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ABSTRACT

The Demands of Character: Performances of Authenticity and Virtue in Marginalized
Group Street Protests 1976-2000

Eric Ronis, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 2013

This dissertation investigates the means of persuasion available to marginalized identity
groups who protest against the state. “Performances of authenticity and virtue” provide one
theoretical framework to explain how a group’s very identity as “marginalized other” can be
leveraged rhetorically for claim-making against the state and as a way of creating
social/political change. Protest groups frequently harness the power of radical street
performance. Because of the theatricality of the protest, a focus on “character” rather than
“identity” seems more appropriate. An audience’s judgment of protestor character as
“authentic” or “virtuous” requires a horizon against which such evaluation can occur. The street
performances therefore require recognizable character “types,” characters inherited from
various cultural narratives, and such characters make their own demands on the protestors.
Aristotle’s treatment of character as rhetorical ethos (Rhetoric), as dramatis persona (Poetics),
and as one’s virtuous or vicious nature (Nichomachean Ethics) serves as a basic division,
structurally, in this thesis. Stanislavski’s approach to theatrical performance offers insights into
how the inhabiting of character and meeting the demands of a script function for protests. His

premises that actors need to be in belief and fully committed to their performances are vital to



v
successful performances of authenticity. Erving Goffman, in sociology, relies on these same
premises. Special emphasis is placed on the tactics used by protestors—these are their rhetorical
pisteis, the appeals that actually persuade the audience. These tactics are intimately tied to the
identities and specific situations of the protestors themselves. There is a clear connection
between ethos and logos. 1 apply Burke’s concept of “impious rhetoric” here. The sense of
“what goes with what” is violated according to the rules of the public sphere, but justified in
another sense by the collective character of the protesting group.

This dissertation represents an intersection among three academic areas: rhetoric,
theatre and sociology. Concepts from one discipline help solve theoretical problems and fill in

lacunae existing in the other disciplines.
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Chapter One
INTRODUCTION

I. A. — A mother before Solomon (a brief Biblical exegesis)

In Kings I. 3 there is the well-known story of two women—prostitutes, or “harlots” as
the King James Version calls them—who come before King Solomon, each claiming that the
same week-old infant is her own. Unable to get at the truth from the women’s conflicting
statements, Solomon declares that the child should be cut in half so that each woman gets an
equal share. According to the Bible, “the woman whose son was alive was deeply moved out of
love for her son and said to the king, ‘Please, my Lord, give her the living baby! Don’t kill
him!” But the other said, ‘Neither I nor you shall have him. Cut him in two!”” (Harper Collins
RSV 518). From their responses to his ruling the king is able to determine the real mother, and
he rewards her the child. This Biblical tale is typically meant to illustrate how wise King
Solomon was.

Let me argue, however, that, through an alternate reading of the story, the tale of the
two women before Solomon illustrates how “a performance of authenticity and virtue” is able
to subvert a policy declared by the state, and how a claim of specific and recognizable
identity—a labeled “character” or “role”—must necessarily enter into any effective form of
political claim-making, at least for those whose claimed identities are what we might term
“marginalized” (though Iris Marion Young’s use of the labels “powerless” and “culturally
dominated” might be more appropriate for such groups [Justice 56-60]).

Let us suppose that Solomon was not a wise king but a small-minded bureaucrat or a



cruel tyrant. Let us suppose that Solomon’s edict to cut the baby in half was not a performance
meant as a test but was, in fact, the state’s vision of true justice. The first woman’s plea then
becomes an act of protest: do not carry out this unjust ruling. Her protest becomes effective in
two ways. First, it delays the state’s action (the sword remains in the air, not coming down to
cut the baby in half). Second, her actions identify her as the true mother in the eyes of any
savvy audience member. Her protest is a “performance of authenticity” that allows the audience
to recognize the woman as the mother of the child. The first woman’s actions arise naturally—
authentically—out of her character as “mother” (the text notes that she is “deeply moved”).
Instinctually, she acts to save the life of her baby. Her specific action has rhetorical weight,
though, only when read against the horizon of her given identity as mother in that specific
situation. Savvy audience members (Solomon yes, but hopefully others who may have been
witness) recognize the woman as the true mother. If we suppose the king to be blind, stupid or
cruel (rather than insightful, wise and kind as we believe Solomon to be), then it is the
recognition of the truth by these witnesses that might spell the difference between the mother’s
success and failure in saving the life of her child.

Moreover, and just as important as being perceived as an authentic mother, the woman
is perceived as a “good” mother. Audience members are able to fill in the unstated virtue: a
mother’s willingness to sacrifice her own happiness for the sake of her child. Given her various
ascribed identities as woman, as mother, as poor, as prostitute, her options for virtuous action
are really quite proscribed. She cannot physically challenge the king’s men (an older brother
character might do this to fulfill the expectation of virtuous action according to his gender); she
cannot offer the king a bribe that would hold value for him and fulfill the expectation of her
self-sacrifice (an innocent older sister character might willingly offer her own body for the

king’s pleasure, for example). In a different story, the mother might have presented a matching



birthmark to the baby’s and proven her relationship in this way then, afterward, taken money
from the king to give the child to the other woman. Such action would not invalidate her
“authenticity” (she is the mother), but the action would negate her “virtue.”

Also on display in the Biblical story is the familiar virtue of courage. We should not
dismiss the woman’s real fear in this situation; after all, she does not recognize “the story”
she’s in, nor its (now) well-known ending. Let us imagine that it is Caligula in the role of the
king, and the child’s fate—as well as the mother’s—is anything but secure. Her “No” (“Don’t
kill him!”) is an act of disobedience, an act of defiance against the state. The “No” proclaims to
all who can hear that “this is wrong” and “the state is acting unjustly.” There are potential
consequences for such defiance, and such an act takes courage, a virtue rendered all the more
admirable when in the service of such a profoundly important institution as justice. In the
Biblical story, the mother’s actions are seen as virtuous, and so she is deserving (morally) of
her goal, of a “happy ending” to her story. Thus, in addition to serving as a “performance of
authenticity,” the woman’s protest serves as a “performance of virtue,” and both types of
performances contribute to the rhetorical success of the woman’s protest.

Her path to success follows several “steps” here, though the steps are not neatly
sequential (indeed they overlap and function as mutually dependent): 1. The protestor claims a
category of identity and her choices/actions reinforce this identity; 2. Her identity and the
situation legitimize the protestor’s dissenting and “impious” actions; 3. An evaluation of the
character, her action, and her motivation vis-a-vis the society’s script of virtues appropriate to
that character deem the protestor as “morally worthy” and, thus, “deserving.”

The steps suggested above will likely raise some of the concerns below. First, aren’t



“categories of identity” problematic? Is this not the basis for the frequently maligned “identity
politics?”” A consistent objection to identity politics refers to its implicit or explicit subscription
to “essentialism.” To claim that “all mothers” are [blank] is to claim something “essential”
about “mother-ness.” Can identity be considered an absolute, a given, an objectively “true”
element? Arguments of this sort—critiques of the essentialist underpinnings of identity
politics—are arguments of pure logic, and pure logic exists abstractly, untethered to any
concrete worldly reality that is always contingent. Identity, as it exists in our world (and, as I
hope to show, as it is deployed by protesting groups), is not meaningful, not readable, outside
of a specific cultural and historical context. It must be embedded. For this reason, although I
will frequently work with the idea of identity groups and contend with the notion of identity
politics, I will suggest a slightly different and preferred focus: “character.” As a term, character
allows identity to be embedded into real time, real place, real action.

James Jasinski notes how Aristotelian phronesis, or “practical wisdom,” differs from
Platonic sophia, typically translated as “wisdom.” Phronesis is not concerned with abstract
knowledge but with “the ultimate particular fact.” As such, it is more closely related to a
concept such as insight, or perceptiveness, dealing as it does in matters that are “variable,
indeterminate or contingent” (463). King Solomon is wise, not logical. He relies on insight, not
proof. He possesses what Aristotle refers to as “intuitive reason” and the ability to grasp “first
principles,” principles that precede any scientific knowledge. Wisdom is thus, at least partially,
intuition, and so it functions, at least in part, “below” the level of logical discourse. We may
(and I will, though not without qualification) refer to this level as “authentic.” This authentic

realm, as I hope to show, may be leveraged for rhetorical advantage.
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Another concern might arise over connecting “virtue” to “identity” or “character” at all.
Aren’t certain actions objectively “right?”—as the Kantian tradition would have it? Or isn’t it
the outcome of the situation that dictates the “goodness” of the action taken—as Mill and the
utilitarian tradition would have it? For protest groups, the evidence strongly suggests otherwise.
Aristotle tells us, “We believe good men more fully and more readily than others” (Rhetoric
25). Aristotle also tells us that certain personal qualities in the rhetor induce us to believe a
thing apart from any proof of that thing: namely good sense, good moral character and good
will (91). The effective rhetor, thus, needs to be sensible, upright and well-disposed to his or
her audience. Note that middle quality: good moral character, moral uprightness, virtue. How
do we understand moral virtues except against the horizon of specific character? Solemnity
may be a virtue for the undertaker but not for the cheerleader. Reasoned detachment may be a
virtue for the judge but not for the man whose wife has just been raped.!

In his Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle notes that moral virtue comes about as a result of
“habit” (23). Virtue, then, derives from life experience, which is, in turn, determined largely by
one’s specific social category. English nobility will likely possess the “virtuous habit” of good
table manners; inner city youths will likely possess the “virtuous habit” of street smarts.
”Goodness” is a function of socially correct behavior and so must be viewed through the lens of
identity/character. (Maclntyre tells us that this is a Homeric construct, specific to “heroic
societies” [121-30], though I will argue that this legacy remains with us today.) As with
identity, the issue of virtue must be framed as a particular contingent case taking into account
the specifics of character, situation and (as I will suggest later on) the cultural or national

narrative(s) specific to a society.



The story of the woman before Solomon is not a story of identity politics as they are
conventionally defined. There is no essentialist truth at stake here—no assertion that all women
are objectively x. Solomon tells his court, “This one says my son is alive and your son is dead
while that one says no! Your son is dead and mine is alive.” There are no witnesses, no DNA
tests to run, no facts to be weighed objectively. Simply put, this is the court of rhetoric. The
truth cannot be ascertained, and only opinion (a wise opinion, hopefully) may be rendered. It is
solely the women’s actions before the king that persuade him. Woman number two defers to
the king’s ruling: Yes, cut the baby in half. The first woman protests and willingly relinquishes
her claim to the child. Yet protest is the “correct” and virtuous action in this case. The first
woman’s actions do not arise out of simple “identity” but from a complex network of external
forces and personal agency, with moral virtue playing a key role in the process; I choose to
label this complex network “the demands of character,” and the resulting actions

“performances of authenticity and virtue.”

I.B — Founding questions for the study: an interdisciplinary approach

What happens, though, if the King will not even entertain an audience with the
protesting mother? What if the state cannot or will not hear her voice? What is her recourse?
Let us transition to “real” mothers, circa 1976. The background is the Argentine “Dirty War,”
which began with a military coup that swept Isabel Peron from power on March 24, 1976. The
leaders of the Argentine army, navy and air force ousted Per6n and suspended all political
parties in the country. The military junta immediately instituted a series of laws collectively

known as the Process for National Reorganization, or the “Proceso.” As part of the Proceso, the



new government began rounding up all of the radical elements in the country and, soon
thereafter, individuals merely suspected of radical sympathies. The latter were kidnapped and
never charged with any crimes; they were simply “disappeared.” The junta viewed “Argentina
as an enemy territory whose population was by definition, actively, potentially, or unwittingly
subversive. Most of the desparecidos [the “disappeared”] were young people between the ages
of twenty and thirty” (Navarro 245). The government officially denied any knowledge of such
disappearances.

When Evel Aztarbe de Petrini’s son Sergio was disappeared, she immediately rushed to
the parish of San Martin, where her son taught Sunday school, and asked to see the bishop. The
bishop refused, “and thus began [ Aztarbe de Petrini’s] painful introduction to a hierarchy that
would turn away from the Mothers while supporting the military” (Bouvard 53). After a year of
state-sponsored terror and denials, several mothers in a situation similar to Aztarbe de Petrini,
frustrated in their efforts to find any information about their children, decided to take their
questions and complaints directly to the seat of power, the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires.
Abandoned by the apparatuses of state and church, and thus cut off from any access to political
power, the women banded together as a collective of mothers (eventually known as Las Madres
de Plaza de Mayo) and took to the streets in protest. These women were actually acting from
their “authentic” selves, their “mother-ness,” though in a quite unexpected way—choosing to
leave the home and engage in public protest.

In a 2009 lecture in Madrid, Judith Butler spoke about the idea of “precarious
populations,” groups who are at risk (of violence, of displacement) due to the lack of official

recognition vis-a-vis their status as collective subjects. Butler stated: “In the end, the question



of how performativity links with precarity might be summed up in these more important
questions: How does the unspeakable population speak and makes its claims? What kind of
disruption is this within the field of power? And how can such populations lay claim to what
they require?” (“Performativity” xiii). Though “precarious” populations differ from
“marginalized” groups in various ways, namely in that the marginalized group is in fact
recognized as such by the society at large, the challenges involved in making political claims
for both types of groups remain the same, requiring a “disruption in the field of power,” as
Butler calls it. It is the very questions that Butler raises for “the unspeakable population” that I
ask with respects to marginalized identity (or “character”) groups—and the question that I
intend to answer in this thesis.

For marginalized groups like Las Madres, does the choice of street protest represent
their best option in confronting what they perceive as the state’s acts of injustice? If so, why
does such protest work and, more specifically, how does it work? Can a group’s social and
political marginalization itself be a resource for that same group’s “security” (in contrast to
Butler’s “precarity”’)? Might a marginalized group’s very lifestyle or ethos serve as a disruption
within the field of hegemonic power? Appiah writes in the introduction to his Ethics of Identity,
“identities make ethical claims because—and this is just a fact about the world we human
beings have created—we make our lives as men and as women, as gay and as straight people .
.. What claims, if any, can identity groups as such justly make upon the state?” (xiv). [ am
interested in not just “what claims” identity groups may make upon the state but sow they make
these claims and why making such claims in these ways may be an effective rhetorical strategy.

Aristotle states, “Rhetoric can be defined as the faculty of observing in any given case



the available means of persuasion” (Rhetoric 24). What means of persuasion are available to
the marginalized group that cannot make “the system” hear them through official, institutional
means? If one’s very identity as “marginalized other” can be leveraged rhetorically for claim-
making against the state as a way of creating social/political change, how exactly is this done?
How do such groups “perform identity,” and why might these performances of identity resonate
for the rhetorical audience?

These questions represent an intersection among three academic areas: rhetoric, theatre
and sociology. This thesis will explore the interdisciplinary tensions and convergences at work,
using theoretical frameworks from one discipline to solve theoretical problems or fill in lacunae
in the other disciplines. Because of the breadth of questions, I will draw, as well, from
additional academic disciplines: communication theory, performance studies, political science,

history, ethics and philosophy.

I.C. — Literature review

What has been “the conversation” or, more accurately, “the conversations” to date
around these intersecting issues? How do I enter these conversations? Because my focus is
interdisciplinary, I find myself participating in multiple, separate academic conversations, often
separated clearly by discipline despite a common thematic/subject focus. I hope not only to
extend various of these conversations, and perhaps to challenge a few assumptions within them,
but also to weave together strands from various conversations across disciplines in order to
shed new light on the subject at hand. Thematically, and for convenience’s sake, I will divide

the conversations into four distinct categories, each of which represents my attempt to forge
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connections between separate disciplines and focus areas. These four areas are: 1) identity,
collective identity and identity politics; 2) the ethos-logos connection and impious rhetoric; 3)
authenticity and virtue; and 4) protest and performance. Because many of these conversations
have been going on for a very long time (some for over two thousand years!), I will be succinct
in this section, citing those trends in these conversations that I intend to pursue in this thesis. I
will venture a more in-depth analysis of the various theoretical arguments in the appropriate

chapters of the thesis.

1) Identity, collective identity and identity politics

The charge that “identity politics” necessarily implies essentialism in the conception of
group identities has been recurrent among feminist, queer and African-American theorists. The
suspicion around “essentialism” has made identity politics a notorious byword in academic
circles (I will pursue the specifics of some of these arguments in Chapter 2). Some recent
feminist, queer and African-American critics, however, have begun to re-embrace the idea of “a
politics of difference.” Diana Fuss (1989) in “Essentially Speaking,” offers a wonderfully
specific analysis of the problems that feminist and other critics associate with “essentialism.”
Fuss then examines an alternative “constructivist” viewpoint and notes the implications of this
viewpoint for “identity politics.” Susan Bickford (1997), in her article “Anti-Anti-Identity
Politics,” notes the necessity of at least some degree of essentialist thought, pointing out that,
without a concept such as “woman,” there can be no feminist stance at all. Iris Marion Young
(1990, 1996, 2000) negotiates the political usefulness of collective identity by defining a

“politics of difference” as relational and socially constructed. Young also posits that certain
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communication strategies will aid marginalized groups in asserting their differences in the
public sphere; these strategies include “greeting” and “narrative.”

Among queer theorists, Mark Blasius (1992) suggests that “ethos” might be the best
way to conceive of and leverage lesbian and gay male identity and that the act of “coming out,”
of publicly claiming an “essential” identity as “other,” is the ultimate political act. Michael
Warner (1999, 2002) emphasizes the embodiment of queer identity in contrast to the
“disembodied,” and thus “neutral,” straight/white/male hegemony. Warner cautions against the
pressure of “normification” and encourages queer people to embrace their “otherness.”

Cornel West (1990) writes about the “black diaspora” and the danger of African-
Americans completely assimilating into white culture. West stresses a need for balance
between particularity and cultural collectivity. Bell hooks (1990) notes that African-Americans’
embracing of their own marginality may have the potential to serve as a site of resistance, for
the “production of counter-hegemonic discourse” (“Marginality” 341).

Judith Butler (1993, 1997) writes about identity (as a group label) as a tension between
interpellation (building on Althusser’s theory) and what she terms “performativity.” It is this
tension that allows for identity to be not only accepted but also challenged. Butler’s work in
some ways reiterates the theories of Erving Goffman. Goffman’s seminal works in the field of
sociology, Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life (1959) and Stigma (1963), begin with the
premise that all people perform in ways to adhere to social expectations for their given group
identity and that those who are of “stigmatized” identities face specific challenges. Similarly,
Kwame Appiah (2005) writes that people define themselves—and by extension, others—

through inherited social “scripts.” Gloria Anzaldta (1990) offers the concept of “face” as an
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intentionally, even coercively, performed identity, specifically by Latina women.

A different strand of the identity conversation (particularly in the field of sociology)
concerns collective identity formation as historically forged and narratively sustained. Ron
Eyerman (2004) writes about cultural trauma as a source for collective identity formation.
Hunt, Benford and Snow (1994) detail the multiple ways that collective identities in social
movements may be intentionally framed and how such framing reinforces the group identity.
Jocelyn Maclure (2003, 2004) examines Québécois identity and offers narrative as a key source
for such group identity sustainability. Alberto Melucci (1994, 1995) conceives of collective
identity as a complex process that society has constructed, and continues to construct, rather
than as a given “essence.” Melucci (1996) also connects the formation of collective identity to
collective action taken in the name of that identity. Philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1992) contributes
to this conversation by examining the connections and tensions between an individual’s
categorical identity and his/her “narrativized” identity.

Postcolonial theorists, most notably Said (1994) and Fanon (1967), inform the debate
over identity politics. For both, the colonized need to assert themselves and their collective
identities against the (white, Western) colonizers. Such assertion of identity in opposition to a
dominant political identity may be applicable for all marginalized social groups. Gayatri
Spivak’s (1987) concept of “strategic essentialism” is particularly useful in its treatment of

marginalized group identity as a heuristic for political empowerment.

2) The ethos-logos connection and impious rhetoric

The idea of a connection between a rhetor’s ethos and his or her logos emerges as early
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as the work of Aristotle, whose Rhetoric (circa 335 B.C.E.) remains a vital text in the field of
rhetoric today. More recently, this connection has been explored by Erving Goffman (1959),
who theorizes that we perform “ourselves” in everyday life, and by Maurice Natanson (1965),
who writes of the “claims of immediacy,” which may be seen as a revelation of “self” (or
“ethos”) in effective arguments (“logos™).

Eugene Garver (1994, 2004) offers arguably the greatest insights into the connection
between one’s character and one’s arguments. As a modern-day Aristotelian, Garver unpacks
the implications of the ethos-logos connection and revitalizes Aristotelian thought around the
connection between ethos and “civic friendship.” Since social/political protest is necessarily a
public/civic action, Garver’s work allows for Aristotle’s rhetorical frameworks to resonate
when applied to complex contemporary settings.

A particular type of “logos” that seems to permeate marginalized group protest is
“impious rhetoric,” a concept formulated by Kenneth Burke (1969, 1984). Impious rhetoric is a
rich yet under-appreciated subfield in rhetoric. Related as it is to Burke’s “perspective by
incongruity,” impious linkages have the power to undo and redo public attitudes. Rosteck and
Leff (1989) have written on the subject of impious rhetoric, tying it to “indecorous” texts that
nonetheless are rhetorically effective. Maurice Charland (2001, 2005) has done the most to

advance the investigation of impious rhetoric and its connection to civic argument.

3) Authenticity and virtue
The conversation around “authenticity” seems to be a uniquely 20" century and early

21* century phenomenon. Heidegger (1927), in his Being and Time, analyzes what it means to
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live one’s life with authenticity, which is the result of a complex awareness that seems to
involve equal parts surrender to the “thrownness” of the world one finds oneself already in and
active choice to act in ways that embrace one’s uniqueness. Heidegger’s commentaries are
notoriously difficult and dense, and so Brian Braman’s Meaning and Authenticity (2008) offers
a particularly useful explication and extension of Heidegger’s thoughts on authenticity. Jean
Paul Sartre (1948), and later Fanon (1967), frame authenticity as a challenge for individuals
who are members of marginalized groups (Jews for Sartre, Blacks for Fanon). The pressure to
succumb to inauthenticity is huge, but both Sartre and Fanon note the potential consequences
for such inauthentic living, intra-personally, socially and politically.

Lionel Trilling (1972) offers an excellent genealogy of authenticity as a cultural concept
in his Sincerity and Authenticity. Trilling locates the current cachet that authenticity seems to
have in western society in an inherited Romantic notion of authenticity as inventing oneself, as
it were, ex nihilo. Charles Taylor (1991) takes particular issue with this Romantic viewpoint of
authenticity, noting that, far from being an unbounded ego-centered concept, authenticity
comes with a variety of constraints. Taylor’s articulation of a “politics of recognition” (1992)
ties in with his ideas about an ethical authenticity, since members of marginalized groups
require recognition by dominant groups in a society in order to “be” themselves. For Taylor,
any identity, authentic or otherwise, needs to be “negotiated” through “dialogue” with others
who have the capacity to extend their “recognition” to that identity (“Politics” 34). Authenticity
is thus, at least in part, socially shaped.

Sonia Kruks (2001), in her Retrieving Experience: Subjectivity and Recognition in

Feminist Politics, further explores the tensions and correspondences between authenticity and
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claimed identity, tying authentic identity as “other” to an “epistemology of provenance,” the
idea that marginalized group members are uniquely situated to speak about issues that affect
their own lives, thus linking authenticity, identity politics and rhetorical credibility.

The study of virtue has a far longer history than the study of authenticity, with classical
Greek and Biblical texts (in the West) devoted to examination of what it means to be of
virtuous character and to live one’s life virtuously. Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics presents
virtue as a trait tied to a person’s character, developed over time through “habit,” but also
informed by conscious choice. Skipping ahead about 2,300 years, Alisdair Maclntyre (1981)
re-embraces the Aristotelian conception of virtue, arguing against conceptions of virtue that
have come to permeate western thought in the intervening two millennia.

Despite the seemingly huge gulf between the concepts of virtue and authenticity, and
the fact that the conversations about each rarely seem to intersect with the other, a few key ties
bind the two concepts. Virtue and authenticity, at least for marginalized persons, both seem to
require self-awareness (comprehending one’s situation/position), conscious choice-making, and
an element of courage.

Finally, Pierre Bourdieu’s “habitus” (1980) informs the discussion about both
authenticity and virtue, although Bourdieu explicitly addresses neither concept. The “habitus”
functions under the level of consciousness and affects the way we perceive and categorize
certain actions or people as, among other things, “authentic” or “virtuous.” Anthony Giddens’
“structuration theory” (1984) similarly notes that human social practices become “self-
reproducing.” Such practices are “not brought into being by social actors but continually

recreated by them via the very means whereby they express themselves as actors” (2). Giddens’



16

idea of social “routine” functions similarly to Bourdieu’s “habitus,” at least for my purposes
here. Both theories support the view that authenticity and virtue are inherited, socially
perpetuated and typically unexamined. Such a perspective is key to any practical examination

of authenticity and virtue as they play out in real-world situations.

4) Protest and performance

The literature of theatre studies begins with Aristotle. His Poetics (circa 330 B.C.E.)
analyzes the elements that comprise an effective theatrical production. He examines plot,
theme, character and dialogue, along with other elements, and the results of this examination
remain viable and vital today—a testament to the influence of the Poetics and the West’s
inheriting of the Aristotelian system of drama. The next important leap into “modern”
performance occurred with Constantin Stanislavski, whose 1936 An Actor Prepares still
functions as the basis for the contemporary approach to acting. Stanislavski’s “Method,”
encouraging actors to engage in a far more natural approach to performance than at any time in
previous history, was already widely current by the time of his groundbreaking text’s
publication. The posthumous publication of his Building a Character (1949) and Creating a
Role (1961) completed Stanislavski’s trilogy on the art of acting. All Western theatre theorists
whose focus is on the performer are, in one way or another, responding to Stanislavski.

Antonin Artaud (1936) objects to the type of “peeping Tom-ism” that the Stanislavskian
theatre seems to encourage. Instead, Artaud suggests a “theatre of cruelty,” a performance that
harnesses the tremendous potential that a live encounter can have to re-shape an audience’s

psyche. Jacques Derrida (1978) expands upon Artaud’s theory in his essay about the “closure
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of representation.” Derrida celebrates the irrational, pre-linguistic encounter to which Artaud
alludes, and dismisses the “re” in “re-presentation.” As with Artaud, Derrida locates something
special and powerful in the live encounter that is the medium of performance.

Richard Schechner (1985, 1988), considered the father of performance studies, brings
an anthropological focus to the theatre, exploring cultural rituals as a force for transformation.
His ideas about the liminal nature of performance provide a valuable framework for
considering the work of the actor. Schechner (2001) has also explicated the theatre of Jerzy
Grotowski as an alternative to Stanislavski’s theatre. Grotowski, especially in his
“paratheatrical” period (1969-1978), repeatedly arranged performances that attempted to create
live encounters between actors and audiences that were authentic and “pure.”

A perhaps rather odd inclusion in this “conversation” around theatre and performance is
theologian Martin Buber (1937). His articulation of the I-Thou encounter, though, provides an
excellent paradigm for examining live performance as authentic encounter. Hans-Georg
Gadamer (1975) may be similarly included as a “performance theorist”; his ideas around
performance as the bringing forth of an “essence,” and of a communicative encounter resulting
in a fusion of horizons, offer valuable new insights into the power of performance.

Theatre and performance studies bleeds into social movement studies in the work of Jan
Cohen-Cruz (1998), whose focus on radical street performance brings together theatre artists
and “layperson” protestors under the same heading. The common denominator is creative
disruption, which is exactly what Sidney Tarrow (1998) and Charles Tilly (2008), both
sociologists, examine among historical social movements, each of which must necessarily draw

upon previously developed “repertoires of contention.” Sociologists Jeffrey Alexander and Ron
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Eyerman (2006) also tie together social movements and theatrical performance in their
examination of what they term “social performance.” In addition, Alexander and Eyerman’s
(2004) work with “cultural trauma” informs the sources of protest.

The academic approach to protest events among sociologists takes many interesting
turns after World War I, and William Gamson’s work reflects many of those changes. Turner
and Killian (1957) present social protest as a pathology of sorts, a crowd suffering from an
irrational frenzy. A shift to a rationalist approach, namely “resource mobilization” theory, takes
place during the 1970s and 1980s, and Gamson (1975) offers his own view that social
protestors are quite strategic in their actions. The psychological turn in the 1990s examines
collective motivations for protestors, and Gamson’s “Social Psychology of Collective Action”
(1992) is a prime example of this approach. Most recently, protest studies seems to be allowing
for an affective turn. Sociologist Deborah Gould (2009) frames the protest actions of the AIDS
Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) as emotionally motivated and emotionally charged

public performances.

Given all of these different conversations to date, which theorists will I be arguing
“with” and which will I be arguing “against”? Well, everyone, and no one. I will be
incorporating pieces from all of these scholars and thinkers—and others as well. Though I
might refute certain fierce opponents of identity politics and writers who perpetuate a purely
Romantic version of authenticity, even here, elements from these arguments continue to
resonate in the popular imagination and so must be respected, acknowledged, and even

incorporated into the overall theoretical framework that I am presenting. As an interdisciplinary
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scholar, I am far more interested in making connections across and among the above
conversations than challenging particular scholars and theories. As well, my desire in this thesis
is to locate those aspects of my subject (group protest) that have been historically ignored or
under-examined and to devote theoretical attention to these aspects. To do so, I will be drawing
upon surprising sources that have heretofore been ignored by scholars working in (seemingly)
different disciplines.

That said, there are several key theorists that [ will be relying upon more heavily than
others to advance my arguments, thinkers whose ideas/writings very much inform this thesis:

Aristotle: My initial interest in the connection between ethos and logos for protest
groups naturally led me to Aristotle’s Rhetoric. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle offers various
qualities for the “character” of the effective rhetor. The word “character” in the English
language has many implications, and Aristotle treats all of them in one way or another.
Aristotle’s treatment of “character” as rhetorical ethos (Rhetoric), as dramatis persona
(Poetics) and as one’s virtuous or vicious nature (Nichomachean Ethics) serves me as a basic
division, structurally, in this thesis. Tying together the idea of “character” from these three
different fields (rhetoric, theatre and moral philosophy) forms the foundation of my theoretical
approach.

Paul Ricoeur: Ricoeur’s Oneself as Another (1992) and Course of Recognition (2005)
have provided me with the most philosophically rigorous investigations of identity and
recognition. I build upon and engage with Ricoeur’s concepts throughout this thesis.
Additionally, the “sequential” approach to the concept of recognition that Ricoeur offers in his

Course of Recognition informs the chapter structure that I have chosen here.
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Kenneth Burke: So many Burkean concepts have taken root in my mind and grown into

29 ¢C

the various branches of this thesis. “Impious rhetoric,” “perspective by incongruity,” “the
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dramatist pentad,” “godterms,” “the comic frame”—so many ideas—have all informed my
theoretical framings of protest events. Perhaps more importantly, Burke’s general pragmatic
approach to theory, offering us “equipment for living” as we negotiate life in the “human
barnyard,” has inspired me to take a similarly pragmatic approach to protest events, focusing
foremost on “agency”, the “how” of the act.

I make note here of my seeming reliance on and alliance with the “dead white men” of
academia. My building upon many “classic” texts in various fields (Aristotle in rhetoric,
Goffman in sociology, Stanislavski in theatre, etc.) will frequently see my relentless use of “he”
and “his” in citations. I apologize for these authors’ (perhaps historically excused) gender
biases, but will not edit for or “[sic]” for, as | have seen other contemporary scholars do, this
biased pronoun use. I will certainly supplement the ideas drawn from these classic works with
those from more contemporary theorists, including leading feminist scholars (Judith Butler, Iris
Marion Young and Diana Fuss among others) and scholars from a variety of marginalized
groups. However, I do find remarkable that these traditional, “old” ideas continue to have such

intellectual resonance and have provided a vital theoretical framing for the contemporary and

(given my own personal politics) progressive issues presented here in this thesis.

I. D. — What’s new here? Where is the shift in scholarship?
Christa J. Olson’s article “Performing Embodiable Topoi,” in the August 2010

Quarterly Journal of Speech, provides me with an interesting springboard into my argument.
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Olson examines the rhetoric of mestizo Ecuadorians from the 1880s through the 1940s. She
argues that these groups made use of “embodiable topoi” and that this was “a major source of
persuasive power as it aggregated features, behaviors, and histories commonly associated with
indigenous bodies” (301). She notes how “the availability of the trope of indigenous misery”
allowed the mestizo group (not authentically “indigenous”) to appropriate elements of
“victimage” for rhetorical effect (307). Such topoi could be assumed “by actors across the
socioethnic spectrum” (301); thus, the need for one to be “authentically” indigenous was
unnecessary.

This concept of “embodiable topoi” is one that I will shift to “embodied topoi” or, even
better, “performed topoi.” The marginalized groups I examine are not appropriating the images
of others but are, rather, “embodying themselves”; this can be framed as “authentic,” which is
another available fopos to be deployed, although one that must be embodied by specific
“character types” in specific (recognizable, even stereotypical) ways. The protest actions these
groups partake in go beyond mere embodying: their character-specific topoi need to be actively
“performed” in public space (rather than relying on rhetorical tropes in written documents, as
Olson’s subjects do). These public performances, as with the Ecuadorian documents, are
contextualized in available cultural narratives, bringing into play further recognizable topoi
related to “virtue” specific to character and situation.

I will further argue that these marginalized protest groups are not merely utilizing
available topoi. The topoi—in this sense, pre-scripted “characters”—make their own
“demands” on the protestors. These topoi, these characters, demand to be fully inhabited and

lived; the characters’ “scripts” demand to be fulfilled. The Stanislavskian approach to theatrical
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performance offers useful insights into how such inhabiting of the character and meeting the
demands of the script function. The introduction of Stanislavski’s ideas to social movement is a
decided shift in scholarship to date.

Olson also notes that the embodiable topoi she is investigating required performances
that were “stylized” in nature. Similarly, the embodied topoi for the protest groups I examine
are frequently stylized in order to be both recognizable and sufficiently theatrical to be
disruptive and newsworthy. This stylization would seem to challenge the notion of authenticity
(read “naturalness”), but, again, Stanislavski and other theorists from theatre and performance
studies can help to resolve this apparent contradiction.

My work to reconcile “authenticity” and “theatricality” in terms of street protest tactics
represents a new direction in scholarship. Moreover, using Stanislavski’s theory outside of the
traditional “actor training” sphere, especially applying his method to anything remotely
political, is a departure from previous scholarship. Stanislavski receives scant attention from
scholars whose focus is the nexus of theatre and politics. Two important collections of essays
on this topic, Staging Resistance. Essays on Political Theater (edited by Jeanne Colleran and
Jenny Spencer, 1998) and Radical Street Performance: An International Anthology (edited by
Jan Cohen-Cruz, 1998), ignore Stanislavski completely. Typical of other politically-focused
theatre theorists, Jill Dolan in Presence and Desire (1993) and L.M. Bogad in Electoral
Guerilla Theatre (2005) merely mention Stanislavski in order to dismiss the qualities in theatre
that he stresses (namely a sense of belief on the part of the actor and on the part of the
audience). Instead, these four works devote plenty of attention to the expected political theatre

“stars”: Bertolt Brecht, Augusto Boal (Theatre of the Oppressed), Peter Schumann (Bread and
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Puppet Theater) and Julian Beck and Judith Malina (The Living Theatre). The easy association
of Stanislavski with a tradition that is conservative and thus needs to be rebelled against is
shortsighted, in my opinion. The Stanislavskian premises that actors need to be in belief, need
to be committed to their performances and need to fully live in their world on stage are all vital
to the success of street protest events. Erving Goffman, in sociology, relies on many of these
same premises.

My research to date finds that in the writings of sociologists who rely on Goffman’s
work, no connections are made with Stanislavski, whose writings pre-date Goffman’s by fifty
years. Jeffrey Alexander, in his “Cultural Pragmatics™ (2006), does use Stanislavski as an
extended reference (pages 71 to 73), noting how Stanislavski’s “as if” technique is a useful
framework for “social performance”; Alexander then suggests a comparison to Goffman
parenthetically. My extended comparative analyses and applications of both Stanislavski and
Goffman, side by side, will thus also be something new.

The notion of “authenticity” seems to be in vogue among scholars in the 21* century.
This in itself seems to indicate a directional change. An EBSCO database search of academic
journals shows a growing flurry of articles written recently that treat the idea of “authenticity.”
For the dates between January 1970 and December 1989, “authenticity” given as a title or
keyword yields a mere 26 results (for this 20-year period). The same search between January
1990 and December 2000 yields 59 results (for 11 years). Between January 2001 and
December 2006, the search yield jumps to 136 results (for 6 years). Between January 2007 and
June 2012 (the searches were done in July 2012), the number of articles nearly doubles again,

yielding 254 results (for the final 5.5 year period). So clearly “authenticity” is a concept that is



24

attracting an increasing number of scholars. However, if you add the word “virtue” as a search
word in title or keyword, the yield for the entire period between January 1970 and June 2012
falls to 4 articles.? I think I can fairly claim that my tying together performances of
“authenticity” with those of “virtue” is an innovation in scholarship.

James Jasper in his Art of Moral Protest (1997) echoes this point. Jasper identifies
previous blind spots in protest research, and one of these is any focus on the moral evaluation
of protest events. How can we, and how do we, evaluate protestors in terms of morality? Does
the concept of virtue even play a role in the effectiveness of protest? I believe that it does,
though such interpretation of virtue is tied up, once again, with the concept of the protestor’s
“character.”

Jasper also notes that the examination of specific protest tactics has been another blind
spot among social movement researchers: “How protesters pick their tactics, how they decide
what actually to do, is a question rarely addressed in research on protest” (354). Sociologists
who might have aligned themselves with the “crowd theorists” have tended to dismiss protest
tactics as the result of mere frenzy and passion; for strategic mobilization and process theorists,
protest tactics have been isolated as rational, strategic and/or opportunistic choices. As Jasper
notes, “For most scholars, the choice of tactics has simply not been an interesting question . . .
Either way, they seemed to have little meaning for protesters in and of themselves” (236). This
current study seeks to change that. I argue that the tactics used by protestors are of the utmost
importance—these are their rhetorical pisteis, the appeals that actually persuade the audience.
These tactics are intimately tied to the identities and specific situations of the protestors

themselves. In short, this study will elevate the aspect of “agency” (using Burke’s term from
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his Grammar of Motives)—the “how” of the action—to primary importance. Of course, the
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connections between and among “agency,” “agent” and “scene” are, as Burke’s pentad instructs
us, elements that necessarily influence one another. With further regard to Burke’s pentad, the
focus in this thesis on the nature of virtue as it relates to protest groups might well fall under
the category of “purpose” in the pentad. This is yet another shift from previous studies in social

99 ¢¢

protest that tended to focus squarely on “act” “agent” and “scene.”

In the area of rhetoric, the concept of “impious rhetoric” has been under-investigated.
Notably missing from previous investigations into impious rhetoric is an examination of the
relationship between impiety and the ethos-logos connection required by any type of rhetoric.
Burke opens the door to this with his somewhat facetious example of Matthew Arnold and the
gashouse gang (Permanence 77).> One group’s impiety is another’s piety, as Burke points out.
Just as the “proper” Arnold moving into the realm of the “less-than-proper” gashouse gang
presents a potential viewer with a series of incongruities to ponder, when any non-dominant
group moves into the realm of the general public (where standards of decorum are set by the
dominant group/s) and calls attention to itself, the audience (the general public) is forced to
ponder various incongruities. The sense of “what goes with what” is justified in one sense by
the “character” of the protesting group but violated in another sense by the rules of “the scene”
in which the group is performing (the public sphere). New “impious linkages,” as Burke terms
it, may be forged and public opinion swayed. The pairing of rhetorical theories—that is, of
“impious rhetoric” with the “ethos-logos connection”—has the potential to explain the success

of marginalized group protest.

The idea that marginalized groups may leverage their very identities as marginalized



26

“others” for rhetorical and political success seems, at first, counter-intuitive. At a glance, it
seems that these groups will more likely be successful if they attempt to speak as equals, fulfill
the rules of discourse as set by dominant society and meet reason with reason. Lyotard makes
the case that this is not so in his 1976 essay “On the Strength of the Weak.” He cites a variety
of examples in which “the relative, the particular, can be stronger than the absolute or what
claims to be absolute” (63). This holds true in the protest case studies that I examine in this
thesis. The idea that marginalized groups may leverage their very identities as marginalized
others seems to be a new direction in social movement scholarship. It also seems to require a
rehabilitation of “identity politics,” something that has fallen out of favor among scholars of
various disciplinary backgrounds. In this thesis, I will attempt to argue for the usefulness of
identity politics; however, in this context, the concept might better be recast as a “politics of
character.”

Notwithstanding the overlapping facets of “identity” and “character,” a politics of
character addresses more directly the social demands made upon a character’s behavior.
Margaret Somers and Gloria Gibson (1994) introduce the concept of narrative identity: “a
narrative identity approach assumes people act in particular ways because not to do so would
fundamentally violate their sense of being at that particular time and place” (67). Somers and
Gibson are sociologists. In this thesis, I will extend their idea but work with it through the
additional lenses of theatre studies and rhetoric, using Aristotle’s Poetics and Rhetoric (as well
as many other texts) to expand and deepen this “narrative identity” concept. Such a narrative
identity, identity specifically embedded in a rhetorical situation and aligned with a previously

“scripted” character type, is the basis of the “politics of character” that I am proposing.
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I. E. — Methodology and intent
In this thesis, I will take a comparative approach in examining collective identity

mobilization and the use of radical street theatre protest across a variety of groups. My four key

case studies are all from the last quarter of the 20" century (that is, 1976-2000). Those four
case studies are as follows:

1. Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, 1977-1983.

2. Otpor (Serbian for “Resistance”), a student-led protest group in Serbia, 1998-2000.

3. The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, or ACT UP, in New York City (primarily),
1986-1992.

4. Protests by the Community for Creative Nonviolence (CCNV) and the National Union
of the Homeless (NUH), as well as other groups of homeless and their advocates,
against the Pres. Reagan (and later Pres. Bush) administrations in Washington, D.C.
(primarily), 1980-1990.

I will, in the course of analyzing the above cases, find it instructive to cite additional cases of

protest and performance from throughout the 20™ century.

I hope to identify what makes radical street protest effective rhetorically by examining
cases drawn from different cultures and group identities. All the groups engage in forms of
disruption and theatricality to some degree, but each of the groups takes a distinctly different
approach. Are there theoretical commonalities that can explain the repertoires of contentious
action these groups use?

Robert Stake, in his article on “Qualitative Case Studies” (in the Sage Handbook of
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Qualitative Research), discusses the differences between what he terms an “intrinsic case
study” and an “instrumental case study.” The former is a case study undertaken for the primary
purpose of better understanding that particular case (445). The “instrumental case study” is a
particular case examined “mainly to provide insight into an issue or to redraw a generalization.
The case is of secondary interest, it plays a supportive role, and it facilitates our understanding
of something else” (445). As for a “multiple case study,” Stake writes, “It is instrumental study
extended to several cases” (445-46). In this thesis, I will be approaching the four cases as
“instrumental case studies.” My primary interest is to draw larger conclusions concerning the
ways that marginalized group street protests function.

In his Multiple Case Study Analysis (2006), Stake offers the term “quintain,” which
offers a useful methodology for this thesis. As Stake states, “In multicase study research, the
single case is of interest because it belongs to a particular collection of cases. The individual
cases share a common characteristic or condition. The cases in the collection are somehow
categorically bound together” (4-5). By working with a categorical group of cases, or a
“quintain,” the researcher’s focus necessarily shifts away from primarily explaining the
individual case to asking, “What helps us understand the quintain?” (6). For Stake, this
represents “a move away from holistic viewing of the cases toward constrained viewing of the
cases” (6). Such a “constrained viewing” is one that I find useful for my purposes here. Still, I
am mindful of Stake’s warning: “Damage occurs when the commitment to generalize or to
theorize runs so strong that the researcher’s attention is drawn away from features important for
understanding the case itself” (Sage Handbook 448). 1 will make my best efforts in this work to

strike a responsible balance between pushing towards generalizations and honoring the specific
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and unique elements distinct to each of my individual cases.

What are the common characteristics of my “quintain” or, asked differently, what
qualities do the chosen case studies share? The criteria I used for my case study selection were
fourfold:

A. the historical period for the group’s primary activities was limited to the time frame of

1976-2000.

B. the identity claim of the protesting group fits the category of “marginalized” group for
the context culture.

C. the purpose of the group was to confront the state about its policies and may thus be
termed political protest.

D. the tactics used by the group included what may be termed “radical street performance.”

Historical period was the first criterion I imposed for consideration of case studies. With
so many examples of group protest movements, I needed to limit the scope somehow. My case
studies are all post-1975. At this point, the Vietnam War had ended, and the era of protest
against that war (along with the general student protests that peaked in 1968) had already
effectively transformed how protest was perceived. The late 1970s also witnessed the post—
“Black Power” movement and the Second Wave feminist movement (a.k.a., “women’s lib”) in
a state of relative ascendancy. The Gay Liberation Movement was also well underway by this
time. All of this to say that, by 1976, identity politics was fairly well-established and, as such,
had already become the object of critique from a variety of fronts.

My case studies are all pre-9/11 (2001). The worldwide perception of protest changed in

the face of the spectacular terrorism of the 9/11 attacks. Additionally, the World Wide Web
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allows for new forms of local and international communication, making theatrical street protest
only one among many means of gaining attention.

Several of my case studies persisted as groups well past the 2000 cutoff date that I am
imposing on my research. Gamson (1975) asks what the “endpoint” of research into social
movement groups should be. He offers several possibilities: the group ceases to exist or “ceases
mobilization and influence activity” or “antagonist accepts the group as valid spokesperson for
its constituency” (30-31). For several of my chosen case studies, my focus will specifically be
on the group from their inception to a point when one of Gamson’s “endpoints” is reached, and
in each case this endpoint does occur before the end of the year 2000.

Because one of my primary interests is rhetorical ethos, I chose protest movements that
appeared to be based in some sort of group identity, a category of people being the ones to
spearhead and lead the protest movement. For this reason, such protest movements as those that
are anti-nuclear, pro-environment, pro-animal rights or anti-corporate were not considered.
Instead, the case studies in this thesis represent those that can be identified with particular
marginalized groups of people. Melissa Williams, in her Voice, Trust and Memory, asks, “What
is a marginalized group?” and offers four characteristic features to answer this question: “I)
patterns of social and political inequality are structured along the lines of group membership; 2)
membership in these groups is not usually experienced as voluntary; 3) membership in these
groups is not usually experienced as mutable; 4) generally, negative meanings are assigned to
group identity by the broader society, or the dominant culture” (15-16). These characteristics
hold for the case studies that [ have chosen to pursue here.

The third criterion I used for selecting cases was the purpose of the protest. [ am
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interested in groups that confront the state. Issues of power necessarily come into play in a
David vs. Goliath type scenario, with the marginalized non-dominant group confronting the all-
powerful state. It is this power dynamic in the various case studies that allows me to investigate
the rhetorical effectiveness of the protest tactics being used, since the groups under
investigation are powerless to coerce the state by physical force. James Jasper (1997) notes that
“citizenship movements typically make their demands directly of state authorities” (78). In this
light, then, one criterion for my choice of case studies is that each represents a “citizenship
movement.” Because of this, political identities are involved. Tilly and Tarrow in Contentious
Politics tell us that “identities become political identities when governments become parties to
them” (79) and that “the political identities that concern us here always involve plurals” (78).
Group identities and political confrontation are ingredients in a recipe for “identity politics,”
and each of the case studies in this thesis will allow for an examination of how traditional
“identity politics” (and the “politics of character” variant that I am suggesting) play out in
practical situations.

The fourth and final criterion I used for selecting the current case studies was each
group’s use of public performance. These particular cases were selected for having made
marked use of “radical street performance,” though each has used it in a unique way. These
protestors are not theatre professionals, and the majority of them are not trained artists. They
are “common people” who engage in public performances as part of their political protest
work. The phrase “radical street performance” is used by Jan Cohen-Cruz, who explains her
choice of terms as follows: “By radical I refer to acts that question or re-envision ingrained

social arrangements of power. Street signals theatrics that take place in public by-ways with
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minimal constraints on access. Performance here indicates expressive behavior intended for
public viewing” (1).* A live (theatre) event brings performers and spectators together in an
immediate communicative relationship. Because the event is on “the street,” spectators,
whether they choose to do so or not, become participants in the theatre experience. Each of the
case studies in this thesis, whether consciously or not, leverages this power of the live
performance event in public space.

One criterion I did not consciously apply to my choice of case studies deals with the
question of “success” for a given protest movement. As Jasper writes, “the importance of
protesters, I think, lies more in their moral visions than their practical accomplishments. They
are more like poets than engineers” (379). In some ways, I have taken this viewpoint to heart.
Each of the groups I have chosen to investigate has a “moral vision,” and I am interested in
how that moral vision is connected to their group identities and how it is communicated
publicly. “Success” for my case studies is thus limited to “being heard by the public,” an
accomplishment in itself for marginalized groups, especially those in oppressive dictatorships.
Rhetorically, it is the group’s ability to make use of “available means of persuasion,” and not
demonstrable practical results, that would determine “success.” Nonetheless, I find myself
attracted to groups that have had an impact on government policies—and even on the nature of
the government itself. Perhaps because of this, the four case studies I am presenting here all
have had at least some demonstrably practical effects in changing state policies.

In Strategy of Social Protest (1975), Gamson writes that, when evaluating protest
groups, “success is an elusive idea” (28). He does work to define the “meaning of success” for

such groups, and he categorizes such success along two distinct axes. In this way, he arrives at
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four categories of group: 1) full response (group accepted as legitimate spokespersons for issue
at hand AND new advantages accrue to the beneficiary); 2) preemption (group not accepted
BUT new advantages accrue); 3) co-optation (group is accepted but no new advantages
accrue); 4) collapse (group is not accepted, nor do any new benefits accrue). The first category
might be considered a “full success,” the last a “full failure” (28-37). In his study, Gamson uses
53 protest groups from 1800-1945, all in the U.S.A., both “successful” and “failed,” as a way to
minimize his own biases. This is not my approach here. The four case studies I am using have
all, arguably, been accepted as valid spokespersons for the groups’ causes, and, as a result of
their protest actions, new benefits have indeed accrued to the constituencies. Yet it can also be
argued—and I will note this for the cases where such is true—that not all of a group’s stated
goals (in some cases, their primary stated goal) have been accomplished. While the case of
Otpor may be considered a “full success,” the cases of Las Madres, ACT UP and CCNV/NUH
may be considered stories of “mixed success,” at least according to Gamson’s definition.
Senda-Cook in her “Rugged Practices: Embodying Authenticity” writes:
Studying performance in addition to texts is useful because performances, unlike
texts, are dynamic, fluid and ephemeral. Texts are translated into stable objects
so although the meaning may be open to interpretation and rereading, they lose
their ability to change shape. Therefore, instead of studying secondary sources—
those that have been documented—[Phaedra] Pezzullo claims that the researcher
benefits from being present at the performance. (133)
Given the fact that my case studies are all pre-2001, and that I did not begin my research into

this topic until 2006, I have not had the option of attending in person any of the protest events
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under analysis. Instead, my research methods have consisted of archival studies, with particular
attention to news articles from the contemporaneous periods that describe the protest events
and the public’s reaction. When available, I have used videotaped versions of key street
protests so that I can see and hear for myself some of these street performances, at least through
the one-step mediated remove of film. I have read and watched interviews with witnesses of
and participants in the various protest events. Through these varied means, and from these
varied perspectives, I have acquired a solid “view” of each case study.

I should note that research on two other cases, both Quebec-based, has helped to inform
my work here: the Mohawk Nation during the Oka Crisis of 1990 and the Canadian
Anglophones’ staging of “the Unity Rally” in response to the Quebec separation referendum of
1995. These two cases helped me better understand how performances of authenticity and
virtue work “on the ground.” While both fascinating and applicable, neither case is referenced
explicitly in this thesis for the reason that the four cases I have chosen do illustrate sufficiently
the theoretical framework in place while offering sufficient variations to generate new
questions. As in any written work, scope must be narrowed to a degree, allowing for

readability.’

L.F. — Overview of Four Key Case Studies

The four key case studies will be developed and explored in detail in the body of this
thesis. For this introductory chapter, I offer a brief, orienting summary of each. In the ensuing
chapters, I will make periodic note of a particular action or of certain persons associated with

these cases, quite possibly before I have fully examined that particular case (which will take
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place in a later chapter). The summaries below should alleviate confusion when these periodic
references occur.

LAS MADRES °

Below is a brief introduction to the case of Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo, commonly referred
to as “Las Madres,” in Argentina, 1977-1983:

Hours after the March 1976 military coup in Argentina, the newly reigning military
junta instituted a series of laws collectively known as the Process for National Reorganization,
or the “Proceso.” The new government was thus empowered to arrest all of the politically
radical elements in Argentina. However, the government soon began rounding up those who
were merely suspected of radical sympathies, these latter including a disproportionate number
of young people, who were kidnapped but never charged with any crimes. These young
Argentines were simply “disappeared,” and the military government denied any knowledge of
or responsibility for the disappearances.

In April of 1977, a group of mothers of disappeared children decided to meet in the
Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires, outside the president’s palace, in order “to publicize the plight
of their children so as to feel they were doing something for them and to break the silence about
the kidnappings” (Navarro 250). Initially, the mothers did not believe that General Videla (the
president) or the other government chiefs even knew what was happening; they assumed that
the kidnappings were mistakes that could soon be remedied. Government officials told them to
go home. In spite of the dismissal, the women continued to gather in the Plaza de Mayo every
week, trying to seek information. The numbers of these women soon grew, and they eventually

came to be called Las Madres (“The Mothers”’) de Plaza de Mayo.
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Las Madres protested in silence at first but eventually became more vocal, asking the
question outright: “Where are our children?”” The military junta, who would brook no political
dissent, had a difficult time handling Las Madres. As mothers in Argentine society, these older
and matronly women “were implicitly excluded from the different groups defined as

299

‘subversive’” (Navarro 257), and so the government did not arrest them. This stand-off
between the junta and the mothers continued for the six years between 1977 and 1983, at which
point the military dictatorship was finally replaced by a democratically elected government
(following the military debacle of the Falkland Islands War).

In terms of timeframe, I am choosing to focus on Las Madres from the group’s
formation in April 1977 up through and including the period between June 1982 (defeat in the
Falklands, resignation of junta leader General Galtieri) and December 1983, when a democratic
government was elected in Argentina. [ am aware that, in 1986, Las Madres split into two
groups due to internal dissent, but I will not extend my focus to this period. My examination
concerns the rhetorical battle waged for Argentine and international sympathies, a battle waged
between Las Madres and the military junta, which shifted markedly once the junta was swept
from power.

OTPOR’

Below is a brief introduction to the case of Otpor (Serbian for resistance), a student-led protest
group active in Serbia from 1998 to 2000. I also examine the antecedent Serbian student
protests of 1992 and 1996-1997, which similarly opposed the government policies of Slobodan
Milosevic:

During the last decade of the 20" century, three separate waves of Serbian student street
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protests, centered primarily in Belgrade, arose in 1992, 1996-1997 and 1998-2000. This last
series of protests was led by a student group called Otpor. All of these student protests had two
things in common: They all targeted dictator Slobodan Milosevic and his policies, and they all
employed humorous and irreverent nonviolent actions.

A November 1998 BBC report noted that Otpor had emerged at Belgrade University
specifically in response to government actions that the students deemed repressive (“Serbia”).
But Otpor’s dissatisfaction, even from the beginning, lay beyond the university in Belgrade; it
was Serbia itself and the repressive Milosevic regime that were the fundamental problem.
According to an Otpor spokesman, the Belgrade University students who were original core
members of Otpor were “dissatisfied with the situation at the university and society in general,
regardless of their ideological, political, or any other affiliations” and stated that the group’s
ultimate aim was to “create the broadest possible front against the authorities' repression in all
segments of society” (“Serbia”).

Despite the political “heaviness” of the issues being raised by Otpor and its antecedent
student groups, the protests they produced were, for the most part, quite lighthearted and fun.
During the nine years from 1992 to the year of Milosevic’s ousting in 2000, Serbian youth took
to the streets not in traditional marches or rallies, but in a series of clever theatrical events
satirizing Milosevic and his cohorts—and they had a hell of a good time doing it. Their strategy
of presenting themselves as “just kids” played a significant role in their success.

ACT UP
Below is a brief introduction to the case of the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, or ACT UP,

in New York City (primarily), with attention to the group’s activities from 1986 to 1992:
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ACT UP was founded officially in 1987, already six years into the AIDS crisis.
Building on some of the work done by the Gay Men’s Health Crisis organization, ACT UP was
more overtly—and angrily—political. Galvanized, at least in part, by the 1986 Supreme Court
decision in Bowers v. Hardwick (Gould Moving 121-75), the queer community in New York
City, and in other American urban centers, took to the streets in mass protests against
government policies and societal attitudes that (they felt) were keeping them in the closet and
ignoring them as the AIDS epidemic decimated their communities. U.S. President Reagan and,
later, President Bush were key targets of the group’s ire and irony. ACT UP protest strategies
became infamous for their carnivalesque irreverence, their ability to disrupt daily routines and
their in-your-face attitude, expressed well in the popular refrain “We’re here! We’re Queer! Get
used to it!”

Two spin-off organizations from ACT UP also produced protest activism among
members of the queer community during this same time frame. Gran Fury was a collaborative
of artists and designers who worked in tandem with ACT UP between 1988 and 1992. Queer
Nation was founded in New York in April 1990, with an aim to “extend the kinds of
democratic counterpolitics deployed on behalf of AIDS activism for the transformation of
public sexual discourse in general” (Berlant and Freeman 198). Although the three groups were
distinct from one another, they worked in close proximity and had roots in the same
community. Douglas Crimp notes that ACT UP members were, at least initially, mostly gay
and lesbian and that the group “meant for us not only fighting AIDS, but fighting AIDS as
queers, fighting homophobia, and rejuvenating a moribund queer activism” (Crimp, “Right On”

316). All three groups—ACT UP, Gran Fury and Queer Nation—worked to fight homophobia
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and catalyze the queer community, targeting, in particular, official policies and unofficial
attitudes that they perceived as aggravating the AIDS epidemic. Queer Nation never officially
disbanded as a group but, by and large, ceased visible actions by 1993. Gran Fury disbanded in
1994 following the death of a key founding member. Though ACT UP remains an active
organization in parts of the United States today, by the end of 1992 there was a noted shift in its
activities and a definite decline in its regular production of street protest events.
CCNV AND NUH
Below is a brief introduction to the case of protests by the Community for Creative
Nonviolence (CCNV) and the National Union of the Homeless (NUH), as well as other groups
of homeless people and their advocates, against the Reagan (and later Bush) administration in
Washington, D.C. (primarily) from 1980 to 1990.

CCNV began in the early 1970s as a Christian group opposed to the Vietnam War. By
1977, however, the group’s focus had shifted to “the task of securing adequate, accessible
space, offered in an atmosphere of reasonable dignity, for every man, woman, and child in need
of shelter” (CCNV website). The group’s focus on charitable work on behalf of the homeless
population in Washington, D.C. found increasing urgency following the presidential election of
Ronald Reagan in 1980. Reagan’s budgets and policies adversely affected the homeless in ways
that alarmed CCNV. A 1981 CCNV public statement to President Reagan spells out the
group’s position in no uncertain terms: “What you have proposed is the legalized assault and
rape of our nation’s most vulnerable and defenseless citizens” (Hombs and Snyder 18).

Over the course of the 1980s, the homeless population in American urban centers was

growing and becoming more and more visible. Protest events addressing issues of
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homelessness became increasingly common. Between January 1980 and December 1992, there
were seventy-five such protest events noted in U.S. newspapers (Imig, 71). CCNV protests
garnered the most publicity. The Reaganville shantytown was a four-month long protest (Nov.
26, 1981-March 20, 1982) in which tents were installed in Lafayette Park across from the
White House. CCNV leader Mitch Snyder famously undertook a public fast in 1984 to protest
the Reagan administration’s policies regarding the homeless. Other CCNV protests during the
1980s included a wide variety of creative theatrical events: sleep outs, public funerals and
disruptions of Church-sponsored events, to name a few.

While CCNV membership consisted of what might be termed “housed advocates™—
those who protested on behalf of the homeless but who were not homeless themselves—other
groups during this same period consisted of homeless people. Among these groups, NUH (the
National Union of the Homeless) was the most significant. In 1983 in Philadelphia, a group of
homeless men, led by Chris Sprowal, founded the Committee for Dignity and Fairness for the
Homeless, and by 1984 this group had established and had begun managing its own shelter for
the homeless (Homeless Union website). The NUH slogan became “Homeless Not Helpless,”
and, in contradiction to the calls by housed advocates for increased funding for homeless
shelters and food programs, the NUH made demands for permanent housing, work and
healthcare for the homeless. By 1986, organization chapters sprouted up around the United
States, and the organization officially became the National Union of the Homeless, electing
officers and developing a national policy strategy. Between 1988 and 1990, NUH (and its new
affiliate, Dignity Housing) sponsored housing takeovers to protest cuts in the federal Housing

and Urban Development budget and various rallies and marches to raise awareness of
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homelessness in America from the perspective of the homeless. In October 1989, at the
Housing Now! Rally in Washington, D.C., which drew a crowd of 100,000 people, NUH
demanded the right to speak at the rally, bringing into focus the growing tension between the

work of housed advocates on behalf of the homeless and the demands of the homeless.

I. G. — Preview: overall structure of argument

As I stated earlier, as part of my analysis of the tale of the mothers before Solomon,
three distinct steps in the success of marginalized populations’ protest against the state appear
to emerge. First, the protest actions affirm and reinforce the categorized identity or “character”
of the protestors. Second, the marginalized identity and the specific rhetorical situation
legitimize the impious action/s undertaken by the protestors. Third, an audience (the “general
public”) evaluates the protest action/s undertaken in terms of the culture’s virtues appropriate to
that character: are these particular protestors deserving (morally) of their goal? Though these
steps are likely overlapping and mutually dependent rather than strictly sequenced, I will
attempt to follow the three steps above in the ensuing chapters of this thesis.

The concept of “recognition” and its own stages (a la Ricoeur’s Course of Recognition)
underlies the structure of this thesis as well. In Chapter 2, I begin with the idea of recognition
as an identification by the audience—a categorization—which is where Ricoeur begins his
treatise. The “what” of identity precedes the “who.” What is necessary for this type of
recognition to occur? In Chapter 3, I will deviate from Ricoeur’s “course of recognition” and
back up a step. I begin in this chapter with the idea of recognition as simply “being noticed,” of

entering an audience’s field of perception. Ricoeur does not treat this aspect of recognition,
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likely because his focus is not on public discourse and protest but on daily human interactions.
What makes a protest event noteworthy? What kind of disruption in the life-as-usual routine is
required? How does this aspect of being recognized reinforce (or undermine) the aspect of
recognition treated in Chapter 2? In Chapter 4, I return to Ricoeur and examine recognition in
its aspect of “recognizing oneself.” This leads to the concept of a narrativized identity, which,
in turn, allows for an evaluation in terms of virtue. After an examination of specific case studies
in Chapter 5, in my conclusion (Chapter 6) I will speculate on the extension of Ricoeur’s
concept of “mutual recognition,” the concept of “meeting” and recognizing an “other’s”
human-ness. Are the “authentic” encounter and “authentic” recognition even possible? Are they
important for rhetoric?

The notion of “character” provides yet a third structuring concept for the following
chapters. In Chapter 2, I focus on character as collective identity, as an identifiable “type.” In
Chapter 3, I focus on character as a dramatic personage, as a theatrical creation. In Chapter 4, I
focus on character as moral judgment, as the ethical qualities attributed to a person or group.
This treatment of character maps quite well to the stages of recognition noted above.

I will be using the case of Las Madres in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 as a way of applying the
theoretical frameworks I am developing in each chapter. In Chapter 5, I will examine the other
three cases (Otpor, ACT UP and CCNV and NUH) in light of the theoretical issues raised by
each of the preceding chapters and to analyze specific issues raised uniquely by the different
case studies. As previously stated, my primary interest in this thesis is to draw larger
conclusions about the ways that marginalized group street protests function and how they may

be effective in shaping public discourse and, ultimately, state policies and structures. The
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multiple case study approach best allows me to do this.

Chapter Overview

In Chapter 2, I examine the key questions: What is “identity ”? What is “collective
identity”? How is identity communicated/performed? How is such performance different for
marginalized or “marked” identities? In this chapter, I begin with the idea of recognition as
identification by an audience, a categorization. The “what” of identity precedes the “who.” But
what is necessary for this type of recognition to occur? Recognition is actually re-cognition. To
know or identify “again” something already known, a familiar identity category or trope must
somehow be involved.

Arendt writes, “The moment we want to say who somebody is, our very vocabulary
leads us astray into saying what he is ... we begin to describe a type or a ‘character’ in the old
meaning of the word” (Human 181). This idem aspect of identity (Ricoeur’s concept) relies on
sameness across the category; certain descriptors should hold true for all members of a certain
identity category. The collective identity should thus be representable by a character-type, as
Arendt notes, one that is already familiar in the collective imagination of the dominant culture.

This way of thinking, however, has met with several objections. The attacks on identity
politics are reviewed here, with the following question: Can identity politics be justified? 1
explore the charges of essentialism that have been leveled against identity politics and counter
with certain constructivist arguments. Is there a “being,” a “real,” when it comes to collective
identity? I defer this seemingly insoluble question; the “reality” of a group’s essence is not

really a question for rhetorical purposes; it is the “appearance” of such an essence by which the
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group may be characterized and recognized that is necessary. It is the “how” of public
performance that is key here; the “doing” takes precedence over the “being.” I rely on
Stanislavski’s concept of tactics in pursuit of an objective and on Goffman’s dramaturgical
frameworks of daily life performances.

Another justification for identity politics that I present is that mutual recognition among
group members is a vital part of protest actions. For protestors to feel and state, “we are ‘the
same’ in solidarity” is imperative. Thus, collective identity must be performed in a
recognizable way for protest actions to succeed. Group identity can be, and has been, deployed
(as my case studies illustrate) for rhetorical purposes.

At this point, I focus more specifically on collective identities that may be considered
stigmatized. What does it mean to be “marked” by one’s identity? Cultural histories have
“inscribed” these marked or stigmatized groups, and these groups may very well live out these
inscriptions (Bourdieu’s habitus is one explanation of this). Stigma sets the group apart, and the
signs of stigma may be paraded publicly (rather than hidden) in order for the recognition
addressed above to occur.

I assert that it is “performances of authenticity,” rather than “authentic performances,”
that are imperative for marginalized group protests to succeed. The protestors’ tactics must, at
least in part and at least in the early stages of protest, consist of embodied tropes (available
images of how marked group members should or do act). These performances of identity,
though, must be perceived as authentic. Once again, [ use Stanislavski and Goffman to explore
the tensions between “showing” and “being.” I note how Goffman, who presents real life

identity as a “seeming,” and Stanislaviski, who presents life on the stage as a “believing,” are
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theoretically moving towards one another’s concepts, though they begin at opposite poles.

In Chapter 3, I examine the issues of the theatricality involved in street protest and
consider character in terms associated with both Aristotle’s Poetics (character as dramatic
personage) and his Rhetoric (character as rhetorical ethos). In this chapter, I begin with the idea
of recognition as simply “being noticed.” What makes a protest event noteworthy? What kind
of disruption to their daily routine does an audience require to take notice? Can these disruptive
aspects of recognition reinforce the aspects of identity-based recognition treated in Chapter 2,
and, if so, how?

I employ Burke’s concept of impious rhetoric here. Acting out in disruptive ways is
impious, from one perspective, but, since these protestors come from society’s margins, their
protest actions are also “pious.” Piety is a sense of what goes with what (Burke, Permanence
76), but it is also a conforming to the “sources of one’s being” (69). Whereas these two aspects
of piety will more or less align for dominant groups in a society, this does not hold true for
marginalized groups. Protestors publicly violate the concept of “what goes with what” through
their disruptive actions. At the same time, groups protesting from their collective identities are
conforming to their very “otherness,” to the sources of their being (as distinct from the sources
of the dominant group’s being). Such protests, once they enter mainstream public discourse,
create a new link between piety and impiety, encouraging a change in perspective (Burke’s
“perspective by incongruity”).

The protest movements that concern me target the state. Such challenges to the state
require public recognition; these groups must somehow insert their collective voice into the

public discourse. First, the group must be recognized as in “noticed.” What makes the group’s
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views noteworthy or newsworthy? To answer these questions, I refer to Tarrow’s and Tilly’s
analyses of contentious political actions and the value of disruption. Protest groups must seize
opportunities specific to their time and place. There is a need for commitment and creativity.
Beyond being merely “noticed,” the group also needs to be acknowledged, heard. The
protestors need to combat the dominant prejudice against disruptive tactics. Recognition must
include being recognized “as a movement,” seen as larger than a single, isolated event. Radical
street performance is invaluable in each of these processes.

I examine theater in the streets, offering some historical context, and note the wide
spectrum of theatrical approaches available to protestors. In particular, Artaud’s theatre of
cruelty provides a useful framework for theatrical encounters with an audience on the streets.
Regardless of the theatrical style and specifics of performance adopted by the protest group, I
argue that all radical street performance can be re-framed in Stanislavskian terms. The very
choice of street theatre tactics reveals the true self, the “authentic” character of the protest
group. In this way, Stanislavski’s legacy, with its focus on what is “true” in an otherwise
fictional performance, is a vital part of understanding street protest actions.

The specific performance tactics used by protest groups is—or should be—dictated by a
connection between ethos and logos. In his book Aristotle’s Rhetoric: An Art of Character,
Eugene Garver argues that ethos, the character of the speaker, and logos, the means of
persuasion used, are inextricably linked: “In rhetoric and practical judgment ethos is necessary
for finding and formulating arguments, and not just presenting them” (191). The disruptive
tactics used by protestors is an extension of their logos; they are choosing to present their

arguments in these typically non-discursive ways on the street. This is born of their collective



47

character and, in turn, reflects upon their collective character. When radical street performance
tactics are chosen wisely (sometimes through a process of trials and errors), the collective
identity of the group legitimates the tactics used while the tactics themselves simultaneously
“authenticate” the group’s identity.

Here I consider character as dramatic personage and use Aristotle’s Poetics to examine
the qualities we (as audiences of drama) expect in a character. One of these qualities is that the
character behaves “appropriately.” But this appropriateness is specific to that character’s station
in society and role in the play. What is key is that the actions the character performs appear to
match what we expect of such a character. In this way, a character may behave “authentically”
even when s/he is acting in ways deemed impious by the larger society. The character we deem
as inappropriate may thus behave quite “appropriately,” since marginalized identity types are
expected to behave in ways different than the unmarked, mainstream, respectable character.

I argue that authenticity of character exists in the balance between “piety” and
“impiety,” and between “congruity” and “incongruity,” to use two different but related Burkean
concepts. A character from the margins of a society may be viewed as “eccentric”’; some of
their actions will be “different” (incongruous by mainstream standards), even disruptive; but
this is to be expected if we view life as a form of drama (as both Burke and Goffman encourage
us to do). The character, though, is still pious in that he or she is acting in a way that remains
“loyal to the sources of one’s being” (Burke’s notion of “piety” [ Permanence 69]). Impiety is
the marginalized group’s piety.

Is there rhetorical value to these publicly performed acts of pious impiety for

marginalized groups? Might this be a source of power when confronting the state? I argue most
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emphatically in the affirmative. Marginalized groups are able to leverage their very identities as
marginalized “others” in order to help shape public discourse and modify the public’s
perception/framing of state policies and current events. Confronted by disruptive, impious
performances in the street, the public is startled into a changed perspective; something new has
happened. But some element of “known-ness,” arising from the pious or authentic ethos of the
protest group itself, allows for the public to “recognize” these people as credible (insofar as
they are sincere, real, authentic). This brings us back to an aspect of identity politics as
examined in Chapter 2. Kruks writes that identity politics is, in part, the “reappropriating as a
positive value the identity that others have imposed on me” (93). By publicly performing their
own marginality, the protesting groups are linking, in the mind of the audience, recognition and
authenticity.

At the end of this chapter, I treat a side issue, though not a negligible one, dealing with
the concept of authenticity. A tension exists between (perceived) instrumentality and
(perceived) authenticity. If so much of the marginalized protest group’s rhetorical work is to
convey authenticity to an audience, does its use of performance detract from that perceived
authenticity? In many ways, authenticity is an anti-rhetorical concept. Public communication is
artful/strategic/instrumental, and rhetoric acknowledges this. Although I will grapple with the
question of whether or not there is such a thing as “true authenticity” in my concluding chapter
(Chapter 6), here I again defer the issue in two ways. First, “authenticity” may be viewed as a
trope for rhetorical use, an available concept that may be easily equated with “trustworthiness”
and other positive values. Second, Stanislavski (again) helps to resolve the tension between

being (authenticity) and seeming to be (artfulness, strategy) through his focus on the “doing.”
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In Chapter 4, I return to Ricoeur’s “course of recognition” and examine recognition’s
aspect of “recognizing oneself.” What does it mean to be or become self-aware? In order to do
s0, one must recognize oneself as playing a role in the larger context of one’s “narrative.” This
leads to an analysis of character in terms of one’s moral or ethical being, with a particular focus
on the concept of virtue. What does it mean to fit the “good narrative,” and how is this done?

I begin this chapter by examining the typical rhetorical attacks that the state wages
against marginalized protest groups in its attempt to undermine the credibility of such groups
and their claims. Perhaps not surprisingly, the state and its representatives will frequently
challenge the authenticity of the groups (they are not who they claim to be). However, the
processes engaged by protest groups as covered in Chapters 2 and 3 tend to deflect such
attacks. The state will challenge the protestors’ collective rationality as well. This reflects a
general bias against protest in many societies and a particular bias against non-mainstream
groups. “Rational” public discourse demands “disembodied” reason, and, thus, only the
“unmarked” are naturally predisposed to participation in this discourse. Those with “marked”
identities—women, people of color, queers, etc.—need to be excluded from rational public
discourse, since these groups are “associated with body and feeling” as opposed to reason
(Young, Justice 97). Such attacks require protest groups to either “tame” their bodily and
emotional expressiveness (which undermines their collective group ethos) or somehow to gain
rhetorical advantage through pathos and ethos rather than through a contrived “logical” logos.
Finally, the state will attack the groups’ morality. These marginalized groups are construed as
debauched, irresponsible, unpatriotic, vicious, etc. It is the concept of a protest group’s morality

that will be the key focus of this chapter.
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A person “of character” is a moral person, one who is virtuous. In short, “character”
may imply “good”; there is a moral judgment passed on this person by the audience, by the
public. This is vital to the rhetorical effectiveness of marginalized protest groups. Las Madres
present themselves not merely as “mothers,” but as “good mothers.” How is “good”
constructed? I argue that specific national and cultural narratives have given us our conceptions
of what is good. Narrativizing is essential for meaning-making in general. One’s identity is part
of a larger narrative context, typically a narrative context that is specific to one’s culture and/or
nation. One plays a character as in a “role,” and this role is part of a larger script already
established, inherited, and mostly accepted without conscious consideration (akin to Bourdieu’s
habitus). The “good” character fulfills his/her specific role in the narrative in order to bring
about the happy ending for all (or most). Here I examine the idea of virtue as presented by
Aristotle in his Nichomachean Ethics, as well as Maclntyre’s extension of Aristotle (in his
After Virtue). Maclntyre notes how narrativized characters are “the moral representatives of
their culture and they are so because of the way in which moral and metaphysical ideas and
theories assume through them an embodied existence in the social world” (28).

As in Chapter 3, there is a balance required here between piety and impiety, since the
specific virtues of a certain group might very well compete with certain specific virtues of the
greater society. The protest groups need to frame their actions as virtuous. In order for this to
happen, the protesting groups must recognize themselves as virtuous players in the larger
script. This is Ricoeur’s “self-recognition,” identity as ipse rather than merely idem (Oneself
115-25). Protest groups must narrativize their own identities and be seen to be making choices,

not just impelled by forces beyond their control. This introduces another balancing act, that



51

between “action” and “motion” (to use Burke’s terms), or between “choice” and “habit” (to use
Aristotle’s terms). Such a movement from simple motion or habit towards action within the
scope of the agent is a vital aspect of Heidegger’s concept of authenticity. The idea that we as
humans are responsible for our own being, “burdened with deciding and choosing what it
means to be a particular type of entity,” is the first step towards “an authentic mode of human
living” (Braman 17).

The general virtues of courage and civic character emerge as common denominators.
The marginalized protestors face down the odds against them because they recognize that they
need to be “true to themselves.” The consequences they face for such protest (mockery,
harassment, violence, arrest, even death) are proof of their courage. Further, by confronting the
state they become “citizens” acting out of a more generalizable civic concern. Charland writes
that impious rhetoric must “seek the means to persuade ethical others through an ethical
performance . . . [and] the enactment of civic character is key” (“Place of Impiety” 42). Public
performances by marginalized groups are not mere “identity politics,” implying a narrow, self-
centered, special interest motivation; these protests are the acts of citizens displaying
courageous civic character.

I end this chapter with an argument against MaclIntyre’s dismissal of Goffman.
Maclntyre writes that the “good” man in a Goffmanesque world possesses “honor,” or “regard”
from others, and this is the only reward that he craves (116). MacIntyre rejects this conception
of “good” and claims that Aristotle would have rejected this as well. As he writes, “In
Goftman’s social world imputations of merit are themselves part of the contrived social reality

whose function is to aid or to contain some striving, role-playing will” (116). My argument
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here is that people in Goffman’s world are not all this cynical, and they can sense the very
charge that Maclntyre makes. They can discern what we (even MacIntyre) may conceive of as
“authentic” and “virtuous.” I believe that Goffman and Aristotle can coexist quite well
theoretically, but it seems to me that it is Aristotle’s Poetics, and not his Ethics, that can
subsume/frame Goffman’s approach to sociology without losing the valuable concept of virtue.
Aristotelian drama is actually Goffmanesque. In this way, perhaps, it is ultimately an aesthetic
framing that is most useful for the concept of virtue.

In Chapter 5, I focus on three case studies. At the end of Chapters 2, 3 and 4, I analyze
the case of Las Madres vis-a-vis the theoretical points raised in the particular chapter. In
Chapter 5, I examine the cases of Otpor, ACT UP and CCNV/NUH. The three cases studies
raise new questions concerning performances of authenticity and virtue. The multiple cases
allow me to note where differences exist and where there might be holes in and challenges to
the ideas presented earlier in the thesis.

In Chapter 6, I briefly summarize and then point to areas for future investigation. I re-
examine those questions involving group identity issues as yet unresolved. I revisit the
essentialist dilemma of identity politics and ask whether there is the possibility, within a
framework of identity politics, for marginalized group identities to grow and change. In this
chapter, I also explore the possibility for a “true” authenticity that might be aligned with the
concept of “meeting,” invoking Gadamer and Buber. I speculate that aspects of phenomenology
and rhetoric are ultimately reconcilable, and this would have significant implications for the

question “What can a rhetoric be?”
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I. H. — Key terms: “character” and “authenticity”

The title of this thesis is “The Demands of Character: Performances of Authenticity and
Virtue in Marginalized Group Street Protests 1976-2000.” Clearly, there are several key terms
in play that need to be defined and unpacked. “Marginalized” is a term that I addressed in the
case study criteria above and will revisit in Chapter 2. “Virtue” is a term that [ will examine in
Chapter 4. “Character” is a term freighted with varied meanings, those very meanings
undergirding this entire thesis; I will examine this key term in brief below. “Authenticity” is
another key term that pervades each chapter in this thesis and that, given its ambiguity, I will

examine at some length below.

Character
According to the American Heritage Dictionary, the word “character” may be defined
in any of the following ways:
1. The combination of qualities or features that distinguishes one person, group, or thing from
another
2. The combined moral or ethical structure of a person or group
3. Reputation
4. Status
5. A person who is peculiar or eccentric
6. A person portrayed in a drama, novel or other artistic piece
7. A description of a person’s attributes, traits or abilities

Synonyms are listed as “disposition,” “quality,” “type.” (226)
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In The Rhetoric, Aristotle writes that a man’s character “may be called the most
effective means of persuasion he possesses” (25). Such rhetorical ethos may be constituted by
elements of character derived from definitions 1 through 5 and 7 in the list above. In his
Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle writes that virtue emerges from a person’s “firm and
unchangeable character” (28). Here, although the idea of “virtue” links character most clearly
to definition 2 above, the concept of character from which virtue springs are, as in The
Rhetoric, aligned to definitions 1 through 5 and 7. What of definition 6 above, character as a
“dramatic personage”? Aristotle treats this subject in his Poetics, arguing that the ideal
character in drama should exhibit four qualities: 1) goodness (they enact a society’s virtues); 2)
appropriateness (they behave the way a person of their character “type” should); 3)
verisimilitude (they are true-to-life and the details of their performance are recognizable from
real life); 4) consistency (they remain the same throughout, their character “firm and
unchangeable,” to use his terms from the Ethics). The dramatic character, then, also draws upon
the various dictionary definitions for the word “character”: each has his or her own qualities,
morality, reputation, status and eccentricities.

The radical street protests represented in my case studies feature characters who are
classically Aristotelian in many ways. These characters may be viewed through the lens of the
Rhetoric, the Ethics or the Poetics. | will employ all three lenses in this thesis. Using the three
different texts from Aristotle to examine the concept of “character,” I hope to identify
contradictions and complements in order to create a fuller concept of “character” than any of
these single texts may offer. My work to integrate/synthesize Aristotle’s thoughts from distinct

disciplines (rhetoric, theatre/aesthetics, moral ethics) mirrors my own interdisciplinary
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approach.

Authenticity

“Authenticity” is an important concept in the areas of persuasion, theatre/performance
and collective identity/social movements. Trying to define “authenticity,” however, is
something like trying to catch the wind in your hands: you will get a feel for it, but you will not
be able actually to capture it. Authenticity, for the majority of this thesis, is best understood as a
topos to which various rhetors, audiences and theorists make either explicit or implicit
reference. Certainly there are some deeper analyses of authenticity that I will examine (from
Taylor, Trilling, Heidegger, Sartre and others), but, whether or not there “really is” an
“authentic,” is largely irrelevant to my purposes. The “authentic” serves as a category of
reference. It will be my work to determine what criteria we use to label something “authentic,”
thus allowing “authenticity,” whether it is real or not, to be mobilized for rhetorical, theatrical
and/or collective identity purposes.

Authenticity implies genuine and, because of this quality, is worthy of being
considered credible. Many things cloud authenticity, according to various theories. Artifice,
social conformity, and instrumentality are three such antitheses of authenticity. Stanislavski
tries to encourage his actors to shed all artifice from their performances in order to reveal
something more “genuine” or “authentic.” This trajectory in theatre continues even today. Yet
all performances for an audience’s benefit will necessarily contain artificial, “theatricalized”
elements. For Trilling, authenticity is different from “sincerity,” the latter implying an

obedience to social rules and roles, an aesthetic stance designed to please, as opposed to
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“authenticity,” which may flout social roles and the need to please society. Participating in
public discourse, however, even when from a marginal position, requires some aspect of
compliance with social rules and norms. In 7 and Thou, Buber writes that “every means is an
obstacle. Only when every means has collapsed does the meeting come about” (12). The truly
authentic cannot be “useful” in the sense of its instrumentality. If rhetoric is necessarily
strategic, then tactical and/or artful rhetoric can never be truly “authentic,” at least according to
the various definitions offered above.

“Authentic” literally means being of an “undisputed origin,” and is related to the word
“author” (American Heritage 88). But do we “author” our own characters? Or does our
character have its origin in something beyond our control? Goffman proposes that, for those in
stigmatized groups, the presentation of “a coherent politics of identity” may very well be at
odds with “authenticity” as he understands it and that there is likely “no ‘authentic’ solution at
all” (Stigma 124). The stigmatized, or marked, individual becomes the mouthpiece for a group
that, in effect, enacts an inherited social script. The “undisputed origin” aspect of “authenticity”
is overdetermined. Similarly, E. Patrick Johnson, in Appropriating Blackness, writes, “Because
the concept of blackness has no essence, ‘black authenticity’ is overdetermined —contingent
on the historical, social, and political terms of its production” (3). Fanon makes a similar point
in Black Skin, White Masks (89-90).

With all of these blocks to authenticity necessarily in place for street protest, how can
authenticity be mobilized? Working from the idea that “authenticity” does not actually exist as
anything more than a fopos, a commonplace, is helpful. “Authentic” might be shorthand for

“I’m real, I’'m genuine, so you should trust me and be persuaded by me.” Authenticity is



57

conveyed through those actions that seem to (do?) arise “naturally” out of one’s given character
as overdetermined by one’s society. When Aristotle writes, “Naturalness is persuasive,
artificiality is the contrary” (Rhetoric 167), he is essentially extolling the rhetorical power of
perceived authenticity (since an “actual” authenticity may or may not exist). Johnson notes,
“Authenticity, then, is yet another trope manipulated for cultural capital” (3). The same trope
can be manipulated for social and political change.

As Goffman writes, “A given social front tends to become institutionalized in terms of
the abstract stereotyped expectations to which it gives rise, and tends to take on a meaning and
stability apart from the specific tasks which happen at the time to be performed in its name. The
front becomes a ‘collective representation’ and a fact in its own right” (Presentation 27).
“Authenticity,” then, becomes a category we recognize: Oh, those people are just behaving like
themselves, therefore, they are not artificial; therefore, they are credible. (Their arguments
might still be challenged on other grounds, such as being unreasonable, immoral or
unpatriotic). For Charles Taylor there is no conflict here. He writes, "Authenticity is clearly
self-referential: this has to be my orientation. But this does not mean that on another level the
content must be self-referential" (Ethics 82). For Taylor, authenticity cannot be entirely self-
authored, and he blames the commonly misunderstood “ideal” of the authentic self as entirely
self-authored on a Romantic-era construction.

Society shapes our inner selves so that we “fit” the role that society has assigned us. For
Trilling this in not “authenticity” but is instead an aspect of “sincerity.” “Sincerity” is a show of
feelings, a social display. For Goffman, all public displays are performances that require the

donning of social masks, whether consciously or not. For Goffman, then, there is no
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“authentic.” But for Trilling (as for Grotowski in his work with “uncovering”), the possibility
exists that “somewhere under all the roles there is Me” (10). That “Me” would be the
“authentic” self, one that might very well clash with social expectations. It is this authenticity,
Trilling argues, that in contemporary western society allows for a certain amount of social
deviance. He writes, “Much that culture traditionally condemned and sought to exclude is
accorded a considerable moral authority by reason of the authenticity claimed for it, for
example, disorder, violence, unreason” (11). Burke’s framing of piety and impiety can help
resolve this sincerity/authenticity tension. Marginalized groups might very well be acting
piously (“true to themselves” or “authentically”) while being labeled as impious (“socially
deviant”). Las Madres, ACT UP, Otpor, CCNV and NUH all engaged in disruptive behaviors
that were condemned by other factions in their society as “unfitting.” Yet all of these groups
could claim the mantle of “authenticity” for themselves, and this gave them credibility.

An interesting example of a group leveraging their authenticity through radical street
performance is El Teatro Campesino, a group founded by Luis Valdez in California in the
1960s, which found Latino farmworkers performing protest plays about their working
conditions. Cultural critic Ralph Gleason writes of one 1966 El Teatro performance, “It is all
too real to the audience when it sees these men on stage and knows without thinking about it
that they come from the picket line where they faced violence and the terror they are talking
about.” (qtd. in Elam 109). The actors are “giving testimony,” to use Grotowski’s phrase. The
result is that the audience’s “perception of authenticity worked to strip away theatrical illusion
and foreground the relationship of the staged event to social conditions” (Elam 109).

Authenticity reframes the performance event, takes it off “the stage” and places it squarely in
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the realm of “the real.” Elam argues that authentic identity-based performances exist as “a
powerful tool within contemporary politics” since they offer a privileged perspective in contrast
to the “inauthentic” institutional state version of events (117). The projection of authenticity
“can valorize the voice, presence and subjectivity of the previously silent and disenfranchised.
Consequently, new political subjects repeatedly turn to assertions of authenticity to generate
consensus and even political action” (Elam 117).

Authenticity is “asserted,” “mobilized” or “performed”: it is as much an aesthetic stance
as Trilling’s “sincerity” is. In fact, the two are arguably inseparable. Alexander, in his essay
“Cultural Pragmatics,” opposes the “naturalistic fallacy” of authenticity: “It is actually the
illusory circularity of hermeneutic interpretation that creates the sense of authenticity, and not
the other way around” (59). Alexander teases out various qualities that mark a public
performance (a la Goffman) as inauthentic or fake. In such a performance, “the actor seems out
of the role, merely to be reading from an impersonal script, pushed and pulled by the forces of
society, acting not from sincere motives but to manipulate the audience” (55). Stanislavski
might have written these very same words. By examining these negations, we may determine
the elements that comprise an “authentic” performance: the actor is in the role; the script is
personally felt; the actor is responsible for his or her choices; the actor is motivated inside the
performance and not audience-focused. These elements of identity, emotionality, agency and
non-instrumentality will all be examined in the ensuing chapters.

One particular aspect of authenticity that seems to recur is the idea of individual choice
or agency and its dissociation from tangible results or instrumentality. Sartre, in his Anti-Semite

and Jew, writes: “Thus the choice of authenticity appears to be a moral decision, bringing
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certainty to the Jew on the ethical level but in no way serving as a solution on the social or
political level” (141). For Sartre in the immediate aftermath of WWII France, evidence of anti-
Semitism was inescapable, and the situation for the Jew in France did not inspire optimism,;
and, so, Sartre sees the Jew who authentically embraces his/her Jewish identity as, at once,
ethically superior but still victimized in an anti-Semitic society. I believe that because
authentically embracing one’s marginalized/despised identity is an ethical/moral act, the result
actually does have potential for creating social and political change through the medium of
publicly performed protest (not Sartre’s focus).

Since the “real-ness” of authenticity is immaterial to my thesis questions, I will accept it
is as a fopos, a construction, something to be “performed”—at least through the end of Chapter
5. It is only in Chapter 6, where I explore questions raised by the rest of the thesis, when I will

grapple with the possible “real” authenticity.
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Chapter Two
CHARACTER AS COLLECTIVE IDENTITY

II.A. — Identification and Idem: the “what” of the “who”

Hannah Arendt writes, “the paradox involved in the loss of human rights is that such
loss coincides with the instant when a person becomes a human being in general — without a
profession, without a citizenship, without an opinion, without a deed by which to identify and
specify himself — and different in general, representing nothing but his own absolutely unique
individuality, which, deprived of expression within and action upon a common world, loses all
significance” (Origins 302). What does that mean? If I have a prayer of being effective in this
world, effective as a political agent, I must do so from the basis of an identified and specified
collective identity. “I am a College Professor” (one of many), “I am an American” (one of
many), “I am a Democrat” (one of many), etc. The group I claim for the basis of my identity
must be recognized and I must be recognizable, and ultimately, verifiable, as a group member.

Identity may be defined as “the collective aspect of the set of characteristics by which a
thing is definitively recognizable or known” (American Heritage 654). Alberto Melucci
describes identity as “continuity of the subject over and beyond variations in time and its
adaptations to the environment; the delimitation of this subject with respect to others; and the
ability to recognize and to be recognized” (Playing 28). Identity presupposes the ability to be
identified, and identification requires some form of categorization. Identity must be
“recognized,” that is, “known” (cognoscere) “again” (re). Something already known, already

familiar, must come into play in the process of recognition. Identity becomes an available
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trope, possibly even a cliché, that one claims.

The “what” of identity necessarily precedes the “who” of identity. As Arendt writes,
“the moment we want to say who somebody is, our very vocabulary leads us astray into saying
what he is . . . we begin to describe a type or a ‘character’ in the old meaning of the word”
(Human Condition 181). Ricoeur compares “identity as sameness” (idem) and “identity as
selfhood” (ipse) and notes that “the question of permanence in time is connected exclusively to
idem-identity” (Oneself 116). Selthood (who am 1?) morphs over time; categorical identity
(what am 1?) remains more or less consistent over time. It is through being a member of a
group, of a collective “what,” that I can initially claim identity and be recognized.

Appiah asks, “Do identities represent a curb on autonomy, or do they provide its
contours?” (xiv). The answer is both. My idem-identity is subject to external ascriptions,
determined in advance of my unique arrival into that identity. The “role” is already in existence
and so once I am identified in that role (“College Professor,” “American,” “Democrat”) I am
already inscribed in previously established national/cultural discourses and thus become
recognizable. Certainly this curbs my autonomy, but the contours of this role/identity allow me
to maneuver in the public sphere.

Judith Butler writes, “one exists not only by virtue of being recognized, but, in a prior
sense, by being recognizable” (Excitable 5). Is it possible to add an entirely new category of
character to the world’s list of dramatis personae? Yes, over a long period of time a new
category of subject might come to be recognized. But none of us can start that way. If we wish
to engage with society we must be recognizable, a character that already exists. We are then

“someone” who has agency in this ideologically framed world. In this way, “character” (as
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“type”, as idem-identity) is both embodied and embedded, created through one’s own agency
and inherited societal constraints.

The English word “character” derives from the Greek “kharakter,” meaning an
engraved mark or a brand. The word character means many things, as I noted in Chapter 1, but
here in Chapter 2 I will focus on “character” as the qualities that distinguish one group from
another, character as “type,” character as collective identity. Although all human beings are
“marked” in one way or another, there are dominant groups whose marks may not be noticed.
In American society, for example, an “unmarked character” would be white (Obama is a “black
President”, Reagan was not referred to as a “white President”), male, heterosexual, able-bodied
and Christian. Any “deviation” from these norms is not a “bad” thing, but it is notable, and so
the character becomes “marked.”

According to Aristotle, a man’s character “may be called the most effective means of
persuasion he possesses” (Rhetoric 25). In the realm of rhetoric, there are advantages to
claiming and enacting one’s already-established character: I am easily recognized by an
audience, and I may argue from an epistemology of provenance—that my own life experiences
have given me unique insights into a particular reality. These things may contribute to the
“marked” (recognizable character type) speaker’s credibility.

The Romantic-era version of authenticity, the notion that a person completely creates
himself as an original human being, is not available to the marked character. Butler writes, “the
address that inaugurates the possibility of agency in a single stroke forecloses the possibility of
radical autonomy” (Excitable 26). Once I claim my identity as “black™ or “poor” or “disabled”

or “girl,” once I agree to be addressed as such in order to be recognized and thus able to engage
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in public communication, I have given up a great deal of autonomy as to who I am and how I
can act. Is any of this ontologically “real”? I’m not sure it matters for the purposes of this
thesis. As Maurice Charland writes at the conclusion of his essay on “Constitutive Rhetoric,”
“ultimately, the position one embodies as a subject is a rhetorical effect” (148). For marked
populations protesting against the state and attempting to persuade the general public to take
their side, working with, rather than against, the constitutive rhetorical effect is the more
practical choice.

If one key to persuading the public is getting the public to recognize the marginalized
group’s collective character, their “marks,” how is this done? Recognizable tropes of character
must be embodied and performed by protestors in the public sphere. The protestor performs
“the mother,” embodies “the homeless person,” or whatever the character type may be. Ricoeur
notes that it is “bodies” that serve as the first particular of identification, since bodies, as
opposed to thoughts, have the advantage of being “public entities” (Oneself 33). We encounter

29 <6

bodies in public and categorize them: “matronly woman,” “unwashed raggedy man,” etc. The
character type needs to be embodied, literally “in a body,” in order to be recognized.

Such embodiment of character actually coincides with Aristotelian thought. In The
Rhetoric, Book 11, Aristotle encourages the orator to “make his character look right” in the eyes
of an audience (90). In Book III, he discusses various “signs of genuineness” and notes that
“each class of men, each type of disposition, will have its own appropriate way of letting the
truth appear” (178). So in rhetoric, there is great importance on the speaker displaying the signs

of genuineness and rightness, though these signs will vary by character type. Certain language

choices and mannerisms are “right” for a particular age, or gender, or nationality, and not for
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another. Rhetorical proofs (“pistis™) are character in action (“I do”), but they have a definite
relation to identity (“I am™). If one is already embodied in a certain character type (both
biologically and sociologically), then one’s “natural” display of signs should appear as “right”
for that character. In essence, the lesson is “just be yourself.”

In his Poetics, Aristotle writes that when playwrights create characters in dramatic
works, they should aim to fulfill four criteria for those characters: “First and foremost, they
should be good . . . The second point is to make them appropriate . . . The third is to make them
like the reality . . . The fourth is to make them consistent and the same throughout” (242).
Aristotle’s dramatic personage is not dissimilar from Aristotle’s rhetor. The character of the
rhetor should also be good, or at least seem to be. Aristotle is encouraging the rhetor to display
signs of goodness, to “act” in a good way, which may in fact “be” goodness. Regardless, such
goodness must appropriately match the speaker’s (or character’s) station or identity—women are
good in their own way, slaves in theirs. This is Aristotle’s second criterion for the dramatic
character (“appropriateness’). According to Aristotle’s third point, such an approach to
characterization should yield a character who resembles one in the “real” world. In short, there
is a strong connection between what 7 do (how will I act in a good way?) and what / am (my

embodied character), and this brings us into the contentious realm of identity politics.

I1. B. — Identity politics questioned and justified
Identity politics defined
A 1977 statement from the Combahee River Collective articulates a key premise of

identity politics: “We believe that the most profound and potentially the most radical politics
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come directly out of our own identity” (qtd. in Fuss, Essentially 99). If you belong to a specific

identity group (woman, black, gay) then this group identity will necessarily influence your

political stance and activities, at least according to those who ascribe to traditional identity

politics. Moreover, there is potential power in leading with one’s “private” identity in the

public sphere. David Wojnarowicz writes:
To make the private into something public is an action that has terrific
repercussions in the preinvented world. The government has the job of
maintaining the day-to-day illusion of the ONE-TRIBE-NATION. Each public
disclosure of a private reality becomes something of a magnet that can attract
others with a similar frame of reference; thus each public disclosure of a
fragment of private reality serves as a dismantling tool against the illusion of
ONE-TRIBE-NATION. . . The term ‘general public’ disintegrates. (121)

This way of thinking, however, continues to be met with many objections.

Having had its heyday in the 1970s and 1980s, the idea of identity politics has now
fallen out of favor. The charge that identity necessarily implies that groups have essential and
unchangeable qualities has been leveled against the use of identity politics by feminist, queer,
and African-American theorists, among others. The suspicion around essentialism has made
identity politics a notorious byword in most academic circles. Susan Bickford in her 1997
article “Anti-anti-identity Politics” calls identity politics “the antihero with 1000 faces,” noting
how critics from the left — including feminists, communitarians, poststructuralists, Democrats,
and Marxists — have all attacked the concept (112). Bickford is not even including critics from

the right. There are several valid concerns regarding identity politics: it does have the tendency
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to fracture the political left rather than unite them; such politics may very well gloss over
significant differences among those of a certain group identity; and identity politics can
perpetuate a politics of “victimhood.”

Perhaps the greatest problem with identity politics is that it creates difficulty for
coherence in any diverse democracy. The “liberal logic” of a democratic public sphere is such
that “citizens long to abstract themselves into a privileged public disembodiment” (Warner,
Publics 176). Sartre in Anti-Semite and Jew states that “the democrat, like the scientist, fails to
see the particular case; to him the individual is only an ensemble of universal traits. It follows
that his defense of the Jew saves the latter as man and annihilates him as Jew” (56). The state,
supposedly, serves the “general public,” the “one-tribe-nation” that Wojnarowicz emphasizes.

Ronald Reagan never mentioned the term AIDS in public until 1985, a good four years
into the health crisis, and only in 1987 did he ask for the Department of Health to fully
investigate the extent of the crisis. Why? Because by this point, the disease was no longer “the
gay plague” but had penetrated “the general public” (Crimp, AIDS 11). If gay men had not been
seen as a separate identity group, but instead as part of the disembodied, generic “general
public,” then Reagan would have acted sooner. The logical extension of this would be that
identity politics is the problem, not the solution. Specific identity groups should simply “get
over themselves” and work on projects of interest to society as a whole. But such an argument
is ridiculous. The erasure of various collective identities is simply impossible.

Michael Walzer writes in his preface to Sartre’s Anti-Semite and Jew: “the democrat’s
advocacy of assimilation for the Jews and classlessness for the workers, though no doubt well-

intentioned, is also cruelly premature” (xii). The disappearance of group identity is not
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something our world is currently ready for, and perhaps will never be, nor should be. Certainly
for today, and for my case studies dating from the last quarter of the 20" century, distinct group
identity is/was a crucial aspect of creating social and political progress. Society as a whole
(“the state”) cannot ignore the interests/needs of particular identity groups that comprise its

citizenry.

Essentialism and constructivism

Not only have the societal implications of identity politics been deemed problematic, so
have the theoretical underpinnings. Identity politics has frequently been accused of assuming
an “essentialism” around identity that does not exist. Jane Roland Martin opens her essay
“Methodological Essentialism” with a personal memory: “At meetings, workshops, and
conferences in the 1980s, feminist scholars became accustomed to hearing women accuse one
another of essentialism” (630). But is it even possible to talk about “identity” without
essentialism arising, at least to some degree?

As I noted in the beginning of this chapter, identity is defined as the collective “set of
characteristics by which a thing is definitively recognizable or known” (American Heritage
654). Identity is a “what” as much as it is a “who,” and as Ricoeur shows in his Course of
Recognition, the “what” is actually prior to the “who.” Alberto Melucci, one of the most
important sociologists theorizing on collective identity today, tells us: “of course actors have to
reify their actions in the making in order to speak about them. Objectifying is a basic trait of
human cognition” (“Process” 55). Or to take the argument yet further:

Any naming or categorizing tends to call attention to similarities and neglect
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differences. In other words, the use of any general term, be it chair, dog, virtue,
mother, family, male dominance or women'’s subordination easily can give rise
to the very consequence that feminist scholars have attributed to essence talk.
But this in turn, is to say that the masking of difference or diversity is built into
the language itself. (Martin 636)

Humans categorize. This is how we are able to recognize and communicate about our world.

In order to get around the “essentialism” accusation, it may be possible to view identity
politics as a social construction, rather than something biologically determined. A marginalized
group identity may perpetually exist because members of that group identify and/or are
identified as members of said group with its corresponding social status. It may be that the
“common history that social status produces” is what constructs the marginalized group and
allows it to be recognized as such. “Groups are real not as substances, but as forms of social
relations” (Young, Justice 44). Diana Fuss in Essentially Speaking makes clear the distinction
between the essentialist and contructionist approaches to identity politics: “while the
essentialist holds that the natural is represented by the social, the constructionist maintains that
the natural is produced by the social” (3). For the constructionist, there is no pre-social “given”
that contributes to the organization of differential group identities (Fuss, 2).

Even so, despite there being no ontological “essence,” is there not an “essence” to the
group as a result of this social construction? And, if so, cannot this group “essence” be
recognized, communicated and perhaps, in certain circumstances, leveraged for the group’s
benefit?

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is certainly a socially created phenomenon, but
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one that functions as “fact.” The habitus acknowledges the existence of “principles which
generate and organize practices and representations.” Such principles and practices pre-exist
the individual’s entrance into the world, and so one inherits “a world of already realized ends,
procedures to follow, paths to take” (Logic 53). The habitus is larger than “identity” but
necessarily encompasses aspects of identity, implicating the actor in a multi-dimensional web
of rules, customs and perspectives that are as “real” as any pre-social “essence.”

Goftman’s theory of social performance leads to a similar conclusion. Goffman writes
that “a given social front tends to become institutionalized in terms of the abstract stereotyped
expectations to which it gives rise . . . . The front becomes a ‘collective representation’ and a
fact in its own right” (Presentation 27). Here, the idea of “identity” is addressed directly. The
socially constructed “front” or performance, over time, is taken for “fact,” as something that is
“essentially real” and not merely constructed.

Finally, Althusser’s theory of interpellation supports the “essence” of social
construction when it comes to a group member’s identity. In his essay “Ideology and the
State,” Althusser tells us that we live in a world defined by ideologies. The apparatuses of these
ideologies exist everywhere and they are inescapable: the education system, the justice system,
the economic system, the media, the government, the church, the family (96-97), and all of
these apparatuses tell us who we are and what we should be. Ideology—a social construct—
constitutes individuals as subjects with seemingly “essential” or “real” identities. Ideology
“imposes obviousness as obviousness” (116). It names something which we then “cannot fail to
recognize” (116), and we are named before we even come into existence: black, poor, disabled,

girl. Each of these named categories is pre-scripted. When I rise to the name, when you call me
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“Jew” and I acknowledge that call, that “hail” as Althusser calls it, I become transformed by the
action of “interpellation” (118). The world calls out my mark, and I answer to the call,
becoming what I am named.

None of this should really be that controversial. One of the clearest presentations of
identity in communication studies can be found in the work of Mary Jane Collier, who along
with Yea-Wen Chen, uses the phrase “cultural identities” in the 2012 essay “Intercultural
Identity Positioning.” Collier and Chen analyze “cultural identities,” which exist as social
constructions, but are nonetheless, specific and measurable (the article uses data collected from
self-avowals and the ascriptions from others). The authors define cultural identities as “socially
constructed, structurally enabled or constrained, discursively constituted locations of being,
speaking, and acting that are enduring as well as constantly changing” (45). Such cultural
identities, thus, take on the characteristics of both essences and constructions. In any specific
(rhetorical) situation, the process of “cultural identity enactment” occurs; this process involves
elements of “avowal, ascription, and salience,” with salience referring to “the importance of
particular cultural identity enactment relative to other potential identities” in that particular
instance (45). Different aspects of identity such as race, class, sexual identity, gender and
ability, will all intersect and may not be entirely separated from the other aspects of identity,
but certain situations will make one such aspect more salient than another. When Las Madres
gather in the Plaza de Mayo they are claiming the salience of their gender and social role
identities (women and mothers), leaving class and race differences (more or less) behind. For
marginalized groups, the salience of a particular non-dominant identity will emerge more

prominently whenever group members collect together and enter the public sphere, dominated
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as it is by non-marginalized identities.

I am not arguing that identity cannot be flexible. As noted previously, most people
belong to multiple identity groups, one of which may happen to become salient in a particular
situation. As well, an individual may consciously choose to rebel against a given identity group
through his or her actions, refusing to behave according to the expectations built up over time
by the habitus or the social front. And of course individuals each have their own individual
style. Nonetheless, “groups constitute individuals . . . . Even the person’s mode of reasoning,
evaluating and expressing feelings are constituted partially by her or his group affinities”
(Young, Justice 45). This is rhetorically valuable—vital, even—when it comes to marginalized
individuals coming together with other individuals from the same “constituting” group in order

to challenge the state.

The privilege of belonging

Burke writes, “Belonging is rhetorical” (Rhetoric of Motives 28). If a person takes part
in a “specialized activity” associated with a particular group or class, they are constructed as
belonging to that particular class or group (28). By doing what the other members of the group
“typically” do, a person takes on the mantle of that group identity. This is akin to Goffman’s
thinking. Charland goes further with this, writing that the qualities of character are “inherent to
the subject position” (“Constitutive” 134). The person who acknowledges some sort of group
membership, even if that group membership is an involuntary act of being “interpellated” (a la
Althusser), accepts the descriptors of character already inherent in that character position.

This does not hold for all types of characters. Appiah, for example, notes the difference
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between the character or role of “butler” and the character or role of “black™ or “gay.” The
butler might merely observe the conventions of the role and perform the behaviors expected of
that role, but the other collective identities result in something far deeper:
The labels operate to mold what we may call identification, the process through
which individuals shape their projects — including their plans for their own lives
and their conceptions of the good life — by reference to available labels,
available identities. . . It seems right to call this “identification” because the
label plays a role in shaping the way the agent makes decisions about how to
conduct a life, in the process of the construction of one’s identity. (Ethics 66)
These holistic constitutive effects hold for identities that may be politicized. Because of this
constitutive depth, the nature of belonging to a politicizeable marginalized group offers certain
privileges, particularly in the world of rhetoric. For example, it may be argued that “only those
who live a particular reality can know about it, and only they have the right to speak about it"
(Kruks 109). In short, only those who are marginalized may credibly speak to the issues facing
the marginalized.

For certain identities such as “woman” or “black,” there is typically a biological aspect
involved that leads the individual to living as a woman or living as a black person, and to being
treated as such. Fuss challenges Derrida’s “daring” to speak as a woman, writing that for a male
to speak as a woman is a “transgression suggest[ing] that ‘woman’ is a social space which any
sexed subject can fill” (Essentially 19). As Appiah notes, though, the role of “woman” is not
merely a social space to be filled (like a butler), but an identity that must be lived and that

demands a life dedicated to that role. Jill Dolan goes further in this vein, writing that “a
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heterosexual woman playing a lesbian usurps a minority voice. She becomes an imposter,
organizing an alien experience under the rubric of her heterosexual privilege” (145). Dolan is
writing about stage performances, but this idea of actors and roles applies to “real life” as well.
Dominant identities (heterosexual, male, white) may be privileged in the public sphere, but
these identities cannot fathom the experience of the minority, and for them to attempt to do so
is a usurpation, a blatantly inauthentic act. The privilege of speaking about the lived experience

of the marginalized belongs exclusively to the marginalized group members themselves.

Solidarity in movement

Shifting to a sociological perspective, another justification for identity politics and its
advantages for public protest is that mutual recognition among group members is a vital part of
protest actions. For protestors to feel and state, “We are ‘the same’ in solidarity,” is imperative
for any social movement. The collective identity invoked by any social movement organization
“is a shorthand designation announcing a status—a set of attitudes, commitments, and rules for
behavior-that those who assume the identity can be expected to subscribe to” (Friedman and
McAdam 4). Such attitudes, commitments and behaviors will result from the common lived
experiences of being a member of the marginalized group, but the collective identity of the
movement might involve merely a subset of the entire group or require a re-categorizing across
groups. For example, Las Madres do not include a/l mothers, though group draws upon the
concept of “mother-ness.” Only those mothers who experienced the disappearances of their
children became involved in the protest movement (at least initially). Similarly, ACTUP does

not represent all gay men, nor is it exclusive to gay men, but includes other “queer” identities
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and all who are HIV positive. Nonetheless, once a person becomes a member of the movement
organization, their “status” is such that they should adhere to certain public behaviors and buy
into certain attitudes common to the group.

Frequently, this is an organic process. As Bourdieu writes, among “members of same
group” (or same class), practices “are always more and better harmonized than the agents
know, or wish” (Logic 59). Solidarity may be something that is explicitly claimed, but its
sources are in the lived experiences of the group members, which are fundamentally similar. In
the film Las Madres, one of the mothers of the disappeared relates the story of the first time she
went to the Plaza de Mayo to join the other women protesting. She felt hesitant to join and
afraid, but she ventured to the Plaza. She says, “The first question they asked me was, ‘Who do
you have that’s disappeared?’ Then I felt that we were all the same person” (Las Madres). The
qualification for group belonging seems to be both a shared identity and a shared traumatic
experience; occasionally, the latter is entirely implied in the former (homelessness, for
example).

In their essay “New Rhetoric and New Social Movements,” Hauser and Whalen write
that a “minimal criterion for ‘membership’ in a contemporary social movement is that the
change agent must see him/herself as acting out beliefs in a manner similar to those of distant
members” (128). The group’s sense of solidarity needs to trump spatial distance for any protest
group beyond one representing a truly localized community. Especially in the era prior to
widespread internet communication, such solidarity across distance frequently arose out of a
previously shared and recognized identity, although sometimes it was the act of engaging in

protest that brought that particular identity to salience. Wagner and Cohen examine the effect
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of “disalienation” resulting from participation of homeless persons in political activism on their
own behalf (555). They found that even those homeless who were previously reluctant to
embrace the label or identity of “homeless,” truly did embrace that identity due to their
experiences as protestors on behalf of the group, and that such “embracement” continued even
after the protest participants had secured housing and were thus no longer technically homeless.
One 22 year old (now housed) man told the interviewers: "I know maybe this sounds weird, but
those are my folks down there" at the homeless shelter (555). That sense of solidarity—“I’m one
of them”—so important for the success of social movements, seems a natural result of
embracing identity politics.

All of this is not to say that such conclusions about the connection between identity
politics and group solidarity are not without critics or problems. Jasper takes issue with what he
sees as a typical “bias of social movement research,” namely “the assumption that protestors
arise out of some already-defined category and collective identity, such as labor or African-
Americans, rather than coming together out of shared goals or ideas” (89). He continues,
“structural positions do not automatically lead to shared consciousness, identity, or action”
(89). Instead, Jasper suggests that some sort of “moral shock” must occur as a “first step toward
recruitment into social movements: when an unexpected event or piece of information raises
such a sense of outrage in a person that she becomes inclined toward political action . . .” (106).
A specific “moral shock,” however, might more likely occur among an “already-defined
category” of identity, rather than a more “random” moral shock happening that galvanizes a
new group into existence. For example, Las Madres were met with the moral shock of their

children being disappeared, but these women also already belonged to the pre-defined
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categories of “woman” and “mother” and “middle-aged.” All of these categories of identity
were necessary in order for them to become the victims of the moral shock. The spread of
AIDS among urban gay men in the United States, and the American government’s refusal to
deal constructively with the disease because it seemed to target that specific marginalized
group, was another example of a moral shock specifically confronting a pre-defined
demographic.

Tarrow identifies the problem with identity politics not in its initial stage of solidarity
and consciousness-raising, but in the stages that ensue. He writes, “building a movement
around strong ties of collective identity, whether inherited or constructed, does much of the
work that would normally fall to organization; but it cannot do the work of mobilization, which
depends on framing the identities so that they will lead to action, alliances, interaction” (Power
119). Jasper’s “moral shock™ might do the work of mobilization, however, and as noted above,
such moral shocks might very well be confined to a specific collective identity. Still, Tarrow
notes that “identity politics often produces insular, sectarian, and divisive movements incapable
of expanding membership, broadening appeals, and negotiating with prospective allies” (119).
These charges are true, but perhaps similar charges can be leveled at any social movement as it
grows and expands beyond its immediate nucleus of founders.

Conversely, another problem with solidarity emerging from an identity-based
movement occurs as the group grows over time to include members who are of different
ascribed identities. Friedman and McAdam note how “over time, as a more heterogeneous
group of individuals comes to be associated with a social movement organization, there is a

tendency toward a more inclusive, and more ambiguous, definition of identity” (167). Although
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this might be viewed as a positive thing (moving beyond Tarrow’s charges of insularity and
sectarianism), the results of such increased heterogeneity may include a dilution of the
recognizable “brand” of the group in the public’s eye, and an internal tension over who has the
right to speak on behalf of the group, since it is the “epistemology of experience” that serves as
a major justification of identity politics to begin with. Protest groups like Las Madres and Otpor
were both very careful to establish boundaries for group membership in order to “appear” in a
specific way in the public eye. Las Madres discouraged men (husbands and fathers) and
younger women (sisters) from marching with them. Otpor students refused to establish any
alliances with existing political parties in order to perpetuate their image as uncorrupted young
people. A protest group like ACTUP, as it grew and expanded to include members beyond the
initial community of queers, struggled with issues of solidarity: were these protestors in
solidarity due only to the “cause” (i.e. combating AIDS) or were they in solidarity due to their

shared identity and situation (i.e. fellow queers fighting “their” AIDS)?

Identity politics justified: a pragmatic perspective

Todd Gitlin, an opponent of identity political movements, writes: "From popular culture
to government policy, society has evidently assigned you a membership. Identity politics turns
necessity to virtue" (153). Gitlin’s rather flip analysis of identity politics as a fabrication-
turned-actual ironically offers insight into how marginalized identities are practically mobilized
for the purposes of furthering a particular group’s political goals. Whether these identities are
“real” or not is beside the point, since they are in “evidence,” as Gitlin notes.

Sonia Kruks, a proponent of identity politics, offers a complementary analysis of
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identity politics in her Retrieving Experience:
What makes identity politics a significant departure from earlier pre-identarian
forms of the politics of recognition is its demand for recognition on the basis of
the very grounds on which recognition has previously been denied: it is qua
women, qua blacks, qua lesbians that groups demand recognition. This demand
is made irrespective of whether the identities are viewed in essentialist terms, as
inerasable natural traits, or whether they are viewed as socially, culturally, or
discursively constructed . . . [W]hat is demanded is respect for oneself as
different. (85)
Kruks’ assertion that the source of perceived identities is really beside the point when it comes
to the potential power of identity politics allows me to move towards a conclusion for this
section about identity politics. Is there an essential ‘being,” something ‘real’ (as opposed
fabricated) when it comes to collective identity? Pragmatically, at this point in my thesis I
choose to defer answering this seemingly unresolvable question. The “reality” of a group’s
identity is immaterial, as Kruks notes. Additionally, questions regarding “essential being” are
not useful for real-world political (rhetorical) purposes. Instead, it is the “appearance” of an
essence by which a group may be characterized and recognized that is necessary. It is the
“how” of public performance that is key here, and so the doing has to take precedence over the
being. 1 can similarly defer all challenges to identity politics that question its validity without
challenging its rhetorical efficacy. I choose to take a pragmatic approach here, moving away
from the realm of abstract dialectic and embracing the realm of contingent rhetoric.®

I argue that many elements of identity politics are useful, even necessary, for the
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political gains among marginalized populations. Certain categories of identity have long been
repressed or devalued by dominant categories in society. A valuable response to this, as Craig
Calhoun notes, is “to claim a value for all those labeled by that category, thus implicitly
invoking it in an essentialist way” (17). Identity politics is a useful political tool for those who
have been repressed and devalued due to their categories of identity. In Inclusion and
Democracy, Iris Marion Young asks the question: “what is and is not Identity Politics?”” (102).
She notes how critics of identity politics frequently “reduce political movements that arise from
specificities of social group difference to [mere] assertions of group identity or [mere] self-
regarding interest” (102-03). In this sense, such critics are removing the “politics” from
“identity politics,” but leaving the “identity” part intact. Young continues:
Any movements or organizations mobilizing politically in response to the
depreciating judgements, marginalization, or inequality in the wider society, |
suggest, need to engage in ‘identity politics’ . . . . Such solidarity-producing
cultural politics does consist in the assertion of specificity and difference
towards a wider public, from whom the movement expects respect and
recognition of its agency and virtues. (103)
The social and political changes being sought by marginalized groups are inextricably tied to
the ways that the larger society views and treats the group based on their category of identity.
Steven Seidman reflects upon what he sees as the post-structuralist turn to an anti-
identity politics and asks the very insightful question: “But to what end?” (133). Seidman
challenges post-structuralist theory to offer something pragmatic. Cindy Patton takes a similar

pragmatist approach to identity politics in her essay “Tremble, Hetero Swine!” Patton writes
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that “the stabilization of identities appears to be ineluctably essentialist only when we treat
them in the realm of the imaginary, with its apparent promise of infinite possibilities for
performance and re-performance” (147). Of course the realm of politics, whether of the
“identity” brand or not, does not exist in the imaginary, but in the real and contingent. Thus
Patton proposes “that we treat identities as a series of rhetorical closures linked with practical
strategies” as a practical means of “affect[ing] the system” and “staging political claims™ (147).
If identity can be successfully mobilized in certain political situations, then that is the “end”
that may justify identity politics.

The use of identity claims for the purposes of political protest is a strategic act. Those
identity claims are rhetorical in nature and purpose, and should not be examined for their
“objective” logic. Protest is a real world event, not an academic exercise. Analysis of the
essential nature of identity claims takes place in a realm “increasingly disconnected from the
political impulses of the movement” (Seidman 128). The battle over whether or not the identity
label of “gay” is merely a social construction or a biological imperative, for example, has
become of “primarily academic interest” (Seidman 128). I agree with Seidman when he
advocates a “pragmatic approach” to identity claims in the political sphere: “conceptual and
political decision making [should] be debated in terms of concrete advantages and
disadvantages” (137). The “concrete” is the realm of rhetoric, not logic.

Perhaps it is the term “identity” itself that is problematic. Identity may be considered an
absolute, a given, an objectively “true” aspect of a human being. But “identity,” as I intend it
here, is not meaningful, not readable, outside of a specific context. It must be embedded. So |

turn to a different word: character. Character is a term that allows identity to be embedded in
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real time, real place, real action, and as such it is the term appropriate for rhetoric as opposed to
logic. Character is an eminently “deployable” strategy for marginalized groups, one that dates
back to Aristotle. Fuss uses the phrase “to deploy essentialism,” noting that such phrasing
“implies that essentialism may have some strategic or interventionary value” (Essentially 20),
and I agree that it does. “Deploying character” offers the same strategic value, though perhaps

with less contentiousness.

II. C. — Deploying the “marks” of character

The appearance of “essential” characteristics are necessary for the character of a
group to be deployable for strategic reasons in the public sphere. Fuss writes how among many
in the gay movement, “the notion of a gay essence is relied upon to mobilize and to legitimate
gay activism” (Essentially 97). To “mobilize” and “legitimate” are two separate strategic
moves, targeting two different audiences: those within the gay community for the former, and
the “general public” for the latter. Both strategies, though, require invoking notions of “gay
culture” and “gay sensibility,” some “essence” of a gay “character,” as Fuss notes. But how is
this done?

Stanislavski’s concept of an actor’s tactics when pursuing an objective taken together
with Goffmans’s dramaturgical frameworks for performances in daily life can explain the
success of marginalized group protestors looking to invoke “true” character. Interestingly,
Stanislavski and Goffman approach the same issues involved in such performances of
character, namely “belief” and “truth,” but from different directions.

In his Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman calls his first chapter “Belief in



&3

the Part One is Playing” (17), which is, perhaps unbeknownst to Goffman, a key premise of
modern Stanislavskian acting. However, whose belief is at stake here? In modern acting there is
the axiom “acting is about believing, not about being believed,” and Goffman seems to invert
this. Certainly for Goffman, if a person believes in his or her “role,” then they will more likely
be believed, but more important is that they are “believable” in the eyes of the audience, rather
than acting out of internal belief. The goal, Goffman states, is for a person’s public identity to
be “accepted as believable” (Presentation 65-66) as opposed to being “genuine” or even,
simply, “believable” for that matter. For Goffman, the key seems to be that one’s character is
acknowledged as “believable” or “credible” (even “authentic”’) whether or not it is so. This is a
rhetorical and aesthetic move, concerned with appearances and acknowledgments. Observers
“are asked to believe that the character they see actually possesses the attributes he appears to
possess” (Presentation 17). A competent performance of character should therefore do the
trick, but of course Goffman is examining “real” people, and so the expectation of veracity is
already in place from the perspective of an audience consisting of fellow “real” persons.

Stanislavski, on the other hand, is focusing on the presentation of characters on a
fictional stage, with an audience watching the action framed by a proscenium. His actors must
combat the expectation of falsehood. Stanislavski writes: “The approach we have chosen—the
art of living a part-rebels with all the strength it can muster against those other current
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‘principles’ of acting.” He goes on to condemn all forms of “exhibitionism”, “insincere
representation”, and anything “false” that enters an actor’s performance (Building 208).

Whereas Goffman’s “real person” can emphasize aspects of exhibitionism, displaying one’s

character traits for the sake of being accepted as believable, Stanislavski’s “actor” must avoid
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pushing display of character traits for their own sake, lest the audience see through the
falseness of the entire stage performance. Stanislavski’s subject must “live” the part he is acting
in; Goffman’s subject must “act” the part he is living.

Both Goffman and Stanislavski explicitly acknowledge that any effective performance
must consist of two differing aspects: the “lived” and the “self-monitored.” Goffman writes
about what he terms “dramaturgical discipline”:

While the performer is ostensibly immersed and given over to the activity he is
performing, and is apparently engrossed in his actions in a spontaneous,
uncalculating way, he must nonetheless be effectively dissociated from his
presentation in a way that leaves him free to cope with dramaturgical
contingencies as they arise. He must offer a show of intellectual and emotional
involvement in the activity he is presenting, but must keep himself from actually
being carried away by his own show lest this destroy his involvement in the task
of putting on a successful performance. (Presentation 216)
Some degree of detachment, of self-monitoring, is necessary for effective impression
management. One may ask then, since the performer is so conscious of the effectiveness of
his/her performance, is the performance truly “authentic”? Is “performance” ever “authentic”? I
will examine this seeming conundrum at length in Chapter 3.

It is fascinating to see that Stanislavski notes the same divide as Goffman, but
Stanislavski emphasizes the need for the actor to live “in the moment” as much as possible. He
writes that “one half of the actor’s soul is absorbed by his super-objective, by the through line

of action . . . . But the other half of it continues to operate on a psycho-technique” (Building
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173). He continues: “This division does no harm to inspiration. On the contrary, the one
encourages the other. Moreover we lead a double existence in our actual lives. But this does not
prevent our living and having strong emotions” (Building 173). Making correct conscious
choices about one’s character (Stanislavski’s psycho-technique) will continue to guide the actor
to feel, to believe, the truth of the character’s (fictional) world. The performer’s “inner creative
state” always requires at least some element of “theatrical calculation” (Building 173), but it is
the sense of truth stemming from that internal state that is strongly emphasized by Stanislavski
and what makes his technique such a historical departure in actor training.

Ultimately, both Goffmanian and Stanislavskian performers are giving “real”
performances, so long as one does not interrogate what “reality” finally means. Goffman
himself states this quite explicitly, claiming that the question of “which is more real” is
irrelevant: “what reality really is can be left to other students” (Presentation 66). Since the
actual “realness” of one’s character, as opposed to the perceived “realness” of that character,
does not affect the outcome of its deployment for rhetorical purposes, I, too, will leave the
question be. Let it be said, though, that for both Stanislavski and Goffman, the character must
be inhabited bodily. The fopos of the recognizable character is not merely “embodiable” but
must be actually “embodied” and viewed publicly, thus, “performed.” The performer must
“walk the walk,” as it were, not merely “talk the talk.” CCNV protestors engaged in hunger
strikes, AIDS activists willed their own corpses to be given political funerals, Las Madres wept
and wailed their grief in public. Any claim to being a credible spokesperson as a given
character needs to be accompanied by signs on the body and bodily acts.

The body is fully implicated in identity, and not just due to the biological indicators of
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race, ethnicity or gender. As Bourdieu notes, the history of being socially treated as belonging
to a specific status or identity will, in fact, “transform instituted differences into natural
distinction, produce[ing] quite real effects, durably inscribed in the body and in belief” (Logic
58). Not only is “belief” modified—the public’s attitudes towards a certain identity and one’s
own self-directed attitudes—but the body is modified, too. “Durably inscribed” is an excellent
descriptor of how even a socially constructed identity can result in actual “marks” of identity
that are palpably real and “readable.”

What does it mean to be “marked” by one’s identity? Group identities that typically
pass as “unmarked” are those that are dominant in a society. Barack Obama is commonly
described as a “black President”—his race is noted; George Bush was not a “white President,”
and neither Obama nor Bush are noted as a “male President” or as an “able-bodied President.”
It is departures from the dominant “norm” that are noted and the marks of these non-dominant
identities are acknowledged or “read” whereas the signs of a dominant identity remain
unremarkable. In this thesis, I use the term “marginalized” to refer to such marked, non-
dominant identities, though Iris Marion Young’s use of the terms “powerless” and “culturally
dominated” might be as, or even more, appropriate for such groups (Justice 56-60). These
groups are marginalized, though, in their general exclusion from mainstream “centrist” public
discourse. Why is this? Because as Melissa Williams notes, “negative meanings are assigned to
[the marginalized] group identity by the broader society, or the dominant culture” (15-16).

Tilly in Durable Inequality discusses how social movements "deliberately emphasize
the unjust treatment of people on the weaker side of a categorical line" (212), thus depending

on the clear “construction of categorical identities” (217). To frame one’s social movement as
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an “us versus them” story, categories of identity must be in place, and the story becomes an
unjust “David versus Goliath” only when the “us and them” clearly represent “unequal, paired
categories" (Tilly 217). The "marked" other asserts itself against the mighty dominant
“unmarked.” The inequality of the pairings (man/woman, white/black, straight/gay, etc.) is
continually inscribed by cultural and ideological apparatuses which seek to perpetuate the
system already in place. The “identical histories” lived by those on the non-dominant side of
the identity-divide results in a distinctiveness that is “inscribed in [the] bodies” (Bourdieu,
Logic 59).

Feminist, queer and Latino/a theorists have made similar observations. Anzaldta
focuses on the image of “face” describing it as “the surface of the body that is most noticeably
inscribed by social structures, marked with instructions on how to be mujer, macho, working
class, Chicana” (xv). Cultural norms dictate the “face” that we all present, as durably and
obviously as if this were a tattoo: “we are carved with the sharp needles of experience”
(Anzaldta xv). And of course these inscriptions are there to be read by others. Because of this,
it may be difficult to believably usurp the embodied role of marginalized other. Dolan writes
about lesbian identity being inscribed on the body by life experiences as a lesbian: “These
experiences are signs available to be read on a lesbian body, signs to which realism cannot do
justice” (142). For Dolan, the marginalized “character” must be inhabited by the marginalized
“actor,” since no “seeming” (theatre’s attempt at “realism,” as Dolan notes) can do justice to
portraying the intricate inscriptions carved on the body. “Authenticity” of character may be
read by any savvy audience member able to read the signs.

Ricoeur writes about the “sedimentation” that history confers on “character,” and that
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Ricoeur, “character” is “nothing other than this set of distinctive signs” (Oneself 121). This set
of signs allow for the public to categorize and so to recognize a certain character type. The
second definition of “recognition” Ricoeur offers in his Course of Recognition is: “To know by
some sign, some mark, some indication, a person or thing one has never seen before” (6). If a
protest group wants recognition based on their group identity, they need to “indicate” who they
are by offering up their “marks” to the public. The public might ask, “Who are these people
complaining?” and a recognition of the group’s “marks” will help answer. As Ricoeur notes,
this process is akin to Aristotle’s “anagnorisis” (from his Poetics), an episode “when lack of
recognition turns into recognition” (Course 75). It is the “marks” of character that allow for
such recognition to take place in both Classical tragedy and in radical street protest.

Sociologist William Gamson concurs. In his essay “The Social Psychology of
Collective Action,” Gamson writes that collective identity “is manifested through the language
and symbols by which it is publicly expressed . . . To measure it, one would ask people about
the meaning of labels and other cultural symbols, not about their own personal identity” (60).
Again, it is the signs available to be read that are the essential elements here: the way group
members dress, the way they speak. The external performance is noted and, perhaps,
interrogated, not the group member’s “personal identity.”

Taken further, these recognizable marks of character may be viewed as “stigma.” In his
1963 manuscript Stigma, Erving Goffman defines stigma as “bodily signs designed to expose
something unusual and bad about the moral status of the signifier” (1). These signs of stigma

have traditionally been burned or cut into the flesh for all of society to read the sign. Stigma
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thus indicated vice and was a source of shame. As such, if possible, the stigma would be
hidden, the marks disguised so public recognition of stigmatized identity could be avoided.

The sign of the stigma is read in place of an individual person. In effect, stigma reduces
the marginalized other from being “a person” in other people’s eyes, to being merely “a type.”
The stigmatized attribute converts the individual from “a whole and usual person to a tainted
and discounted one,” a person who is “not quite human” (Goffman, Stigma 5). The stigma thus
becomes a form of synecdoche, the (condemnable) part representing the (thus condemnable)
whole. The stigmatized become easy to identify, categorize and marginalize. As Tilly writes,
“the most dramatic forms of categorization involve outright stigma . . . Such stigmata draw the
line between decent citizens and others.” He offers the examples of badges or other signs
forced upon the bodies of society’s “others” that were used during the Middle Ages (65). Such
signs of stigma continue today, even if they are not external badges but rather bodily traits and
“inscriptions” a la Ricoeur or Anzaldua.

Examples of stigma are rampant in my case studies. The homeless in particular are not
only stigmatized, but wear the signs of their stigma in obvious ways. Homeless people are
typically easy to recognize since “the burden of having to carry one’s possessions around
affects homeless people’s appearance” and life on the street is “not conducive to good hygiene”
(Arnold 67). When a reporter for the Washington Post went “undercover” as a homeless man
he wrote that in a short amount of time, he discovered “my appearance was my greatest
drawback” (Hombs and Snyder 104). Kawash writes how homeless people are “marked” as
homeless by physical signs that are specifically recognizable, and objectionable (from the

perspective of “normal” society): “attributes such as dirty or disheveled clothing, the



90

possession of carts or bags of belongings, and particular activities such as panhandling or
scavenging” (324). The homeless cannot help but display their stigma.

The mothers of the disappeared in Argentina also found themselves “stigmatized,”
reporting that many found themselves “ostracized” by neighbors and distant family members
because their children had been labeled as subversive (Schumacher A2). Like the homeless,
very few of whom were “born that way,” Las Madres became stigmatized due to life
circumstances. Unlike the homeless, the Mothers could have chosen to hide their stigma from
the general public (though not from their immediate neighbors who would have witnessed the
abductions of their children).

For the core members of ACTUP, their identity as “homosexual” carried a strong
stigma in 1980s America. The disease AIDS, closely associated with the gay community,
carried a stigma, as well. To be categorized as “gay” or “person with AIDS” implied that there
was something morally wrong with the person in question. Gran Fury’s piece “Let the Record
Show” quotes an anonymous surgeon on gay men and AIDS: “We used to hate faggots on an
emotional basis. Now we have a good reason” (qtd. in Crimp, AIDS 35). Stigma creates fear,
hatred and animosity.

Goftman questions the value of political “militancy” among members of a stigmatized
group. He writes, “[by] drawing attention to the situation of his kind he is in some respects
consolidating a public image of his differentness as a real thing and of his fellow stigmatized as
constituting a real group” (Stigma 114). Yet Goffman never questions the value for other
groups of consolidating their public image or representing themselves as constituting a real

group; his Presentation of Self in Everyday Life is devoted to this very subject. Goffman has a
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particular concern for the stigmatized, and perhaps rightly so. Given the feelings of “normal”
society, why would any marginalized group willingly parade its stigma in public?

Goffman himself hints at one answer to this question in the opening of Stigma when he
reminds us that stigma is related to the stigmata of Christian tradition, “bodily signs of holy
grace” (1). Thus these marks that set the marginalized apart are special signs that may indicate
both vice and virtue. The very stigma that sets group members apart from “normal” society as
morally wrong, may indicate some aspect of the group’s moral superiority. So the stigma can
be displayed publicly, paraded rather than hidden, in order for character recognition to occur, if
that character’s difference may be perceived for the advantage of the group. This, however,

requires a delicate balancing act in a variety of ways.

II. D. — Between normification and minstrelization

For rhetorical and political purposes, marginalized group identities must be made
visible and recognizable to the general public. In their public performances, group members
must adhere, at least in some respects, to the predetermined marks and actions (stereo-)
typically associated with that group’s identity. Hauser and Whalen note that “since identity
movements lack institutions that create the rhetoric of identity,” such rhetorical foundation
must be found through “general social practices” and “requires vernacular expression to
establish social meaning” (137). Marginalized groups must perform in the group’s own
vernacular, engage in the act of “performing oneself,” as it were. According to Goffman, the
vast majority of people do this most of the time anyway. But public performances by

marginalized and stigmatized members of a society, especially for purposes of creating political
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and social change, can go awry if the performances are viewed as entirely self-serving, as
insincere, or in any way “inauthentic.” A balancing act between “minstrelization” and
“normification” is required.

Goffman offers the terms “minstrelization” and “normification” to refer to two distinct
poles of performing stigmatized identity (Stigma 108-112). “Minstrelization” implies an overly
eager embracing of one’s group’s signs of stigma for the entertainment of dominant groups, or
in an attempt to gain the dominant group’s patronization. “Normification” implies the hiding of
such signs in an attempt to pass as “normal.” Stigmatized identity may be mobilized for
political ends, but only if done so in a rhetorically effective way in the eyes of the audience
(most often a variety of dominant groups that constitute “the public sphere”). Visibility of one’s
stigma or marks in order for collective identity to be recognized is important, but this must be
kept in check, lest the presentation of marks appear as inauthentic, unnatural and contrived—
minstrelized. On the other hand, a performance that suffers from too much “normification”
(“see, we are just like you”) will render invisible the signs of stigmatized identity and there will
be no recognition of the distinct group identity. Such seeming denial of one’s identity will also
be viewed as delusional, and hence, inauthentic. As Goffman writes, when the marked “fail to
adhere to the code” that has been pre-written by society, when they refuse to acknowledge their
distinct character, they are “self-deluded” and “misguided” (Stigma 111). But to go too far in
the other direction, the direction of minstrelization, is to be hollow. The balance between the
two is to be “both real and worthy, two spiritual qualities that combine to produce what is

called ‘authenticity’” (Stigma 111).



93

This balancing act resulting in “authenticity” is a fascinating idea, and one that makes
sense from a variety of perspectives: rhetorically, aesthetically/theatrically, and sociologically.
There are competing societal pressures to “normify” and to “minstrelize,” and these are worth
examining briefly.

The pressure towards “normification” is embedded in the very concept of the public
sphere, according to Michael Warner. In his “Mass Public and the Mass Subject,” Warner
writes that “the bourgeois public sphere has been structured from the outset by a logic of
abstraction that provides a privilege for unmarked identities: the male, the white, the middle
class, the normal” (Publics 167). To succeed in the public sphere, one would need to erase any
signs that would mark the speaker as deviant from the unmarked norm. The deviant and
stigmatized will be ignored since they are not part of the “general” public, but instead are on
the margins, marked as “other.” Warner offers a specific example of this from the public
discourse dealing with the AIDS crisis in 1980s America. A White House spokesman in 1985
explained to the press corps why Reagan had never mentioned AIDS in public until 1985, years
into the crisis: “It hadn’t spread into the general population yet.” Warner rightly notes that such
a statement naively and dangerously “interpellat[es] the public as unitary and as heterosexual”
(Publics 181). This type of attitude, though, is one significant pressure for the stigmatized to
“normify” themselves to better fit in and be accepted by the “general” and “normal” public.

Iris Marion Young offers another insight into the pressure to “normify.” She writes that
in order to achieve “assimilation into the dominant culture, acceptance into the roster of relative
privilege,” members of marginalized groups find themselves required to “adopt professional

postures and suppress the expressiveness of their bodies,” resulting in “a new kind of
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distinction between public and private, in bodily behavior” (Justice 140). The pressure to “act
normal” in order to be accepted as members of the privileged general public requires restraint
of physicality and emotionality, two qualities so important to effective theatrical performance.
Thus any bodily or emotional expressiveness that might be associated with a particular group

(Las Madres grieving in public, ACT UP members screaming or singing or kissing) would be

considered eccentric, at best, and quite likely as deviant, and therefore as dismissible.

On the other hand, marginalized group members may feel the pressure to display
stereotypical behaviors. Appiah observes how “collective identities that call for recognition
come with notions of how a proper person of that kind behaves: it is not that there is one way
that gay people or blacks should behave, but that there are gay and black modes of behavior”
(Ethics 108). These modes of behavior can lead to a seeming “minstrelization,” a hollow acting
out of behavioral signs that have no internal resonance. The charge that these people are
“merely acting” is an accusation of inauthenticity, whether they are attempting to appear as
“normal” or to appear as “marginalized.”

Performances of identity, though, must be perceived as authentic, whether or not they
are indeed authentic. Thus it is “performances of authenticity,” rather than “authentic
performances,” that are imperative for marginalized group protests to succeed. The protestors’
tactics must, at least in part, consist of accurately embodied tropes (that is, available images of
how marked group members are expected to act). This public embodiment must not be seen as
striving towards the pole of self-deluded normification, and at the same time must not be seen

as hollow and ingratiating minstrelization. Such a balanced performance will be perceived as
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“authentic” and, according to Goffman, the conferring of this term will carry with it
implications that the group is “real and worthy” (Stigma 111).

Once again, Stanislavski’s method for training actors can be useful in exploring the
tensions between “showing” and “being” at play in a group’s striving for a performance
deemed as authentic. Schechner notes how Stanislavski was at the forefront of a new Euro-
American theater tradition with the “goal of physicalizing interior mental states” (Between
235). What the character feels and thinks must somehow be conveyed to the audience. This can
be done through bodily and vocal expression. In Building a Character, Stanislavski writes, “if
you do not use your body, your voice, a manner of speaking, walking, moving, if you do not
find a form of characterization which corresponds to the images [of the character], you
probably cannot convey to others its inner, living spirit” (5). Character must be signaled to an
audience through external behaviors.

Yet, in An Actor Prepares, Stanislavski writes, “Always and forever, when you are on
the stage, you must play yourself . . . The moment you lose yourself on the stage marks the
departure from truly living your part and the beginning of exaggerated false acting” (167). The
actor must beware “telegraphing” the character merely for the sake of the audience—
“minstrelization,” as Goffman might call it. For Stanislavski’s actor, there must be a mean
between “showing” and “being” and this mean is best arrived at when “being” (what I really
feel, what things I have really experienced in my life) is brought to a point of being “shown.” It
is Stanislavski’s theory of actions (or tactics) and objectives that allows for this. The character
is motivated by something; the actor must determine this “objective” and align every action he

or she plays with that objective. “It is the objective that gives [the actor] faith in his right to
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come onto the stage and stay there” (Actor 111). Each action played in service to that objective
becomes “saturated with a belief in [its] truthfulness™ (Actor 122). Such “real actions” have the
capacity to breathe “life into stereotyped acting” (Actor 133). The result is a performance that

99 ¢

audiences will acknowledge as “true,” “authentic.”

Jeffrey Alexander in “Cultural Pragmatics” notes how an actor’s performance, so
clearly “intentional,” can escape the charges of being false, telegraphed or minstrelized. He
writes that “the art of acting aims at eliminating the appearance of autonomy . . . to make it
seem that the actor has not exercised her imagination—that she has no self except the one that is
scripted on stage” (71). Alexander mentions Stanislavski’s “as if” technique, a way for actors to
arouse their own personal emotions, and applies the “as if” to the political/social actor, who,
like the professional actor, must appear to be “in belief” regarding her role (72). If a performer
appears “compelled” to perform as they do, perhaps by a well-chosen objective that engages
one’s inner self and outer actions, then she disappears into her role and traces of falseness or
inauthenticity are not detectable.

To briefly review here, collective identity is established and reinforced by publicly
performed actions. These are akin to Goffman’s “presentation of self” routines and
Stanislavski’s tactics arising from the character’s objective. In both cases, the actions are
constrained by a previously set repertoire of actions associated with a given character type. A
dialogue between Stanislavski and Goffman can be useful in exploring the tensions between
“showing” and “being” in the group’s striving for a public performance deemed authentic.
Goffman, who presents real life identity as a “seeming,” and Stanislaviski, who presents life on

the stage as a “believing,” begin at opposite poles but are interestingly moving towards the
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other theorist’s concept. For Goffman, the real person performing in life must exert care “in
order to maintain the impression that is fostered” (Presentation 66). Stanislavski’s technique is
designed for such “exertions” on the part of the actor to be hidden, even transcended. Goffman
shifts the view of real life from “authentic” to “technique”; Stanislavski shifts the view of life
on stage from technique to something authentic. For public performances of identity, there
seems a need for efforts to be made at both technique and authenticity. The battle between
“seeming” and “being” will always be waged, but a convincing performance of authenticity

will result in an audience’s belief, regardless of how the performance was rendered.

II. E. — Case study: Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo

Here at the end of this chapter (Chapter 2), and at the end of the following two chapters
(Chapter 3 and Chapter 4), I analyze the case of Las Madres in Argentina vis-a-vis the
theoretical points raised earlier in the chapter. Here at the end of Chapter 2, I ask: what does the
case of Las Madres reveal, add to or challenge regarding “character as collective identity?”

To begin, let me offer a personal “prejudice” of mine regarding the case. I have been
told by other scholars who study this period in Argentina’s history to beware “romanticizing”
Las Madres, that their case is far more complex than representing them as heroines standing up
to a brutal and repressive state. In my opinion, the facts really do paint the Mothers as the
“heroes” of the Argentine story in those junta years. Such a view is certainly supported by other
scholars. Antonius Robben in Political Violence and Trauma in Argentina attributes the fall of
the junta, at least indirectly, to the protests of Las Madres: “It was the public protest of these

mothers which would trigger large protest crowds against the military dictatorship and
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precipitate its fall from power” (300). I acknowledge that framing the story of Las Madres as
singlehandedly bringing down the dictatorship is an oversimplification, but there is essential
truth there, and such a version of the story had traction in the years immediately after the
junta’s fall.

Following is a brief history (presented chronologically) for Las Madres during this
period, offered as context for the ensuing analysis.
Historical overview

In March 1976, a military coup in Argentina installed a junta of generals as virtual
dictators of the nation. The junta instituted a series of laws collectively known as the Process
for National Reorganization, or the “Proceso.” The new government was empowered to arrest
all those deemed to be politically radical elements in Argentina, and immediately began to
round up those who were suspected of radical sympathies. This resulted in a disproportionate
number of young people being kidnapped and held by the government but without ever being
charged for specific crimes. These young Argentines were simply “disappeared,” and the
military government denied any knowledge of, or responsibility for, the disappearances. In
1977, when General Videla eventually addressed the issue of the disappearances, he said, “the
Argentine citizenry is not the victim of repression. The repression is against a minority which
we do not consider Argentine” (Robben 185). The desaparecidos were considered apatrida,
without a country and no longer citizens with any rights. The junta frequently cited their efforts
towards “law, order, justice, and respect for individual rights” and so initially, many Argentines

were “misled . . . about the identity of the civilian squads abducting people in their Ford
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Falcons” (Robben 264). The communist guerillas were suspected, rather than the new
government.

There were no significant elements of Argentine society able or willing to challenge the
junta during this early period. “The judiciary failed to question the military version of events.
Those who did . . . were liable to find themselves on the lists of the disappeared” (Fisher 22).
1976 saw massive purges in the nation’s unions, severely weakening what had been a previous
locus of power (Fisher 14). The “void created by the absence of mediating institutions was
filled by human rights organizations” in Argentina, but these groups quickly “brought the
repressive arm of the government down on them” (Navarro 248-9). This was the political
climate that gave birth to Las Madres.

In April of 1977, several mothers of disappeared children, frustrated with trying to find
out any information about their loved ones, decided to take their questions to the seat of power:
the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires. One mother, Azucena De Vicenti, angry after being
rebuffed yet again by the Ministry of Interior, passed by several other “waiting, anxious
mothers on her way out, [and] she muttered, ‘It’s not here that we ought to be—it’s the Plaza de
Mayo. And when there’s enough of us, we’ll go to the Casa Rosada and see the president about
our children who are missing’” (McAllister 27). The following Saturday was April 30, 1977
and 14 women met in the Plaza de Mayo on that day. They worked together to draw up a
petition requesting an audience with the President. At the time, they did not believe that
General Videla or the other government chiefs even knew what was happening; they assumed
that the kidnappings were mistakes that could be remedied. Government officials told them to

go home. In spite of the dismissal, the women continued to gather in the Plaza de Mayo every
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week, on Thursdays it had been decided, trying to seek further information (Fisher 27-30;
Bouvard 69-70).

By June 1977, the number of mothers gathering in the Plaza had swelled to around
sixty. Since sitting together was “tantamount to holding a meeting” according to the Proceso
laws, policemen now instructed them to “keep moving” with the intent that their presence
would be dispersed among the crowds of the enormous plaza. Instead, the women walked “arm
in arm” around the square (Bouvard 70). These weekly “marches” eventually caught the
attention of the junta. At first, the junta chose to ignore the women’s presence, but soon worked
to discredit them when finally “pressed by an inquiring journalist” (Navarro 251). Government
officials began calling the marching women “/as locas” or “the crazy women” (Navarro 251).
The junta, having silenced all opposition in the country from previously powerful sources,
likely thought: what threat could a group of women, housewives, pose to the military? So as
long as the women kept moving, and kept silent, the regime was content to let them be and
shrugged them off as a lunatic fringe.

This did not mean that the mothers were immune from government harassment. Dora de
Bazze reported that she was “detained many times, like a lot of the Mothers” (Fisher 62). But
the mothers were not arrested as subversives. The military junta, who would brook no political
dissent, had a difficult time handling Las Madres. As mothers in Argentine society, these older
and matronly women, “were implicitly excluded from the different groups defined as

299

‘subversive’” (Navarro 257), and so the government did not arrest them at first. This changed

in December 1977.
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Las Madres had initially protested in silence, but eventually they became vocal, asking
the question outright: “Where are our children?” By this point, almost nine months since Las
Madres first began meeting and marching, the government “finally recogniz[ed] the political
implications of the Madres’ Thursday marches, petitions and demonstrations” (Navarro 253).
The junta was “increasingly worried by the foreign interest being shown in the events in
Argentina” frequently focusing on the protests of the increasingly defiant Mothers (Fisher 67-
8). So in December 1977, “the military decided to strike” (Navarro 253). The growing group of
mothers was infiltrated by a secret military spy, Alfredo Astiz. Astiz reported on the women’s
movements, and on December 8§, the day that Las Madres were going to run an ad in a
newspaper, armed men came and stole the money for the ad and kidnapped nine of the women,
including the nominal head of Las Madres, Azucena De Vicenti, who was “disappeared”
forever (McAllister 28).

The Mothers “had cherished an illusion that as middle-aged mothers they would never
be arrested” (Bouvard 77-78), but now things had changed dramatically. Periodically in 1978,
the Mothers tried to return to the Plaza, but they encountered police violence and occasional
arrests (McAllister 28). The Mothers were forced to abandon the Plaza de Mayo and for a time
their weekly marches came to a halt. This was not the end of Las Madres, though. As Aida de
Suarez notes: “They thought that by kidnapping her [Azucena De Vicenti], by kidnapping the
[other] Mothers, they would destroy our movement. They didn’t realize this would only
strengthen our determination” (Fisher 69).

Las Madres were supported in their efforts by, and remained somewhat protected due

to, an increased attention from the international community. In November 1977, Amnesty
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International visited Argentina and met with members of Las Madres, and the Amnesty
International report of 1978 alerted the entire international community about human rights
abuses in Argentina (Bouvard 84). A 1979 New York Times article reported to the world:
“Evidence exists that the instilment of terror has not been completely effective in crushing the
[Argentine] junta’s opposition. The most dramatic example of the mobilization which the
desaparecidos have inspired is the phenomenon of Las locas de Plaza de Mayo—the so-called
Mad Women of Plaza de Mayo” (Hoeffel and Montalvo 76). The Mothers had attained some
international celebrity at this point. As one mother noted, by late 1978, the junta “couldn’t
touch us because too many people knew about us” (Fisher 78).

In the year and a half following the December 1977 kidnappings of their leaders, Las
Madres continued to evolve. Realizing that they had already “acquired a stature and an
identity,” the group wrestled with what they might become next. During the first part of 1979,
the mothers met secretly in churches, passing notes, planning a new strategy (McAllister 29).
Then in May 1979, they emerged with a formalized organization structure, publishing a regular
bulletin, and, in a surprise move, returned once more to the Plaza. On August 22, 1979, the
group officially incorporated themselves as “The Association of the Mothers of the Plaza de
Mayo” (Bouvard 93). Las Madres were now an official political organization. Still, the group
was still more or less an isolated voice of dissent in a frightened Argentina where
disappearances and police raids were continuing on a regular basis, despite increasing
international pressure (Hoeffel and Montalvo 72).

In 1980, labor unions in Argentina began to protest, tentatively at first, but soon picking

up momentum (Robben 312). At the same time, Argentine human rights groups were re-



103

gathering and beginning to publicly voice their concerns. In August 1980, an ad appeared in the
Argentine Clarin newspaper signed by well-known Argentine supporters of Human Rights
(Robben 310). In October 1980, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Adolfo Perez Esquivel,
an Argentine human rights movement leader who had been imprisoned. The Mothers had also
been nominated for the Peace Prize (Guest 238). By March 1981, the growing vocal discontent
pressured General Videla to resign. General Viola became President for a short while, only to
be replaced in December 1981 by General Galtieri (Robben 312). Despite the changes in
leadership, by March 1982, the Argentine economy was a disaster, “[its] currency had
collapsed, wages had fallen, and inflation was rampant” (Guest 335). For the first time since the
1976 coup, labor unions were staging large protests and the government felt vulnerable. The
junta decided to invade the British-owned Falkland Islands, a gamble meant to restore national
order (Guest 335). The gamble was lost.

On June 14, 1982, the Argentine junta admitted defeat in the Falklands. The war was an
utter debacle for the junta, and defeat led directly to the junta’s collapse. After the defeat in the
Falklands, fear of the military receded. On July 17, 1982, the government ban on political
rallies was lifted. At this point, “the cause [of the disappearances] was taken up by Argentina’s
nascent political parties, as a symbol of their determination to restore democracy” (Guest 345).
Footage of a 1983 protest march shows the Mothers joined by many other types representing a
cross-section of Argentina’s citizenry (Las Madres). In October 1983, democratic elections
brought Raul Alfonsin to power in Argentina; the junta was officially ousted. Las Madres

became a significant political group acknowledged by the new government. When the new
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government abolished the junta’s laws of self-amnesty as its first official act in late 1983,
“upstairs in the gallery, the Mothers watched and applauded” (Guest 356).

I intentionally choose to end the story of at this point. As I noted in Chapter 1, I am
aware that in 1986 Las Madres split into two groups due to internal dissent. Additionally, there
were various political complications in the relations between Las Madres and the new
Argentine government, as well as with the general Argentine public. But I will not extend my
focus to this period of new complications. Instead, the image of the Mothers overseeing the
condemnation of the junta officials responsible for disappearing their children is the ending I

use, one that sums up the success of a surprising street protest movement.

Analysis

So how does “character as collective identity” play out in this particular case? To begin,
Las Madres certainly exemplify a collective identity that was easily recognized: they were
mothers, that is, women of a certain age who presented as “matronly.” One could ascribe some
sort of “essence” to the group’s collective identity. The women were all Argentine housewives,
several of them (those from a higher economic class) products of the Escuela Profesional de
Mujeres, a finishing school that taught them how to be “good housewives” (Fisher 32). That
these women were indeed “housewives,” the guardians of home and hearth (in a conservative
Catholic nation), ultimately became of supreme importance rhetorically in contributing to the
group’s success in its confrontation with the state.

It may seem odd that the confrontation with the state was headed by wives and mothers

rather than the husbands and fathers, especially given that Argentina in the 1970s and 1980s
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was a highly patriarchal society. According to Guest, practical considerations contributed to the
mother of the family taking on this task: “the father had to work, and additionally any sort of
protest could sign his own death warrant” (54). The mothers would, supposedly, have more
time on their hands to meet with officials at the Interior Ministry. Once the marches in the
Plaza began, the mothers discouraged the fathers from attending, even if they had the time or
inclination. Robben notes that “the women did not want their husbands present at the protests,
afraid that they might run to their defense aggressively” (305). The women felt themselves
immune to police violence (as they indeed were in the beginning of the protests), but the men
could very well be arrested, brutalized and even disappeared. Hebe de Bonafini, who eventually
emerged as the group’s leader after the kidnapping of Azucena De Vicenti, reasoned the
participation of the mothers differently: “It wasn’t less dangerous for women but perhaps a
mother is prepared to take more risks. We had less fear” (Fisher 54). De Bonafini is here
ascribing a certain “essentialism” to motherhood, which may or may not be “fact.”

In any case, as the numbers of protestors in the Plaza increased with each passing week
and month, it was almost exclusively women who were in attendance: “Their numbers grew as
daughters, sisters, and grandmothers of the disappeared joined the circle” (McAllister 27). This
was a gendered circle. Additionally, the women in the Plaza tended to be of an age that would
allow them to be identified as “matrons.” This was a conscious choice by Las Madres from the
very beginning. At their first meeting, of the fifteen women present, one was a younger woman,
a sister of one of the disappeared. The rest of the women, though, “told her it was too

dangerous for her to come to the Plaza de Mayo as her young age might raise the suspicion of



106

the police” (Robben 300). The result was an apparently homogeneous group of protestors:
matronly women marching around the Plaza.

However, this collective identity was not a simple extension of the women’s biological
and social identities. Las Madres came together as a group because only in one another’s
company could they experience a sense of belonging and solidarity. Following the
disappearances of their children, the women felt “bewilderment” and were “unable to grasp
their situations” (Bouvard 66 -67). This is what Jasper might describe as a “moral shock™ that
catalyzes a movement identity into existence (106). The state’s violent action against their
family was meant to isolate the women, and initially, each of the Mothers “believed that she
alone had suffered this terrible tragedy” (Bouvard 66). State-controlled media reports framed
the disappeared as terrorists:  “They showed horrendous films [on the television] of people
blowing up cars or putting bombs in colleges and blamed it on our children. People saw that
and believed it was true . . . . The only people who really knew what was happening were the
people it was happening to” (Fisher 26). Each individual mother of a disappeared child found
herself living in a separate reality from her fellow citizens. This alienation primed each of the
women to bond and identify with the other mothers of the disappeared once they discovered
each other following the April 1977 meetings in the halls of the Interior Ministry and,
afterward, in the Plaza. According to one of the mothers, Elisa de Landin, the women who
constituted Las Madres “all had the same pain, spoke the same language and . . . understood
each other better than our own families” (Fisher 30). It was the common experience of the
“moral shock” that identified the women with one another despite such difference as class and

religion. Landin recalls: “I remember the first time [ went to the Square. No one asked me what
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religion are you, what race, what are your politics. The only thing they asked me was ‘Who has
disappeared?’”’(Fisher 30).

Despite differences in race, politics, religion and class, the common identifier was
“mother” which meant that these were all women of a certain age. Being a woman of a certain
age, though, even being a mother, did not ensure that a particular Argentine woman would be
sympathetic to the cause of Las Madres or even feel any affinity with these other women. For
the majority of Argentine mothers, those who did not experience disappearances in their own
families, the actions of the women in the Plaza seemed incomprehensible. As one member of
Las Madres relates, “Every Thursday, every day, we tried to explain this ineffable reality,
which our compatriots were unable to understand unless they had been touched by it either
directly or indirectly” (Bouvard 33). Las Madres are not an example of “all mothers are x”’;
they represent a specific, isolated category of “mothers,” a collective identity that yields a
“movement identity.” The criteria for belonging to the group would be: 1) mother; 2) a child
disappeared; 3) willing to go public. Many families of disappeared children chose to hide the
shame of the event for fear of further reprisal or public censure. Other mothers in Argentina
formed the League of Mothers of Families in 1977, urging education for young people that
would instill “traditional and Christian values” (Taylor 78). Such a group of mothers existed in
stark contrast to, and almost in rebuke of, the mothers who comprised Las Madres.

All of this served to contribute to an ever-increasing sense of solidarity among Las
Madres. In the beginning, the mothers considered approaching other human rights
organizations in Argentina (several such organizations continued working quietly despite the

junta’s efforts to silence them), but the women “felt that they were a distinct group and that the
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other organizations did not understand them” (Bouvard 71). The collective identity of Las
Madres, a combination of experience and gendered identity, led to the creation of a distinct and
tightly knit organization, and this organization produced its own form of public protests that
stemmed “naturally” from the group’s relatively homogenous membership.

Las Madres not only felt a sense of solidarity with one another, they deployed this
solidarity effectively. Their goal became a collective one. After several months of protests, the
Mothers felt they were “no longer looking for their individual sons or daughters: they were
seeking each other’s children and the truth about what had happened to the children of
Argentina” (McAllister 28). Their sense of identity had gone from singular to plural, and this
implied a problem with Argentina itself; the women had become politicized. When police
would attempt to disrupt the protest marches by taking one woman aside and asking to see her
ID, all the mothers would come forward showing their papers. “The defiant act clogged not
only the surveillance procedures but also made the mothers assume responsibility for each
other, and thus strengthened their group solidarity” (Robben 301). The sense of solidarity itself,
though, is what instigated the action and the action protected the women. As one mother
reported, a typical response to the police in the Plaza was: “If you take one, you have to take all
of us” (Bouvard 72). The police could not detain them all.

The collective identity among the women both resulted from and contributed to their
stigmatization in the eyes of “mainstream” Argentine society. Because their children were
labeled as subversives by the state, their fellow citizens assumed there must be truth to the
charge and that the mothers themselves must, at least in part, be to blame for their children’s

moral deviance. Robben reports that “people shied away from them [the family members of the
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disappeared] as if they were contagious” (281). The searching mothers “had only each other to
construct a sense of community” (281). The social shunning led to the formation of Las
Madres.

Once the Mothers began to protest publicly in the Plaza, they were further stigmatized
since they were now themselves acting in a deviant fashion according to the norms of
Argentine society. Their actions were highly “inappropriate” for women. As Diana Taylor
notes, at this time, “adherence to the uniform roles proscribed by the military became
synonymous with Argentineness . . . Being ‘seen’ performing one’s national identity correctly
was key to survival” (104-5). One of these proscribed roles was “woman,” and by violating the
proscribed code of behavior, these women seemed to embrace a stigma that had already been
assigned to them. Jo Fisher writes about Latin American “machismo,” a code that “emphasizes
a division of functions, capacities and qualities between male and female that seeks to confirm
the superiority of the male” (5). Argentine machismo was a fundamental part of the social,
cultural and political fabric, with women’s “subordinate position in society” having been
“consolidated by civil and family law” (Fisher 5). Women did not participate in the public
sphere, and so the weekly marches of the women in the Plaza de Mayo, the most public arena
in all of Argentina, could only be viewed as deviant, “unnatural.” As Fisher writes, “the
specific characteristics ascribed to each [gender] have come to be regarded as ‘natural’” (5), as
“essential.” So the women in the Plaza who appeared to be mothers were acting “unnaturally.”
What can this mean for perception of “authenticity,” since “authentic” is frequently equated
with “natural”? I will pursue this fascinating discrepancy in Chapter 3 when I examine the need

for a balance between what I call “piety” and “impiety.”
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The stigmatized identity assigned to Las Madres by their society actually helped to
protect them. First of all, the military junta could not consider women as any sort of serious
threat to them, since women were inferior. Especially after they had successfully stamped out
resistance from the unions and the political parties, male-dominated organizations, “the military
dismissed as laughable the suggestion that a group of women could pose a threat to their
position” (Fisher 60). In a real sense, the junta fell victim to its own machismo (Fisher 60).
They underestimated what the women in the Plaza were ultimately capable of. The junta’s very
categorization of Las Madres as “a bunch of housewives” in the end contributed to their
downfall. As one mother, Marina de Curia, reported: “They didn’t destroy us immediately
because they thought we couldn’t do anything and when they wanted to, it was too late. We
were already organized” (Fisher 60).

Las Madres were additionally stigmatized as crazy, referred to as “Las Locas.” Initially,
the junta could not “conceive of mothers as political actors” and so “derision was the first
response” (Robben 304). When asked about the growing numbers of women protesting in the
Plaza de Mayo, the government dismissed them as crazy, and the label stuck. The junta’s
ridicule of the women as “las locas” further isolated the women, at least at first. The mothers
noticed the withdrawal of friend and family support at this junction (Bouvard 79). The labeling
with the stigma of /oca stemmed naturally from the mothers’ other marginalized identities, as
women, generally, and as mothers daring to enter the public sphere. “On the level of male
ideology, the designation of the mothers as crazy tied in with traditional Latin American
notions about women as irrational, passionate, and thus susceptible to fits of hysteria when

under duress” (Robben 305). For at least one mother, however, the government’s labeling of
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the group as crazy was a defense mechanism: “Of course they called us mad. How could the
armed forces admit they were worried by a group of middle-aged women?”’(Fisher 60). In any
case, in this first year of the protest, the Argentine public willingly accepted that these mothers
were merely grief-stricken madwomen, not to be taken seriously.

Yet being dismissed as crazy, grief-stricken mothers excluded the women from being
identified in another category: political subversive. These matronly women were not considered
dangerous, and so the government did not arrest them. How do you arrest a mother mad with
grief? These were not political actors in the government’s eyes and nothing “strategic” was
being ascribed to them. The stigma of their collective identity served as protection for Las
Madres.

The “marks” of their collective identity served Las Madres in other ways. The junta
could mock women in the streets, but such mockery could not extend to the “family”; and since
“family” necessarily implied “mother,” Las Madres—as mothers—had legitimacy. In fact, as
Valeria Fabj notes: “The myth of the good mother created a rhetorical tension: it constrained
the Mothers by dictating the rhetorical choices available to them, but it opened avenues of
discourse unavailable to men by allowing them to use their role as mothers strategically” (7).
Aware of this, Las Madres publicly performed the role of mother to the utmost. This only
worked, however, because they actually were mothers. The women were performing
themselves.

lain Guest, an international affairs expert, describes “the stocky figure of Hebe de
Bonafini and the white scarves [that the Mothers wore]” as having come “to personify” the

human rights movement in Argentina in the 1980s (354). Guest’s focus on the body shape of
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the movement’s leader and the choice of dress on the part of the movement’s members is
indicative of the attention paid to the physical marks of motherhood, as if the outward marks
themselves could stand in for the whole role. This Goffmanian approach to identity is one that
the Mothers intuitively understood and embraced. They presented as, simply, mothers. They
intentionally “dressed down as dowdy old women ” (D. Taylor 198), despite the fact that
several of the mothers came from the upper middle class and might very well (and typically
did) dress more fashionably. One of the women went so far as wear her house slippers every
week when marching in the Plaza. “The woman may have stepped outside the home
momentarily, the slippers suggest, but they take their home with them wherever they go” (D.
Taylor 196). An audience could not fail to view the “character” presented as “housewife.” And
since these women were just housewives and mothers, they were deemed unthreatening,
viewed as powerless when compared with the virile strength of the junta’s military officers.
How could an elderly woman wearing her bedroom slippers compete with a male officer in full
military attire?

As their numbers grew, the Mothers needed a sign to recognize one another in the Plaza
or when gathering in different cities. One of them suggested “a gauze shawl” or a “diaper,”
noting, “it will make us feel closer to our children” (Bouvard 74). These white headscarves,
actually baby shawls or parniuelos, had many advantages. First of all, it was easy to spot the
headscarves in a crowd and so the mothers were able to recognize one another. Second, the
general public was able to recognize these women with their white scarves as a distinct group
and so, according to one mother, “people came up to us and asked who we were. We’d

managed to attract attention so we decided to use the scarves at other meetings and then every
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time we went to the Plaza de Mayo together” (Fisher 54). Third, the white scarves, as baby
shawls, were a symbol of their identity as mothers. The white pariuelos soon became the most
recognizable symbol of Las Madres, and the mothers eventually embroidered each pariuelo
with the name of her child and the date of his or her disappearance (Fabj 7). A final advantage
of the headscarves was that the costume could be put on or taken off rapidly. In a situation
when the mothers wanted to escape notice, they could remove the scarf. This happened during
the December 1977 kidnapping of several mothers by the state. More of the mothers would
have been disappeared, or so they felt, had most of them not quickly removed the headscarves
and mingled in with the rest of the people leaving the church at that time (Fisher 68). Without
the headscarves, the mothers were just “regular” citizens, easily blending in with the crowd.’

Beyond the choice of dress, Las Madres presented themselves as mothers through their
public actions. They embodied the image of the self-sacrificing, suffering mother. They
marched with serious faces, eyes looking upward, and heads covered: the epitome of
supplicating and suffering women (D. Taylor 196). This idea of the suffering mother, the mater
dolorosa, had particular resonance in a Catholic nation like Argentina. When Hebe de Bonafini
made television appearances she was mindful of reinforcing this image of the suffering mother.
“She refuse[d] to wear makeup, insisting that her wrinkles and gray hair [were] a badge of her
suffering” (Bouvard 109).

The mothers’ gender, age, and emotional distress rendered them simultaneously
harmless and authoritative. Las Madres presented themselves as the true guardians of the
Argentine home and family. By Fall 1977, the Mothers were openly asking where the

disappeared were, carrying banners and taking out newspaper ads (Fisher 62- 66). They took to
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marching in the Plaza with photos of their children around their necks, or held up on placards,
in effect “turning their bodies into walking billboards” (D. Taylor 183). These explicit
references to their disappeared children not only escalated the subversiveness of their actions
against the government, they simultaneously reinforced the very identity as suffering mothers
that the women were working to achieve.

Reference to their children soon permeated every facet of their public discourse. For
example, a typical interchange between a policeman and a mother during a march in the Plaza,
might consist of the officer asking her “Why are you a Communist?”” and the mother
responding with a seeming non sequitur, “I am coming to the Plaza to look for my son”
(Bouvard 72). Las Madres had a standard tactic when dealing with journalists. Whatever the
question was that may have been posed, the response was always “We want our children. They
must tell us where they are” (Bouvard 81). As Stanislavski might have told his actors, the
sincere objective stemming from a character’s circumstances—in this case, the desire to discover
the whereabouts of one’s child—justifies and authenticates the character’s actions, no matter
how seemingly outrageous.

Indeed, the performance of “authenticity” was key to Las Madres’ success. The mothers
were basically performing (as) themselves, so there was no apparent “performance”; everything
seemed natural, uncontrived. When Hebe de Bonafini became the president of Las Madres she
was asked to speak abroad on many occasions. Not a trained speaker but a housewife, she was
periodically approached by leaders of other organizations who offered to act as the public
representative for Las Madres at these formal speaking occasions. According to Bonafini,

“Someone said they would represent us if we wanted and we said, ‘No, we’re just going to
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speak.’ I wasn’t afraid because as I said before I believe that everyone is equal. There are no
categories, however much they want to make them” (Fisher 77). She further justified her own
role as public spokesperson as follows: “What do I need to prepare if I'm here all day long?”
(Fisher 77). Her comment that all are equal, that there are no categories, actually belies her
comment that she need not prepare. Certainly there is a great deal of validity in her challenging
the notions that all effective public speakers must be trained, that they must rise to some norm
of “eloquence,” and that such speakers (at least in Argentina) must be male. But there are
indeed “categories” and it is because of such categorization that she and Las Madres were able
to succeed in the public sphere. It is because she identified herself and was identified by the
public in the category of “mother” that she did not need to prepare speeches, but could just
speak from her lived experiences.

Stanislavski writes: “Always and forever, when you are on the stage, you must play
yourself . . . The moment you lose yourself on the stage marks the departure from truly living
your part and the beginning of exaggerated false acting” (Actor 167). The approach of Las
Madres to their public performances was very much in this vein. They insisted that they would
“continue speaking as we know how and as we feel” (Fisher 77). They sought to come across
as natural and unforced, as themselves, though of course—as their choices of dress and action
make clear—such naturalness is still a performance requiring thought and intention, a degree of
“self-monitoring.” For Stanislavski, the actor needs to arrive at a mean between “showing” and
“being,” and this mean is best arrived at when “being” (what one really feels, drawing upon

one’s personal life experiences) is brought to a point of being “shown.” The result is a
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performance that audiences will recognize and will also acknowledge as “true.” Las Madres are

a case in point of such a performance.

II. F. — Conclusion

Las Madres exemplify how a marginalized identity may be strategically deployed by a
protest group confronting the state. Recognition and authenticity are key. The public must be
able to identify/categorize what (“idem”) the protestors are. The pubic must also perceive that
the protestors are “real,” are what they claim to be, are authentic. This labeling of a protest
group as authentic raises a few questions, though.

One question that arises is how pre-scripted behaviors, more-or-less rote performances,
can be perceived as “authentic.” This may be explained by pointing out a double standard for
authenticity, one standard which may apply to dominant, “unmarked” identities and another
which applies to marginalized, “marked” identities. Charles Taylor, in his Ethics of
Authenticity, writes that “authenticity is not the enemy of demands that emanate from beyond
the self; it supposes such demands” (41). Taylor blames the commonly misunderstood “ideal”
of the authentic self as entirely self-authored on a Romantic era construction. For example,
Johann Herder in the 1770s extolled the virtue of authenticity that called upon us to “discover
[our] own original way of being.” But as Taylor notes, such a definition of authenticity “cannot
be socially derived but must be inwardly generated” (47). Such “inwardly generated”
authenticity may be available to the Romantic Hero, who seeks to differentiate himself from

other white, male, Christian, able-bodied, heterosexual, upper class citizens of whatever
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Western nation he resides in. For the marked character, however, such a brand of authenticity is
not possible.

Iris Marion Young writes in Justice and the Politics of Difference, “stereotypes [about
various marked identities] so permeate the society that they are not noticed as contestable . . .
White males, on the other hand, insofar as they escape group marking, can be individuals™ (59).
Thus, the Romantic Ideal of “authenticity” is available exclusively to “the White Male” insofar
as they are not “marked” in some other way (white males may very well be marked in ways
other than gender or race: i.e. by class, sexual orientation or age). Goffman writes how for
those in stigmatized groups, the presentation of “a coherent politics of identity” may very well
be at odds with “authenticity” as it is understood, and that there is likely “no ‘authentic’
solution at all” (124). Stigmatized or marked individuals becomes mouthpieces for their group,
and are in effect enacting a social script they themselves have inherited, not one of their own
creation.

The case of Las Madres is typical of the protest groups I am examining in that their
collective identity as marginalized other needs to be recognized first and this requires at least
some adherence to a social script that was authored by the larger (dominant) society and by
history. Once the group’s identity has been effectively established, though, it is possible that
the group’s work can expand in the public’s perception the possibilities of who these
marginalized others are allowed to be in that society. This is a later “phase” of the protest
movement; I will examine the possibility of group identity shifting and growing in Chapter 6.

In Chapter 3, I will examine a second question that has arisen here around the nature of

authenticity. This issue stems from the need for a protest group not to be recognized as a certain
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collective identity, but to be recognized period—to be noticed and acknowledged in the public
sphere. This requires an element of disruption on the part of the protest group. The appearance
of mothers marching around the Plaza de Mayo in confrontation with the government was a
startling sight for the residents of Buenos Aires. In many ways, there is a need for a certain
amount of “theatricality” for a protest group to gain attention the public eye and in the media.
Costuming and emotionally elevated behaviors are two such theatrical elements in the case of
the Mothers. But does not such “theatricality” undermine the perception of “authenticity”?
These protests are not private events, with behaviors that might effectively communicate in the
“fourth wall,” proscenium theatre of Stanislavski, or in the everyday interpersonal encounters
of Goffman. Performing in the street is, as a given, something quite “unnatural,” and so not

authentic. Chapter 3 will address this particular tension.
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Chapter Three
CHARACTER AS DRAMATIS PERSONAE

III. A. — Recognition as disruption

In his essay “Performing Opposition, or how social movements move,” Ron Eyerman
writes, “social movement is a form of acting in public” (193). These social movements act in
public in order to be seen and heard by the public, to become part of the public discourse
around a particular issue or set of issues. This first requires a different form of “recognition”
than the one treated in Chapter 2, namely being noticed. This is a detour from Ricoeur’s
“course of recognition,” which begins with the assumption that such notice is a given. This is
untrue, however, for many marginalized groups confronting the state. If a group does not
register on the public radar, or if their issue is unknown to others outside the group (i.e.
disappeared children in 1977 Argentina, the outbreak of AIDS in 1984 U.S.), then the group
needs to fight for simple recognition before they can be acknowledged as saying anything.

What makes a protest event noteworthy, able to gain the attention of the general public?
What kind of actions are required of protestors, and can such actions reinforce the aspects of
identity-based recognition treated in Chapter 2? In order to remove the veil of silence and
invisibility and achieve public recognition, social movements typically need to disrupt the
status quo. Such disruption is treated in detail by Charles Tilly and Sidney Tarrow in their
Contentious Politics and by Tarrow in his Power in Movement.

Tarrow writes: “Only in the modern world—when public opinion and national states
begin to mediate between claim makers and their targets—has contention become a true

performance for the benefit of third parties” (94). Marginalized groups engaged in the politics
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of contention against the state need to appeal directly to public opinion, performing their
rhetoric in such a way that they are both noticed and convincing in the public sphere.
Furthermore, Tilly and Tarrow remind us that “governments always make rules governing
contention: who can make what collective claims, by what means, with what outcomes” (5).
The power of coercion is the exclusive property of the state, with its monopoly on the use of
force. The power of persuasion, though, is up for grabs, even if this remains a significant
struggle for marginalized groups with little access to the channels of public communication.
Making their actions newsworthy is one of the best strategies for being recognized, and
disrupting business as usual is frequently a key part of such a strategy.

Tarrow devotes the chapter entitled “Acting Contentiously” to an exploration of the
various options for disruptive action available to a protest group. He notes that acts of violence,
conventional collective action (e.g. boycotts, strikes) and what he terms “creative disruption”
are the three major types of politically contentious actions (Power 91-105). Of these, acts of
violence tend to be unsustainable in the long run, since the state has the official monopoly on
violence, and the public has a predisposition against perpetrators of violence. Conventional
tactics, such as strikes, boycotts or engagement with already established political processes, are
too easy for the public to ignore, since these have become routine. Thus, it is Tarrow’s
“creative disruption” that becomes the most effective option for many social movements. Such
creative disruption exists on “the shifting frontier between convention and contention” and, at
least to some degree, manifests as “public performance” (93). “Impiety,” which I will treat later
in this chapter, is one way to categorize such creative disruption. Charland writes that “the

weak, the powerless, the marginal ... require another kind of rhetoric. Sometimes the
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maximization of impiety is their best tactic, the only way to bring the cameras to deliver them

2

an audience ...” (“Impiety” 44). Indeed, the creative use of impiety may be the best strategy for
marginalized groups seeking dual recognition: being afforded attention and being understood as
a specific category of citizen.
Groups making use of creative disruption confront many challenges. First, they face the
persistent need for abundant levels of commitment and creativity. Tarrow notes:
There is a paradox in disruptive forms of contention: because they spread
uncertainty and give weak actors leverage against powerful opponents, they are
the strongest weapon of social movements. But when we analyze modern cycles
of collective action, we see that disruptive forms are not the most common. For
sustaining disruption depends on a high level of commitment, on keeping
authorities off balance, and on resisting the attractions of both violence and
conventionalization. (Power 98)
A social movement rooted in a specific marginalized identity, though, might be more likely to
succeed with such creative contention. In publicly expressing their identity as “other,” the
group’s acts of disruption will more likely be unconventional, and, at the same time, these
public acts will reinforce individuals’ sense of group identity and, hence, their commitment.
Another challenge is to seize the opportunity to protest at a time and place that will
bring the tactics notice. As Las Madres discovered, “even in the heart of the most vicious
dictatorship, no one cares if you demonstrate on a Saturday afternoon in a deserted square

where no one is around to see you” (McAllister 27). The contentious public action on a

Saturday was insufficiently disruptive. So, after that first demonstration, the mothers gathered
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on Thursday afternoons, when the square was crowded (McAllister 27). Creative disruption,
like theatre, needs an audience, and so choices of time and place are essential. When ACT UP
protestors targeted St. Patrick’s Cathedral during Mass, they were assured of being noticed.
However, this led to another challenge inherent in creative disruption: the group needs to
overcome the public’s typical prejudice against the use of disruptive tactics.

Deborah Gould observes, “Like other social movements in the United States, ACT UP
confronted a dominant emotional habitus that typically disparages angry people, seeing anger
as chaotic, impulsive, and irrational” (Moving 214). Even if a group’s protest tactics may not be
categorized as “angry”—for example the public mourning of Las Madres, or the playful pranks
of Otpor— the public’s judgment of these acts as “chaotic, impulsive, and irrational” may still
hold. Any sort of disruptive protest actions would be viewed as irritating by a public looking to
go about “business as usual” and may take on “an especially negative cast when expressed by
people whom mainstream society marks as ‘other,” particularly when large numbers of them
are taking to the streets, and breaking the law in order to disrupt ‘business as usual’” (Gould,
Moving 214). Ensuring the smooth flow of “business as usual” is the state’s job, and so
disruptive protest tactics are already antithetical to the state, and the state’s clamping down on
disruptive protest may be viewed positively by the general public. This is a major challenge for
protestors looking to get public opinion on their side. I argue that it is the perceived qualities of
authenticity (treated throughout this thesis) and virtue (treated specifically in Chapter 4) that
can counterbalance the general public’s initial negative attributions to disruptive protest
actions.

An additional element that contributes to the noteworthiness of a social movement is its
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recognition as a movement—that is, as something larger than a single, isolated event or cluster
of random events. Disruptive public protests may contribute to the recognition of the protests as
part of a larger, coherent movement, both in the eyes of the public and in the eyes of the
protestors themselves. As Tarrow writes, “Disruption is the archetypal expression of
challenging groups,” mostly because such disruption serves as “the concrete performance of a
movement’s determination. By sitting, standing or moving together aggressively in public
space, demonstrators signal their identity and reinforce their solidarity” (Power 96). If a group
of people are willing to transgress public space in unison, there must be some cause feeding
such determination. Tilly and Tarrow consider the question: “What qualifies as a social
movement?” (8). One key criterion they identify is “repeated public displays of worthiness,
unity, numbers and commitment,” or WUNC (8). Conventional and innovative protest
techniques can display WUNC through coordinated movements, costuming, slogans, etc. These
public acts of disruption contribute to the group’s recognition as a “qualifying” social
movement.

A final aspect related to recognition of protest as a social movement relates to official
“certification” of the group’s existence and claims. According to Tilly and Tarrow,
“certification” occurs when an external “authority” recognizes “the existence and claims of the
political actor” (75). For this reason, the state may very well dismiss or ignore the disruptive
actions of a protesting group (Las Madres were dismissed as madwomen; AIDS protests were
never mentioned by the Reagan administration until several years into the movement). The
media, though, may serve as an “authority” capable of offering “certification,” and many

groups need to start there, compelling the media (either international in the case of Las Madres
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or local in the case of early AIDS protestors) to recognize their claims and acknowledge group
members as political actors.

Radical street performance can aid in all of the abovementioned forms of recognition.
To briefly review from Chapter 1, “radical street performance” is a phrase used by Jan Cohen-
Cruz, who explains her choice of terms as follows: “By radical 1 refer to acts that question or
re-envision ingrained social arrangements of power. Street signals theatrics that take place in
public by-ways with minimal constraints on access. Performance here indicates expressive
behavior intended for public viewing” (1). Radical street performance can help a protest group
assert its “WUNC quotient” and become acknowledged as a movement, since street
performance will typically display member unity and commitment to the cause. More
fundamentally, though, street performance can help a protest group be recognized (as in
noticed) due to the disruptive and creative nature of typical street performance.

“All forms of contention rest on performances” (Tilly and Tarrow 12). Performance
implies the idea of “audience”, and thus the idea of being observed and/or heard, and so by
extension, being recognized. But gaining an audience’s attention is not a given; the performers
must work for that attention. In his essay “The Dramaturgy of the Spectator,” Marco DeMarinis
writes that “in order to attract and direct the spectator’s attention, the performance must first
manage to surprise or amaze; that is the performance must put into effect disruptive ...
strategies which will unsettle the spectator’s expectations” (109). Effective theatre in the streets
(DeMarinis’s focus) requires elements of disruption, just as contentious political action for
Tarrow requires elements of disruption. Street theatre would seem a suitable vehicle for

contentious politics.
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Street theatre comes in many forms, and not all of them will succeed in gaining a social
movement the type of recognition it desires. As Cohen-Cruz reminds us, “the usual rhetoric of
street performance configures the street as the gateway to the masses, directly or through the
media. But the impulse to perform in the street reflects more the desire for popular access than
its sure manifestation” (2). Successful conveyance of the group’s message is not assured, since
control of the street and of the media tend to rest with the state and with mainstream elites.
How can the protesting group gain access to the public’s ear and the media’s lens? The most
effective choice of street performance must not only create disruption and so get the group
noticed, but the style of presentation must resonate with the group’s identity and message,
making effective use of theatrical images to clearly signal its rhetorical goals.

All types of theatre may be used for radical street performance purposes. Cohen-Cruz
notes: “The diversity of street performers is manifested in the genres they use. Rallies, puppet
shows, marches, vigils, choruses and clown shows are just some of the forms employed to
capture both media and popular attention in a plethora of different contexts and circumstances”
(3). Street performance, though, may avoid any typical theatre genre, avoiding spectacle
altogether, yet still claim the full force of disruption. Especially under authoritarian regimes,
“where nonviolent protest would be smartly repressed, opposition movements have become
skilled at mounting unobtrusive, symbolic, and peaceful forms of disruption that avoid
repression while symbolizing contention” (Tarrow 97). Otpor’s plastering of small stickers
reading “Gotov Je” (“He’s through,” here referring to Milosevic) all over Belgrade is an act of
disruption. Las Madres’ simple act of wearing white scarves during a church service is another

act of disruption. Both acts symbolize contention yet remain sufficiently “below the radar” to
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avoid effective state repression. Such acts as these may be termed radical street performance as
well as the rallies, puppet shows and choruses noted by Cohen-Cruz.

In general, in order to be rhetorically effective, radical street performance needs to
battle the public’s profound prejudices about theatre as well as about public disruption.
Politically motivated street performances all run the risk of being “politically devalued, as ‘just
theatre,” apart from the ebb and flow of life” (Cohen-Cruz 3). Theatre is for entertainment, an
escape from real life. It is not “true,” or at least such is its general appraisal. However, asking
the question, “What kind of people need to do such theatre in the streets?” allows for a
reconsideration of the “just theatre” dismissal. A larger frame, one based in collective identity,

is required in order to authenticate such radical street performances.

II1. B. — Choice of theatrical approach

Although I usually use the term “performance” rather than “theatre” in this thesis
because the word suggests the absence of acting training among members of the social
movements under investigation, this section will focus on “theatre.” This focus on “theatre” is
useful, since it is through reference to traditional theatre and its accompanying theoretical
frameworks that we may arrive at original insights to explain the success of these protest
groups and their various tactics.

A wide spectrum of theatrical approaches is available to protestors. In particular,
Artaud’s “theatre of cruelty” provides a useful framework for analyzing theatrical encounters
between protestors and audience on the streets. Interest in the “authenticity” of the theatrical

experience exploded during the 20" century, yielding a variety of theatrical styles, some
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emphasizing the authenticity of the actor’s experience, some emphasizing the authenticity of
the audience’s experience and some intentionally highlighting the artificiality of the theatre
experience itself. Regardless of the theatrical style and specifics of performance adopted by an
individual protest group, I argue that all radical street performance can be—and should be—
interpreted through the Stanislavskian lens (even if the street performance varies wildly from
the style of Stanislavski’s “realism”). The very choice of street theatre tactics reveals the
“authentic” character of the protest group. In this way, Stanislavski’s legacy, with its focus on
what is “true” in an otherwise fictional performance, is a vital part of understanding street
protest actions.

Modern theatre in the west can trace its roots back to the work of Constantin
Stanislavski and his work with the Moscow Art Theatre beginning in 1897. If, today, we
evaluate actors’ stage or screen performances based on whether or not we find them
“believable,” it is due to Stanislavski and his system of actor training that became the norm
during the 20™ century, notably crystallizing as the “American Method” in the 1930s and
spread via Broadway and Hollywood by Lee Strasberg and his Actors Studio during the 1940s
and 1950s. The search for theatrical “truth,” rooted in something internal to the actor, was a
significant departure from the former emphasis on external appearances. As Stanislavski writes,
his approach to acting “rebels with all the strength it can muster against those other current
‘principles’ of acting,” with their focus on “exhibitionism” and “insincere representation”
(Character 208). Such “falseness” on stage was the inherited acting tradition from the centuries
(millennia, really) prior to the 20" century.

In rebelling against the artificiality and cliché-ridden nature of professional acting in the
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19% century, Stanislavski cultivated a respect for sincerity in acting. He was determined to
create a training system that would allow actors to arrive at something more “authentic” on
stage. Stanislavski insisted that actors use their real, natural emotions that arise in the moment.
The focus of his training was on being in belief, in the “here and now,” although that here and
now, from the audience’s perspective, was a fiction (a play) safely framed for them on a
proscenium stage. In An Actor Prepares, Stanislavski offers the example of Dasha and the
stick/baby (142-47) as an illustration of his new theatre system’s concepts of belief in the
moment and emotion memory. Young actress Dasha is rehearsing a scene about giving up a
baby and only has the prop of a stick to work with. We (the reader) know that Dasha herself has
experienced a similar event, having lost a baby of her own, and so with Stanislavski’s coaching,
Dasha experiences all the very real emotions that she had experienced previously, and the
audience is brought to tears along with her. This is an important step on the road to authenticity
in the theatre, with regard to “giving testimony” (Grotowski’s phrase), meaning that the actor
reveals her own self to the audience; although, in this case, such revelation is through the veil
of a fictional character. Dasha and the other Stanislavski-trained actors “give testimony,” use
their own lives, reveal true parts of themselves, albeit in service to a text, a play, a fiction.
Stanislavski’s goal was to make the spectator forget that he or she was in the theatre.
So, while the actors might be moving in the direction of authenticity, the audience was not.
Their world, in the theatre, remained artificial. And this gap between the “realness” of the
performer and the “contrived-ness” of the stage became the central focus for exploring
authenticity in the theatre during the 20" century. In Between Theatre and Anthropology,

Schechner writes that there is always a space between the performer and the character and that
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this allows for the insertion of a commentary (9). Thus, exploiting the very artificiality of the
stage became one approach for theatre artists. Brecht, for example, attempted to “alienate” or
distance audiences from the emotional content of the play in order to get them to think, to focus
on his inserted “commentary.” Because Brecht’s theatre was very political (Brecht was a
devout Marxist) and the Brechtian approach (including the use of written text on placards and
the declaiming of speeches by actors rather than their actually emoting) is particularly friendly
to demonstrations on the street, many protest groups who use radical street performance have
embraced the Brechtian style.

Live performance, though, is a paradox. It inevitably, unavoidably, implicates the
“real,” since living bodies are present, and performers offer genuine aspects of themselves
(emotions in the Stanislavski tradition). At the same time, the stage (that is, the framing of
performance) unavoidably imposes an artifice around the performance. Can this artificial
framing be removed? Can the gap between the real bodies of the performers/spectators and the
artificiality of the theatrical setting be collapsed? This challenge has been taken up by many
theatre practitioners and theorists, most significantly Antonin Artaud, who theorized a new
theatre that would be truly “immediate” and “authentic”.

Artaud espoused what he called a “theatre of cruelty,” a theatre that was no longer
framed for the spectator but one that actually framed and contained the spectator. Theatre was
life, as it were. Artaud wrote that performers should be like “victims burnt at the stake,
signalling through the flames” (13). In some ways, this is an extension of Stanislavski’s work,
with the actor offering up personal “testimony.” But Artaud saw the role of the audience very

differently. The theatrical event, for Artaud, was an encounter between two living
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“epidermises” locked together in a “timeless debauchery” (79). Theatre should enter through
the skin and the senses, not via empathy (a la Stanislavski) or critical thought (a la Brecht).
Artaud’s theatre was immediate, potentially dangerous. It was disruptive and unsettling. In fact,
Artaud’s aesthetic is the aesthetic of radical street performance.

Artaud envisioned a theatre where the audience experiences an assault on their senses
from all sides. In his Theatre and Its Double, Artaud laments the separation of “the spectacle on
one side, the public on the other” (76). The ability to frame an event, physically via a
proscenium, and thus aesthetically and rationally, allows for the viewer’s safety, but when the
event frames the viewer, a sense of danger emerges. Artaud describes his theatre of cruelty in a
private letter as follows: “I suppress the protective barrier” (Derrida 244). When the street
becomes a performance space it becomes unpredictable. The spectator is in the middle of a live
event—an event that could like a war zone or a carnival—and the spectator is without
protection.

“Framing” emerges as an essential issue for protest groups who use radical street
performance. These groups frequently take away the “frame” or, rather, re-frame the
performance event so that the spectator is within the frame, and his or her sense of safety is
lost. Boundaries are disrupted. The street theatre event brings performers and spectators
together in an immediate communicative relationship. Spectators, whether they choose to do so
or not, become participants in the theatre experience. In radical street performance the aesthetic
or rational distance has been collapsed, as Artaud hoped it would be: “We choose to observe
our acts and lose ourselves in considerations of their imagined form instead of being impelled

by their force” (8). On the street, the roles of performer and observer are frequently blurred.
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When spectators are implicated in the work—because they are “forced” to step over (or on) the
bodies of ACT UP protestors in order to get to their trains, or because they are confronted with
a shanty town of homeless people as they try to maneuver for a photo op of the White House—
they become a part of the “work™; they are in “the world” of the performance. This is Artaud’s

“theatre of cruelty.”

The charge of “just theatre” remains, though. Whether spectators to a protest are
emotionally moved, intellectually provoked or physically assaulted, they may very well dismiss
the protest event as “not real.” I argue that “theatre” and “reality” can happily co-exist for
protest groups whose performances are rooted in their very identities. When street performance
tactics are natural outgrowths of the protest group’s collective character, the street performance
is as “real” as any more traditional political statements offered up to the public sphere. The
theatrical choices that protestors make reflect the “true self” and, as such, are at once
“authentic” and “theatrical.”

Jasper writes that “[protest] tactics are rarely, if ever, neutral means about which
protesters do not care. Tactics represent important routines that are emotionally and morally
salient in these people’s lives. Just as their ideologies do, their activities express protesters’
political identities and moral visions” (237). These protest tactics, whether emerging
spontaneously or chosen with great premeditation, reflect the protestors themselves and, when
successful, provide unique fingerprints by which audiences (the public) may identify what/who
the protest group is. One would not confuse the almost religious focus of Las Madres circling
the Plaza with the defiant anger of ACT UP tossing condoms during a church service, and

neither one would be confused with the lighthearted pranks of the Otpor students.
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Among my case studies, I have found that a wide spectrum of theatrical approaches
characterize street protest. Some protest events created by ACT UP or homeless groups truly
embrace Artaud-style theatrical assaults. Other protest events, such as those of the Coalition for
Creative Nonviolence (advocates for the homeless), favor Brechtian approaches that ironically
distance the audience and encourage them to consider the issues intellectually. A group such as
Las Madres engages in something closer to ritual a la Schechner. The students of Otpor in
Serbia, and gay activists in New York, employ the carnivalesque, simultaneously amusing and
disorienting spectators. In all of these cases, however, the performers are the authors of their
own event, and so they are always “in character.” And because of this wide variety of theatrical
styles employed, I argue that it is Stanislavski’s approach to acting (if applied in a “meta”
fashion: “all the world’s a stage,” as it were) that is the most appropriate lens for analysis here.
Stanislavski would have us ask: Is this action true for this (type of) character? Is it in concert
with the character’s objective? In each of these cases, the answers would be “yes.” The
character (even if a collective character) chooses tactics that best suit his or her particular
situation and that best reflect his or her self. In this way, the specifically chosen theatricality is
an authentic reflection of the group.

Stanislavski writes: “Always and forever, when you are on the stage, you must play
yourself ... The moment you lose yourself on the stage marks the departure from truly living
your part