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PREFACE

DOING AND EXPERIENCING THEATER
IN THE CULTURE OF THEDECIDEDLY FREE

LES ESSIF,
UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE

Moral certainty is always a sign of cultural infaity. The more
uncivilized the man, the surer he is that he knpvegisely what is right

and what is wrong. . . . The truly civilized manalvays skeptical and
tolerant. . . . His culture is based on “l am romt sure.”
—H. L. Mencken

In my essay included in the body of this volumergue the cultural
and pedgagogical urgency for guiding our studehteugh and toward
theatrical uncertainty. In this preface | wouldelito situate my interest in
uncertainty by outlining its relevance to the cdesable shift in my
research agenda in recent years. My current rdsgaagject, tentatively
titted “Images of American ‘Unculture’ in Contempoy French and
Francophone Theater,” might seem distant from “dt#minteractions”
and performance pedagogy, unless of course we deméie essential
relationship between theatrical performance and agwmulture. The
project has broadened my understanding of thereutiehind the theatrical
art and has taught me a great deal about how ttlialectical, “uncultural”
orientation of my home culture affects the potdntta understanding,
approaching, and doing theater in America fromiaait artistic, and
pedagogical points of view. In short, we live andrkvin an undialectical
culture of certainty that is correspondingly unthieal. It is not that
French culture, as opposed to American culture jthdght. French social
codes and conventions are in some ways more bwnhengigorous, and
artificial than ours. But overall the French as eogple have a more
uncertain world view, which renders them more offean Americans to
being wrong. They are more dialectically predispose acknowledging
the fundamental contradictions of human culture twedefore to realizing
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they will always need to evolve culturally. Consenqtly, they more
readily embrace the fundamental theatricality f&f. li

My project examines how prominent post-1960 Freptdywrights
represent “America” and “Americans,” especially tarms of what the
French (among other foreign cultures) perceive ¢othe extraordinarily
uncritical collective consciousness of Americand ahe alternative
cultural “reality” it has engendered for the Unit8thtes and the world. In
our globalizing world, “American unculture” extendbeyond the
geographical location of the United States. Régebry, for example,
refers to a “homo americanus,” a creature and apgetive which is
dominant in the United States but encountered tirout the world (203).
Since Tocqueville pondered this anti-intellectieddcy in the nineteenth
century, in today’s context of the United Stategigbal hegemony in an
increasingly globalized world, the French concelation of it has
transformed into what Jean Baudrillard has termeteAcan “unculture.”
Baudrillard and others believe this unculture rssfriom an undialectical
approach to history and the present, one which stetad dismiss or
oversimplify the contradiction, conflict, and nuenfread “uncertainty”)
underlying all forms of sociocultural practice, linding and perhaps
especially, theater. Unculture is reflected in thdsmerican values and
practices that the French find fascinating as wadl culturally and
historically regressive, and consequently problé&nand, | would add,
untheatrical at the core: individualism, hyper-fmism, provincialism-
puritanism, religious fundamentalism, materialisomnercialism, a
pioneer-cowboy-lawman mentality, militarism, gamgsm, violence, a
cultural obsessiowith spectacle and entertainment (Hollywood), ariith w
all this, a refusal of social community.

Most of the essays included in this volume deahwgedagogical
applications of theater/performance in the Westeorld. The United
States stands out against neighboring Western resltin that it is
predominantly an undialectical culture, one whishléss disposed to
understanding or engaging what Terry Eagleton seferas “culture as
critique™: “Culture in this sense arises when c¢hdtion begins to seem
self-contradictory.” All culture is contradictory divilization in the very
act of realizing some human potentials, also dantgi suppresses
others”), but it takes “dialectical thought” to $le out the fact that “culture
is not some vague fantasy of fulfillment, but a skpotentials bred by
history and subversively at work within it” (22-23) dialectical approach
to life and to art will take serious account ofstiiultural uncertainty. The
undialectical unculture of the United States is moimfortable with
uncertainty, and consequently it has a problem thidatricality.
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In an essay on the subject of “acting Italian”lie teaching of foreign
language and culture, William Van Watson explotesater as a culturally
specific practice by contrasting the intrinsic tinieality of Italian culture
with American culture. He begins his discussiorrdayinding us that “the
essence of drama is conflict,” a conflict whichpesds to the inherent
contradictions of culture. He then draws a notelmortontrast between
Italian and American cultures in the way that eamiture works
semiotically, that is, the way each one distingeisskigns:

To be American is to want to mistake the sign @& thing for the thing
itself. Italians do not make this mistake. . . e@ter as an art form is an
amalgam of semiotic systems, and so consequentty ctiltures having
disparate conceptions of the sign will also havapaliate conceptions of
theater. In semiotic terms, then, Italians knowt thlae signs are
duplicitous, that they are constituted of signifeerd signified, and that the
relationship between these parts can be arbitradyesven perverse. . . .
The Anglo-American position is comparatively senadally naive,
believing in an imagined primordial wholeness oflrsign. (51-52)

Sound familiar? Americans prefer the certainty itbfigionary) realism in
their art and their culture, they prefer the nonitictual illusion of
certainty conveyed by happy endings, and “[a]srenéb aesthetic, Realism
attempts to minimize the disparity between the ifigmand the signified,
a disparity with which Italians are relatively carthble, while Anglo-
Americans are not” (73). Jean Baudrillard has emgjéd this “referential”
perspective insofar as his theory of hyperrealgntifies the major
paradigm shift from this sort of ideological (setied understanding of
cultural communication to what Baudrillard believeshe post-ideological,
post-semiotic condition of hyperreality. But | agneholeheartedly with the
crux of Van Watson’s argument, which, for me, anteun the fact that,
like the French and unlike the Americans, the dtadi tend to discern and
engage the inherently arbitrary, contradictory|ediical nature of cultural
awareness. Furthermore, the American lack of disoent is exacerbated
by the increasingly high-tech and consumerist ntaxfiaof reality.

In Baudrillard’s theory of hyperreality, everydagality has become
indistinguishable from its mediated, commodifiemjhtech representations:
reality equals hype. In addition, Baudrillard peindut the Americans’
belief that they represent an “achieved utopihérica77), a belief that
has been cemented by the “problem” of U.S. gloleglelmony: the more
hegemonic we are, the more certain and the le$scti@al and theatrical
we become. Consequently, | would argue that theeiss not so much
America’s lack of cultural awareness as its deviaelppndifference to
cultural nuance and contradiction. Americans arenfoatably yet



XVi Preface

recklessly certain of the certainty of their cudtufof their cultural
superiority), within which they nurture a self-ineagf “achieved utopia.”
We foreign language teachers, with our “near natateachments to non-
U.S. cultures, might feel we are more dialecticalnsitive to the biases
of American unculture in which we live and work;ttaven if this is true,
we do theater with students who are, for the masdt, pvholly immersed in
a labyrinth of unculture of which they are more smmmate, polished
products than we.

Theater is culture. For our purposes, it is a pcodtfithe teachers who
teach it and of the students who practice it. Thdewstanding of theater
and the theatrical sensibilities that we pass obuostudents must take
into account our students’ undialectical preconioegst of theater. Doing
and experiencing theater within an unculture comsated through
corporate, consumerist, hyper-tech mediations istim® same as it was
yesterday—it does not have the same implications-ais not the same
as it is elsewhere in the world. When | speak ofefioan unculture, | do
not want to imply that all Americans, all our statteand our colleagues,
are uncultured, but that all Americans—academiktsts, and intellectuals
among others—must to some degree reconcile theessaehd accommodate
their lifestyles to a mass culture whose technacrand materialist-
consumerist lifestyle tends toward the undialettinad totalitariarf. We
all must act and signify within this cultural systeWe feel, of course, that
we have both the will and the political and ingtdnal freedom to create.
American universities grant us a great deal of dome to incorporate
varying shapes, forms, and degrees of theatemimtelassrooms, without
the threat of censure or control. We are convinded America means
freedom and there is no reason to doubt our sodtitiitional guarantee of
freedom to create pedagogically and theatricallywklver, as Tocqueville
pointed out over a century ago, the political gntra of freedom does not
necessarily translate into social, cultural, ortitnsonal freedom; and
theater is culture. How cognizant are we of theisible fencing that
corrals us? We practice, after all, within an acaglethat endorses
plutogoguery and brands not only its academic ingdlsl and classrooms
but also its chairs of excellence (those it idésifas its premier critical
thinkers) with names of corporate and individuabrsgors. Ever felt
uneasy about attending a lecture by the Johnny "Bund Dorothy “B”
Wilkens Professor of ... in the Toyota Auditoriurntioe Microsoft Center
of ...?

Most American academics have well-honed criticallslkand they
assume a dialectical attitude within their schgldi¢lds and instructional
methods; yet we partake in undialectical habit®un private and social
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lives, habits that ultimately alter our culturaldgpolitical world views, the
way we teach, and the cultural messages we comvewrt students who
are learning foreign language from a largely unoaltpoint of view. We
theater faculty and foreign language faculty who tleater may be
professionally and pedagogically enlightened, yet ave considerably
compromised by undialectical social and institusibpressures of the
academy when we set out to practice the dialecfitkeatricality, which
necessarily conflicts with the uncultural sourcer@ny of these pressures.
More often than not, we teachers feel (or are elsd) we need to adapt
our methodologies to the most precise cultural itncal?) awareness of
our students, that we need to teach to and thrangipproximation of the
everyday culture with which our students are mastifiar. Witness the
call (and the pressure) to relate to our studdntgi-tech and consumerist
conditioning through the use of high-tech media smén acceptance of
consumerism and the pursuit of wealth as culturargs. Witness as well
the call to oblige the students’ appetite for esaiament?

America’s blind faith in the (virtual) virtues of mapidly (r)evolving
technology is not unrelated to its hyper-consurh@éded to be entertained.
Do most of us really know how supremely “wired” ostudents are?
Benjamin Barber warns us of the “generational &lla Academics who
were raised on books and libraries primarily temdige the Internet as “a
surrogate library, a substitute reference systemd’vae tend to believe our
students will do the same: “But our children, steé in the image-rich
culture of television and the Internet, have lithgperience with books and
libraries and will bring a different set of expdwtias to the new
technology” (62). As | argue in my essay, “Rehesgghe Uncertainty of
Theatrical Art,” the “image-rich culture” that isaising our children,
steeping them in virtuality and what Barber cattee“necessary solitude in
cyberspace” (64), is fundamentally untheatricas$ume, of course, that
most of us still feel we belong to a technologiaatl cultural generation
that differs from that of our students, despite tlaet that, in the
information age, generations are so short and ebsehce so effective an
economic force. So, beyond the moral, cultural, pedagogical dilemmas
of accessing and conforming to the culture of sttslevho are adopting a
world view which is increasingly alien to our owndato what we might
call the corporal communitas of theater, our owmmarsion in an
undialectical lifestyle coupled with our attempts “teach” the lifestyle
(rather than the basic humanity) of our students foater an ultimately
untheatrical pedagogy.
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Contemporary Diversions from the Theatrical Core

In my essay “Rehearsing the Uncertainty” | examanesome length the
relevance of uncertainty and theatricality to humauture through
concepts such as the “meagerness” or the “absesfctieater (Bert O.
States) as compared to the virtual illusion ofrfelis in film, and the
actor's distention of her stage presence into adyha-life” (Eugenio
Barba). To transcend the triviality and certaintyivial certainty) of
cultural reality, to theatrically translate humaultare and produce an
uncertain effect, and to prepare and render amseteand concentrated
learning experience, we would do well to avoid mgsisight of the
performative body-in-life. Students must understérat the performance
we are doing in our class is neither a poor oremtdielative of film nor a
step toward achieving a filmic model—what they hagene to indulge as
the certainty and the totalizing illusion of film-ub that we are
deliberately engaging the less certabsenceof theater. Living in a high-
tech society that is going digital and high defoitonly makes our work
both tougher and more vital. Those of us who datireare now not only
competing against the illusionary reality (ster@itgl role playing) of
routine and superficial social life, but also agaiour society’s increasing
participation in and consequent conformity to \attreality that takes the
illusion and the sociocultural mediation to anotHevel. If in past
generations mediated reality was generally limitg@docial role playing
and cultural convention, since the postwar perighecially in the last
several decades, then oh how intricately we've wwovbe web of
mediation through consumer-oriented technologiaaid@ioning. While
social role-playing and sociocultural mythologytdist us from what we
might call unmediated reality, they do not have thédating authority of
a multifaceted, technologically-enhanced virtualitfy there is no such
thing as “authentic” reality, there are differerdvéls and different
intensities of mediation. The layers of (enterdtagh mediation between
our students, their bodies, their minds, their fJeeulture and “true”
feelings, their teachers, and their fellow studemts actors are growing in
number, and their capacity to distract us fromlbdy-in-life is becoming
more determinant.

Today’s theater students and foreign language stsdeho do theater,
even as they believe they are engaging in thehtes@rcise and
performance, probably have some idea of seeingdbkes projected as a
kind of “celebrity someone else” on a technolodicanhanced screen of
some kind. Numerous sophisticated tools and scrednsnediation
simultaneously reduce their direct contact withe liand limit their
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theatrical (theatro-performative) potential. Fagddce conversation and
confrontation seems increasingly to be an exceatiand uncomfortable
pause between portable conversations and text-giagsawho could
have foreseen that in such a short time, sincebfggnning of the latest
technological revolution, our daily routines woulik so profoundly
altered? Before we take (or before we believe Wwe)ta short break from
the technological, institutional, and corporate owmand of our lives—
before class, before rehearsal, before the filng performance, the
lecture, or the sermon begins, and even beforeavgraup meditation or
hold a protest rally: “Please put your cell phoonasvibrate.” And we are
obliged to ask members of today’s audiences toaderefrain from text-
messagingluring the performance.” Is MySpace really our space?hMig
it hamper our escape from a “body merely/virtualiwe”? Can the high-
tech and virtual social networking to which we sader our body-minds
nurture anything other than the mediation of medidiodies in spacé?

So call me a technophobic curmudgeon. | realize ttiea developing
technologies of our civilization have the potentalparticipate in some
form of evolutionary theatricality, but not wherethmask or distract from
the body-in-life at the heart of theater and huroalture—at least not for
now. | confess | am something of a luddite in myspeal and my
professional lives. If I'm not radically retrogradém certainly a distance
behind my peers. | expect to evolve, but to do Iswlyg, measurably,
reflectively, and on my own, not in response to shady certainties of
market culture, not to what's available in the stan my classroom, or
online? As a member of The Lead Pencil Club, | believe tha pencil
and the book contrast in many ways with high-tedfitivg, research,
communication, and the production of texts (wordagessing, text-
messaging, and the Internet) as theater contragidilm. | frankly don't
have time for and don't miss the totalizing illusiof “reality” surfing
through the massive bytes of instantaneous antiyflgst overproduced,
unedited, unreflective, ideologically, and commaligitainted information
that are electronically available to me at any giv@ment.

Instead of “twittering away my time,” | find the @gerness of low
technology and the absence of high-technology toirttellectually,
culturally, and theatrically stimulating—and vitalln my theater
practicum, the journal my student-actors keep agllarly submit for
review must be handwritten. | want to reduce thg @f mediating
processes by encouraging my student-actors to alevel corporal
connection to the words they are writing, to fdeérh. | want them to
produce for me an uncertain, unfiltered imprint tbgir body-mind’s
relation to the project and the world. As Lance Meor puts it,
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“Handwriting is civilization’s casual encephalograr(i24). In short,
handwriting is more theatrical. (For that matter,manual typewriter
produces a more direct, uncertain representatigheobody-mind than a
word processor.) Though | do use technology in mojgets, | guess I'm
behind the curve, or at least this is a thoughtctvincreasingly occurs to
new generations of my student-actors. Much of thesioal background
and sound effects we use in our play productidnsot produced by the
actors themselves, is recorded and played on aasleties, a technology
which many of my students now consider outmoded.oum latest
production, one of my actors, who had prior theatriexperience, was
initially quite resistant to what she considerecb&omy very “low-tech”
approach to sound—among other things. Another aaoe with no
theatrical experience, told us that his turn atrafeg the “antiquated”
audiocassette system was the first time he had@aeed a cassette in a
player. However, both students finally reconsidetedr reserve once they
got a better idea of how the “hands-on” use of acasettes in a stereo
system (in addition to actor-generated sound effacd music which, of
course, is the more theatrical) would facilitatel @mrich our collaborative
operational tasks, and how it added to the ovetahtricality of the
production. (At least, this was the sentiment tlexpressed in group
discussions or conveyed in their handwritten jolspaMy actors
collaboratively operate the sound system in futivwiof the audience and
in a space that is intimate with the audience spsméhe operation of the
sound is part of the performance, an exercise whidiverts any potential
stage-audience boundaries.

Funny how one can feel revolutionary by being @dHioned.

| also resist high-tech and try to nurture theatiig in my French
literature, culture, and film classes whose conienbt explicitly theater. |
go out of my way to find classrooms with chalkb@airstead of dry-erase
boards, overhead viewers, and viewing screensrandtudents do a lot
of “hands-on,” collaborative group work with cha#t the board. As
strange as this may seem, many of my studentshieéddard-work as
innovative, as an invigorating relief from many tbe prefab, ready-to-
wear, spoon-fed PowerPoint presentations they reiw g

When | teach film | avoid entertaining the studdmgsshowing the film
in class. Once the students have viewed the filhobualass, we engage its
story as “meagerly” and theatrically as possibleciass, avoiding the
(enter-taining) “voyeur” effect of the totalizinfusion. In my intermediate
French conversation and composition class, for @@ni've adopted a
text that helps me use film to theatrically appfodite foreign language
and culture. Once my students have discussed alifdm and its new
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vocabulary through the textbook exercises, | coteplee study of the film
by asking the students to invent a re-creative ctketpresenting an
alternative conclusion to the film's story. For dé€2aul Rappeneau’s 1990
Cyrano de Bergeracfor example, | list on the board the four prineip
characters: Cyrano, Roxane, Christian, and the €aletGuiche. Then |
ask students to use the new vocabulary to collelgti¢re)invent two
concluding lines for each of these characters. Wit whese lines on the
board, theatrically rehearse their pronunciationg then | divide the class
into groups of four. Each student of each groupimes the role of one of
the characters and chooses one of the lines whixte wollaboratively
negotiated by the class and written on the boaheénTeach group invents
a mise-en-scene to stage these lines. With bodjlyession and gesture,
character positioning and movement (an initial g@pard experiencing
one’s body-in-space and toward finding one’s bawyife), they must
create a performance context to accommodate the timey have chosen
and make them signify a new alternative concludiorthe story, one
which is uncertain of course, but not unrelatetht original story. Since
these lines were not originally written as a cohemzene, there is some
obligation (however slight) on the part of the astdo discover their
body’s signifying potential and its communal conteér collaborate with
others, and to do something with theatrical meaggsnthat was not
accomplished within the totalizing illusion of tfien and their voyeuristic
reception of it.

The structure of this exercise parallels the stmgctof thetableau
vivantexercise, which “Rehearsing the Uncertainty” exaasiin detail. In
both exercises—within the instructional framework an upper-level
undergraduate-graduate French program at a publiersity, composed
primarily of students with little or no theatricakperience and who are
using a foreign language which pretty much reméimsign to most of
them—I do my best to place the student-actors gitusmtion which will
put them in touch with the dialectically orientedicartainty of their
bodies-in-life. 1 admit, however, that it is incesragly difficult to get the
students in any of our classes to make physicalacomvith one another,
or even to make eye contact, to look deeply andbelgtely into
something other than a Facebook face, especiallthaise non-theater
classes that do not benefit from the preliminagathical exercises | use in
my theater practicum to refamiliarize students wlikir body-minds.

Have we given up on the theatro-cultural core t@?liSurely it is
increasingly difficult to put our students and alves in touch with it. But
before our students can learn foreign languagecattdre—I don’'t mean
to learn to text message in the foreign languageven to interactively
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engage a foreign image on a computer screen viac®ggbbut to confront
head-on the cultural aura of their own body-mindweedl as that of the
cultural other—they need to be culturally reactahand resensitized, and
“de-mediated” from within their own culture. We'\got to point them
back to their cultural core, to their cultural sessto their body-in-life.
They need to share our awareness of the diversams distractions
interposed by the virtual and voyeuristic realihows of our twenty-first
century and its frenzied quest for the cleareststnf@miliar, and certain
image on a screen, be it television, cinema, coerpot phone. No matter
how clear and “finished” our high-tech virtual inesgbecome, they will
never match the unprocessed and unfinished dephsitgl, visceral
complexity, and sociocultural subversion produced eonveyed through
the meagerness of theater. Student-actors mustsiadd that they are
neither voyeurs watching a screen nor virtual (tiagc) images engaged
in the communication of vicarious experience, lmalhodies alive with
the potential to engage in the visceral experiaidmdies-in-life.

But let me conclude this preface on a positive néfe teachers who
think, research, and write about our experienceth wie pedagogical
merits of performance are probably as close togoeimthe right track as
we can be—to the extent that we remain open todmehtal questions
about the cultures and subcultures in which we weétéw we should
teach theater depends to some degree on whereaale iteand to whom
we teach it. A good starting point is the obseomtihat we teach it to
human beings who have “voluntarily” (or ostensibbt, least) placed
themselves in a learning situation which requitesghedding of layers of
an (un)culturally-conditioned identity. Unadulterdf uncompromising
dramatic interaction is a sound pedagogical metbad, which requires a
serious approach to dealing with the alienatingaff of an uncultural,
untheatrical world view.
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Notes

! Speaking about “the economic structures and tdobimal forces that are
propelling our [American] civilization relentlesslforward,” Mark Hertsgaard
notes that Americans “don’t necessarily like aistlit's simply what we've gotten
used to. Some of us find it exhausting to live soaiety where time seems always
to be speeding up, where every new gadget—emadilpbenes, Palm Pilots—
promises us more freedom and convenience but aftfeef separates us from the
larger community and our inner selves.” Though wmplain about the stress and
our diminishing quality of life, “in the end, weeacreatures of our society, and we
neither recognize the full damage being done tmarssee any real alternative”
(118).

2 Neal Gabler discusses the makeover of the Amerazampus into a “theme
park,” in which “entertainment came to modify inéetual discourse itself by
changing the common conception of what intellectlistourse was” (139). “For
how could anyone, even the most hermetic of intell@s, resist entertainment?”
(142).

® Neil Postman speaks of technology as having beaiiad of religious belief,
where we worship the “god of Technology—in the setisat people believe
technology works, that they rely on it, that it reakpromises, that they are bereft
when denied access to it, that they are delighteehvthey are in its presence, that
for most people it works in mysterious ways, ttnatytcondemn people who speak
against it, that they stand in awe of it and tirathe ‘born again’ mode, they will
alter their lifestyles, their schedules, their hsband their relationships to
accommodate it,” and “nowhere do you find more asidism for the god of
Technology than among educators” (198). He provitiesexample of a former
Assistant Secretary of Education who representsdéterministic point of view
that “The technology is here or will be; we musg itsbecause it is there; we will
become the kind of people the technology requisetolbe, whether we like it or
not, we will remake our institutions to accommaoditehnology. All of this must
happen because it is good for us, but in any eesdiave no choice” (200). On the
other hand, Benjamin Barber sees technology asreomof (our materialistic)
society. “Although we like to think of technologg a radical modifier—even as
an absolute determinant—of how society is shapesy technologies tend to
reflect rather than to alter the culture that pemtuthem. . . . If [the dominant
moments of modern society] are primarily commerciaivate, material, and
consumerist . . . then the technologies will algmdme commercial, private,
material, consumerist. Technology cannot save oe fourselves; it can only
reflect all too candidly who we are” (62-63). Takaur pick: Either we are victims
of the anti-humanist god of Technology or techngligya symptom of our anti-
humanist materialism.

41 do not own a cell phone, watch commercial tediwri, or have the Internet or
email at home, dubious innovative “conveniencestiiclv my wife and | also
spared our two children, currently university stoutde
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A cartoon by P.S. Mueller makes a point about tag aell phones intrude on
our intellectual processes of reflection and coptation. The single-panel cartoon
shows a male customer purchasing an electronicegaldgt looks much like a cell
phone. Gazing gleefully at the gadget in his hand aatisfied salesclerk looks on,
the customer remarks “You say it's guaranteed terinpt my thought process
every two minutes?” (2). As early as the 1940s,rijéfiller lashed out against the
“instruments” produced by American technology fopplar use. His harsh claim
that they were “crutches that have paralyzed u29)2vould seem mild in the face
of the cell phone and the Internet. In theoretigating, discussing Guy Debord,
Jean Baudrillard, Paul Virilio and their interpias of the “society of the
spectacle” and hyperreality, Sylvere Lotringer dodes that “technology is now
everywhere, both outside and inside our bodies,thisdmakes the resistance to
technology (and the fascination for its invasivearity) even more inexpungable
[sic]” (35).
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DRAMATIC INTERACTIONS
TEACHING LANGUAGES, LITERATURES
AND CULTURES THROUGHTHEATER—

THEORETICALAPPROACHES
AND CLASSROOMPRACTICES

COLLEEN RYAN
AND NICOLETTA MARINI-MAIO

The famous statement made by the character JaoyéesYou Like It
has never been as true as it is in our globalizaiet/ today: “All the
world’'s a stage.” We live on a public platform wegto continue with
Shakespeare’s metaphor, we are “merely playerd&igtinany parts,” all
exposed and deeply embedded in a specific culnadar@ment in history.
Therefore, the world stage is both a literal andtapieoric place for
sharing and engaging with the other—for exchanginjural products
perspectives, ways of living, and ways of behavifigs stage is a space
on which we not only meet others, but also on whighcome to know
ourselves more deeply. At the same time, this dlplzform is ever more
precarious and insecure. Mutual understanding ampagples and
cultures is no longer a choice or luxury; it hasdrae a baseline necessity.
For this reason, in today’s foreign language atetdiure programs, the
study of language and literature alone does noficeufto reach
multicultural and, especially, intercultural leargigoals.

Dramatic Interactionsaaddresses the need for intercultural curiosity and
understanding as endorsed by the 208ZA Reportand subsequent
Whitepaper to the Teagle FoundatibAn integrated curriculum—one that
develops multiple literacies (visual, informationalltural, etc.) through
the use of numerous texts, disciplinary materialisgd active learning
experiences—will hopefully lead to greater subjextinvestment in the
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meeting places of different cultural beings. Wittiie variety of materials
and approaches aimed at fostering these literadiesature, argues
Nicoletta Pireddu, shall remain primarydowever, drawing upon some
theoretical considerations by Appiah, De Laurd®iayis, Pireddu, and De
Marinis to begin, we maintain that of the literggnres at hand, theater is
that which most actively or completely engages dhktural learner and,
thus, maximizes his or her ability to appropriateatis other.

“When Jews from thehtetland Italians from theillagio [sic] arrived
at Ellis Island,” writes Kwame Anthony Appiah,

“they brought with them a rich brew of what we aallture. They brought
a language and stories and songs and sayings theif; transplanted a
religion with specific rituals, beliefs, and tradits, a cuisine of a certain
hearty peasant quality, and distinctive modes e$sirand they came with
particular ideas about family life. It was oftenasenable for their
neighbors to ask what these first-generation imamtg were doing, and
why; and a sensible answer would frequently havenpét's an Italian

thing,’ ‘It's a Jewish thing,’ or, simply, ‘It's &ir culture.”®

This, a hundred years ago. Since then our viewhef world has
changed, says Appiah, and it is dramatically d#ferin the panorama of
the post- 9/11 era. Not only do we live in a glaed reality, where
cultural difference may cause misconceptions, comcation deficiency, or
failure, but we are also too aware of the sensaubferability that affects
us as individuals living in a “world of strangefs.”

In order to navigate through this risky conditiéqmpiah maintains, we
need to actively engage in “cosmopolitanism,” whighplies the
paradoxical status of being both citizeqmlites in Greek) of a local
community and of the worldcosmoy® The ambivalence, indeed, the
polysemy of such a condition presents the fieldsSetond (SL) and
Foreign Language (FL) studies with unprecedentedll@iges and
demands. Examining the state of language teachirige United States,
the 2007 MLA report, entitled “Foreign Languagesl &tigher Education:
New Structures for a Changed World,” claimed that oulture “must
become less ethnocentric, less patronizing, leseramt of others, less
Manichaean in judging other cultures, and morecahdn with the rest of
the world.® Overall, the report recommended that the FL cuhiin
produce “educated speakers who have deep tranaliagul transcultural
competence.”

The recommendations of the 2007 MLA Report causétkspread
debate and various reactions on issues pertaiminfpreign language
teaching methodologies and content. Among thesed&u’s response,
featured in Profession is particularly meaningful, for it affirms the
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centrality of FL instruction in higher education asnatural vessel of
culture. Here Pireddu suggests that the propogsalcdieoricular change
presents an opportunity for foreign language pnograto not only

maintain their status, but also resolidify theimial presence in the
evolving landscape of higher education, “by preisgrthe centrality of
the literary text and highlighting its specific dymics,” and by
“capitalizing on the skills that we can export frditerary analysis to other
disciplinary areas.” Rather than downplay the vatieliterature with

respect to stronger humanities disciplines, witeeddu, FL professionals
should present their discipline “as able to thraghtl on other cultural
phenomena, as the forger of messages and inteorstrategies that
modify or even create those adopted in other dfeas.

Pireddu’s faith in the power of literature is vemych in line with some
of the most original philosophical positions of otimes: Adriana
Cavarero, for example, maintains that “literatiw@ ipolysemous language
that undoes the arrogance of every system clairsiadpility,” while
Appiah, still discussing the notion of cosmopolitan, explains that:

“what makes the cosmopolitan experience possibleufo. . . a
different human capacity that grounds our shanragnely the grasp of a
narrative logic that allows us to contribute to thwerld to which our

imagination responds. That capacity is to be foupdhe Amazon. The
Mississippi, the Congo, the Indus, and the YellomeR just as it is found
on the banks of the Avon and the Dordogne. ... Aral thsic human
capacity to grasp stories, even strange storieslss what links us,
powerfully, to others, even strange othéfs.”

In this framework, it becomes clear that literatneeds not be surpassed
by more “useful” or “appealing” subjects for ouudént population, but it
should be taught in ways that show intrinsic arstit@ connections to
those topics or disciplines of interest.

Another critical contribution to the notion of tssultural change
evoked by the MLA Report comes from the field ofedater and
performance studies. Back in the 1980s, Marco Der4aand Teresa De
Lauretis had explored the “pragmatics of theatricammunication” as
seen in its relationships with the audience andhiktorical, sociological,
and generic context of a given work. Their innovative perspectives
raised a great deal of interest and triggered &dfasew of studies on the
relationships between theater, performance, andireulSince the 1990s,
Patrice Pavis in France and Erika Fischer-Licht&@mmany have focused
on the analysis of intercultural performance, pigcperformance texts
“within contexts and cultures . . . to apprecidie tultural production that
stems from these unexpected transféfs.”
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Dramatic Interactionsproposes its own response to the call for
transcultural, translingual, and cosmopolitan clearand one adaptable
and applicable to any level of foreign languagedgtBy affirming the
relevance of the philosophical and pedagogical sidvat posit literature
and culture at the core of FL and SL teaching &adning, this collection
of essays treats the flourishing and interdisciglnsubject of teaching
foreign languages, literatures, and cultures thinaihgater. Here theater is
intended in the most comprehensive sense of tme: ttom innovative
approaches to specific theatrical texts, to ciiticeatments of the genre, to
physical and interpretive improvisation exercis&s,theater's integral
value for numerous aspects of FL teaching, sucloras proficiency,
intercultural competence, and the fostering of tbhaesi emotions and
intrinsic motivation. Our hope is to inspire ancciféate the use of
theatrical texts and technigues in FL coursesridraide.

Structure, Content, and Goals of the Book

The “dramatic turn” that this book proposes steramfa fertile terrain. In
the last few years, the use of theater and drantaites in foreign
language teaching has developed as a pedagogispkptve, theoretically
informed methodology, and vibrant classroom practi©Original and
inspiring research and materials are circulatingthe field, and this
volumeboth builds upon and continues their discussiamgnigaging with
current theories and materials on the subject efttdr in the foreign
language clas$)ramatic Interactiongpresents a comprehensive approach
which goes beyond the mere practice or integratibrcertain texts or
activities in class. Indeed, it conceptualizes tlieas much more than
course material. This work conceives theater beth eultural product and
as the substance of a teaching philosophy about iivhzeans to interact
with a text and with others. Several contributarghte volume emphasize
the development of an intercultural stance (seeeWand Kramsch)
through a holistic (mind, body, disposition) enctunwith a theatrical
text. These authors show how the experience of \Rladitice Pavis has
called the “gap” between text and performance cancéentral to the
process of validating and appropriating the targetguage and its
culture(s)*®

In their volume on multiple literacies, Swaffar afiens maintain that
the intellectual charge of foreign language prograshould be that of
guiding students to the discovery of how a languather than their native
tongue produces and distributes knowledge withitag® communicative
and cultural framework¥. The authors further suggest that at the heart of



