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The historicity of performance

Performances have something trans-historical about them. They have been around seemingly forever, and can be found anywhere there are people. This impression of something trans-historical is captured in the old adage that “The world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players”, as Shakespeare famously says in As you like it. This dramaturgical metaphorics has transmuted into modern communication theory, which commonly holds that all human communication has an element of the performative. And into into the modern social sciences, where the "theatrical" or “dramaturgical” has been well established by theoreticians such as Erving Goffman, Kenneth Burke and Victor Turner as a core aspect of human communication. 

Within this line of thinking, everyman possesses a communicative repertoire that is used routinely and subtly, albeit unthinkingly most of the time. The conversation-analytical tradition that stems from Harvey Sacks and Harold Garfinkel has demonstrated elaborately how the fine grain of conversation involves minutely poised communicative displays and co-operations. In a certain sense, then, we are all competent communicators, deeply involved in turning our competences into performances. Even everyday and colloquial conversations, which seem on the surface of it to require no particular skill, actually do. The generalisation-of-performance argument has a much-exploited critical edge to it also. All manner of human behaviour that seems merely natural or intrinsic to some activity, arguably contains some component of the performed; hence, of the cultural and the social. 


Still it seems fair to ask also in what way performances may change over time. 

Of particular interest is the issue of the relationship between performance and its premeditation. It is easy to note that different types of premeditation are preferred at different times. One recent example is the move in journalistic broadcast performances from recitation of a pre-prepared text to a greater reliance on extemporaneous performance. Another example is the move from extemporaneous performance to greater reliance on pre-prepared texts in oral folk poetry, in the major historical shift summed up by Walter Ong (1991) as one from "orality" to "literacy". But these modes of premeditation could also be considered parallel ones. Their relative weight have been shown to vary over the course of history, but it could not really be said with much confidence that one was ever used to the thorough exclusion of the other. So it probably will not do to look for clean historical breaks in terms of what basic modes of performance are used. This chapter tries for something slightly different. It examines the relationship between performance and its premeditation. It tries to show that the resources of performance are recombined and extended by some basic shifts in the relationship between performances and the ways they are premeditated. Limited originality can be claimed for the discussion, since it is basically a literature review. And the angle worked may be a way to exploit from a somewhat less familiar angle some seminal works on the history of performances and their premeditation. An overarching question links the contributions together: how do changes in performances’ premeditations affect the performances themselves? 

One could well imagine this question being answered to the effect that there is no correlation. After all, nonpremeditated performances may possess great formality and ritualisation, while elaborately premeditated TV programs may involve markedly informal and colloquially flavoured performances. The answer may lie in broadening the scope from the performer to looking at relationships between performances and the ways they are organised. The forms of premeditation have changed fundamentally with the introduction of modern technologies and modes of organisation. 

In a sense, organisation and technology are secondary and tertiary categories. Everyday face-to-face communication presumably precedes institutional communication, and institutional communication certainly precedes technological mediation. But at the same time there is a sense in which technological mediations have become primary in contemporary media-saturated societies. They set an agenda, provide ideals and norms for communication not just in the media themselves but also for institutional and everyday communication that is not technologically mediated. With the rise of the elaborately organised and technologically mediated performance come two performer/context issues that will be at the focus of this chapter’s attention. The general issue is the relationship of control between performers and their premeditating apparatus, and the specific issue is the ways that control is exerted on performances via ever-more pervasive shapings of the context for performance.

Performances before and outside modernity

A rich body of work exists to document and discuss the performances of oral cultures whose roots lie before or outside of modernity, its technologies and modes of organisation. A common motif in the literature on such cultures is the impossibility of separating premeditation from performance. Says Albert Lord (1971: 13): “For the oral poet, the moment of composition is the performance”. Indeed the use of concepts such as “composition” becomes somewhat strained when one is talking about people who do not seem to premeditate their performances in any manner recognisable to the modern eye. An influential explanation of this lack was indicated by Milman Parry, developed by Lord, taken up by a number of other researchers working on pre-modern orality and summed up by Walter Ong in his seminal book Orality and Literacy. The core observation is that oral poetry and other performances are highly dependent on various types of formula, on set phrases and expressions learnt by heart with the aid of rhythm and music. The formula is "a group of words which is regularly employed to under the same metrical conditions to express a given essential idea", according to Milman Parry (cited in Lord, p.30). Formulae are something we in today’s Western world attribute to the occasional and often archaic phrases such as “the knight in shiny armour”. In nonliterate, oral societies the situation is very different. Formulaisation is how nonliterate cultures remember and recall their shared knowledge, according to Ong. “...in oral cultures, they (formulas) are not occasional. They are incessant. They form the substance of thought itself. Thought in any extended form is impossible without them, for it consists in them.” (Ong 1982: 35).


In principle this means that formulae for performance do not have to be found and internalised in a separate premeditating process; they are always already available to the seasoned performer. Internalisation is an ongoing thing, it is part and parcel of being member of an oral society. It is a form of apprenticeship, a continuous learning by example more than something one sets aside a specific time and mode of attention (for “studying” or “planning”) to get done. It is only logical that in these societies, performances have a strongly participatory cast to them. Some may lead, but all are involved, all know the words, all sing along and dance to them. There is no attempt at hiding the formulae, and no notion that somehow they need to be avoided or kept down. And there does not seem to be a notion of individual authorship involved, nor a sense of some performances being originals and other copies..

Even in cases of oral culture performers who do possess a specialised competence, the literature seems to suggest that their performances are not premeditated, at least not in any sense of that word familiar in a modern context. An influential and fascinating set of cases have been provided by Albert Lord, who studied the practices of Yugoslav oral poets. His informants performed primarily at local taverns and in private house gatherings, singing epic folk songs to their own musical accompaniment. They were in demand at such gatherings because they knew the traditional songs and were respected for their special competence in performing them. At the same time there were not professionals; they worked on the land like most people in their area, and had received no organised training. According to Lord (:13ff) they had been steeped in the tradition of folk song from boyhood like everyone else and had at some point decided to emulate a senior local singer. Listing to them and emulating them, they learned themes and formulae by example over a long period. 

As described by Lord, this learning process is at an end when the singer knows how to extemporise a song fluently, according to tradition and fitted to the context. Typically this context is a very loose one; people will come and go at the tavern, but most of them will stay for a long time. Accordingly the songs sung can last for several hours but will also vary greatly in length, according to how well the singer succeeds in holding the attention of the audience. In this sort of context a learning by heart of strings of individual phrases or words is not as well suited to the context as a repository of formulae that can be added and elaborated according to the seasoned singer’s needs. Lord (:26f) relates a case where a singer says he can give his version of a song better a couple of days after hearing it. The modern notion would be to assume that one needs to start memorising, preferably as soon as possible after hearing the song one wants to emulate. The Yugoslav folk singer, on the other hand, proceeds differently; the theme and basic plot need to be fleshed out in terms of the formulae that the singer has in his mental store. This takes some time to work through, and the working-through process is very different from modern patterns of memorising the words and lines of a song. 

The coming of standards for premeditation

By emphasising the unity of composition and performance, the dominant strand of literature on orality represented by Ong, Lord and Parry does not see premeditation as an autonomous and distinct moment. Now of course performance practices in pre-modern societies are a vast subject of study, and the evidence for a general culture of non-premeditation is not quite conclusive. In a rather lengthy aside, Walter Ong (:61ff) deals with evidence that certain African and Asian oral cultures do feature performers who set time aside specifically to do memorisation prior to performance. Here empirical comparisons have shown a much closer correspondence – a verbatim correspondence in some cases – between different performances of the same content by the same performer over time. Ong argues that this does not necessarily weaken the performer’s reliance on formulae. This may be right, but does not leave much room for considering what difference such premeditation might do to performance. Judging from Ong’s summarization of that literature, it may seem to make a difference, in the sense that verbatim memorisation is something researchers are able to identify as distinct in the performance itself.


The introduction of new technologies of communication changes performance; this general point is much emphasised by Ong, for whom changes in media technology cause the watershed between the oral and the literate world. For insights into relationships between premeditation and technology, however, one does better by turning back to Albert Lord and his Yugoslav informants. Lord discusses the spread of literacy in Yugoslav society and how it affects performances. Two aspects discussed by Lord are of particular interest to the study of premeditation: standardisation, and the notion of performance as a relation to the standard. As mentioned, oral poetry is copious and widely variable in length. The same theme and basic plot may be told with great elaboration or simplification; its order of narrative sequences might also vary considerably (Lord 1971: 119). The folk song is perceived by its performers in terms of its overall thematic and style, not in terms of standardised units on a micro level. 


With writing, says Lord, formulas cease to be a premise for oral composition. Instead they become an object of attention, of scrutiny and of manipulation:

The oral singer thinks in terms of these formulas and formula patterns. He must do so in order to compose. But when writing enters, the “must” is eliminated. The formulas and formula patterns can be broken, and a metrical line constructed that that is regular and yet free of the old patterns. This breaking of the pattern occurs in rapid composition, but is always felt as wrong and awkward, or as a “mistake”. When the point is reached that the break of the pattern is made consciously and is desired and felt to be “right”, we are in a “literary” technique. (Lord 1971: 130)

The technology of writing, then, furnishes the “metrical line”. Inherent in that metrical line is the possibility for breaking the performance down into smaller and more clearly partitioned units, such as the line and the word. A standard is introduced by which originals can be separated from copies, an exact rendition from a “free” one. A preciser norm is introduced, and a preciser measure of potential freedom with it.

In the citation above, there is also the notion of a new relationship between the producer of performance and the performance produced. Key here is the conscious breaking of patterns. Throughout his work, Lord is at pains to argue that the traditional oral poet possesses powers of individual imaginative expression that are as impressive and as significant as those displayed within writing’s traditions. But oral poetry is different in that the singer is “striving to maintain, not to depart from, the tradition” (:128). Therefore Lord argues that oral poets are every bit as creative and original as poets who write, while adding quotation marks to “creativity” and “original” because he describes people in a time and a world prior to these rather modern concepts (e.g. Lord 1971: xiii, 101f). Similarly with the concepts of modern production, Lord writes of “authors” (e.g. 101, 124) since the whole notion of authorship is fundamentally awkward to use for the production of oral poetry. On the one hand every individual poet certainly did not invent the songs; they are received within tradition. In a sense, such poetry is created by everyone; a great and diffuse collective of authors have molded it into what it is, seemingly without focusing on individual shares in the process. What can be associated with the introduction of writing technology is precisely this notion of the individual share. And as Lord emphasises, a connection can be made between the introduction of standards and a deviation from standards that indicates the individual’s share within production and performance. 

Premeditation and modern large-scale organisation

If the introduction of writing technologies changes performances, it could not be said automatically that this happens as an imposition of greater strictures. Lord reports that if anything, the commitment to writing tended to increase the length of the singers’ renditions, and to increase their thematic freedom (:132ff). What writing did was introduce a greater degree of fixity, as singers started learning songs verbatim from texts and then performed them with reference to that text rather than to the essentials of story and plot. One might say the technology carried certain potentials for stricter standards; however the full realisation of this potential seems to belong to the much later time of modern, large-scale organisation. In the pre-modern, oral societies that Ong overviews, specialisation for performance purposes is limited. This is not just because pre-modern societies may lack complex modes of organisation generally. Just as important is the lack of a modern emphasis on systematic examination, analysis and training. 


Discipline starts where what Marcel Mauss calls “body techniques” end. Body techniques are biologically grounded and psychologically conditioned, but also socially shaped. This means they are taught, and that what is taught (and learnt) will vary with time and place. Many people sleep lying down but others do it sitting or even standing, according to Mauss' ethnographical evidence. Variations in body competence have manifold backgrounds; Mauss mentions gender, age, and individual ability ("habilis"). Body techniques further a sense of control and poise, says Mauss. In the last instance, these come from society rather than from individual consciousness. 

But how do such techniques come to be acquired? Mauss' essay on body techniques concentrates on fairly basic competencies that are taught by and to almost all without much specialisation involved. It does not really deal with specific issues of how the acquisition of body techniques is done in modern societies. Mauss does mention cases of specialised body techniques such as marching, which clearly presume a fairly extensive mode of organisation and training. For a sustained discussion of how training in modern societies transforms the means and extent of control over body techniques, however, one must turn to the discussion of Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Less of a treatise on prison construction than one might have reason to think from the many accounts of it, this book is first and foremost an exposé of how the modern individual is constituted as "disciplined" through specific ways of training the body. "Modern" here refers to the development from the 18th century onwards of key societal institutions such as prisons, hospitals, schools and factories. Foucault seeks to explain how these institutions establish modes of discipline different from those of the feudal and "classical" ages. He charts the rise of regimes of organised discipline, of “docility-utility” at the threshhold of modernity – that is, from the late 18th century and throughout the 19th. Crucial in our context is his emphasis on how this development involves the systematically premeditated disciplining of bodily performance.

Now there is of course nothing specifically modern (or Western) about the need to exert power over bodies. Here is Foucault’s argument on what is specific to modernity’s means of controlling the body:

To begin with, there was the scale of the control: it was a question not of treating the body, en masse, ‘wholesale’, as if it were an indissociable unity, but of working it ‘retail’, individually; of exercising upon it a subtle coercion, of obtaining holds upon it at the level of the mechanism itself – movements, gestures, attitudes, rapidity: an infinitesimal control over the active body. Then there was the object of the control: it was not or was no longer the signifying elements of behaviour nor the language of the body, but the economy, the efficiency of movements, their internal organization; constraint bears upon the forces rather than the signs; the only truly important ceremony is that of exercise. Lastly, there is the modality: it implies an uninterrupted, constant coercion, supervising the processes of the activity rather than its result and it is exercised according to a codification that partitions as closely as possible time, space, movement. These methods, which made possible the meticulous control of the operations of the body, which assured the constant subjection of its forces and imposed upon them a relation of docility-utility, might be called ‘disciplines’ (137).

Previous means of control were wholesale, according to Foucault, a matter of general formulas such as the swearing of allegiance and the signalling of subordination. Now the body first gets prised apart, so to speak, by means of analysis and scientific procedure. Then it gets reassembled by means of institutions of training and surveillance. Whereas earlier forms of domination tend toward negatives, toward prohibition and ”don’t’s”, modern surveillance tends towards ”do’s”. It is pervasively and comprehensively productive. 

Implicit in the citation from Foucault above are most standard characteristics of modern organisations: Hierarchy, division of labour, specialised (professional) competence. But there is more: A description of basic principles underlying the production process, when it is human behaviour that is produced. Here, surveillance brings with it a principle of infinitesimal partitioning of behaviour, a more effective reassembly, and a focus on processes of exercise to perfect behaviour. This production of behaviour also proceeds from an ideal of totality and completeness. Hence Foucault’s interest in the kind of “total” institutions, as Erving Goffman called them, that close in around persons’ everyday lives, such as prisons and asylum. Every component of a movement should be identified and partitioned before being re-built, all according to modern science’s promise of systematic procedures that incorporate and test all available knowledge. Such a form of training ideally allows for no exceptions to the rule that behaviour be subject to this systematic, exhaustive, and complete discipline. All that does not get absorbed into training, risks subverting it, and therefore ”nothing must remain idle or useless” (:152). The key gains, says Foucault, are efficiency and speed. Thanks to systematic and minutely calculated training, a modern soldier identifies targets more relentlessly, readies the weapon more quickly and fires more unerringly. And the rewards of efficiency and speed are by no means exclusive to the training of military men. These are in effect key principles underlying modern notions of what it generally means to possess professional competence.

The mastery of technology

Foucault says little directly about performance and even less about communication. If anything he emphasises how modern organisations draw away from functions of external display (cf. the displays of feudal royalty in ceremonies, fétes and processions) and focuses on an ever-more minute and meticulous internal partition, differentiation and articulation of parts. This goes even for such a communicatively oriented institution as schools; Foucault is uninterested in the specific performances of a teacher/pupil communication situation, preferring instead to concentrate on how the basics of these roles become constituted and articulated by the surrounding institution. As noted by Ian Hacking (2004) in a comparison of Foucault with Goffman's work on interaction, Foucault's lack of interest in communicative performance is connected with the way he focuses on constitutive factors for the production of discourse. 

Those discursive frameworks are still important to communication, however, particularly when they change as fundamentally as Foucault argues they do with the advent of modernity. Hacking is not concerned with Foucault’s contribution in works like Discipline and Punish to the study of how discourses are produced, an issue that becomes central with the rise of comprehensively premeditated communication through media. Media industries are of course modern organisations; as such they, too, are characterised by division of labour, hierarchy, and professionalisation. The task of media organisations is to apply these principles in the production of mediated communications, including performances. In a sense there is nothing unique about this, either; after all, the coordination of modern technology with modern principles of organisation, logistics and professionalisation is a standard feature of the Industrial Revolution. The specificity of mediated communication s may be sought, among other places, in the characteristic ways that these technologies discipline the comportment and behaviour of performers.  

Not many theorists seem to have dealt with the historical development of performance as related to technological development. A major, recent exception is Jon McKenzies Perform or Else: From Discipline to Performance (2001). Its approach is worth a detour because it parallels the one taken here in some respects, and differs in others. Perform or Else seeks to relate issues of modern organisation and modern technology to discussions of performance. It does so by presenting the general argument that performance has become a fundamental imperative in contemporary Western societies. Borrowing the parlance of Gilles Deleuze, McKenzie speaks of a performance “stratum” that has become dominant roughly since World War II. 

Perform or Else is a clever title that points to two important intuitions: Firstly, that modern performances have a feel of the imperative to them, a character of being propelled by forces larger than the individual performer. Secondly, that modern modes of organisation and technology contribute powerfully to a generalisation of performance. Seemingly, everyone and everything is now performing - not only employees but the organisations they work in are required to "perform" nowadays, not only men but also machines. One speaks in the Anglo-American world of everything from car companies and computers to sportswear in terms of whether they are "performing" or not. McKenzie is not picky about where he finds his performance, appropriating a bewildering variety of uses of the concept for his notion of a generalisation of performance. Finding a spread of uses of the word "performance" in American discourses on organisation and technology (as well as in various American academic discourses) roughly from World War II onwards, he locates the generalisation of performance to this period. This leads him to posit an epistemological shift, whereby "performance will be to the twentieth and twenty-first centuries what discipline was to the eighteenth and nineteenth, that is, an onto-historical formation of power and knowledge" (:18). Here, Foucault's notion of the disciplinary society is recruited and then squarely located in the past, before developments in organisation and technology bring forth the stratum of performance and performativity. 


McKenzie's diagnoses are as stimulating as his arguments are jumbled, proving perhaps (as did his obvious predecessor Marshall McLuhan) that argumentative tidiness is not necessary for success in academic work. The generalisation of performance, and media's contributions to it, should be a key process to understand for anyone interested in modern mediated performances. However McKenzie's  approach to modern modes of producing performances contributes almost nothing to the core question of how performance is done, how it is concretely handled and premeditated, either by modern organisations or modern media technologies. McKenzie’s approach is resolutely representational – he is concerned with certain discourses on performance, not with analysing performances themselves, or the discourses or materialities of their production. And in terms of mediation, it relies first and foremost on the importance of digital media and networks, whose proto-history McKenzie traces in the military technological advance of World War II.

It may well be that McKenzie is right in arguing that the period from the 2nd World War marks a shift toward a further generalisation of performance. Whether he is right to identify this shift in terms of digital media and networks may be another matter, though. And surely things happened before that too: what about the breakthrough of modern mass media, as part and parcel of the Industrial Revolution? What about the breakthrough it caused for mass-mediated performances in such key media as radio and film from the turn of the pervious century to about 1930? McKenzie’s book says nothing about such key developments in the media industries. If it did, he would have experienced a much harder time with his notion that performance is somehow something that supplants discipline. Foucault's writing on disciplining bodies provides an account of what modern organisation and scientific procedure does to bodies. By means of systematic, scientific surveillance and training, 17th and 18th century techniques of partitioning and reassembly disciplined bodies for a multitude of purposes – and there are reasons to see performance as being one key such purpose. Thus discipline may be seen as key precondition for performance, not as something that is supplanted or superseded by performance. One might even suggest that discipline underlies performance as it turns out in a modern, western world, at least as long as we are talking about the performances of electronic media. 

Basics of mediated performances

Now of course the premeditation of performance, and its disciplinings, happens in a myriad ways, depending on the specific forms of technology, the modes of organisation, the formats and genres involved. In the following, some basic forms of premeditating mediated performances will be discussed, via a reading of the works of Erving Goffman. This will certainly not lead us to an exhaustive or systematic formulation of basic forms. Still, the work of Goffman offers much in the way of insight into the premeditation of mediated performances, for at least three reasons that are worth mentioning upfront. Firstly, Goffman’s writings on the media are more extensive than is generally known; they form a central concern in his late writing from around the key work Frame Analysis. Secondly, what has often been called Goffman’s “dramaturgical” approach is one that works with a view of social life as thoroughly permeated by performances with varying degrees of premeditation. And thirdly, this approach has certain interesting affinities with Foucault’s notion of total training and total discipline. 


So to the issue of what is distinct about mediated performances, starting from the simple and basic categories of time, place, and person. 

Temporal premeditation

As explained above, Foucault’s description of the temporal orderings of modern discipline centers on systematic partitioning, breaking down and reassembling, in order to produce what he terms ”the totally useful time” (:150). In the case of electronic media, this principle of course gets applied to the organisation and production processes. But it also gets applied to the communications themselves. A film is broken down into sequences and shots with a common spatio-temporal focus.  A non-fiction broadcast programme is similarly subdivided into “blocks” or sequences according to the source material (studio, videotaped segment, etc.). This subdivision is quite systematic and happens with continuous reference to timings that often go down to single second level. Both in TV and film there will as a rule be some sort of main script that matches the performance (e.g. doing what to which camera) technology (e.g. camera angle, shot duration) with the logistics of the professions involved (e.g. who mans the camera, what the script needs to keep track of, where the attention of the director needs to be during that shot). 

The procedures of reassembly vary considerably, from the post-production assembly of fiction films to the live assembly of many non-fiction multi-camera productions. Common to them, nevertheless, is what one might term compression. Most non-live editing involves ellipses; that is, cutting out sequences that can be logically inferred, and compressing the sequences that are shown. This leaves out the boring bits, the walks and waits, the blank looks, everything that somehow does not communicate enough of consequence. Even live broadcasts have a markedly compressed character, which is achieved for instance by frequent cuts between sources and locales. This imposes a sense that much is going on and prevents talking heads from becoming boring (in addition to certain features of the heads themselves ... more on this below). 

In a broadcasting context, Erving Goffman has characterised the principle underlying this temporal assembly as “the ribbon of broadcasting”. He is concerned with another key feature of this assembly, namely its construction of temporal continuity out of a disconnected heap of sequences. In broadcasting, sources of a disparate temporal nature are brought together either as part of a live broadcast, or they are made to seem temporally continuous. Goffman (1981:262) discusses the example of news broadcasts, with their items bound together by a studio anchor:

Although heard as a continuous stream of sound, with no gaps or overlaps, a few such minutes can be made up of a great number of segments, each of which has to be very nicely timed and patched in and out if coherence is to be maintained. Here in the extreme is the way in which technology and planning bring to a traditional mold – the expectation of no gap, no overlap – an artificial filling that is more variegated and compacted than could be expected to occur in nature.

It is worth noting that Goffman’s interest in the principle of placing everything on a “ribbon” with no gaps or overlaps, stems from its resemblance to similar no gap/no overlap ideals in everyday face-to-face interaction. Mediated communication thus becomes a specialised version of face-to-face communication; this figure of thought is one that Goffman frequently applies to the media. The continuity principles behind fiction film are somewhat different, in that they depend on certain general rules of cause and effect that audiences infer from the mode of narration. But here, continuity is just as important and just as artfully achieved, at least if we keep aside experimental film traditions that may undermine continuity, even more artfully.

Spatial premeditation

The studio is, of course, the place par excellence of communication in the electronic media. Studios are purpose-built to handle technology, organisation and their interfaces. Their front regions, where performance takes place, are simulated fragments of social settings. Their simulations look convincing only when seen through the camera, because their purpose is to fit only that angle. Their back regions are tailored for supervising the technology and for staff to move and communicate. Communication between these back and front regions is itself largely managed through technologies such as earpieces. 


Like main scripts, studios are all about achieving compression and continuity. The sets of studios are constructed so as to contain just the amount and type of prop and décor necessary to signal ”cosy living room”, ”bar saloon”, ”crowded street” or whatever the situation will call for. Designated back region professions such as continuity scripts and lighters work to create and maintain the efficient signification of, in principle, everything that is visible and audible. As with temporal compression, all the boring bits are cut out, so that everything signifies, efficiently. The multi-camera and multi-microphone setups of fiction films and non-fiction broadcasting are made in order to make continuity possible. They allow the continuous shooting of a take from several angles. The performer can move and still be clearly registered by cameras and microphones, provided that this movement is premeditated precisely with the technology in mind. Continuity may be achieved practically by editing live or in post-production. Still both fiction film and non-fiction broadcasting seems broadly to follow the principle of no gap-no overlap, with the help of multi-camera and multi-microphone studio setups. 


The ”regional” metaphor used above of course originates with Erving Goffman and his The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Its application is consistent with the way Goffman himself used the concepts in a broadcast context (1959:121; 1981:267). This is worth mentioning since the best-known application of Goffman’s regional metaphorics is in Joshua Meyrowitz’ (1985) reformulation of it with reference to television. Meyrowitz argues that the medium of television replaces the front/back region dichotomy with a ”middle region” characterised by informal performances. His argument hinges on arguments connected with certain intrinsic features of the television medium, mainly on its capacity for revealing close-ups. From the standpoint of an interest in the premeditation of performances, this is an unhelpful move, for two reasons. It obscures the basic fact that television studios and other mediated settings do have back regions of production whose relationship to the performance is quite essential to it. Informality is a case in point. Informal performances may be helped along by close-ups, but there are many other triggers, and most of them can be best observed by looking at the premeditation practices of production’s back regions. Both in fictional and non-fictional performances, informality can be considered a at least in some respects a planned thing, as performances “[planned] carefully to be sure that they are thoroughly spontaneous”, as Walter Ong (2002: 134) puts it.


If one reconnects instead to the combination of media technology with principles of modern organisation, there are obvious continuities with the uses of  space outlined by Foucault in Discipline and Punish. After all a studio is an enclosure purpose-built for the systematic surveillance of performances. Foucault has emphasised the importance of enclosures for modern discipline. His examples of such enclosures (hospitals, schools, military camps) all have in common the tailoring of spaces for systematic surveillance, the careful partitioning of functions, the ever-active training and instruction. In the case of enclosures for the handling of technology, such as factories, ”It was a question of distributing individuals in space in which one might isolate them and map them; but also of articulating this distribution on a production machinery that had its own requirements. The distribution of bodies, the spatial arrangement of production machinery and the different forms of activity in the distribution of ‘posts’ had to be linked together.” (:145)

Premeditation of performance

It is a well established view in media research that the performances of mediated communication involves the construction of “personas”, versions of the performer’s self tailored for mediated communication. Critical media researchers (e.g. Dyer) have insisted that this persona is not something that exists prior to mediation but should rather be seen as a result of it. No doubt this argument can be exaggerated; surely some people have talents for performing through media as others have talents for accounting or carpentry. Critical scholars tend to emphasis macro factors when explaining the constructedness of mediated personas; organisational profit motives, and the cultural industries’ strategic needs for predictability, for instance. These are very relevant background factors, but the construction of personas is also a very concrete set of tasks and activities in a production setting. The construction of a persona should probably be seen as a process of training talent for the specialised purpose of mediated performance. This training could be seen as the cultivation of some personality traits and the suppression of others, with reference to norms given by the genre and format. 

This process of course involves handling the sorts of temporal and spatial compressions outlined above. The performance must be displayed for cameras and microphones, tailored to their range and rhythm. It also involves being able to build a performance from various kinds of scripts. These scripts will have persona requirements built into them. In manu-scripts, camera and floor scripts these will usually be implicit. For instance, various forms of ability to extemporise may be presumed in these scripts, and these forms of extemporaneousness will contribute powerfully to the persona. Other types of scripts may be more explicit on persona requirements. Most contemporary broadcasting formats usually develop some form of general codification on how key persons need to perform. This is done first in connection with the development of the format itself. The persona requirements are then refined and revised in the context of the production team, in strategy meetings and seminars. 


Projecting personality through the media is largely a matter of very fine nuances in a person’s speech, mimicry, gesticulation, movement and general comportment. Technological mediation produces a set of possibilities and challenges in relation to these innumerable moments of significance. On the one hand they present a possibility for increased scrutiny; cameras can go up close on faces, microphones can bring out telltale sounds from the body. Walter Benjamin has likened this inquiring power to the scalpel of a surgeon, laying the person open to a science-like form of scrutiny.
But in practice, legibility routinely becomes a problem. Camera and mike operators constantly handle problems of reach and clarity in their day-to-day work. They need the help of a persona that “reaches out to the camera”; this is a cliché but the cliché is right in as much as it characterises a form of behaviour that lends itself to being picked up by cameras and mikes. Usually this involves forms of stylisation: added clarity of speech, added expansivity of movement, added expressivity of comportment. When a lack of clarity is used as an expressive tool, as in the naturalistic acting of Brando, it seems that other means are found by which this, too, can be to express compelling inner states.


The norms involved in performing a persona in the electronic media tend to become internalised, as the performer (at least in mainstream media) is encouraged to feel that the persona is an extension of his or her “real” self and not merely an external appendage. Of course, individual performers may relate in a range of ways, from full identification to alienation. However it does seem that some degree of internalisation of norms will often necessary for training to be efficient. Michel Foucault has commented on this aspect of training, in the context of totalising forms of modern discipline. He argues that the learning of norms is as systematic and totalising as the learning of specific behaviours: “All behaviour falls in the field between good and bad marks, good and bad points.” (:180) Over time, the process of learning norms and behaviours quite simply produces individuality:

Through this micro-economy of a perpetual penality operates a differentiation that is not one of acts, but of individuals themselves, of their nature, their potentialities, their level or their value. By assessing acts with precision, discipline judges individuals ‘in truth’; the penality that it implements is integrated into the cycle of knowledge of individuals. (:181)

Foucault is famously uncompromising on the power he grants discipline to constitute individuality and the category of “person” as such. But one need not subscribe to a foucauldian approach wholesale to appreciate the way discipline in the form of sustained and systematic training will begin to feel like second nature, if not first. A foucauldian approach to technologically mediated performances is useful to remind us how it is that what we see is the product of highly specialised and systematic processes of premeditation. It also demonstrates how this process of constituting persons through disciplining should not be seen somehow as running counter to our expectations of “normal” behaviour. On the contrary, this is itself a “normalizing” process (:183). Technological mediation produces performances that are so to speak extra normal – and this is how in turn they have become norms for our everyday, non-mediated conduct. 


There is an interesting contrast to be made here between the resolutely historicising approach of Foucault and Goffman’s approach to premeditation, whose historical specificity is not nearly as developed. In his later work, and most explicitly in “Radio Talk”, Goffman asserts that there are three means of planning performances in the broadcast media: memorisation, aloud reading, and ex tempore performance. He references Albert Lord’s The Singer of Tales at this point, and that is hardly a coincidence: It seems that nothing much has basically changed, since both DJ radio talk and Yugoslav folk tale song involve a mixture of memorisation and ex tempore performance. Foucault reminds us what has in fact happens and how pervasive the changes are. Premeditation has become systematic and totalising; its effects correspondingly pervasive. To put it simply, pre-modern oral performance is loose. Its duration can vary greatly, its settings need not be much tailored for the purpose, and the fundamental individuality of the performers is not invested in the performance, although socio-cultural prestige is certainly involved. The performances of technological media, on the other hand, are tight. It is highly standardised, specialised and compressed in temporal and spatial terms. Its performers tend to invest considerable parts of themselves in their mediated personae. One might say (as does for instance Paddy Scannell) that we still experience the basic communicative event that was there all along. That may be a score we can never settle, since we cannot experience the past as we can the present. Still it matters, as it always has, how communicative effects are produced, by what and who, under which circumstances. And circumstances have changed utterly in the time and space that separates Lord’s oral poets from Goffman’s radio DJs.
Goffman and the mediated performance

Much has been said about the fundamentally dramaturgical bent of Goffman’s writings. He would affirm it himself, at the later time of his “summa” Frame Analysis, even when he had largely replaced the overt metaphorics of stages and roles with the more abstract vocabulary of “frames” and “keyings” (1974:intro). Less attention has been paid to the question of where that dramaturgical metaphorics originated. 

There is a tension in Goffman’ s sociology between the ritual and the dramaturgical element. The ritual element (most evident, perhaps, in his Interaction Ritual) is about what agents have in common, about co-presence in the sense of sharing and trust. The dramaturgical element, on the other hand, is disseminative. It is about a situation of separation between performer and audience. This separation breeds uncertainty, and uncertainty breeds the need for “impression management”. This goes a long way toward explaining Goffman’s enduring preoccupation with different forms of covert planned communication. His works abound with references to planned deviousnesses of all sorts: spies, agents, con men and shysters, getting up to “grifts, dodges, lays, rackets, lurks, pitches and capers”, as Goffman (1959:50) lists with some relish. His work on the planning and scripting of broadcast communication can be seen as part of this category of covertly planned communication – it is, in that sense, a logical extension of his dramaturgical perspective. 


Indeed a look at Goffman’s oeuvre would suggest that he worked with the stage as his predominant metaphor for planned performance in the 1950s and 60s, with The Presentation of Everyday Life as his key statement. In the 1970s and early 80s, the dramaturgical metaphor became subsumed under the more cognitively flavoured conceptual apparatus of “frames” and “keys”. But this is also the time (starting with Gender Advertisements and ending with the essay “Radio Talk”) where the media largely take over as a repository of analytical examples. Moreover these examples take on a wider significance in some highly interesting sections where Goffman seems to use mediation to get at the basics of communication more generally. Here is Goffman on the relationship between mediated and everyday performances, using the example of television news:

... what is involved is the transformation of political or tragic events into the raw materials for scriptings, the replaying of which provides viewers with an opportunity for vicarious participation. [...] I do not think that suddenly we have been turned into passive viewers demanding that the world present itself to us so that we can be temporarily enthralled by a show and that behind this orientation in life there are advertisers and politicians arranging for the profitable delivery of vicarious, secondhand experience. I believe we were ready for the enthrallment all the time. [...] For there is one thing similar to the warm hours we now spend wrapped in television. It is the time we are prepared to spend recounting our own experience or waiting an imminent turn to do so. True, we seem to have forgone some of this personal activity in favor of the work of professionals. But what we have given up thereby is not the world but a more traditional way of incorporating its incorporation of us (1986: 550).

Here, then, is an assertion about everyday communication that accents its disseminative side. We take turns being performer or audience; this is reminiscent of John Durham Peters’ (1999) assertion that in everyday face-to-face communication “we take turns broadcasting at each other”. There is an assertion being made here by Goffman about mediated communication as constituting a transformation, via scripting, of everyday events. And there is an argument about similarity between the two. The effects of enthrallment that media performances produce are of much the same type that face-to face communication’s performances produce. Both involve covertness, but in neither case is this a scandal to Goffman; it seems simply to be in the nature of performances. 

Elsewhere Goffman says more about the nature of this similarity. In the essay “Radio Talk” (1981), he goes into further detail on scripting. He sees practices of scripting as broadcasting’s way of planning performances. He considers this scripting to be a specialised version of the kinds of covert planning he has always been concerned with. And he considers competence in mediated performance to be a specialised version of the kinds of performance competence we all possess to master face-to face communication situations. So mediated performances are performances squared: more comprehensively planned, involving a more complete impression management, more comprehensive facades, and therefore covert on a grander scale. This is the role of electronic media in Goffman’s oeuvre; they are an arch-example of the plannedness, and the covertness, of all performances. 

Reading Goffman against the grain might involve denying his notion of performances (everyday and mediated) its aura of naturalness, and criticising its somewhat a-historical cast. This has been a common enough feature of Goffman reception. Alvin Gouldner (1970) famously argued that Goffman’s world was not the world but rather the bourgeois world, the world of the service-sector middle classes. In this bourgeois world, the category of performance becomes salient not just to personal lives but to a post-war economy and society where principles of marketing and promotion extend from commodities to people. Now it could be counter-argued that other societies than post-war America seem permeated by performance. Bourgeois people may guard their appearances with great care, but they are hardly alone on the planet in doing so. 

However a historicization of Goffman’s take on performance could be used for more constructive purposes than Gouldner’s polemic. It does seem worth while to consider Goffman’s dramaturgical work as the product of a society permeated by performance – more specifically, as permeated by technologically mediated performances. Above it was argued, following Foucault, that the performances of modern mass media have tended to work from notions of total discipline, and from a comprehensive planning. And it is precisely the quality of being comprehensively planned that seems to underlie Goffman’s interest in broadcasting. From this yardstick, so to speak, he seeks to arrive at his diagnoses of everyday communication and its performances. As he says in the last sentences of the last work he wrote: “Catching in this way at what broadcasters do, and do not do, before a microphone catches at what we do, and do not do, before our friends. These little momentary changes in footing bespeak a trivial game, but our conversational life is spent in playing it.” (1981:327)

I believe it is worth arguing that at least Goffman’s late work is clearly marked on a contemporary world permeated by mediated performances. Could one argue this for all of Goffman’s dramaturgical work? After all he wrote very little, and only in passing, about the media in the 1950s and 60s. If so, one would have to try and discover traces of mediation beneath the dramaturgical metaphorics, so to speak. A first move has been suggested by Yves Winkin, who has argued for a certain “cinematic vision” in Goffman’s works. Winkin, a connoisseur of Goffman’s life and work, has pointed out Goffman’s early work experience from his native Canada, where he worked for a while for the Film Board of Canada. There is certainly the element in his of detachment from events and happenings, the feeling of an all-seeing eye that surveys and records, and the startling ability to bring before our eyes facets of the social life we had never noticed. A second move in this direction might be to cite Goffman’s own very clear statement in Presentation of self in everyday life that the dramaturgical approach has “obvious weaknesses” (1959: preface) and that “all the world is not, of course, a stage” (78). Goffman clearly felt that the dramaturgical metaphor was not an optimal tool for expressing what he was getting at. So the stage may be a limiting place to start out from when theorising performances; maybe the electronic media was where Goffman turned for a better-suited prism through which to discover social life. 
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