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Introduction: Mix and Stir
Tracy C. Davis

At the outset of my course on theatre and performance research methods – 
a topic I have offered about twenty times – I ask the doctoral students to 
tally the number of years of education they have completed. In classes 
averaging a dozen students, some of whom have master’s degrees, the 
tally around the seminar table quickly adds up to over two hundred years. 
Despite two centuries of diligent and successful studentship, virtually no 
one has ever taken a course on research methods, though information 
retrieval skills could stand in for this (among students who took the course 
in the early 1990s), cultural theory might be understood as this (especially 
during the 2000s), and practice-as-research (a legitimate but only partial 
substitute) has sometimes been mentioned (in the years since 2010). To 
think differently requires a new orientation to the making of knowledge. 
Two centuries is a lot of time to focus on accumulating knowledge of 
content  – such as theatre history, dramatic literature, and performance 
theory – rather than on understanding how that content was derived. Most  
students excel at identifying what scholarship argues yet find it difficult 
to switch gears and focus on how research comes into being. Given that 
discovery is the hallmark of doctoral dissertations, I try to guide students 
to inductively recognize how others’ research transpired so that, in time, 
they may propose their own project, justify a plan for how to do it, feel 
confident during the research process, and know how to switch up their 
tactics if circumstances warrant. Transparency about this process is the 
basic promise taken up in this book. This chapter explains how theatre and 
performance studies (hereafter, TaPS) research typically proceeds and how 
approaches combine to reflect the complexity of enquiries. This should 
ease the way for anyone seeking a firmer foothold by demystifying pro-
cesses and providing vocabulary for what it is we do when we ‘do research’.

Part of the challenge is learning to be precise about how we account 
for efforts. My course is organized on the book-a-week model – including 
the latest prize-winning titles – and arrays as many contrasting approaches 
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as possible. Students are charged with determining how the research pro-
ceeded. Their statements such as ‘the author looked for sources on topic A’ 
receive my rejoinder ‘what is look?’ Likewise, statements such as ‘the author 
analysed the evidence’ receive the response ‘what is analyse?’ I state these 
queries neutrally, yet relentlessly. This Socratic probing continues while 
everyone chimes in with verbs, trying to rescue classmates and beat the 
pattern. Finally, when someone pinpoints what they mean by ‘collect’ or 
‘read’, and ‘examine’ or ‘account’, the fog starts to lift. One must ‘collect’, 
but how? By looking where, at what, on which criteria? Amidst the pleth-
ora of the possible, what is done and how is it justifiable? Once something 
has been ‘collected’, what are the criteria for noticing things of particular  
relevance, and thus for ‘doing research’? (One does what? Why? And then 
one does what else?) It may not matter whether the name of a specific 
tradition can be attached to the thing(s) done, though understanding of 
that will come eventually; what matters is to be conscious of the steps 
undertaken, each of which represents a tradition of thought, makes sense 
in relation to the research question(s), and delimits the enquiry. Theatre 
and performance research is complex; complex research is designed; and to 
design involves forethought about what are likely to be the best ways to 
investigate a compelling question and derive explanations. In this book, 
we call these steps planning (the design of a project), doing (methods of 
garnering information), and interpreting (methodologies for explaining).

When conducting research, looking for and collecting information dif-
fers from construing information into arguments. This is a key insight for 
humanities projects: there will be a set of activities involving intentional 
effort to seek and identify stuff (not ‘the topic’, but something about the 
topic that a researcher hopes to learn through increments of data) and 
another set of activities dedicated to understanding and explaining what 
this stuff adds up to (doing something with the data). For the sake of 
differentiation, the first kind of activity involves methods: ways to gather 
information relevant to the project, whether that information is just data 
or, conversely, will later become evidence (data in service of claims). 
The second type of activity utilizes methodologies: analysis (preceding or 
coextensive with writing) will resemble prior studies’ processes of mak-
ing sense of the stuff that was gathered by deploying theories (these help 
make narratives about data comprehensible). Methods and methodolo-
gies almost invariably exist prior to a novice researcher stepping forth to 
investigate something. They are ‘out there’ for us to learn about, under-
stand, selectively use, and ingeniously combine. They structure what and 
how we research and think. To name what these antecedents are, then to 
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purposefully engage them, is more art than science, and like arts there are 
techniques – protocols, skill sets, and ethics – necessary to their use. Their 
skilful (and defensible) use requires practice, though practice is done while 
learning, in smaller-scale studies that can scale up if the approach is prom-
ising. We often attain these capabilities without realizing it, which is a 
mercy given those two hundred-plus years of effort prior to understanding 
that we have choices of how to do what we do. Being asked to slow down 
and define ‘looking’ and to make considered decisions about ‘analysing’ 
holds us accountable: this is tradecraft.

Tradecraft

To know when one deploys a method and when one embarks on a meth-
odology is helpful in a research process, even if it is a rare study that 
facilitates strictly consecutive deployment. Field research (say, observing 
a theatre company in rehearsal while taking notes on how artistic deci-
sions are determined, using methods such as field observation, survey 
techniques, or interviews within the traditions of critical performance eth-
nography or practice-as-research) must precede analysis (reading notes, 
collating survey responses, or listening to recordings, and, after many itera-
tions, listing the characteristics of the decision-making process, essential 
features, and variants). To take this hypothetical example further, once 
a list of characteristics of artistic decision-making is created, it is subject 
to methodological understanding in a corresponding intellectual tradi-
tion (e.g. content analysis). In tracking trends, the researcher might then 
want to investigate patterns; the findings could, for example, be accounted 
for as a system produced through activities representing deeply held cul-
tural concepts or experiences superseding individuals (structuralism); as 
descriptions of actions and inter-dynamic interactions of sets of people 
and things (actor-network theory); or as individuals’ negotiation of gene-
alogies of practice relating to language or social structure coalescing into 
institutionalized ways of thinking (discourse theory). There are more pos-
sibilities, but the point is that information gathered during field research 
may be subjected to multiple methodologies (traditions of interpretation), 
singly or in combination, and this predicates a lot about the conclusions.

Methods are selection criteria that strongly influence how a researcher 
spends their time. Which choices of methods will most likely facilitate 
finding what is germane to a question? What kind of vigilance while engag-
ing with others, observing, or reading will result in notes useful for the 
analysis they will later undergo? If the research incorporates documenting 
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a production, one might gather insight at rehearsals and watch perform-
ances. The next goal may be to understand performance vis-à-vis culture, 
and so a researcher might discuss the production with contributing art-
ists, consult what artists generated in preparation for the production (such 
as designs), or gather traces of performance reception from digital sites 
or in archives or libraries. One might even turn their attention to things 
referred to in the production – such as contemporary events, history, or 
other cultural knowledge – which are ‘not theatre’.

Multi-method as well as multi-methodological approaches may be 
needed. What is observed, who is engaged, and what is taken down as 
notes are consequential because the intended methodological traditions 
of interpretation will require that certain kinds of criteria were prioritized 
at the earlier stage of enquiry. Because one cannot necessarily know what 
matters most when setting out to design research, one must rely on skill 
and experience to ensure that the project’s data-gathering method(s) be 
more efficient and ultimately useful when data is analysed. One can decide 
between methodologies after the observations are made, but it is impossible 
to note-take everything and to prepare for every interpretive contingency, 
especially since insight is likely to occur throughout the process. With a 
set of (unoptimized) notes in hand, one might then ask: Which choices are 
conducive to deriving the best explanations? Which characteristics of what 
is observed should be correlated or contrasted?

TaPS allows eclectic approaches partly because it is the sum of an 
academic history engaged, successively and variously, with folkloric, 
archaeological, anthropological, literary, sociological, philosophical, and 
historical approaches dedicated not only to its own performative products 
(such as scripts, scores, designs, and other documentation) but also to art 
or architecture, culture and social behaviour, cognitive processes, gover-
nance, trade, and technology (influences that each have their own methods 
and methodologies that fall into or out of favour over time). In justifying 
the validity and importance of the live event (and live events from the 
past), TaPS adopts the premises of other disciplines and takes up the ways 
these disciplines pursued their insights, yet sometimes radically changes 
the context. For example, in Building Character: The Art and Science of 
Casting, Amy Cook (2018: 26) acts as a ‘disciplinary ambassador’ between 
theatre scholars and cognitive linguists, promoting understanding of the 
consequences of casting choices. Like many other TaPS scholars interested 
in cognitive science, she does not do anything empirical: instead, she uti-
lizes semiotics and reception theory to reveal ‘where the character’s body 
is constructed from words’.
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In different regions and scholarly organizations, TaPS has been defined 
through allegiance to a particular discipline or approach (McKenzie et al., 
2010; Riley & Hunter, 2009). Lately, TaPS has generated its own, distinct, 
methods and methodologies, such as performance genealogy, (applied) 
practice-as-research, and critical media history. Collectively, TaPS is a sum 
of these parts. This allows for a tremendous variety of enquiries, which in 
turn means a significant burden in understanding the tradecraft of the 
many traditions of enquiry, along with the opportunity to mix traditions 
in research design.

Drama, Theatre, and Performance Research

TaPS research sometimes begins with dramatic texts. Whereas a ‘close 
reading’ of a play text may focus on genre and form, prosody, literary and 
linguistic devices, and any other formalist elements (in the New Critical 
or Russian formalist sense), a practised student of drama ‘stages’ perfor-
mance in the mind’s eye (and ear) while reading. Anne Ubersfeld (1999: 
xxi) argues in Reading Theatre that reading a dramatic script differs from 
reading other kinds of texts, for ‘the key lies outside itself’, in the domain 
of performance. This is a distinction with a difference that reflects Otakar 
Zich’s contrast between a dramatic work seen from within (‘from the 
viewpoint of its inner relations’) and one seen without (from an audience’s 
perspective) (Gajdoš, 2007: 82). For a director or dramaturg, reading a 
dramatic text might entail noting the potential for double casting, pictur-
ing characters’ interactions, and connecting the plot to the visual or sonic 
world that the characters inhabit. An actor may think about what a specific 
character does and how they express themselves, experience or promulgate 
the consequences of ideology, and navigate their world. Setting out to do 
research, a scholar may find it advantageous to try to ‘experience’ the play 
from a spectator’s vantage, to inhabit one of these theatre makers’ iden-
tities, or to approximate a historicized perspective with culturally specific 
knowledge about staging, acting practices, dramatic theory, social history, 
and formalist norms.

The printing of plays has evolved in ways that presume readers’ 
engagement beyond what is on the page, necessitating a shift towards 
performative criteria (Peters, 2000; Worthen, 2005; 2010). Dramatic 
scripts tend to be replete with dialogue and sparing about everything else, 
yet specific methods become involved in reading practices when, for exam-
ple, a phenomenological approach investigates the experience of stage time 
(which differs from both reading time and elapsed time), querying how  
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action unfolds through plot sequencing and how this temporal unfolding 
is conveyed through design elements, pacing, and visual storytelling. For a 
researcher, this predicates an infinite set of possibilities for a putative audi-
ence’s experience, but stops well short of such an experience in the reading. 
The distinction that arises between the work on the stage and what the 
playwright calls for in staging is hinted at in Table i.1.

Though a solely intrinsic approach to textual analysis in any tradition of 
criticism – psychoanalytic, structuralist, materialist, feminist, postcolonial, 
and so on – is a likely starting point in research, it is no longer a typical 
goal in TaPS (Walker, 2006). As scripts are regarded as performance-in-
potential, a kind of companion to the mise en scène of performance, or a 
pale shadow of a complex production genealogy, a performative analysis 
is likely to occur, emphasizing what could transpire multi-sensorially in 
production. If productions have occurred, a researcher may also want to 
ascertain what was experienced and then recorded. There is mediation in 
all these steps. Eyewitness accounts of performance are not reportage (as 
with play-by-play real-time sports coverage) but what Patrice Pavis (2003: 
9–10) calls ‘analysis by reconstruction’, whether as evaluative reviews or as 
descriptions. Even when scholars write about what they have witnessed, 
they do so after the fact, as historians. Their emphases typically fall upon: 
(1) what happens on and around the stage, (2) the holistic complexity of 
the event, and (3) theatre in culture (in which case extrinsic research is 
engaged).

Table i.1 schematizes a set of play-related questions to differentiate prac-
tices of reading, staging in the mind’s eye (and ear), accounting for staged 
choices, and explicating the event within its cultural setting. The first three 
types of enquiry  – intrinsic, performative, and historical approaches  – 
accord with what Christopher B. Balme (2008: 127) terms the theatrical 
text, the production (any specific staging of the text), and the performance 
on a given occasion. These lines of enquiry frequently combine in research 
projects. If the research highlights, for example, a key production within a 
project about a director’s aesthetic, then the onus may be on specifying the 
choices in the case study’s mise en scène, comparing and contrasting these 
with other examples from the director’s oeuvre, and contextualizing them 
against other directors’ productions of the play, thus incorporating all three 
approaches (intrinsic, performative, and historical). Each approach gives a 
focus for data collection (methods), and thus a sense of what to look for. If 
the researcher has seen the production, they must choose what to do with 
this knowledge, perhaps combining their own sense of the performance 
(e.g. notes and memories) with other available sources (such as designs, 
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illustrations, reviews, and prompt books) to constitute evidence leading to 
understanding the production’s genesis into a particular set of choices and 
results. Once there is data to work with, research on the case study can be 
further developed through methodological choices. For example, a post-
structuralist approach may regard as ‘dead’ both the playwright (irrelevant 
to the autonomous artistic acts of theatre makers) and the director (irrel-
evant to spectators’ critical acts of performance interpretation), whereas 
a psychoanalytic approach may dig deep into the playwright’s and/or 
director’s biography. The fourth approach, extrinsic, focuses on reception 
and is predicated on the circulating stew of cultural and political preoccu-
pations and knowledge of performance repertoires that inflect how a given 
performance (or production) is capable of being understood and prompt-
ing reactions. Exemplary versions of this approach can be found in Ric 
Knowles’s (2004: 17) case studies in Reading the Material Theatre, which 
model ‘precisely how audiences produce meaning in negotiation with the 
particular, local theatrical event’, following methodological antecedents by 
Marvin Carlson (1989) in semiotics and Susan Bennett (1997) in reader-
response theory.

For Prague School linguist Jiří Veltruský, drama stands on its own as 
a work of art yet also transforms into another kind of art work, which 
he called ‘the scenic situation’ (Gajdoš, 2007: 87, 89). TaPS offers tailor-
made approaches for identifying information about ‘scenic situations’, as 
well as approaches adopted from other disciplines. Pavis (2003: 9), who, 
like Ubersfeld and Erika Fischer-Lichte, is influenced by semiotics, allows 
for psychological, psychoanalytic, sociological, anthropological, and 
intercultural approaches to analysis of mises-en-scène. He also delin-
eates phenomenological criteria to enable a spectator to specify an overall 
sense of a performance developed with ‘neither the apparent objectivity 
of empirical observation, nor the absolute universality of abstract 
theory’, lying between ‘detailed yet fragmentary description and general, 
unverifiable theory, between formless signifiers and polysemic signifieds’. 
P. N. Campbell (1982: 11–21) refers to the facets of a play’s existence  
(as script, staged work, and received production) as interdependent rhetorics 
that can strengthen, amend, alter, or oppose (the understanding of) a text.  
Rhetorics are specific to each play, and unique to each production, yet for 
them to be understood requires playgoers to have cultural knowledge that 
lies outside performance. Thus, Campbell considers it valuable to think 
across multiple categories to discern the full scope of a performance. The 
last column in Table i.1 indicates some (but by no means all) of the con-
cerns that may be engaged on behalf of indicative questions about matters 
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extrinsic to the play text, and the methodologies that accord to them. Not 
all kinds of analysis may be possible or sensible for every circumstance, and 
frequently the methodologies will be additively mixed to sustain different 
facets of an enquiry, account for different kinds of information, and craft 
a more replete account.

Table i.1’s schema is useful for approaching many kinds of performance, 
including non-dramatic (non-textually sourced) types. When one is con-
sidering performance art, for example, the focus may be on a case study 
(without either the antecedent or post facto ‘trace’ of a script), but formalist 
and phenomenological concerns of intrinsic and performative analysis still 
pertain. In this vein, when Patrick Anderson (2010: 91–93) marks ‘the break 
from theatrical conventions signaled and emblematized’ in Ana Mendieta’s 
and Marina Abramović’s performance art works (which took place in art 
galleries and the open air), he accounts for aesthetic elements and shows 
how these bear on extrinsic reception. He argues that the works have a 
performance genealogy distinct from theatre, and yet, he stipulates, ‘I do 
not mean to consign these artists’ work strictly to the domain of body art’; 
instead, he sees their work ‘precisely as performance, in the broadest pos-
sible sense of that word’. He attends to the ‘social, cultural, and political 
impact’ of works, specifically the way that durationality in performance 
and spectacularity relates to affect’s ability to shift cultural-political con-
texts. For analytical purposes, such ‘impacts’ of performance have common 
grounds with performative, historical, and extrinsic analysis of drama.

Likewise, in her explication of movement in contemporary perfor-
mance, Rachel Fensham (2021: 3–4) signals a relationship between the 
performative and extrinsic analyses of Table i.1. ‘What’ questions translate 
to ‘how’ questions predicated on spectators’ connecting viewing to mean-
ingful things in their own experience. This can be the essence of an analysis 
focused on extrinsic concerns. For example, she argues that performance 
strips down form, allowing for ‘macro- and micro-levels of attention at 
one and the same time, with extension – spatial, rhythmic, haptic – into 
the world around the self’. This emphasizes the kinds of things a spectator 
attends to, deploying formalist criteria to experience a work phenome-
nologically. Attending to how we pay attention to the ways movement 
functions across a range of registers leads to a set of historically framed 
but culturally conscious questions: ‘in what ways do the learned and spe-
cialized techniques of performing bodies contribute to understandings of 
social and political understandings of movement?’

With a performative (not textual) starting point, close attention to both 
traditions and choices in performance connects case studies to culture 
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and history with specificity (and through the explanatory work afforded 
by theory). This framework gives scope for many kinds of resistant cri-
tique (queer, feminist, Indigenous, Black, Global South, etc.) that track 
what Fensham (2021: 142) describes as ‘perceptions of movement [that] 
are both internal and observational, and eminently social and political’ 
for different bodies. Such modes of critique take into account viewers’ 
awareness of ‘lived possibilities in patterns of production, consumption 
and imagination’, while also relating to globalization, scaling up the nature 
of the enquiry (Fensham, 2021: 153). Through case studies of performance, 
Fensham demonstrates how distinct traditions and locations of interpre-
tation connect the mechanics of movement to subjectivity. Subjectivity, 
in turn, is integral for applying methodologies related to postcolonial and 
feminist frameworks, which link formalism to phenomenology and affect 
studies. Relating production case studies to reception in such ways is a fre-
quent approach, but it is not ubiquitous.

Incompleteness and Unrecoverability

Some TaPS research has entirely different points of departure. For exam-
ple, Christin Essin’s (2021) Working Backstage: A Cultural History and 
Ethnography of Technical Theater Labor has little to no use for the analyt-
ical criteria of Table i.1, for it is about the work of performance-making 
rather than performance per se. Essin shows how, from the perspective 
of scholarship, knowledge is gathered ‘out there’ (whether from live peo-
ple or their artefacts) and synthesized as new insights for the academic 
sphere. Essin’s niche is the occupational landscape of Broadway’s techni-
cians. Her case study contributes to the sociology of work, yet her methods 
are common in TaPS (interviews conducted over several years, augmented 
by archival research). Initially, Essin (2021: 22) relied on her own contacts 
from when she was a technician in regional theatre, but the scope of inter-
viewees expanded as participants suggested and helped recruit additional 
participants (snowball sampling). From copious interviews, she derived a 
taxonomy of positions and their hierarchies, built up through profiles of 
individuals. There is no eventhood of rehearsing, opening, and running 
a production in these human profiles, but rather tasks, careers, and per-
sonal networks. Theatre-making is at the centre, yet performance is rather 
incidental to the professional ethnography, which widely skirts the idea of 
production histories (Essin, 2021: 18). Individual informants’ testimony 
facilitates network analysis of a cultural unit (Broadway theatre in general 
and the history and identity of the New York branch of the stageworkers’ 
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union more specifically) in the structuralist tradition, and that is the basis 
of the methodology. Still, the work of specialists such as dressers and child 
guardians is revealed as affective labour: here, Essin (2021: 147–51, 172) 
pivots to affect studies to interpret these jobs, documenting how work in 
shows such as Matilda the Musical (2010) generates this type of labour.

Whereas Essin’s approach is to find something knowable, research it, 
and then explicate it – creating a sense of completeness out of her data – 
since the 1990s much TaPS research has explored ephemerality, incom-
pleteness, and the limits of the knowable. Odai Johnson excels at this, 
demonstrating the possibilities for thinking relationally even with the 
slightest of evidence. For example, in Ruins: Classical Theatre and Broken 
Memory, Johnson (2018: 129) draws on Franco Moretti’s (2005) concept 
of mapping to posit the city of Rome and its ancient performances not as 
a calendar or typology of events but ‘as a process through which imperial 
ideology and the topographies of power are enacted, disenacted, and ren-
dered visible’ a posteriori. This de-emphasizes the need for clarity of any 
single source or event in favour of many types of sources connected to 
social scripts, resulting in ‘the palimpsest moments when the [social] script 
and the subscript create a sort of weirdly coherent bilingual exchange’. 
Though there are delimiters of place and period, this may be as far from a 
case study as one can get.

Whereas most researchers seek specific kinds of evidence rather than 
notice evidence that is lacking, Johnson (2021: 44–5) regards locating 
‘holes’ as a valid discovery of another sort:

Evidence is the beam work that keeps the discipline [of history] upright. 
But that reliance also trains the eye to look for what is left, not for what has 
been left out, eliding the absence to alight on events. But the missing can 
sometimes be the most interesting part of the record…. A well-structured 
absence retains traces of the disappeared, like the curated frame of the stolen 
painting, or the odd staple holes of missing pages.

The staple holes in a document (like the postholes of an early Virginian 
theatre in another of Johnson’s studies, his 2006 Absence and Memory in 
Colonial American Theatre) mark a former presence and thus a history for 
the pages or building foundations that are destroyed, rotted, lost, mis-
placed, or misapprehended. Holes are evidence of something, and even if 
that something cannot be seen or known it can be known about through 
its trace (Johnson, 2006). For Johnson (2018: 4–5), all data is relevant – 
especially theatre’s ‘scars, shards, and stumpage, its ruins, and the ruins 
beneath the ruins’  – but not, however, as an empiricist cataloguing 
project (which would have no interpretive methodology). He embraces 
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non-repleteness, non-replicability, and non-recoverability with an excep-
tional level of comfort about absence (not merely ambiguity). Still, he will 
suddenly stop short of an inductive insight. For example, though intrigued 
by the dualistic opposition of presence and absence, Johnson does not 
resolve across known and unknown data points to mark a stratigraphic 
trend. This Derridean approach is not anti-method but rather reflects a 
profound mixing of methodologies, utilizing philology to connect lan-
guage to its deep meaning; object-oriented materialism to consider the 
pre-history, history, and post-history of something’s creation and usage, 
as well as its disappearance or negative trace; discourse theory’s relations 
between language, social structure, and individual agency to broach insti-
tutionalized ways of thinking and being; and network analysis to cleave to 
descriptions (who or what did something) rather than concepts (society, 
capitalism, empire, norms, individualism, scapes, etc.). Gaps left unfilled 
can be resplendent emptiness (Davis, 2004).

In historical research, the sensory unknowability of performances and 
their reception is a commonplace. For the contemporary period, there 
are methods aimed at excavating reception directly from audiences. 
Historians’ fascination with the sensory experience of theatre-going is 
broached by different means. Scott A. Trudell (2020: 370–1), for example, 
emphasizes aural reception: ‘Sound studies offers a helpful model in which 
written texts act as acoustic records – transcriptions, imitations, or “earwit-
nesses”, a term for representing or recalling sound.’ This has been leveraged 
through approaches faithful to the overlapping of ‘writing, speech,​ 
 dance, musical composition, acoustic performance, and visual art’ com-
mon to many periods and styles. Judith Pascoe’s The Sarah Siddons Audio 
Files takes up this challenge, positing a search for the voice of the actress 
Sarah Siddons (active 1774–1812). The book documents a succession of 
approaches to identify, combine, analyse, and synthesize relevant infor-
mation, dwelling on ‘the notes taken by George Joseph Bell’, a Scottish 
jurist expert in mercantile law, ‘while he was sitting in Siddons’s audi-
ence’ (Pascoe, 2011: 96; see also Bell, ca. 1806). Because of Pascoe’s eclectic 
approach (not despite it), her discovery maps a kind of resplendent empti-
ness: she concedes that no matter what she does, and no matter how hard 
she tries to listen, she – in contrast to Bell – cannot hear Siddons’s voice.

Like an entire generation enthralled by Siddons, Bell was fascinated by 
her declamation. Seventy years before the invention of the phonograph, he 
sought to ‘record’ the actress’s vocal performance by annotating a script, 
and Pascoe does what she can with these marks of emphasis and cadence, 
and descriptions of tonality, volume, and quality. Pascoe found Bell’s circa 
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1806 notations, which were transcribed and published by H. C. Fleeming 
Jenkin in 1878, invaluable. But for what? Comparing the published tran-
script to Bell’s manuscript, Pascoe (2011: 100) examined Bell’s observations 
on Lady Macbeth ‘at snail speed’. Observing how punctuation was (mis)
transcribed by Jenkin from Bell, she also noticed a feature of Bell’s dic-
tion: when accounting for ‘reactions to Siddons’s acting … he did so in 
the second person, writing that her anxiety in the banquet scene “makes 
you creep with apprehension”, and that her emotion “keeps you breath-
less”’. Through equally assiduous attention to the discourse of other ear 
witnesses, Pascoe tried to summon several historically specific facets of late 
eighteenth-century playgoers’ habitus: scrupulous and undivided atten-
tion to key scenes and extensive experience of attending many performers’ 
interpretations as well as Shakespearean recitations within social circles. 
To simulate the historical habitus within her research process, she dedi-
cated time in the University of Iowa Libraries’ media department to listen 
to a host of actresses’ recordings of Lady Macbeth on a panoply of obsolete 
playback machines. She tried to align this with her own immersive experi-
ence in an introductory voice class, where she learned about and attempted 
mastery of breath control. The intent was to generate knowledge that inte-
grated trace evidence of a phantom performance genealogy by listening to 
great performers from the era of sound recording, together with attaining 
embodied understanding of technique.

This incorporation of practice-as-research failed to recover early 
nineteenth-century theatre-goers’ experience of Siddons’s aesthetic. A 
spiralling hermeneutic of data generation and intentional acts of analysis 
could not approximate an alien consciousness. Bell had Siddons’s voice in 
his head, which is exactly what Pascoe could not summon, and he knew 
what it felt like to hear it in contrast to other performers’ instruments. 
These were two wraiths in Pascoe’s perceptual quest. She concludes that 
not even time travel could breach this gap:

Even if I could be whisked back to 1809 and take a seat in the Covent 
Garden theater, even if George Joseph Bell was jabbing me with his elbow …  
I would not be an equal sharer in the pleasures of Siddons’s performances 
because I would not … have a vast dramatic repertoire filed away in my 
brain, with subfiling for variant performances of particular roles. I would 
sit like a listening-impaired lump, clutching a sad little clothespin bag of 
Shakespearean quotations, while Siddons made the rest of the audience res-
onate like harp strings. (Pascoe, 2011: 103)

Despite the attempts at synthesis and recuperation, not even hearing 
Siddons’s phantasmic voice would give a historically situated experience of 
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its timbre, cadences, and thrilling effects. This is a variant on researching 
absence: something known to have existed, its qualities described and its 
minutiae transferred from ear to pen, yet an unrecoverable aesthetic expe-
rience (and thus unrecoverable knowledge). The historian’s role, in such 
circumstances, is to accede to the ephemerality and the elusiveness of sonic 
and affective performance genealogies. Utilizing these mixed methods and 
methodologies traces the contours of what is unreachable.

Johnson and Pascoe demonstrate how multiple methods can show 
the contours of information, but it is through methodologies that schol-
ars account for what the gaps convey, which gaps can be plugged, and 
whether an answer is possible. To comprehend the nature of pluralities 
(as well as the disjunctions), and account for inexorable and ineluctable 
uncertainty, is the hallmark of deconstruction. Yet, given that there are 
limits to all endeavours in knowledge-seeking, how do scholars choose 
other approaches? What else has post-structuralist theory made possible?

Mixology and the Role of Theory

Graduate school puts a premium on learning ‘theory’ (an imperative best 
stated in the plural). Theories are scaffolded upon premises derived from 
extensive observation, category construction, and reduction. For example, 
observation of living species and fossilized remains, then recognition of 
variation and adaptation across many species, led to the theory of natu-
ral selection. Once established as an explanatory schema, natural selection 
could be tested in myriad circumstances and extrapolated to account for 
phenomena in macro and micro contexts. So, too, in cultural theory, but 
here there is tradecraft to consider. It is folly to take a theory and slam it 
on any phenomenon at will: natural selection cannot account for why one 
performance aesthetic takes hold while others fade away any more than it 
can explain the rise and ebb of civilizations. Theories are useful for some 
things, but not everything. As a case in point, Pascoe shows affect theory’s 
limits: the detailed ekphrastic accounts of Siddons’s voice from the past, 
combined with exegeses of later performers’ recordings, cannot bring to 
the surface an empirical understanding of corporeal, expressive, or recep-
tive practices in the twenty-first-century researcher (even if she is equipped 
with a time machine).

TaPS eclectically endorses the value of qualitative experiential and 
observation-based methods and methodologies (such as practice-as-
research and ethnography) as well as techniques in which theoretical 
deduction is the basis of understanding (such as material and object 
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analysis, deconstruction, and speech-act theory). All these approaches are 
theory led, even when empirical. Some approaches combine better than 
others – socio-semiotics and structuralism, resistant critiques and phenom-
enology, or critical ethnography and discourse theory – so methodological 
eclecticism is not random or nominal. The designators of many methodol-
ogies in Table I.2 have the tag word theory attached to them – affect theory, 
actor-network theory, material and object theory – which indicates a body 
of thought, with suppositions and protocols, that in adoption employs 
particular criteria to identify and gather evidence (through methods) and 
test its resilience to explain (through methodologies).

Theories are widely accepted concepts that explain many observed effects 
about fundamental things  – special relativity, heliocentrism, climate 
change, pervasive gender bias, the social construction of race, all of which 
are theories whether or not the word theory is tagged on – whereas hypotheses  
are tentative suggestions subject to testing. A theory alone does not have 
propositional force, but an enquiry can proceed when a hypothesis relates 
a theory to the investigation at hand. For example, critical media history  
(a theory without the term theory) pluralistically accounts for perform-
ances’ function as a memory machine for human experience, yet an 
enquiry must posit something about a specific instance or pattern in order 
to draw out the relational meanings. Scaffolding an argument that vali-
dates or challenges how something is remediated out of prior performative 
instantiations can demonstrate not just that repertoires are recombinative  
(the theory) but also how they manifest (the analysis resulting from applying 
critical media history’s methodologies to evidence) (Davis & Marx, 2021).

In the humanities, research design may lean on theory predictively, 
though even with follow-through that engages appropriate methods and 
methodologies we are unlikely to ‘prove’ a hypothesis so much as pro-
liferate interpretations. In archive-based work, for example, Maggie B. 
Gale and Ann Featherstone identify ‘evidence-gathering with a view to 
the destabilization, reorganization or reordering of a historical position 
or perspective’ as an approach to generating ‘a version of history’ (Gale & 
Featherstone, 2011: 37–8). They stress the value of entering an archive with 
a parcel of good questions, as well as being open to the serendipity of con-
necting points of information through a creative process. This inherently 
creative process is not conducive to proving hypotheses; historical research 
is fraught ‘with the dynamic complexities of memory acquisition and 
replay’ in new contexts (including the influence of new or additional theo-
ries) (Gale & Featherstone, 2011: 24). This is not simply a contrast between 
the empiricism of science and the qualitative bias of the humanities, or an 
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effect of causal multiplicity in human affairs, but a consequence of vir-
tually everything we assert remaining discursively propositional. Usually, 
claims to new theorizing are actually hypotheses. Grounded theory has a 
similar status while being subject to processes of validation internal to a 
research process based in a specific community as well as testing of the sys-
tematic relatedness of concepts, conceptual linkages, variation, broadened 
conditions, and change factors as benchmarks in the canonical published 
literature (Creswell, 1998: 210).

The idea of theory guiding choices about research design is widely 
accepted. Table i.2 schematically lays out a selection of qualitative 
approaches prevalent in TaPS, including some conducive to generating 
grounded theory (critical performance ethnography, practice-as-research, 
and resistant critiques). Each example is glossed with a few key advocates 
and tenets that typify the premises of the theory. This is matched with 
methods of how phenomena/subjects/objects are observed, noted, or pro-
cessed in order to gather information about them, and then methodologies 
that utilize what is gathered, accounting for it in research outcomes such 
as writing, performance, and exhibitions. The possible combinations are 
endless, and a few examples must suffice to demonstrate how this works.

Two recent full-length studies of play-going  – one historical, the 
other contemporary  – illustrate how theories are connected to research 
approaches and the building blocks of methodologies. In Common 
Understandings, Poetic Confusion: Playhouses and Playgoers in Elizabethan 
England, William N. West (2021) combines approaches to posit the ‘expe-
rience’ of Elizabethan playgoers and the way this reflected life in early 
modern London. West makes the most of limited sources through metic-
ulous use of mixed methods, multiple theories, and sundry methodologies. 
He assembles a lexicon about plays and play-going – including the terms 
understanders, confusion, supposes, and non plus, which all arose during the 
period – and, utilizing philological analysis, considers the terms’ vernacu-
larity in response to beholding and behaving at professional theatres. The 
instigation of London theatre as a regular and accessible business from 1576 
gives a particular and concise timeline through which to track the emer-
gent meanings within a tight geographic area. This is not sociolinguistics 
so much as an encounter-based approach that aligns the phenomenology 
of play-going with hermeneutics. Elizabethans actively sought ways  
to account for what they experienced in the theatre, and West discerns 
which versions ‘fit’ in recognition of what Stephen Greenblatt (1988: 1–20) 
calls ‘the circulation of social energy’ emergent in this specific context. 
To help account for this as a process of emergent meaning, West (2021:  
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10) draws on the philosopher Hans Blumenberg’s (2010) concept of abso-
lute metaphors – figures that ‘give shape to human engagements with the 
world and with others’ as new meanings emerged from older ones – in 
conjunction with George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s concept of ‘meta-
phors we live by’, which profoundly yet often covertly shape understanding 
(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Thus, Elizabethan theatre created its own​ 
 framing; through this self-figuration playgoers understood metaphors, 
and producers figured out how to capitalize on the metaphors. These 
‘matrices of affect’ – an idea that draws on Raymond Williams’s ‘struc-
tures of feeling’ – propositionally consolidated to pattern a ‘repertoire of 
behaviors and affects’, which, in West’s (2021: 14) account, are a history of 
how playing and play-going developed across the period.

With the addition of each methodology and every theoretical con-
struct, West creates a richer and more nuanced account. He establishes 
differences, not merely likenesses and correlations, with the goal of find-
ing patterns, not hierarchizing or interpreting them. Instead of seeking 
formalism within texts, West utilizes texts’ sense of formalism emergent 
in experience. This aligns with Miguel Escobar Varela’s (2021: 34) observa-
tion that TaPS is invested in understanding what and how theatre means 
through ‘verifiable patterns in the history and current practice of theater 
performance’. West’s (2021: 58, 63) historicist focus identifies, in the act 
of playing, ‘a verbal redistribution of the sensible’ (alluding to Jacques 
Rancière), ‘calling attention to how it produces meaning without seeming 
to’, in conjunction with ‘material, spatial, cultural, linguistic’ circum-
stances of imagination circulating within and as a result of theatres. Thus,  
through semiotic and media-specific induction, West identifies how play-
houses reinforced structures of feeling, both as a problem for culture 
(i.e. anti-theatricality) and as an instrument of it. West never conflates a 
theoretical principle – such as a dispositif, absolute metaphor, or structure 
of feeling – with historical evidence as proof. Rather, he uses these prin-
ciples to establish relationships between data in an interpretive narrative 
that recognizes patterns, pluralities, and contradictions in an emergent 
genealogy of practice derived through the methodologies of philology and 
content analysis, then deconstruction and discourse analysis.

In scientific investigations, two steps in logical thought – hypothesiz-
ing (generating provisional suppositions drawn from known facts) and 
predicting (forecasting how something will work or behave, based on the 
hypothesis) – must be linked by a method: something done in order to 
test the hypothesis under specific circumstances. If the expected result 
is not forthcoming, the prediction is definitely wrong (the hypothesis is 
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less often under suspicion, and the theory even more rarely). Humanistic 
research works in much the same way; however, there is not an expectation 
of replicability to establish veracity, for humanities research proceeds on 
a relational basis and recognizes the subjectivity of a researcher as integral 
to insights as well as the uniqueness of a cultural situation or moment. No 
two researchers will derive identical data sets, apply the same method iden-
tically, or get precisely the same understanding. Neither the steps taken 
nor the conclusions drawn are reproducible by another (Escobar Varela, 
2021: 23–5), though developing multiple case studies is often tried in order 
to stand in for replicability.

In contrast with the historical perspective taken by West, the study 
Privileged Spectatorship: Theatrical Interventions in White Supremacy by 
Dani Snyder-Young (2020) takes a contemporary approach. In this study 
of performance reception in the United States, Snyder-Young (2020: xxxi) 
investigates the potential for theatres’ programming about race to have 
effects on predominantly white audiences, and her hypothesis  – drawn 
from Caroline Heim (2016), by way of Erving Goffman – is that ‘embod-
ied actions of audience members constitute a performance’ recognizable as 
a repertoire. But what is that behavioural repertoire? Snyder-Young utilizes 
qualitative participant-observation methods (attendance at performances, 
post-show talkbacks, and panels) to observe and record audience members’ 
behaviours, their visible markers of racial identification (acknowledging 
that this does not necessarily equate to their racial identity), and verbal 
statements (subsequently transcribed). As Chris Rees and Mark Gatenby 
note, such ethnographic approaches are ‘able to link the subjective under-
standings of individuals with the structural positions within which those 
individuals are located’ (Rees & Gatenby, 2014: 135). (That is also a premise 
of discourse theory, which is heavily utilized at a later stage of Snyder-
Young’s research.) Case studies from a variety of cities and theatres over a​ 
 five-year period consistently confirm Snyder-Young’s (2020: xxxv–xxxvi) 
prediction that white spectators’ behaviours and utterances are performa-
tively distinct from those of people of colour, starkly bifurcating the 
data. This difference correlates to an important observation, evident in 
the coded content analysis: ‘exclusionary responses [from] white audience 
members … work against artistic and institutional efforts toward inclusion 
and equity’, for at post-show talk-backs audience engagements efforts ‘can 
amplify or interrupt a performance’s potential to get audience members to 
take responsibility for helping to solve the [racialized] problem in the real 
world’. This has significant consequences. Despite viewing performances 
that demonstrate the need for decolonization and desegregation, white 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009294904.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009294904.001


	 Introduction: Mix and Stir	 29

audiences will avoid looking at their own life choices for how they ‘per-
petuate and exacerbate white supremacy’. Does this mean that all white 
spectators will conform to the noted repertoires and that subversion of 
productions’ progressive arguments is inevitable when white audiences 
predominate? No. Does this signal a predictive probability of conforming 
to the noted repertoires? Yes, at least within the cultural parameters set out 
in the study, noting the ongoing challenge for artists and publics to disrupt 
(not just critique) white privilege (Snyder-Young, 2020: 131). Does it mean 
that despite the racial reckoning in the United States propelled by George 
Floyd’s murder in 2020, white spectators’ behaviour remained unchanged? 
Unknown: this postdates the data collection.

Theory is with us when we deploy methods and methodologies. For 
example, theory is the constant (if not always welcome) companion of 
anthropologists using field methods and ethnographic methodologies, 
and reflecting on methods (as a meta-critique) generates ethical stances 
(Prentki & Preston, 2009: 63–124). Even in practice-as-research, hypoth-
eses are ‘abductive jumps or kick-starters of a process’ (Hansen, 2018: 37), 
and theory is prominent in practitioners’ ability to articulate positionali-
ties (Cahill et al., 2019). These examples represent a few of the many ways 
to identify relevant information, traditions through which to analyse and 
relate information, ways in which to explain how knowledge is generated, 
and the locus of meta-critique.

Epistemologies of Knowing: Artisanal Knowledge

The historiographer François Furet (2001: 270–1) notes that any event, ‘if 
considered in isolation, is unintelligible’. Theory is one means by which 
scholars subsume knowledge and find intelligibility. Being a cultural 
insider is another.

In a study of early musical comedies, Peter Bailey (1998: 184) went in 
search of what made the character type of a naughty (but ultimately nice) 
ingénue legible to audiences. He wrote that, indicatively, ‘implications of 
prostitution or some kind of sexual buccaneering may help to account for 
the huge success of the hit song “And Her Golden Hair Was Hanging 
Down Her Back” that helped The Shop Girl to run to nearly six hundred 
performances in 1894–5’. Meaning came only partly from the lyrics, for 
it was in performance that the character type was conveyed. Dale Evans 
gave a sense of the received tradition of the song in the 1944 film Song of 
Nevada (dir. Joseph Kane), smiling, gesturing with her hands, and swaying 
her hips during the chorus: 
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But Oh Flo, such a change you know
When she left the village she was shy
But alas and alack she’d gone back
With a naughty little twinkle in her eye.

What gave Flo that twinkling eye is conveyed in the verses, as when she is 
persuaded to appear in a tableau vivant:

She posed beside a marble bath upon some marble stairs
Just like a water nymph or an advertisement of Pears
And if you ask me to describe the costume that she wears

Pause. In performance, a singer could use aposiopesis, suddenly stopping as if 
unwilling to proceed with the explanation, then provide the refrain:

Well, her golden hair is hanging down her back. (McGlennon & Rowenfeld, 
1894: n.p.)

For Victorian spectators not equipped to fully understand, the song 
remained innocent, or perhaps confusing. But those whose visual imag-
ination could summon the scene would see in their mind’s eye that Flo 
appeared unclad in a pose plastique, her hair less advantageously arranged 
than Lady Godiva’s on her famous ride. Thus, if they did understand, 
according to Bailey (1998: 185), the song exploited the genre’s ‘“knowing-
ness”, the technique of hints and silences that left the audience to fill in the 
gaps and complete the circuits of meaning’, while hearing and understand-
ing (entendre) what is playfully on the verge of signification. ‘Flo’ may 
overstep to the equivoque of a double entendre, but the singer-narrator 
may not. This is how most Victorians understood the song, but how does 
a researcher come to ‘knowingness’ about a culture or era not their own? 
Historical research provides no laboratories for leveraging ‘existential con-
ditions and epistemological creativity’ to foster an experimental situation 
(Spatz, 2019: 71).

Queer theory offers a related idea, anti-narrativity, which is key to 
non-hegemonic epistemologies and thus important for performance 
reconstruction and analysis. According to Tyler Bradway (2021: 712), by 
moving attention away from plot and instead towards other ‘forms on 
which narrative depends, such as address, metonymy, description, point 
of view, and character … suspense, simultaneity, and surprise’, narrative 
can be discovered not working ‘on behalf of the normative’ but opening 
‘a condition of possibility for queerness … through which queers forge, 
experience, sustain, renew, and reimagine relationality’. As a method, 
ferreting out this strategic formalism means ‘conceiv[ing] narrative as 
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an ecology of interdependent forms  – aesthetic and nonaesthetic  – in 
contiguous torsion with one another’. This comes full circle to the con-
cerns of Table i.1, but how can formalist identification lead to semiotic 
understanding? When a scholar pushes beyond the limits of their own 
knowledge in search of keys not corresponding to their identity or their 
experience of signification, the project can be ethnographic, seeking cri-
teria and developing knowledge for thick description, even if the source 
is textual and the text is historical. Theory per se is not necessarily going 
to provide the key to social worlds, though theory may explain why social 
worlds cohere and lock non-belongers out.

In Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Riotous 
Black Girls, Troublesome Women, and Queer Radicals, Saidiya Hartman 
(2019: xiv) describes such a problem-oriented quest as her endeavour ‘to 
recover the insurgent ground’ of young women’s lives from ‘the journals 
of rent collectors; surveys and monographs of sociologists; trial transcripts; 
slum photographs; reports of vice investigators, social workers, and parole 
officers; interviews with psychiatrists and psychologists; and prison case 
files, all of which present a problem’ of data contextualization. She devel-
ops a counter-narrative to her sources, ‘liberated from the judgment and 
classification that subjected young black women to surveillance, arrest, 
punishment, and confinement’, in order to ‘exhume open rebellion from 
the case file, to untether waywardness, refusal, mutual aid, and free love 
from their identification as deviance, criminality, and pathology’ in ways 
more in accord with the women’s own experience. This process allows 
Hartman to identify who is occluded by Jim Crow racial hierarchy, white 
supremacist institutions and acts, and gender constraints compounded by 
racial and sexual intersectionality that preclude first-person perspectives in 
archived sources. This radical experimentation with critical fabulation to 
recover subjects hidden in plain sight entails what Hartman (2019: 228) 
calls ‘a practice of possibility’ that defies and smashes through all offi-
cial and tacit barriers. Eventhood and narrative are both subsumed to 
reclamation.

Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2018: 132–3) notes how such strategies 
depend on ‘artisanal knowledge’, or the kinds of knowledge inherent to 
communities past and present: ‘Through such knowledges the groups in 
struggle become cognitive subjects and cease to be the objects of those 
alien knowledges that have been used to justify their subjection and 
oppression.’ As in Hartman’s practice of critical fabulation, such artisanal 
knowledges arise from earlier social struggles and are here utilized and 
resurfaced through a focus on the ways that power affects, defines, and 
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delimits individuals and groups. The goal here is not simply to identify 
the implications of structural determinism for minoritarian, marginalized, 
or dispossessed people through deconstruction and discourse analysis, but 
also to utilize rhetorical techniques and intersectional approaches. This 
re-centres into narratives what Baz Kershaw and Helen Nicholson call the 
‘skeleton suggestions’ in interpretable spaces (Kershaw & Nicholson, 2011: 
6). Artisanal knowledge forces the question of how history (as a discipline 
and rhetoric) typically effaces certain kinds of experience, and how ‘gaps’ 
can be other than silhouettes of epistemological absence. Santos (2018: 
136) argues that such epistemologies of the South ‘do not disregard meth-
odologies. But they do keep in mind at all times that the social construc-
tion of the agents in a struggle is a political act that precedes, exceeds, 
and conditions the use of methodologies’, validating community insiders’ 
knowledge.

TaPS research can engage resistant critique, including decolonization, 
subaltern studies, de-patriarchization, critical race theory (in conjunction 
with racialization and de-racialization), critical whiteness studies, critical 
Indigenous theory, and disability studies. The artisanal knowledge needed 
for this is often ‘a performative kind of knowledge’, existing collectively in 
the commons as ‘a mix of knowledge/knower’ (Santos, 2018: 140). Robin 
Bernstein’s 2011 book Racial Innocence: Performing American Childhood 
from Slavery to Civil Rights exemplifies this sort of performative knowl-
edge, within the tradition of material object studies known as thing theory. 
She hypothesizes that childhood is a performance engaged with scriptive 
things: artefacts that prompt behaviours relating to the social struggles 
embedded in the objects. Bernstein (2011: 11, 91) examines a range of evi-
dence from the nineteenth- and twentieth-century United States, such 
as dolls, advertisements, popular performance (including blackface min-
strelsy), activity books, and illustrations, seeking patterns for the scripting 
and thereby generating of ‘new’ evidence through content and discourse 
analysis of ‘what a thing invited its users to do’. This connects to what 
Santos (2018: 137) calls empirical, practical, erudite, and scientific knowl-
edge to posit play as historical events in an ecology of knowledge wherein 
domination and resistance were disavowed yet, in the process, reinforced. 
Bernstein (2011: 12) analogizes scriptive things in ways akin to a playscript, 
so ‘items of material culture script in much the same sense that literary texts 
mean’ (i.e. by inviting agential behaviours). Bernstein’s prediction comes 
full circle back to the TaPS analytic terms of Table I.1: extrinsic analysis 
of objects’ reception explains the structures of feeling as a ‘problem-
oriented’ history that centres both scripts and play, interdependently with​ 
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 a ubiquitous performance genre (onstage and everywhere else too, affecting 
even children who have no first-hand experience of the full, theatrical, 
expression of blackface) (see Furet, 2001: 271). This affirms Bernstein’s  
(2011: 201) hypothesis and generates grounded theory: childhood perfor-
mance immutably connects to white supremacy through the use of toys, 
dolls, and books, which shape play both for African Americans (servitude 
and violence) and white people (dominance and mercilessness), within a 
horizon of events that is infinite but indebted to symbolic interactionism.

Santos (2018: 174) acknowledges the long timeline for completing 
cultural reparation and restitution that aims to undo entrenched episte-
mologies uncovered by insights such as Snyder-Young’s, Hartman’s, and 
Bernstein’s. The poet Dionne Brand (2001: 6) characterizes this kind of 
self-observation and feeling as ‘sitting in the room with history’. This 
is part of the process  – the tradecraft  – of research. Rather than being 
complicit in the academy’s destructive forces, disciplined to others’ nar-
ratives, Christina Sharpe (2016: 13) argues that for diasporic Africans ‘the 
work we do requires new modes and methods of research and teaching’ 
to engage archives’ and memories’ consequences, unscientifically. New 
modes of knowledge-making and methodological mixology – particularly 
arising from critical race theory as well as queer, Indigenous, feminist, and 
disability studies – embrace theory and method in order to approximate 
grounded-theory approaches emphasizing ‘description, understanding, 
and explanation’ of qualitative data (Jaccard & Jacoby, 2010: 258).

Methods and methodologies for accomplishing path-breaking research 
are emerging in our midst, bred in specific economic, cultural, and politi-
cal milieux, like the ever-changing discipline of TaPS. In the chapters that 
follow, scholars provide reflections on their trials and tribulations, advice, 
cautionary tales, and new potentialities. Mix and stir.
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