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The question of theory and practice permeates not only politics but culture,
where the analogue for theory is the social-symbolic text, the bundle of everyday
codes, narratives, and rhetorical configurings-that are the objects of hermeneutic
reconstruction. Emphasizing action over its theory, praxis theorists have blinded
themselves to the deeply embedded textuality of every social action (Bourdieu
1984; Swidler 1986; Turner 2002). But a no less distorting myopia has affected
the vision from the other side. The pure hermeneut (e.g., Dilthey 1976; Ricoeur
1976) tends to ignore the material problem of instantiating ideals in the real
world. The truth, as Marx (1972: 145) wrote in his tenth thesis on Feuerbach,
is that, while theory and practice are different, they are always necessarily
intertwined.
Theory and practice are interwoven in everyday life, not only in social theory
and social science. In the following chapters, we will see that powerful social
actors understand the conceptual issues presented in this introduction in an
intuitive, ethnographic, and practical way. In the intense and fateful efforts to
impeach and to defend President Clinton (Mast, ch. 3), for instance, individuals,
organizations, and parties moved "instinctively" to hook their actions into the
background culture in a lively and compelling manner, working to create an
impression of sincerity and authenticity rather than one of calculation and artificiality, to achieve verisimilitude. Social movements' public demonstrations
(Eyerman, ch. 6) display a similar performative logic. Movement organizers,
intensely aware of media organizations' control over the means of symbolic distribution. direct their participants to perform in ways that will communicate that
they are worthy, committed, and determined to achieve acceptance and inclusion from the larger political community. And during South Africa's transition
from apartheid to democracy (Goodman, ch. S ) , perpetrators' confessions and
victims' agonistic retellings of disappeared relatives. displacement, and torture
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arbitrary, Saussure d e m ~ n s t r a t e din
, ~that "it actually has no natural connection
with the signified" (1985: 38), i.e., the object it is understood to represent. Its
meaning is arbitrary in relation to its referent in the real world, but it is also
arbitrary in the sense that it is not determinedby the intention or will of any individual speaker or listener. Rather, a sign's meaning derives from its relations metaphorical, metonymic, synecdochic - to other signs in a system of sign
relations, or language. The relations between signs in a cultural system are fixed
by social convention; they are structures that social actors experience as natural, and unreflexively depend on to constitute their daily lives. Consequently,
an accounting of felicity's conditions must attend to the cultural structures that
render a performative intelligible, meaningful, and capable of being interpreted
as felicitous or infelicitous, in addition to the mode and context in which the
performative is enacted.
In this respect, Saussure's sometimes errant disciple, Jacques Derrida, has
been a faithful son, and it is in Derrida's (1982a 119711) response to Austin's
speech act theory that post-structuralism begins to demonstrate a deep affinity with contemporary cultural pragmatics. Derrida criticized Austin for submerging the contribution of the cultural text to performative outcome. Austin
"appears to consider solely the conventionality constituting the cir-cumstance
of the utterance [6nonce'],its contextual surroundings," Derrida admonished,
"and not a certain conventionality intrinsic to what constitutes the speech act
[locution] itself, all that might be summarized rapidly under the problematic
rubric of 'the arbitrary nature of the sign"' (1988: 15). In this way, Derrida
sharply criticized Austin for ignoring the "citational" quality of even the most
pragmatic writing and speech; that words used in talk cite the seemingly absent
background cultural texts from which they derive their meanings. "Could a performative utterance succeed," Derrida asked, "if its formulation did not repeat
a 'coded' or iterable utterance, or in other words, if the formula I pronounce in
order to open a meeting, launch a ship or a marriage were not identifiable as
conforming with an iterable model, if it were not then identifiable in some way
as a 'citation'?" (1988: 18)
Because there can be no determinate, trans-contextual relation of signifier and
referent, difference always involves d1ff6rarlce(Derrida 1982b). Interpreting
symbolic practice - culture in its "presence" - always entails a reference to
culture in its "absence," that is. to an implied semiotic text. In other words, to
be practical and effective in action - to have a successful performance - actors
must be able to make the meanings of culture structures stick. Since meaning is
the product of relations between signs in a discursive code or text, a dramaturgy
that intends to take meaning seriously must account for the cultural codes
and texts that structure the cognitive environments in which speech is given
folm.
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Dramaturgy in the new century emerges from the confluence of hermeneutic,
post-structural, and pragmatic theories of meaning's relation to social action.
Cultural pragmatics grows out of this confluence, maintaining that cultural
practice must be theorized independently of cultural symbolics, while, at the
same time, remaining fundamentally interrelated with it. Cultural action puts
texts into practice, but it cannot do so directly, without "passing go." A theory of practice must respect the relative autonomy of structures of meaning.
Pragmatics and semantics are analytical, not concrete distinctions.

The real and the artificial
One of the challenges in theorizing contemporary cultural practice is the manner
in which it seems to slide between artifice and authenticity. There is the deep
pathos of Princess Diana's death and funeral, mediated, even in a certain sense
generated by, highly constructed, commercially targeted televised productions,
yet so genuine and compelling that the busi6ess of a great national collectivity
came almost fully to rest. There are the Pentagon's faked anti-ballistic missile
tests and its doctored action photographs of smart missiles during the Iraq
war, both of which were taken as genuine in their respective times. There is
the continuous and often nauseating flow of the staged-for-camera pseudoevent, which Daniel Boorstin (1962 [1961]) flushed our already in the 1960s.
Right along beside them, there is the undeniable moral power generated by
the equally "artificial" media event studied by Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz
(1992) - Sadat's arrival in Jerusalem, the Pope's first visit to Poland, and John
F. Kennedy's funeral.
Plays, movies, and television shows are staged "as i f ' they occur in real life,
and in real time. To seem as if they are "live," to seem real, they are increasingly shot "on location." National armies intimidate one another by staging
war games, completely artificial events whose intention not to produce a "real"
effect is announced well before they occur but which often alter real balances of
power. Revolutionary guerrilla groups, like the Zapatista rebels from Chiapas,
Mexico, represent powerful grassroots movements that aim to displace vast
material interests and often have the effect of getting real people killed. Yet
the masses in such movements present their collective force via highly staged
photo-marches, and their leaders, like subcommander Marcos, enter figuratively
into the public sphere, as iconic representations of established cultural forms.
The effort at artificially creating the impression of liveness is not in any sense
new. The Impressionist painters wanted to trump the artificiality of the French
Academy by moving outside, to be closer to the nature they were representing.
to paint m plPirz air.. The Lincoln-Douglas debates were highly staged, and
their "real influence" would have been extremely narrow were it not for the
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hyperbolic expansiveness of the print media (Schudson 1998). The aristocracies and emerging middle classes of the Renaissance, the period marking the
very birth of modernity, were highly style-conscious, employing facial makeup and hair shaping on both sides of the gender divide, and engaging, more
generally, in strenuous efforts at "self-fashioning" (Greenblatt 1980). It was
the greatest writer of the Renaissance, after all, who introduced into Western
literature the very notion that "the whole world's a stage, and we merely actors
upon it."
Despite a history of reflexive awareness of artificiality and constructedness,
such postmodern commentators as Baudrillard (1983) announce, and denounce,
the contemporary interplaying of reality with fiction as demarcating a new
age, one in which pragmatics has displaced semantics, social referents have
disappeared, and only signifiers powered by the interests and powers of the day
remain. Such arguments represent a temptation, fueled by a kind of nostalgia, to
treat the distinction between the real and artificial in an essentialist way. Cultural
pragmatics holds that this vision of simulated hyper-textuality is not true, that
the signified, no matter what its position in the manipulated field of cultural
production, can never be separated from some set of signifiers (cf. Sherwood
1994).
The relation between authenticity and modes of presentation is, after all,
historically and culturally specific.%uring the Renaissance, for instance, the
theatre, traditionally understood to be a house of spectacle, seduction, and
idolatry, began to assume degrees of authenticity that had traditionally been
reserved for the dramatic text, which was honored for its purity and incorruptibility. The relation between authenticity and the senses shifted during this
time as well. With its close association with the aural eroding, authenticity
became an attribute of the visual. The visual displaced the aural as the sense
most closely associated with apprehending and discerning the authentic, the
real, and the true. The aural, on the other hand, was increasingly presumed to
"displace 'sense,"' and language to "dissolve into pure sound and leave reason
behind" (Peters 2000: 163).
It is difficult to imagine astarker example of authenticity's cultural specificity
than Donald Frischmann's (1994) description of the Tzotzil people's reaction
to a live theatrical performance staged in their village of San Juan Chamula, in
Chiapas, Mexico in 199 1. Frischmann describes how, during the reenactment of
an occurrence of domestic violence, the audience was taken by "a physical wave
of emotion [that] swept through the entire crowd" nearly knocking audience
members "down onto the floor." During a scene in which a confession is flogged
out of two accused murderers the line separating theatrical production and
audience completely disintegrated: "By this point in the play, the stage itself
was full of curious and excited oi11ookers -children and men, surrounding the
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actors in an attempt to get a closer look at the stage events, which so curiously
resembled episodes of veul life out in the central plaza" (1994: 223, italics in
original).
Cultural pragmatics emphasizes that authenticity is an interpretive category
rather than an ontological state. The status of authenticity is arrived at, is contingent, and results from processes of social construction; it is not inseparable
from a transcendental, ontological referent. If there is a normative repulsion to
the fake or inauthentic, cultural pragmatics asserts that it must be treated in an
analytical way, as a structuring code in the symbolic fabric actors depend on to
interpret their lived realities.
Yes, we are "condemned" to live out our lives in an age of artifice, a world
of mirrored, manipulated, and mediated representation. But the constructed
character of symbols does not make them less real. A talented anthropologist and
a clinical psychologist recently published a lengthy empirical account (Marvin
and Ingle 1999) describing the flag of the United States, the "stars and stripes,"
as a totem for the American nation, a tribe whose members periodically engage
in bloodsacrifice so that the totem may continue to thrive. Such adirect equation
of contemporary sacrality with pre-literate tribal life has its dangers, as we are
about to suggest below, yet there is much in this account that rings powerfully
true.

Nostalgia and counter-nostalgia: sacrality then and now
For those who continue to insist on the centrality of meaning in contemporary
societies, and who see these meanings as in some necessary manner refractions
of culture structures, the challenge is the same today as it has always been:
How to deal with "modernity," an historical designation that now includes
postmodernity as well? Why does it remain so difficult to conceptualize the
cultural implications of the vast historical difference between earlier times and
our own? One reason is that so much of contemporary theorizing about culture
has seemed determined to elide it. The power-knowledge fusion that Foucault
postulates at the center of the modern epistelne is, in fact, much less characteristic of contelilporary societies than it was of earlier, more traditional ones.
where social structure and culture were relatively fused. The same is true for
Bourdieu's habitus, a self that is mere nexus, the emotional residue of group
Position and social structure that much more clearly reflects the en~otionalsituation of early societies than the autonomizing, reflexive, deeply ambivalent
PsYchological processes of today.
Culture still remains powerful in an a priori manner. even in the most contemporary societies. Powers are still infused with sacralizing discourses, and
modern and postlnodern actors can strategize only by typifying in terms of
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institutionally segmented binary codes. Secularization does not mean the loss
of cultural meaning, the emergence of completely free-floating institutions, or
the creation of purely self-referential individual actors (cf. Emirbayer and Mische 1998). There remains, in Kenneth Thompson's (1990) inimitable phrase,
the "dialectic between sacralization and secularization." But action does not
relate to culture in an unfolding sort of way. Secularization does mean differentiation rather than fusion, not only between culture, self, and social structure.
but within culture itself.
Mannheim (1971 [1927]) pointed out that it has been the unwillingness to
accept the implications of such differentiation that has always characterized conservative political theory, which from Burke (1790) to Oakeshott (I98 1 [1962])
to contemporary communitarians has given short shrift to cultural diversity and
individual autonomy. What is perhaps less well understood is that such unwillingness has also undermined the genuine and important insights of interpretively
oriented cultural social science.
For our modern predecessors who maintained that, despite modernization:
meaning still matters, the tools developed for analyzing meaning in traditional
and simple societies seemed often to be enough. For instance, late in his career
Durkheim used descriptions of Australian aboriginal clans' ceremonial rites to
theorize that rituals and "dramatic performances" embed and reproduce the cultural system in collective and individual actions (1995: 378). The Warramunga's
ceremonial rites that honor a common ancestor, Durkheim argued, "serve no
purpose other than to make the clan's mythical past present in people's minds"
and thus to "revitalize the most essential elements of the collective consciousness" (1995: 379). Similarly, almost a decade after the close of World War Two.
Shils and Young (1953) argued that Queen Elizabeth 11's coronation signified
nothing less than "an act of national communion," and W. Lloyd Warner (1959)
argued that Memorial Day represented an annual ritual that reaffirmed collective sentiments and permitted organizations in conflict to "subordinate their
ordinary opposition and cooperate in collectively expressing the larger unity of
the total community" (279).
These arguments demonstrate a stunning symmetry with Durkheim's descriptions of the ritual process's effects on comparatively simple and homogeneous aboriginal clans. These thinkers jumped, each in his own creative way,
directly from the late Durkheim to late modernity without making the necessary conceptual adjustments along the way. The effect was to treat the
characteristics that distinguished modem from traditional societies as residual categories. It was in reaction to such insistence on social-cum-cultural
integration that conflict theory made claims, long before postmodem constructivism, that public cultural performances were not affective but merely cognitive (Lukes 1975), that they sprang not from cultural texts but from artificial
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scripts, that they were less rituals in which audiences voluntarily if vicarisly participated than symbolic effects controlled and manipulated by elites
irnbaum 1955).
The old-fashioned Durkheimians, like political conservatives, were motivated in some part by nostalgia for an earlier. simpler, and more cohesive age.
yet their critics have been moved by feelings of a not altogether different kind,
by an anti-nostalgia that barely conceals their own deep yearning for the sacred
life. In confronting the fragmentations of modern and postmodern life, political
radicals have often been motivated by cultural conservatism. From Marx and
Weber to the Frankfurt School (Horkheimer and Adorno 1972), from Arendt's
(1 95 1) mass society theory to Selznick's (1951, 1952), from Jameson (1991)
to Baudrillard, left cultural critics have lodged the nostalgic claim that nothing
can ever be the same again, that capitalism or industrial society or mass society
or postmodernity has destroyed the possibility for meaning. The result has been
that cultural history has been understood allegorically (cf. Clifford 1986, 1988).
It is narrated as a process of disenchantmen't, as a fall from Eden, as declension from a once golden age of wholeness and holiness (Sherwood 1994). The
assertion is that once representation is encased in some artificial substance,
whether it is substantively or only formally rational, it becomes mechanical
and unmeaningful.
The classical theoretical statement of this allegory remains Walter Benjamin's
(1968 [1936]) "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," veneration (!) for which has only grown among postmodern critics of the artificiality
of the present age. Benjamin held that the auratic quality of art, the aura that
surrounded it and gave it a sacred and holy social status, was inherently diminished by art's reproducibility. Sacred aura is a function of distance. It cannot be
maintained once mechanical reproduction allows contact to become intimate,
frequent, and, as a result, mundane. Baudrillard's simulacrum marks merely one
more installment in the theoretical allegory of disenchantment. A more recent
Postmodem theorist, Peggy Phelan (1993: 146), has applied this allegory in
suggesting that, because the "only life" of performance is "in the present," it
"cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of representations." Once performance is mechanically
mediated, its meaningfulness is depleted. The argument here is pessimistic and
Heideggerian. If ontology is defined in terms of Dasein. as "being there," then
artificial mediation will wipe it away. "To the degree that performance
to enter the economy of reproduction," Phelan predictably writes, "it
and lessens the promise of its own ontology."
We can escape from such Heideggerianism only by developing a more complex sociological theory of performance. It was Burke (1957, 1965) who first
Proposed to transfomi the straightforward action theory of Weber and Parsons,
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the schemaof means-ends-norms-conditions, which simultaneously mimicked
and critiqued economic man. This meant taking "act" in a theatrical rather than
a nominalist and mundane manner. It meant transformi'ng "conditions" into
the notion of a "scene" upon which an act could be displayed. With analytical
transformations such as these, cultural traditions could be viewed not merely
as regulating actions but as informing dramas, the performance of which could
display exemplary motives, inspire catharsis, and allow working through (Burke
1959).
The implications of this extraordinary innovation were limited by Burke's
purely literary ambitions and by the fact that he, too, betrayed nostalgia for a
simpler society. Burke suggested (1965: 449, italics added), on the one hand,
that "a drama is a mode of symbolic action so designed that an audience might
be induced to 'act symboljcally' in sympathy with it." On the other hand, he
insisted that, "insofar as the drama serves this function it may be studied as a
'perfect mechanism' composed of parts moving in mutual adjustment to one
another like clockwork." The idea is that, if audience sympathy is gained, then
society really has functioned as a dramatic text, with true synchrony among its
various parts. In other words, this theory of dramaturgy functions, not only as an
analytical device, but also as an allegory for re-enchantment. The implication is
that, if the theory is properly deployed, it will demonstrate for contemporaries
how sacrality can be recaptured, that perhaps it has never disappeared, that the
center will hold.
Such nostalgia for re-enchantment affected the most significant line of dramaturgical thinking to follow out from Burke. More than any other thinker,
it was Victor Turner who demonstrated the most profound interest in modernizing ritual theory, with notions of ritual process, social dramas, liminality,
and communitas, being the most famous results (Turner 1969; cf. Edles 1998).
When he turned to dramaturgy, Turner (1974a, 1982) was able to carry this
interest forward in a profoundly innovative manner, creating a theory of social
dramas that deeply marked the social science of his day (Abrahams 1995;
Wagner-Pacifici 1986). At the same time, however, Turner's intellectual evolution revealed a deep personal yearning for the more sacred life, whlch was
demonstrated most forcefully in his descriptions of how ritual participants experience liminal moments and communitas (1969).
Turner used these terms to describe social relations and forms of symbolic
action that are unique to the ritual process. Derlved from the term Iin~err,which is
Latin for "threshold," Turner defines liminality as representing "the midpoint of
transition in a status-sequence between two positions" (1974a: 237). All rituals
include liminal phases, Turner argued, in which traditional status distinctions
dissolve, normative social constraints abate, and a unique form of solidarity, or
communitas, takes hold:
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~ ~ m m u n i tbreaks
as
in through the interstices of structure, in liminality; at the edges of
structure . . . and from beneath structure . . . It is almost everywhere held to be sacred
or"holy," possibly because i t transgresses or dissolves the nornis that govern structured
and institutionalized relationships and is accompanied by experiences of unprecedented
potency. (1969: 128)
During liminal moments, Tulner maintained, social distinctions are leveled
and an egalitarian order, or "open society" (1 974a: 1 12). is momentarily created
amongst ritual participants. Liminal social conditions foster an atmosphere of
cornmunitas, in which ritual participants are brought closer to the existential
and primordial, and distanced from dependence on the cognitive, which Turner
associated with the structured, normative social order. In such moments, the
"unused evolutionary potential in mankind which has not yet been externalized
and fixed in structure" is released, and ritual participants are free to "enter
into vital relations with other men" (1974a: 127-8). Turner's re-enchantment
imagery is unmistakable. It combines Marxist, utopian formulations of postrevolutionary, radical equality on the one hand, with Nietzschian (2000 [1927])
formulations of Dionysian social action on the other. Through liminality we
may return to an idealized state of simple humanity, a community of equals;
the dissolution of structure will initiate the erosion of our socially constructed
selves, thus allowing us to explore the potency of our "unused evolutionary
potential."
When Turner turned explicitly to theorizing about highly differentiated societies, he moved from an analytical model based on ritual to one based on performance. The concept of liminality weathered this transition. Turner modified it,
though, because he recognized that relationships between ritual producers and
audiences in post-industrial contexts are more complicated and contingent than
those he witnessed in tribal settings. Post-industrial actors demonstrate greater
degrees of interpretive autonomy and more control over their solidary affiliations than the tribal members he had lived amongst. Thus, Turner introduced
the concept "liminoid" to represent liminal-like moments and communitas-like
sentiments that post-industrial actors experience in (ritual-like) social dramas
in more individualized ways, and enter into more freely, as "more a matter
of choice, not obligation" (1982: 55). Despite these insightful modifications,
the spirit of liminality, and the nostalgic sentiments that shaped it, continued
to Penneate Turner's work. Indeed, both continue to exert a powerful sway in
contemporary performance studies, as will be shown below.
If Turner moved from ritual to theatre, his collea,oue. drama theorist and
avant-garde theatre producer Richard Schechner ( 1977. 1985, 1988), moved
from theatre to ritual and back again. Turner's theoretical co-founder of contemporary performance studies, Schechner provided the first systematic insight
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into the "mutual positive feedback relationship of social dramas and aesthetic
performances" (2002: 68). His theorizing also provided a path for understanding failed cultural productions. Yet what he himself hankered after was a way
to recreate the wholeness of what Peter Brook (1969) called "Holy Theatre."
Schechner, even more than Tumer, was animated as much by existential as analytical ambition, and his vision of performance studies was deeply shaped by
the nostalgia for re-enchantment embedded in Turner's theorizing. Liminality,
in Turner's theorizing, represented the pathway to re-enchantment. Liminality,
for Schechner, is the cornerstone of performance studies:
Performance Studies is "inter"- in between. It is intergenric, interdisciplinary, intercultural - and therefore inherently unstable. Performancestudies resists or rejects definition.
As a discipline, PS [sic] 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. (Schechner 1998: 360)
For Schechner, performance studies is a set of performative acts that, if properly deployed, will catalyze liminality in the broader social arena, destabilize
the normative structure, inspire criticism, and reacquaint mundane social actors
with the primordial, vital, and existential dimensions of life. Put another way,
for Schechner, performance studies is a vehicle for re-enchantment.
Clifford Geertz made a similar move from anthropology to theatricality,
employing notions of staging and looking at symbolic action as dramatic representation. Yet it is striking how Geertz confined himself to studying performances inside firmly established and articulated ritual containers, from the
Balinese cockfight (l973b), where "nothing happened" but an aesthetic affirmation of status structures, to the "theatre state" of nineteenth-century Bali (1980),
where highly rigid authority structures were continuously reaffirmed in a priori,
choreographed ways. In Geertz's dramaturgy, background collective representations and myths steal each scene. In the Balinese case, cultural scripts of
masculinity, bloodlust, and status distinctions seem to literally exercise themselves through the social actions that constitute the cockfight event, leaving
precious little room for the contingencies that accompany social actors' varying degrees of competency and complicity. The structural rigidity in Geertz's
dramaturgy is doubly striking when juxtaposed to Turner's and Schechner's
emphasis on liminality and the social and cultural dynamism that liminal social
actors may initiate.
What characterizes this entire line of thinking, which has been so central to
the development of contemporary cultural-sociologicaI thought. is the failure to
take advantage of the theoretical possibilities of understanding syn~bolicaction
as performance. Fully intertwining semantics and pragmatics can allow for the
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openness and contingency that is blocked by theoretical nostalgia for simpler
and more coherent societies.
In an influential volume that capped the "Tumer era," and segued to performance theory, John MacAloon (1984: 1) offered a description of cultural
performance that exemplified both the achievements and the limitations to
which we are pointing here. Turner's and Geertz's influence cannot be missed:
MacAloon defined performance as an "occasion in which as a culture or society
we reflect upon and define ourselves, dramatize ourcollective myths and history,
present ourselves with alternatives, and eventually change in some ways while
remaining the same in others." Through social performances we tell a story
about ourselves to ourselves (Geertz 1973b), and, because performances precipitate degrees of liminality, they are capable of transforming social relations.
The communitarian emphasis on holism, on cultural, social, and psychological
integration, is palpable.
Taking off from Burke in a different direction, Goffman initiated a second,
decidedly less nostalgic line of dramaturgical theory. Half persuaded by game
theory and rational choice, Goffman adopted a more detached, purely analytical
approach to the actor's theatrical preoccupations. He insisted on complete separation of cultural performance from cultural text, of actor from script. Rejecting
out of hand the possibility that any genuine sympathy was on offer, either from
actor or from audience, Goffman described performance as a "front" behind
which actors gathered their egotistical resources and upon which they displayed
the "standardized expressive equipment" necessary to gain results. Idealization
was a performative, but not a motivational fact. In modern societies, according
to Goffman, the aim was to convincingly portray one's own ideal values as
isomorphic with those of another, despite the fact that such complementarity
was rarely, if ever, the case.
This cool conceptual creativity contributed signally to understanding social
performance, but the instrumental tone of Goffman's thinking severed, not only
analytically but in principle, that is ontologically, the possibility of strong ties
between psychological motivation, social performance, and cultural text. This
opening towards a pure pragmatics of performance was taken up by Dell Hymes
in linguistics, and by Richard Bauman in folklore and anthropology. Following
also in Austin's emphasis on the performative, Bauman ( 1986) stressed the need
for "highlighting the way in which communication is carried out, above and
beyond its referential content."
Earlier in anthropology, this line was elaborated in Milton Singer's (1959)
explorations of the "cultural performances" in South Asian societies, which
he described as the "most concrete observable units of the cultural structure,"
and which he broke down into such standard features as performers, audience,
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time span, beginnings, endings, place, and occasion. This form of Goffmanian,
analytical deconstruction has combined with nostalgic theories of liminality to
feed forcefully into one of the two broad trends in contemporary performance
studies. Explicitly praxis-oriented, this strain of perfomlance theory emphasizes exclusively the pragmatic dimensions of resistance and subversion, while
focusing in an exaggerated manner on questions of commodification, power,
and the politics of representation (MacKenzie 2001; Conquergood 2002; Diamond 1996; Auslander 1997, 1999). Raising the ghost of Marx's Thesis XI and
giving it a Foucauldian twist, this strand argues that an epistemology centered
on thickly describing the world represents ethnocentric, "epistemic violence"
(Conquergood 2002: 146; cf. Ricoeur 197 1;Geertz 1973a). The point of practicing performance studies, they argue, is to cha~lgethe world. Liminality, which
represents ideal sites for contestation, and pragmatism, which romanticizes
actor autonomy and individual self-determination, are its natural theoretical
bedfellows.
This praxis approach is attracted to sites of contestation where performances
of resistance and subversion are understood to flourish in the ceremonial and
interactional practices of the marginalized, the enslaved, and the subaltern
(Conquergood 1995,2002). Rejecting the "culture as text" model, this approach
argues that subaltern groups "create a culture of resistance," a "subjugated
knowledge" that must be conceptualized not as a discourse but as "a repertoire
of performance practices" (Conquergood 2002:150). As a repertoire of practices, culture is theorized as embodied and experiential, and thus wholly unrecognizable to members of the dominant c ~ l t u r eCitationality
.~
in these works is
limited to representing strategies that "reclaim, short-circuit, and resignify" the
hegemonic code's "signed imperatives" (15 1). While members of the dominant
culture are incapable of recognizing subaltern cultures, savvy agents of resistance are described as capable of creatively citing hegemonic codes in order to
play upon and subvert them.
This theoretical constraining of citationality to intra-group representational
processes has the effect of attributing to subaltern groups radical cultural autonomy. This would seem to lead ineluctably to the conclusion that such groups'
identities are constituted wholly from within, and share no symbolic codes with
the dominant culture. Yet for subaltern performances of resistance to occur, in
which the dominant culture is creatively played upon and subverted, subversive
performers must to some degree have internalized the hegemonic code. And
to play upon it creatively and felicitously they must be able to cite the code
in a deeply intuitive, understanding way. One must be able to communicate
through the code as much as merely with or against it. Honii Bhabha expressed
this succinctly, "mimicry is at once resemblance and menace" ( 1994: 86). This
approach i n t e ~ ~ r eFoucault
ts
as a theorist of subjugated knowledges, Turner as
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a theorist of s u b v e r s i ~ n and
, ~ Butler as a philosopher of a Goffmanian world.
1t generalizes from empirical examples of resistance to a full-blown pragmatic
and cognitivist view of the world.
Whether it is Marxist or Heideggerian, conservative or postmodern, Tumerian or Goffmanian, the blinders of these lines of dramaturgical thinking,
while enormously instructive, have also had the effect of leading dramaturgical
theory and cultural sociology astray. We will be able to develop a satisfying
theory of cultural practice only if we can separate ourselves from both nostalgia
and anti-nostalgia. Not only disenchantment but re-enchantment characterizes
post-traditional societies (Sherwood 1994; Bauman 1993). If social action can
continue to be understood by social actors and social interpreters as a meaningful text - and empirical evidence suggests overwhelmingly that this continues
to be the case - then cultural practice must continue to be capable of capturing
sacrality and of displaying it in successful symbolic performance. Disenchantment must be understood, in other words, not as the denial of some romanticized
ontology, much less as proof that, in the post-metaphysical world of modernity,
social actors live only in a deontological way (Habermas 1993). What disenchantment indicates, rather, is unconvincing cultural practice, failed symbolic
perfomlance.
An alternative form of dramaturgical theorizing is, however, also beginning to
emerge. In contrast to the anti-nostalgic, praxis-oriented strand, a second line of
inquiry in performance studies has resisted the allure of pragmatic promises of
uber-agency while retaining an interest in liminality and the politics of identity.
Aligned with Geertzian dramaturgy and Derridean citationality, this approach
emphasizes the culturally structured scripts that social actors orient towards,
and that they must act through, if only to subvert the script's normative power
(Roach 1996; Taylor 1995). Such arguments show that even performances of
resistance depend on and redeploy dominant, hegemonic codes.
citationality is foregrounded when these empirical investigations hermeneutically reconstruct how past performances, performers, and imagined cultural
identities manifest themselves in, or "ghost," performances in the present
(Taylor 1995; Roach 1996, 2000; Carlson 2001). Alterity takes place within,
not simply against, historically produced cultural contexts (Taylor 1995; Roach
1996). Performers in the present innovate, create, and struggle for social change
through small but significant revisions of familiar scripts which are themselves
carved from deeply rooted cultural texts - as actors in a production of Macbeth (Carlson 2001: 9), mourning musicians and pallbearers in a New Orleans
jazz funeral (Roach 2000), or protesting mothers of Argentina's "disappeared"
children (Taylor 1995). In these studies, the imazined past weighs heavily on
the present. but actors are shown to be capable of lacing the coded past with
significant, at times profoundly dramatic r e v i ~ i o n s . ~

16

Social Perfotmance

In a persuasive analysis of Argentina's "Dirty War," for instance, Diane Taylor concludes that rather than simply a repertoire of practices, culture must
be understood as a relatively autonomous system of "petexts" (1995: 300.
original italics) from which scripts for practice emerge. Once embodied in
actors, she argues, scripts become objects of cognition that are open to circumscribed, coded revisions. To protest the military junta's "disappearing" of the
nation's young men, and the sexual violence it visited upon women, Argentine
"mothers of the disappeared" - "Los Madres" - staged dramatic performances
of resistance in the Plaza de Mayo, the political, financial, and symbolic center of Buenos Aires (Taylor 1995: 286). In their performances, the women of
Los Madres enacted a script of Motherhood. Taylor views such self-casting as
"highly problematic," suggesting it obscured differences among women and
"limited the [Resistance's] arena of confrontation" (1995: 300). Why did the
Madres make the "conscious political choice" to assume the Motherhood role,
she asks? Why did they perform according to a script that relegated them to
"the subordinate position of mediators between fathers and sons," when they
could have "performed as women, wives, sisters, or human rights activists"? Her
answer rejects the epistemology of pragmatic choice, liminality as existential
freedom, and cognitive performativity:
I have to conclude that the military and the Madres reenacted a collective fantasy [in
which their] positions were, in a sense, already there as pretext or script. Their participation in the national tragedy depended little on their individual position as subjects. On
the contrary: their very subjectivity was a product of their position in the drama. (Taylor
1995: 301, original italics)

The performative turn in sociology today
Since the late 1980s, the "strong program in cultural sociology" (Alexander
1996; Alexander and Smith 1993, 1998; Edles 1998; Jacobs 1996, 2000;
Kane 199 1, 1997; Magnuson 1997; Rambo and Chan 1990; Sherwood 1994;
Smith 1991, 1996, 1998) has been demonstrating culture's determinative power
and its relative autonomy from the social structure. These studies have corrected tendencies to treat culture as epiphenomena1 or as a "tool kit" metaphor
(Swidler 1986), as materialist and pragmatic writings suggest. At the turn of
the century, cultural sociology takes a performative turn. Born of colloquia at
the University of Konstanz in 200214, and at Yale University in 2003, the theory
of cultural pragmatics (Alexander, ch. 1) interweaves meaning and action in a
non-reductive way, allowing for culture structures while recognizing that it is
only through the actions of concrete social actors that meaning's influence is
realized. The essays comprising this volume represent the efforts of cultural
sociologists to further develop cultural pragmatics by examining the theatrical
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dimensions of social life. They examine the instantiation of culture, even while
they resist subsuming meaning to practical pragmatics, on the one hand, or to
interactional context, on the other.
In the first chapter, Alexander describes the historical and theoretical shifts
that have precipitated the move to performance. The challenges facing tum-ofthe-century social order, Alexander argues, stem from the problems of defusion
and re-fusion. Ritual has performed the work of solidifying collective identity
and embedding the cultural system in individual actions. As social forms of
have grown more complex and cultural systems more differentiated, however, interaction- and collective-rituals have grown more contingent.
The range of potential understandings that govern how social actors relate to ritual processes has dramatically expanded. Ritual producers and leaders no longer
are, in a totalizing and ontological sense, the unproblematic, authoritative disseminators of meaning and order that they were in the past. The social actors
who play ritual leaders have become defused from their roles, and audiences
have become defused from ritual
Participation in, and acceptance
of, ritual messages are more a matter of choice than obligation. The process
by which culture gets embedded in action, in fact, more closely resembles the
dynamics of theatrical production, criticism, and appreciation than it resembles
old fashioned rituals. After establishing the rationale for this epistemological
tum, Alexander outlines a theory of cultural pragmatics, and analyzes how the
elements in his conceptual model - collective representations, actors, means of
symbolic production, nlise-en-sc&ne,power, and audiences -interact to perform
contemporary social realities.
The chapters that follow converse with this historical, theoretical, and conceptual formulation, and each raises and addresses questions of performativity
in postmodem social life in a different way. The essay that concludes this volume, Bernhard Giesen's "Performing the sacred: A Durkheimian perspective
on the performative turn in the social sciences," provides a major theoretical
statement to be placed alongside Alexander's. We have placed these theoretical
treatments at the beginning and end of the book in order not to obscure their
subtle differences, and to allow their consequential nuances to drift to the fore.
Functioning as theoretical bookends to this move to performance, Alexander's
formulation of, and theoretical response to, the "problem of fusion" opens the
volume, and Giesen's identification of the modes through which the sacred
is performed in postmodern life closes it. The chapters between these bookends draw variously froin both. We are confident that the conceptual affinities
between them, and their differences: will be apparent in subtle ways.
Alexander's and Giesen's theories share fundamental p~.esuppositions:meaning is central to social life; meaning systems demonstrate relative autonomy
from the more material social realm; the mechanism that most powerfully
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structures meaning is the binary opposition that distinguishes the sacred from the
profane. Yet Alexander and Giesen approach the perfomnativity of order from
different directions. Starting from the "problem of fusion," Alexander brings
the sacred's constructedness to the fore, and his theory of cultural pragmatics
encourages us to investigate how the sacred gets contested and reconstituted
through symbolically combative, social dramatic processes (see Alexander,
ch. 2, this volunle). Giesen accepts that social conditions have become defused:
he emphasizes, however, that, despite the sacred's arbitrary nature in theory, it
continues to exist in some particular form in each socio-historical moment,
articulated via a particular set of values. We know this, Giesen argues. because
we feel the sacred when we come into contact with it. Giesen offers an index
of the modes that cultural performances take in contemporary social life, and
provides a phenomenology of how the sacred is experienced in each.
The chapters between these bookends demonstrate, extend, and even contest
elements of Alexander's and Giesen's theories. In his essay, "From the depths
of despair: performance, counterperformance, and 'September 11,"' Alexander demonstrates how the cultural pragmatic model allows new insight into
the socio-historical dynamics that have given rise to contemporary manifestations of the centuries-long conflict pitting the "Arab-Islamic world" against the
"West." Understanding terrorism requires that we contextualize its gruesomely
violent means and narrow, tactical instrumentality within the cultural frameworks that make such actions seem sensible, even holy, to its practitioners,
on the one hand, and alien and barbaric to its victims, on the other. Doing so
enables us to examine terrorist acts as meaning-laden symbolic performances
enacted with particular goals and audiences in mind. The interpretations of
such performances remain contingent and subject to "misreading," despite their
directors' efforts, the tightness of scripts, and the quality of execution. The idea
that even the most serious-minded action can create an unintended counterperformance highlights this interpretive contingency and its immensely realistic
consequences.
In "The cultural pragmatics of event-ness: the Clinton / Lewinsky affair,"
Jason Mast shows how the cultural pragmatic framework helps explain how a
beleaguered American president, adrift in waves of scandal, garnered historically enviable job approval ratings and widespread popular support, even while
being investigated by the Office of Independent Council and impeached by
the House of Representatives. President Clinton's impeachment in December
1998, Mast explains, was the melodramatic conclusion to a lengthy. emotionally
charged, yet highly contingent social dramatic struggle. Clinton's first six years
of tenure had been marked by a series of quasi-scandalous yet minor polit~cal
occurrences that failed to rise to the level of crisis or generalization (Alexander
2003b (19881). Mast shows how popular culture structures shaped and infused
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the strategies through which motivated parties dramatized these occurrences
into "Monicagate," a political event writ large.
In his chapter, "Social dramas, shipwrecks, and cockfights: conflict and complicity in social performance," Isaac Reed argues that three classic anthropological works, which have been read as paradigmatic statements delimiting how
culture should be analytically situated vis-8-vis action, can more fruitfully be
read, in light of the cultural pragmatic turn, as representing ideal types of social
performance. Reed offers a detailed rereading of Turner's ( 1 974b) social drama
of Thomas Becket, Sahlins's Captain Cook shipwreck (1981), and Geertz's
(1973b) Balinese cockfight essays. He then shows how, in each of these events,
the cultural pragmatic elements that Alexander identifies (ch. 1) interacted in
context-specific ways, structuring the principals' dramatic strategies and the
kinds of social action audiences were expecting to witness. Reed explains how
each particular constellation of cultural pragmatic elements established conflict
or complicity, thus demonstrating how the cultural pragmatic approach enlarges
our ability to theorize the many ways culture-infuses social action and society.
We have framed cultural pragmatics as representing, in part, a theoretical
response to the challenges that cultural and social differentiation pose to ritual
theory. Tanya Goodman's chapter, "Performing a 'new' nation: the role of the
TRC in South Africa," shows that enlotionally charged, broadly inclusive rituals
remain potent forms of social performance even at the turn of the twenty-first
century. When the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was created by
South Africa's embattled political parties, it was charged with producing two
seemingly contradictory performatives. It needed to symbolically produce a
deep chasm that could separate the nation's racist past from an idealized democratic future. Yet the TRC also need to unify, or bridge, the deeply divided social
relations institutionalized under Apartheid. Goodman examines the dramaturgy
that allowed the TRC to accomplish both tasks - the way it cast each hearing's
performance, selected staging and props, and oriented to multiple audiences and
their potential reactions. The TRC's felicitous use of dramatic elements, Goodman argues, transformed what could have been highly contentious, if not openly
violent, proceedings into substantively charged, cathartic rituals of reconciliation, which unfolded against the background of the universalist principles that
had been embedded in the Commission's founding legislation.
In his chapter, "Performing opposition or, how social movements move,"
Ron Eyerman shows how performance theory and cultural pragmatics illuminate a series of issues that contemporary social movements literature overlooks,
such as how and what social movements actually r.ep1-esenr.'The lens of performance, Eyeiman argues, brings into focus the challenges social movements face
in coupling their strategic goals with compelling expressive means. It also provides analytical tools for examining the interplay between rnovenlerlts' general
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ethics and their specific choreographic practices. Striking a felicitous symmetrl
between goals, practices: and broad dramatic themes, Eyerman concludes, can
move people emotionally, cognitively, morally, and physically; it can facilitate
cathexis between movement participants and their causes, and stir empathy and
identification in movement audiences.
In "Politics as theatre: an alternative view of the rationalities of powel-."
David Apter sets out to answer two questions: how does the theatricality of politics shape consciousness, and how do politically dramatized meanings shape
interpretive action? Apter's answers to these questions place him firmly in the
theoretical terrain that Alexander and Giesen travel in their contributions to this
volume. Apter's theory, however, represents a more explicitly critical approach
to dissecting political theatricality; it is a dramaturgy of suspicion designed to
reveal the dramatic techniques employed by those who would take, keep, and
exercise power. Apter identifies the dramatic strategies that political "actoragents" use to integrate and unify individuals into coherent audiences, and the
devices they employ to magnify audience loyalties by simultaneously constructing outsiders as morally undeserving of inclusion. Actor-agents contrive heroic
pasts, articulate glorious futures, and manipulate genres of intrigue to clarify.
concentrate, and intensify public opinion. Apter's argument is bolstered by rich
illustrations drawn from fieldwork conducted at different global sites, and from
his deep familiarity with literary, theatrical, and political theory.
Valentin Rauer's essay, "Symbols in action: Willy Brandt's kneefall at the
Warsaw Memorial," is the clearest representation of how Alexander's theory of
cultural pragmatics and Giesen's theory of performing the sacred can inform
and enhance one another. In the winter of 1970, West German Chancellor Willy
Brandt triggered a decisive shift in German collective identity by falling to
his knees before Poland's Warsaw Memorial, a dramatic gesture witnessed by
European political leaders and international journalists. Drawing on Giesen's
work, Rauer explains how Brandt, embedded in a particularly sacred time and
space, actually performed and momentarily embodied the sacred in this single
epiphanic gesture. Alexander's complex model of cultural pragmatics, Rauer
goes on to show, helps us understand how this single gesture could lead to
profound symbolic shifts in German understandings of the nation's past, present.
and future.
Contemporary explorations into the theatrical dimensions of social life typically reference Austin's (1975 [I 9621) critique of modern language philosophy
and Goffman's (1956) drama-based conceptual architecture. In "The promiss
of performance and the problem of order," by contrast, Kay Junge rctums to
Hobbes, Hume, Rousseau. and Spencer. Junge queries their work from the perspective of perfor~nativity,how they were sensitive to the fragility of social
order, the ambiguity of actors' promises. and the tensions between the social
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interests of groups and their moral identities. In the latter part of hls essay,
Junge offers a radically different understanding of contract theory. He shows
how Hobbes turned to the theatre for metaphors to explain how humanity has
scaped chaos and managed to keep the state of nature at bay. Whereas Eyeran (ch. 6, this volume) explores the aesthetics of opposition and dissension!
-Jungeshows that order and consent are matters of performativity as well. Junge
ncludes by arguing that retooling the contractarian tradition with a cultural
pragmatic sensibility can lead to fresh understandings of how political authority
.is gained and legitimated.
In "Performance art," Giesen systematically reconstructs our understanding
of this new artistic fashion. He constructs subgenres of performance art, idening their productive strategies and representation elements, and comparing
e dimensions to earlier movements in art history. According to Giesen, conemporary performance art can be conceived as an intentionally orchestrated,
sthetically stylized action that resists classification, crosses or blurs tradinal boundaries, destroys conventions, and-exists only momentarily before
nishing. Quintessentially postmodern, performance art is in part about aesetic alienation. It aims to estrange and subvert the structures of meaning
at bind a community and constitute its identity. In the process, however,
rformance art renders deeply felt cultural orientations visible and hints at
heir theoretical arbitrariness, thus suggesting that things could be otherwise.
ough his analysis, Giesen identifies an aesthetic movement whose tentative
elusive identity is rooted in its practitioners' very rejection of the strategies
identification and classification. In a dialectic of identification and transcennce, performance artists compel the aesthetic sphere (and the political and
oral) if not forward, then at least into ceaseless motion. By continually shifting
eir means of artistic production, and the boundaries between art, artist, and
audiences, performance artists alter both the art world's and their audiences'
orientations to deeply held meaning structures. By continually reflecting on,
d creatively conversing with, the art world's grand narratives, the actions of
Performance artists parallel, in an expressive medium, the move that the contributors to this volume are making in the intellectual medium. Our message is
that traditional, organic understandings of social performances, whether rituals
or strategies, must give way to a denaturalized, analytically differentiated, and
much more self-conscious understanding that allows us to see every dimension
Of performance as a possibly independent part.
Cultural pragmatics is a social scientific response to the conditions of a postInetaphysical world, in which institutional and cultural differentiation makes
essful symbolic performance difficult to achieve. To develop a theory of culpractice, we must take these historical limitations seriously. The chapters
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that follow acknowledge that cultural life has radically shifted, both internally
and in its relation to action a n d social structure. They also demonstrate that,
despite these changes, culture can still be powerfully meaningful; it can possess
a n d display coherence, a n d it c a n exert immense social effect. T o understand
h o w culture can b e meaningful, but m a y not be, w e must accept history but
reject radical historicism. Life is different but not completely so. Rather than
sweeping allegorical theory, w e need allegorical deconstruction and analytic
precision. W e need to break the "whole" of symbolic actlon d o w n into its component parts. O n c e w e d o so, w e will s e e that cultural performance covers the
s a m e g r o u n d that it always has, but in a radically different way.
Notes

1. See, for instance, Sewell's (1992) theory of structure and agency. Wedonot in any way
disagree with thcmctatheoretical formulation that text, situation, and agency all play a
role in shaping social life. We believe, however, that arguments about this interplay
must be much more specific and nuanced, and show how these elements actually
interact. We also suggest that the generality of Sewell's formulation disguises the
tension between the different formulations of structurc and agency he brings together.
Any framework that "combines" Giddens with Bourdieu, and the two with Sahlins
and Geertz, without providing a new model, has great difficulties. Emirbayer's (1997;
Ernirbayer and Mische 1998) metatheoretical discussions are more coherent, and
much more closely approximate the direction we take cultural pragmatics here; but
Ernirbayer performs a much more thoroughgoing critique of culturalism than he does
of pragmatics. His failurc to develop such acorrespondingly forceful criticism of pragmatism - from the perspective of culture structure and citational meaning-making makes his model vulnerable to the reinsertion of the structure-agency dualism.
2. Saussure's Cour.se in Ger.iera1Linguistics is a reconstruction of lectures he delivered
at the University of Geneva between 1906 and 191 1. First published in book form in
1913, the lectures appearcd in an English translation in 1959.
3. The attribution of inauthenticity to a performance in public discourse often demonstrates a particular logic: that which is accused of being inauthentic and fake is represented as either threatening a just social order, on the one hand, or as (seductively)
trapping people in an unjust one, on the other.
4. "Textocentr-ic" acadcmics (Conquergood 2002: 151). who practice a Gee~tzian
approach to studying social life, are included in the group of ignorant members
of the dominant culture.
5. "[Judith] Butler turns to Turner - ~i,itho twist . . . [She] twists Tunrer'~theory of
ritual into a theory of normative perfom~ance,"McKenzie criticizes (in Phelan 1993:
222-3).
6. Where in her earlier and most influential contributions to perfo~.rnancetheory. Judith
Butler (1990) presented resistance to gender stereotyping in an exaggeratedly agentcentered manner. she has tried to escape fro111 siich an exclusively agent-centered
understanding of "resistance" in her later essays (e.p. Butler 1993). emphasizing the
kind of citational qt~alitiesof performance we are poi~rtingto here.

Introduction

23

References
Abrahams, Roger D. 1995. "Foreword to the AldinePaperback Edition." in Victor Turner.
Tlze Rit~rolPtocess: Str,rrc,trr~-e
a r ~Anti-Srr~rctrrrz.
l
New York: Aldine de Grayter.
Alexander, Jeffrey C. 1987. Tu,entj' Lectur.es: Sociologiccrl T/zeor:v Sirice Wor.lcl War. 11.
New York: Columbia University Press.
1988. Action arid Its Eini~.oilnre/~ts:
T O M Y IaI Nett.
. ~ S?rlrhesis. New York: Columbia
Univcrsity Press.
1996. "Cultural Sociology of Sociology of Culture?" C~rlrrlre10, 3 4 : 1-5.
2003a. The Mearrings of Social Life: A Crrlrrrinl Sociology. New York: Oxford University Press.
2003b [1988]. "Watergate as Democratic Ritual," reprinted in The Mea~iir~gs
ofSocial
Ltfe: A Culriiral Sociology. New York: Oxford University Press.
Alexander, Jeffrey C. and Phillip Smith. 1993. "The Discourse of American Civil
Society: A New Proposal for Cultural Studies." Theory ur~clSociety 22, 2: 151207.
1998. "Cultural Sociology or Sociology of Culture? Towards a Strong Program for
30, 1: 107-16.
Sociology's Second Wind." Sociologie er ~oEic:r~
Alexander, Jeffrey C. and Steve Sherwood. 2002. "'Mythic gestures': Robert N. Bellah
and Cultural Sociology," in Meorling arlcl Modernity: Religion, Polity, o~rclSeU; ed.
R. Madsen, W. M. Sullivan, A. Swidler, and S. M. Tipton. Berkeley: University of
California Press.
Arendt, Hannah. 195 1. The Origirrs of Toralital.ianisnz. New York: Harcourt, Brace.
1958. The Hrrman Condition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Auslander, Philip. 1997. F/.onz Acting to Per-jor~nance:Essays iti Modei.nism and Posrmoder.nism. New York: Routledge.
1999. Liveness: Performance irz a Mediatized C~llture.New York: Routlcdgc.
Austin, John L. 1975 [1962]. How To Do Tl~irzgswirh Wr.rls. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.
Baudrillard, Jean. 1983. In the Shadow of rlze Silent Ma~or.ities,or; The End of rlze Social,
arzd Other. Essays. New York: Semiotext(e).
Bauman, Richard. 1986. Story, Perfur.niance arzd E ~ v n r :Cunrerrirczl Studies in Oral
Narrative. New York: Cambridge Univcrsity Press.
Bauman, Zygmunt. 1993. Posrn1od~1.11
Ethics. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.
Benjamin. Walter. 1968 [1936]. "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," pp. 217-52. in Illrrminatioris. New York: Schocken Books.
Bhabha, Homi K. 1994. Locotior? ofCi11ti1r.e.New York: Routledge.
Birnbaum, N. 1955. "Monarchies and Sociologists: A Reply to Professor Shils and
Mr. Young." Sociologic,al R e ~ : i e 3:
n ~5-23.
Boorstin, Daniel. 1962 [1961]. Inloge: or: Wllot hnl)l~erledto tile An~er.ic,czrlDr.eanr. New
York: Atheneum.
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distirlcrion: A Socirrl CI-itiqrre rf tlie Jrrrlgcn~cr~t
of Taste.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Brook, Peter. 1969. Tlre E~r~l>t?
S1~oc.e.New York: Avon.
irl Fr.nrrce. Indianapolis:
Burke. Edrnund. 1987 117901. Rqflcr.tiorrs or1 the Re~,ol~~tiorl
Hackett Publishing Co.

24

Social Performance

Burke, Kenneth. 1957 [ 194 I]. Tlie Philosophy of Litemir-y Fornr: St~lrliesin Syrnholir,
Action. New York: Vintage.
1959. "On Catharsis, or Resolution, with a Postscript." The Kenyon Rei+ien,2 1 : 33775.
1965. "Dramatism." Ericyclopediu of the Social Scier~ces7: 445-5 I .
Butler, Judith. 1990. Gender Trouble: Feniinisni and the Subversion of Id~rztiy.New
York: Routledge.
1993. "Critically Queer." GLQ 1: 17-32.
Carlson, Marvin. 2001. The Haunted Stage: The Tlieutre as Memory Machine. Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
Clifford, James. 1986. "On Ethnographic Allegory," pp. 98-121 in Writing C~l1tltr.e:
The Poetics and Politics of Ethnograpl~y.Berkeley: University of California
Press.
1988. The Predicament of C~~1t~lr.e:
Twentieth-Cent~~ry
Ethrlogral~hy,Literature, and
Art. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Conquergood, Dwight. 1995. "On Caravans and Carnivals: Performance Studies in
Motion." The Dronla Review 39, 4: 13742.
2002. "Performance Studies: Interventions and Radical Research." The Dr.ania Rel~ieu'
46, 2: 145-56.
Dayan, Daniel and Elihu Katz. 1992. Media Events: The Live Broadcasting of History.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Derrida, Jacques. 1978. Writing and DifSerence. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
1982a 119721. "Signature Event Context," in Margins of Philosophy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
1982b. "Diffkrance," in Margins of Philosophy. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.
1988. Limited Inc. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.
Diamond, Elin ed. 1996. Perfornzance and Cultural Politics. New York: Routledge.
Dilthey, Wilhelm. 1976. "The Construction of the Historical World in the Human Studies," pp. 168-245 in Dilthey: Selected Writings, ed. H . P. Rickman, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
Durkheim, Emile. 1995 [1915]. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York:
Free Press.
Edles, Laura. 1998. Synibol arid Ritilal iri the New Spain: Tlze n.ansition to Denzocracy
After Frunco. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Emirbayer. Mustafa and Jeff Goodwin. 1996. "Symbols. Positions, Objects: Toward a
New Theory of Revolutions and Collective Action." Histor:\! arid Theory 35, 3:
358-74.
Emirbayer, Mustafa and Ann Mische. 1998. "What is Agency?" Aniericar~.Josn'rzcrl of
Sociology 103,4: 962-1023.
Eyerman, Ron and Andrew Jamison. 1991. Socinl Moverlierits: A Cogriith,c Aljproach.
Cambridge: Polity Press.
Fel-rara, Alessandro. 2001. "The Evil That Men Do," in Rethirrkin,? Evil, ed. Maria Pia
Lara. Berkeley: University of Califorilia Press.

Introduction

25

Fnschmann, Donald H. 1994. "New Mayan Theatre in Chiapas: Anthropology, Literacy
and Social Drama," in Negotiating Perfor.murice: Gender; Sexuality and T11eatr.i,-atit)' in Latinlo Anzerica, ed. Diana Taylor and Juan Villegas. Durham: Duke
university Press.
~
~Clifford.
~ 1973a.
~ "Thick
t Description:
~
, Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,"
Interpr-etation of Cult~lr-es.New York: Basic Books.
in
1973b."Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight," in Tlie 1nterpr.etation of'C~11tures. New York: Basic Books.
1980. Nega1.a: The Theatre State iri Nineteerlth-Cent~~r.y
Boli. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.
Goffman, Eming. 1956. The Presentation oj'Se/fin Eizer.yduy L$e. New York: Doubleday.
Greenblatt, Stephen. 1980. Renuissunce SeIf-faslzioning: From More to Shakespeare.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Habermas, Jiirgen. 1984. Tlze Theory of Commnrzicatii~eActiori, Vol. I : Reason and the
Rationalizalior~of Society. Boston: Beacon Press.
1993. .lust$cation and Application: Remarks on Disco~aaeEthics. Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press.
Hays, Sharon. 1994. "Structure and Agency and the Sticky Problem of Culture." Sociological Theory 12, 1 : 57-72.
Horkheimer, Max and Theodor W. Adorno. 1972. Dialectic of Erzlightenment. New
York: Continuum Publishing.
Hymes, Dell. 1964. Lang~lugein C~lltureand Society. New York: Harper & Row.
Jacobs, Ronald. 1996. "Civil Society and Crisis: Culture, Discourse, and the Rodney
King Beating." American .Iournal of Sociology 101: 1238-72.
2000. Race, Media, and the Crisis ofCivilSocie/y.Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
al
of Late
Jameson, Frederic. 1991. The Postmodern Condition, or; The C u l t ~ ~ r Logic
Capitalism. Durham: Duke University Press.
Kane, Anne E. 1991. "Cultural Analysis in Historical Sociology: The Analytic and
Concrete Forms of the Autonomy of Culture." Sociological Theory 9, I : 53-69.
1997. "Theorizing Meaning Construction in Social Movements: Symbolic Structures
and Interpretation during the Irish Land War, 1879-1882." Sociological Theory 15:
249-76.
Lukes, Steven. 1975. "Political Ritual and Social Integration." Sociology 2: 289-308.
MacAloon, John. 1984. "Introduction: Cultural Performances, Culture Theory," pp. 118. in Rite, Drariia, Festival, Spec,tacle: Reliearsals To~'arz1
a Tlleor:v of C ~ l l t ~ ~ ~ . a l
Pejformarice, ed. John MacAloon. Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human
Issues.
MacKenzie, Jon. 1998. "Gender Trouble: (the) Butler Did It," pp. 217-35 in The Elids
of Perfornlcrnce, ed. Peggy Phelan and Jill Lane. New York: New York University
Press.
2001. Perfor.rn or. Else: Fro111Dj~ciplir?~
to P~vfor-r!(arlce.
New York: Routledge.
Magnuson, Eric. 1997. "ldeological Conflict in American Political Culture." Interriationul.~o~rr.nal
of Soriologv arid Socirrl Polic:\ 17.6: 84-1 30.

26

Social Performance

Mannheim, Karl. 197 1 [1927]. '.Consel-vativeThought," in Fronr Karl Matl~ilieini,ed.
Kurt H. Wolff. New York: Oxford University Press.
Marvin, Carolyn and David W. Ingle. 1999. Bloocl Sacrifice unrl the Nation: Toten?
Rirurrls and 111eAr?rer.ictrl~Flrcg. New York: Cambridge Universily Press.
Marx, Karl. 1972. "Theses on Feuerbach," pp. 143-45, in Tlze Mrlr:\--E/?gels Reader,
2nd edn., ed. R. Tucker. New York: W. W. Norton & CO.
Morris, Charles Williams. 1938.Forirl~lr~tioils
of /Ire Theor.yofSigns. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.
Nietzsche, Friedrich. 2000 [1927]. Tlze Bir.tll of Tragedy. New York: Oxford University
Press.
Oakeshott, Michael. 198 1 (19621."Rationalism in Politics," pp. 1-36 in Ratio~zalismir~
Politics and Other Essays. New York: Methuen.
Peters, Julie Stone. 2000. Theatre oj'rlze Book, 1480-1880- Print, T a r , arzdPerfomance
irz Eur.ope. New York: Oxford Univel-sity Press.
Phelan, Peggy. 1993. Unrnar.ked:The Politics of Perfor.mance. New York: Routledge.
Rambo, Eric and Elaine Chan. 1990. "Text, Structure, and Action in Cultural Sociology."
Theory and Society 19: 635-48.
Ricoeur, Paul. 197 1."The Model of the Text: Meaningful Action Considered as a Text."
Social Researrh 38: 529-62.
1976. Interprerarion Theory: Discorir.se and the Swplus of Mean,irzg. Fort Worth:
Texas Christian University Press.
Roach, Joseph. 1996. Cities of the Dead: Circrmz-Arlantic Perfo~.n?ance.New York:
Columbia University Press.
2000. "Cutting Loose: Burying the 'First Man of Jazz,"' pp. 3-14 in Joyous Wcikes,
Dignified Dying: Issues in Dearh and Dying, ed. Robert Harvey and E. Ann Kaplan.
Stony Brook: Humanities Institute of the State University of New York at Stony
Brook.
Sahlins, Marshall. 1976. Cultlrre and P~.acticalReason. Chicago: Chicago University
Press.
1981. Hisror.ica1 Metaphors and Mythical Realities: Strucrure in (lie Early History o f
tlle Sandwich Islands Kingdom. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
Saussure, Ferdinand de. 1985. "The Linguistic Sign," pp. 28-46 in Semiorics; An lnrradrrctory Anthology, ed. Robert E. Innis. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Schechner, Richard. 1977. Essaj~sor1 Perfor-nrance Tlieory 1970-1976. New York:
Drama Book Specialists.
1985. Betweerr Tlleatre ar~dAnthr.opoloLqy.Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press.
1988. Perforrllnrlce Tlieory. New York: Routledge.
1998. "What is Performance Studies Anyway," pp. 3 5 7 4 2 in T/ICEnds of Perfi~r.rnnirce, ed. Peggy Phelan and Jill Lane. New York: New York University Press.
Studies: An Irlrroducrion. New York: Routledge.
2002. Pe~foforl?~ance
Schegloff, Emanuel A. 1987. "Between Macro and Micro: Contexts and Other Connections," pp. 207-34, in Tlie Micrv-Mauo Link, ed. J. Alexander, B. Giesen. R.
Illunch, and N. Smelser. Berkeley: University of California PI-ess.

Introduction

27

Schudson, Michael. 1998. Tlre Good Citizen: A Hi.~toi:y~ f A n r e r . i c ~C'iiYc
i ~ Life. New
York: Free Press.
Searle, John. 196 1. Speech Acts: AIIEs.~r~j
ill tlre Phi1osol)hy ofLai?glroge.Cambridge:
Camhridge University Press.
Selznick, Philip. 195 1. "Institutional Vulnerability in Mass Society." Tlle A\nericai~
Joirr.riul ofSociolog. 56: 320-3 1.
1952. Tlre Or'gur~izarionaiWeul~oir.New York: McGraw-Hill.
Sewell, William Jr. 1985. "Ideologies and Social Revolutions: Reflections on the French
Case." Jour.rza1 of Modern Hisrory 57: 57-85.
1992. "A Theory of Structure: Duality, Agency, and Transfo~lnation,"pp. 188-201,
reprinted in Tlze New Anrericarl Crrlrur.al Sociology, ed. Phillip Smith. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
Sherwood, Steven Jay. 1994. "Narrating the Social: Postmodernism and the Drama of
Democracy." Jourr~crlof Ncir.r.ati\:e and Life History 4: 69-88.
Shils, Edward and Michael Young. 1953. "'The Meaning of the Coronation." Sociologic.ai
Review 1: 63-8 1.
Singer, Milton. 1959. Tradtionullndic~:Srr~ict~rre
arld Charige. Philadelphia: American
Folklore Society.
Smith, Philip. 1991. "Codes and Conflict: Toward a Theory of War as Ritual." Theor-y
and Society 20, 1: 103-38.
1996. "Executing Executions: Aesthetics, Identity and the Problematic Narratives of
Capital Punishment Ritual." Theory and Society 25, 2: 235-6 1.
Smith, Philip, ed. 1998. "The New American Cultural Sociology," pp. 1-14 in Tlze New
American Cult~tr.alSociology, ed. Philip Smith. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Somers, Margaret R. 1995. "Narrating and Naturalizing Civil Society and Citizenship
Theory: The Place of Political Culture and the Public Sphere." Sociologic,al Theory
13: 229-74.
Swidler, Ann. 1986. "Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies." Anrer.ican Sociological
Review 51: 273-86.
Taylor, Diana. 1995. "Performing Gender: Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo," pp. 275305 in Ne,qotiatirrg Performance: Gender; Sex~rality,and Tlieatr.icality in Latinlo
Anierican, ed. Diana Taylor and Juan Villegas. Durham: Duke University Press.
Thompson, Kenneth. 1990. "Secularization andsacralization," pp. 161-8 1 in Rethirikirrg
P~-og~.ess:
Mo~le~~lents,
Forces, ar~dIdeas at the end of the 20th Centrrr.!~,ed. J. C.
Alexander and P. Sztompka. Boston: Unwin Hyman.
Turner, Jonathan. 2002. Face to Fuce; Towars1 n Sociologicrrl Tlreory r$Iritery~e~~sorial
Bellal:ior. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Turner, Victor. 1969. The Rirrial Process: Str.~rcrii~~ec~ridAnti-srr~rr~~trr~~e.
New York: Aldine
De Gruyter.
1974a. Dr.anlas, Fields, a~rtlMetal~lror-s.Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
1974b. "Religious Paradigms and Political Action: Thomas Becket at the Council
of Northampton," pp. 60-97 in Dr.trnicrs, Fiaids. a11ti Merop11or.s. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press.

28

Social Performance

1982. Fro171 Ritrral to Tlleatei-: Tile H~inzunSer-ioraness of Play. New York: PAJ
Publications.
Wagner-Pacifici, Robin E. 1986. 777~More Morulih Plaq.: Te~-t.o~.isnla.r
Soc,iul Drcrt71ci.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Warner, W. Lloyd. 1959. The Liuiizg uizil the Deurl: A Stlrd),of the Syn~boiicLife of
Anler-icans. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Cultural pragmatics: social
performance between ritual and
strategy
Jeffrey C. Alexander

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 autonomy and pragmGist 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 power and material
interest. In this chapter, I present a theory of cultural pragmatics that transcends
this division, bringing meaning structures, contingency, power, and materiality
together in a new way. My argument is 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 perforn~ances,whether individual or collective, can be analogized SYStemically to theatrical ones. After defining the elements of social performance,
I suggest that these 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 actors, and cultural scripts achieve verisimilitude through effective n~ise-en-scene.
Performances fail when this relinking process is incomplete:
the elements of performance remain apart, and social action seems inauthentic
and artificial, failing to persuade. Re-fusion, by contrast, allows actors to communicate the meanings of their actions successfully and thus to pursue their
Interests effectively.
Rituals are episodes of repeated and simplified cultural comlnunication 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 colnmunication's
symbolic contents and accept the authenticity of one another's intentions. It
is because of this shared understanding of intention and content, and i n the
intrinsic validity of the interaction. that I-ituals have their effect and affect.
Ritual effecti\.eness energizer the part~clpantsand attaches them to each othel,

