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From its Very beginnings, the social study of culture has been polarized between
structuralist theories that treat meaning as a text and investigate the patterning
that provides relative autononmy and pragmatist theories that treat meaning as
emerging from the contingencies of individual and collective action — so-called
practices — and that analyze cultural patterns as reflections of powet and material
interest. In this chapter, 1 present a theory of cultural pragmatics that transcends
this division, bringing meaning stractures, contingency, power, and materiality
together in a NEW way. My argument 18 that the materiality of practices should
be replaced by the more multidimensional concept of performances. Drawing
on the new field of performance studies, cultural pragmatics demonstrates how
social performances, whether individual or collective, can be analogized sys-
temically to theatrical ones. After defining the elements of social performance,
1 suggest that {hese elements have become “de-fused” as societies have become
more complex. Performances are successful only insofar as they can “re-fuse”
these increasingly disentangled elements. In a fused performance, audiences
identify with actots, and cultural scripts achieve verisimilitude through effec-
tive mise-en-scene. Performances fail when this relinking process isincomplete:
the elements of performance remain apart, and social action seems inauthentic
and artificial, failing to persuade. Re-fusion, by contrast, allows actors to com-
municate the meanings of their actions successfully and thus to pursue their
interests effectively.

Rituals are episodes of repeated and simplified cultural communication in
which the direct partners to a social interaction, and those observing it, share a
mutual belief in the descriptive and prescriptive validity of the communication’s
symbolic contents and accept the authenticity of one another’s intentions. It
is because of this shared understanding of intention and content, and in the
intrinsic validity of the interaction, that rituals have their effect and affect.
Ritual effectiveness energizes the participants and attaches them to each other,

29




30 Social Performance

increases their i P .
intens;ﬁes }tl; ! ldennﬁ?mon with the symbolic objects of communication

obseri 0 GAC‘onnectlon of the participants and the symbolic objects wi ;land

g audience, the relevant “community” at Jarge > i the

arge.

ultural quality that differentiates more con-
ex social organizations from earlier forms, i
al processes has been displaced. Contemgo-
n-ended conflicts between parties who do not
tly do not accept the validity of one another’s
n about the descriptions that people offer for

.temporary, large-scale, and compl
1s that the centrality of such ritu
rary societies revolve around ope
pecessarily share beljefs, frequen
mmtention, and often disagree eve
acts.

Social observers, whether they
found innumerable ways to conce
with such thoroughly discredited

are m.ore scientific or more philosophical, have
ptualize this historical transformation, ste;rtin
y ‘ evolutionary contrasts as primitive/advancef;r
distinctions iz t, a§ | moving on to more 'legltimate but still overly binary
raditional/modern, oral/literate, or simple/complex. One

0€s not ha‘/e to be an ev llll()]llS or to aCCﬁp € Sl“lp 1 ”lg Oolomie
y ICh t

Of I]letahlst()ly to see t] 1at a ])r()ad Change haS occur [ed. MaX Weber pltted hls

n ]l Tl [ 1 Il g 1 le\/e y ]lle 'e\/ t1 n thit g yeI

C()“t]]lge t 1Sto ca app oach a ams S dO olutiona y hl kln X

nt by the movement from

jransitions (

 plifying struc
. thatrely on, an
- (Sztompku 1999,
 ratified, and refle
 alidity of the cultural

and on

if these

Social performance between ritual and strategy 3
Giesen, this volume; Edles 1998), and even to the construction
ommunities (Hagstrom 1965) continue to depend on the sim-
tures of symbolic communications and on cultural interactions
d to some degree can generate, intuitive and unreflective trust
Barber 1983). It might even be said that, in a differentiated,
xive society, a strategy’s success depends on belief in the
contents. of the strategist’s symbolic communication
accepting the authenticity and even the sincerity of another’s strate-
gic intentions. Virtually every kind of modern collectivity, moreover, seems
to depend at one time or another on integrative processes that create some
ense.of shared identity (Giesen 1998; Spillman 1997; Ringmar 1996), even
are forged, as they all too often are, in opposition to simplistic con-
who are putatively on the other side (Jacobs 2000; Ku 1999;

of scientific ¢

structions of those

Chan 1999).
At both the micro and the macro levels, both among individuals and between

and within collectivities, our societies still seem to be permeated by symbolic,
ritual-like activities. It is precisely this notion of “ritual-like,” however, that
indicates the puzzle we face. We are aware that very central processes in com-
plex societies are symbolic, and that sometimes they are also integrative, at the
group, inter-group, and even societal level. But we also clearly sense that these
processes are not rituals in the traditional sense (cf. Lukes 1977). Even when
they atfirm validity and authenticity and produce integration, their efferves-
cence is short-lived. If they have achieved simplicity, it is unlikely they will be
repeated. If they are repeated, it is unlikely that the symbolic communication
can ever be so simplified in the same way again.

This is the puzzle to which the present chapter is addressed. Is it possible to
develop a theory that can explain how the integration of particular groups and
sometimes even whole collectivities can be achieved through symbolic commu-
nications, while continuing to account for cultural complexity and contradiction,
for institational differentiation, contending social power, and segmentation?
Can a theory give full credence to the continuing role of belief while acknowl-
edging that unbelief and criticism are also the central hallmarks of our time?

In order to solve this puzzle, I will develop a systematic, macro-sociological

model of social action as cultural performance. In so doing, I will enter not only
into the historical origins of theatrical performance and dramaturgical theory
(e.g. Turner 2002; Schechner 2002; Auslander 1997; Carlson 1996; Geertz
1980; Goffman 1974; Burke 1965; Austin 1957) but also into the history and
theories of social performance.! This means looking at how, and why, symbolic
action moved from ritual to theatre (Turner 1982) and why it so often moves
back to “ritual-like” processes again (Schechner 1976).
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Systems of collective representation: background symbols and

foreground Scripls

k Marx ([1852] 1962: 247) observed that “just when they seem engaged in rev-

olutionizing themselves and things, in creating something that has never yet
oxisted,” social actors “anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their ser-
vice and borrow from them names, battle cries, and costumes in order to present
the new scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this borrowed
janguage.” Marx is describing here the systems of collective representations
that background every performative act.

Actors present themselves as being motivated by and towards existen-
tial, emotional, and moral concerns, the meanings of which are defined by
patterns of signifiers whose referents are the social, physical, natural, and
cosmological worlds within which actors and audiences live. One part of
this symbolic reference provides the deep background of collective repre-
sentations for social performance; another part composes the foreground,
the scripts that are the immediate referent for action. These latter can be
understood -as constituting the performance’s immediate referential text. As
constructed by the performative imagination, background and foreground sym-
bols are structured by codes that provide analogies and antipathies and by
parratives that provide chronologies. In symbolizing actors’ and audiences’
worlds, these narratives and codes simultaneously condense and elaborate,
and they employ a wide range of rhetorical devices, from metaphor to synec-
doche, to configure social and emotional life in compelling and coherent
ways. Systems of collective representations range from “time immemorial”
myths to invented traditions created right on the spot, from oral traditions
to scripts prepared by such specialists as playwrights, journalists, and speech
writers.

Like any other text, these collective representations, whether background or
foreground, can be evaluated for their dramatic effectiveness. I will say more
about this later, but what is important at this point is to see that no matter
how intrinsically effective, collective representations do not speak themselves.
Boulton (1960: 3) once described theatre as “literature that walks and talks
before our eyes.” It is this need for walking and talking — and seeing and
listening to the walking and talking — that makes the practical pragmatics of
performance different from the cuitural logic of texts. It is at this conjuncture
that cultural pragmatics is born.

Actors
These patterned representations are put into practice, or are encoded (Hall
1980), by flesh-and-blood people. As Reiss (1971: 138) suggested in his study
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Figure 1.1 Successful performance: re-fusion

of the relation between theatrical techni

que and meaning in seventeenth-century
French theatre, “the actor is as real as

the spectator: he is in fact present in their
midst.” Whether or not they are consciously aware of the distinction between
collective representations and their walking and talking, the actor’s aim is to
make this distinction disappear. As Reiss (1971 142) put it, the actor’s desire ig
“to cause the spectator to confuse his emotions with those of the stage character.”
While performers must be oriented to background and foreground representa-
tions, their motivations vis-2-vis these patterns are contingent. In psycholo gical
terms, the relation between actor and text depends on cathexis. The relation
between actor and audience, in turn, depends on the ability to project these
emotions and textual patterns as moral evaluations. If those who perform cul-
tural scripts do not possess the requisite skills (Bauman 1989), then they may
fail miserably in the effort to project their meanings effectively.

Observers/audience

Cultural texts are performed so
“Others” constitute the audience
decode what actors have encoded (
cultural texts are to be communic

that meanings can be displayed to others.
of observers for cultural performance. They
Hall 1980), but they do so in variable ways. If
ated convincingly, there needs to be a process

they see onstage.

There is empirical variation in the extent to which cultural extension and
psychological identification actually occur. Audiences may be focused or
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Figure 1.2 Performance failure: de-fusion

disfracted, attentive or uninterested (Verdery 1991: ‘6; Berehzm 516913; 558,82558
250). Even if actors cathect to cultural texts, .and.even 1f they t enz clves possess
high levels of cultural proficiency, their projections still may no 2 p l;dience
to the audience/observers. Observation can bjc merely‘cognmve. 111 a donee
an see and can understand without experiencing emotional or moral signif

ton SZ we will see in the following section, there are often social explanations
(t)lf rtlf.xis SVeuriability. Audiences may represent social statuses 'ort(;logoiaint; tgz
status of performers. Audience attendance may not be required, 1;)Cr1 audie}rfl b
merely compelled. Critics can intervene between performanlclzebat0rll enee
There might not be an audience in t}}:e— C(f)nltlemporilfrgfrielrelfse a;tﬂ Sis,laltlter C(})/ é)dition
i serving themselves and their fellow pe '. cc
ﬁ:ﬁﬁa(t):s cultu;gal identification and psychological extenswr.l, t’hougfht ;lte is i\ecs(;r;;
dition much less frequently encountered in the complex societies o p

day.

Means of symbolic production

In order to perform a cultural text before an gudier{ce, 'actors geed eg:ece;; ;0
the mundane material things that allow symboh.c projections to C;:~ma ti.ze anz
need objects that can serve as iconic representations to help them 1amant nd
make vivid the invisible motives and morils the}; arfe“t;y;rrll(;gazz irzeelzlri:s:présswé
i m clothing to every other sort o .
:qzsf;ﬁigi?%?;ogfﬁnan 1956:g34—51). Actors. al.so requir§ a phfysmal Siaf: ;2
perform and the means to assure the transmission of their performan

audience.
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Mise-en-scéne

With texts and means in hand, and audience(s) before them, social actors engage

in dramatic social action, entering into and projecting the ensemble of physical

and verbal gestures that constitutes performance. This ensemble of gestures
involves more than the symbolic devices that structure a non-performed sym-
bolic text. If a text is to walk and talk, it must be sequenced temporally and
choreographed spatially (e.g. Berezin 1997: 156). The exigencies of time and
Space create specific aesthetic demands; at some historical juncture, new social

roles like director and producer emerge that specialize in this task of putting
text “into the scene.”

Social power

The distribution of power in society — the nature of its political, economic,
and status hierarchies, and the relations among its elites — profoundly affects
the performance process. Power establishes an external boundary for cultural
pragmatics that parallels the internal boundary established by a performance’s
background representations. Not all texts are equally legitimate in the eyes of
the powers that be, whether possessors of material or interpretive power. Not
all performances, and not all parts of a particular performance, are allowed
to proceed. Will social power (Mann 1986) seek to eliminate certain parts of a
cultural text? Who will be allowed to actin a performance, and with what means?
Who will be allowed to attend? What kinds of responses will be permitted
from audience/observer? Are there powers that have the authority to interpret
performances independently of those that have the authority to produce them?
Are these interpretive powers also independent of the actors and the audience

itself, or are social power, symbolic knowledge, and interpretive authority much
more closely linked?

Every social performance, whether individual or collective, is affected funda-
mentally by each of the elements presented here. In the language of hermeneu-
tics, this sketch of interdependent elements provides a framework for the inter-
pretive reconstruction of the meanings of performative action. In the language
of explanation, it provides a model of causality. One can say that every social
performance is determined partly by each of the elements I have laid out — that
each is a necessary but not sufficient cause of every performative act. While
empirically interrelated, each element has some autonomy, not only analyti-
cally but empirically vis-a-vis the others. Taken together, they determine, and
measure, whether and how a performance occurs, and the degree to which it
succeeds or fails in its effect. Two pathways lead out from the discussion thus
far. The analytic model can be developed further, elaborating the nature of each
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factor and its interrelations with the othe.rs. 1 vs{ill t?\ke up this .task ;n a. If;t:
section. Before doing so, I will engage in a .hIStOI’lCal cl.lscussmn. . Wls )

lore how the analytical model I have just laid out, des.plté the- fact it is so far
zﬁy presented very simply, already provids:s signiﬁcant 1n51ght gltott};eaizntt}rli
puzzle of ritual and rationalization with which I introduced this chapte

defines its central question.

The conditions for performativity: historical transformations

The model of performance I am developing here provides a new way 1o‘f 1001(1\17\1]%:
at cultural and organizational change over broad spans of hlstorlce:1 t1r(rj16t. o
can see differently how and why rituals were once so central to banblan 'tlrl1the
societies and why the nature of symbolic action changed so remarka I}lf v&al e
rise of states, empires, and churches. We can }mde.rstand.why both the deah
and the democratic polis arose for the first time in angent Greece and w a}sf
theatre emerged once again during the early modern Perxod at the same 1Elr‘neia1
open-ended socjal dramas became central to determmmg Fhe nature1 of S(Eicon
and political authority. We can understan.d why Roma?tlclsm, secuharlzantrai
and industrial society made the authenticity of symbolic action such a ce

question for modern times.

Old-fashioned rituals: symbolic performances in early societies

Colonial and modernist thinkers were deeply impressed by the rltuahsttjc pro-
cesses that explorers and anthropologists observed when t.he};encountere :qotcz
eties that had not experienced “civilization” or “quermty. S:ome associate
the frequency of rituals with the putative p‘ur?ty (?f early. so.c.letles (Hulflngalzi
[1938] 1950) and others with some sort of distinctively primitive, n(l)n-ra 10ne y
mentality (Lévy-Bruhl 1923). Huizinga ([1938] 1959: 14), fo’r’ e.xamp. e, s‘t‘ress
that rituals create not a “sham reality” but “a mystical one, 15 which sorr?—
thing invisible and inactual takes beautiful, actl.lal, holy form.” Less romantlc
observers still emphasized the automatic, predlcta'ble, engu]ﬁng, apd spon! a-
neous qualities of ritual life. Weber exemplified this und.erstandmg 1}1’11 a Sqfl(;
logical manner; it also marked the modern anthropolog.mal appr‘(‘)ac to 11 ud”
that became paradigmatic. Turner (1977: 133) deﬁne:i rituals as, ’s’t-eregtipe A
and as “sequestered”; Goody (1986: 21) called them lllomeostatlc ; an h eac
(1972: 334), insisting also on “repetition,” expresses hTs Wonderm.ent ai c1>v9v,712n
the rituals he observed, “everything in fact happened just as predicted” ( :
199A)g.;ainst these arguments for the essential and fundamental difference of S}{l"n—
bolic interactions in earlier societies, critical and postmodern anthropologists
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"mewconnnemary" (Geertz 1973) on social life, for there does not yet exist deep
iension between mundane and transcendental spheres (Goody 1986; Habermas
{982-3; Eisenstadt 1982; Bellah 1970). The early anthropologists Spencer and
Gillen (1927) were ri ght at least in this, for they suggested that the Engwura rit-
ual cycle of the Australian Arunta recapitulated the actual lifestyle of the Arunta
males. A century later, when Schechner (1976: 197) observed the Tsembaga
dance of the Kaiko, he confirmed that “all the basic moves and sounds — even
the charge into the central space — are adaptations and direct lifts from battle.”

The tight intertwining of cultural text and social structure that marks social
performances in early societies provides a contextual frame for Durkheim’s
theoretical argument about religion as simply society writ large. While claim-
ing to propose a paradigm for studying every religion at all times, Durkheim
might better be understood as describing the context for social performances
in early societies. Durkheim insists that culture is identical with religion, that
any “proper” religious belief is shared by every member of the group, and that
these shared beliefs are always translated into the practices he calls rituals, or
rites. “Not only are they individually accepted by all members of that group,
but they also belong to the group and unify it . . . A society whose members are
united because they imagine the sacred world and its relation with the profane
world in the same way, and because they franslate this common representation
into identical practices, is called a Church” (Durkheim [1912] 1995: 41, italics
added).?

In such ritualized performances, the belief dimension is experienced as per-
sonal, immediate, and iconographic. Through the painting, masking, and recon-
figuring of the physical body, the actors in these performances seek not only
metaphorically but literally to become the text, their goal being to project the
fusion of human and totem, “man and God,” sacred and mundane. The sym-
bolic roles that define participation in such ritualized performances emerge
directly, and without mediation, from the other social roles actors play. In the
Engwura ritual (Spencer and Gillen 1927), the Arunta males performed the
parts they actually held in everyday Arunta life. When social actors perform
such roles, they do not have a sense of separation from them; they have little
self-consciousness about themselves as actors. For participants and observers,
rituals are not considered to be a performance in the contemporary sense at all
but rather to be a natural and necessary dimension of ongoing social life. As
for the means of symbolic production, while not always immediately available,
they generally are near at hand — a ditch dug with the sharp bones of animals, a
line drawn from the red coloring of wild flowers, a headdress made from bird
feathers, an amulet fashioned from a parrot’s beak (Turner 1969: 23-37).

In this type of social organization, participation in ritual performance is not
contingent, either for the actors or the observers. Participation is determined by
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performances, Many ceremonies involve the entire community, for they “regard

their collective well-being to be dependent upon a common body of rityg]
performances” (Rappaport 1968, in Schechner 1976: 211). Turner (1982: 31,
original italics) attested that “the whole community goes through the entire
ritual round.” Durkheim ([19 12] 1995) also emphasized obli gation, connecting
it with the interna] coherence of the audience, In the ritual phase of Aboriging]
society, he wrote, “the population comes together, concentrating itself at specific
places ... The concentration takes place when a clag or a portion of the tribe jg
summoned to come together” ([19i2] 1995: 217).

In terms of the elementary model I have laid out already, it seems clear that
such ritualized socig] actions fuse the various components of performance —
actors, audiences, representations, means of symbolic production, socjal power,
and mise-en-scene,

It is the actor/audience part of thig fusion to which Service (1962: 109)
referred when he wrote that “the congregation is the camp itself.” [.évi-
Strauss (1963 179) meant to emphasize the same fusing when he spoke of the
“fabulation” of ritug] as a “threefold experience.” It consists “first of the
shaman himself, who, if his calling is a true one . . _ undergoes specific states
of a psychosomatic hature; second, that of the sick person, who may or may
not experience an improvement of his condition; and, finally, that of the public,
who also participates in the cure, experiencing an enthusjasm and an intellectuyal
and emotional satisfaction which produce collective support.” In the studies of
shamanistic rituals offered by postmodern performance theorists, we can read
their ethnographic accouns as suggesting fusion in much the same way. “They
derive their power from listening to the others and absorbing daily realities.
While they cure, they take into them their patients’ possessions and obsessions
and let the latter’s tllnesses become theirs . . . The very close relationship these

Coflactive

b Audience \/
{background)

Representations Means of
Symbolic Production

Social
Powers

Figure 1.3 The fused elements of performance inside simple social organi-
igure 1.
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shaman because he cured his patients,”

cured his patients because he had become a great shaman” (1963: 180, italicg

added). Shamans effect cures, individual and social, because participants apg

observers of their performances believe they have the force to which they lay -

claim. Shamans, in other words, are institutionalized masters of ritual perfor.
mance. The success of this performance depends, in the first place, on thejy
dramatic skills, but these skills are intertwined with the other dimensions that
allow performances to be fused in simple social organizations.

Social complexity and post-ritual performances

Fused performances creating ritual-like effects remain important in more com.-
plex societies. There are two senses in which this is true. First, and less impor-
tantly for the argument I am developing here, in primary groups such as families,
gangs, and intergenerational]y stable ethnic communities, role performances
often seem to reproduce the macrocosm in the microcosm (Slater 1966). Even
inside of complex societies, audiences in such primary groups are relatively

homogeneous, actors are familiar, situations are repeated, and texts and tradi-

my argument here, is that fusion remains the goal of performances even in
complex societies. It is the context for performative success that has changed.

As I noted earlier, historians, anthropologists, and sociologists have ana-
lyzed the sporadic and uneven processes that created larger-scale societies in
innumerably different ways. There is sharply contrasting theorizing about the
causes and pathways of the movement away from simpler social organization in

, that the processes
of “Complexiﬁcation,” “rationalization,” or “differentiation” (Thrift 1999;

Luhmann 1995 ; Champagne 1992; Alexander and Colomy 1990; Habermas
1982-3; Eisenstadt 1963) produce different kinds of symbolic communications
today. Even Goody (1986: 22) spoke confidently of the transition “from world-
view to ideology.”

This emphasis on ideology is telling, and it leads directly to the argument
about changes in the condj tions for performativity that T am making here. Earlier
sociological and anthropological investigations into the socia] causes of the tran-
sition from simple forms of social organization emphasized the determining role
of economic change. Technological shifts created more productivity, which led
to surplus and the class system, and finally to the first distinctive political instity-
tions, whose task was to organize the newly stratified society and to administer
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of the means of literate communication,” concentrating interpretive authority n
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systems they established as the bearers of special cultura] symbols and mig-
sions. They tried ro depict themselves as transmitting distinct civilizations . . .
The rulers of these societies invariably tried to be perceived as the propagators
and upholders of [their] traditions [and they] desire[d] to minimize any group’s
pretensions to having the right 0 Judge and evaluate the rulers or to sanction
their legitimation” (Eisenstadt 1963: 141, italics added).

The most ambitious recent investigation into pharaonic Egypt finds the same
processes at work. “A state imposed by force and coercing its subjects to pay
taxes and perform civil and military service,” Assmann (2002: 74) wrote, “could
hardly have maintained itself if it had not rested On a core semiology that wag

. . ) o
The emergence of theatrical from ritual performanc
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as persuasive as the state itself was demanding.” Reconstructing “the semantics
that underlie the establishment of the state” (2002: 75), Assmann finds that
in the Old Kingdom Egyptians “clung to the graphic realism of hieroglyphic
writing” with an “astounding tenacity.” This “aspiration to permanence” meant
that state rituals involyed “maximum care . . . to prevent deviation and improvi-
sation.” Only the lector priest’s “knowledge of the script and his ability to recite
the same time in the context of the same ritual event, thug bringing meaning,
duration, and action into precise alignment” (2002 70-1). By the time of the
Middie Kingdom, Assmann reported (2002: 118-19), “the kin gs of the Twelfth
Dynasty were in 3 fundamental]y different position.” Social and cultural com-
plexity had proceeded to such an extent that the pharaonic rulers “had o assert
themselves against a largely literate and economically and militarily powerfuyl
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cchies that ruled urban societies in the Asian empires, in Greece there
rarchies

Means of
Symbolic _ved urban structures of a new, more republican kind. They were organized
Production i;fz; ;ﬂad by elites, to be sure, but these elites were internally democratic.

. Schachermeyr (119531 1971: 201) emphasized m his wideiy. cited essay,
ﬁg historically unprecedented “autonomy of' the“cmzen' b0.dy m. the Greek
cities was accompanied by the equally distinctive emanCI.patlen of intellectual
life from Greek mythology.” These new forms of orgamzau‘onal anq (;ultum
. ifferentiation fostered, accordin g to Schacherme}fr, a “rc?volunf)nary Spl-l‘lt” thfcxt
- ‘éﬁgaged in “a constant fight against the monarchical, dictatorial, or oligarchic
 formsof government.”

This marked opening up of social and cultural space focused attention on
_ the projective, performative dimension of social action, subjecting the ritual-
ized performances of more traditional life to increased scrutiny and strain (e.g.
plato 1980). In Greek society, we can observe the transition from ritual to per-
formance literally and not just metaphorically. We actually see the de-fusion
of the elements of performance in concrete terms. They became more than
analytically identifiable: their empirical separation became institutionalized
in specialized forms of social structure and available to common-sense reflec-
tion in cultural life.

Greek theatre emerged from within religious rituals organized around Diony-
sus, the god of wine (Hartnoll 1968: 7-31). In the ritual’s traditional form, a
dithyramb, or unison hymn, was performed around the altar of Dionysus by a
chorus of fifty men drawn from the entire ethnos. In terms of the present discus-
sion, this meant continuing fusion: actors, collective representations, audiences,
and society were united in a putatively homogeneous, still mythical way. In
expressing his nostalgia for those earlier, pre-Socratic days, Nietzsche ([1872]
1956: 51-5, 78-9) put it this way: “In the dithyramb we see a community of
unconscious actors all of whom see one another as enchanted . . . Audience and
chorus were never fundamentally set over against each other . . . An audience
of spectators, such as we know it, was unknown . . . Each spectator could quite
literally imagine himself, in the fullness of seeing, as a chorist [sic].”

As Greek society entered its period of intense and unprecedented social and
cultural differentiation (Gouldner 1965), the content of the dithyramb gradu-
ally widened to include tales of the demi-gods and fully secular heroes whom
contemporary Greeks considered their ancestors. The background representa-
tional system, in other words, began to symbolize — to code and to narrate —
human and not only sacred life. This interjection of the mundane into the sacred
introduced symbolic dynamics directly into everyday life and vice versa. Dur-
ing communal festivals dedicated to performing these new cultural texts, the
good and bad deeds of secular heroes were recounted along with their feuds,
marriages, and adulteries, the wars they started, the ethnic and religious ties

k once more the words they
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E}e most serious and morally weighted civic issues of the day. From Aeschy-
;ms to Sophocles to Euripedes, Greek tragic drama (Jaeger 1945: 232-381)

Jddressed civic virtue and corruption, exploring whether there existed a natural
;wml order more powerful than the fatally flawed order of human social life.
These questions were critical for sustaining the rule of law and an independent

. 4nd democratic civil life.

Nietzsche ([1872] 1956: 78-9) complained that, with the birth of tragedy,
“the poet who writes dramatized narrative can no more become one with his
images” and that he “transfigures the most horrible deeds before our eyes by the
charm of illusion.” In fact, however, the de-fusion of performative elements that
instigated the emergence of theatre did not necessarily eliminate performative
power; it just made this power more difficult to achieve. This increased difficulty
might well have provided the social stimulus for Aristotle’s aesthetic philos-
ophy. In terms of the theoretical framework I am developing here, Aristotle’s
poetics can be understood in a new way. It aimed to crystallize, in abstract theo-
retical terms, the empirical differentiation among the elements of performance
that pushed ritual to theatre. What ritual performers once had known in their
guts — without having to be told, much less having to read — Aristotle (1987)
now felt compelled to write down. His Poetics makes the natural artificial. It
provides a kind of philosophical cookbook, instructions for meaning-making
and effective performance for a society that had moved from fusion to con-
scious artifice. Aristotle explained that performances consisted of plots and
that effective plotting demanded narratives with a beginning, middle, and end.
In his theory of catharsis, he explained, not teleologically but empirically, how
dramas could affect an audience: tragedies would have to evoke sensations of
“terror and pity” if emotional effect were to be achieved.

This sketch of how theatre emerged from ritual is not teleological or evo-
lutionary. What I have proposed, rather, is a universally shared form of social
development, one that responds to growing complexity in social and cultural
structure. Ritual moved towards theatre throughout the world’s civilizations in
response to similar social and cultural developments — the emergence of cities
and states, of religious specialists, of intellectuals, and of needs for political
legitimation. “There were religious and ritual origins of the Jewish drama,
the Chinese drama, all European Christian drama and probably the Indian
drama,” Boulton (1960: 194) informed us, and “in South America the conquer-
ing Spaniards brought Miracle Plays to Indians who already had a dramatic
tradition that had development out of their primitive cults.”

Social complexity waxes and wanes, and with it the development of theatre
from ritual. Rome continued Greek theatricality, but with the decline of the
empire and the rise of European feudalism the ritual forms of religious perfor-
mance dominated once again. What happened in ancient Greece was reiterated
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ambitions or stin ging in their effects. In his study of seventeenth-century drama,
Reiss (1971: 122) observed that “the loss of illusion follows when the mise-
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on-scéne is designed with no attempt at vraisemblance,” and he concludes that
“the theater relied . . . on the unreality of the theatrical situation itself . . . to
(maintain a distance” (1971 144). Taking advantage of performative de-fusion,
ihese playwrights used stagecraft to emphasize artificiality rather than to make
it invisible, producing a critical and ironic space between the audience and the

mores of their day.

The emergence of social drama

The historical story I am telling here addresses the puzzle at the core of this
chapter: Why do ritually organized societies give way not to social orders
regulated simply by instrumentally rational action but instead to those in which
ritual-like processes remain vital in some central way?

It is vital for this story to see that the emergence of theatre was more or less
simultaneous with the emergence of the public sphere as a compelling social
stage. For it was, in fact, roughly during the same period as theatrical drama
emerged that social drama became a major form of social organization — and
for reasons that are much the same.

When society becomes more complex, culture more critical, and authority
less ascriptive, social spaces open up that organizations must negotiate if they
are to succeed in getting their way. Rather than responding to authoritative com-
mands and prescriptions, social processes become more contingent, more sub-
ject to conflict and argumentation. Rationalist philosophers (Habermas [1962]

1989) speak of the rise of the public sphere as a forum for deliberative and
considered debate. A more sociological formulation would point to the rise of a
public stage, a symbolic forum in which actors have increasing freedom to cre-
ate and to project performances of their reasons, dramas tailored to audiences
whose voices have become more legitimate references in political and social
conflicts. Responding to the same historical changes that denaturalized ritual
performance, collective action in the wider society comes increasingly to take
on an overtly performative cast.

In earlier, more archaic forms of complex societies, such as the imperial
orders of Egypt or Yucatdn, social hierarchies simply could issue commands,
and ritualized ideological performances would provide symbolic mystification.
In more loosely knit forms of complex social organization, authority becomes
more open to challenge, the distribution of ideal and material resources more
subject to contention, and contests for social power more open-ended and
contingent. Often, these dramatic contests unfold without any settled script.



< Social Pel‘fonnance
Social performance between ritual and strategy 53

1 tqken place already. Savonarola’s public hanging, and the burning of his
- fi}nt followed, were staged in the same civil space. Observed by an over-
ﬂfpse [;udience of citizens and semi-citizens — some horrified, others grimly
Q??g}e%]‘ (Brucker 1969: 271) — the performance instigated by Savonarola’s
ﬁrgisst, confession, and execution graphically drew the curtain on the reformer’s

iyirimal renewal campaign. It is hardly coincidental that Machiavelli’s advice

& Iralian princes offered during this same period concerned not only how to
muster dispersed administrative power but also instructions about how to dis-
play power of a more symbolic kind. He wished to instruct the prince about
_ how to perform like one so that he could appear, no matter what the actual cir-
| cumstances, to exercise power in a ruthlessly efficient and supremely confident

W‘Z/l(}ilii) The American Revolution. In 1773, small bands of anti-British Ameri-
&an colonialists boarded three merchant ships in the Boston harbor and threw
90,000 tons of Indian tea into the sea. The immediate, material effect of what
immediately became represented in the popular imagination as “the Boston tea
party” was negligible, but its expressive power was so powerful that it created
great political effects (Labaree 1979: 246ft.). The collective performance suc-
cessfully dramatized colonial opposition to the British crown,* clarified a key
issue in the antagonism, and mobilized fervent public support. Later, the inau-
gural military battle of the American Revolution, in Lexington, Massachusetts,
was represented in terms of theatrical metaphor as “the shot heard ‘round the
world.”” In contemporary memorials of the event, social dramatic exigencies
have exercised powerful sway. American and British soldiers are portrayed in
the brightly colored uniforms of opposed performers. Paul Revere is portrayed
as performing prologue, riding through the streets and shouting, “The Redcoats
are coming, the Redcoats are coming,” though he probably did not. The long
lines of soldiers on both sides are often depicted as accompanied by fifes and
drums. Bloody and often confusing battles of the War of American Indepen-
dence have been narrated retrospectively as fateful and dramatic contests, their
victors transformed into icons by stamps and etchings.

(iv) The French Revolution. The similar staging of radical collective action
as social drama also deeply affected the Revolution in France. During its early
days, sans-culottes women sought to enlist a promise of regular bread from
King Louis. They staged the “momentous march of women to Versailles,” an
extravagantly theatrical pilgrimage that one leading feminist historian described
as “the recasting of traditional female behavior within a republican mode” (Lan-
des 1988: 109-11). As the Revolution unfolded, heroes and villains switched
places according to the agonistic logic of dramatic discourse (Furet 1981) and
theatrical configuring (Hunt 1984), not only in response to political calculation.
No matter how violent or bloodthirsty in reality, the victors and martyrs were
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painted, retrospectively, in classical Republican poses and togas, as in David’s
celebrated portrait of Marat Sade (Nochlin 1993),
It was Turner (1974, 1982) who introduced the concept of social drama into

the vocabulary of socia] science more than thirty years ago. For a time, thig idea .

.condit‘ions for social drama, he insisted that it “remains to the last simple and
1nerad1_cable,” locating it in “the developmental cycle of all groups” ( 1952' 78)
He believed that the “values and ends” of performances were “distributed-over.
a range of actors” and were projected “into a System. . . of shared or consensual
meanlng” (1982: 75). Social dramas can take place, Turner (1987) insisted
only ‘among those members of 3 given group . . . who fee] strongly about thei;
membership [and] are impelled to enter into relationships with others which
become fully ‘meaningful’, in the sense that the beliefs, values norms, and
sy'mbohsm ‘carried’ in the group’s culture become . . . 3 major part’ of Wha£ s/he
might regard as his/her identity” (1987- 46; for similar emphases, see Myerhoff

We are no‘w. N a position to elaborate the propositions about performative
Success and failure set forth i the first section.

Re-fusion and authenticity: the criteria for performative
success and failure

R AR
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via skillful and affecting performance, the emotional connection of audience
with actor and text and thereby to create the conditions for projecting cultural
meaning from performance to audience. To the extent these two conditions
nave been achieved, one can say that the elements of performance have become
fused.

Nietzsche elegized the “bringing to life [of] the plastic world of myth” ([1872]
1956: 126) as one of those “moments of paroxysm that lift man beyond the
confines of space, time, and individuation” ([1872] 1956:125). He was right
to be mournful. As society becomes more complex, such moments of fusion
become much more difficult to achieve. The elements of performance become
separated and independently variable, and it becomes ever more challenging to
bring texts into life.

The challenge confronting individual and collective symbolic action in com-
plex contemporary societies, whether on stage or in society at large, is to infuse
meaning by re-fusing performance. Since Romanticism, this modern challenge
has been articulated existentially and philosophically as the problem of authen-
ticity (Taylor 1989). While the discourse about authenticity is parochial, in
the sense that it is specifically European, it provides a familiar nomenclature
for communicating the sense of what performative success and failure mean.
On the level of everyday life, authenticity is thematized by such questions as
whether a person is “real” — straightforward, truthful, and sincere. Action will
be viewed as real if it appears sui generis, the product of a self-generating actor
who is not pulled like a puppet by the strings of society. An authentic person
seems to act without artifice, without self-consciousness, without reference to
some laboriously thought-out plan or text, without concern for manipulating
the context of her actions, and without worries about that action’s audience or
its effects. The attribution of authenticity, in other words, depends on an actor’s
ability to sew the disparate elements of performance back into a seamless and
convincing whole. If authenticity marks success, then failure suggests that a
performance will seem insincere and faked: the actor seems out of role, merely
to be reading from an impersonal script, pushed and pulled by the forces of
society, acting not from sincere motives but to manipulate the audience.

Such an understanding allows us to move beyond the simplistic polarities
of ritual versus rationality or, more broadly, of cultural versus practical action.
We can say, instead, that re-fusion allows ritual-like behavior, a kind of tem-
porary recovery of the ritual process. It allows contemporaries to experience
ritual because it stitches seamlessly together the disconnected elements of cul-
tural performance. In her performative approach to gender, Butler (1999: 179)
insisted that gender identity is merely “the stylized repetition of acts through
time” and “not a seemingly seamless identity.” Yet seamless is exactly what
the successful performance of gender in everyday life makes it appear to be.



