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Staging, performativity and theatricality in contemporary media cultue

Introduction
First I would like to thank the University of Cologne, in particular the Centre for Media Studies and Peter Marx for having me here. Both our institutions study media from an interdisciplinary point of view and as such have a lot in common.

In the course Media Comparison that I, together with a colleague of mine, teach at BA level at Utrecht University, we usually frame our discussion of the interaction between media in the context of two broader cultural processes, namely the digitalization and theatricalization of society.

One of the favourite statements of my colleague, Chiel Kattenbelt, is that “all the world is a stage” today is no longer a metaphor, but has become a reality in itself. I will take this statement as a starting point for my lecture today. I would like to argue that “staging” is one of the interesting concepts theatre studies has to offer media studies to understand and analyze contemporary media culture. 

I will support my claim first by a short theoretical investigation in which I will unpack the concept of staging, in relation to two other concepts, namely performativity and theatricality. In the second part of my lecture I will discuss a concrete case study to demonstrate how “staging” can be used as an analytical perspective to lay bare some interesting characteristics of our media culture today.

What is staging?
Let me first explain how I as a theatre scholar understand “staging” before relating it to media culture. I use the term “staging” to denote two different, but closely related processes. First of all, the process of creating the spatial and temporal conditions for subjects, objects and situations to appear on stage (and disappear for that matter). This process could also be described as setting the stage and is related to notions of scenography.  Secondly staging in my reading refers to the process where a subject consciously presents him or herself for another and as such is tied to notions of performance and spectatorship. Consequently we could say that staging entails the structuring of the interaction between stage, performer and spectator.  The specific quality of this interaction could be expressed as the dramaturgy of the performance.

Staging in relation to media culture
When Kattenbelt proposes that  “all the world is a stage” he positions that statement within the context of increasing mediatisation in the course of the 20th century. If we try to understand the role of media in our contemporary society in terms of staging as I previously discussed it, we could say that media increasingly have become the stages on which subjects consciously perform and present themselves to others as is reflected for example in social media such as Facebook and Twitter. However media are not simply used as stages for self-presentation. It would be naive to perceive media as mere commodities at the service of active consumers. Media play an active role as well in creating the conditions under which presentation and self-presentation can occur in the first place. Technological, cultural as well as ideological aspects of media determine the space in which performance can take shape. Therefore whereas contemporary subjects stage themselves on media platforms, media in turn  stage these subjects.

Not only do media stage subjects, they stage reality as well. Media culture today also means that we live in a mediated world. Media are setting the stage for our reality to appear to us in a certain way. To go short, Kattenbelt’s statement that “all the world is a stage” in the context of our contemporary society refers to an increase of mediatisation, a multiplication of medial platforms and in turn a multiplication of performance. 

The performative turn
The all embracing presence of performance in our contemporary society under influence of media technology and subsequently the cultural tendency to make sense of our world in terms of performance have been understood in terms of a paradigmatic shift, the so-called performative turn.

It is within this context that we can frame for example Guy Debord’s theory of the society of the spectacle or more recently Jon McKenzie’s claim that the cultural imperative of our times is ‘to perform or else.....’. On a different, but related level also Ervin Goffman’s account of the presentation of self in everyday life, Judith Butlers gender theory and for example Sherry Turkle’s theory about performing identity on the Internet are expressions of this paradigm shift. 

Looked at from the perspective of staging we could say that whereas Goffman’s, Butler’s and Turkle’s work can be more easily linked to processes of self-presentation as I discussed just now, Debord’s critical cultural theory is much closer related to my understanding of staging as a process of conditioning.  

Media and performativity
Debord’s Marxist critique of Western consumerist society and his claim that our society under the influence of mass media has transformed into a spectacle in many ways is not that far away from Kattenbelt’s statement that “all the world has become a stage”. Debord and Kattenbelt share a critical reading of our Western capitalist society that they both understand as a society that is governed by the logic of consumerism.  As does the concept of the spectacle, the concept of staging helps us to see how in our media culture media stage realities, or even how culture stages events in such a way that media can cover them. Both spectacle and staging point to a crucial aspect of media in our contemporary society, namely their performativity or to put it differently, their ability to constitute and produce worlds that can be consumed by the public.

However, clearly the notion of spectacle has a rather negative connotation in Debord’s analysis at it refers to processes of simulation and illusion in which, according to Debord, image has replaced reality. It is worth noting that the term ‘spectacle’ as does the term ‘staging’ originally belongs to the theatrical domain. Debords critical account of the term stands in a long tradition where theatricality has been used as metaphor to disqualify situations, events, behaviour or even culture as deceiving, inauthentic, not real and mere illusion. We can find it in Plato when he argues that theatre, being twice removed from reality, can never attain to the truth. It is reflected in the medieval theatrum mundi metaphor that indicates that life on earth is like a theatre play, a temporary illusion, and that true life only comes after our time on earth and is to be found with God in heaven.

Performativity however can be approached from a much more affirmative point of view as well. For example when Butler convincingly argued that gender does not entail a fixed and pre-given sexual identity but is something you ‘do’ she opened the way for many theorists to connect performativity to liberating notions of becoming and potentiality. Such an approach can help us to see how the world constituting aspect of media does not necessarily need to be qualified as an act of deception but can be seen as an act of creativity as well. I believe that this creative, even aesthetic aspect of the performativity of media is reflected in the notion of staging.  Let me elaborate on that

Self-referentiality and self-reflexivity
What I like about the concept of staging as we use it in theatre studies is that it allows pointing to the self-referentiality and self-reflexivity of performances. Staging, as I already mentioned, implies a conscious self-presentation to another. I agree with Kattenbelt when he suggests that as a consequence theatre performance by definition refers to, and reflects on, itself and on the event in which the performance occurs. Or as Kattenbelt says: “Audiences are aware, even during the most naturalistic of presentations, that they are witnessing a staged ‘reality’, not actuality itself.” Although I do not mean to say that in our media culture we are not aware of the fact that our reality is being staged and mediated, I do believe that we are in general much more willing to be absorbed in the reality that is being produced. This has partly to do with the fact that we have grown so accustomed to be surrounded by media, which in a way have become our natural extensions, that we do often not pay much critical attention to their presence.

This is precisely why theatre, although its power as an dominant institutionalized cultural form has since long been diminished, is such an interesting and crucial medium within the context of our media culture and media studies, since it offers such an interesting stage for media reflection. Kattenbelt theorizes theatre as a hypermedium, a medium able to incorporate all other media. The significant difference with Internet, also a hypermedium, being that in this process of incorporation media do not lose their media specificity, as opposed to Internet where all media are forced to operate under the logic of digital code. Because of its capacity to stage other media without absorbing them, theatre can function as an intermedial platform for other media to perform on. In intermedial theatre media as a result become visible as media, as specific means of communication and mediation. 

I believe that the concept of staging not only can help us to grasp the performativity of media in our media culture as discussed previously, but also to locate and analyze those instances where staging is being used as a radical self-referential and self-reflexive aesthetic strategy to precisely reveal and unmask this performativity. These self-reflexive aesthetic practices of staging are not only to be found in theatre, as I hope to demonstrate shortly, but can be found in other artistic performances as well.

Theatricality
Another final reason for investigating staging as a productive concept for understanding media culture is the notion of spectatorship that is contained within it. The process of staging as suggested before implies a structuring of the encounter between the stage, the performer and the spectator. When staging is used in a self-referential manner as to make processes of staging visible and conscious to the spectator, a certain distance makes itself felt between the spectator and what is presented on stage. Self-referentiality typically encourages distanciation, which in turn promotes self-reflexivity on the part of the spectator who is invited to reflect on her position and how that position relates to what is being staged. 

I draw from my colleague Maaike Bleeker here who in her theory on theatre and visuality qualifies this distance as being theatrical. The staging of the performance, and the perspective that is suggested to the spectator as a result of that staging, becomes visible as a sign and loses its power to evoke absorption, instead becoming theatrical. Clearly I use the concept of theatricality in a way that moves away from, even is opposed to notions of illusion and pretence as discussed previously.

Till so far I have connected the concept of staging to two closely related concepts, performativity and theatricality. It is my opinion that these concepts can mutually enforce each other and help us to understand how stage, performance and spectator relate to each other in our media culture. I hope to demonstrate this by discussing a specific case with you, Enjoy Poverty, a film by the Belgium artist Renzo Martens that caused a lot of upheaval and moral indignation. This film critically engages with a very specific aspect of our media culture; the staging of African poverty in western media. 

Introduction case
Enjoy Poverty is the result of the artist’s three years of travelling through the Republic of Congo, one of Belgium’s former colonies and needs to be framed within a renewed interest of Belgium arts and politics in its colonial past. This 2009 film offers a combination of investigative journalism and documentary, but is in no way an objective account of reality. The film shows the role media play in the Western humanitarian development system and reveals how the media set in motion an economy from which the poor fail to profit. It starts from the rather unusual question: who owns poverty? 

Although the film can and has been discussed from many different and interesting angles, in the context of my lecture I will discuss it from the perspective of staging, focusing mainly on how the artist reveals the perversity of media staging and exploiting poverty by consciously and self-reflexively doing the exact same thing with his film. I will also talk about how the spectator is implicated in this process, since it becomes clear throughout the film that both the coverage of Congo’s poverty by media and the documentary itself are aimed exclusively at a western audience outside of Congo.

The striking situation in Congo being that the country receives more developmental support than the revenues of all its industry and services combined, led artist and filmmaker Martens to the rather provocative conclusion that filmed and photographed poverty is Congo’s most successful export product. This in turn brings him to the question why the people of Congo are not profiting from their own poverty. Instead of discussing this perverse paradox with the critical distance of the research journalist, Martens decides to perform it personally and launches a peculiar emancipation program, bound to fail from the start.

Having found out that Western photographers in Congo sell pictures depicting poverty and misery for 500 dollar each to the international press agencies, he convinces a bunch of local photographers who take pictures from daily life events, such as weddings and birthdays, to change their subject and to start taking pictures of malnourished children, corpses, and raped women to make money out of it. He even carefully teaches them how you might best stage such photographs. 

I would like you to show a fragment from the film where Martens unfolds his logic to the Congolese photographers.

Clip 1: Staging poverty 52”53 – showing the ribs (= 9 minuten)
It is no surprise that especially this part of the film caused great indignation among audiences. They accused Martens of being unethical. The interesting thing about this film is that Martens does not deny his being unethical, on the contrary, he is completely transparent and self-reflexive about it. There is another scene where he films himself with a handheld camera telling the audience that he too exploits the Congolese: “I am vain and unethical”. But, as he would later add in an interview: “no more vain and unethical than others”.

In this particular scene Martens reveals the perverse logic of staging poverty, exposing how reality is being staged by media in such a way that it will appeal to Western audiences. The aesthetic strategy Martens employs here is a doubling of staging. While consciously staging these Congolese photographers while they in turn are staging scenes for their poverty pictures under his guidance Martens exposes a variety of effects of our media culture:

How media perform reality by staging it. How everybody is implicated in this process of staging: the photographers who take the pictures in order to make money, the portrayed women who know too well how media and the logic of staging functions and look straight into the camera while expressing their misery and begging for money, the doctor who routinely undresses the malnourished child to expose her hunger belly and her ribs, but also Martens himself who realized that the only way to make tangible the often perverse paradoxes of staging poverty was to perform them, to embody them. Martens is not the all-knowing author that is invisible to the audience and can take a moral stance precisely because of his absence. On the contrary, by actively staging himself in a particular way Martens reveals that taking part in the film necessarily means taking part in the system of exploitation it sets out to reflect on.

In other words, everybody that is involved in the staging of poverty, the ones who stage, the ones who stage themselves or are being staged, no matter if the intentions are to make money, to help, to get help or to critique, take part in the underlying logic of exploitation and sustain it.

And let’s not forget ourselves; the ones who look at what’s being staged. We as spectators are implicated as well. Our moral indignation only exposes our unwillingness to accept our position in the performance machine. The film demonstrates that these situations of poverty are being staged for us exclusively, as the film itself that is produced for a European audience only.  These images are not intended for local audiences. It is us who want these pictures. We need those pictures to believe in our capacity to help, to intervene, to contribute. 


Clip 2: Enjoy Poverty
In another telling scene of the film Martens takes this logic even one radical step further by thanking the Congolese for being poor, since their poverty allows him to become a better person.

When it turns out that Martens’ experiment with the local photographers of course does not have the calculated effects – the international press agencies are not interested in buying off their pictures – Martens radically shifts direction.
He simply dismisses the Congolese photographers and sets out on a new mission: to explain to the Congolese that their situation will not change, that they will remain poor and that they might best accept that fact with a peaceful mind.
Equipped with a generator and a neon light sculpture that he displays at night to the people inhabiting the small settlements along the river, Martens travels through the Congolese jungle.  While the gathered community marvels at the sudden appearance of light in the darkness the following text becomes visible: Enjoy Poverty Please.

Clip 1h10-1h13

The film constantly reminds the viewer that the reality that is being shown is there for us. We are not looking through a window to a reality that is out there, instead the film points out to us relentlessly how we are offered a perspective that determines what is there to be seen for us, a perspective that we helped to create since it offers us what we want and need to see.

The awareness this creates in the spectator I refer to this as the theatricality of the film. Because of the self-referential and self-reflexive quality of the film the spectator is simply not allowed to be absorbed within the world that is on display.

Radical self-presentation
One of the other strategies Martens employs to obstruct any kind of immersion or absorption is through a radical kind of self-presentation. Let me elaborate on that. Not only does he use his film as a critical platform to stage the logic of staging, he also uses the film as a stage to appear on himself. We witness how Martens throughout the film consciously stages himself in a variety of roles that we can easily recognize as different problematic representations of the white man going to Africa.

We encounter Martens as the critically engaged artist coming to terms with a colonial past. We see him as the white intellectual teaching the local photographer basic economics. We see him as the missionary preaching a new belief to the primitives, seducing them with a magical light performance. In some other scenes that I can’t show to you today we see him as the superior colonist that has black people carrying his heavy trunks through the jungle. He also acts out as a humanitarian development worker who hands out a fictitious logo to a poor family. The father who rightfully does not recognize the logo does understand the importance of it nonetheless and allows Martens to pin it on his daughter’s t-shirt. He has no problem with his girl being branded knowing very well that visibility equals attention and possible help. 

Because of the multiplication of roles and the constant shift between them, these roles become self-reflexive as well. They become visible as roles, as dubious types of behaviour that have not much to do with being a good man and helping to relief needs, but much more with self-concern. 

The transparency with which the construction of the roles is being shown, invites us to reflect on how our position as a spectator is as much a construction of a role. A role that is no more morally correct then the roles Martens has presented us with.

Ultimately then this film is not about media and how they stage reality. The film ultimately is about us. The film radically forces us to critically assess our own position in processes of staging. No one can exist outside the dynamic interaction between stage, performer and spectator. Or to put it in other words, no one can escape media culture. Whoever claims a position outside of it, is misleading people. It is only from within and with dirty hands that we can hope to grasp how our culture functions today.

I hope to have demonstrated how the concept of staging, performativity and theatricality can offer tools to analyze certain aspects from our contemporary media culture. If that has contributed to convincing you that concepts derived from theatre and performance studies are particularly relevant for understanding media culture, I would be even more pleased.

Thank you for your attention.
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