel very betrayed by integration because it

 didn't work.

 MARTIN: Did people really try it?

 SMITH: Some people gave their lives, some people died for it. Died. I
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 C,

 Giavm toakp"s F-a"Hwim,

 would never say that people didn't try. It's only going to be a few people

 who are willing to sacrifice their lives for the experiment.

 There are people who are willing to change the course of their lives for

 the experiment. At Bellagio [a I991 conference on intercultural perfor-

 mance'] there was this language about negotiating boundaries and differ-

 ence that I hadn't heard before. I've been wondering how to find the tools

 for thinking about difference as a very active negotiation rather than an im-
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 4. The Los Angeles seg-

 ment of Smith's On the

 Road series furthers her

 work in dramatizing the

 conflicts of community

 resisting the popular myth

 of an American melting

 pot. The character of Sgt.

 Charles Duke, Los Ange-

 les Police Department,

 from Twilight: Los

 Angeles, 1992 at the

 Mark Taper Forum, Los

 Angeles, May 1993.

 (Photo by Jay Thompson)

 age of all of us holding hands. There are too many contradictions, prob-

 lems, and lies in American society about the melting pot. You're invited to

 jump into the hot stew but you're not wanted. That's the case for black

 people, even with seemingly well-meaning, well-minded people who

 would benefit from my presence and the presence of others like me. We're

 not wanted.

 It's going to be hard.

 Motion is what I'm interested in right now. People who talk about mo-

 tion, who use the word move. In my show I've become interested in

 which characters can move in the space and which ones can't.

 Angela [Davis] walks. Richard Green walks. Sharpton moves his chair.

 Whatever we think about Sharpton's limitations, he's in motion.

 You know, we normally think of passing as something that you do.

 You pass up, right? If you're a light-skinned black, you pass up. You never

 pass down. Guillermo G6mez-Pefia talks about passing as going back and

 forth between borders. This is very exciting to me. It brings back images

 of the underground railroad...
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 MARTIN: Seems impossible. I taught public speaking at City College

 [City University of New York] at 138th Street for a year. My experience

 there was very different. Just taking the subway was a demonstration of in-

 equities. The white and Asian students got off at Columbia, the rest of us

 got off two stops later and walked through a park of drug dealers. In that

 situation, I was a minority among minorities [a white person among

 mostly black and Hispanic students] in a very heated atmosphere. It was

 during the time of the clash between Leonard Jeffries and Michael Levin.2 I

 had to bridge the gap being a white woman speaking to a class of 25

 mostly black and Hispanic men.

 SMITH: Oh my God!

 MARTIN: I could never pass in any sense of the word. I had to be who I

 was or they would surely feel I was disingenuous. I had to allow them to

 see my vulnerability. The class was a public speaking class and one of the

 required speeches was a commemorative speech. Many of these young

 men used this as an opportunity to talk about their lives and the people

 who inspired them and helped them survive-mothers, uncles, clergy. A

 few even cried during their speeches. There was always this silence after

 each of them spoke. I knew they were witnessing one another in ways

 they never had before. Many of them found a way to talk about the reality

 of their lives to one another and to me. They were able to be supportive

 and critical of one another's work. The dynamic was about each of us be-

 ing who we were, not about passing. I was teaching them about how to

 use language to present themselves-a calculated performance of self that

 would help them gain entry. Ultimately, I wasn't wanted. The Speech De-

 partment wanted me and so did my students but there was a feeling on

 campus that only black and Hispanic professors belonged there. Anyway...

 SMITH: In terms of passing up and passing down, it's probably harder for

 a white person to pass in, if we think of the social structure as black on

 the bottom and white on the top. There's less structure for you to pass

 than for those black males. For them there is a structure. They could go to

 jail on the way but there is a structure. It may be corrupt but there are

 steps for going up. Very few and mysterious steps but they are there.

 It's just like in speech. It's easier to make a rising inflection and it's

 much harder to do a downward build because you have to work with

 gravity a different way.

 MARTIN: What we are talking about is a concern with language and

 what language reveals and...

 SMITH: That was the birth of the project ten years ago.

 MARTIN: Language?

 SMITH: My major fascination in the world.

 MARTIN: You do quote Shakespeare a lot.

 SMITH: If it hadn't been for Shakespeare, I wouldn't be where I am be-

 cause it was my Shakespeare teacher who got to me. In the first class we

 had to take any 14 lines of Shakespeare and say it over and over again to

 see what happened. So I picked, of all things, Queen Margaret in Richard

 III:

 From forth the kennel of thy womb hath crept

 A hellhound that doth hunt us all to death.

 That dog that had his teeth before his eyes
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 5 & 6. The Rodney King

 story as told by two diver-

 gent people and embodied

 by Smith: Angela King,

 aunt of Rodney King (left)

 and Judith Tur, ground

 reporter for the Los Ange-

 les News Service. From

 the Mark Taper Forum,

 Los Angeles, May 1993

 production of Twilight:

 Los Angeles, 1992.

 (Photos by ay Thompson)

 To worry lambs and lap their gentle blood,

 That foul defacer of God's handiwork,

 That excellent grand tyrant of the earth

 That reigns in galled eyes of weeping souls,

 Thy womb let loose to chase us to our graves

 (Richard III 4.4.47-54)

 Right? I knew nothing; it was my first acting class ever and I had a

 some kind of a transcendental experience. I was terrified, I was mystified.

 For the next three years, as I trained seriously, I never had an experience

 like that again. Ever. I kept wanting to have it so I kept exploring what

 language was.

 I remembered what my grandfather told me because it's one of those ex-

 periences that is so peculiar you have try to explain it to somebody. What

 happened to me? Was I crazy? What was it? It sounds really interesting but

 nobody can name it, so it's your quest.

 MARTIN: No more psychological realism?

 SMITH: The opposite. Psychological realism is about-this is a real over-

 simplification of Stanislavsky-saying: Here's Leonard Jeffries. You have to

 play Leonard Jeffries now. Let's look at Leonard. Let's look at his circum-

 stances. Let's look at your circumstances. How are you two alike? How

 can you draw from your own experience? Contrary to that, I say this is

 what Leonard Jeffries said. Don't even write it down. Put on your head-

 phones, repeat what he said. That's all. That's it.

 MARTIN: And what happens as you repeat what he said?

 SMITH: When dealing with somebody as powerful as Leonard Jeffries with

 such a fascination with details, I almost didn't have to memorize him. He

 made a psychic impression, it just went, FOOM! You and I could talk at
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 great length or go into a studio and work on Leonard Jeffries. We'd have a

 good time figuring out his psychological realities, we'd get a blast, right?

 MARTIN: Maybe.

 SMITH: That's not the point. The point is simply to repeat it until I begin

 to feel it and what I begin to feel is his song and that helps me remember

 more about his body. For example, I remembered he sat up but it wasn't

 until well into rehearsal that my body began to remember, not me, my

 body began to remember. He had a way of lifting his soft palate or some-

 thing. I can't see it because it's happening inside. But the way it played it-

 self out in early performances is that I would yawn, you know, 'cause he

 yawned at a sort of inappropriate moment [yawns]. I've realized now what

 is going on. My body begins to do the things that he probably must do in-

 side while he's speaking. I begin to feel that I'm becoming more like him.

 MARTIN: What you're saying in Fires in the Mirror is that differences be-

 tween people are very complicated and maybe unresolvable as well as in-

 teresting and wonderful. When you perform, however, you give over to

 each person in a very deep way and become them.

 SMITH: In spite of myself. Many of the characters have chiselled away at

 the gate that's between them and Anna. That's the part that's very fascinat-

 ing, challenging, difficult, painful. Psychological technique is built on meta-

 phors for a reason. I believe it's quite organic. You listen to some of the

 characters and you begin to identify with them. Because I'm saying the

 stuff over and over again every night, part of me is becoming them

 through repetition-by doing the performance of themselves that they do.

 I become the "them" that they present to the world. For all of us, the

 performance of ourselves has very much to do with the self of ourselves.

 That's what we're articulating in language and in flesh-something we feel

 inside as we develop an identity.

 These words are knocking at my door and they're saying, "parts of

 Anna, come out."

 MARTIN: Where is the spectator in all this?

 SMITH: I don't know. I'm just talking about my process. I hope that the

 words are knocking at their door too.

 MARTIN: How much did you edit the interviews? You may have an

 hour of material but you obviously can't give each person an hour of time.

 SMITH: I try to find a section that I don't have to interrupt. The perfor-

 mance is much more difficult if I've created chaos in their frame of

 thought. I'd rather have a section in which their psychological through-line

 is reflected in language. Everybody does it. I just wait. I think the longest

 section is seven minutes.

 MARTIN: What were the other two questions that the linguist advised

 you to ask?

 SMITH: Have you ever come close to death? and, Have you ever been

 accused of something that you didn't do?

 MARTIN: Did you use those in any interview?

 SMITH: That was way back when I was inventing this in the early '8os.

 Now I'm working with events. I'm just trying to get the story.
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 7. An Anonymous Holly-

 wood Talent Agent admits

 that "maybe-not maybe

 but, uh-the system plays

 unequally" to Smith, and

 she emphasizes his confu-

 sion during her perfor-

 mance of Twilight: Los

 Angeles, 1992 at the

 Mark Taper Forum, Los

 Angeles, May 1993.

 (Photo by Jay Thompson)

 MARTIN: The deaths of Gavin Cato and Yankel Rosenbaum created an

 event but in a certain sense they're not the subject of your piece.

 SMITH: That's the real reason I ended with Mr. Cato. Around Thanksgiv-

 ing I read an article in the Voice called "Toilet Diplomacy." It was all about

 the big figures in the [Crown Heights] story. I didn't know why I was so

 sad and over a series of days; I realized I was so sad because the more I

 read, the more Gavin Cato's name was disappearing.

 Only the first rabbi in my show refers to Angela Cato [Gavin's sister,

 who was also struck by the car]. That the father's first line is, "In the

 meanwhile"-in the meanwhile, 90 minutes ago, we started talking. In the

 meanwhile, Angela was on the ground and she was trying to move. This

 little girl was in a body cast for months. The neighbors were still con-

 cerned about Gavin. I thought it would be powerful to have the audience

 forget about Gavin. I'm sure many people leave the theatre and still don't

 know anything about Angela. She's only mentioned twice.

 There's a way in which the larger powers obliterate the smaller powers

 even when those smaller powers are the very reason for our gathering. It's

 like parents giving their kid a birthday party and getting drunk.
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 MARTIN: Is there such a thing as an American character, as the subtitle of

 On the Road suggests?

 SMITH: I'm looking for it. I think different people are shaping it. I sup-

 pose what I should do is try to collaborate with David Hammonds, [an in-

 stallation artist] or somebody like that.

 MARTIN: In the U.S. there was the myth of the American character

 formed on the frontier. This myth was destroyed by industrialization, mas-

 sive immigration at the beginning of this century, and the resulting urban-

 ization. Now the question seems to be what experience constitutes being

 an American?

 Are we specialists in diversity? When one goes to Europe it's apparent

 that there's very little conversation or language about diversity, about differ-

 ence--even where there needs to be.

 SMITH: We could be specialists. That's what's exciting. We could be-

 come specialists if we could get up off of our hate and our elitism. Some

 of the people who have the best equipment for helping to do this are such

 snobs and the system makes people who have the ability into snobs.

 I know from interviewing people who are experts that they have a lot of

 armor. I guess they have to get it to survive. Some of the people who

 have a real facility for language get very snobby about the very language

 they own. To talk about passing again-I think we need to pass language

 back and forth across borders.

 There is great resistance to including less articulated ideas. All this does

 is force words on us that have nothing to do with our experience. I know

 I don't have the language to argue with the people who have the key and

 have the privilege.

 MARTIN: Having the language is one thing. Having the presence of mind

 or the ability to keep one's emotional nerve is also necessary. One has to

 be able to say, "Hey, wait a second, this is not quite right or what it

 should be."

 SMITH: This is why the "bad boy" is so fascinating. When he talked to

 me I knew he did not have very many words. I knew he wasn't telling the

 complete truth because he knows, he thinks he knows, who killed Yankel

 Rosenbaum. He performed for me, looked me straight in the eye with

 very kind eyes-talking to me as though I were stupid. Not like conde-

 scending stupid, not like that. More like "this sister doesn't understand so

 I'm going to help the sister get it." He wasn't arrogant but more like the

 kindest person talking to Sophia [Martin's five-year-old daughter]. I loved

 that. I am the sister who don't get it and he was nice enough to tell me

 the way it is. With his repetition of words he sang it to me. That's what's

 compelling.

 MARTIN: What about his final line: "That's between me and my cre-

 ator."

 SMITH: He's saying: "I have to have my dignity. I know who did it and

 I'm not telling you." He doesn't appropriate his own culture.

 Notes

 I. Under the auspices of the Rockefeller Foundation, Richard Schechner, working

 with a steering committee that included Peggy Phelan, Jean Franco, Folabo Ajayi,

 Judith Mitoma, and Tomas Ybarra-Frausto, convened a conference on "intercul-
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 6o Carol Martin

 Anonymous Boy #2

 from Anna Deavere Smith's Fires in the Mirror: Crown

 Heights Brooklyn and Other Identities

 BAD BOY

 (The same recreation room as Anonymous Boy # I. He is wearing a black

 jacket over his clothes. He has a gold tooth. He has some dreadlocks, and a

 very odd shaped multicolored hat. He is soft spoken, and has a direct gaze.

 He seems to be very patient with his explanation.)

 That sixteen year old

 didn't murder that Jew

 For one thing

 He played baseball

 Right?

 He was a athalete

 Right?

 A bad boy

 does

 bad things

 is

 does bad things

 only a bad boy could stabbed a man

 somebody who

 does those type a things

 A atha lete

 sees people

 is interested in

 stretchin

 excercisin

 goin to his football games

 or his baseball games

 He's not interested

 in stabbin

 people

 so

 it's not on his mind

 to stab

 to just jump into somethin

 that he has no idea about

 and kill a man

 Somebody who's groomed in badness

 or did badness before

 stabbed the man

 Because I used to be a atha lete

 and I used to be a bad boy

 and when I was a atha lete

 I was a atha lete

 all I thought about was atha lete

 I'm not gonna jeoparsize my athleticism

 or my career to do the things

 that bad people do

 And when I became a bad boy

 I'm not a atha lete no more
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 I'm a bad boy

 and I'm groomin myself in things that is bad

 you understand so

 He's a athalete

 he's not a bad boy

 It's a big difference

 Like

 mostly the black youth in Crown Heights have two things to do

 either DJ or a bad boy right

 You either

 DJ be a MC

 rapper

 or Jamaican rapper

 ragamuffin

 or you be a bad boy

 you sell drugs and rob people

 What do you do

 I sell drugs

 what do you do I rap

 That's how it is in Crown Heights

 I been living in Crown Heights most a my life

 I know for a fact that that youth

 didn't kill that that that that Jew

 that's between me and my creator

 8. "With his repetition of

 words he sang it to me."

 The Anonymous Boy #2

 tells Smith his own truths,

 and she repeats his insights

 in her performance of Fires

 in the Mirror: Crown

 Heights Brooklyn and

 Other Identities at the

 Joseph Papp Public The-

 atre, New York, 1992.

 (Photo by William

 Gibson/Martha Swope

 Studios)
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 tural performance" that met at the Bellagio Conference Center from 17 to 22 Feb-

 ruary 1991-at the height of the Gulf War. Participants in the conference included

 Eugenio Barba, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Guillermo G6mez-Pefia, Sanjukta

 Panigrahi, Trinh T. Minh-ha, William Sun, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Michael

 Taussig, Yamaguchi Masao, Drew Taylor, and Smith.

 2. A heated black/white, Jewish/black conflict roiled New York's City University in

 the early 199os. Professor Leonard Jeffries made a public speech disparaging Jews

 and accusing Jews of controlling and manipulating the media; Professor Michael

 Levin voiced the opinion that blacks were not mentally the equal of whites. After a

 particularly inflammatory speech in Albany (July 1991), Jeffries was replaced as

 chair of the Black Studies Department. He sued, claiming his First Amendment

 rights were denied him. In May 1993, he won his case in federal court.
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act i i

Water rites/rights

In Act II we will consider “water as life” and as a human right. We will enter
acts of activism by water democracy advocates and their struggle to protect
public water systems from corporate privatization. Woven throughout this
section are excerpts from a staged performance in Chapel Hill, North
Carolina that dramatized how water rites and rituals animate our daily
lives across the globe.

s c en e one : “ then do i t ! ”

Upstage left and right are two large screens. Projected on each screen is the
image of two Ghanaian activists standing with villagers at a locked water
pump in a town in the Northern region of Ghana called Savelugu. The
Recorder stands downstage between the stage right screen and a two-level
platform where a man and woman representing water activists are sitting.
The spotlight focuses on the platforms as the recorder takes a seat next to the
activists and begins her interview.

recorder
1 What can people of conscience do about this water privati-

zation situation in Africa and around the world?
man You so-called free countries are based on democratic principles, yet

you don’t know what your governments are doing. I mean what they
are really doing and the influence they have on these corporations and
international financial institutions that push this privatization issue.

woman You need to find alternative sources of information beyond your
own borders and learn about yourselves; you need to stop saying
things are so bad and begin to worry your politicians – call them,
write to them, picket their offices, sign petitions, let them know you
don’t like them, don’t vote for them, and campaign against them.

man If you want to do something, donate regularly to international rights
groups and stakeholders in this struggle for economic justice and water
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democracy – we all need your money to do our work. Better yet, get
involved and join them. But the best thing you can do is to be
informed and to teach – teach your husbands, wives, children, parents,
friends … It’s those everyday acts of resistance that build and matter
and make change happen.

woman Don’t let people say ignorant things to you about the world
beyond your own borders. Correct them, teach them! You say you are
going to do a performance? Then do it!

(Blackout on the interview island. The lights now come up on three dancers and
a man standing centerstage. The dancers perform symbolic movements to his
speech in response to the controversial question, Why is Africa so Poor?)

Inspired bymy fieldwork in Ghana on the human right to water, I directed a
performance entitledWater Rites on the campus of the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, Studio Six, for five nights in March 2006. The
posters and announcements for Water Rites described it as “a multi-media
performance on the politics and poetics of water.” Water Rites explored
water democracy and our human relationship with water through a mont-
age of digital imagery, comic satire, dramatic monologue, and stylized
movement. Water Rites reflected how we all perform “water rites” in our
everyday lives and how these rites variously pervade our lives and culture.
Water Rites performed the questions: What is your first memory of water?
Does anyone have the right to own water? Are water wars still taking place in
the twenty-first century? What is the connection between local water and
global profit? Included in the announcement for the show was the 1995
quote from Ismail Serageldin (former vice president of the World Bank,
1995): “If the wars of the twentieth century were fought over oil, the wars of
this century will be fought over water.”

In weaving together performance, fieldwork data, personal reflection,
and theoretical analysis, Act II becomes a multi-cited, multi-vocal, and
multi-spatial account of the human right to water, water activism, and
everyday water rituals.

The field – water is life

I returned to Ghana five months after our performance ended, but while
the performance ended, the fieldwork did not; the show was over, but the
water struggle continued. One of the first people I went to see when I got to
Accra was Al-Hassan Adam, a long-time friend and a water and environ-
mental activist. I met him in his office at Civic Response.2There were stacks
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ofThe Insight3 newspaper on his desk and on the large table across the room.
The newspapers were scattered alongside various files, pamphlets, and other
documents. Batik curtains, framing the windows, were decorated in brown
and black Adinkra symbols.4 On a wall next to the curtains were a series of
photographs from the 2003 World Water Council in Kyoto. Written on a
board across from Al-Hassan’s desk were sketches of an outline, and across
the top were the words: “What are the main issues that concern the poor in
health and health insurance?” Below it were written the words “quality,”
“attitude of staff,” “cost,” “distance,” “information.”On the wall next to the
door was a large poster calendar with a picture of a Ghanaian man in a
yellow uniform sitting on what looked like a blue tractor transporting a large
cargo of white boxes on the back of the truck. Above the image was written:
“Aviance: We take care … you take off – Ghana LTD – An Aviance
Member.”On another desk under the window was a very old Dell desktop
computer. Al-Hassan sat at his desk during our conversation and began by
describing what first inspired his commitment to social justice.
“It was music. The music. Listening to Bob Marley shaped my ideas on

society. It’s all about the totality of the music,” he said.
“It begins with Bob Marley …”
“If you listen to Bob Marley’s Talkin’ Blues, it’s all about complete

struggle. He talks about freedom fighters and, when they come, who is
going to stand up. I mean Talkin’ Blues is a whole picture. It’s a complete
picture of living a life of resistance. It’s inspiring.”
Al-Hassan continued to express how living inside the lyrical content of

music becomes a powerful force in shaping our thinking about life and
politics, and then he added a second influence that inspired his activism –
his teacher. His secondary school (high school) teacher was a “very different
kind of teacher.” He taught his students about social movements and the
relationship between theatre and public protest. While most of the other
school groups were based on “fun clubs,” his teacher was staging political
plays and encouraged the students to read about the politics and liberation
struggles in various countries.
Al-Hassan smiled and said, “My teacher is your namesake. His name is

Suhuyini Mbang-ba.
Although my name is spelled Soyini and Al-Hassan’s teacher’s name is

spelled Suhuyini, it is a male and female name that is pronounced the same
and meaning “one heart” in the Dagbani language.
“He is one of the people who openly denounced religion; then he

changed his name to Suhuyini. His name was Mohammad Yakobu – that
was his Islamic name. He changed to Suhuyini Mbang-ba through his
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self-development and realization. He no longer identified with a religious
name. He needed to have his own identity.”

I asked, “Was it difficult for him? Did many people resent him for
changing his name?”

Al-Hassan smiled and said, “My teacher was an interesting character;
although he personally rejected Islam… in terms of community, he was the
fellow who helped the most to shape his Islamic community. He had the
respect of the community. He was the first elected assemblyman. And he
won. He set up women’s groups in the community. He also set up drama
groups in the community and started a drama group in the schools.”

Impressed by Al-Hassan’s affection for Suhuyini, I commented, “He
sounds like such a remarkable individual. I can see he means a great deal to
you.”

“I mean he is an amazing fellow. He’s a friend and a teacher I really
cherish. I am who I am today because of that guy. I remember how his house
was my second house. There were all kinds of books there. The guy invested
all his money in buying books. His colleagues had all kinds of electronic
gadgets and stuff like that. But he had his books, and we would go to his
house, and it was a library. So I had access to all these books. So I was just
privileged to have met him. He lives in Gambia now and is still active writing
about political issues for international magazines. He speaks Arabic, French,
English and several African languages such as Dagbani, Twi, and Hausa.”

“Suhuyini was a high school teacher,” I said, “who changed his name
against the status quo because he had his own sense of identity, but at the
same time that didn’t mean that he didn’t respect Islam. He sounds like a
remarkable person.”

“Yes,” said Al-Hassan, “He absolutely respected Islam. He was one of the
major contributors to the mosque.”

“And he was a dramatist,” I said.
“Yes, he was a dramatist.”
Al-Hassan then expanded on the idea of drama relative to social justice by

recounting a different place and time: the international stage at the 2003
World Water Council in Kyoto, Japan. Al-Hassan attended the forum to
represent Ghana and its coalition against water privatization. There was
scheduled to be a very important keynote presentation given by the former
IMF Managing Director. The representative was scheduled to launch a
report that basically explained, according to Al-Hassan, “how to finance
water.” The report was intended to focus on “how the private sector can
now go to public funds and then use public funds to finance water.” There
were anti-privatization activists from all over the world – Asia, Latin
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America, Africa, and the United States – who, when they found out in
advance about the report, decided they must do something about it. Al-
Hassan said, “Wewere really a rainbow.”On the eve of the keynote address,
the activists held their own meeting and decided to protest the World Bank
report.
“How were all of you going to protest against the report?” I asked.
“In the big meeting hall where the report was to be given, there were

going to be high officials and important people. It was organized by the
World Water Council. One of the Japanese ministers for water was there,
the South African minister for water and forest, ministers and development
ministers, and everybody was there who is supposed to matter – the water
chief executives, water activists, water technocrats – everybody was going to
be there. So we activists had to dress well so we could get into the hall and
not look suspicious. We did not want them to be aware of our plan.”
“So you dressed up like them, and it was a disguise so they wouldn’t

recognize all of you as activists?” I asked.
“Exactly! We made ‘lie meters’ to stage our protest. We hid them under

our coats so, as we entered the hall, no one could see them.”
I was amused. “Lie meters?”
“Yes,” said Al-Hassan. “The lie meters were made out of cardboard…we

painted a red, orange, and brown arc. Attached to the bottom of the Meter
were small bells. There were about five of us who went into the hall with the
lie meters under our coats. We stood in five different sections so that we
would be at strategic points in the room.When theWorld Bank fellow read
his report and each time he told a lie, all of us would shake the meter and
point the arrow in the direction of one of the colors. For the small lies, the
meter would shake and go to brown; for the bigger lies, the meter would
shake and go to yellow; for the biggest lies, the meter would shake and go to
red. We had a fellow who signaled the color and the time to point in order
to be sure we were all shaking at the same time and on the same point. One
of the protestors would shine a light on him; he would then signal us to
shake and move the meter on a color. All five of us would move the meter at
the same time and on the same color.”
“Did anyone try to stop you? Did the speaker try to stop you?”
Al-Hassan shook his head, “No, he couldn’t. He was shocked. They all

were absolutely shocked.”
“Did he finish his speech?” I asked.
“He started to fumble. The Japanese minister tried to persuade us to stop.

We said we must speak to the issues. We spoke into the microphones and
began asking questions and speaking to the issues of privatization. We had
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six people stationed and there were two mikes: three people at one side of
the mike and three people on the other side of the mike. We really prepared
and did our homework for this. We knew what we were doing. We had
met and we had planned and rehearsed our presentation very carefully. We
let them know that all of us there … we represent so many people and
you people are not representing anybody anymore on this count of lies. We
want to have a dialogue – we did not come here to just listen to a report
being read to us. After all, this report took one year to prepare, and this is
the first time we are hearing it, so we want a dialogue. They said they
would give us fifteen minutes! ‘We are giving you fifteen minutes.’We said,
‘You can’t use one year to write a report and give us fifteen minutes to
respond to it; so this is not fair and this is not democratic! We denounce this
meeting and we denounce your report! We don’t recognize your report!’”

“This was a historic moment,” I said. “What happened next?”
“We had two big banners that said, “People Before Profit!” and “Water

Cannot Be Sold!” We went to the stage and covered the front of the stage
with the banners and we started chanting ‘Water for life, not for profits.’
And then we just covered the whole platform. Nobody sees them again.”

What lingers and remains in our stories and lives when our clearest and
most important memories of social justice are inseparable from perform-
ance? When performance is political and politics is defined and ordered
through art? The beginnings of Al-Hassan’s commitment to equity and
activism were through performance – reggae music and BobMarley, school
dramas and his teacher Suhuyini Mbang-ba.

The protest at the World Water Forum becomes a genealogical thread
and testament of political beginnings expressed through performance and as
a method of intervention and praxis. Al-Hassan’s narrative is another
contribution to how performance and politics become reciprocal partners
in generating and nurturing the social consciousness of a community of
individuals, and how, in turn, these individuals and communities make
more performances in the continuum and spiraling forward of social justice.

The performance at theWorldWater Forumwas powerful because it was
tactical at several levels. First, it relied heavily on surprise for its effectiveness.
Surprise held a twofold purpose: it was both a maneuver to assure the
activists would get into the space of the hall, and it was also a means to shock
and therefore to bring greater attention to themselves. Surprise also served
as an important device because it added to the quality of spectacle by
startling and jolting the audience. To enact surprise is to harness attention.
You can hardly look away at a surprise. When you are jolted, your attention
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is focused and captured by the jolt. They needed to shock the audience into
an entirely unexpected register and mode of attention, quite different from
what was happening before they entered the hall. Without this initial shock,
it would have been more difficult to punctuate the moment. As Al-Hassan
stated, the activists wanted the “big shots” attending the meeting to be
caught “unawares” to ironically provoke them into the greatest possible
awareness of their presence.
Second, in succeeding to surprise the audience, the element of shock was

complemented by a theatrics of inversion. The group of activists literally
created a reversal of positions relative to controlling the discourse of water
privatization and how that discourse was now framed. The gentleman from
the World Bank who represents the most powerful economic institution in
the world was now usurped by people who most likely will never possess,
control, or manage an iota of the amount of capital he dealt with at the Bank.
The tenacity and will of the activists displaced the speaker in an act where
subaltern voices silenced – in a particular moment in time – a voice from the
high ground of world finance. This inversion that contributed to “global-
ization from below” was no small inversion maneuver. The tactic also
inverted the form and content of the discourse from speaker – audience to
agitprop performance happening, full of the theatrics of costume, props, cues,
dramatic effect, and the passion to reverse and reinvent power arrangements.
Third, inversion was enabled by design – a well conceived plan for a

specific function and purpose. The performance was methodically arranged:
from the coordination of what would be worn, the graphics of the “lie
meter,” the synchronization of the ringing bells, the timing of the flashlight
cues, to the climactic moment of mounting the stage and dropping the
banner to literally and figuratively mask the panel as they “disappeared”
from sight and hearing under the excessive appearance and boldness of the
banner as both prop and signification of “water cannot be sold.”
The event and its components of surprise, inversion, and design trans-

formed a diverse group of internationalists’ activists into a momentary
community of mutually empowering comrades. The privatization ideology,
by the sheer force of the performance, was suspended, relinquishing the last
word to the activists. The event unleashed the possibility of more perform-
ance from below to be remembered and revived.

Bowan Mubarak, political economy, and everyday water rituals

My friend Bowan is to meet me in front of the ING office after my visit with
Patience. I’m sitting on a concrete bench waiting for him to come up the
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road. It is a very clear and sunny day – not too hot – and my view from the
bench is a typical admixture of sights and sounds for an Accra afternoon.
A small lizard, her back a rainbow of orange, red, yellow, and brown stripes,
keeps me company as she hurries back and forth playfully along the edge of
the bench, stopping and starting again to look back at me. The yard in front is
a spectrum of green light from the trees and bushes wrapped around the red
dirt road leading out to the street. Across the street, towering above it, is a
larger-than-life billboard sign of a black woman with long straightened hair
and bright, pearly teeth. She is smiling and advertising hair relaxer. The street
below is thick with traffic. Timeworn trucks, trotros, and taxis join old
dilapidated cars and new expensive ones to meet at the stop light where street
vendors and beggars converge hoping the riders will be generous enough and
patient enough to spare them some change. I see Bowan walking up the road;
I wave to him. It has been a while since I last saw him. Six months is too long
to be away from Ghana. Bowan has casually told me his history before, but
today we will talk in more detail and I will put his memories of water on tape.
He takes a seat along the bench and we decide to remain outside under the
backdrop of the shade trees, the little lizard, and Accra traffic. Bowan begins
his water story with the death of his father in November 1982 and then his
move shortly after to live with his grandmother.

2.1: Al-Hassan speaking at a water rights meeting
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“I lived in a house in a neighborhood where there was no running water.
We had no running water in the house. We had no running water in the
neighborhood. So we had to walk probably thirty minutes to get water. So
every morning, as a child, I remember we would be woken up at 4 a.m. in
the morning to go fetch water for the household. And getting to the point of
water did not guarantee access to water.”
“How old were you when you had to get up at 4 a.m. to fetch water?” I

asked.
“I was about nine. We withdrew water from a dam, an open dam … an

open dam which is open to cattle, open to pigs, open to all kinds of insects
and reptiles, open to kids swimming in it. The water was treated with
chlorine and chemicals. So that was the water we used to go fetch. You were
just lucky that people who fell into those reservoirs from time to time did
not have guinea worm. There are still people today that must walk to the
dam and get water… And it becomes more difficult during the dry season;
the dry season is hot, less moisture is in the atmosphere, and sometimes
these dams just dry up. So you must walk long distances to other dams that
still have water in them. You fetch water from these dams, and it’s like coffee
with cream!”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s like coffee with milk added.”
“It is brown water?”
“Yes, it’s brown.”
Ghana is second only to the Sudan for guinea worm infection, and

therefore it is an ongoing distress for people who fetch untreated water.
This small parasitic worm, Dracunculus medinensis, grows and matures
under human flesh. People become infected when they come into contact
with water that contains a tiny flea infected with the larvae of the guinea
worm. Immature worms pierce the intestinal wall and grow into adult
worms and mate. The male worms die after mating, and the females travel
through the body, maturing to a length as long as three feet. They usually
research the lower limbs and settle just beneath the surface of the skin. The
worms cause burning, swelling, and painful blisters. Those suffering with
guinea worm will go into the water to ease the pain of the blisters, where
the blisters burst releasing millions of larvae and another generation of
worms. In the water, the larvae are swallowed by small water fleas, and
the cycle is repeated.
In this water that Bowan walked miles to fetch were chemicals to treat

bacteria from animals and waste matter, but the chemical treatment did not
guarantee the absence of guinea worm. Sanitized water was pumped to
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certain residential areas, but it usually did not reach all the areas due to the
distance from the water source and the low pressure level of the pumps. As a
result, some people walked to the central water-processing point to fetch
water, where there was always a very long queue at the standpipe, even for
those who arrived as early as 4 a.m. Many people spent their entire day
waiting and did not get a bucket of water. Bowan did not want to miss
school so he, like so many others who could not wait half the day for water
at the central processing point, traveled to the reservoir to dig out buckets of
“brown water.” The water problem was further compounded because many
of the children could not reach it. They relied on adults who were willing to
rope the buckets and take time to draw water for them. The reservoirs
resembled large concrete boxes with a large opening at the top that were
open to just about everything, even falling children.

“Children were always falling into the reservoir. Grownups that could see
them jumped down and brought them out. I witnessed many kids of my
age, at that time between nine, ten, eleven, twelve, and many adults falling
in because you are bending over, struggling to draw water.”

“Yes and then those who fell would climb out and people still fetched
water from the same source,” I said.

Bowan shook his head, saying, “People still fetch water from it and go
home and this was the water we drank, this was the water we used for
washing, this was the water we used for bathing, everything … I couldn’t
get morning sleep. I went to school very tired. The afternoon, when we
closed at about one o’clock from school and went home, we went back again
for water.”

“You’re going back to get water again the second time?” I asked.
“Yes, because you need to get water for the household and to live.”
Bowan was fortunate because he only had to walk about two miles back

and forth twice a day. The journey to find water for many others across the
global South is much further. This all changed for Bowan when he reached
twelve years of age and went to live with his mother, a community health
nurse and midwife in Paga. Bowan was relieved because there was a bore-
hole nearby.

“I was so relieved, so, so relieved when you could just walk out and then
draw water, come in, no queue, no struggles, and that was very comforting
for me.”

But Bowan’s comfort and relief changed when he had to leave Paga and
attend secondary school further away. There was only one borehole near the
area of the school and all the students and the community members drew
water from this same borehole. Other boreholes that were further away
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from the school were not working, therefore all the residents were forced to
go to the school’s boreholes to fetch water. This meant 600 to 800 students
drew water from the borehole as well as residents from the surrounding area.
Bowan went back to the routine of his childhood. He would go in the early
morning to queue and draw water or wait until midnight or past midnight
when everyone else had gone to sleep.
“What made it even worse,” said Bowan, “is that at the junior level in

school you have to fetch water for your senior who is in the upper class and
you have to fetch water for yourself. So at night, midnight, you had to go to
the borehole, fetch water, come put it down for your senior, and then fetch
one for yourself, and there were times the teachers would require that you
fetch to their houses. So, after classes, you could fetch water to about three
teachers. And each bucket of water you spent about an hour or two hours
getting to the house of the teacher.”
But everything changed for Bowan years later when he attended the

Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology in Kumasi. It was
a different experience. He had running water inside for the first time.
“You could go to the shower … shower in the morning, shower in the

afternoon. Showers inside!!!! So we had running water and it was just
amazing,” said Bowan.
“You had a shower, but you didn’t have hot water. You didn’t care about

it being cold all the time,” I said.
“No. We didn’t care that the water was not regular either. There were

times when there wouldn’t be any water for a day or two, but it was still an
amazing experience to have flowing water inside. Getting water to run four
days in a week was great – Ah, just like being in heaven.”
I asked Bowan about harvesting water. He said he remembered during

his childhood when his grandmother and many others tried to harvest
water.
“We didn’t have big reservoirs to store water that could last for even two

weeks.We had smaller drums or containers in which you store water and we
used this water for about a week or two. Then it would run out after that.”
If you wanted to harvest the rain, it meant constructing a reservoir and

many small families did not have the resources to build a reservoir that could
hold water until the next rainy season. These families, if they could afford it,
purchased several small drums that stored enough water for two weeks to a
month, depending on the size and number of the drums. But they still
worried about the dry season when they could not readily replenish the
drums; moreover the drums could not hold the amount of water needed.
There were a few families with roof gutters that collected water for storage
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for six months, sometimes up to a year. The few families that had the
resources for roof gutters sometimes sold their water to others who did not
have the resources. But as Bowan said to me, “If they can walk within thirty
minutes, a mile or two to get water from an open dam, ground water for
free, why wouldn’t they walk? They would.”

A reflection … a political economy of water

There are two questions that consistently arise when I talk about water in
Ghana. First. What is government doing with all the money given to them
in aid to provide water for their people? Second. Since the public water
system is doing such a poor job in getting clean potable water to all its
citizens, why shouldn’t they privatize? What must be understood is that
public water systems are not without their own levels of corruption and
incompetence, but these problems have been perpetuated and exacerbated
in the push for privatization. It is a tragic contradiction that with more
money and with more aid problems that were supposed to be solved have
conversely magnified. I remember being in Ghana a year before I began
preparations for Water Rites and asking Al-Hassan about the problem with
the Ghana Water Company (GWC). For Al-Hassan and many others, the
Ghana Water Company is not completely to blame. The problem can be
traced back to the mid 1980s and early 1990s. The water company was in
such debt from international loans it could not match the devaluation of
Ghana currency with the interest from the loans – hundreds of millions of
dollars. The government and GWC were so burdened by the loans, they
could not invest the capital needed to develop and sustain the personnel and
infrastructure to provide an effective water system. The government and
World Bank called in a private company to manage water. “They made a
bad situation worse,” according to Al-Hassan. GWC had its problems, but
it was still coping, beginning to make progress step by step, despite its
problems. But, through the conditions of the World Bank, the private
company was called in to manage water. I remember Al-Hassan saying
once, “They failed miserably. You give the public utility a bad name and
then set out to hang it.”

When I asked why the private company failed, the general response was
that they didn’t know what was needed or how to properly manage it. It
seems that GWC may have had its problems dealing with training and
expertise, developing infrastructure, and combating corruption, and cer-
tainly all this made progress slow, but they were still on a path, a path that
was filled with obstacles but a path nonetheless that was building toward
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something. But the privatization ideology intercepted progress in the name
of “management” and it not only did not work. It made matters worse.5

Al-Hassan and other friends in the water movement feel the government
under debt relief is creating a better situation in that they are coming clear of
some of the strain and are therefore able to absolve some of the debt from
GWC. However, they fear the conditions of much of this relief are to
privatize through companies associated with the World Bank.
I remember saying to Al-Hassan that although debt relief is a good

thing and a hard-won fight, the cynic in me can’t help but feel like it is still
so little so late. Al-Hassan replied by saying that “What is baffling is that
this relief wasn’t offered when the public company was struggling to
manage the water system, before private companies with a World Bank
mandate came in and made bigger problems. It is speculative economics;
that is all it is, speculation.”
“Speculation,” I said, “isn’t that a bad word?”
Al-Hassan took a deep breath and shook his head: “Running down

countries and then turning around and trying to privatize. Privatization
will work. It will work, and it will work very well, for some. Themiddle class
and upper classes will get water seven days a week. The poor will not.”
The water activist Maggie Black states:

Public utilities have a poor record in the developing world for delivering water
supplies and sanitation. In the early 1990s the idea that “water is an economic good”
was co-opted by international exponents of the neoliberal agenda and their corpo-
rate allies. Privatization of utilities – and contracts to the burgeoning water
industry – was supposed to make water services efficient and expanded to the
poor. The strategy failed.6

What is a political economy of water relative to neoliberal policies? The
ideology of neoliberalism is a belief system, a philosophy, and a body of
ideas that neocons hold as right, true, and genuinely in the best interest of
society. It is the way the world should work for all. It is the means to a better
future for all. The ideology of neoliberalism is not intended to foster
discrimination, oppression, or make the poor poorer. However, the prob-
lem is that the policies have done just that. The belief that rugged indi-
vidualism and free markets will extend their reach and wealth will trickle
down to those deserving and hardworking poor has not come to fruition. As
neocons hold small government sacred, health, education, and subsistence
for the poor are cut; as they revere private profit, industries are denatural-
ized, and protections for public utilities and native industries are deregu-
lated; as they are devoted to free trade, the result is that corporate
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monopolies grow while fair trade and tariffs that protect poorer countries
are abandoned. There are three primary factors that undergird a political
economy of water and become core issues for water democracy activists.

First. In the past, local water services used by the poor included small-
scale, informal entrepreneurs such as donkey-cart sellers, flatbed water
transporters, and various forms of communal water distribution. These
modest means served local people long before structural adjustment pro-
grams and the push for corporate privatization; however, they are generally
invisible and discounted in favor of an ideology of price-driven efficiency
that promotes private ownership and good governance.7 Maggie Black
asserts that “for all the billions of dollars the World Bank has invested in
water supply and sanitation – about 14 percent of its budget since its
inception –most of the benefits have accrued to transnational construction
companies and the largest local industries.” She goes on to note that about
“less than 1 percent has gone into small-scale ventures that do something for
the seriously water and sanitation deprived.”8

Second. In the neoliberal push for good governance, a contradiction
arises in that good governance “requires transparency, accountability, tech-
nical and bureaucratic expertise, as well as the power and authority of the
State to regulate private companies in the interest of public good.”This is all
obstructed by the machinations of corporate capital and its practices of
rewarding certain amenable state officials and “undermining the State as
guardian, regulator, service provider, and manager of its public water
system.”9

Third. The poor and most deprived of water and sanitation have suffered
the most over the past decades because, with increased cost recovery as a
mandate for regulatory reform under privatization, profits must be made
conditions of capitalism. Conditions under World Bank lending led to a 95
percent increase in water tariffs in May 2001.10 Tariff increases greatly affect
poorer populations because their incomes already go disproportionately to
pay for water. This increases the fear that unregulated privatization will
result in water being denied the poor through profit-driven tarrification.11

Planning the performance – Chapel Hill, North Carolina – March 2006

I hoped the performance would be one that inspired as well as disturbed
how we think about water, the worldwide quest for water, and how the lack
of it pervades the everyday lives of countless individuals on this planet.
I hoped the performance would evocatively represent a semblance of what is
felt, lived, and expressed through the narratives of Bowan and Al-Hassan
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and so many others I met during my fieldwork. I hoped the performance
would shed light on the forces of neoliberalism and local struggles for water
justice. And, finally, from a group of students, I hoped to build a perform-
ance community.Water Riteswas as much a pedagogical experiment for this
group of students as it was a staged performance for an audience. My aim
was to develop a performance community as they built a show. It was again
the process/product dyad where the process is more the point – the journey
over the destination. Therefore, the end product of the show would be only
as good as what my students learned about water and how well and deeply
felt they learned it together. Instead of director, I saw my role explicitly as a
teacher–director. For a start this meant students must have a love affair
with water during this process. They must acquaint themselves with water
anew and differently with feelings of reverence and believing that water is
precious. They must emotionally learn to love water. And, even more, they
must care about how each other learns to love water before they can
truthfully perform what is ultimately about the political economy of
water: public water over private water; water as a human right over water
as an economic good; the local donkey-cart seller over corporate business.
Furthermore, I wanted the students to take a step beyond the “resource
identity” attached to water in order to convey the view expressed by some
water advocates that the discourse of resource with its history of conserva-
tion often neglects concerns of community access, questions of ownership,
and the cultural practices and symbolic meanings of water.12 Resource
identity has become more and more problematic, particularly as it relates
to water. We need to embrace water beyond the language of conservation.
The argument, according to Linton and many others in the water justice

movement, is that water as resource grew out of the conservation movement
and is therefore grounded in technical efficiency or the “gospel of efficiency”
such that its disposition was rendered a technical rather than a political
problem.

The ideology of progress dictates that what is seen as a more culturally sophisticated
use of nature always trumps a less sophisticated use. This has two aspects: First,
when something is recognized by “us” as a resource, it gets taken away from others who
are not smart enough or sophisticated enough to recognize its value in the same way that
“we” do [emphasis mine]. Second, when something is recognized as a resource, it is
understood… and the practice of resource management is meant to ensure that it
gets put to its most “economical” use.13

The students would enter the fuller realms of water beyond resource
identity because they must enter the politically volatile machinations of
water that are so often hidden by such discourse. But, even before the
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politics and economy of water justice and injustice could be felt – embodied
and performed – for the stage, I also wanted to offer another idea. It is the
idea of water as sacred because, as Linton states, “if water is a sacred
substance, a gift from God, a human right, lifeblood of the environment,
it is likely to be respected and treated in a manner quite different from its
treatment as raw material, a commodity, or a resource.”14 Margaret
H. Ferris, the theologian and environmentalist, extends the idea of the
sacred through her description of “Blue Theology,” stating that as
Ecotheology asserts “the whole world is important and loved by God,
Blue Theology identifies water as important and loved by God, both
for its intrinsic value and also for its instrumental value to all creatures
and ecological systems on Earth.” There are over 600 citations of water in
the Old and New Testament in accounts of creation, flood narratives, the
Exodus, the blessing of Baptism, women at the well, wanderers in
the wilderness, and purification. As water is recorded as a blessing, its
withdrawal is recorded as a curse or punishment. As a blessing, God
provides water to the Israelites in the desert by commanding Moses to
strike a rock so that water will pour out and save the people. Water is God’s
gift that saves the people from certain death.15 However, the absence of
water becomes a curse; if the Israelites betray God, he will “shut up the
heavens so that there will be no rain and the land will yield no fruit; then
you will perish quickly off the good land that the Lord is giving you.”16

In West African and black Diaspora beliefs of Yoruba religious tradition,
water is to be revered as it holds all of creation in balance. Water is the
perfect element in its power to sustain life, destroy life, and renew life.
Water is life in Yoruba tradition and is characterized by the female energy
and fecundity of specific orishas (or female deities). Angela Jackson beauti-
fully illustrates the power of water, relative to Yoruba religion, in the play
Shango Diaspora. A demoralized young woman named the “Water Girl”
feels diminished and hopeless because she allowed herself to be overtaken by
her love for Shango, the god of fire, who burned her, took her power, and
left her broken and lost. The “Sisters of Sympathy” nurse her wounds
and lead her on a journey to meet the “WaterMother” who is Yemoja. It
is the WaterMother who reminds the Water Girl that she has a name and
her name is Water, the Water names of the orishas: “Oba. Water. Oya.
Water. Oshun. Water. Omi.” Yemoja, WaterMother, reminds the girl that
she is water and can be more powerful than all the elements, even fire.
Yemoja’s water awakening ceremony is also a naming ceremony. TheWater
Girl now knows herself and can claim the strength of her name: “Oba, Oya,
Oshun, Omi or Ms.Waters!” As the ceremony comes to a close, the
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transformed Ms.Waters turns to the WaterMother to claim her power, the
power of water:

I am as you are. My face is your face. Your face is my power and my grace. I am a
simple being believing in small rituals. Bathwater flung out of tubs into the streets
of Soweto. The child’s Saturday night gaiety, a lake in a cold flat. I am a simple
being believing in small rituals. Lovers who bathe after Creation. Mine is a merciful
killing/the cotton chillsoft cloth, unwanted kittens hidden in my blue velvet gelee.
Out of each family I have taken a son, testing his method, his trim muscle against
the drift, I taste his marrow. And hold his music in my eyes. Until I untie the tides
and old slave bones sing while scavengers swoop and swallow songless air. Mine is a
merciful killing. The serious suicide’s quiet celebration. Ballooning lungs that
fatten the chest to bursting. Feel the water fill the mouth. Feel the water fill the
nostrils. Feel the water rise, cover the black iris of the eyes.17

This passage reflects black Diaspora life in relation to water as creation and
death. Water is both minute and monumental in the everyday rhythms of
black narrative and history. Jackson is marking water rites across time and
geography: from the small innocence of urban child’s play where bathwater
becomes a lake in a cold flat to the monumental and “merciful killing” of
Africans on trans-Atlantic slave ships. Water is mythic and water is life. The
challenge is to teach about water as politics and survival as it resonates
through the deeply spiritual and existential.

Performance journal: teaching about water

My fieldwork is based on the political economy of water in the context of
the developing world. But the politics and economics of water are insepa-
rable – in the field and on the stage – from water’s mythic proportions
within rituals of human survival and within ceremonies of cultural beliefs.
In order for the performance to embody and perform the polemics of water
justice, my students must begin by engaging the spirituality of water. They
must begin by loving water.

Performance journal

January 17, 2006 – Tuesday evening at 12:40 am – after the second rehearsal
Before I can teach about the politics of water – I must teach about the spirit
of Water. Before there is politics, I really believe there is the soul.
We are all water and water is all of us: water is living, changing, and

responsive.
To believe this was the purpose of tonight’s rehearsal.

Water rites/rights 113



A reflection … the circle
There are eighteen of us. We are all sitting together on the floor in a large
circle. The room is dark. On the floor in front of each of us is a candle. The
only light in the room is the flame from each of our candles. I ask the
performers to breathe deeply and look into the flame. I say to them: “Feel
the quiet in the room and focus on the flame. Look into the light of the flame
and how it moves against the darkness.” I stop speaking and the room is quiet.
We enjoy the quiet and the flame for a fewmore moments. I look around and
the students are all focused, making the transition from the noisiness and
busyness of the day into this temporality of a water rite rehearsal.

A reflection of a reflection … what we must know about water
First: Water is ancient. Water is life. Water has a history older than
humankind. We must never know a world without water.

Second: Water has long held spiritual value – rituals, ceremonies, and
worship practices – the poetics of water to bless, to create, to change,
and to transform. Water practices mark and generate cultural change.

Third: Water destroys: the flood, the storm, the oceans, rivers and lakes –
water is to be feared.

Fourth: Odorless, colorless, flavorless. Two parts hydrogen and one part
oxygen. Human beings cannot make water without the causes of
nature. What other element can change itself into so many forms:
vapor, ice, rain, snow, steam, crystal, fog, water …

Fifth: The divine circularity of the hydrological cycles – the sun, the rain,
the clouds, the earth, the rivers, the oceans in perfect rotation – if this
perfect cycle were disrupted, it would destroy the planet more com-
pletely than the explosion of any nuclear arsenal.18

Sixth: Water is responsive. Water responds to human emotion.
In order for my students to care about water as a human right, in order for
them to grasp the political economy of water, and in order for them to
realize that water relates to the macro processes of nation states and global
flows, they must value the small story. I want them to value how macro
structures are so fully evident in the small stories that we tell of our lives. For
this, politics must partner with emotion. To make a performance about the
global politics of water, the cast must first enter deeply into the small stories
and believe that water intrinsically matters.

From rumination back to reflection …
I break the silence: “Please, look into the flame, be still, and feel quiet. Now
close your eyes.” Two advanced graduate students in performance studies,
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Annissa Clark (technical director) and Elizabeth Nelson (assistant director),
were invaluable to the making of the performance read from Masaru
Emoto’s The Hidden Message of Water. I marked the section and asked
them to alternate lines and passages.

annissa Water takes in information. Water responds to information.
elizabeth The adult body is 70 percent water. At human conception, a

fertilized egg is 96 percent water. At birth, the baby is 80 percent. As the
child grows anddevelops, the percentagedrops and stabilizes at70percent.

annissa The fundamental principles of Hado medicine are vibrations
and resonance. When the cellular vibrations in different parts of the
body are disturbed due to various reasons, our body can make a wrong
turn.When this situation occurs, a new external vibration can be given
to the disturbed cell so as to resonate with it; thus, its intrinsic
vibration is restored. This is Hado medicine in a nutshell.

elizabeth Water carries vibration, the source of energy.
annissa A human body has many organs, which are made up of cells.

Cells are made up of molecules, and molecules are made up of atoms,
and atoms are made up of subatomic particles.

elizabeth A person is pronounced dead when the heart stops beat-
ing … vibration is life itself.

annissa In Japanese the KANJI character for life includes the part
meaning “beating” connoting rhythm, vibration, wave fluctuation.

elizabeth Giving Attention is a Way of Giving Energy.
annissa The hardest thing for life is to be ignored and given no attention.
elizabeth KOTODAMA – spirit of words.
annissa MUNTU – power of words.
elizabeth Water is sensitive, and it responds to what we say. When we

send good Hado to water by saying positive words to it, it will show us
beautiful crystals. Also, our prayers send out energy and change the
quality of the water. By offering prayers to water, we send Hado to the
water, and such water gains the power to potentially answer our
prayers.

annissa Imagining means that we are praying for the final result. The
image I amdiscussing here is our hope. It is a formof positive information.
As we repeat information with strong words, water will naturally help us.

elizabeth I am not a man of religion, nor do I want to praise religions
unnecessarily. However, the prayers used for a long time by a religion
have strong Hado energy. If we pray and affirm undoubtedly, we will
be blessed with a strong power.
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annissa Sound and Water – We are all water. Music affects the fre-
quency (current, fluctuation, vibration) of water, this means that
sound affects the frequency of water – sound affects the cells in our
body that are made up of water.

elizabeth We must recover our desire to treat water with Respect.
annissa If we dialogue with water lovingly and with respect, water will

change. Water in your body will change.
elizabeth A woman named Kazue Kato was known as an activist of

women’s liberation and a politician in Japan. She lived to be 104 years
old. In an interview on her hundredth birthday, she was asked, “What
is your secret to longevity?” She answered, “I have ten experiences a
day that touch my heart. That is my secret to longevity.”

annissa We must pay respect to water, feel love and gratitude, and
receive vibrations with a positive attitude. Then water changes, you
change, and I change. Because both you and I are water.

A transgression … the field – Tamale, December 2004, with Iliasu Adam
I’m in Tamale, Northern Ghana and Iliasu has just arrived for a visit and to
talk more about his development work building boreholes in communities
across the Northern region. Yesterday evening he told me about the process
of building boreholes and how his NGO employs the services of people
with a special gift who communicate with water.

“Iliasu, tell me again about the water finders? Before you begin building
pumps, you will employ the services of a waterfinder?”

“Yes, before we can build boreholes, we must locate the water under-
ground. We ask the community about previous sources and then we rely on
those individuals with natural body chemistry – those who respond to water.
They hold a pendulum and find the water. They walk with a pendulum, and
when he gets near water, the pendulum starts dangling; when he gets closer, it
dangles more.When he reaches the nucleus of the water, it moves the fastest.”

Intrigued, I asked, “A pendulum? How would you describe it?”
“It’s a string with a small rock tied to it.”
“A string and a rock.”
“As far as I know,” said Iliasu, “it is beyond scientific understanding, at

least for now. There are some who don’t use the rock and string. They use two
sticks that they hold to their chest. When they come near a water source, the
two sticks begin to move together… when they walk closer and closer to the
water, the sticks move closer together until they come together.”

“This is extraordinary,” I said. “This is the method you use to locate
water for the boreholes?”
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Iliasu said gently, “Some people have natural body chemistry. Water
responds to them.”
“Water responds to them,” I said quietly.
“Yes,” he said. “Water responds to them and they respond to water.”
“This is the method that has worked through time,” I said.
With calm reassurance Iliasu said, “It works for us. We have built forty

boreholes so far and it has worked thirty-nine times out of the forty. Some
people have a God-given talent to communicate with water.”
“Yes,” I said. “I’m beginning to realize this.”
With a half-smile he said, “This is not science fiction. There is nothing

supernatural. You must have the body chemistry. It is what some people do.”

An assertion …
The performance must be a process of putting flesh onto the issues of water.
We are performing embodied knowledges about water. This asserts, accord-
ing to Bryant Alexander, “the body as a conduit of being, the body as the
materiality of presence, the body as the nexus of need, and the body as a site
of knowing.”19 Therefore, water as a resource is too incomplete to perform;
water as politics needs beauty.

2.2: On the way to Savelugu
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For performance, we must emotionalize water. Whether there is scientific
evidence that water is responsive to human beings and language is not the
point. Whether learning to love the intrinsic value of water is New Age or
what some consider “tree-hugging silliness” is not the point. The point is for a
political and beautiful performance about water, for all that water is inher-
ently, in the course of human history and existence. The performance must
capture water as life and that to love life is to love the divine gift of water.

End of journal.

A reflection …

In the contested space of ethnographic inquiry there is a myriad of small
stories located in the “everyday” and constituted by a political economy
that cannot be ignored. These micro moments within the everyday –
rituals of belonging, symbolic acts of resistance, customary gestures of
affection, and the small stories circling within other small stories – ancient
and new, written and told – bring not only flesh, blood, and bone to
discourses of democracy, globalization, and empire, but they bring
extended dimensions of accuracy, specificity, and passion to the macro
economies of global networks. The performatives of feeling – sensing
bodies and small stories can unlock the truths of material reality as much
as (sometimes more than) focused examinations on the superstructures of
state and nation. Therefore, in this sense, a political economy of water
resonates with Foucault when he stated: “The control of society over
individuals is not conducted only through consciousness or ideology but
also in the body and with the body. For capitalist society biopolitics is
most important, the biological, the somatic, the corporeal.”20 He goes on
to state, “The social body is comprised by power’s machine and developed
in its virtuality.”21 The creation, accumulation, and distribution of wealth
affects not only the operations of nations and states but the small,
intimate spaces that shelter us, how we make culture, remember our
past, and create our futures. In this day and age, can you be an economist
without some basic understanding of culture and how it is produced? Can
you be a cultural critic without some basic understanding of economics
and the processes of political economy? Amilcar Cabral reminds us there
is a “strong, dependent, and reciprocal relationship existing between the
cultural situation and the economic (and political) situation in the behavior
of human societies. In fact, culture is always in the life of a society (open
or closed), the more or less conscious result of the economic and political
activities of that society.”22
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Foucault and Cabral, biopolitics and embodied realities, culture and
economy lead us to certain facts that are both political and emotional –
macro and micro. The fact is that more than one billion people lack access
to clean affordable water and about two billion lack access to sanitation. The
fact is that in the urban areas of Ghana, only 40 percent of the population
have a water tap that is flowing; 78 percent of the poor in urban areas do not
have piped water. The fact is that treated water is available only to about 65
percent in urban areas and only about 35 percent in rural areas. The fact is
that water-borne diseases kill one child every eight seconds and that in sub-
Saharan Africa, 70 percent of deaths and diseases are due to the lack of clean
and accessible water. The majority of women and children in rural areas
travel miles in the morning and evening for water that remains infected with
water-borne diseases. TheWorld Health Organization reports that the daily
requirement for water is twenty to forty liters a day per person. In Ghana,
for those without a piped water system, purchasing three buckets or eight-
een liters of water a day can cost between 10 and 20 percent of their daily
income. The fact is that over 5million people a year die from illnesses linked
to unsafe drinking water, unclean domestic environments, and improper
sanitation – they are mostly under five years of age. At any time over half the
population of the developing world suffers from diseases associated with
water and sanitation.

The field – the small story – December 2004 – Tamale, Ghana

Issah said he would pick me up from the lodge at about 9 a.m. so we could
make our trip to Savelugu, a town about a thirty-minute drive from where
I was staying in Tamale. Issah is always very prompt, so I rushed back to the
lodge from my morning walk through the familiar roads and markets of
Tamale to meet him. I got up early that morning. It had been over a year
since I was in Northern Ghana alone. This is the part of the country I most
want to return to when I am away, yet the people of Tamale and the
Northern region are also the most disparaged of all the regions where I have
worked, traveled, and lived in Ghana. The Northern area is known as the
most economically deprived because of its history of being a labor camp
during the colonial period where education, infrastructural development,
and social services were nonexistent. The marginalization of the North and
Northerners continued long after colonialism in the hearts and minds of
what many Northerners refer to as “our friends in the South.”
When Issah arrived he was smiling. He had brought wedding pictures of

him and his wife Rashida. They had been married for over a year and
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although I had spoken with Rashida by telephone on several occasions,
I had not met her in person. Issah was very proud to showme pictures of his
wedding and his beautiful wife. His married life had not slowed down his
activist work or his studies, but inspired him even more. Rashida was also
committed to human rights work and was completing a Master’s degree in
Development Studies. Issah was still directing a steadfast and relentless
campaign on the human rights of women and girls, teaching human rights
awareness in the elementary and high schools to young children, interven-
ing in domestic disputes, taking abusers to court, and completing his law
school degree so he could better serve, as he says, “the rights of the most
vulnerable –woman and children.” I asked him how he was balancing being
a relatively new husband, his activist work, and his law school studies. He
said, “We must do what is needed.” I remember speaking with Issah on my
last trip to Ghana about his fight against female incision. Although rarely
practiced in other parts of the country and outlawed by the state, there
remain sections of the North where babies, young girls, and women are still
being incised. Issah’s first response was: “Female genital mutilation is what
it should be called because females are being mutilated with such a
practice.”

I commented, “I know you are working hard to put an end to it.”
“It must be stopped now. It is very, very painful. It does great harm and

damage to the body. Some have gotten very, very sick and died.”
“But how can you really stop it?”
“We live here. We are from here and because the community knows we

defend the rights of women and girls, they will come to us for help when
these mutilations occur or when they are about to occur. We also actively
seek the people out who are doing this.”

“What happens to them?”
“We try to talk to them.We try to teach the families and the practitioners

about the harm caused. We wage a campaign to enlighten the community.
But you must understand. FGM is against the law.”

“Have there been cases where people went to jail?”
“If those who practice it refuse to listen and will not be convinced they are

wrong. We report them to the authorities and seek justice. We try to teach
them and indoctrinate them into a new understanding, but if they continue
to mutilate females, then they must be punished.”

“Can you remember a specific instance?”
“Yes. There was an old woman about seventy years. She had been

mutilating females all her life. She knew no other way. It was tradition.
For her it was the right thing to do. We tried and tried to enlighten her, but
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she continued to practice FGM. We reported her, prosecuted her, and she
went to prison. She was old, and didn’t know any better, but she had to be
punished because what she was doing is very harmful to females, to our
culture, and the practice must be stopped.”
“What happened to her?”
“We kept up with her in prison. We watched over her and continued to

visit with her and rehabilitate her regarding FGM. She finally realized she
must stop. The practice is against the law, and she had no other choice. She
works for us now in the campaign. She is very good and credible in
convincing other older women to stop the practice. We were successful
with her in this instance, but we are not successful every time. There is
much work to be done.”
I gathered my bags and we headed out for Savelugu. The Northern

region of Ghana is plagued with water problems related to sanitation, access,
and distribution. The town of Savelugu has a population of about 20,000
and holds the highest infestation of guinea worm in the country. Guinea
worm and other forms of sickness, death, and disease associated with water
motivated the citizens of Savelugu to make a bold and courageous stand by
taking control of their water system. This stand resulted in the people of
Savelugu managing and distributing their own water. During the drive,
I thought about the attention and international acclaim Savelugu had
recently received for uniting their community and taking control of their
own water distribution system. The Ghanaian cultural critic and documen-
tary film-maker Kwesi Awusu had just completed a documentary commis-
sioned by Oxfam International entitled Water is Life, examining the water
crises in Ghana where the Savelugu story was prominently included. The
film exposed, with clarity and force, the struggle for sanitation and for clean
potable water in Ghana and included selected individuals who are at the
forefront of the water struggle. When I spoke to Kwesi about the docu-
mentary, he told me that it was not an easy film to make because he wanted
to tell a comprehensive story about water in Ghana that necessarily carried
him to different parts of the country. He wanted the documentary to tell the
urgent story, but it also needed to be hopeful in communicating the need to
respond and effect change. He was inspired by what happened in Savelugu
and wanted to present Savelugu’s story of self-determination.
As we were nearing the town, I saw a hand-painted sign on the side of the

road: “SAVELUGU.” I asked Issah if we could stop so I could take a picture
of it. As I was getting out of the car, an old man on a bicycle passed by; a
child was riding on the handlebars. They waved and said “Savelugu.”
I wondered how many “abrunis” before me had stopped on the side of the
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road to take a picture of the famous town that beat the system and, against all
odds, took control of its own water.When I got back in the car, Issah told me
we were going to the council hall to meet the head of the Water Board. Issah
had also arranged for me to meet the rest of the Board members and the
women who were in charge of distributing water at the standpipes.

“Don’t worry, I’ve arranged it. You will meet with all the people who had
a major part in bringing water to Savelugu.”

When we reached the council hall we met the chairman of the Board,
who greeted us. The chairman led us to a room where Issah and I were to
meet three other members of the Water Board. The room was sparse, with
one desk in the center of the floor and a few chairs. The electricity was not
working that day, but the sun from the windows brought in a natural warm
light. What I learned was that Savelugu did what so many other commun-
ities around the world hope for, and that is to control their own water. They
mobilized themselves and formed the Savelugu Water Board, making sure
community members were represented from all areas of the town to
influence decisions and shape policy. After a decision is made, the Board
must present it to the citizens for a vote. The Board developed a proposal
and a clear design of how they planned to distribute water. They went to the
Ghana Water Company and made arrangements for training and purchas-
ing water in bulk. TheWater Company benefited because they were getting
paid up front while community members were responsible for their own
distribution and pipes. All the Board wanted from the company was the
water and the training. The next step was to make sure the pipes were built
in very strategic locations to assure fair distribution. The local NGO
Institute for Policy Alternatives23 as well as international charities, such as
UNICEF, GLOBAL 2000, and World Vision, were instrumental in
obtaining the infrastructure the town needed to build the piping and the
pump connecting the main water source to Savelugu. The charities also
helped pay for the water company to train community members in the
technologies of water and distribution. The Board then set up an “order of
payment” to guarantee that everyone paid a small sum for their water and all
monies paid went back into the system to sustain it. By taking over
distribution, the people of Savelugu were able to save water and reduce
waste. The Water Board, with community input, determined tariffs; more-
over, the tariffs were cross-subsidized, making water affordable for everyone,
even for the very poorest in the community.

I was told that their water distribution system was successful. But I must
keep in mind that sometimes even with the standpipes there are times when
the water does not flow.
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This was startling. “I thought water flowed in Savelugu all the time now.”
“No,” said the chairman, “it only flows from the pipes at certain cycles.

When it is our turn… It is still better than it ever was before because before
we relied only on the ponds for water. Now we can expect to get water from
the pumps at least a few times a month and try to store it or harvest it from the
rain when the pumps don’t flow.”
As the men left, three women entered. They had been waiting outside on

the veranda.Mariama Alhassan,Mariama Seidu, and Afishetu Alhassan. Issah
explained my work to them in Dagbani and why I was there in Savelugu.
“How is water distributed in Savelugu?” I asked.
Mrs. Seidu was quick to answer, “We have pipes placed at certain areas in

the town. People have a schedule and a certain time that their family or a
representative of their family can come to the pipes for water. Each family is
allotted a certain amount of water, depending on how many of them are in
the household. We must do this so everyone will have his or her fair share of
water.”
When community members come for water they are charged a specific

tariff for the amount they need. Tariffs are then collected and recorded in a
water accounting ledger. The family must then sign off for the water next to
their name or mark. This procedure is to verify with the inspectors and the
Water Board that the family has received their water and paid for it. To
double-check the transaction, there is also a meter on the main pump into
the town that indicates how much water has flowed from the pumps and
how much money should have been collected.
“The three of you work at the pumps throughout the day?” I asked.
“We have shifts,” said Mrs. Alhassan. “We are at the pumps for half the

day and then the next half of the day the next person comes. We work in
shifts and each distributor is responsible for the people getting the proper
amount of water they need and paying the right price for it. We must make
sure our books are accurate and true and that water is not wasted and that
everyone who is supposed to get their water from the pipe, gets the water
they need.”
“Are there ever any problems with people not wanting to pay for water or

trying to get more water than they are supposed to have?” I asked.
All the women then began looking at me amused and started shaking

their heads: “No, no, no!” they exclaimed with humor and surprise.
“I know the tariffs are small but what if someone cannot afford to pay

even the small price of the water?” I asked.
“They get the money from someone,” said Mrs. Seidu. “Somebody will

have it for them or they can get it from the Water Board … this is not a
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problem. It has not been a problem. People will pay for the water because
the price is small and they budget for it.”

“What was it like before the pumps and before you distributed your own
water?”

The women start laughing and shaking their heads. Mrs. Alhassan throws
up her hands and speaks: “We spent all our time thinking about water. In
the dry season, it was bad. We must worry about where to find it and how
far we must walk to get it. We fetch water from the pond in the morning so
our children can bathe and we can cook and clean for the day. We then go
back to fetch at night so we can have it for the evening, for dinner, and for
wash up. We worried about getting water all the time.”

Mrs. Seidu raises her skirt and shows me her guinea worm scar. I lean
over and rubmy hand against the scar. It has partially healed and left a raised
discolored mark, like someone who has been deeply cut on the leg. She tells
me, “I had guinea worm. Too many people around here get it from the
pond water. I was sick for a long time. I got it from fetching water. We
worry all the time about the children.”

Disturbed by the mark on her leg, I asked, “What would it be like for you
if you had water inside your house all the time and it flowed hot and cold,
and you could reach for the tap anytime you wanted it and get as much
water – even hot water – whenever you wanted, right inside your own
house?”

The women started laughing and clapping their hands. Mrs. Seidu stood
up from the table and starting dancing. Mrs. Alhassan raised her voice and
said, “I would not be sick! I would feel too good. No headaches, no worries.
We would be too happy! Hah! Too happy, like the people in the city!”

s c ene two : the s en s e o f b e i ng p r e s ent

A way of life for the 20 percent of the earth’s people who use 80 percent of the
planet’s resources will dispossess 80 percent of its people of their just share of the
resources and eventually destroy the planet. We cannot survive as a species if greed
is privileged and protected and the economics of the greedy set the rules for how we
live and die.24 (Vandana Shiva)

To create for the stage the living performances of everyday remembrances,
imaginings, and deeply felt encounters of ethnographic fieldwork is a radical
act of translation.25 Doing performance ethnography is a radical act of trans-
lation because it not only constitutes the ethics and the responsibility of
representation – “how a people are represented is how they are treated”26 –
the symbiotic relationship between macro and micro forces, the always
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unresolved engagement with “Otherness,” the geopolitical gap between those
of us who freely come and go and those who stay, but all this and more must
be translated multi-dimensionally for the stage, in/for the public – a public
translation which “the Other” more than likely will never cross the ocean to
see. And at still another level of translation is the factor of verisimilitude. In
the labor of staging ethnography, verisimilitude by replication is not the goal,
but howwell the enliveness of themetonymworks, that is “reasoning part-to-
part over synecdoche, reasoning part-to-whole.”27

This means the idea of replicating what happened in the field must be
replaced by the idea that the performance is actually comprised of and, in
fact, can be understood as a metonym – I present to you but an element to
represent a greater whole that is but a part of an even greater whole that is
the world of the field. It is really about the metonym and how well we can
re-present, embellish, and honor elements of that world – encapsulations
and their reverberations – to make the audience feel a sense of being present
within a greater part of a whole that is the dynamic experienced in the field.
Therefore, my deepest ethical dilemma in staging ethnographic data is not
the absence of the Other who cannot be there to see the show but how and
by what means I can make the audience that is there feel a sense of being
present with the Other in the Other’s actual absence. What metonymic
elements within the thick description of ethnographic habitation and co-
performance from a field far away can I create and stage to form a meto-
nymic expression – a part of a world – that re-presents and represents the
Other’s subjectivity and the social/political/psychological formations of that
subjectivity beautifully, memorably, and disturbingly to the point where
my audience feels present with Others in their world – in performance?
Moreover, how can I create a performance where the audience is both
inspired and disturbed by feeling/being present in that world? This ethno-
graphic sense of being present is not the same but a complement to “theatrical
presence”28 – a shared temporality, an “aura” and vulnerability of aliveness,
of being there together with the performers – this ethnographic presence is
adding a reversal to theatrical presence. The live performance thrives on the
shared space and time and the living moment between spectator and
performers: You are right here with me now, before my very eyes. It also thrives
on the transcendence of that very sharing of space and time: You, the
performer, exceed this common aliveness we share in space and time to become
something and to do something extraordinary within the distinctive frame of a
performance – the song, the dance, the story, the joke, the tightrope, the
character – you are both here and not here. And, finally, the live performance
thrives on vulnerability and risk that the tension of the “here/not here” will
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be shattered by the mistake – and therefore leaving us nervous – embar-
rassed – with only “the here.” You cannot fumble a line, miss a step, forget the
joke, fall from the tightrope, because you will shatter the “not here,” i.e.,
the extraordinary, the heightened mode of performance. We are spectators
to the distinction of the “here/not here” and the promise that the distinction
will remain intact, in place, and undisturbed.

The reversal of theatrical presence is an ethnographic presence that brings
to the “here/not here” the added spatial dimension of the “there.” The
simultaneity of here/not here is augmented by another simultaneous alive-
ness of a shared time but of a different space, a space that is “over there” far
from the theatre hall: Your living world is represented here with me at this time
and exists at this time that I sit here watching the performance; but you are not
here in this space, you are there in that space – the there space of Ghana. In other
words, it is the theatrics of live performance that are employed to bring the
“there” here so the audience may feel a sense of being there. You are there far
away right now; but, I feel a sense of being over there with you and being present
there in your world as you are absent in mine.

Being present, in this ethnographic sense, intensifies empathy by adding
something more to “I feel your pain.” It is the sense of being transported to a
place where you begin to feel the pain of a location – an affect of space.
Because ethnography is always grounded in a specific “location” and what
goes on inside that location, the place of that location becomes a “practiced
space.”29 From location to place to space comes a range of experiences,
inventions, memories, and desires where human beings make a place into a
space – a living organism comprised of immeasurable meaning and
emotions.

In performance ethnography, we empathize with individuals in the
spaces they help make and that in turn help make them. The ethnographic
sense of presence is empathic in that you feel the joy and pain of individuals.
Others are always and already attached to a space, the space that generates,
affects, and harbors emotion. The space, therefore, is not a neutral place but
an emotional landscape, an organism of human activity and emotion. To
feel a sense of presence is to enter the myriad of yearnings that constitute a
space. Also, this ethnographic scene of being present is not a move toward
Derrida’s “metaphysics of presence”30 as a hierarchy of truth, but toward an
ephemeral moment where distinct pieces, distinct phenomena – metony-
mic ontologies – combine and converge to momentarily transport you to a
time and space you have never been before and in a way that haunts you – in
a way that impresses you.31 Epiphany is key here; presence is impressive
because the convergence and arrangement of all elements in this moment
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create a phenomenon – a complex of signification – that is particular to this
convergence/arrangement, thereby invoking a new experience, a sudden
understanding or realization that is quintessentially geographic. In the
ethnographic sense of presence the realization is always linked to a new
and different space, a different geography.

The performance – short of water

It was August 2005. Eight months had passed since my last visit to Savelugu
with Issah in December of 2004. I returned to follow up on the progress of
the water distribution system and to speak again with Mariama, Afishetu,
andMariama. Issah picked me up as usual that morning from the lodge. He
had an even brighter smile on his face than at our last meeting in December.
He told me the news that he and Rashida were expecting a baby.
With the good news, we set out for Savelugu. On the drive, we began

talking about our last trip and the pride of the Savelugu community in
managing their water system. We were both very interested to get back and
witness how the town was succeeding since our last visit. When we finally
arrived, we were told that “all the pumps were locked.” The water was not
flowing from any of the pumps. People had gone back to the pond to fetch

2.3: Women and children at pond fetching water in Savelugu
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water. What Issah and I discovered that August day when we arrived in
Savelugu is captured in the following segment of Water Rites.

Staging the scene
Live footage and enlarged images of men, women, and children in action
and fetching brown water from a pond are projected on the two large
screens hanging upstage right and left of the stage. The footage being
projected is the video recording I taped that day in August when Issah
and I visited a pond in Savelugu. The large screens give the appearance of
“framing” the stage and wrapping the audience inside the moving images so
the audience feels the pervasiveness of the projections as if they are nearly
inside the screen, inside the images and action being projected, giving them
a sense of being present inside the pond.

There are two Recorders, R1 and R2, who narrate the actions unfolding
that are simultaneously projected on the two screens.

r1 Issah and I are leaving Tamale on our way to Savelugu.
r2 The last time I was there it was still a model of community control.

The people had negotiated with civil society, the public water com-
pany, and the government to take control of their own water.

r1 I am coming back now to seeMariama, Afishetu, andMariama, women
who worked at the pumps, overseeing the distribution of water.

r2 Issah and I arrive. The women have been waiting for me, and with
smiles and laughter, they come to the car. We greet each other with
warm embraces.

r1 In this moment it feels like there has been no passage of time between
now and when I last saw them. It feels amazingly empowering to be
here, with them, now.

r2 They want to take me to the water pumps right away.
r1 It is a bit odd to see the pumps before sitting down to talk. But I

follow.
r2 Now I realize the urgency. The pumps are locked. There is no flowing

water in any of the standpipes of Savelugu. The only available water is
from the nearest pond or dam.

r1 We will go: Issah, Mariama, Afishetu, Mariama, and Mariama’s son
Ibrahim – we will go to the pond. I want to see for myself how they
collect their water – most of the people of Savelugu never had tap
water in their homes or private bathrooms with flushing toilets.

r2 We arrive. We walk a small distance to the pond.
r1 On the way, I see a woman scooping water from a hole in the ground.

128 Acts of Activism



r2 She has been scooping water from this small hole with quickness and
determination, all the while being very careful not to spill the precious-
ness of her labor.

r1 Wewalk further down the path and come to the pond. There are men,
women, and children all gathered.

r2 Three boys on a donkey are working feverishly hard filling large barrels
with water they’ve tied to the donkey’s back. They are going to sell the
water for a small and reasonable price.

r1 Enough for their labor and their lives and for thosewhodonot come to the
pond.

r2 These boys fetch water from the pond six times a day.
r1 When all the barrels are finally filled to capacity, they begin to pull the

donkey out of the pond.
r2 But the donkey cannot withstand the weight.
r1 The donkey falls forward.
r2 Water pours out from all the barrels.
r1 & r2 (Repeat in succession.) The boys start again.
r1 People gather at the pond: women with large buckets and plastic

containers – some balancing the water on their heads, others on a
long wooden cart –

r2 There is a man with one arm who steps behind a container because he
doesn’t want me to see him fetch water –

r1 There are small children who carry buckets half their size and double
their weight – one child on one side of the bucket, another on the
other side.

r2 This water, here where I stand, every drop is a necessity for life.
r1 This water that is valued here – that is the arbiter between life and

death – is not clean.
r2 It is mud-brown.
r1 This water requires sterilization under fire in a large metal pot before it

can be consumed.
r2 Over 5 million people a year die from illnesses linked to unsafe

drinking water, unclean domestic environments, and improper
sanitation.

r1 They are mostly under five years of age.
r2 At any time over half the population in the developing world suffers

from one or more of six diseases associated with water and sanitation.
r1 Diarrhea.
r2 Ascarsis.
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r1 Guinea worm.
r2 Hookworm.
r1 Schistosomiasis.
r2 Trachoma.
r1 Later that day, Iliasu came by my flat in Tamale.
r2 I told him I had been to Savelugu earlier. I told him about the scene at

the pond.
r1 I told him that as we were leaving the pond – the irony of cosmic

opposites boasted and teased because all of a sudden it began pouring
down rain – loud and torrential rain.

r2 Iliasu took a deep breath. He spoke about harvesting rainwater and
the initiatives he and others were making to preserve water and build
hand pumps.

r1 I asked him what happened to Savelugu. During my last trip, the
standpipes were flowing, but now they are locked. What happened to
the local control and distribution of water that international water
activists fight for and that Savelugu made happen? Is this what the
down cycle is like when it is not Savelugu’s turn for water?

r2 Iliasu said: “It is not just communities, municipalities, and nation
states gaining control and efficiency that are at the root of this problem
of water.

r1 The problem is Development and the effects the global economy has
on Development.

r2 You can’t talk about getting at the root cause of water unless you are
ready to talk about global capitalism.

r1 And about ownership, distribution, and profit on an international
scale.

r2 Iliasu said: “We don’t have water in Savelugu because to service this
region of Ghana equitably and fairly

r1 it will take 14 million gallons of water a day
r2 and three major artery pumps connected to one of Ghana’s main water

sources.
r1 Right now he said:
r2 Two pumps together supplied 4.5million gallons of water (Pause) but

only one pump is working.
r1 We are one pump
r2 and over 2 million gallons
r1 short of water
r2 short of water.
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Both the images and sounds from the pond filled the theatre. The voices of
men, women, and children were heard as well as the sounds of water
splashing and being scooped and poured. The projection of the boys at
the pond that day with their donkey filling up large barrels of mud-brown
pond water was displayed larger than life on the two screens. As the
audience listened to the varying sounds of the pond and the narration of
that moment by the Recorders, they also watched, on screen, the three boys
struggle to steady the donkey as they tied large barrels on the donkey’s back.
They saw the boys cover the large barrels with plastic and tie a string around
them. They witnessed the boys struggle to pull the donkey out of the water.
Then the donkey’s leg buckled under from the pressure and he fell as water
poured out from the barrel. They witnessed the boys start all over again.
Watching the audience watching the pond at Savelugu felt surreal as though
I was not only “here/not here/there” but also “here again” inside the “there”
moments of the pond – in addition to the “here/not here” of live perform-
ance, and a sense of being present in the “there” moments of the pond at
Savelugu, I kept remembering back to the day I was actually there and how it
felt to be there for the first time, in that original moment. It was during the
final performances when I began to realize and pay attention to the double
sensation of a sense of being there, both within the immediacy of the audience
and the remembrance of being there at the pond. I also realized that what
I hoped for the audience is what we hope for in the work of performance
ethnography, is that the audience feels some semblance, some fragment,
some sense, of what it felt like for you when you were inside the “there.”

The field picking up where the performance ends – August 2004

When we all returned from the pond and the rain started to pour, Mariama,
Afishetu, and Mariama told Issah and me to go on ahead; they would meet
us back at the center shortly. There was something they needed to do. Issah
and I stood at the door. It was raining down sheets of water; you could
hardly see in front of you because the pouring rain cast a blurry haze upon
everything. The irony of fetching water from a dirty pond and floods of
rainwater unabashedly pouring down before me was incomprehensible as
we stood at the door. The rain was loud and angry and seemed to beat down
on the concrete surface of the veranda with a vengeance.
On the drive back from Savelugu, Issah looked straight ahead at the road.

We were both uncharacteristically quiet on the way back to Tamale. When
there is so much to consider, when an experience catches you off guard and
expectations have turned into a lingering and sad wanting, sometimes the
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weight of quietness grips you and it is all that you can give in those
moments. Issah was deep in thought at the wheel of the car. We had been
riding for about ten minutes without speaking when Issah softly spoke as
though we were in the middle of a conversation – the silent conversation we
were both having in our heads:

“Water is rationed between Savelugu and Tamale, and it’s being rationed
between the surrounding towns. There are competing demands for water.
Savelugu can claim some amount of water but not enough for everyone. Each
town and community is rationed a portion of water. They give a portion to
one place at one period of time and another place at a different period of time.
The places take turns for water. It is a problem of low pressure. Those areas
that are uphill and further away from the booster station are suffering. It is
difficult to pump water to those areas. The pressure is too low. The machi-
nery does not have the capacity to pump enough water to those areas.”

“What will it take to get the infrastructure or the machines that are
needed?”

“It will take the will of the government to do what needs to be done.
They need to set priorities. Water needs to be a priority.”

“Do you think if they privatize people of Savelugu will get water
consistently?”

“No. The people of Savelugu will not be able to afford the tariffs private
companies will charge, besides government must be made to do what is
right and necessary to provide the people with water. Water is a human
right. Nobody should take over the public access andmanagement of public
water but the public. The government must assure that all of its people have
the right to water. Water is life and not a profit-making commodity.”

As we were pulling up to the lodge, it was still pouring down rain, and
I suddenly realized why the women had asked us to go on ahead. It was so
they could gather buckets to harvest the rain water.

Iliasu’s visit
Later that night, as I was waiting for Iliasu to come for a visit so we could
talk more about water, I was still thinking about the difference between my
very first trip to Savelugu and the irony of the rain that morning. I wrote
my thoughts in my field journal:

Savelugu won their water battle, it was proof that privatization was not the ultimate
remedy for efficiency and getting water to people, but today people were at the
pond fetching dirty water… two pumps and 10million gallons short of water is yet
another world water travesty. The people of Savelugu did all they could do to get
water to their town. They did it step by step, methodically, and they put their plan
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in motion. It was like clockwork and people were getting the water they needed.
Something is very, very wrong.

When Iliasu finally arrived, I shared the thoughts of my journal entry with
him, and he calmly responded by saying “Yes. This is why you cannot
separate water from the politics of development.”
“What do you mean?”
“First, as a nation we must stop dealing in party politics – partisan

politics. One president gets in office with his people and he changes the
plans and operations of the fellow before him. We cannot make sustained
progress if we do not have stable governance to address issues like water.
This party rivalry is making our people suffer and the government useless to
the people whose security depends on it, like the security of access to water.
We need continuity and a consistent commitment to set forth a develop-
ment agenda. Not a government in flux with plans that is here today and
gone tomorrow. Government must make a serious long-range commitment
to issues of development in this country, and water is just one of the issues.”
“How is this done?”
“We need experts from all the parties to come together. Experts must

come together in specific fields such as health care, education, and water.
Each field meets and shares ideas with other experts in that field – no matter
their party affiliation or what region of the country they come from. They
must all bring their knowledge together at the table and develop a plan.
They must then develop a course and strategy of how the plan will be
implemented. If they need more experts to do this, then they seek greater
advice and counsel. But all this takes people coming together with the
expertise and crossing party lines.”
“Government needs to bring experts together like the people of Savelugu

did when they planed their agenda for water?”
Iliasu is adamant, “It is a development problem. Government must

address it within a larger development agenda.”
“If they don’t get it right, would you be in favor of privatization?” I asked,

knowing the answer but wanting to hear it in Iliasu’s own words.
He spoke strongly, “Privatization will never work in Ghana. It has failed

in other parts of the world. It is not an option. We have a government and a
public utilities system that we must make accountable.”

The performance – the donkey-cart seller

The performance intends to personalize young men who sell water by
situating them as subjects within their own story and narrative history.
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This donkey-cart seller is a composite character named Ibrahim who gives
us a glimpse of what it means to sell water from the back of a donkey.
I wrote the Ibrahim monologue from information and experiences gathered
in the field over the years pertaining to donkey-cart sellers, guinea worm,
and how families manage through the perils of water access. The small story
of Ibrahim brought a name, history, desire, and specificity to the prior
image of the boy on screen. It was intended to more fully narrate and
imagine the inner lives of those who sell water off the backs of donkeys
and the consequences of their labor.

Staging the scene
Projected on the two large screens are four sequential images from photo-
graphs I took that day at the pond of a young donkey-cart seller. He is a boy
about the age of fourteen years. In various images he stands with his donkey.
Each image fades into the next as the following monologue is performed.
The character, Ibrahim, stands on a platform just below the screen. His
shadow is cast over half the screen. The second screen projects the same
sequence of images, and seated below it are R1 and R2 focused on the screen
as they take notes in their journals. The boy Ibrahim enters the platform
upstage left and speaks.

My name is Ibrahim, I’m from Savelugu,
I’m fourteen years old and I sell water.
I’m what the people call a “donkey-cart water seller.”
I go down to the pond every day with my donkey and I fetch water.
My younger brother goes with me.
We travel about five miles every day, back and forth, to the pond.
We sell water to the people here.
There are other donkey-cart water sellers, but we are the best!
Some of the old people and the sick people can’t carry the water or walk to

fetch it;
And the people who take care of them are too busy – the pond is too far!
Sometimes the pond will dry up, and we have to search for water.
My brothers and me are very, very happy because we have our own donkey.
We are blessed to have this donkey.
We get up in the morning before the sun and we get a rope and we tie the

rope to many, many buckets around the donkey’s back. Then we start
our first walk to the pond.

Me, my brother, and the donkey get inside the pond where the water is full
and plenty.

134 Acts of Activism



My brother fills up the bowls and pours water in the buckets that we have
fastened to the donkey’s back. I hold the donkey very, very carefully so
the donkey won’t slide and fall down and spill the water back into the
pond.

The water is heavy.
My brother pours and pours and I hold on …
When the buckets are all filled and my little brother’s back is tired, we leave
the pond.

We start the journey with our donkey to sell water to the people who
need it.

When the water is sold, we go back to the pond and we start all over
again …

I hold onto the donkey and my brother fills up the buckets.
We fetch water from the pond six times a day.
My mother worries that my brother and me will get the guinea worm from
the water.

Many people around here have gotten guinea worm from the water.
But we have not gotten any guinea worm, not yet.
My mother has guinea worm and my little sister.
My little sister was sick for a long, long time.
You are very blessed when you don’t get guinea worm because you can keep
working and fetching water and making money to live.

They pulled the worm out of my little sister’s leg and in a few days she felt
better.

Oh, it was a big, long guinea worm.
It looked longer and bigger than my little sister’s leg.
My mother said she could not fetch water anymore. So, it’s just my brother
and me.

If I get guinea worm, I will worry.
Who will hold the donkey?
My mother told me that when she was a young girl they had plenty, plenty
water –

Water flowed from the pipes. Oh! From the pipes, everyday!
They bathed, and washed, and drank, and never got sick –
No tired back, no guinea worm, no worry.
When my mother was a young girl fresh, clean water flowed from the pipes.
Not any more.

The pond scene was a community water rite. It was embodied and embed-
ded in the practices of daily life. It was simultaneously routine,
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extraordinary, ludic, and tragic. One must fetch water every day – several
times in a day – because one must also stay alive. This is not a matter of
choice, and, as a result, it is both routine and monumental. The pond is a
survival point, and its extraordinary routine-ness requires daily rituals where
friendship, familiarity, and play take form. I witnessed children playing
together, women joyfully sharing local stories, men jokingly competing for
the attention of women. In this presence of the ludic is the tragic: guinea
worm, the dry season, brown water, and the endless burden of worrying
about access to water and the toll it takes on one’s body and one’s mind. It
brings us back to the small and monumental story in performance that
serves as the metonym for the weight of water in Savelugu and the innu-
merable ponds across the globe.

The day Issah and I went to the pond there was a group of women that
arrived with a flat-board wagon they pulled to the pond, carrying two large
metal barrels of water. As they pulled the flat-board closer to the edge of the
pond, two other women spotted them ahead. They waved to the women
pulling the load and began laughing and talking. The two ran to the sides of
the board to help the other women bring the barrels in closer to the water.
All the women were laughing and talking as they pulled the flat-board along
the water’s edge. Two of the women who pulled the flat-board wagon
climbed up on the board and circled around the larger barrels on top.
The other two women went knee-deep into the pond each with plastic
buckets they filled with water and then handed them to the women stand-
ing on the board. The four women, in repetitive and rhythmic motion of
bending, filling, lifting, and pouring, were talking and laughing with each
other throughout their labor. They spotted me with my camera and then
started shaking their heads and pointing with more laugher, in a gesture
I interpreted as, “Isn’t she silly.” I smiled at them, shook my head, and
shrugged my shoulders in a gesture of “Yes, I do feel silly with this camera
and these bags, losing balance and tripping over my feet with every step, as
you work pulling flat-board wagons and pouring water to live.” I shrugged
my shoulders and put the camera down. They saw my embarrassment, then
waved at me, smiled, and immediately went back to their lifting, pouring,
and conversation. When the man with one arm saw me and hid behind a
cart, I put my camera away and asked Issah to let him know the camera was
now packed away. He came out from behind the water cart and began
fetching water with the other men who then started joking with him for
hiding from the camera. He began laughing with the men, then he smiled
and nodded his head at me in appreciation for putting away the camera. It
was one of those moments where the ethnographer feels foolish and small
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and foreign against the magnitude of what Others must do within the
challenges and demands of their home places. At this writing, the man who
did not want to be seen on camera is more than likely still fetching water
from the pond, and the women are more than likely still pulling enormously
heavy flat-board wagons, and the donkey is more than likely still stumbling
under the weight of water when the pipes are locked in Savelugu. Or am
I guilty, in the sentiment of Johannes Fabian, of fixing the Other in Time?
The imperialist gaze that denies coevalness, agency, and a living dynamic
presence of the Other is beyond the stagnant moment of the ethnographic
report and observation. Right now I might also discuss the noble purpose of
my work that requires that I carry a camera, or I might write on and on to
demonstrate how self-reflexive I am about my positionality and the very,
very fraught and complicated presence of “the camera” in fieldwork, but I
cannot because who I am and why I was there on that day still feels small
and awkward – even now in the memory of that very particular moment as
people fetch and worry over water for their survival.
My sense of being present at the pond, when the women pointed and

laughed and when the man with one arm hid behind a water container, was
overcome by feelings of awkwardness and embarrassment for what felt like
the spectacle of my video camera and the canvas bag dangling across my
shoulder bursting with field journals, tape recorders, sunglasses, maps, and
insect repellent – the intrusive voyeur making exotica of a people’s everyday
survival practices. As the donkey could no longer hold the weight of the
water and the barrel spilled from the wagon, the only assistance I offered was
to tape-record it for visual consumption for an academic audience thou-
sands of miles away.
It is the body-to-body engagement in the field that is the mark of

ethnographic method in all its entanglements of necessity and purpose on
one hand and awkwardness and shame on the other. I did feel shame when
the man seeing me wanted to hide: it was his shame for having one arm to
fetch water, and it was my shame for making him feel ashamed. As
ethnographers we understand we must carry our camera and our fieldwork
gear on our body. It comes with the territory. We are in the field to do good
work.We want to feel that our workmatters. But those moments of “feeling
like a fool”32 always slip in and out of our work, just as those slippery
moments of inspiration and purposefulness do. Feeling like a fool and
feeling purposeful will alternate like waves, in varying levels and tensions,
one upon the other. But what is for sure is that in fieldwork one must live
with both – feeling foolish and feeling inspired. The tension must always
remain unresolved because it is that very tension that keeps us circumspect
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about our intrusions, and concerned that our voyeurism is not gratuitous.
Feeling like a fool and shame prevent our purposeful aims and our heartfelt
inspiration from being grander or more sought out than the well-being of
the Othered lives we interact with body to body.

The very tension between shame and purposefulness that is not simply
unresolved but required for the ethnographer is the opposite case for the
audience and reader. Because, in the ethnographic sense of being present, we
hope to “transport” the audience from here to there, we do not want them
to feel like fools or feel ashamed for being there. I do not want my audience
to feel like intrusive voyeurs. However, for me, I know these tensions keep
me mindful of the dignity of the people who belong to a place because if
I am not conscious of what it feels like to be foolish, if I am oblivious to
feelings of shame, what will prevent me from producing representations and
performances that are foolish and shameful? I am acutely aware of the fact
that I have felt ashamed in the field and I have felt foolish, and I try to pay
attention to the oncoming threats of each so I don’t fall over the edge of
either – sometimes I lose balance and fall, and sometimes I maintain my
balance and continue cautiously along the edge. When these moments
occur it is this acute awareness that causes me to pay even greater attention
to how I am representing Others in my work, in what form and by what
means. There can be no image anywhere in my work of the man who hid
behind the container; it would shame him and, as a result, it would shame
me and my audience. However, there is a different ethical choice as it relates
to feeling like a fool. I will represent work that casts me as a fool, if it sheds
greater light on Others, on my purpose, or on the sense of being present,
because I am ultimately in control and responsible for all three. I determine
which is the priority – a foolish representation of myself for the greater aims
of purpose and a sense of being present. I hold the authority to make the
choice. But to use my authority as ethnographer/director to present Others
as foolish, or to cause my audience to feel foolish as witnesses would be
ethically problematic and, moreover, it would be a performance failure. The
ethnographic sense of being present is to travel to another world (inside the
temporality of performance) without shame and without feeling foolish (at
least in this instance) because the aim is empathy and a sense of what it
means to belong there, in that location. The ethnographic sense of being
present is ultimately about a simulation of belonging. The simulation of
belonging is a glimpse, a remnant, a fleeting sensation of what it means to
fetch water all morning with your donkey and then pull the stumbling
donkey from mud-brown water as your labor spills back into the pond and
you must start all over again. The simulation enters into what it means to
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worry about getting sick with guinea worm at fourteen years old because
you can’t miss a day of fetching water. An unencumbered path from the
ethnographer’s foolishness, awkwardness, and shame must be cleared away
for empathy and for the audience to embrace simulations of belonging at
the pond that day.

s c en e thr e e : th e a im to p rovok e

The big question is: Should water be available and affordable to all or affordable
only to a few privileged households? It is feared that the privatization of water, if not
carefully managed, can result in water being denied the poor through profit-driven
tarrification… those in favor of privatization have argued that most Ghanaians are
willing to pay for good water but this argument misses the crucial point, which is
that most Ghanaians may be willing to pay but they cannot afford to pay! OUR
MINDS SHOULD FOCUS ON AFFORDABILTY NOTWILLINGNESS!! In
poor areas … shallow hand-dug wells have become important sources of drinking
water. Some of these wells are situated near large open drains and some are very
close to pit latrines with a high possibility of leakage and seepage. In the cities, the
poor are not unaware of the health implications of drinking water from shallow
wells but, given the current tariff levels, they hardly have any choice. In rural areas,
even among a few communities that have access to boreholes for their water supply,
many have gone back to the use of river water, stagnant ponds, and shallow
untreated hand-dug wells because of the prohibitive maintenance and operation
costs that these communities are expected to bear through the imposition of user
fees.33 (Rudolf Amenga-Etego)

From the sense of being present, we now move to the aim to provoke that comes
with un-ease and a desire to “respond back” at what is being presented before
us. It was time to contrast two worlds of water consumption and the
implications of different water cultures: how some get their drinking water
from a dirty pond is very different from how some of us get it from bottled
water. Just as the pond scene reflected how drinking water is consumed in one
part of the world, it was time to make a contrast with how drinking water is
consumed in another part of the world. The performance was going to
address the idea of different water cultures and the problem of inequity.
Water cultures involve day-to-day experiences that include physical

spaces, objects, and bodies that constitute patterns of use or inconspicuous
consumption. Water cultures involve people’s habits and expectations, as
well as their emotional, affective, aesthetic, and spiritual values and beliefs,
like washing a baby in the public market, fetching water from a local pond,
or pulling fallen children from a well. As the extraordinary (un)spectacular
dimensions of daily life – the small stories – were performed onstage and in
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the field, they were also specific “rituals of water use that have become, to a
great extent, routine, inconspicuous consumption.”34

The comparison between “first” world and “third” world water is both
striking and ironic. The plastic water bottle of the former in contrast to the
community standpipe of the latter (or the pond, or whatever it takes to
harvest water during the rainy season) are worlds apart. This is also true in
many cases with the developing-world city versus the developing-world
village. The irony is that the semiotics of the water bottle industry attempt
to give the illusion of a natural source – a spring, well, or pond in a
mysterious place, i.e., the illusion of an original water source deriving
directly from nature that is earthly pure and crystal-mountain pristine –
which masks the hidden abode of corporate processes and profit.

The glass and plastic bottles that hold the illusion of a natural source are at
one end of the water spectrum while guinea-worm-infested ponds that are
the reality of a natural source are at the other. The “nature” illusion of the
former constitutes labor processes of management, marketing, and profit,
while the “nature” reality of the latter constitutes labor processes of finding,
fetching, loss, and disease.

The performance intended to represent and trouble the idea of nature’s
water source coming from a bottle by presenting water as an embryonic
force of creation, a mystic ideal of nature, and a desired commodity.

In one scene from Water Rites, sounds of water splashing rise and the
Savelugu pond is projected on both screens. As the sounds of water rise to a
high pitch, the actors upstage simultaneously rise from their islands as if
they were moving through water. Feeling the opposing force of the water,
the actors rise and begin to search among countless plastic water bottles
covering the stage floor. Each actor is sorting and searching among the
various bottles to find the special one that will take them back to the natural
spring – a utopian water haven. They read the various labels on the bottles
and examine the size and shape of the bottles until they find the one they
want. When each actor finds the “right” water bottle, they reach to the floor
against the force of the water and lie down on the stage floor holding the
bottle in various semi-fetal positions with their backs to the audience,
resting in the womb of water.

The actors moved through water to convey its cosmic force and how we
are encompassed by water in the womb before birth, as well as by rivers,
lakes, and oceans on earth. The search for the water bottles juxtaposed water
as a natural force in contrast to the commercialism (and elitism) of water
bottle brands. The image of the actors lying on the stage floor – or at the
bottom of the ocean – holding the water bottles in a fetal position brings the
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audience back to the stark contrast between the dependence of the planet on
water, for life and human conception on one hand, and the “evolution” of
water in capitalist production in the desire to buy purified water for health
or as a convenient luxury on the other.

The performance – the three myths of privatization

The stage is set with two islands. One island is juxtaposed or in contrast to the
other to give the effect of opposites. On the island stage right, projected on
the screen is a powerpoint demonstration entitled “Three Myths of
Privatization.” A male character, Mr. Big, representing corporate water busi-
ness, stands on a platform just downstage of the powerpoint image.Mr. Big is
standing in position ready to give his powerpoint presentation on the Myths
of Privatization. Sitting in a circle below Mr. Big are enthusiastic but rather
recalcitrant students. The young students are confused by Mr. Big’s presen-
tation and ask him a series of questions. They are eager to learn but need
clarification on the many contradictions within Mr. Big’s presentation.
Standing stage right of Mr. Big is his sentinel. The sentinel is a fierce and
ominous-looking character. She gives the appearance of being more threat-
ening than Mr. Big. When the students begin to frustrate Mr. Big with their
questions, Mr. Big signals to the sentinel to stop them. She stops them by
giving them a look and a gesture to sit down. This is enough for them to sit
back down and keep quiet, for they fear her power even more than they fear
Mr. Big. The scene is performed with great exaggeration.

mr. big Good Evening. MyName is Mr. Big. Tonight I shall present for
you THE THREE MYTHS OF P-R-I-V-A-T-I-Z-A-T-I-O-N. Let me
introduce myself. My name is “humanity.” I am a human being.
I believe that all human beings have the right to life, to liberty, and
toWATER…Water… I love water. I think all God’s children should
have water. God and I have a lot in common. We are both providers.
God provides the water but not the pipes.

Then I step in as your Pipe-Provider: Great BIG Pipes with great BIG
Water.

Clean, safe, AFFORDABLE water. I believe that water is a human right.
And because it is a human right, I believe in the sanctity, the efficiency, and

the humanity of ownership and the private sector. (Interruption)
tracy a. Mr. Big, oh Mr. Big: You mean “privatization”?
mr. big Well, yes. Of course, this is a presentation on THE THREE

MYTHS OF PRIVATIZATION!
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tracy a. (Very rebellious against Mr. Big) This provocation that is priva-
tization. The public sector demands people before profit ’cause price is
the pollution in these water wars. Water lords juxtaposed with water
serfs. We must recover our desire to treat water with respect!

mr. big (Looking down on her with disdain) YOU ARE A PROBLEM.
tracy a (Still talking back) Right side, cold water! Left side, hot!

(The sentinel snaps her fingers and gives Tracy a threatening stare. Tracy
reluctantly sits down.)

mr. big (Straightens himself up and gets back into “presentation
mode.”) Privatization is a complex phenomenon. Water is a complex phe-

nomenon. BUT! When we put them together – oh, it is oh so easy.
(A second interruption)

ashley (Earnestly concerned and frustrated) They say that one third of
Africa’s people live under scarce water conditions. They say that thirty
liters of water a day is what you need to survive. And then they tell me
that the average US citizen uses five hundred liters of water a day?
What is wrong with my country I wonder? They say that sanitation is
the key. They say that 80 percent of sickness comes from water. They
say that in certain areas 80 percent of the pollution destroying water
comes from untreated human wastes!

mr. big (Jumps to console her.) Of course it is terrible! terrible! terrible!
This is why we must help those people, make life better for them.
I know what is best for them.

ashley (Interrupting) But Mr. Big, oh, Mr. Big –
mr. big Too many questions. (Sentinel steps out and stares at Ashley.

Ashley is intimidated by her presence and sits back down.) I shall now
recite the THE THREE MYTHS OF PRIVITIZATION! MYTH
NUMBER ONE: “PROFIT BEFORE PEOPLE.” Reeeediculous!
We believe in EFFICIENCY! – Organized water delivery driven by
the competitive forces of the market. In Privatization, Efficiency is not
an option – it’s a requirement. When people can’t develop and manage
their own water systems – we develop and manage for them!
Efficiency – it makes everyone happy! And they will thank us for it!
Cherry Picking? Did I hear someone say Cherry Picking – giving to
the rich who can pay, only to take from the poor who cannot – oh!
Not nice AT All! Never!

shannon (Interrupts very meekly.) But what about the shareholders!
Don’t, don’t they de-de-demand a profit?
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mr. big (Barks back!) Are you being difficult, Young Lady?
shannon (Startled by his anger) Oh, nonononononononono!
mr. big I will not answer that on the grounds that it may intimidate me!
kerstin (Recalcitrant and forceful) The fundamental issue is that the

poor are not profitable. God provided the water but not the pipes.
Not to be confused with God, but that pyramid of power, those big
rich countries, that WTO, that IMF, they swoop in with their
pipes and their pumps and their technology and INSIST that THIS
is the way to do it. Don’t get in our way, or we will mess you up!
You want help? Here it is. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth my
friend because this horse is sick and untrustworthy, but it’s a horse
nonetheless. (Sentinel steps forward … Kerstin sits down.)

mr. big (Ignoring Kerstin) MYTH NUMBER TWO: LACK OF
TRANSPARENCY. Hah! As if I had anything to hide! We have
been accused of making private agreements with governments and
politicians. We have been accused of not listening to the LOCAL
people, not recognizing their own local water systems, or not including
them in negotiations, OF NOT BEING DEMOCRATIC!!!

cristina g (Stands up and speaks boldly.) Water, water everywhere,
and not a drop to drink … el agua es del pueblo, carajo! The
water’s of the people, dammit!! (Sentinel steps toward Cristina, and
she sits.)

mr. big MYTH NUMBER THREE: CONDITIONALITIES.
Number three is a terrible, terrible myth – we have been accused of
attaching “strings” to international aid, to loans, to debt relief – they
accuse us of such crass, such miserable, such deplorable methods of
forcibly implementing water privatization. As if anyone wouldn’t
want to privatize in the first place. They say we demand water
privatization in return for aid, debt relief, loans … oh, the things we
have to put up with …

melora (Frustrated with the sentinel and Mr. Big, Melora rises and
speaks.) But wait! There is something wrong here! You are not telling

the whole truth! There is more to …

(The others join Melora and speak in protest at Mr. Big’s presentation. They are
about to rise from their seats. The powerpoint presentation ends. The sentinel
signals for Mr. Big to leave, and he runs off the stage. The sentinel stands on
the platform and takes his place. The protesting students turn to the
FunkyBreakdown Café and freeze.)
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FunkyBreakdown café
On the island stage left of Mr. Big are a group of slam poets who will
deconstruct the claims of Mr. Big in their own vernacular poetics. They
are all relaxing on the platforms in various casual, “super cool” poses.
They are urbane and irreverent. They are watching and listening to
Mr. Big from the opposite side of the stage at their poetry slam scene.
They have been listening to the entire Mr. Big presentation and also
listening to the sentinel and the students. Although they gesture at the
absurdity of Mr. Big, they are calm and unaffected by his claims. They
wait their chance to speak. The lights go down on the Mr. Big scene and
come up on the FunkyBreakdown Poets. Still sitting in their “super cool”
positions as the lights come up, one of the poets, Marie, comes downstage
to introduce them: “Welcome to the spoken word FunkyBreakdown
Café!” One by one the poets come centerstage to riff on water. The
following poem by Tracy Walker serves as one example.

The performer, Tracy Walker, comes downstage from the
“FunkyBreakdown Café” and speaks out to the audience. The poem is
performed in the rhythm and cadence of a spoken-word poet. She gestures
every line and with detailed, flowing movements playfully and critically
enacts her satire on bottled water.

Disdain, Sapphire Hills, Poland Spring, Spring Mills, Mountain Glacier,
Mountain Valley, Crystal Geyser, Perrier, Aquarian, Aqua Fiji,
Appalachian, Alpine,

America!
Our bottled water lines betray our privilege.
We buy evian-evi-expensive $2, $3, $5 bottles thinkin’ we gettin’ shit from

some nymph in a natural spring somewhere.
Somewhere, some nymph handing out some natural life elixir …
Noonewants to think, Imean, you all might not want to think that 25 percent

of those nymphs look a lot like your kitchen sink.
We have flavored water, sparkling water, vitamin water, energy water, and

designer water sold in glass containers.
While America has top quality drinking water at our finger tips!
We buy plastic bottles to take our sips.
We buy plastic bottles to have our water fresh / our water clean / our water

pure / our water
natural.
Our thirst for quote PURITY is our country’s drive for quote PURITY.
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Our flight from mental poverty when we ignore our tapped water
privilege …

as we are so privileged when we drink our bottled water.
Now … I want to make a statement about privilege.
Privilege is just another word for degree of separation, of remove.
We are so removed from want, from true want for the necessities
of life that we claim brand loyalty for the necessities of life.
We can claim brand loyalty to our source of survival like we claim fidelity to
a football team, that’s why we are privileged.

Our privilege is as marketed as our bodies have become and both slip most
easily into civil invisibility …

We are picky about our water. We ARE. I am.
I have a bottled water brand preference and IWILL exercise my right to buy
that brand.

That’s privilege. This is privilege. But this is America.
What we must know is that our privilege has costs, and those corporations
will take water from foreign lands to feed our inclination toward brand
filtration.

Tomaintain our disbelief in our own water quality and the healing powers of
purified labeling.
They will push the privatized privilege on foreign lands until water itself
seems like a privilege for those who can afford to pay for it.

Water? A Privilege?

TheMr. Big/FunkyBreakdown segment was in sharp contrast to the Savelugu/
Ibrahim segment. Here, we now turn from the sense of being present
toward the aim to provoke. The aim to provoke in that we wanted the audience
to make judgments, choose a side, begin to feel oppositional to/with the
polemics being performed. First, our purpose was not so much to stir
compassion or empathy for individuals and their location through a sense
of being present as it was to stir critique, evaluation, and judgment, and to
stand outside presence as self-aware respondents evaluating ideas. Second,
the fourth wall was blatantly mocked and traversed as Mr. Big and the
Funky Poets acknowledged and often pandered to the audience, perform-
atively ridiculed, and deconstructed the notion of crossing over into another
and different realm of meaning and action. The actors crossed over with
playfulness and braggadocio, leaving the audience no fourth wall of illusion
to enter.
Provocation replaces presence by interrupting empathy for argument. It

was a matter of juxtaposing presence with provocation throughout the
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scene that formed its dramatic rhythm. Specific to Mr. Big/Funky Poet’s
scene, the aim to provoke relied on the central modes of parody and
satire. In replacing presence, parody and satire stirred provocation and
served the dual purpose of also resisting and avoiding didacticism. The
purpose of the Mr. Big/FunkyBreakdown scene was to present the basic
arguments against the corporate privatization of water without falling
into didacticism.

Mr. Big and the Funky Poets made political points about water privati-
zation and the inequity of access and affordability that compose the gulf
between developing world countries and those draining the world
water supply. The challenge was how to make political points and be an
effective advocate for water democracy without preaching a soapbox
harangue. The use of parody/satire is often the way out of this problem.
If parody is “ironic conversion” and “imitation with a critical differ-
ence,”35 then Mr. Big played classic parody as irony, imitation, and
inversion to both establish key arguments against corporate privatiza-
tion – what he called “myths” – and, moreover, to justify them. Through
irony and inversion, Mr. Big substantiates the very arguments he rails
against. Mr. Big’s language and style in promoting privatization are
theatrically framed to promote the opposite intent. Through theatrical
ridicule, the “Three Myths” are formed to inform the audience that
they are not myths at all.

The juxtaposition of the FunkyBreakdown side by side and sequentially
following Mr. Big contrasted the high with the low, reminiscent of the
boardroom with the street, the technology of powerpoint with the orality of
vernacular poets, the illogic of the more powerful with the imagination
of the less powerful. The juxtaposition of the two islands punctuated
Mr. Big’s pro-privatization parody performance against the funky poets
anti-privatization satiric one. The poets were not, like in the case ofMr. Big,
embodying ridicule or acting ridiculous (as Mr. Big called the Myths
ridiculous) but, instead, the poets were performing sarcasm or acting
sarcastically as they named and described the ridiculous. The poets were
less of a comic imitation and burlesque exaggeration (as Mr. Big) and more
of an excessive boast of insulting histrionics. The poets enacting toward
Mr. Big what Henry Louis Gates refers to, in the African American tradition
of signifying and insult, as “troping a dope.”36

The Mr. Big and FunkyBreakdown scenes, through parody/satire and
juxtaposition, served as a house of mirrors to distort, exaggerate, magnify,
reflect, as well as resemble the realities experienced in the field as they relate
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to water business. This segment needed to communicate truthfully and
theatrically realities thousands of miles away and make them piercingly
relevant and up close.
While Mr. Big explicitly parodies the three Myths of Privatization, the

FunkyBreakdown Poets were to implicitly communicate points of infor-
mation realized during fieldwork. First, market ideology is like a religion.
People believe in their hearts and minds that it is the supreme being of
economic and material existence and no real alternatives can match the
unrelenting faith in the market. Second, when the rising tide of water
scarcity became an international issue in the 1990s, it was understood as a
dwindling commodity that must succumb to the laws of supply and
demand. Third, the private water industry justified their efforts in taking
over public water systems, claiming public water systems were wasteful
and inefficient in delivering water and sanitation. Fourth, as the water
industry attempted to displace public water systems, they did not recog-
nize the informal water systems poor people had in place in their own
communities. The donkey-cart sellers and the various mechanisms poor
people used to sell and distribute their water were ignored and disrupted.
As Issah said to me in the car on the way to back from Savelugu: “Instead
of supporting local people who have struggled but still operated and
survived for years and years in providing water for themselves, these
businesses make no attempt to provide support or structures to help
improve the mechanism they already have in place. Instead, they end
up doing just the opposite by making life even harder and undermining
them.”
There were three added “lessons” from the field performed in the

Mr. Big scene within the “Myths of Privatization” that were essential.
First, private companies have a legal obligation to their shareholders,
thousands of miles away, to make profits. These profits are seldom
reinvested back into the local water system to benefit local people.
Second, the contracts between private companies and government
officials are not transparent. They are developed and agreed upon behind
closed doors without input from local communities. As a result, these
companies follow the practice of cherry-picking where they service water
for the most affluent areas and leave the public sector to service the
poorest areas. Third, privatization is commonly tied to conditions. Aid,
international loans, and debt relief are granted only if certain free market
policies, such as water privatization, are agreed upon, even though many
of the policies “have plunged the word’s poorest people further into
poverty.”37
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s c en e four : who am i i n a l l th i s ? o r , th e ( j u x t a )

po s i t i on o f the e thnogr a pher

Dear Journal,
University of Ghana
Legon – Accra, Ghana, West Africa
October 12, 1998

There is no water in my flat – the pipes are dry. There’s no water left in my
storage containers. There’s no water anywhere here in Legon. I can’t find water
and it’s a bit scary. How many storage containers will it take for me to never run
out of clean water again? They warned us at the Fulbright orientation about the
pipes drying up, but I never thought it would go on this long. Kweku has a friend
in Dzowulu who keeps a large reservoir of water. He said he thinks his friend
will share his water. Hopefully, the water will be flowing from the pipes in the
next few days. I worry how the students here are managing. How do people live
day-to-day worrying about how they will get water?

I have never known water to disappear.
Waiting for water …

In performing the poetics and polemics of water and representing seminal
moments of fieldwork, it was important that I address my own positionality.
Where was I in all this controversy over water? It was important to reveal
moments of my own fraught position and internal struggles in the field as well
as in making the performance. This brings me again to the notion of
juxtaposition. Throughout the show, the juxtapositions of various symbols,
texts, ideas, and opposites were positioned and placed “side by side” to create
different and new meanings and sensations for the performers and the
audience. Juxtaposition and the side-by-side arrangements are a proximic of
both closeness and contrast. What is different about an element is further
emphasized by its nearness or closeness to its opposite. But, just as physical
juxtaposition was employed, there were moments where psychological juxta-
position also became important. The example that follows is the psychological
binary within the inner world of the ethnographer herself represented by R1
and R2. R1 was downstage center speaking directly to the audience, and R2
was upstage on a platform speaking directly to R1. This physical juxtaposition
underscored a psychological juxtaposition within the binary of the ethno-
graphic self that knows and the ethnographic self that questions her own
knowing in an attempt to provoke a truer reckoning with one’s own inten-
tions. In this instance “self-reflexivity” was performed, and it evolved into a
drama of inner conflict – one self battling with the intentions of theOther self.
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The performance – the ethnographer speaks to herself

(Recorder One comes downstage and begins speaking to the audience as Recorder
Two stands on a platform upstage observing her.)

r1 In KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, they arrested Mr. Sule and put him
in a prison cell. He had stolen water.38

r2 What happened?
r1 Mr. Sule earned 100 rand a month selling water, but eventually he

could not afford to pay the water bill. He also had to pay for food and
shelter for his family and school fees for his children. His family
needed water and he could no longer stand by and watch his children
beg for it. Mr. Sule made an illegal connection to the supply pipe.
When it was discovered, the police came and put him in jail.

r2 What does Mr. Sule have to do with you? What are you doing here in
Ghana?

r1 It’s about water … I need to know more … I need to do …
r2 (Mockingly) Water … I need to know … I need to do … What is it

you need to know … to do?
r1 There are big people with big money who want to own the water.
r2 And???
r1 AND they want to sell it!
r2 AND???
r1 AND they want to manage it and make a profit!
r2 ANNNNNND???
r1 AND there will be people who can NOT afford to pay for it!
r2 Ohhhhhhh … But, what has that got to do with you, nosey woman!

Stay out of other people’s business. PROFIT and PRIVATIZATION
have always been the twins of progress! You know what they say: “God
provided the water, but not the pipes.”

r1 There will be people who can NOT afford to pay for it!!
r2 Readmy lips: (Emphasizes each word.)WATERBU S IN E S S –m-

a-n-a-g-e-m-e-n-t // d-I-s-t-r-I-b-u-t-I-o-n // m-a-I-n-t-e-n-a-n-c-e //
s-a-n-I-t-a-t-I-o-n. PIPES! PIPES! PIPES! Water is not free!

r1 (Preachy) Water Can Not Be Owned! Water is a public good. The
public will manage it, the public should profit from it, the public …

r2 (She laughs.) The public/Shmub-lic!…Hah! (As if reading a headline,
then becomes very, very sarcastic.) The public in the Developing World
Economies, oh that public has been VERY successful, so efficient, so
honest and SO concerned about the public good – Yes, yes, getting
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water to allllllll the people allllll the time, concerned about alllll its
poor citizens, never an ounce of corruption or waste or just NOT
knowing what the hell they’re doing… yes, leave it to the governments
of these countries, after all they have done SOwell (Dramatic change in
attitude) … done soooo well –

r1 You don’t understand. You haven’t been paying attention to… it is…
it is … let me explain … the problem is …

r2 The PROBLEM is the public sector has done so well as the water
pipes break down everywhere, as the water collectors take money from
the people and put that money in their own pockets, as the govern-
ment water companies overcharge, mischarge, undercharge, or don’t
charge for water they mismanage while all the while making a messy
waste of natural resources. Some people around here haven’t had water
flowing from their pipes in weeks! Months!

r1 You are not looking below the surface! You don’t know what you’re
talking about. You don’t know anything … It is more complex, it’s
more complex …

r2 (Mocking in a high voice) “It’s more complex, it’s more complex …”
Maybe if the Big people come, with their Big plans, and their Big
money, and their Big pipes, and their Big teams, and their Big, Big,
Big, Big promises, maybe people in this country can get some water…
clean, fresh, EFFICIENT water.

r1 You don’t understand what is really going on. You are missing the
point. You don’t understand.

r2 Then make me understand! Help me understand! Tell me what I need
to know and do! Tell me the TRUTH! You are here taking up space
and getting in the way… Tell me what is the truth and what needs to
be done …

r1 (Grasping for words and thinking hard) The truth is…The problem…
hm … It is complex …

r2 (Exasperated) What is COMPLEX!
r1 I’m learning… It’s here, I’ve got to get to… I’mhere… I will be here.
r2 Learn what you came here to learn! Don’t give me slogans and

platitudes! I am so tired of slogans and platitudes! Can you say some-
thing different and more? Recorder! There is no replacement for water!
NO Replacement.

r1 & r2 There is more to know here … I will be here …
r1 I will be here
r2 I will be here … WE
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r1 WE
r2 We must.
r1 & r2 We must.

A reflection … aim to provoke

Dialectic theatre and the Brechtian idea that “art is not a mirror held up to
reality but a hammer with which to shape it” were motivating factors in our
aim to provoke.39 The belief that theatre provokes self-reflection and critical
awareness was the philosophy guiding our aim to provoke. We wanted to
bring forth argument and counter catharsis. The notion of catharsis, as a
means of transforming complex, disruptive, political ideas through expres-
sions that leave the audience purged and complacent, was countered
through parody and satire. We wanted the audience to be disturbed by
the political economy of Third World water.
We placed inside each audience member’s program a listing of organ-

izations with varying degrees of water politics and commitments: charities,
NGOs, international institutions, and local activist groups. This list was a
place to start for those who felt they wanted to knowmore or domore about
water justice and access on a local, national, or international scale. Ideally,
the performance hoped to provoke audience members to become part of a
worldwide water movement – this was the highest aim – while, at the same
time, keeping in mind that Water Rites was a performance and not a social
rally. Therefore, the aim to provoke was not only about joining a movement
or organization. We hoped to also provoke people to lean more about the
political economy of water locally and globally, to complicate their needs
and notions about bottled water, and to stir up interests in the cultural and
symbolic uses of water.
The aim to provoke was not exclusively directed toward the audience and

their response, but it was also part of our process as a performance com-
munity. We provoked each other. The performers enacted with and for
each other invocations and provocations at several levels: the provocations
expressed by water activists that the students were exposed to as they learned
about water; their own provocations that evolved during rehearsal discus-
sions on the politics of water and through their process of developingWater
Rites; and, finally, my own internal provocations that I was battling with as
the ethnographer/director. For example, Mr. Big as a representative of big
business provoked his stage listeners to echo the questions that water activists
ask and to reflect the activists’ major critiques. The FunkyBreakdown poets
provoked by Mr. Big enacted the students’ own responses to water through
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their spoken-word poetry as they learned more and more about the issues.
And, finally, my internal provocations were embodied in the battle between
R1 and R2 as I questioned my ethnographic intentions. Why include this
personal level of provocation with the other standpoints of provocation?
First, there were claims made about water, and I must be accountable for
how and in what form those claims are made. Second, because the perform-
ance constituted a highly subjective and polemical view that was generated
by my research and the interpretation of my research, to acknowledge this
fact is to acknowledge that whether right or wrong – clear or unclear – it is
not a neutral reflection of a phenomenon but my own subjective and biased
interpretation.

To include my own inner conflict is to reach into and display the psychic
dilemma that plagues most ethnographers who are provoked by their own
inner questions and turmoil around issues of position, ethics, truth, etc.
The aim to provoke was the aim to show and tell, enact and communicate a
“response” with the hope the audience would feel compelled to do more, to
learn more, think more, and effect change about water.

Coda: August 2008

I was visiting Kwesi Pratt at the office of The Insight newspaper, when
Al-Hassan arrived.We arranged to meet and discuss the latest developments
concerning the public water movement. Al-Hassan said that as a result of
the mass demonstrations against privatization, the private companies with-
drew. However, theWorld Bank then provided loans for foreign companies
to acquire management contracts to manage the day-to-day operations of
the Ghana Water Company. As a consequence, in 2006, a consortium
comprised of a Dutch and a South African company signed a five-year
contract to manage the GWC. Al-Hassan said, “This is simply another form
of privatization, except the companies have nothing to lose because they
have no investment. The management company is responsible for servicing
water to eighty-two water systems in the country. It is not working. Accra
was without water for more than a month, and water flowing through the
pipes is inconsistent throughout the country. Yet the price of water has
increased by 66 percent within the last two years.” Al-Hassan said Savelugu
remains a model for community water distribution, but if they have no
water coming into the area to distribute, what can they do?

Al-Hassan continues to work full-time nationally and internationally on
water. In 2007 at theWorld Social Forum, The AfricanWater Network was
launched. Al-Hassan was appointed the coordinator. The Network held
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their general meeting in Kenya where twenty-four African countries
participated.
After speaking with Al-Hassan, on my way home to East Legon I

remembered the early days of my fieldwork and a particular water rite
I witnessed years ago at a trotro stop. I was standing at the trotro stop
trying to get a bus back home. It was so hot that day. I could hardly breathe,
and nothing could quench the thirst. Every trotro that passed by was filled
with people packed together, crushed inside, trying to get where they
needed to go – a stream of dilapidated, old vans full of exhaust fumes,
sweaty bodies, overbearing heat, and smells … Everything felt so crowded
and so dirty that day. I was hot and tired and missing my home in the USA
and feeling very much like the Ugly American. As I waited, hoping a trotro
would come so I could squeeze into one empty seat and get back to the quiet
and solitude of my flat in Legon, I looked down the road a bit and saw a
woman sitting over a bucket of soapy water. There was a child at her feet;
she undressed the child and then placed him in the bucket of water. She was
bathing the child in the public market place…“Quiet and solitude” for her
are a different reality than they are for me. I was transfixed by what was more
than just a woman bathing a child outside in a hot crowded market, but
how the ordinary – how the day-to-day – is so strong and impeccably
resilient against the facts of its own reality. As I watched the woman and
child, suddenly an old man, appearing to be mad – his hair matted, half-
dressed with very dirty clothes –walked up to the woman.Without the least
concern, she simply brushed him away with a wave of her hand and
continued to bathe the child. The man, undeterred – very dirty – stumbled
toward the bucket and began taking off his clothes as he attempted to step
into the soapy water with the baby. Immediately, two young men standing
next to me at the trotro stop quickly walked over to the old man and with
such sincere gentleness and gracious respect helped the man put his clothes
on and then guided him back down the road. The woman paid no mind to
the old man … no mind to anyone or anything else around her – kept her
willful attention on her child and their ritual. For much of the global South,
specifically Africa, dirt is a fact and a symbol: dirty people having dirty
children with dirty faces, wearing dirty clothes. Dwight Conquergood
stated: “Labeling someone or something ‘dirty’ is a way of controlling
perceived anomalies, incongruities, contradictions, ambiguities – all that
does not fit into our categories, and therefore, threatens cherished princi-
ples. Dirt, then, functions as the mediating term between ‘Difference’ and
‘Danger’.”40We know that dirt is to be got rid of, but we tend to forget that
dirt will dwell where water is inaccessible. Nor do we remember that when
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sanitation systems are impaired or nonexistent, dirt embraces disease. The
Other bodies, the loathsome bodies – the dirty body, the disfigured body,
the sick body, the body that smells of refuse, the body that oozes, excretes,
and cannot shelter its waste, the bodies grotesquely “out of place”41 – are the
bodies that wrenching poverty will breed in its abominable lack. Disgust
encircles these bodies with visceral loathing and fear – fear of nearness and
the threat of contamination, loathing for the failure of these bodies to keep
themselves out of sight. Dirt is a factor of economic and political conditions
but, as a tactical deflection, is generally cast as a moral flaw. But in this small
moment on a hot day in a crowded African market a woman bathes her
child, a Water Rite – Resistant and Real.

notes

1. The scene was adapted from my fieldwork interviews.
2. The Civic Response mission statement defines its function as “a multi-purpose

citizenship centre that organizes citizen forums and engagements that allow
development of empowering perspectives and actions on a wide range of
development issues. It also supports democratic civic activism through ad
hoc information, advice, guidance and support (IAGS) clinics and by provision
of affordable support services to self-organised citizens’ groups.”

3. The Insight is a bi-weekly, leftist, independent, alternative newspaper that serves
as a radical check for greed and corruption throughout levels of power in Ghana
as well as for national and international structures of neoliberal policies.

4. Adinkra Symbols are a philosophical writing system of about sixty-three
abstract, artistic shapes originally created by the Akan of Ghana and the
Gyaman of the Ivory Coast in West Africa that represent concepts, aphorisms,
and cultural history.

5. One of the greatest challenges for the GWC was that the rural to urban
migration overburdened the water system. People from the rural areas are
creating an overwhelming influx of urban population, requiring the GWC to
extend its water supply in these areas.

6. Black, The No-Nonsense Guide to Water, p. 68.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid., p. 82.
9. Ibid., p. 88.
10. Ibid.
11. Rudolf N. Amenga-Etego, spokesman for Ghana’s National Coalition Against

the Privatization of Water.
12. This criticism based on the social implications expressed in the language of

water as a natural resource draws on the work of Maggie Black; Linton, “The
Social Nature of Natural Resources”; and Holland, The Water Business.

13. Linton.
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14. Ibid.
15. Ferris, “When the Well Runs Dry.”
16. Ibid.
17. Jackson, “Shango Diaspora,” p. 351.
18. Black, p. 9.
19. Alexander, “Performance and Pedagogy,” p. 27.
20. Quoted in Hardt and Negri, Empire, pp. 24–30.
21. Ibid.
22. Cabral, “Return to the Source,” p. 261.
23. The Institute for Policy Alternatives (IPA) defines its mission as “a public

policy think-tank whose vision is to be the center of excellence for practice –
research interfaces and citizen engagement on alternative policy analysis,
development, and pro-poor advocacy. IPA has as its mission the promotion
of policy alternatives in Africa by combining the efforts of researchers with
those of practitioners to establish perspectives, experiences, and new, more
engaging paradigms for development that focus on the rights of citizens and
communities. IPA also supports Ghanaian policy makers and practitioners to
undertake development research, learning, and practice, thereby giving mean-
ing, intellectual relevance, and empirical challenge to those involved in
policy development and advocacy.”www.ipaghana.org/index.php/organisatio-
nal_profile, accessed January, 2009.

24. Shiva, Water Wars, pp. xiv–xv.
25. Madison, “Staging Fieldwork,” pp. 397–418; Madison,Critical Ethnography, p. 1.
26. Stuart Hall’s sentiment expressed in a public lecture on the campus of Chapel

Hill in 1997, speaking about the power of representation and misrepresenta-
tion as a consequence of how individuals, groups, and communities are treated
by others, particularly those in power.

27. Conquergood, “Rethinking Ethnography Strategies.”
28. Davis and Postlewait, Theatricality 2004, pp. 1–39.
29. Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life.
30. Referring to Jacques Derrida’s critique of presence and the refutation of a

“Metaphysics of Presence” where to be present before another denotes a true
self, a perfect one-to-one connection to the other’s thoughts, feelings, and
meanings. He problematizes this presence as divine and constituting an
unarguable meaning, and refutes “presence” as a truth or a transcendental
signifier that cannot be altered and denied.

31. Jackson, “Genealogies of Performance Studies,” pp. 73–86.
32. The idea that the ethnographer is the foreigner and persistent questioner – the

one who does not know – and therefore is always searching for answers and
insights among those who are native to the locale and who do know, resulting
in this knower and known position leaving the ethnographer, in some instan-
ces, feeling and looking foolish.

33. Amenga-Etego, “National CAP,” p. 1.
34. Anthony Giddens, quoted in Shove, Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience,

pp. 7–8.
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35. Hutcheon, Theory of Parody.
36. Gates, The Signifying Monkey.
37. Hall and Lobina, Pipe Dreams.
38. Holland, p. 65.
39. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre.
40. Conquergood, “Health Theatre,” p. 197.
41. Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust. See also Douglas, Purity and Danger.
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