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“Conversation” – some have argued – “is the primordial locus of social life” (Goodwin 1990). Whether or not one agrees with this statement, interaction through communicative practices is surely a central feature of any form of social or cultural organization. All of life’s key social institutions – law, health care, education, religion – depend on, and are constituted by, the practice of speaking in fundamental ways. 

But not all communicative practices are the same or equal. In this course, we examine comparatively the phenomenon of verbal performance, a heightened and marked mode of communication, framed in a special way and put on display for an audience. After looking at performance from multiple perspectives – ethologically, archaeologically, and historically – we examine some of the main structural features of this widespread, and crucially important human phenomenon. Students will carry out original research projects by selecting, recording and analyzing some examples of performance in everyday life. The texts from these recordings will make up the essential data on which the final projects will be based. 

Course schedule

1) Introduction: Comparative Perspectives on Communication as Performance.  September 5, 7

Read: a) Gregory Bateson “A Theory of Play and Fantasy” in Steps to an Ecology of Mind b) Muriel Saville-Troike “Ethnographic Analysis of Communicative Events” * c) “Performance” by Richard 

2) Ethological perspectives: Animal Displays.   September 12

Read: a) “What is Communication?” in Songs, Roars and Rituals (hereafter: SRR); b) “Signals and Sensory Perception” in SRR c) “Is Signaling Intentional or Unintentional”? in SRR. 

3) Ethological perspectives September 14.

Read: a) “Communication in Birds” in SRR b) “Communication in Mammals” in SRR c) “Learning to Communicate” in SRR d) “Evolution of Communication” in SRR

Short paper due:  Response to: How are animal displays useful in interpreting human performances? If not, why not? Back up your argument/critique with specific examples. Due September 19. 2-3 pages. 

4) Archaeological Approaches. September 19, 21

Read: “Overture: an Invitation to the Archaeological Theater” by Takeshi Inomata and Lawrence Coben in The Archaeology of Performance 

5) Historical perspectives: September 26, 28. 

Read: a) “Performing History: The Importance of Occasions”* in Rethinking History 9.1: 35-52* b) “[excerpts from] Declaring Independence (pp. 1-42)* by Jay Fliegelman c) “Speaking in the Light: The Role of the Quaker Minister”* by Richard Bauman

Short paper due: Go to (if possible) and observe a space where performances take place and have taken place for some time (e.g. movie theatres, drive-ins, an old classroom, old stadium, old courtroom, old clinic, old offices, marketplace, etc). Sketch a map. How have the performances changed since the space was constructed? How do the material circumstances impose constraints (or offer possibilities!) on the nature of the performances that take place? Conversely, how did the requirements of the performance shape the features of the space? 2-3 pp. Due October 3. 

6) Sociolinguistic Perspectives.  October 3, 5. 

Read: “Verbal Art as Performance”* by Richard Bauman 

7) Dimensions of Performative Practice: Framing October 10, 12

Read: a) “Introduction” by Deborah Tannen in Framing in Discourse; b) “What’s in a Frame”? by Deborah Tannen in Framing in Discourse;

8) Interactive Frames in Medical Contexts: October 17, 19

Read: a) “Interactive Frames and Knowledge Schema in Interaction: Examples from a Medical Examination/Interview” by Deborah Tannen and Cynthia Wallat in Framing Discourse; b) “Framing in Psychotic Discourse” by Branca Telles Ribeiro in Framing in Discourse
9) Interactive Frames in Play, Fantasy, and Role-playing. October 24 and 26

Read: a) “Participation frameworks in Sportscasting Play: Imaginary and Literal Footings” Susan Hoyle in Framing b) “Teasing and Conversational Rapport” by Carolyn Straehle in Framing c) “Speaking for Another’ in Sociolinguistic Interviews” by Deborah Schiffrin in Framing

Paper due: first draft of ethnographic paper. 10 pages.  October 31. Identify, define and record a verbal performance. You may record something from television or radio if you wish or you may make an original recording. In your paper, provide a theoretical definition of the performance you plan to analyze, list at least five other relevant sources on this topic, and describe what you plan to argue in your paper and the methods you plan to use. Include at least some transcript from your recording. 

10) Narrative Transformations of Experience. October 31, November 2

Read: a) “Introduction: Story, Performance and Event” in Bauman Story, Performance and Event b) “’Any man who keeps more’n one hound’ll lie to you’: a contextual study of expressive lying” in Story, Performance and Event c) “What no bedtime story means: narrative skills at home and school” Shirley Brice Heath in Language in Society*
11) November 7, 9

Read: a) “’We was always pullin’ jokes’: Management of point of view in personal experience narratives” in Story, Performance and Event; b) “’Hell yes, but not that young’: Reported Speech as Comic Corrective” in Story, Performance and Event 

Comments due: Give comments on the ethnographic paper of your assigned partner. Be constructive in your comments. Often it is best to make a suggestion or ask a question rather than make a negative comment. Email a copy of your comments to me and to your assigned partner. 

12) Memory, Performance and Authoritative Text. November 14, 21

Read: a) “’I go into more detail here to be sure’ : Narrative variation and the shifting contexts of traditional storytelling” in Story, Performance and Event; b) “The Art of Reciting the Quran” Anne Rasmussen in Ethnomusicology*

13) November 28, 30. Presentations

14) December 5, 7. Presentations

Final drafts due: December 7. 10-15 pages. Analysis of a verbal performance. 

Required Books (in the GW bookstore)

Songs, Roars and Rituals by Rogers and Kaplan  

Story, Performance and Event by Richard Bauman

Framing Discourse by Deborah Tannen, ed. 

Grading: 

class participation: 


15%

short paper 1: 



15%

short paper 2: 



15%

first draft of paper: 


15%

constructive comments on peer paper 15%

final draft of paper 


25%

Office hours: 9.30-10.30 Tuesdays and Thursdays

2112 G Street NW room 201. Tel: 202-994-6545
kuipers@gwu.edu
http://home.gwu.edu/~kuipers
