Of Caravans and Carnivals

Performance Studies in Motion

Lnnght Conguergood

Peggy Phelan has presented us with a challenging exercise: eo identify a key
issue, a pressing point of irtersection berween our local institution and the
A .

o Fal Y LI ] - ' 1 LI

“Rescarch in Interpretation and Performance Studies: Trends, Issues, Prion-
nes” (1990).' Thinking about performance as an “essentially contested con-
cept” locates disagreement and difference as generative points of departure
and coalition for its unfolding meanings and affiliations. Any attempt to define
and stabilize performance will be bound up in disagreement, and thus disagree-
ment is irself part of its mearing:

Thus, we understand not just that others disagree, but that this disagree-
ment is inevitable and healthy. [ Tactions in the controversy do not
expect to defeat or silerce opposing positions, but rather chrough con-
tinuing dialogue to atta n a sharper articulation of all positions and there-
fore a tuller understanding of the conceptuil nehness of performance,
(Strine. Long, and Hopkins 1ggo:1831)

The idea chat performance s 1 contested and contesting prictice nngs tre
tor me in my dual role as an ethnographer of cultural perfonnance and as an
admimstrator of an academic department of performunce stndies. What T have
learned from beth Jelds—ethnographic “ficldwork™ as well as the disciplinary
“feld” of performance studies—is that performance flourishes within a zone
af contest and struggle. That observation is as true for the everyday resisting
puerformance practices of subaltern groups as it 1s for perfonnance studies pro-
grams. Life on the margins can be a source of creativity as well as constraint,
what Michel de Certeau described as “makeshilt creativity”™ and 2 mobile art
of “making do” {1984:xiv, z29). Performance studics is a border discipline, an
mterdiscipline, rhat cultivates the capacity te move between structures, to
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forge connections, to see together, to speak with instead of simply speaking
about or for others. Perfonmance privileges threshold-crossing, shape-shifting,
and boundary-vielating figures, such as shamans, tricksters, and jokers, who
value the camivalesque over the canonical, the transformative over the nor-
’ ' ' the mor  ental,
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_ ies of performance and functioned as a challenge and

counterproject to the “antitheatrical prejudice™ that, since Plato, has aligned
performance with fakery and falsehood (Barish 1981). After his sustained work
on social drama, cultural performance, liminality, and, of course, definition of
humankind as home peformans, it would be hard for anyone to hold a “mere
sham and show” view of performance. Turner slufted thinking about perfor-
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on performance as kinesis, as movement, motion, fluidity, fluctuation, all
those restless energies that transgress boundaries and trouble closure. Thus,
postcolonial critic Homi K. Bhabha deployed the term “performative” to re-
fer to action that incessantly insinuates, interrupts, inte  ates, antagonizes,
and decenters powerful master discourses, which he dubbed “pedagogical”
(1993:146—49). From Turner’s emphatic view of performance as making not
taking, we move to Bhabha's politically urgent view of performance as
breaking and remaking.®

Any attempt to define and stabilize performance will be bound
up in disagreement, and this disagreement is itself part of its
meamng.

15
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transformation, a coding trickster with whom we must learn to converse”
(1991:201). Performance studies, in Haraway's view, would be the search for
trickster fipures “that might turn a stacked deck into a potent set of wild cards,
jokers, for refiguring possible worlds™ (4). Kinesis unleashes centmfugal forces
that keep culture in motion, ideas in play, hierarchics unsettled, and academic
disciplines alert and on the edge: “the guerilla tactics of muitiple, uneasily jos-
tling theories and stories can at least disrupt the smug assumptions of comfort-
ably settled monologics” (Tsing 1993:33}.7
And now I curn to the second part of Phelan’s challenge: to sketeb the kocal
institutional context where performance issucs and 1deas take shape. Anna
Tsing's rethinking of “the local” is relevant for my skcteb of a particular insti-
mcional configuration of performance studies: “By “local,’ I do not mean to
invoke tiny bounded communities, but rather acts of positiontng within par-
ticubar contexes” (31). | ¢chair the Department of Performance Studies at
Northwestern Univerity. Housed within the School of Speech, Performance
Studies attracts a robust mix of faculrty, graduate students, and undergraduate
majors. They are an unruly and rambunctious group. I tremble before the task
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and undcrgraduatt majors are attending and participating in this conference.
They are quite able to speak for themselves. Collectively, their presentations
at this cunference reflect the diverse array of performiance perspectives and
projects that defines our program. Having said all that, still it might be pos-
sible to set forth some shared commitments that provide comnion ground,
meeting places, in the midst of all the eclecticism.

Here goes: Most of us at Northwestern are committed to a bracing dialectic
between performance theory and practice. We believe that theory is enliv-
ened and most rigorously tested when it hits the ground in practice, Likewise,
we believe that artistic practice can be deepened, complicated. and challenged
in meaningful ways by engaging critical theory. What all this means is that our
curmiculum, from freshman zateway course to advanced doctoral seminar, em-
braces courses in which students perform as an embodied way of knowing, as
a supplement ta (not a substitute for) the more conventionzl epistemologies
and pedagogies of reading znd discussing texts, writing research papers, con-
ducting fieldwork. and so forth. Stated succinctly: at Northwestern we take
performance as both subject and method of 1esearch. And | should make it
clear for newcomers to performance studies that our students by and large arc
not performing plays: the study of dramatic texts at Northwestern is handled
most excellently by our neighbors in the Deparement of Theatre. Because the
study of canonical plays and their production processes and histories by no
means exhausts the range of performance genres and practices, the pertor-
mance studies department picks up where the theatre department stops: the
study of nondramatic texts and nonelite performance practices. We have fac-
ulty in our department who specialize in the adaptation and staging of fic-
nonal and nonfictional texts alongside scholars of Yoruba ritual performance.
Because of the division of labor, we have an excellent relationship with the
theatre department, remarkably free of border disputes and turf struggles. We
also are in intellectual and institutional solidarity with anthropologists, literary
crirics, and ethnomusicologists, as well as other interdisciplinary programs
such as cultural studies, women's studies, African studies, diaspora studies, and
queer studies. The distinctive contribution we bring to the table is the heurs-
tic patential of performance as concept, practice, and epistemology.

[T]heory is enlivened and most rigorously tested when it hits
the ground in practice. Likewise, we believe that artistic prac-
tice can be decpened, complicated, and challenged in mean-
ingful ways by engagine critical theorv.

Another way to express our departmental commitment to 3 theory-pracuce
dialectic 15 to say that many of us endeavor, not so much to position as to piver
our work on a tuming point among analytical, artistic, and activist perspectives.
We believe in the replenishing coarticulation of analytical insights, artistic ener-
grics, and activist struggles-—approaches to problens that all too often are segre-
gated, polarized. or pitted against one another. I think that our departmental
commitment to praxis, to multiple ways of knowing that engage emubodied ex-
penience with critical reflection is strengthened structurally by the fact that we
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have both an undergraduate major and a PhD) program. Qur undergraduates are
unusually bright but, like most undergraduates, they have little raste for jargon
or tolerance for undue ahstraction; certainly they hold our feet close to the
ground of experience. On the other hand, our doctoral students keep pushing
the limits and advancing the conceprual frontier of what counts as performance
studies. Many of them work on dissertation projects tor which they have some-
thing at stake, both personally and politically. The interaction between under-
graduate mators and PhD) students in performance srudies is complex and
mutually invigorating. Certainly it would be © sler to devote all our energy
and resources either to an undergraduaze or & - . program, but, ultimately, 1
think it would be less  »resting. There are smportant and lively points of in-
tersection and exchange between the undergraduare and PhD programs, but
even their different and sometimes competing concerns, demands, and agendus
all help o keep things stirred up and moving.

[ will leave you with a resonant quotation trom Gloria Anzaldaa: “the fu-
rure depends on the breaking down of paradigms, it depends on the straddling
of two ar more cultures” (1987:80). Anzaldia was speaking about the future
of the planet, but chis msighe is just as relevant for “the future of the field” of
performance studies. Enstead of a stehle, monoelithic paradigm of performance
studies, 1 prefer to think in terms of a caravan: a heterogenous ensemble of
ideas and methods aon the move.

Nutes

1. Strine, Long, and Hopkins” discnssien of performance as an essenualiy contested con-
cept butlds on the work of W.H, Gallic (1964}

2. 1 st traced the performance as mumesis-poresis-kinesn tryectory m 9oz
(Coenguergood tyy2a).

3. Ewven the imagery of kinesis needs o be questioned and located. It can be invoked for
repressive as well as progressive ends. Euuly Martin (1994) has analvzed how late zoth
century capatalism has appropoated the posumoders imagery of sotion, mobility, and
flexibility in the service of capital acoumulation and consohdavon. Ekewhere, T have
documented cthnographically how duminant powers deploy the imagery of flux and
motion o sugmatize subordimate groups, ¢y, “transicnes,” “floaters,” an “influx™ of
poor peaple, "transitional” neyghborhoods, demographie "turmover,” ete. (Conyuerzoud
19uzh)
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