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Summary. The essential problem of this essay is a discrepancy between the performance studies 
(PS) in Richard Schechner’s version and the academic world in Central-Eastern Europe, where the 
researchers respect procedures that have their roots in modernity. We intuitively sense the “per-
formatization” of the world. Can this “performatization” be included in the humanities as a sepa-
rate, original, coherent research object? Schechner writes that ”many who practice PS do not 
aspire to ideological neutrality.” Is such a person a researcher or a critic involved in the fight with 
the mainstream currents of cultural development? A researcher or a publicist? Is this attitude ac-
ceptable on academic grounds?
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I

First let us discuss the essential problem of a fundamental discrepancy between the 
performance studies in Schechner’s version and the academic world in Central-

Eastern Europe. In Schechner’s vision, performance studies are “playful,” stretched 
between theory and practical actions, focused on agency (and not only scientific 
agency), whereas here, for the most part, we are used to respecting research proce-
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dures that have their roots in modernity. How can the research of Polish performance 
studies relate to this discrepancy? How do we here, in Central-Eastern Europe, look 
for our own area of research on the native, bristly terrain?

Schechner considers performance studies as “an academic discipline,” with its 
own “specific subjects that it focuses on.” On the other hand, he points out that 
“there is no finality to performance studies, either theoretically or operationally. 
There are many voices, opinions, methods and subjects”1 based on many different 
approaches. The final paradox, familiar to anyone who is up to date with the status 
quo in worldwide academic research: “Theoretically, performance studies is wide 
open; practically, it has developed in a certain way [...].”2

What about the research methods? The emphasis here is put on participant ob-
servation. And the other methods? They seem to be marginalized.

Anyway, just after the above statements Schechner complicates matters even 
more, referring to values, and thus relativizing the subject of his research and delib-
erations, making it dependent on the characteristics of himself as a researcher and 
a human being – on his preferred values, methods, convictions, beliefs, etc.3

In Schechner’s vision of performance studies, the research procedures themselves 
are “inter” – fluid and changeable. They include not only participant observation, but 
simply participation in everyday life and the “performative publication” of research 
results – in action. Are we able to defend such an attitude of a researcher and such 
a methodology of scientific research at the Polish university, especially today?

***
My next problem resides in the question: what does it mean that  – as Schechner 
writes – performance studies “draws on and synthetizes approaches from a wide vari-
ety of disciplines in the social sciences, feminist studies, gender studies, history, psy-
choanalysis, queer theory, semiotics, ethology, cybernetics, area studies, media and 
popular culture theory, and cultural studies”?4 Do the researchers from these areas 
not explore processes and the games of relationships? Practice, agency, event and 
behaviour are, after all, subjects of research in many other disciplines. Are these oth-
er disciplines more “objectified” than performance studies? (Besides, even if it is so, 
I think that we – performance studies researchers – in many cases also nolens volens 
objectify some facts, phenomena, categories, actions.)

1 R. Schechner, Performance Studies: An Introduction, London – New York 2003, p. 1.
2 Ibidem.
3 Ibidem.
4 Ibidem, p. 2.
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The next problem: are we – performance studies researchers – the ones who are 
establishing a completely new paradigm of scientific research, as Richard Schechner 
suggests in his manual? Are we going beyond modernity? But how to define sci-
ence then? What is it? A set of conclusions, more or less makeshift, saturated with 
values, drawn from participatory observation (because de facto any scientific study 
is based on participatory observation), the subjective character of which is obvious 
and ready to be the subject of immediate polemic?

I am forced to place a self-critical remark here: is performance studies itself (even 
in its Schechner’s “playful” version, shimmering with diversity) not also arbitrary in its 
quest to escape categories? Arbitrary, because human?

Here comes another autothematical and somewhat self-ironic idea: is it all about 
the above-mentioned revolution in the academic world (with performance stud-
ies strutting in its vanguard), or only about the struggle for a new field of research, 
well established on its own, well-marked territory? Almost everything indicates the 
former option. But is the sensitivity to the nuances of social context and everyday 
training in meticulous self-observation not telling us that we need to maintain indis-
pensable vigilance in this throng of stimuli (and temptations)?

In the program text quoted by Schechner in the first one of the “alternative opin-
ions boxes,” Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett contrasts the performative approach 
with traditional research classifications that rigidly divide the performative arts into 
their individual fields.5 Unfortunately, the problem with the pursuit of the majority 
of researchers from academic institutions is precisely this: the representatives of par-
ticular disciplines eagerly cut off their subjects of research from those in other fields.

On the other hand, all disciplines, with “hard” sciences at the forefront, are now 
changing their approach to the objects of their research, focusing on their fluidity, 
randomness, and contingency. What is still here for performance studies then? What 
do we change? Or maybe our role is to simply stimulate and radicalize the relativist 
approach of the representatives of the hard sciences to their research subjects? Per-
haps we, performance studies researchers, will do it, and then we will return to the 
already existing areas, after having done our “dirty work,” the work which is, by the 
way, so necessary in today’s times?

(It seems that I am getting into a paradox that is familiar to all researchers from all 
academic fields: I am trying to “get out of myself” and evaluate not only Schechner’s, 
but also my own cognitive efforts from a meta-perspective. Unfortunately, not all 
researchers are aware of the existence of such a  simple paradox, while we  – per-
formance studies researchers always are – to put it in an optimistic way. Or at least 
should be.)

5 B. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Performance studies is more than a sum of its Inclusions, in: ibidem, p. 3.
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Schechner’s statements, which I  generally fully accept, are, however  – as the 
author himself admits and as he wants  – subjective, permeated by the values he 
prefers and filtered through the rich content of his life. A typical example: the list 
of seven “areas where performance studies and social studies coincide”6 seems to 
me very “Schechnerian” and “NYU-like,” therefore quite arbitrary. But young people 
who read Performance Studies: An introduction, which is an academic textbook, treat 
the information and views contained therein as “certain knowledge.” I have doubts 
whether this knowledge can be treated like that. That’s what things are like in the 
academic world, therefore let me recall here: “Theoretically, performance studies is 
wide open; practically, it has developed in a certain way [...].”

II

Anyway, the lack of a uniform, regulated system of knowledge in performance stud-
ies is caused above all by the long-proven fact that consistent cohesion is impossible 
today, generally – in every field of culture, broadly understood. Yes, our research ex-
tracts and exposes the tensions, blurrings and contradictions of today’s world, and it 
is, therefore (perhaps), a testimony to and expression of the helplessness of modern 
reason, which has already exhausted its capabilities in multiplying classifications and 
stubborn world ordering.

Let us assume, after Herbert Marcuse, Zygmunt Bauman, Michel Foucault and 
many other thinkers, that modern scientific reflection has been invented not only 
for the sake of understanding, but also for mastering and conquering the world. It 
is based on the Cartesian imposition of a set of rules, invented by the mind, on the 
world. On the other hand, the work of our mind is based on its perception and inter-
pretation of the world. Our image and the interpretation of the world are therefore 
the result of an infinite number of mirror reflections in the eternal interaction of the 
world and the mind. I presume that if the purpose of our cognitive efforts was only 
to learn, and not to master the world, we would be completely lost.

It is therefore our agency that always decides on the final shape of our descrip-
tion, analysis and, finally, interpretation of the world. It is the factor which is decisive 
here, and at the same time – it is destructive. The world after Report of the Roman 
Club. The growth limits from 1972 will never be the same as before.

 The performative breakthrough and the birth of performance studies appear 
in this context as a form of reaction to the crisis of operational cognition and of the 
human conquest of the natural environment. Performance studies is an attempt to 

6  Ibidem, p. 11.
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allow action; agency as an equivalent form of cognition, an attempt to “understand 
action through action”; an attempt to get out of the crisis of human cognition and 
human agency through contextualization, dialogue, “differentiation,” postcolonial 
multiculturalism, “actor-like” attempts to incarnate into other people, other species, 
hybrid beings, non-living beings, and even simply imagined beings. An attempt to 
make the cognitive process something relative, reflected in above-mentioned “sys-
tem of mirrors,” in “disobjectified” action-cognition, in specific, multiplied contexts, 
in the sphere beyond the well-established, ossified relationships of mind and reality, 
in constant co-existence, dialogue, conflict and exchange of opinions.

III

At one time, people invented body techniques that allow a  deity or other being 
(spirit, animal) to “enter into them” in the act of possession. Later, when the theatre 
was formed out of rituals, games and play, they invented techniques enabling them 
to “become a different person” which was the part of a “theatre contract” with the 
audience. The magic was replaced by fiction.7 And then this theatrical way of em-
bodying another existence thanks to the work of the imagination and thanks to the 
techniques of transformation turned out to be useful for all Western culture, which 
was affected by the identity crisis.

In the sphere of ecology, this temporary transformation of your own identity is 
also very useful: if we want to help protect some endangered species in the name 
of preserving the balance of the natural environment, we need to understand it bet-
ter, that is, to imagine the perception of the world and the manner of existence in 
the world characteristic of this species. Unfortunately, the unbridled development 
of technological and organizational performance has already threatened our physi-
cal survival. After long-term subordination of the natural environment to our needs, 
done without the awareness of the consequences of this process, we simply realized 
that further destruction of the natural environment directly threatens us. We must 
now consciously shape it “back to nature” for our own good. We have to empathize 
with our natural environment on the basis of our knowledge acquired through sci-
entific research. Awareness of our own position in the natural environment is the 
most important thing here, and immediately afterwards the imagination and the 
agency follow it.

7 J. Kmita, Magiczne źródło kultury, “Odra” vol. 2, 1984, pp. 24–30; idem, Mowa magiczna – język – 
literatura, “Odra” vol. 12, 1984, pp. 32–37.
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Let us note that the work of our imagination in this process follows the traces of 
the acting techniques consisting in the conscious transformation of our being “into” 
another existence. These techniques are very useful here. And today’s challenges 
are so powerful that we have to become much more plastic, more vulnerable to 
changes of ourselves, more ready to run with our imaginationthan our ancestors, 
who are removed from us only by a few generations. Their world was stable, con-
trolled, colonized, subordinated to rational categories, divided into civilizations and 
wilderness. Only a few of its representatives could touch, like Marlow, the hero of 
Joseph Conrad’s novel, an irrational, wild “heart of darkness.” It was possible to grasp 
this world with the knowledge and rational action of a civilized subject, aimed at 
making it subordinate to human will, according to human needs.

Today, this world is gone. It fell out of the ruts along with the Great War, the Bol-
shevik revolution, the outbreak of totalitarianisms, the progress of science, and the 
avant-garde in art. We want to change it again, but this time with a greater aware-
ness of what consequences our actions can bring, with more caution, with respect, 
with a readiness to understand more fully how it works. This requires us to be dis-
tanced from ourselves.

A breakthrough in the relation of ‘a human being-its consciousness-world’ is 
necessary, we really do need the performative turn that is currently in process. This 
breakthrough requires us to work on the imagination only needed till now by ac-
tresses and actors. We still have to “go out from our own self” and transform our-
selves in the imagination into a slightly different version of our “personas” or into 
a being completely alien to us. Our subjectivity, which is growing due to the crisis 
of identity, is now a tool not only to change the world but, above all, to better un-
derstand the world. Hence the continuous self-analysis, looking at oneself as “actors 
in the theatre of the world” – a symptom of a mature culture that has already gone 
through a lot and its representatives have to constantly control it so as not to lead to 
another catastrophe in a nightmare series of great catastrophes.

IV

Let us assume that the world of constant, multidimensional, multicultural commu-
nication is a  performance. Are we, performance studies researchers, supposed to 
“translate it into ours,” bring it back to a well-known procedure of scientific cognition 
with the mind in its very center, or to proceed the other way round – to be a part of it? 
Are we supposed to follow the traditional arts and sciences and bring the “perform-
ing reality” back to the world of concepts, or to participate in it, perform it in our own 
way – of course with responsibility for deed and word?
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Performance studies is, so far, in the phase of searching for identity, in constant 
motion. Is it, however, a search for identity or running away from it? Isn’t it about 
chasing the bunny instead of catching him?

Suppose it is – that we do not try to “catch,” we do not overwhelm the ultimate 
meanings and findings in the form of well-theorized statements and definitions, but 
we agree on a constant, infinite pursuit of them. Is this good or bad? I think it’s good, 
since we know for sure that in our reflection on the world we are reliant on genera-
tionality, territoriality, contextuality, contingency, and a whole range of other “ities” 
and “encies.” We intuitively sense the “performatization” of the world, with a great 
emphasis put on communication, on performances of different kind, on persistent, 
continuous signaling to other people. It has existed in our characteristics (of human-
social beings) forever, but in our era – postcolonial, postmodern, multicultural, elec-
tronically mediated – its intensity is striking and requires intense reflection. The key 
question is how to describe and analyze this trend effectively? (And what does this 
“effectively” mean?) Can this “performatization” be included in the humanities as 
a separate, original, coherent research object? Does performance studies set new 
ways of capturing reality and conducting humanistic research?

Last but not least: what does performance studies give us in our daily practice, 
how efficiently do we-researchers “make ourselves and our research efficient” – car-
rying out the supreme postulate of agency hung on our banners? Isn’t it that we only 
suggest some ways to better “perform” our lives, still being within the framework 
of operative-oriented practices aimed at controlling people and the world? Is our 
research an expression of rebellion? If so, in what direction do we want to conduct 
this rebellion? Towards a social revolution, or perhaps only towards a major cultural 
change, as did the counter-culture, in the final reckoning? Or maybe the results of 
our research can be aimed only at better, more effective organizing of plays and 
games as a form of social existence in the world?

If this is the case, can any significant change result from our activity? I think that it 
can. In the end, after Johan Huizinga, we know that play and games are very serious 
matters, crucial for the culture as a whole.

V
 

Final important problem: Schechner writes that “performance studies is actively in-
volved in social practices and advocacies. Many who practice performance studies 
do not aspire to ideological neutrality.”8 The consequence: at the core of a perfor-

 8 R. Schechner, Performance Studies..., p. 2.
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mance studies researcher’s methodology is his/her ideological declaration. What 
then happens to the responsibility for the word that an outstanding Polish sociolo-
gist, Stanisław Ossowski, considered to be the determinant of scientific research 
in the humanities?9 Is the person practicing performance studies, understood in 
Schechner’s terms, a researcher or a critic involved in the fight with mainstream sci-
ence and the mainstream currents of cultural development? A researcher or a pub-
licist? Is this attitude acceptable on academic grounds? To be quite truthful I would 
love to answer: “yes,” but it would not be accepted in Polish academia.

Anyway, I still have some doubts here. For example: I am totally convinced that 
Richard Schechner has a lot of things to rebel against, but I am personally, here and 
now, in a strange situation: this field, which I have accepted as my own, and which is 
so beautiful, so subversive and wavering, raises my fears: I am afraid of the perspec-
tive of performance studies being ideologized and put up for the service of social 
movements that may take an authoritarian direction. The “apparent victory of ‘de-
mocracy’ and capitalism”10 does not seem to me as a threat as it does to Schechner – 
I would not write today, like he does, the word “democracy” in quotes, when describ-
ing our world and its order. Here lies the core of my attitude as an old researcher in 
Polish performance studies, theatre studies and cultural studies in the second dec-
ade of the 21st century.
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