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ORIGINALNI NAU NI RAD

CONCEPT

- something conceived in the mind; a 
thought, notion

- a general idea covering many similar 
things derived from study of particular in-
stances Synonyms: see IDEA1

When the question concerns me-
tho dology, my answer, from an 
interdisciplinary perspective, is 

to use concepts rather than methods, and 
bring them to bear on the object, or arte-
fact, in order to ‘listen to it’ and understand 
it better, on its own term. Concepts are the 
tools of intersubjectivity: they facilitate dis-
cussion on the basis of a common language. 
Mostly, they are considered abstract repre-
sentations of an object. But, like all repre-
sentations, they are neither simple nor ad-
equate in themselves. They distort, unÞ x, 
and inß ect the object. To say something is 
an image, metaphor, story, or what have you 
– that is, to use concepts to label something 
– is not a very useful act. Nor can the lan-
guage of equation – ‘is’ – hide the interpre-

1 This and all subsequent deÞ nitions of concepts 
are selections from the entries in the Longman 
Dictionary of the English Language (1991). This 
paper is an abstract and spin-o7  from my book 
Travelling Concepts in the Humanities (2002).

tive choices made. In fact, concepts are, or 
rather do, much more. If well thought 
through, they o7 er miniature theories, and 
in that guise, help in the analysis of objects, 
situations, states, and other theories. 

But because they are key to intersub-
jective understanding, more than anything 
they need to be explicit, clear, and deÞ ned. 
In this way everyone can take them up and 
use them. This is not as easy as it sounds, 
because concepts are ß exible: each is part of 
a framework, a systematic set of distinc-
tions, not oppositions, that can sometimes 
be bracketed or even ignored but that can 
never be transgressed or contradic ted with-
out serious damage to the analysis at hand. 
Concepts, often precisely those words out-
siders consider jargon, can be tremen dously 
productive. If explicit, clear, and deÞ ned, 
they can help to articulate an understand-
ing, convey an interpretation, check an 
imagination-run-wild, and enable a discus-
sion, on the basis of common terms and in 
the awareness of absences and exclusions. 
Seen in this light, concepts are not simply 
labels easily replaced by more common 
words. 

But concepts are neither Þ xed nor un-
ambiguous. Concepts, in the Þ rst place, 
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look like words. As Deleuze and Guattari 
noted in their introduction to What is Phi-
losophy?, some need etymological fancy, 
archaic resonance, or idiosyncratic folly to 
do their work; others require a Wittgen-
steinian family resemblance to their rela-
tives; still others are the spitting image of 
ordinary words (1994: 3). ‘Meaning’ is a 
case of just such an ordinary word-concept 
that casually walks back and forth between 
semantics and intention. Because of this 
ß exibility that makes semantics appear as 
intention, I claim that the pervasive pre-
dominance of intentionalism – the conß a-
tion of meaning with the author’s or the 
artist’s intention – with all its problems, is 
due to this unreß ective conß ation of words 
and concepts. 

To say that concepts can work as sho-
rt hand theories has several consequences. 
Concepts are not ordinary words, even if 
words are used to speak (of) them. This re-
alisation should be balm to the heart of 
those who hate jargon. Nor are they labels. 
Concepts (mis)used in this way lose their 
working force; they are subject to fashion 
and quickly become meanin gless. But 
when deployed as I think they should be, 
concepts can become a third partner in the 
otherwise totally unveriÞ able and symbi-
otic interaction between critic and object. 
This is most useful, especially when the 
critic has no disciplinary traditions to fall 
back on and the object no canonical or his-
torical status.

But concepts can only do this meth-
odological work that disciplinary tradi-
tions used to do, on one condition: that 
they are kept under scrutiny through a 
confrontation with, not application to, the 
cultu ral objects being examined, for these 
objects themselves are amenable to change 
and apt to illuminate historical and cul-
tural di7 erences. The shift in methodology 
I am arguing for here is founded on a par-
ticular relationship between subject and 
object, one that is not predicated on a ver-
tical and binary opposition between the 

two. Instead, the model for this relation-
ship is interaction, as in ‘interactivity.’ It is 
because of this potential interactivity – not 
because of an obsession with ‘proper’ us-
age – that every academic Þ eld, but espe-
cially one like the humanities that has so 
little in the way of binding traditions, can 
gain from taking concepts seriously.

But concepts are not Þ xed. They travel 
– between disciplines, between individual 
scholars, between historical periods, and 
between geographically dispersed aca-
demic communities. Between disciplines, 
their meaning, reach, and operational val-
ue di7 er. These processes of di7 ering need 
to be assessed before, during, and after 
each ‘trip.’ Between individual scholars, 
each user of a concept constantly wavers 
between unreß ected assumptions and 
threatening misunderstandings in co-
mmu ni cation with others. The two forms 
of travel – group and individual – come to-
gether in practices, past and present, of 
scholarship. Disciplinary traditions didn’t 
really help resolve that ambiguity, although 
they certainly did help scholars to feel se-
cure in their use of concepts, a security 
that can, of course, just as easily turn de-
ceptive. As I see it, disciplinary traditional-
ism and rigid attitudes towards concepts 
tend to go hand in hand, together with the 
hostility to jargon, which, more often than 
not, is an anti-intellectual hostility to me-
thodological rigour and a defence of a hu-
manistic critical style.

Between historical periods, the mean-
ing and use of concepts change dramati-
cally. Take hybridity, for example. How did 
this concept from biology, implying as its 
‘other’ an authentic or pure specimen and 
presuming that hybridity leads to sterility, 
that was current in imperialist discourse, 
with its racist overtones, come to indicate 
an idealised state of postcolonial diversity? 
Because it travelled. Originating in nine-
teenth-century biology, it was Þ rst used in 
a racist sense. Then it changed, moving 
through time, to Eastern Europe, where it 
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encountered the literary critic Mikhail 
Bakhtin. Travelling West again, it eventu-
ally came to play a brief but starry role in 
postcolonial studies, where it was taken to 
task for its disturbing implications, includ-
ing the historical remnants of colonial 
epistemology.2 

Far from decrying such a long journey 
to a provisional dead end, I see how impor-
tant such a concept is for the development 
and innovation of the very Þ eld that now 
rejects it. History – here the history of con-
cepts and their successive networks – can 
be a dead weight if endorsed uncritically in 
the name of tradition. But it can also be an 
extremely powerful force that activates 
rather than stultiÞ es interactive concepts. 
Finally, concepts function di7 erently in 
geographically dispersed academic com-
munities with their di7 erent traditions. 
This is as true for the choice and use of 
concepts as for their deÞ nitions and the 
traditions within the di7 erent disciplines, 
even the newer ones like Cultural Studies.

All of these forms of travel render 
concepts ß exible. It is this changeability 
that becomes part of their usefulness for a 
new methodology that is neither stultify-
ing and rigid nor arbitrary or ‘sloppy.’ I con-
tend that the travelling nature of concepts 
is an asset rather than a liability. Below, I 
will brieß y discuss a few examples of trav-
elling concepts.

Text: Between Words and Concepts

In the cultural disciplines, a variety of 
concepts are used to frame, articulate, and 
specify di7 erent analyses. The most con-
fusing ones are the over-arching concepts 
we tend to use, as if their meanings were as 
clear-cut and common as those of any 
word in any given language. Depending on 
the background in which the analyst was 
initially trained and the cultural genre to 

2 Young (1991) opens with this point. For an in-
depth criticism, see Spivak (1999). For a brief ac-
count, see Ashcroft et al. (1998: 118821).

which the object belongs, each analysis 
tends to take for granted a certain use of 
concepts. Others may not agree with that 
use, or may even perceive it as not being 
speciÞ c enough to merit arguing about. 
Such confusion tends to increase with 
those concepts that are close to ordinary 
language. The concept of text will serve as 
a convincing example of this confusion. 

A word from everyday language, self-
evident in literary studies, metaphorically 
used in anthropology, generalised in semi-
otics, ambivalently circulating in art his-
tory and Þ lm studies, and shunned in mu-
sicology, the concept of text seems to ask 
for trouble. But it also invokes disputes and 
controversies that can be wonderfully 
stimulating if ‘worked through.’ If this 
working through fails to take place, the 
disputes and controversies can become 
sources of misunderstanding or, worse, 
enticements to ill-conceived partisanship, 
including discipline-based conservatism. 
There are, for example, many reasons for 
referring to images or Þ lms as ‘texts.’ Such 
references entail various assumptions, in-
cluding the idea that images have, or pro-
duce, meaning, and that they promote 
such analytical activities as reading. To 
make a long story short, the advantage of 
speaking of ‘visual texts’ is that it reminds 
the analyst that lines, motifs, colours, and 
surfaces, like words, contribute to the pro-
duction of meaning; hence, that form and 
meaning cannot be disentangled. Neither 
texts nor images yield their meanings im-
mediately. They are not transparent, so 
that images, like texts, require the labour 
of reading.

Many fear that to speak of images as 
texts is to turn the image into a piece of 
language. But by shunning the linguistic 
analogy (as in many ways we should) we 
also engage resistance – to meaning, to 
analysis, and to close, detailed engagement 
with the object. That resistance we should, 
in turn, resist, or at least discuss. The con-
cept of text helps rather than hinders such 
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a discussion precisely because it is contro-
versial. Hence its use should be encour-
aged, especially in areas where it is not self-
evident, so that it can regain its analytical 
and theoretical force.3 

But ‘text’ is perhaps already an exam-
ple that leads too much. In its travels, it has 
become dirty, come to imply too much, to 
resist too much; hence it has become liable 
to deepen the divide between the enthusi-
asts and the sceptics. What about ‘mean-
ing,’ then? No academic discipline can 
function without a notion of this concept. 
In the humanities, it is a key word. Or a key 
concept, perhaps? Sometimes. Let me call 
it a ‘word-concept.’ This casual use, now as 
word, then as concept, has two major 
drawbacks. One drawback of its casual use 
as a word is the resulting reluctance to dis-
cuss ‘meaning’ as an academic issue. The 
other is its over-extended use. More often 
than not, scholars and students speak of 
‘meaning’ without even specifying wheth-
er they mean (sic) intention, origin, con-
text, or semantic content. 

This is normal, inevitable. Just now I 
couldn’t avoid using the verb ‘to mean’ be-
cause I was unable to choose between ‘in-
tending’ and ‘referring.’ But this confusion 
is largely responsible for a major problem 
in all the humanities. For, as a result, stu-
dents are trained to say that ‘the meaning 
of a picture’ is identical either to the artist’s 
intention, or to what its constitutive motifs 
originally meant, or to the contemporary 
audience’s understanding, or to the dic-
tionary’s synonym. My suggestion here is 
that students ought to be trained to choose 
– and justify – one of the meanings of 
‘meaning,’ and to make that choice a meth-
odological starting point.

There is also a social aspect to the in-
tersubjectivity that concepts create. That 
social aspect is my primary concern here. 
Concepts are, and always have been, im-
portant areas of debate. As such, they pro-

3 For these aspects of the word-concept ‘text’, see 
Goggin and Neef (2000).

mote a measure of consensus. Not that ab-
solute consensus is possible, or even desir-
able, but agreement on the fact that – pro-
visionally, tentatively, and testingly – a 
concept is best deployed in a speciÞ c mea-
ning because the results can then be dis-
cussed, is indispensable if we are to get out 
of turf-policing defensiveness.

Concepts and the debates around 
them have greatly increased in importance 
with the advent of interdisciplinary study. 
The mission of concepts is vital if the social 
climate in the academy is to be maintained 
and improved, if disputes are to promote 
rather than preclude the production of 
knowledge and insight (as, alas, happens 
all too often). It is around concepts that I 
see cultural analysis achieving a consensus 
comparable to the paradigmatic consisten-
cy that has kept the traditional disciplines 
vital – albeit, simultaneously, dogmatic.4

Rejecting dogmatism without sacri-
Þ cing consistency is a way of improving 
the human ambiance while increasing the 
intellectual yield. For this reason I consid-
er the discussion of concepts an alternative 
methodological base for ‘cultural studies’ 
or ‘analysis.’ My Þ rst point, then, is to plea 
for the centrality of conceptual reß ection 
– for the following reasons.

Concepts are never simply descrip-
tive; they are also programmatic and nor-
mative. Hence, their use has speciÞ c ef-
fects. Nor are they stable; they are related 

4 Publications such as, famously, Raymond Wil-
liams’ Keywords, and more recently, Martin Jay’s 
rewriting of that book, in Key Words of Our 
Time, testify to the link between enhanced con-
ceptual awareness and increasing interdisciplin-
arity as emerging from a cultural studies perspec-
tive. Another interesting piece of evidence for the 
need of this reß ection is the successful volume 
edited by Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLau-
ghlin (1995). This book, explicitly designed for 
literary studies, has an entry on performance that 
appears to take one meaning of this concept so 
much for granted – the one that led to the art 
practice called ‘performance art’ – that it be-
comes the only meaning raised, much in the way 
my Þ ctional students each bring in their self-evi-
dent notion of ‘subject.’ 
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to a tradition. But their use never has sim-
ple continuity. For ‘tradition,’ closer to a 
word that moves about, is not the same as 
(Kuhnian) ‘paradigm,’ itself a concept 
threatened with word-status when used 
too casually. (Kuhn 1962; 1986) ‘Tradition’ 
appeals to ‘the way we always did things,’ as 
a value. ‘Paradigm’ makes explicit the the-
ses and methods that have acquired axi-
omatic status so that they can be used 
without being constantly challenged. This 
rigidity is strategic and reß ected. But ‘tra-
dition’ does not question its tenets; hence, 
those tenets become dogmatic. Traditions 
change slowly, paradigms suddenly; the 
former without its inhabitants knowing it, 
the latter against their resistance. It is the 
same di7 erence as between subliminal 
change and revolution. 

Concepts are also never simple. Their 
various aspects can be unpacked, the rami-
Þ cations, traditions, and histories conß at-
ed in their current usages can be separated 
out and evaluated piece by piece. Concepts 
are hardly ever used in exactly the same 
sense. Hence their usages can be debated 
and referred back to the di7 erent tradi-
tions and schools from which they eme-
rged, thus allowing an assessment of the 
validity of their implications. This would 
greatly help the discussion between par-
ticipating disciplines. Concepts are not 
just tools. They raise the underlying issues 
of instrumentalism, realism, and nominal-
ism, and the possibility of interaction be-
tween the analyst and the object. Precisely 
because they travel between ordinary 
words and condensed theories, concepts 
can trigger and facilitate reß ection and de-
bate on all levels of methodology in the 
humanities. Below, just a few examples.

Looking At Confusion: Gaze, 
Focalisation, Iconicity

The Þ rst example consists of a cluster 
of neighbouring concepts: the ‘gaze,’ ‘fo-
calisation,’ and ‘iconicity.’ These concepts 
are di7 erent but a9  liated. They are often 

conß ated, with disastrous results, or, alter-
natively, kept separate, with impoverishing 
results. I will give my view of what hap-
pened with these concepts in the cultural 
Þ eld, and move back and forth between 
that general development and my own in-
tellectual itinerary.

The ‘gaze’ is a key concept in visual 
stu dies, one I Þ nd it important to fuss 
about if fuzziness is to be avoided. It is 
widely used in Þ elds whose members par-
ticipate in cultural studies. Norman Bry-
son’s analysis of the life of this concept, 
Þ rst in art history, then in femi nist and 
gender studies, amply demonstrates why it 
is worth reß ecting on. He rightly insists 
that feminism has had a decisive impact on 
visual studies; Þ lm studies would be no-
where near where it is today without it. In 
turn, Þ lm studies, especially in its extend-
ed form, which includes television and the 
new media, is a key area in cultural studies. 
The itinerary Bryson sketches is largely in-
formed by the centrality of the concept of 
the gaze in all the participating disci-
plines.5

The concept of the gaze has a variety 
of backgrounds. It is sometimes used as an 
equivalent of the ‘look,’ indicating the po-
sition of the subject doing the looking. As 
such, it points to a position, real or repre-
sented. It is also used in distinction from 
the ‘look,’ as a Þ xed and Þ xating, colonis-
ing, mode of looking – a look that objecti-
Þ es, appropriates, disempowers, and even, 
possibly, violates. In its Lacanian sense 
(Silverman 1996), it is most certainly very 
di7 erent from – if not opposed to – its 
more common usage as the equivalent of 
the ‘look’ or a speciÞ c version of it. The 
Lacanian ‘gaze’ is, most succinctly, the vi-

5 See Bryson’s introduction to Looking In: The Art 
of Viewing. This text, in fact, was one of the rea-
sons that I became more acutely aware of the im-
portance of concepts. Some of the thoughts here 
are developments of my remarks in the Afterword 
of that volume. Silverman (1996) o7 ers an excel-
lent, indeed, indispensable, discussion of the 
‘gaze’ in Lacanian theory.



16

Mieke Bal

sual order (equivalent to the symbolic or-
der, or the visual part of that order) in 
which the subject is ‘caught.’ In this sense 
it is an indispensable concept through 
which to understand all cultural domains, 
including text-based ones. The ‘gaze’ is the 
world looking (back) at the subject.6 

In its more common use – perhaps be-
tween word and concept – the ‘gaze’ is the 
‘look’ that the subject casts on other peo-
ple, and other things. Feminism initiated 
the scrutiny of the gaze’s objectifying 
thrust, especially in Þ lm studies, where the 
speciÞ c Lacanian sense remains important 
(Silverman 1996). Cultural critics, includ-
ing anthropologists, are interested in the 
use of photography in historical and eth-
nographic research. More broadly, the 
mea ning-producing e7 ects of images, in-
cluding textual-rhetorical ones, has been 
recognised. In this type of analysis, the 
‘gaze’ is also obviously central.7 

The objectiÞ cation and the disem-
powering exotisation of ‘others’ further 
ß esh out the issues of power inequity that 
the concept helps to lay bare. Indeed, the 
a9  liated concepts of the other and alterity 
have been scrutinised for their own collu-
sion with the imperialist forces that ‘hold’ 
the ‘gaze’ in this photographic and cine-
matic material. Enabling the analysis of 
non-canonical objects, such as snapshots, 
the concept is also helpful in allowing the 
boundaries between elite and larger cul-
ture to be overcome. Between all these us-
ages, an examination of the concept itself 
is appropriate. Not to police it, or to pre-
scribe a puriÞ ed use for it, but to gauge its 
possibilities, and to either delimit or link 
the objects on which it has been brought to 
bear. 

So far, in its development in the cul-
tural community, the concept of the gaze 
has demonstrated its ß exibility and incli-

6 Ernst van Alphen’s analysis of Charlotte Delbo’s 
writings is suggestively titled ‘Caught by Images’ 
(in 2005).

7 See, for example, Hirsch (1997, 1999).

nation to social criticism. But, for the issue 
of interdisciplinary methodology, it also 
has a more hands-on kind of relevance. For 
it has an a9  liation with – although is not 
identical to – the concept of focalisation in 
narrative theory. In my early work, I strug-
gled to adjust that concept. In fact, in nar-
rative theory, the concept of focalisation, 
although clearly visual in background, has 
been deployed to overcome visual stric-
tures and the subsequent metaphorical 
ß oundering of concepts such as ‘perspec-
tive’ and ‘point of view.’

It is precisely because the concept of 
focalisation is not identical to that of the 
‘gaze’ or the ‘look’ that it can help to clarify 
a vexed issue in the relationship between 
looking and language, between art history 
and literary studies. The common question 
for all three of these concepts is what the 
look of a represented (narrated or depict-
ed) Þ gure does to the imagination of the 
reader or the look of the viewer. Let me 
brieß y outline what is at stake here, as an 
example of the gain in precision and reach 
that concepts can o7 er through, not in 
spite of, their travel, on condition that 
multidisciplinary ‘di7 using’ yields to inter-
disciplinary ‘propagation.’

‘Focalisation’: retrospectively, my in-
terest in developing a more worka ble con-
cept to replace what literary scholars call 
‘perspecti ve’ or ‘point of view’ was rooted 
in a sense of the cultural importance of vi-
sion, even in the most language-based of 
the arts. But vision must not be under-
stood exclusively in the technical-visual 
sense. In the slightly metaphorical but in-
dispensable sense of imaginary – akin but 
not identical to imagination – vision tends 
to involve both actual looking and inter-
preting, including in literary reading. And, 
while this is a reason to recommend the 
verb ‘reading’ for the analysis of visual im-
ages, it is also a reason not to cast the vi-
sual out of the concept of focalisation.

The term ‘focalisation’ also helped 
overcome the limitations of the linguisti-
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cally inspired tools inherited from struc-
turalism. These were based on the struc-
ture of the sentence and failed to help me 
account for what happens between charac-
ters in narrative, Þ gures in image, and the 
readers of both. The great emphasis on 
conveyable and generalisable content in 
structuralist semantics hampered my at-
tempts to understand how such contents 
were conveyed – to what e7 ects and ends 
– through what can be termed ‘subjectivity 
networks.’ The hypothesis that says readers 
envision, that is, create, images from tex-
tual stimuli, cuts right through semantic 
theory, grammar, and rhetoric, to fore-
ground the presence and crucial impor-
tance of images in reading. At one point, 
when I managed to solve a long-standing 
problem of biblical philology ‘simply’ by 
envisioning, instead of deciphering, the 
text, I savoured the great pleasure and ex-
citement that come with ‘discovery.’ Let me 
call the provisional result of this Þ rst phase 
of the concept-in-use dynamic, the gaze-
as-focalisor.

The second phase goes in the opposite 
direction. Take ‘Rembrandt,’ for example. 
The name stands for a text – ‘Rembrandt’ 
as the cultural ensemble of images, dis- 
and re-attributed according to an expan-
sive or purifying cultural mood – and for 
the discourses about the real and imagi-
nary Þ gure indicated by the name. The im-
ages called ‘Rembrandt’ are notoriously 
disinterested in linear perspective but also 
highly narrative. Moreover, many of these 
images are replete with issues relevant for a 
gender perspective – such as the nude, 
scenes related to rape, and myth-based 
history paintings in which women are be-
ing framed. For these reasons combined, 
‘focalisation’ imposes itself as an operative 
concept. In contrast, ‘perspective’ can only 
spell disaster. But, while narrativity may be 
medium-independent, the transfer of a 
speciÞ c concept from narrative theory – in 
this case, ‘focalisation,’ which is mostly de-
ployed in the analysis of verbal narratives 

– to visual texts, requires the probing of its 
realm, its productivity, and its potential for 
‘propagation’ versus the risk of ‘dilution.’

This probing is all the more impor-
tant because of the double ambiguity that 
threatens here. Firstly, ‘focalisation’ is a 
narrative inß ection of imagining, inter-
preting, and perception that can, but need 
not, be visual ‘imaging.’ To conß ate ‘focali-
sation’ with the ‘gaze’ would be to return to 
square one, thus undoing the work of dif-
ferentiation between two di7 erent modes 
of semiotic expression. Secondly, and con-
versely, the projection of narrativity on vi-
sual images is an analytic move that has 
great potential but is also highly speciÞ c. 
To put it simply: not all images are narra-
tive, any more than all narrative acts of fo-
calisation are visual. Yet narratives and im-
ages have envisioning as their common 
form of reception. The di7 erences and the 
common elements are equally important.

Again, to make a long story short, the 
concept of focalisation helps to articulate 
the look precisely through its movement. 
After travelling, Þ rst from the visual do-
main to narratology, then to the more spe-
ciÞ c analysis of visual images, focalisation, 
having arrived at its new destination, vi-
sual analysis, has received a meaning that 
overlaps neither with the old visual one – 
focusing with a lens – nor with the new 
narratological one – the cluster of percep-
tion and interpretation that guides the at-
tention through the narrative. It now indi-
cates neither a location of the gaze on the 
picture plane, nor a subject of it, such as 
either the Þ gure or the viewer. Instead, 
what becomes visible is the movement of 
the look. In that movement, the look en-
counters the limitations imposed by the 
gaze, the visual order. For the gaze dictates 
the limits of the Þ gures’ respective posi-
tions as holder of the objectifying and col-
onising look, and the disempowered ob-
ject of that look. The tension between the 
focalisor’s movement and these limita-
tions is the true object of analysis. For it is 
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here that structural, formal aspects of the 
object become meaningful, dynamic, and 
culturally operative: through the time-
bound, changing e7 ect of the culture that 
frames them.8

A More Adequate Alternative: 
Framing

frame (n): 

- something composed of parts Þ tted 
together and joined

- a structure composed of construc-
tional members (e.g. girders or beams) that 
gives shape or strength (e.g. to a building)

- an open case or structure made for 
admitting, enclosing, or supporting some-
thing

- a limiting, typical, or appropriate set 
of circumstances; an event that forms the 
background for the action of a novel or play

- (inß ) a frame-up 

As is well known, the concept of fram-
ing has been productively put to use in cul-
tural analysis as an alternative to the older 
concept of context.9 The change has not 
been one of terminology but of implica-
tions. And these are major. I am not sure 
they have always been fully endorsed, even 
by those who deploy the new concept to-
gether with its Derridean overtones. But 
my focus here is not to rehearse at length 
the arguments in favour of framing over 
context. Rather it is to argue for a speciÞ c 
use of each concept individually, that is, 

8 I have written extensively about focalisation 
(2008) and about ‘Rembrandt’ (1991)

9 One of the most inß uential formulations of this 
concept, usefully succinct, is Jonathan Culler’s 
‘Author’s Preface’ to his volume Framing the Sign 
(1988). As one of my students remarked with dis-
appointment, the preface is great but the essays 
hardly use the concept at all. This, I pointed out, 
is not true. They barely name it, hence, they don’t 
use it in the sense of citing it, but the practice of 
it is pervasive throughout the essays. This ab-
sence of the term in the presence of the activity is 
perhaps what characterises ‘framing’ most im-
portantly. 

for a speciÞ c kind of cultural analysis as a 
form of material practice. To this end, I will 
debate neither the new concept’s philo-
sophical meanings nor its more or less loy-
al usages. Instead, I will brieß y summarise 
three arguments in favour of its use over 
context as a way of framing my own discus-
sion of framing. 

The Þ rst argument pertains to con-
text. Context, or rather, the self-evident, 
non-conceptual kind of data referred to as 
context, is often invoked for the interpre-
tation of cultural artefacts such as art 
works, in order to uncover their meaning. 
In e7 ect, though, its deployment serves to 
confuse explaining with interpreting, or, as 
Thomas Pavel once described it, origin 
with articulation (1984).10 

This confusion is a leftover from the 
positivist era in the humanities, when the 
humanistic disciplines attempted to up-
date themselves by emulating the sciences, 
mostly social. The ambition to explain, not 
merely interpret, was inherent in that em-
ulation. With this confusion, and in any 
endeavour of an interpretive, analytical 
nature, a whole range of presuppositions 
becomes important, whereby the term 
‘context’ loses both its speciÞ city and its 
grounding. The perspective becomes un-
acknowlegedly deterministic. The unavo-
wed motivation for the interpretation – in-
deed, the analytical passion – becomes 
entangled in a conß ation of origin, cause, 
and intention. 

These three forms of beginning, while 
betraying an ontological nostalgia, in turn 
import a confusion of metaphysics, logic, 
and psychology. This nostalgia is masoch-
istic, since the Þ rst, metaphysics, is largely 
irrelevant, the second is unattainable, and 
the third is unknowable. I will not specu-
late on why this masochism persists, why it 

10 Pavel was talking more speciÞ cally about psycho-
analytic interpretation. I Þ nd it quite signiÞ cant 
that those who look down on psychoanalysis for 
precisely this reason, don’t see how other, more 
‘positive,’ ‘veriÞ able’ methods induce the same 
confusion.
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is even passionately defended, or why the 
status of its leading questions remains un-
discussably dogmatic. But I will contend 
that if the confusion and the passion are 
cleared away, the humanist with interdis-
ciplinary interests can pursue a much more 
exciting project, an analytical interpreta-
tion that avoids paraphrasis, projection, 
and paradigmatic conÞ nement, and that 
opens up a practice of cultural analysis that 
endorses its function as cultural media-
tion.11

The second argument in favour of 
framing becomes clear from the simple 
facts of language. Context is primarily a 
noun that refers to something static. It is a 
‘thing,’ a collection of data whose factuality 
is no longer in doubt once its sources are 
deemed reliable. ‘Data’ means ‘given,’ as if 
context brings its own meanings. The need 
to interpret these data, mostly only ac-
knowledged once the need arises, is too 
easily overlooked. The act of framing, how-
ever, produces an event. This verb form, as 
important as the noun that indicates its 
product, is primarily an activity. Hence, it 
is performed by an agent who is responsi-
ble, accountable, for his or her acts.12 

Furthermore, in a regress that might, 
in principle at least, be inÞ nite, the agent 
of framing is framed in turn. In this way, 
the attempt to account for one’s own acts 
of framing is doubled. First, one makes ex-
plicit what one brings to bear on the object 
of analysis: why, on what grounds, and to 
what e7 ect. Then one attempts to account 
for one’s own position as an object of fram-
ing, for the ‘laws’ to which one submits. 
This double self-reß ection, it seems, might 

11 A speciÞ c form of beginning – the position of the 
author and the role of authorial intention – is the 
subject of a separate case study in ch. 7 of Travel-
ling Concepts.

12 This may be perceived as a burden by some – the 
scholar, after all, may become subject to what can 
be perceived as a form of policing – but I will ar-
gue that this accountability is also liberating. Not 
to speak of the much more frightening, because 
‘lawless,’ policing that goes on in the name of 
methodological obviousness, or dogma.

help solve the problems of an unrecon-
structed contextualism as well as of a mor-
alistic and naive self-reß exivity à la early 
Habermas (1972). 

The third argument in favour of fram-
ing is the involvement of time in interpre-
tation and analysis. ‘Framing’ as a verb 
form points to process. Process both re-
quires time and Þ lls time. It is a factor of 
sequence and duration. And where there is 
duration, change occurs: di7 erences eme-
rge over time. This is where history, inevi-
tably and importantly, participates in any 
act of interpretation or analysis. One way 
of taking this simple fact through to its 
consequences is to enforce a reversed per-
spective on historical thinking, starting 
with and in the present. This is one dis-
tinction between cultural analysis and his-
tory, but a distinction, obviously, that does 
not free the one from entanglement with 
the other. 

An important consequence of fram-
ing having its roots in time is the unstable 
position of knowledge itself. This might 
seem to lead to an epistemic aporia, since 
knowledge itself loses its Þ xed grounding. 
But a full endorsement of this instability 
can also produce a di7 erent kind of ground-
ing, a grounding of a practical kind. Thus 
the case I present framing through, in 
Travelling Concepts,, allegorically, begins 
and ends with a material practice. That 
practice, in turn, reaches out to cultural 
analysis, claiming to participate fully in the 
academic practices whose object it would 
otherwise, powerlessly, remain. There, the 
object, an image mise en scène, is put un-
der pressure; its meaning is multiplied, its 
material existence is set up as troubled. In 
other words, my object is framed. What 
does that entail?

Framing, as a concept, has become so 
‘in’ since Derrida’s discussion of Kant’s 
Third Critique in La vérité en peinture, that 
it seems useful to avoid philosophical par-
tisanship, in the disciplinary as well as de-
constructivist sense (1987). I will do this by 
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Þ rst invoking that treasure-house of com-
mon speak: the dictionary. Suspending 
philosophy, then, I will provisionally turn 
this concept into a word again. Before it 
can become a workable concept – a tool for 
cultural analysis rather than a philosophi-
cal issue – the life of the word in language 
matters. Longman’s variety of deÞ nitions 
quoted at the beginning of this paper, for 
example, present themselves here as the 
technical or abstract underworld, the un-
derpinnings, the machinery that holds the 
mise-en-scène in place. If mise-en-scène is 
what we see, framing is what happens be-
fore the spectacle is presented.

The deployment of this word as a con-
cept asks for a relationship with the par-
ticular analytical practices called ‘disci-
plines.’ This is why philosophy, the disci-
pline that develops concepts, is sometimes 
called an inter-discipline. It is also why 
philosophy was one of the points on the 
map in the Þ rst case study, just as history 
– the history of art – is in this one. A con-
cept, moreover, bears on an object, a cul-
tural ‘thing’: a text, an image, a sculpture, a 
piece of music, a Þ lm; or, as is the case 
here, a collection of things framed to form 
an exhibition. The verb form ‘framing’ – 
provisionally distinguished from the noun 
‘frame’ – solicits the question of its object. 

But, as a verb, it also predicates that 
object, not in the abstract void of theoreti-
cal reß ection, but in time, space, aspect; it 
frames it. Thus, all by itself, even on the 
level of the word alone, ‘framing’ questions 
the object-status of the objects studied in 
the cultural disciplines. This questioning 
results in a repositioning of the object as 
alive, in ways that have to do with the ‘so-
cial life of things’ rather than with a meta-
physical hypostasising of objects or a rhe-
torical strategy of personiÞ cation.13 It also 
results in the status of image – rather than 
text – as the most characteristic, indeed, 
paradigmatic, kind of cultural object, pro-

13 The phrase ‘the social life of things’ refers to the 
volume edited by Arjun Appadurai (1986).

vided we continue to see it as living its life 
in the present and the ways we frame it as 
provisional.

For a productive, fundamentally in-
terdisciplinary deployment of framing, 
even within a domain – art – usually per-
ceived as a monodiscipline, I must connect 
this discussion to some of my earlier work. 
In Double Exposures, I considered the life 
of objects in their present tense, and how 
they come to produce meaning. That work 
is usually classiÞ ed as museum studies al-
though it might just as well have been 
called semantics, anthropology, or, to use 
my own favourite term, cultural analysis. 
On no account, though, can it be unprob-
lematically assimilated into art history, for 
it challenged rather than endorsed the his-
torical that deÞ nes that discipline, fore-
grounding, instead, the slippery but cru-
cial ‘now-time’ of art objects seen as (Ben-
jaminian) images. But it did solicit art his-
tory. As a discipline, the latter was invited 
to reconsider its key terms and methods as 
being porously continuous with the other 
disciplinary and interdisciplinary Þ elds 
that host my work. This invitation on my 
part Þ tted into my ongoing argument on 
the nature of interdisciplinarity, as non-
indi7 erent to disciplinarity.14

But, as I observed later, an interaction 
and experience with the practice that was 
the object of study was lacking in Double 
Exposures. This was unfortunate, because 
the possible convergence of academic and 
practical agency constitutes a great chal-
lenge. The second ‘discipline,’ if that word 
may be applied in this context, that my in-
terdisciplinarity solicits, is, then, not aca-
demic but practical ‘art history.’ Positing 
that the study of practices in art museums 
pertains to two disciplines, not to one – 
that is, separating art history from its ‘nat-
ural’ a9  liation with museums – constitut-
ed the primary severance that made the 
case studies in my earlier book inter-disci-

14 On the speciÞ c importance of non-indi7 erence, 
see my book Loving Yusuf. 
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plinary. The relationship between analysis 
and practice – Þ rst opened up, then nego-
tiated – constitutes the area where framing 
might emerge as a concept that helps to de-
Þ ne the parameters of interdisciplinarity 
in a radical sense.

The standard response to academic 
critiques of museums is that a museum is a 
place of praxis conÞ ned by material con-
straints. The practical nature of museum 
work is summarised by the fact that, as I 
have often been told, a show is not a book. 
This is the reason why, in Double Expo-
sures, I construed shows, not art works, as 
my object of analysis. Shows, seen again as 
actions described by the verb ‘to show,’ and 
taking place in a speciÞ c timeplace; tran-
sient, fugitive, but culturally active, exist-
ing as dormant things until brought to life 
by visitors. Shows, in this sense, are in-
stances of mise-en-scène. Hence, it is in 
this way – as a practice, as mise-en-scène – 
that we do, or should, construct museums 
and the exhibitions taking place in them as 
objects of examination. Except that I do 
not accept the opposition to theory – or, 
more generally, academic analysis – im-
plicit in this allegation of praxis. Let us 
take a closer look at mise-en-scène, then. 

From Practice to Theory: 
Mise-en-scene

mise-en-scène
- the arrangement of actors, props, 

and scenery on a stage in a theatrical pro-
duction

- the environment or setting in which 
something takes place

The following example of a travelling 
concept presents a trip from practice to 
theory. Let’s suppose, for a moment, that 
mise-en-scène is this: the materialisation 
of a text – word and score – in a form acces-
sible for public, collective reception; a me-
diation between a play and the multiple 
public, each individual in it; an artistic or-
ganisation of the space in which the play is 

set; an arranging of a limited and delimit-
ed section of real time and space. As a re-
sult of all this arranging, a di7 erently de-
limited section of Þ ctional time and space 
can accommodate the Þ ctional activities of 
the actors, performing their roles to build a 
plot.15 

The subject of this activity – the (sta-
ge) director – makes a work of art. Her 
tools: time, space, light. Her activities: the 
projection of dramatic and musical writing 
into a particular chronotopos; co-ordina-
tion; the highlighting of some meanings 
over others; a keying of text and score in 
between performers and public. Some-
times ‘totalising’; always, to use a term I 
prefer, mise-en-pièce(s). I am just plucking 
this from dictionaries of theatre terms.16 
Or, to speak with Hans-Thiess Lehmann, a 
mediation from logos to landscape.17 The 
activity of mise-en-scène makes for a revo-
lutionary intervention, turning words that 
lead to the formation of abstract meanings 
caught in a centripetal cultural tragedy, 
into a spectacle receptive to the turmoil of 
liberated meanings, variously attached to 
concrete, visible, and audible phenomena 
and signs. What can the point of a concept 
like mise-en-scène be for cultural analysis?

Borrowed from theatre, mise-en-scène 
indicates the overall artistic activity whose 
results will shelter and foster the perfor-
mance, which, by deÞ nition, is unique. But 
if performance is to be taken seriously, it is 
best considered in its intertwinement with 
performativity (see below). The choice of 
mise-en-scène as a concept worth probing 
here is not random. In its mobility and in 
the change over time that it includes, mise-

15 On mise-en-scène and other aspects of the the-
atre I have learned more than I can acknowledge 
from a fabulous book by Maaike Bleeker (2008a) 
and a related article (2008b).

16 Mostly from Pavis (1998: 361868).
17 Lehmann (1997). I prefer to leave undecided – in-

deed, insist on the undecidability of – the distinc-
tion between phenomenology and semiotics im-
plied in this formulation, which is mine, not 
Lehmann’s.
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en-scène Þ ts nicely, as a metaphor for trav-
el. 

Indeed, it is easy to grasp how it trav-
els. Thus, rather than standing for a disin-
genuous, inauthentic subjectivity that pa-
rades as authentic, theatricality is the sub-
ject’s production, its staging. In this sense 
the concept of mise-en-scène sets the stage 
for the performance of performativity, and, 
in turn, for the staging of subjectivity. For, 
far from being a worldly activity that adds a 
margin of pleasure to ‘serious’ life, the the-
atricality that mise-en-scène entails is per-
haps the most profound manifestation of 
the cultural life that exists between private 
and public, or between individual and col-
lective subjectivity. At least, this is what I 
attempt to argue through the interdisci-
plinary deployment of this working con-
cept. A working concept is thus set to work. 

Without trying to deÞ ne mise-en-
scène, I depart from the premise that it is 
what the people practising it make of it. 
Thus, the elements mentioned above suf-
Þ ce to circumscribe it, and to Þ ll it with 
practical and semiotic meaning. Mise-en-
scène is a working concept – a concept to 
work with and a concept that works – nei-
ther Þ xed and theorised nor slippery as a 
word. My purpose is to look at how such a 
working concept can serve a cultural anal-
ysis by making more speciÞ c, more mate-
rial, and more practical sense of objects in 
their social life. The resulting insights me-
diate between cultural practice, the spe-
ciÞ c object of cultural analysis, and a cul-
tural theory that enables students to make 
tentative generalisations. They allow the 
generalisations to be made, importantly, 
without impoverishing the cultural reality 
on which they are based.

This methodological need to preserve 
the rich complexity of an object seen as dy-
namic practice in a gesture of generalising, 
reß ects, is an image of, the subject that re-
curs throughout these case studies. For, at 
the centre or core of the discussion is, once 

again, the status, position, and self-realisa-
tion of the subject. 

The advantages of Merging: 
Performance and Performativity

performance
- the execution of an action; some-

thing accomplished; a deed, feat
- the fulÞ lment of a claim, promise, etc.
- a presentation to an audience of a 

(character in a) play, a piece of music, etc.
performative
- an expression that serves to e! ect a 

transaction or that constitutes the perfor-
mance of the speciÞ ed act by virtue of its 
utterance

In the Spring of 2000, during a stay in 
Paris that allowed me more time than usu-
al to stroll around the pleasant areas of 
that city and visit galleries, I saw an instal-
lation by Irish artist James Coleman titled 
Photograph. It consisted of a slide presen-
tation lasting nineteen minutes, and was 
accompanied by a young woman’s voice 
declaiming poetic text. The show took 
place in the dark. The images Þ lled the en-
tire wall. No benches or chairs were avail-
able. Yet I was nailed to the ground. It was 
one of those rare but signiÞ cant moments 
when I felt completely engaged, drawn in, 
exhilarated and ‘taken over’ by a work of 
contemporary art.

The slides were superbly composed 
colour photographs of schoolchildren of 
adolescent age. Most were set inside a 
school building, some were outside on the 
playground. Inside, the children were in-
volved in some kind of rehearsal, of a play 
or dance. Outside, one girl appeared to be 
washing a white wall. Most showed one or 
two children, in bust-length portraits. In 
some, you could see a group in the back-
ground. Meanwhile, the voice continued to 
declaim lines that bore no obvious rela-
tionship to the images. Although, some-
times I hesitated: perhaps they did, after 
all?
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I don’t quite know what it was that riv-
eted me, but I felt unable to leave the dark 
room. It wasn’t knowledge. Nor was it a 
sense of standing opposite an object of 
study. I knew nothing of this artist’s work, 
nor was I knowledgeable enough to under-
stand the implications of the use of the 
medium of a slide installation in an age of 
electronic media. I think, initially, it was 
the deeply touching contrast between the 
ordinariness of the photographed situa-
tions and the extraordinary brilliance of 
the images that kept me in the gallery. It 
seemed that an important cultural state-
ment was being made, a position proposed 
that made ‘art’ seem incredibly important. 
Each time the nineteen minutes was over, I 
told myself: ‘One more time.’

Soon afterwards, I became sensitised, 
because of the repeated seeing, to the the-
atricality of the children’s poses in relation 
to the narrative setting. That setting was a 
rehearsal for a performance. Theatre and 
riveting beauty: might they have an intrin-
sic relationship to each other? And was 
that the installation’s ‘message’? This was 
when my academic identity kicked in, and 
I began to think about what it means to 
‘perform’ a play or dance in an age of the 
theoretical over-extension of the concept 
of the performative. 

Supposedly, the schoolchildren were 
rehearsing for a one-time event, as school 
performances tend to be. What were they 
doing in these still photographs, eter-
nalised in poses with such a profoundly re-
hearsed look about them? Performance, 
for me, was just a word, performativity a 
theoretical concept. Performance – the 
unique execution of a work – is of a di7 er-
ent order than performativity, an aspect of 
a word that does what it says. Hence, per-
formance is not to performativity what 
matter is to materiality, the concrete to the 
abstract, or the object term to the theoreti-
cal term. Although derived from the same 
verb, ‘to perform,’ as soon as they become 
concepts the two words are no longer con-

nected. So, I thought, let’s not confuse 
them.

But keeping them apart isn’t easy ei-
ther, as my own attempts proved. Perfor-
mance – playing a role, dancing, singing, 
executing a piece of music – is unthinkable 
without memory. How can one play a part, 
a role, without memorising the part or 
score, without rehearsing the gestures, the 
mimic, and the diction that Þ t the role, 
make it available for understanding? Even 
improvisation requires memorisation of 
the structure that sustains it. Performance 
connects the past of the writing to the 
present of the experience of the work. So 
why, then, is performance art considered a 
break with predictability and put forward 
as unique in its performativity? Moreover, 
if memory itself is, by deÞ nition, a re-en-
actment, and in that sense, performative, 
the two are connected, after all. So, what’s 
the di7 erence?

Performativity, at least in Austin’s 
con ception of it, is allegedly the unique oc-
currence of an act in the here-and-now. In 
speech-act theory, it is the moment when 
known words detach themselves from both 
their sleep in dictionaries and people’s lin-
guistic competence, to be launched as 
weapons or seductions, exercising their 
weight, striking force, and charm in the 
present only, between singular subjects. 
Here, memory would only stand in the way 
of the success of performing, to be swatted 
away like a ß y. But, as we have learned since 
then, performativity misses its e7 ectivity if 
the act is not cushioned in a culture that 
remembers what that act can do. In the 
face of Coleman’s installation, I sensed a 
great di7 erence between the two terms. As 
soon as I tried to put my Þ nger on it, it 
melted. So how to avoid both confusion 
and the ‘binary terror’ that overstretches 
di7 erence?18

18 ‘Binary terror’ is the term Rebecca Schneider uses 
to theorise the many ways performance art made 
the body explicit (1997:12842).
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Both concepts have already been ex-
tensively generalised, deprived of their 
theoretical neatness, and brought to bear 
on a great variety of cultural practices. Jon-
athan Culler traces the travel of the con-
cept of the performative, from philosophy 
in the Þ fties, through literature in the 
eighties, to gender studies in the nineties, 
and back to philosophy today (2000). Dur-
ing this journey, performativity – of a rath-
er special category of words allowing spe-
cial utterances that ‘do’ rather than state 
things – became, Þ rst, generalised, to 
stand for an aspect of any utterance: that 
aspect of an utterance as act. Generalising 
further on the basis of the iterability on 
which all language-use depends, not per-
formativity but its ‘standard’ other – con-
stativity – became a special case of gener-
alised performativity. 

But, generalisation, itself a useful way 
of unÞ xing rigid categories by stretching 
their boundaries, calls for new orderings. 
The next step – already in Austin’s found-
ing text – was to analyse the always poten-
tially performative utterances into aspects. 
This move, from categorisation to analysis 
of each item, is representative of the move 
from a scientistic to an analytic approach 
to culture. In the case of performativity, 

the analytical use of the concept facilitated 
a shift in focus, from the illocutionary act 
of performing speaking, to the perlocu-
tionary act of achieving the speech act, of 
securing its e7 ect. This shift makes it pos-
sible to extend the domain of the perfor-
mative from language, one category of cul-
tural phenomena, to all sorts of events that 
happen, because someone does them, in 
the cultural domain.

The decisive move in this double shift 
(from category to analytical concept and 
from agency to e7 ect) has been Derrida’s 
insistence on the citationality that enables 
and surrounds each speech act. Austin ex-
plicitly excluded literature from the analy-
sis because literary speech acts are not ‘se-
rious.’ Derrida, on the other hand, by shift-

ing the focus from the speaker’s intention 
to the social conventions that guarantee 
the very possibility of performing speech 
acts, made the iterability or citationality of 
any language-use the standard, thereby 
subordinating individual intention to so-
cial convention.19 

From an originating, founding act 
perfo rmed by a willing, intentional sub-
ject, performativity becomes the instance 
of an endless process of repetition; a repe-
tition involving similarity and di7 erence, 
and therefore relativising and enabling so-
cial change and subjects’ interventions, in 
other words, agency.

But, back to words. Although the ‘nat-
ural’ noun to indicate the occurrence of 
performativity is performance, this noun 
has developed into a concept in an entirely 
di7 erent context. The home of the word 
performance is not philosophy of language, 
but aesthetics. Most commonly, a perfor-
mance is the execution of a range of ‘artis-
tic making and doing’ (Alperson 1998: 
464). As a word, we use it frequently. We 
talk about performances – of a concert, or 
an opera or play – for which we buy a ticket, 
and we praise or criticise a performance by 
an actor or musician. The travel this con-
cept has undertaken is from a criticism of 
cultural events in non-academic reviews to 
a specialised art form that foregrounded 
the incidental, non-iterable, one-time 
event over the durable work of art: perfor-
mance art. 

In this respect, a striking omission of 
performativity is in Lentricchia and McLa-
ughlin’s volume Critical Terms for Literary 
Study (1995). Although literary studies as a 
discipline has contributed greatly to think-
ing about ‘performativity’ (the term origi-
nates from the philosophy of literature’s 
medium, language), this volume devotes a 
whole essay to performance, but nothing 
to performativity. That essay (Sayre 1995) 

moves from a common-sense deÞ nition of 

19 See Austin (1975), Derrida (1988), and Butler (1990, 
1993). For a political inß ection, Bulter (1997).
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performance as word along the lines I have 
followed above, to a discussion of perfor-
mance art, of its bond with theatricality, 
and ends on the beneÞ ts of the concept of 
performance to, essentially, poetry, when it 
is read aloud. A great deal of the essay is 
devoted to voice.20 

Conversely, most publications on per-
formativity, of which there are many, say 
nothing about performance. In fact, per-
formance became an interdisciplinary aca-
demic area of analysis at the very moment 
when the distinction began to lose its neat-
ness, a neatness that was achieved, mainly, 
through mutual exclusion.21 

But the combined discussion of both 
tends to remain limited to an unreß ected 
interchange. Culler mentions performance 
brieß y when he evokes the misunderstand-
ing in the reception of Butler’s performa-
tive theory of gender, which took that the-
ory as implying a theatrical performance 
(Culler 2000: 59). Critics were outraged by 
the idea that gender is something you can 
easily shed. Butler addressed that miscon-
ception emphatically in her next book 
(1993) and explained the di7 erence be-
tween gender in terms of performance and 
performativity. The di7 erence, signiÞ cant-
ly, hinges on the crux Culler so e7 ectively 
identiÞ ed in the shift achieved by Derrida, 
from intention and singularity to conven-
tion and iterability. This shift undermines 
the individualistic, voluntaristic assump-
tions of intentionalism. Austin’s insistence 
on intention and seriousness as the condi-
tions of the collapse of speech and action 
in speech-act theory maintains these as-
sumptions.

20 To actual, speaking voice, not to the metaphori-
cal use of the concept of voice in grammar. On 
issues pertaining to the latter usage as well as the 
narratological category of ‘voice,’ see Bal (2001).

21 The journal Performance Studies betokens this 
moment. Primarily devoted to performance, it 
often publishes papers in which performativity is 
also discussed. See Bleeker’s inß uential work 
(2008).

The very separation of the two con-
cepts of performance and performativity 
performs, so to speak, a reconÞ rmation of 
intention – and this at the expense of ‘giv-
ing voice.’ But, whereas performativity has 
at least been a key to breaking open the 
dogma of intentionalism because of its 
need to incorporate citationality, perfor-
mance, on the other hand, while stuck in 
the aesthetic of judgements of beauty, has 
not travelled far enough to meet its sibling, 
and to join the e7 orts to undermine the in-
dividualist ideology that subtends both 
concepts. 

The image can be imagined as present 
as historical translation, mise en scène, 
framed, and performed. The performance 
as such is endowed with performative pow-
er because the viewer, struck by that pow-
er, is compelled to perform through and 
with the performers. This artiÞ cial, con-
trived performativity that compels partici-
pation in the performance is the source of 
a renewed authenticity, put forward as 
beautiful in a culture replete with false 
claims to an authenticity based on myths 
of origin, and tired of ‘beauty.’ This is why 
performance and performativity, although 
not to be conß ated, are best seen in col-
laboration.

The last time I saw Photograph, which 
was the very last showing before the instal-
lation was dismantled, I knew that for me, 
it was going to leave the present, and be-
come part of the past. That time I found it 
excruciatingly fast, nightmarish almost; it 
refused to stop for me. This is when I re-
alised that memory is the greatest cheater 
of all. For, as I was Þ nally endorsing my 
task of performing it, it performed me, 
dragging me along, in the pace of a time I 
could neither stop nor follow. This was the 
work’s heterochrony of the other.22

That, I think now, is the deÞ nition of 
subjectivity that Photograph proposes. To 
make the ‘argument’ for it, it just performs 

22 For the term ‘heterochrony,’ see Bal in Bal & Her-
nandez (2008)
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it. And its performativity hits home. Home, 
after a travel to the past and back, to the 
‘other’ and back, so that time and subjec-
tivity are mixed up by means of the messy 
mix of performance and performativity. 
For memory needs them both. Perhaps, 
then, performance is a translation of per-
formativity; it makes the latter audible, ef-
fective, a translation that is a metaphor of 
the kind no cultural practice can do with-
out.

My insistence on theatricality in cul-
tural analysis has been foregrounded and 
thematised through a work that I selected 
to perform as theoretical object. Indeed, 
from the vantage point of Coleman’s in-
stallation, the images that come to us 
through metaphorical translations, or 
through the translations of metaphors, be-
come speciÞ cally and poignantly theatri-
cal. Such theatricality is poignantly engag-
ing because of the impossibility it entails 
of deciding between a dystopic and a uto-
pian view of the theatrical collapse of per-
formativity into performance. It is this un-
decidability that Coleman’s work not only 
demonstrates and endorses, but also sacri-
Þ ces and transcends – in order to give 
voice.

Giving voice to the silenced children 
is Photograph’s ostensive performative 
performance. Two opposed connotations 
of romantic discourse are the players on 
this last theoretical stage. One concerns 
performance as performativity, the other, 
performativity as performance. 

The Þ rst connotation concerns an ob-
session with subjectivity. The children 
need it, are entitled to it, and are all but 
denied it, as the hope (utopian) and the re-
jects (catastrophic) of elite culture. In re-
sponse to this connotation, Photograph 
mobilises the staging of subjectivity as a 
way of building and giving agency. It does 
this by foregrounding, in all the ways I have 
presented, the performativity of perfor-
mance. But this connotation of romantic 
poetry is not allowed to be a form of inten-

tionalism and mastery, as the other, more 
traditional connotation would have it. 
There is no romantic genius anywhere to 
be seen. The rehearsal scenes foreground 
this aspect of the performance aspect of 
performativity. Rehearsal, repetition, not 
the glamorous performance, is the tool 
that undermines the romantic claim to ar-
tistic greatness. For, the mise-en-scène of 
rehearsal says, performance is not, cannot 
be, unique. It consists of repeating a score 
that it can never approximate. Simulacrum 
as form, then, becomes the performativity 
of simulacrum.

To foreground agency, the artist must 
relinquish it. This is how the twin concepts 
discussed here, having travelled back and 
forth, settle for remaining Siamese twins. 
One and two, stuck together at the hip but 
not merged. SacriÞ ce is involved whereby I 
maintain – after all – my insistence, that 
sacriÞ ce, not marriage or seduction, is the 
most theoretically interesting example of 
speech act. But, through my travel between 
a school in northern Dublin – the stage of 
the narrative – and an art gallery in Paris – 
the stage of my performance of performa-
tivity – sacriÞ ce has given up its immutable 
anchoring in power and scapegoating. 
Against the sacriÞ ce of children in strug-
gles of competition, sacriÞ ce can consist – 
more gratifyingly, for the pleasure it gives; 
more justly, for the distribution of agency 
it allows; and more enrichingly, for the het-
eropathic experiences it facilitates – of 
yielding. 

Some public, cultural theatres are 
more inviting than others to perform such 
acts of sacriÞ ce as emblematic speech act. 
But the arts are not the privileged theatre 
for experimenting and experiencing the 
pleasure of such acts. For the home, the 
academic forum, and the classroom will be 
the places where forms of yielding become 
possible – with the help of travelling con-
cepts. Performativity and its performance 
aspect operate – or should I say, perform – 
together.
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INTERDISCIPLINARNOST: UPOTREBA KONCEPATA

Rezime

Dvije intelektualne strasti koje slijedim su interdisciplinarnost i 
metodološka strogost. Prva je motivisana interesovanjem za 
društveno-kulturnu stvarnost, gdje granice izme;u disciplina 
postaju nevažne. Druga proisti<e iz moje želje da, u ulozi preda-
va<ice, ohrabrim studente u izradi vlastitih analiza. Iz navede-
nog proizlazi i moje interesovanje za koncepte „putovanja“ kao 
sredstva interdisciplinarne analize. U radu sam predstavila ne-
koliko argumenata u korist koncepata umjesto metoda koje se 
primjenjuju u disciplinama, sažimaju=i nekoliko primjera kori-
snih koncepata u okviru humanisti<kih nauka.

M.G.Bal@uva.nl

26.  Hirsch, Marianne, ed. (1999), The Fa-
milial Gaze. Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England.

27.  Jay, Martin (1998), Cultural Semantics: 
Keywords of Our Time. Amherst: Uni-
versity of Massachusetts Press.

28.  Kuhn, Thomas S. (1962), The Structure 
of ScientiÞ c Revolutions. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

29.  Kuhn, Thomas S. (1986), ‘Objectivity, 
Value Judgment, and Theory Choice.’ 
In Critical Theory since 1965, ed. Haz-
ard Adams and Leroy Searle, 383-93. 
Tallahassee: University Presses of Flor-
ida (or. 1977 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Es-
sential Tension: Selected Studies in Sci-
entiÞ c Tradition and Change. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press).

30.  Lehmann, Hans-Thiess (1997), ‘From 
Logos to Landscape: Text in Contem-
porary Dramaturgy.’ Performance Re-
search 2 (1): 55:60.

31.  Lentricchia, Frank, and Thomas 
McLau ghlin, eds. (1995). Critical Terms 
for Literary Study. 2d ed. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

32.  Pavel, Thomas (1984), ‘Origin and Ar-
ticulation: comments on the papers by 

Peter Brooks and Lucienne Frappier-
Mazur.’ Style: Psychopoetics at Work 18 
(3): 355:68.

33.  Pavis, Patrice (1998), Dictionary of the 
Theatre: Terms, Concepts and Analysis. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

34.  Sayre, Henry (1995), ‘Performance.’ In 
Critical Terms for Literary Study, 2d 
ed., eds. Frank Lentricchia and Thom-
as McLaughlin, 91:104. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

35.  Schneider, Rebecca (1997), The Explicit 
Body in Performance. New York: Rout-
ledge.

36.  Silverman, Kaja (1996), The Threshold 
of the Visible World. New York: Rout-
ledge.

37.  Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty (1999), A 
Critique of Postcolonial Reason: To-
ward a History of the Vanishing Pres-
ent. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press.

38.  Williams, Raymond (1983), Keywords: 
A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

39. Young, Robert, (1990), White Mytholo-
gies: Writing History and the West. 
London: Routledge.


