Letters to the Editor

CRITICISM VERSUS
ANTHROPOLOGY

Dance performance critic Deborah
Jowitt’s DRJ 20/2 review of an an-
thropologist’s book, Dance, Sex, and
Gender: Signs of Identity, Dominance,
Defiance, and Desire (University of
Chicago Press, 1988), raises the issue of
theory and method in dance research.
There are at least two broad differences
between criticism and anthropology,
notwithstanding the various approaches
within each field.

First, critics generally describe, in-
terpret, and evaluate dance using their
own subjective judgment and aesthetic
values. Not only do they help readers
decide whether to attend a performance,
but critics offer viewpoints on dances
that readers saw or missed (1).

By contrast, anthropologists seek facts
based on objective characteristics and
the “native’s point of view,” which is
identified (2). Presenting data and
sources allows other researchers tocheck
the validity of the writer’s work. (Of
course, some subjectivity is inevitable.
Guided by contemporary ethics, anthro-
pologists attempt to identify their biases
and overcome them as well as to point
out the epistemological implications of
theirmethods.) Anthropologists assume
that what we think is obvious may not
be. In the past, anthropologists had
viewed people as existing in a culture
“and described their patterns of behavior.
More recently, culture is presupposed to
be in peoples’ heads. In Dance, Sex, and
Gender, one of my concerns is with
people’s perceptions of sexuality and
gender and how these mesh with society
and the power structure; such percep-
tions may be revealed through people’s
own words.

While Jowitt faults relying “heavily
on the words, interpretations, and opin-
ions” of others (p. 57) and complains
that “giving sources along the way . . .
further conspires to distance Hanna from

herown book” (p. 58), an anthropologist
expects this from a writer interested in
the perceptions, the voices, of others (3).
Occasionally some critics extensively
quote dancers’ or choreographers’ views
in articles about them.

Anthropology is more than, as Jowitt
writes in her book, a

longstanding addiction to Na-
tional Geographic ... 1imag-
ined myself an anthropologist
skulking in ambush, observing
the activities of members of a
hitherto undiscovered tribe—
trying to discern their customs
and social hierarchy before |
stepped out of the bushes and
made myself known to them.

“4)

Second, anthropology differs from
criticism in having explicit theoretical
orientations, developed from work in
the social and behavioral sciences, that
frame the subject studied, relationships
discussed, and issues raised. Unfortu-
nately Jowitt’s four-column review ne-
glects this content (suggested by the
book’s full title) and focuses primarily
on writing style (“I decided that much of
what bothered me about this book had to
do with writing,” p. 58) (5).

Surely dealing with at least some of
the book’s points, for example, what is
nature and what is culture, similarities
and differences in dance cultures of the
world, the past and present context of
dance, onstage-offstage relationships,
how images show people models for
being male or female (sex role script-
ing), how the production and direction
of performance influences patterns of
dominance in dance and society, recur-
ring themes of male dominance and
women as objects of male definition, the
impact of the gay and women’s lib-
eration movements, and changes in
sexuality, gender roles, identities, sta-
tuses, and power, would have better
served the review’s readers.
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3. See Sue-Ellen Jacobs, “Review of Dance,
Sex,and Gender,” American Anthropologist,
91(1):249-50, March 1989.

4. Deborah Jowitt, Time and the Dancing
Image, New York: William Morrow and
Company, 1988, p. 7.

5. Perhaps my writing is not up to her
standards; but before criticizing an author’s
conceptual distinctions, a reviewer might
consult Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dic-
tionary, used by University of Chicago Press,
for definitions and synonyms.

Judith Lynne Hanna
University of Maryland

JOWITT REPLIES

In Dance, Sex, and Gender, in a section
subtitled “The Dance Critic as Sage and
Shaman,” Judith Lynne Hanna situates
the critic within the culture that he or she
comments on, thus preserving the cor-
rect anthropological stance of trying to
examine data as the *“natives” interpret
it, rather than relying solely on an
outsider’s observation. Yet, although
she uses critics as spokespeople for
western dance more frequently than she
uses the words of choreographers and
dancers or her own “fieldwork,” she
implies that a critic is unfit to criticize
Dance, Sex, and Gender because the
purposes, methods, and theoretical back-
grounds of critics and anthropologists
differ.

I wish that, in order to make her point
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about the deficiencies in my review
Hanna had not edited a remark of mine
in order to discredit one of my cavils
about her book. Hanna has me writing,
“giving sources along the way . .. further
conspires to distance Hanna from her
own book.” Without Hanna’s ellipses,
the meaning is somewhat different. After
noting that Hanna relies unusually heav-
ily on the words of others without much
interpretation of the flood of intriguing
data, I went on to say,

In Hanna’s hands, a compan-
ion scholarly practice, that of
giving sources along the way,
goes beyond seeming exag-
geratedly careful; it further
conspires to distance Hanna
from her own book.

In other words, a scholar of any kind
seeks out all available sources and quotes
them where appropriate; 1 simply think
that Hanna overindulges in the process
and fails to synthesize or link persua-
sively her many intriguing examples of
dance as a vehicle for scripting and
affirming a society’s gender images.
The anthropologist Clifford Geertz
has acknowledged the difficulties, both
practical and ideological, in attempting
to assume the “native’s point of view”
(1983:55-70). Anyone who takes on the
role of critic may have keen empathy
with the work being criticized, perhaps
a working knowledge of the subject, but
at the moment of writing, he/she defi-
nitely cannot pretend toexpress the same
“native’s point of view” as the maker of
the work being reviewed. My feelings

about Dr. Hanna’s book are unlikely to
accord with hers—not because I am A
Critic, but because I am criticizing her.
She was no happier when her The Per-
former Audience Connection was re-
viewed unappreciatively in DRJ (16/2,
1984) by John Forrest, who has a PhD.
in anthropology from the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill and who
has been teaching aesthetics and anthro-
pology at SUNY -Purchase since 1980.

Deborah Jowitt
New York University
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SCHOOL OF THE ARTS
Performance Studies...
Scholarship with a Difference

The Department of Performance Stud-
ies, the first program of its kind, offers
an integrative perspective on the con-
tinuum of human action from life
events, sports, ceremonies, and ritual to
theatre and dance.

“Performance” is the organizing con-
cept for our curriculum. We blur the
boundaries of disciplines and develop
new ways of thinking about perfor-
mance. Qur perspective is intercultural.

Areas of concentration include perfor-
mance theory, dance history, move-
ment analysis, contemporary perfor-
mance, popular entertainment, folk
performance, feminist performance
theory, and performance writing.

Our faculty includes Barbara Kirshen-
blatt-Gimblett (Chair), Martha Davis,
Michael Kirby, Brooks McNamara, Mar-
garet Phelan, Richard Schechner,
Marcia B. Siegel, and Michael Taussig.
Distinguished visiting faculty has

included Robert Farris Thompson, Phil-
lip Zarrilli, Eugenio Barba, Deborah
ORK Jowitt, Carl Weber, Augusto Boal, and
m Susan Slyomovics.
For more information, call (212) 998-1620

A PRIVATE UNIVERSITY IN THE PUBLIC SERVICE

or FAX (212) 995-4060.
Tisch School of the Arts Please send me information on performance
New York University studies. '
721 Broadway, 7th Floor OMA. OPh.D. 00 Summer Sessions
New York, N.Y. 10003 N

ame

Attn.: Dr. Roberta Cooper

Address

City

State/Zip Code

Soc. Sec. No.

CORD Nov. 89

New York University is an affirmative action/equal opportunity institution.
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DANCE AND DANCE EDUCATION
at NEW YORK UNIVERSITY

Undergraduate
Degree Program

The Bachelor of Science
(B.S.) degree in Dance
may be earned in four
years In the following
areas of concentration:

«Teaching Dance in
public and private
schools, K-12

*Teaching Dance In
private studios or
community institutions

*Dance for the Musical
Theatre

* Pre-dance therapy*
*Available only to approved
*dance majors who successfully
have completed two years of an
undergraduate dance program.

Master's
Degree Programs

The Master of Arts (M.A.)
degree in Dance may be
earned in the following
areas of concentration:

* K-12 Grade Dance
teaching

¢ Dance Performance

e Choreography

* Dance History

¢ Dance Criticlsm

* Dance in Higher Education

* Dance Therapy

* Anthropology of Human
Movement

e (Creative related arts

Doctoral Junior Year in
Degree Programs New York
The following doctoral The Department accepts
degrees are offered in visiting students from
Dance and Dance other colleges, from this
Education: country or abroad, for one
or two semesters.
Doctor of Arts (D.A.) Full-year participants are
Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) | eligible for membership in
Doctor of Education the Department's three
Alternative resident companies.
Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.)
Early advisement
ensures that NYU
credits complement the
Doctoral degree curriculum of the home
emphases include: school
Performance and/or
Choreography
Teaching Undergraduate
Dance History or
Criticism
Master Teaching/
Supervisor of Creative
Arts Therapies
Injury Prevention and
Recovery after medical

or psychological referral
Master Teacher for K-12
Grade & Dance Internship
Supervision
Undergraduate Teaching
& Curriculum Development

? New York University

A private university in the public service
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Dr. Patricia A. Rowe, Professor and Chair
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35 West 4th Street, Ed675

New York, NY 10003

(212) 998-5400
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