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Prologue

The Yetis came as a surprise. That they possessed redemptive power was
also unexpected. They appeared about half an hour through the perfor-
mance of B.#03, the Berlin episode of Societas Raffaello Sanzio’s Tragedia
Endogonidia, presented at the Hebbel Theater in 2003.! They were white,
hairy, and amiable. They enclosed part of the stage—which had recently
been transformed from a murky and cinematic darkness into a field of
white—behind a low white picket fence, with the playful enthusiasm of
children setting up a camp for the night. They carried flags, some of them
white and emblazoned with black letters in a gothic-style font, one of
them the German national flag. Then they brought the dead girl back to
life, and she danced, in red shoes, on the lid of her white coffin, while in a
recorded loop a choir of children sang again and again a song by Benja-
min Britten about the cycle of a cuckoo’s life: “In April I open my bill, in
May I sing day and night, in June I change my tune, in July far, far I fly, in
August away I must.”?

This girl’s death had inaugurated the action of a drama. Or, more
properly speaking, the drama began when her mother awoke to find her
dead. For half an hour, before the arrival of the Yetis, we had followed this
anonymous mother through scenes of intense grief. We had watched the
woman’s desperate and supposedly solitary gestures of self-consolation.
But who were or are “we”? According to a scholarly convention, “we”
may be used by an author to include the readers of a text, sometimes a
little presumptuously, in the experience or knowledge being affirmed. It
gathers consent around the text in order to allow it to proceed. According
to a less well-defined convention, “we” may also be used in writing about
performances for an audience, in order to scale up the experience of a
single spectator into an experience that may be imagined as having been
shared by others, by an audience. In a book about theatre, therefore, espe-
cially one in which questions of, say, communism, might be at stake, an
author might wish to be rather careful about the use of this “we,” careful,
that is, to assume neither that a solitary experience might have been
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shared by others nor that the act of writing really can gather its disparate,
solitary, and occasional readers into any kind of collective. Sometimes,
then, this problematic first-person plural may call for back-up, recruiting
other authors or spectators by means of citation to corroborate or substan-
tiate claims about experience that might be too fragile to stand alone, to
justify with force of numbers the use of the word “we,” to suggest the
presence that might constitute even the most minimal form of audience:
two people, on their own, together:

The Berlin episode of Romeo Castellucci’s Tragedia Endogonidia is a
play about grief. A mother awakes to lose her daughter and her
grief erupts, in full view and straight on. It comes, though, with a
glacial slowness, and filtered through a haze of semi-transparent
screens. It is sorrow played out like a history lesson we are unable
or unwilling to comprehend, processed into a series of ritual ac-
tions: stepping out of bed, walking and rocking herself, before it all
has to begin; putting on shoes and a dress; taking a child’s toy (a
wooden horse) from out of the tangle of sheets; attempting to wake
the child; failing; putting on the rubber gloves; dragging the dead
child from out of the bed and off the stage; showing us the ham-
mer, balancing the hammer at the front of the stage (the weapon
moves of its own accord); scrubbing the blood from the bed and
floor; settling on the end of the bed to masturbate, or try to mastur-
bate, first with fingers, then with the child’s horse: an impossible
attempt at self-abandon. As if history could be turned off at the tap
and she could be in any other moment than this one, now.?

These scenes culminated in an encounter with a disembodied female
voice that commanded the mother to “show yourself . . . cross the
bridge . . . come here . . . closer to me . . . lean out of the window . . . take
off the mask . . . eat my ash . . . eat my metal . . . drink my water.”* The
stage trembled as if in an earthquake and was transformed from a space
of gray and black into a world of pure white, into which the Yetis emerged.
During the scenes of Yeti redemption the mother stood alone, her head
shrouded, as a kind of witness who cannot see, and the performance as a
whole took on the tone, or rather the tense, of a demonstration of what
might just, at the very margins of plausibility, be possible, in a dazzlingly
improbable spectacle of resurrection:

Perhaps if we keep looping the cuckoo song, spring and summer
will always be coming, and will never pass into autumn and win-
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ter. Amid the absolute whiteness of this winter scene a parenthesis
of sunshine will be forever erected, within which we shall live the
eternity of the promise. In the deep freeze of the state of emer-
gency, a new and benign rule will come. All that it required is that
we should have our eyes open when the Yetis appear: it is that
simple. This is not Marx’s vision of history repeating itself as farce,
but tragedy presenting history as comic alternative, for those who
have eyes to see and ears to hear. Not, perhaps, these blind and
big-eared spectators who occupy the stalls, however. Here, row
upon row of stuffed rabbits have taken all the most expensive
seats. They, it seems, have paid to have this promise acted out, but
in their dumbly belligerent way of not being there they make me
all the more aware that I must, despite what I am feeling, be here
after all. If they are not going to live up to their responsibilities to a
tragedy that has moved the witnesses out of the dramatis personae
and into the dark of the house, then I must.’

If the Yetis somehow embody an idea of a “good community” of love
and care and an end to death, the rabbits in the stalls, audience and image
of an audience at once, might embody an idea of “bad community,”
which, for all that it seems “all ears,” just won't do what it is there to do
and listen. Sitting in the circle, looking down across the impassive rabbit
collective, one member of the human gathering attempted to make sense
out of some disordered feelings about loss and grief, about solitude and
collectivity, about Berlin and communism. After the event this attempt
resolved into a very particular question. Why had an experience of deep
sadness brought about by watching an image of impossible resurrection
resembled so closely another experience from about fifteen years earlier,
when, sitting on the edge of a bed early one November morning in the
English south-coast town of Hastings, about to set off to run a workshop
for a community opera in a local school, I had cried tears, not of joy but of
loss, at news footage of people taking down the Berlin Wall? In 1989, I was
a professional theatre worker, engaged in a project whose existence rested
on the idea that theatre might be an instance of “good” community, re-
sponding to television representations of events taking place in the “real”
world. In 2003 I was a professional theatre spectator, engaged in a project
of writing about a theatre work that recognized its audience as “a non-
community”® and that took a form—tragedy—for which “an authentic
foundation is impossible today.”” Both before and since I had entertained
a fragile affiliation with a tradition of political and philosophical thought
that bore the name of communism: as a teenager I had experienced the
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peculiar political solitude of trying to sell copies of the Communist Party
of Great Britain’s newspaper on the High Street of my solidly bourgeois
hometown. What I experienced at this performance of B.#03 was the very
faint possibility and the powerful hope that theatre might offer an image
of the unconstrained community of fellow-feeling that might ground a
utopian politics —communism —to which I remained affectively attached.
The intensity of my emotional response to the manifestation of this hope
had been shaped by feelings about the faintness of the possibility substan-
tially conditioned by the pervasive conviction that communism had “col-
lapsed” in 1989.

This book is in part an extended attempt to make sense of these con-
nections and, further, to understand what it means for such feelings to be
produced at a particular interface between work and leisure under capi-
talism. I look at the theatre as a place and a practice where it might be
possible to think disruptively about work and leisure, about work and
love, and about the apparently separate realms of necessity and freedom:

Freedom, in this sphere, can consist only in this, that socialized
man, the associated producers, govern the human metabolism
with nature in a rational way, bringing it under their collective con-
trol instead of being dominated by it as a blind power; accomplish-
ing it with the least expenditure of energy and in conditions most
worthy and appropriate for their human nature. But this always
remains a realm of necessity. The true realm of freedom, the devel-
opment of human powers as an end in itself, begins beyond it,
though it can only flourish with this realm of necessity as its basis.®

The passionate amateurs of this book’s title are those who attempt, “in
this sphere” of capitalism, to realize something that looks and feels like
the true realm of freedom—not the “free time” of capitalist leisure —but
knowing, very often, that in that very attempt, they risk subsuming their
labors of love entirely to the demands of the sphere of necessity in which
they must make their living. Some, but not all, of these passionate ama-
teurs will be found at work making theatre or trying to make, of the the-
atre, a fleeting realm of freedom within the realm of necessity and to
make it, perhaps paradoxically, endure.



one | Theatre and Communism
after Athens

We are sitting in the theatre, and we are worrying about community. We
are not alone; much work has already preceded us in thinking about the
relationship between our attendance at the theatre and our participation
in both the social and the political dimensions of community. In this chap-
ter my aim is to move between the first of the three terms with which this
book announces itself to be concerned—theatre—and the second—
communism. Notwithstanding my own leap to a certain understanding
of historical communism as part of the scope (or mythical content) of
B.#03, the task of justifying communism, as such, as a central concern of
this book will eventually come to depend upon a more familiar conjunc-
tion, that between theatre and community. For, as should be clear by now,
this is not a book about a communist theatre. It seeks communism in a
certain potentiality within theatrical practice rather than in any theatre
that would name itself “communist” (even if the “Proletarian Children’s
Theater” of chap. 3 might lead one to think otherwise). Communism here
is not the given name of a party, nor, least of all, of any national political
state under which theatre might be produced and presented. The com-
munism in question here remains to be found, in relation to the practice
of theatre, or rather, as a potential relation within the practice of theatre.
What is the experience of relation in the practice of theatre that might
offer communist potential? It will need to be distinguished both from a
more general feeling that those who gather in a theatre might share a
sense of community, and also from what Jill Dolan has called “the uto-
pian performative,”
produces a public among whom a sense of human potential beyond the
constraints of the present is fleetingly captured.! Dolan’s is already a con-
siderable refinement of the idea of theatre as community, which is often

in which participation in a live performance event

as free of specific content as claims that a theatrical event puts people in
touch with their “feelings” or makes them “think.” It is grounded in spe-
cific and contemporary experiences of performance, often those in which
social identities and subjectivities marginalized or excluded in a society in
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which power, rights, and resources are unevenly distributed according to
gender, race, and sexuality. In naming this potential “communist,” how-
ever, | am trying to understand it in rather different historical and politi-
cal terms: in terms of a longer history of theatre in which opposition to
capitalism as such—rather than to its specific contemporary oppressions
and exclusions—is at stake. This will involve considerations of historical
development, of the nature of theatrical time, and of the relation of both
to the experience of work. The communist potential, then, has to do with
an experience of work, under specific historical circumstances (industrial
capitalism) and in a specific industry (theatre), where the “present” of
theatrical time—the time of performance—is the product of a specific di-
vision of labor (as between actors and spectators, for example, or ama-
teurs and professionals). The communist potential is to be found in the-
atre’s occasional capacity to trouble some quite fundamental assumptions
about both work and time—about the work of time and the time of
work —that have come to shape social and cultural life at least since the
consolidation of industrial capitalism in Europe from around the end of
the eighteenth century. This capacity, I will argue, arises largely from the
participation of the theatres in question in what I have already called here
“industry,” rather than from any position outside capitalism and its insti-
tutions. Or rather, the communist potential —the trouble it makes with
work and time—is experienced as a fraught relationship with industry,
with its institutions, and with capitalism itself, rather than as flight or
freedom from them. The passionate amateur—who is the person, either
knowingly or not, in pursuit of this communist potential —may be traced,
historically, then, to one of the first moments of cultural and political re-
sistance to the establishment of our now dominant understanding of the
relations between work and time; traced, that is, to the moment at which
industrial capitalism first started to assert its power. The passionate ama-
teur of this book is a theatrical variant of a historical figure whom Michael
Lowy and Robert Sayre have called the romantic anti-capitalist.?
Romantic anti-capitalism names a resistance to industrial capitalism,
articulated on behalf of values, practices, and experiences, often those of
a premodern, preindustrial, rural life, that industrial capitalism seemed
determined to destroy. Because of its valorization of premodern concep-
tions of community and social relations, it has frequently been
characterized —along with romanticism more broadly —as a conservative
or politically retrograde tendency in critical thought. Many Marxists, in
particular, especially those for whom a progressive model of historical
development is a crucial dimension of their political analysis, have re-
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garded the romantic anti-capitalist with great suspicion. Indeed, the first
elaboration of the term “romantic anti-capitalist” is usually attributed to
the Hungarian Marxist, Gyorgy Lukacs, for whom it described the sensi-
bility or worldview of writers such as Dostoevsky, whose work contains
an only partly articulated vision of community as a “world beyond es-
trangement” and which therefore falls short of an adequate materialist
critique of capitalism.? The term is intended as derogatory. In the 1931
article in which the term first appears, a text that Lowy and Sayre charac-
terize as a “document of dogmatic frenzy,” Lukdcs writes that Dos-
toyevsky, a writer who had been a major source of positive inspiration for
him in the early 1920s, had transtormed “the problems of Romantic op-
position to capitalism into internal spiritual problems” and that he had
thereby made himself “the artistic representative of ‘a petit bourgeois Ro-
mantic anticapitalist intellectual opposition,” a social phenomenon more
likely to lead toward the reaction of the fascist right than it could to the
revolutionary left.* Léwy and Sayre’s project is to redeem figures of ro-
mantic anti-capitalism from the pervasive conviction that romantic no-
tions of community tend inevitably in a dangerous rightward direction.
This is done, first, by locating the origins of the “worldview” as a critique
of a specific historical situation, and, second, by organizing the field in a
kind of political taxonomy, in which romantic figures of the right (Georges
Bernanos, Edmund Burke, Gottfried Benn, Carl Schmitt) are distinguished
from liberal, leftist, and revolutionary figures. The aim of both strategies
is to identify a “romantic” legacy deep within the intellectual tradition of
Marxism itself, in which “romantic” aspects of Marx’s own thought and
writing (largely in the earlier work) are understood as having been car-
ried forward by figures such as Rosa Luxemburg, Ernst Bloch, Walter
Benjamin (the clearest representative of this tradition included in the
present book), Herbert Marcuse, and even, albeit in a profoundly contra-
dictory way, Lukacs himself.>

Among the key characteristics of romantic anti-capitalism are that its
expressions of rebellion and its articulations of critique are directed
against the damage wrought by industrial capitalism upon human indi-
viduals and communities from a perspective shaped by a deeply felt at-
tachment to a mythical or imaginary precapitalist past: “Romanticism is-
sues from a revolt against a concrete historical present. ... Whatis rejected,
in other words, is not the present in the abstract but a specifically capital-
ist present conceived in terms of its most important defining qualities.”®
The most important of capitalism’s “defining qualities” is its organization
of all human life around wage labor, in which human activity and cre-
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ative capacity are primarily valued for what they can contribute to the
accumulation of capital, and in which life is measured out in units of pro-
ductive time.

The precapitalist past—the world before wage labor became the dom-
inant work-relation—takes a number of forms and throws up a diversity
of mythical antecedents as images of revolt or an alternative society. For
many German, and indeed English participants in this tradition (like Wil-
liam Morris), heroic fantasies of a highly aestheticized medieval period
proved especially appealing. For Bloch, the sixteenth-century radical
Protestant leader Thomas Miinzer became an exemplary figure. Others,
including Lukdcs, Engels, and, at times, Marx himself, looked either to
democratic Athens or to the “Homeric” era’s “primitive communism” for
metaphorical and ideological resources—a preference that a number of
theatre makers and scholars almost inevitably share. Michael Lowy, re-
turning to the theme of romantic anti-capitalism in a recent study of Wal-
ter Benjamin’s “Theses on the Concept of History,” makes a crucial obser-
vation about the nature of this kind of use of the past. It does not involve
a desire that history should go into reverse, but rather the idea that a
genuinely revolutionary move might involve something that theatre does
rather well —an interruption or substitution of the present with some-
thing of the past, something consciously and deliberately repeated:

One might define the Romantic Weltanschauung as a cultural cri-
tique of modern (capitalist) civilization in the name of pre-modern
(pre-capitalist) values—a critique or protest that bears upon as-
pects which are felt to be unbearable and degrading: the quantifi-
cation and mechanization of life, the reification of social relations,
the dissolution of the community and the disenchantment of the
world. Its nostalgia for the past does not mean it is necessarily ret-
rograde: the Romantic view of the world may assume both reac-
tionary and revolutionary forms. For revolutionary Romanticism
the aim is not a return to the past, but a detour through the past on
the way to a utopian future.”

I want to suggest that theatre can perform this “detour” in two ways.
First, it can offer an image or enactment or repetition of some aspect of the
past—or, indeed, any time that is not the time of the “present” that the
time of theatrical “presence” replaces—in order to negate something of
our present reality. Second, within the social and economic structure of
industrial capitalism, it offers this negation of the present by way of an
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experience that is not normally experienced as work, but as some kind of
nonwork or “play.” Of course it is no such thing: it is work for those who
make it, just as the nonpresent past or future summoned into the present
by the act of theatre-making is also no such thing, but rather the present
itself, experienced otherwise. The detour taken through the theatre leads
through a past that is not past and is accomplished through work that
looks like it is not work. This is why the theatre is a particularly good
place for the passionate amateur or romantic anti-capitalist who wants to
find some way of undoing, even if only for a moment, the time of her
work and the work of time upon herself.?

The theatre is also a good (because perverse) place to go looking for
communist potential —not, crucially, because it offers any kind of space
beyond or outside capitalism, but precisely because it usually nestles so
deeply inside it. Much romantic anti-capitalism looks to the past because
it offers an image of an outside upon which a future utopia might be mod-
eled. In the same gesture it also assumes that there exists some essential,
whole, and unalienated humanity, from which capitalism has torn us and
to which we may one day return through a restoration of past experiences
and practices of community. This is the “romance of community” against
which Miranda Joseph offers a powerful critique.’ For Joseph community
is best understood, not as some alternative to capitalism in which human
beings will realize themselves and their social relations most fully, but
rather, as its supplement. It is a resource that lies within capitalism, and
upon which capitalist projects and enterprises of many different kinds
can draw in order to encourage the performance of subjectivities that will
assist them in the production and realization of surplus value. It is not
available, therefore, as an unproblematic source of alternative value and
good feeling for left or liberal social and political projects. But nor is it
merely an unattainable fantasy from which it would be better if everyone
abstained. As Joseph writes, just once or twice, the true name of this “sup-
plement” or “specter” is “communism”: a potential for the making of a
life beyond the division of labor right where the division of labor rules. It
was partly by accident that the personal experience that seems most richly
to inform Joseph'’s critique was that of working as a volunteer in a non-
profit theatre in San Francisco. But it was a happy accident, not least for
the present project, for which one of theatre’s most significant character-
istics is that the division of labor is not just visible there, but, literally, on
show, night after night, right where people go looking for something very
different. It is in this apparent contradiction —and it is a contradiction that
opens up only the very tightest of spaces—that the communist potential
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of theatre might be found. If you can make it here, you can make it any-
where.

Others have also sought to locate this potential in aesthetic practice.
Jean-Luc Nancy, for example, writing against a communism grounded in
work, in class identity and the projected triumph of a revolutionary his-
torical subject called the working class, proposes a “literary communism.”
At first glance this might appear to be a kind of joke, echoing “champagne
socialism” and suggesting, perhaps, that the “communism” in question is
little more than a luxury pose, indulged mainly by members of a bour-
geois élite who enjoy fine wine and good books. Indeed, the vulnerability
of the idea to such ridicule is perhaps part of its meaning. Instead of a
communism in which community might be the objective of a project, the
work of work, as it were, in which the members or participants are fused
together in an organic or organized union (a state that Nancy calls “im-
manence”), Nancy offers the fragile proposition of an articulation of ex-
posures. Instead of seeking communion with others, one opens oneself to
the experience of encounters with others as marking simultaneously the
limit of one’s self, and the place where one’s self, such as it is, begins. That
is to say, in a recognition that one’s self, as such, is constituted, not by its
integrity and individuality, but precisely by its appearance in relation to
others, a relation that Nancy will call, in later texts, “compearance.”!? The
“literary” dimension of a “communism” based upon this conception of
the self in relation, then, is to be found in the idea that writing marks
space between things:

What is at stake is the articulation of community. “Articulation”
means, in some way, “writing,” which is to say, the inscription of a
meaning whose transcendence or presence is indefinitely and con-
stitutively deferred.!

This constitutive deferral is the “unworking” that Nancy opposes to the
“work” that seeks to achieve community, and from which he derives the
title of the publication in which he presented the idea of “literary com-
munism”: Le communeauté désoeuvrée (translated, not without some diffi-
culty, into English as The Inoperative Community).'? In the title essay Nancy
outlines the extent to which a work-propelled teleology has dominated
both political and philosophical conceptions of both communism and
community. There is, he writes,

no form of communist opposition—or let us say rather “communi-
tarian” opposition, in order to emphasize that the word should not
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be restricted in this context to strictly political references—that has
not been or is not still profoundly subjugated to the goal of a human
community, that is to the goal of achieving a community of beings
producing in essence their own essence as their work, and further-
more producing precisely this essence as community. An absolute
immanence of man to man—a humanism—and of community to
community —a communism —obstinately subtends, whatever be
their merits or strengths, all forms of oppositional communism, all
leftist and ultraleftist models, and all models based on the workers’
council.3

In my attempt to account for how a communist potential might manifest
itself in the particularly “literary” space of the theatre, and, most specifi-
cally, in relation to my interest in identifying this with a resistance to
work, these texts of Nancy’s have been particularly useful inasmuch as
they suggest simultaneously the value of work that is not work and of a
community which is not (yet) one. The theatre that possesses this poten-
tial, I will suggest, will first of all be a theatre in which work is somehow
in question; in which the complementary relationship between work and
leisure is not taken for granted, neither by unreflective professionalism
nor by the conditioned amateurism of the recreational hobby. Second, it
will be a theatre in which there is always some kind of distance; in which
participants are always separated from one another rather than merged
with one another in an achieved community of the event. Third, it may
also be a theatre in which this distance is not just a spatial separation in
the present, but also a temporal articulation, in which the apparent pres-
entness of the present is complicated by the appearance within it of peo-
ple, things, and feelings from other times. A “theatrical” communism,
then, following Nancy, might involve the potential “compearance” of fig-
ures from both the past and the future.

Even before Nancy articulates the idea of “literary communism,” a
historical point of departure for it may be detected in the approach he
takes, along with his coauthor Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, to Romanti-
cism, and, in particular, to the life and work of the Jena Romantics. This
was a group of writers who came together in the university town of Jena
at the very end of the eighteenth century — August Wilhelm and Friedrich
Schlegel, Caroline Schlegel-Schelling, Dorothea Mendelssohn-Veit, Fried-
rich Schleiermacher, Ludwig Tieck, Novalis and Friedrich Schelling. Be-
tween 1798 and 1800 their activities centered around the publication of a
journal, the Athenaeum (their affiliation with Athens, avowed in this choice
of title, includes them in the ranks of those who, as I will shortly discuss,
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imagine themselves in some way to be “after Athens”). Lacoue-Labarthe
and Nancy describe this circle as “a sort of ‘cell,” marginal (if not alto-
gether clandestine), like the core of an organisation destined to develop
into a ‘network’” and serve as the model for a new style of life” and also as
a “form of community,” a kind of “secret society,” and “the first ‘avant-
garde’ group in history.”!* Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy see the emer-
gence of this kind of association as a response to a “triple crisis” in Ger-
many: a social crisis facing a certain element within the bourgeoisie, who
have aspirations of cultural leadership but are no longer able to find sta-
ble employment or exercise such leadership in either the church or the
university; a political crisis brought about by the promise and threat of
the French Revolution; and a philosophical crisis opened up by the critical
philosophy of Kant. The Jena “cell” saw their literary project not merely
as a response to a literary crisis, but rather as the “privileged locus of ex-
pression” for a radical repudiation of bourgeois life as they found it.!> To
live together, in literature, is a way of living a critique of this life, the ex-
pression of their ambition for “an entirely new social function for the
writer . . . and consequently for a different society.”!® Lacoue-Labarthe
and Nancy find this ambition expressed with particular precision in Men-
delssohn-Veit’s statement that “since it is altogether contrary to bourgeois
order and absolutely forbidden to introduce romantic poetry into life,
then let life be brought into romantic poetry; no police force and no edu-
cational institution can prevent this.”” In this call romanticism seems to
be the realization, in the present, of a collective mode of life—secured
against law, education, and, I would add, the centrality of work to bour-
geois social order—as a kind of “communist” enclave. Just as it does for
Lowy and Sayre, then, romanticism itself emerges, historically, as a cri-
tique of capitalism, and therefore as a crucial affective and intellectual
resource for communism.

More recently John Roberts, introducing a special issue of Third Text
titled “Art, Praxis and the Community to Come,” writes of contemporary
manifestations of a similar conception of communism as an “enclave”
practice.!® Roberts notes a leftward shift in art theory and practice, associ-
ated with “the increasing democratic dissolution of the professional
boundaries of art production itself,” and suggests that a “new commu-
nism” developed from the 1980s by philosophers such as Nancy, Alain
Badiou, and Antonio Negri has contributed to the resurgence of messi-
anic or utopian communist thought in the present.!”” There is a melan-
cholic dimension to this resurgence, in that much of its thinking takes
shape in response to precisely the sense of loss and defeat for communism



THEATRE AND COMMUNISM AFTER ATHENS 13

that I have located in my feelings as a spectator at B.#03, and that Nancy
articulates in The Inoperative Community. As Roberts writes of this phe-
nomenon in general, and of its tendency to locate itself in artistic practice:

In conditions of political retreat or “closure” the function of the
communist imaginary is to keep open the ideal horizon of egali-
tarianism, equality and free exchange; and art, it is judged, is one
of the primary spaces where this “holding operation” is best able
to take place.?

There is something about Jena, too, that suggests it may participate in a
similar melancholy, avant la lettre, as if the “cell” based on bringing life
into romantic poetry had formed itself in the knowledge that the “police
order” had already defeated it in the so-called real world.

But Roberts also points to a much more optimistic articulation of this
“cultural communism,” particularly in its role as a major intellectual re-
source for the curatorial practice and theoretical writing of Nicolas Bour-
riaud. Bourriaud’s idea of “relational aesthetics” —in which artists pro-
duce social relations rather than material objects—has been widely
discussed in contemporary art theory, and, because of its interest in peo-
ple doing things with one another, has also begun to be taken up in writ-
ing about theatre and performance.”? Bourriaud’s work has been sub-
jected to the kind of critique that any discourse that achieves fashionable
status in the contemporary art market must expect, and much of it is suc-
cessful in pointing to the absence of a concrete politics and the risk that
the curatorial and critical valorization of the art practices in question
might end up subsuming whatever socially ameliorative potential they
might possess to the logics of a mode of capitalism for which, as we shall
have occasion to observe from time to time throughout this book, social
creativity of this kind is a prized commodity.?? But Roberts suggests that
the underlying affiliation of this discourse with “new” or “enclave” com-
munism “cannot be dismissed simply as yet another outbreak of specula-
tive artworld silliness and idealism.”? Stewart Martin, however, in an
earlier edition of Third Text, offers a persuasive critique of Bourriaud’s
Relational Aesthetics, in which he argues that Bourriaud’s idea, far from
being original, is in fact a revival of aspects of Romanticism, and one that,
in its “reversibility,” offers a “utopianism” that “echoes the commodified
friendship of customer services.”?

Elsewhere Martin also develops a critique of what he calls “artistic
communism.” In his own contribution to the issue of Third Text intro-
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duced by Roberts’s essay, Martin offers a “retrospective” writing of “ar-
tistic communism,” predicated upon “a conjunction or correspondence,
in particular between the post-Kantian conception of absolute art and
Marx's early conception of communism.”? This construction also begins,
as do Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, with Jena at the end of the eighteenth
century, and, in particular, with Schelling—whose “proposal of art as the
summit of practical reason,” Martin writes, “exposes a general relation of
art to activity and production that is common after Kant, and indicates a
fundamental affinity with Marx and his conception of communism as a
society of free producers.”? Martin goes on to propose that this “artistic
communism” has largely been “subverted” by “artistic capitalism” —the
name he gives to “the creeping subsumption of life under capital” in the
present historical moment at which, as Martin affirms, rewriting Sartre,
“capitalism is now the unsurpassable horizon of our times.”?” Martin
notes the contribution of Paolo Virno, for whom practices of “virtuosity”
represent some potential for artlike activity currently subsumed by capi-
tal to become a site for a renewed politics—“the communism of capital.”
He cautions, however, against “a certain subjective idealism” in this “au-
tonomist” gesture toward the “general intellect” —that communicative
capacity held in common that thinkers such as Negri and Virno identify
as crucial to their hopes for a properly political resistance to capitalism.?

I share Martin’s interest in this idea of “artistic communism” and
share to a large degree his critical perspective. While I am also skeptical of
the optimistic uses to which “autonomist” thought has often been put,
part of my project here is, nonetheless, to see whether there is anything to
be found within the practice of theatre that might actualize some of its
political potential. Martin is particularly skeptical of its now quite perva-
sive use in mainstream contemporary art practices and discourses. Its
pervasiveness in such circles might even be taken as an indication of the
extent to which its political potential has been co-opted for broadly liberal
and pro-capitalist rather than radical anti-capitalist ends. In turning to
theatre, instead, I don’t wish to suggest that theatre is any more likely
than contemporary art to offer refuge from such co-option. However,  am
interested in exploring the possibility that, at least in some theatre prac-
tices of the twentieth century (and even of today), the subsumption of la-
bor under capitalism might not be as complete as Martin’s account would
suggest; that there may be some continued resistance on the part of “artis-
tic communism” to the subversion wrought against it by “artistic capital-
ism.” My articulation of the idea of the “passionate amateur” is an at-
tempt to describe at least one part of the spectrum of such theatre practices
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(those that fall outside or undermine theatre’s status as a professional
activity).

My gamble then is that there might yet be something in what “liter-
ary,” “cultural,” or “artistic communism” proposes, that it may be possi-
ble to actualize in collective or socially oriented artistic practices some-
thing that is elsewhere only an idea or a vision of the future (often based
on a romantic nostalgia for a mythical past): production and pleasure
beyond the division of labor. One of the propositions of this book, then, is
that some of that potentiality, or, at the very least, evidence of a desire for
it, is to be found in the activities of passionate amateurs of the theatre.
These passionate amateurs are those who work together for the produc-
tion of value for one another (for love, that is, rather than money) in ways
that refuse—sometimes rather quietly and perhaps even ineffectually —
the division of labor that obtains under capitalism as usual.

Many attempts to articulate what this potentiality might be, arising as
they do, most often, in the name of that community with which many
theatre-makers and scholars have associated the theatre, will frequently
find themselves “after” Athens. That is to say that they will dwell upon
theatre and thought that simultaneously follow an idea of theatre taken to
have been born in Athens and seek better to understand what this “Ath-
ens” might be that is so readily produced as the ground for the associa-
tion of theatre with community. I will follow in these footsteps, then, but
in being “after” Athens, I aim not merely to be in pursuit of this distant
idea; I also seek to be on its case. In particular, I seek to take account of the
critique offered by Salvatore Settis of the dominant uses to which the con-
cept of the “classical” is often put. In The Future of the “Classical” Settis
shows how what Novalis calls the “summoning” of an “antiquity” that
“has not come down to us by itself” has enabled successive generations of
Europeans to treat as given and preideological any set of contemporary
values capable of being legitimized by reference to their origins in Graeco-
Roman antiquity.?’ Settis does not offer any extended consideration of
theatre, focusing instead on approaches to the “classical” by way of the
plastic arts (Vasari, Winckelmann, and Warburg are key figures in his nar-
rative, the last for his disruption of the Eurocentric interpretations fa-
vored by his predecessors). However, he does note that the “classical” is
deployed in political thought too, such as in the writing of Hannah Ar-
endt, who shares what Settis calls “a widespread belief that the Greeks
sowed the seed that would blossom much later into events and values
that today we identify with,” when she claims, for instance, “that neither
the American nor the French Revolution could have occurred without the
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example provided by ‘classical’ antiquity.”* Arendt’s thought is of par-
ticular significance for this project for two principal reasons, beyond its
engagement with “classical” Greek thought and practice: first, because it
constitutes an attempt to rethink conventional Marxist conceptions of
politics as grounded in work and production; second, because it turns to
the theatre as a way to understand or explain the concept of action, which,
as opposed to labor (the necessary task of subsistence or reproduction)
and work (the labor of production, or poesis, a making that includes
“art”), is for her both the form and the content of politics.’!

In The Human Condition Arendt offers an account of the polis that, in its
transitory constitution from the exchange of human speech and action,
seems to suggest a theatrical event—a temporary coming together that is
both part of and yet somehow to one side of the run of the social and po-
litical everyday, and that, perhaps crucially for the present project, de-
pends upon its participants’ freedom from the demands of labor. This
might be taken to suggest, I think, that the polis might itself be constituted
in the action that is the making of theatre: theatre being one of those places
where people appear to one another and participate in action, and being
also the one very specific place in which such action is reenacted, so that
it may be collectively reflected upon:

the specific revelatory quality of action and speech, the implicit
manifestation of the agent and speaker, is so indissolubly tied to
the living flux of acting and speaking that it can be represented and
“reified” only through a kind of repetition, the imitation or mime-
sis, which according to Aristotle prevails in all arts but is actually
appropriate only to the drama, whose very name (from the Greek
verb dran, “to act”) indicates that playacting actually is an imita-
tion of acting.3?

Clearly, if the polis is to be thought of as theatrical in this way, it must
not be a theatre of consumption alone, but one of participation. If the polis
is, as Arendt claims, “not the city-state in its physical location,”®* but
rather “the organization of the people as it arises out of acting and speak-
ing together,”* and if she is right that “its true space lies between people
living together for this purpose,”® then one might want to imagine not
simply that the constitution of an audience in front of a theatrical event is
a kind of political potentiality, but that the act of dedicating oneself to act-
ing and speaking together, the act, that is, of forming some kind of collec-
tive theatrical organization, is, in and of itself, a political act. I shall hope
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to show how this might be the case, for both producers and consumers,
actors and spectators, in the chapters that follow.

To be more precise, such an act might be political when and as long as
it is not work, as long as it is praxis (a processual action) rather than poesis
(the making of something).%® In the four chapters that comprise the core of
this book —chapters 2—5—theatre within the specific social and economic
circumstances of (mainly) European capitalism in the twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries will be examined so as to highlight moments in
which a movement or uncertainty between praxis and poesis makes itself
known. These are moments where a politics might break out, not so much
because of an absence of work or labor (which might have to be the case
in an Arendtian perspective), but rather because the terms upon which
the theatre is made, in these four chosen examples, unsettle our capacity
to distinguish between work and nonwork, poesis and praxis, the profes-
sional and the amateur. The relation of such “moments” of theatre to
community, when community is thought of in relation to communism,
will always therefore have something to do with a critique of the division
of labor within capitalism. In going “after” Athens, in the footsteps of
Arendt, I am also following Paolo Virno, who, in an inversion of Arendt’s
thought, observes that the distinctive characteristic of work in “post-
Fordist” capitalism is precisely its folding into itself of those capacities for
communication that were for Arendt, purely political, rather than concur-
ring with Arendt’s account of modern life in which work has reduced al-
most to nothing the space of politics:

So then, I maintain that things have gone in the opposite direction
from what Arendt seems to believe: it is not that politics has con-
formed to labor; it is rather that labor has acquired the traditional
features of political action. My reasoning is opposite and symmet-
rical with respect to that of Arendt. I maintain that it is in the world
of contemporary labor that we find the “being in the presence of
others,” the relationship with the presence of others, the beginning
of new processes, and the constitutive familiarity with contin-
gency, the unforeseen and the possible. I maintain that post-Fordist
labor, the productive labor of surplus, subordinate labor, brings
into play the talents and the qualifications which, according to a
secular tradition, had more to do with political action.?”

I will also be “after” Athens with Jacques Ranciére, like Arendt, a stu-
dent of praxis, whose thought aims consistently at detaching identity
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from work (suggesting, perhaps, that “the human condition” is to be
found elsewhere) and who sees this redistribution of the sensible (in
which one is no longer perceived and “identified” by one’s place in the
organization of labor) as an act of politics.* For Ranciere, this undoing of
the terms by which identity is conferred upon a subject by the work that
they do is the undoing of a political philosophy inaugurated in Athens by
theatre’s ever-faithful antagonist, Plato. Theatre, for Ranciere, offers at
least an image, and sometimes even the reality, of social relations between
people who cannot be defined by the work they do. If they are actors, they
are doing a job in which, as Plato complains of artists in general, they
know nothing about what it is they are supposed to be doing, because
they are pretending to know how to be someone they are not. But pre-
cisely because they are pretending to know how to be someone they are
not, they are also demonstrating that they do know how to do something.
They know how to pretend to be someone else. The point is, precisely,
that the situation is confused, and that the confusion is about how people
might be defined in terms of what they do. And even if they are spectators
rather than actors, they are participating in a field of the social that is un-
usually hospitable to temporary identity reassignments, in which they
may reach both above and beneath their stations.*

However, Ranciére wishes to understand the relationship between
theatre and community as a “presupposition” rather than as something
that theatre might actually produce. This means that, on the one hand, he
affirms the significance and historical persistence of the idea that theatre
is an especially communitarian practice:

Since German Romanticism thinking about theatre has been asso-
ciated with this idea of the living community. Theatre emerged as
a form of aesthetic constitution—sensible constitution—of the
community. By that I mean the community as a way of occupying
a place and a time, as the body in action as opposed to a mere ap-
paratus of laws; a set of perceptions, gestures, and attitudes that
pre-cede and pre-form laws and political institutions. More than
any other art, theatre has been associated with the Romantic idea
of an aesthetic revolution, changing not the mechanics of the state
and laws, but the sensible forms of human experience. Hence re-
form of the theatre meant the restoration of its character as assem-
bly or ceremony of the community.*

But on the other hand, he insists that “it is high time we examine this idea
that the theatre is, in and of itself, a community site.”4! Ranciére notes that
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the fact of living bodies addressing other living bodies in the same physi-
cal space seems to lead to an assumption that theatre has “a communitar-
ian essence” (not altogether removed, I would suggest, from the “ontol-
ogy of performance” similarly derived from assumptions about the
primacy of liveness). Accepting this assumption means, he asserts, that
the question of exactly what is going on between spectators and perform-
ers, and, indeed, between spectators themselves, is avoided.

Ranciere’s preliminary answer to this question is to propose that the
“presupposition” of a community is the only thing that makes the gather-
ing in the theatre different from people all watching the same television
show at the same time in different locations. This community, however, is
linked neither by their interaction (as some advocates of a more participa-
tory theatre frequently hope) nor by membership in any kind of “collec-
tive body” of the kind that might once, in Castellucci’s terms, have offered
“foundations . . . for the invention of tragedy,” but simply by a shared
sense of one another’s equal intellectual capacity: “It is the capacity of
anonymous people, the capacity that makes everyone equal to everyone
else.” Anonymous (and perhaps not even identifying with their work),
equal, “separate from one another”:* such is the condition of spectators,
according to Ranciére. It is hard to find, in The Emancipated Spectator,
much that would account for the particular pleasures of this condition,
and it is for this reason that my concluding chapter, entitled “Solitude in
Relation,” seeks in the affective experience of spectatorship a more ex-
tended understanding of what might be at stake here, in what sounds like
it might be an emancipation from, rather than in or through, community.
For the time being, however, I want to develop Ranciere’s suggestion that
theatre is about community to the extent that it contains a “presupposi-
tion” of community, by looking at two ways this presupposition is fre-
quently articulated in discussions of theatre today: theatre and
community —that’s “classical”!—and theatre and community—that’s
“good”! Both of these articulations may be understood as myths. The aim
here is not just to show that these are myths, but also to explore what
these two myths might still have to offer, for any attempt to develop a
new line in “critical romantic anti-capitalism.”

1. THEATRE, COMMUNITY, AND THE “CLASSICAL’

The first myth is, precisely, that which makes Athens the model “after”
which an understanding of the association between theatre and commu-
nity is to be crafted. The act of making Athens a model may sometimes be
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a matter of choice, and, at others, a process of manufacture. Only rarely is
it a case of wholly unexamined assumptions and myths of origin; most
myth-makers know what it is they are making, after all, even if, as Settis
notes, the “less explicitly” the legitimization of ideological material by
way of the “classical” is done, the “more effective it is.”* Theatre and
performance scholarship —at least in English—has for some considerable
time now taken its lead in matters of the tragic theatre of the Athenian
city-state from the conjuncture of two propositions: that the theatre in
Athens was an institution in which the relations of citizens to one another
were represented and interrogated, and that social and political life in
Athens was constituted by participatory practices—of which the theatre
was just one—such that it might usefully be understood as a “perfor-
mance culture.” This lead may well have been given most decisively by
the work of Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal Naquet; taken up, influ-
entially, in the field of classical studies by Simon Goldhill; and carried on
in work on Greek theatre and theatre more generally in numerous loca-
tions up to and including David Wiles’s recent Theatre and Citizenship, the
opening chapter of which, in a symptomatic move, is devoted to “Ath-
ens.”# I clearly exhibit similar symptoms, in beginning, however apolo-
getically, in the same place (even if, as so often, it appears first in the guise
of Berlin). The predominance of this general view of the social and politi-
cal function of theatre in Athens is not problematic in itself. However it
should be understood, at least in some cases, as evidence either of a pref-
erence or predisposition toward a communitarian understanding of the-
atre (with which I am far from unsympathetic) or of a desire to ground an
analysis of contemporary political experiences in Greek categories. Clas-
sicists and historians of antiquity are usually more circumspect than ei-
ther political theorists (like Arendt) or theatre and performance scholars
when it comes to suggesting continuities between the present and any
specific past.

One succinct articulation of the association between theatre and com-
munity in Athens is Oddone Longo’s:

It may not be amiss to insist from the beginning on the collective or
communitarian character of the Athenian theater public in the clas-
sical period: a public which is quite unparalleled in the history of
drama in that it coincided —in principle and to a great extent in
fact—with the civic community, that is the community of citizens.*

What Longo insists upon is that the “theater public” is the “community.”
This insistence is qualified, crucially, by the observation that this coinci-
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dence is “unparalleled.” Even if —and this remains an open question—the
“Athenian theater public” may rightly be considered to coincide with “the
community of citizens,” and whether or not this would allow an analysis
of the theatre as an institution or practice of the kind of community a con-
temporary theorist or activist might wish to promote (with all its notori-
ous exclusions), the key point here is that this coincidence has never been
repeated. The situation in Athens cannot, then, be evoked to describe any
subsequent real relationship between theatre and community. It may yet,
however, point to a future horizon at which such a coincidence might re-
appear. And it is made to do so, in Longo’s text, in a familiar maneuver by
summoning the image of a prior “community” from which the tragic the-
atre is supposed to have developed.*® In insisting “from the beginning”
upon the “communitarian,” Longo seems to allude to the idea that, even
if the theatre, as it is actually practiced, is not fully or uncomplicatedly
“communitarian,” it still carries with it some trace of an earlier, perhaps
unknowable “community.”

For Longo, theatre in classical Athens involved the precipitation of
two communities —actors and spectators —out of a single community that
had, in “the earliest performances,” been “the collective which acted the
‘drama.”
gin of anything contemporary, Longo does locate it in relation to a prec-
edent “origin,” in which community seems to stand for a way of life with-
out social division. Longo seeks to avoid what he cautions might become
“a too simplistic interpretation of tragedy as a directly communitarian
ritual, or to a reading of Attic drama as somehow expressive of a com-

So, although his account does not posit tragic drama as the ori-

pletely collective situation.” In order to do so he notes that the theatre’s
development from a predominantly choral form toward one dominated
by the discursive interplay of the actors representing individual charac-
ters “might be seen as the progressive integration of the drama into the
more pluralistic system of the polis, where division of labor, social strati-
fication, and class struggle reduce precisely the area of unanimity in the
community.” Theatrical drama, then, is not the expression of a nonexis-
tent “solid collectivity free from contradictions and class conflict,” but
rather, theatre is constituted as an institution for encouraging social cohe-
sion in the midst of everyday conflict, so that “the dramatic enactment
brings into being a ‘theatrical community,” which in a certain sense is the
passing hypostasis of the actual polis, but without its inevitable conflicts
”47 In this respect, this “communitarian theatre” does in-
deed look forward, in its production of an ideal polis toward which its
public (or at least some of them), and subsequent readers, spectators, ac-
tivists, and scholars, might be imagined to aspire. And it looks forward by

and cleavages.
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gesturing backward to an imaginary community out of which the real
divided society of the polis supposedly emerged. What is elided here is
that the participants in “the earliest performances,” however much they
may appear to embody more fully “the community” than do the “actors”
and “spectators” divided from one another in the theatrical auditorium,
cannot themselves be understood fully to “coincide” with any kind of
“solid collectivity.” This is for two reasons, one historical, the other rhe-
torical: historical, in that, despite romantic constructions in which Greek
prehistory contains a phase of “primitive communism,” preceding societ-
ies were themselves characterized by clear social hierarchies and other
divisions;® rhetorical, in that, as Longo himself has already noted, the
“coincidence” of public and community he observes in Athenian theatre
is “unparalleled.” If the participants in “the earliest performances” did
indeed constitute a community of some kind, it will have been one that
was identical only with itself: that is to say it was almost certainly formed
on the basis of —and may even have helped constitute—some kind of
class division. The image of a fully collective and participatory theatrical
and political community therefore lies both before and after the moment
of classical tragedy —in a mythic past and an imagined future. The pecu-
liar coincidence of public and community that Longo identifies in the
“Athenian theater public” turns out not to be located in that “unparal-
leled” moment, after all, but rather in two nonexistent moments: in “the
beginning” of “the earliest performances” and in the intimation of a pos-
sible future that the “passing hypostasis” induces in that fleeting collec-
tivity he calls ‘a “theatrical community.”* But neither of these can “paral-
lel” the “Athenian” moment itself, even as that very moment turns out no
longer and not yet to be itself. This is both a romantic and a theatrical
conceptualization of time, as I hope future chapters will show: romantic
in its appeal to an idealized past as a resource for constructing a better
future in response to a painful and alienating present; theatrical in its con-
fusion of multiple temporalities in the moment of performance.*
Without entering too deeply and prematurely into the kinks of this
kind of time—whose time will come in later chapters—it is perhaps sim-
ply worth observing here that implicit in Longo’s understanding of the
political value of tragedy is the idea that it offers its participants resources
for making community, rather than an image of what community should
be. In this respect it corresponds with an understanding of mimesis as the
action of making rather than copying, in which mimesis doubles the pro-
cess of creation rather than producing copies of what has already been
created. A similar perspective may be identified in Goldhill’s account too,
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where the City Dionysia is understood as being “in the full sense of the
expression a civic occasion” because it places the principles of the polis
“at risk” by putting them into dramatic relation with values with which
they are in tension.” It is the enactment of this tension that might be said
to offer community-making resources. David Wiles reaches a very similar
conclusion, in which he offers an analysis of “fifth century tragedy as a
performance practice that built community, with shared pleasure in dis-
cussion comprising but one aspect of communal polis life.”>>

More ambitious in its attempt to claim continuity between practices of
theatre about two thousand years apart from one another is a volume
entitled Dionysus since 69, which takes its title from the Performance
Group’s celebrated production of Dionysus in 69, directed by Richard
Schechner, which is now widely regarded as a definitive example of the
uses to which “classical” material was adapted by experimental theatre
practitioners of the 1960s. In her introduction to the collection, Edith
Hall explains that the book responds to what its editors see as a resurgent
interest in the production and adaptation of Greek tragedy since the
1960s, an interest that, they suggest, can now, “retrospectively” be under-
stood as “a virtually inevitable consequence of this potent cultural coinci-
dence of the hippie challenge to the traditional notion of theatre, the Per-
formative Turn, and the exploration of non-western theatre conventions.”*
Hall is suggesting here, I think, that the myth-making as regards the ori-
gins of performance studies—in the conjuncture of anthropology with
experimental theatre practice in the context of the counterculture of the
1960s—is intimately bound up with a desire to return to and remake the
myths of origins for which the “classical” had already proved such a rich
resource. However, attention to the role of “fabrication” in this process is
somewhat occluded by the enthusiasm with which something that sounds
very much like export-led globalization is introduced:

Recently Dionysus, the theatre-god of the ancient Greeks, has tran-
scended nearly all boundaries created by time, space, and cultural
tradition, for staging Greek tragedy is now emphatically an interna-
tional, even worldwide phenomenon. This seminal art-form, born
two and a half thousand years ago in democratic Athens, rediscov-
ered in the Renaissance as prestigious pan-European cultural prop-
erty, has evolved in recent decades into a global medium.%

One of the difficulties here is the proposition that an “art-form” was
“born” in Athens. Whatever was “born” there, it only became an art
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form much later, as a crucial element in a process in which, as Dipesh
Chakbrabarty writes, “an entity called ‘the European intellectual tradi-
tion” stretching back to the ancient Greeks is a fabrication of relatively
recent European history.”® A second difficulty arises because it is pre-
cisely the fact that theatre in Athens was just one element in a broader
“performance culture” that lends itself to the kind of revival and reap-
propriation by Schechner and others in the name of “community.” That
is to say that it is the specific historical relationship between theatre and
other social practices in the Athenian polis that constitutes the “unparal-
leled” character of the theatre in question. To abstract just the remaining
plays from that situation and to suggest, on the basis of their prolifera-
tion in recent years, that these apparent parallels point to a continuity is
a very different project even to Schechner’s. Within the pages of Diony-
sus since 69 additional perspectives point as much to interruption as
they do to continuity: Lorna Hardwick writes of African and Caribbean
adaptations of plays through which, she argues, Greek drama “has itself
been decolonised,” while Erika Fischer-Lichte, writing about produc-
tions by Klaus Michael Griiber and Peter Stein at the Schaubiihne in
Berlin in the 1970s, proposes that these works demonstrate the extent to
which, whether it is desirable or not, the continuity affirmed by Hall is
simply not possible:

Our distance from the past of Greek tragedy and Greek culture,
cannot, in principle, be bridged —at least not by theatre and its per-
formances of ancient Greek plays. Thus the purpose of staging
Greek—and other classical —texts is to remind us of this distance
and to enable us to find ways of coping with it individually and
perhaps to insert fragments of such texts into the context of our
contemporary reflections, life and culture. It cannot accomplish a
return to the origins—whatever they may have been. They are
gone and lost forever.”

Thus in the very historical moment at which the idea of the “classical
legacy” is under acute artistic and intellectual pressure—a postcolonial
moment, above all —it is also returned into play as a potentially universal-
izing resource by artists and intellectuals who align themselves with post-
colonial political pluralisms. While Schechner’s adaptation of what Hall
calls “non-western theatre conventions” has given rise to accusations that
he is also complicit with aspects of globalization, Schechner’s activity
might, if it is to be seen in this light, be understood as import rather than
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export led. Whatever trade flows are carried by such traffic between cul-
tural and historical location, and however “fabricated” or contested the
idea of the “classical ideal” might be, the temptation to evoke it, either
“explicitly” or not, remains powerful. Such evocation may best be under-
stood as performative: it functions, as Novalis writes, as a summons. The
idea that theatre might be community, or, more precisely, that it can make
community, is a powerful mythic resource, but it doesn’t transcend
boundaries of space and time of its own accord; it must be appropriated
in order to do its work. The most powerful of its appropriations, at least
for present purposes, are those that seek to assert a particular and privi-
leged relationship between theatre and community, and that make of that
relationship a potential agent for revolutionary social and political
change, what I call in the section that follows “the good.” Darko Suvin, for
example, writing in 1972 about “political drama,” offers Aeschylus’s Or-
esteia in evidence to claim that

it would not be exaggerating to state that theatre and drama, as
communal arts, are ontologically political, if politics means the
health or sickness of the community which determines all human
relations in it.%
“It would not be exaggerating”; “It may not be amiss”: these disavowals
in the midst of the most forceful assertion capture rather well the ambiva-
lent character of the “classical” as a resource for a politics of community
in the theatre. Something is “amiss,” but it has been “summoned” any-
way, again, in an act that has to insist that it is not “exaggerating” when it
affirms, in language very similar to Arendt’s, the political ontology of the-
atre: “the political art par excellence.”>

2. THEATRE, COMMUNITY, AND THE “GOOD”

The idea that theatre might be a resource for making community, and that
this is “good,” is the second of the two myths about theatre and commu-
nity. Its adherents include practitioners and advocates of the diverse field
variously named as applied, socially engaged, political, activist, and, of
course, community theatre, as well as many theorists and practitioners of
performance and liberatory and countercultural action. As Eugene van
Erven writes, concluding a collection of essays on practices of “commu-
nity theatre” in a range of different national and cultural situations:
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All of the community theatre projects discussed in this book, I sus-
pect, would subscribe to the central aim of providing the members
of socially, culturally, ethnically, economically, sexually, cultur-
ally, or otherwise peripheral “communities” with the artistic
means to collectively and democratically express their concerns
and passions in their own, albeit aesthetically mediated, voices.®’

Such projects are based on practices and political perspectives whose sub-
stantive origins van Erven locates firmly in the latter part of the twentieth
century. There are more or less the same set of circumstances as those to
which Hall attributes the resurgence of interest in Greek drama, even if
van Erven gestures briefly to the possibility that a differently oriented
scholarship might still wish to insist on “classical” origins too:

Although the usual anthropological arguments could be dusted off
to place the origins of community theatre, as indeed of all theatrical
expression, back in pre-colonial and Graeco-Roman times, its more
immediate antecedents lie buried in the various forms of counter-
cultural, radical, anti- and post-colonial, educational and libera-
tional theatres of the 1960s and 1970s.%!

However, one of the most influential practitioners in this field—
Augusto Boal —grounds his theoretical account of the “theatre of the op-
pressed” in a fierce polemic against what he sees as the “coercive” anti-
communitarianism of tragic theatre as described in Aristotle’s Poetics.? In
the second English edition of Theatre of the Oppressed (published in 2000)
Boal introduces his account of the “coercive system of tragedy” with a
consciously imaginary or mythologizing account of the imposition of the-
atre’s “hypocrisy” upon the “creative anarchy” of the workers” Dionysiac
song and dance. Boal’s “myth” is in three parts. In the first, he describes
how the spontaneous postwork celebrations of Greek farm laborers had
to be brought under the control of the landowning aristocracy, and how
the dramatic poet and the choreographer were deployed as the agents of
this curtailment of an otherwise dangerous and anarchic freedom and
produced the choric order of the Dithyramb. In the second, more ex-
tended narrative, he tells of how the improvisations of Thespis spoke
truth in the face of the normative expressions of the dithyrambic chorus,
thus producing the protagonist, who, from behind his mask, could speak
the truth and disavow it at the same time. The third story tells of how
Aristotle, calmly deflecting Plato’s rage against the hypocrisy of the ac-
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tor’s being two things at once, devised a system of theatre in which what-
ever subversive truth the actor might speak could be repurposed as the
error from which the obedient spectator-citizen could learn to free him-
self. Boal’s view of theatre’s relation to community seems very similar to
the romantic idealization of prepolitical harmony to be found in accounts
of “primitive communism,” in which, for good or ill, we must always re-
turn to the Athenian moment, even if primarily to understand it as a mo-
ment in which the establishment of the state concludes a process in which
an earlier “communal” order has disintegrated through the gradual es-
tablishment of private property and the division of labor.

“Primitive communism,” or, as it may be more accurately named,
“communalism,” refers primarily to the idea that human societies ini-
tially held property in common. Marx includes this proposition in the
section of Grundrisse entitled “Forms which Precede Capitalist Produc-
tion.”® The tripartite developmental schema outlined here, in which an
“Asiatic” mode of production is succeeded by a transitional “ancient”
(Graeco-Roman) mode on the way to a feudal mode, is now challenged by
subsequent research and archaeological discoveries. However, aspects of
the theory of primitive communalism continue to exert an influence on
the shape of subsequent thought, including Boal’s. Three in particular are
worth mentioning here.

The first is that primitive communalism is hierarchical rather than
egalitarian. This is presumably why Ellen Meiksins Wood prefers this
term rather than “communism,” which suggests too strongly that any
communism that might come will be a return to an Edenic state. As Wood
notes of the early societies sketched by Marx, all featured “communal
property embodied in a higher authority, typically a despotic state.”®*
Boal’s myth of the development of theatre in Greek societies before the
emergence of the Athenian city-state does not, it is worth recalling, begin
in an egalitarian moment, but rather a moment in which workers seek
respite from the labor imposed upon them in an inegalitarian or perhaps
even despotic state, ruled by a landowning aristocracy.

The second is that the category of “worker” is not strictly applicable in
such societies. As Marx argues in Grundrisse:

individuals relate not as workers but as proprietors—and mem-
bers of a community, who at the same time work. The aim of this
work is not the creation of value—although they may do surplus la-
bour in order to obtain alien, i.e. surplus products in exchange—
rather, its aim is sustenance of the individual proprietor and of his
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family, as well as of the total community. The positing of the indi-
vidual as a worker, in this nakedness, is itself a product of history.®

The idea that to be a “worker” is not a fixed identity but the alterable re-
sult of historical circumstances is central to this project, as it is for Ran-
ciere’s work. As we shall see, it is the assumed or “naturalized” identity
between a person and her work that gives rise to the figure of “the
worker,” while it is the capacity of the theatre to disrupt this assumption,
which forms the basis for much of Ranciére’s interest in theatrical activi-
ties. It is my ambition for the figure of the “passionate amateur” that it
should perform at least some modest disruption of identitarian catego-
ries. Boal’s “workers,” then, are workers only for as long as they work.
When they are doing something else they are dancers or drinkers, or they
are not defined at all in relation to what they do, and it is their freedom to
remain undefined that is under threat as their celebratory performance is
organized into theatre.

The third is that all these early forms of landed property possess as a
“presupposition” that there already exists a spontaneous or “natural”
community, which, Marx writes, “appears not as a result of, but as a pre-
supposition for the communal appropriation (temporary) and utilization of the
land.”® This “presupposition” seems to return in Ranciere’s account of
the theatre public’s self-understanding as community. If, as Sartre wrote
of the twentieth century, “communism is the unsurpassable horizon of
our time,” might one dare say here that community has a tendency to ap-
pear, at least in the theatre, as an unsurpassable presupposition? If not
that, then perhaps at least this: the experience of being with others in the
theatre seems to offer participants in a capitalist society an intimation of
their own presuppositions about a mode of collective existence in which
the division of labor has not yet turned some of us into workers and oth-
ers into proprietors, designated some of us professionals and others ama-
teurs, or, to return to Boal’s terms, made of some us actors and of others
spectators.

What Boal’s myth seems to suggest is that theatre is one of the places
where this presupposition persists as intimation, or by way of an experi-
ence of intimacy in public, or, as I shall call it in the final chapter of the
book, solitude in relation. Boal implies that theatre, in spite of its division
of labor, retains affective traces of a communal practice in which labor is
set aside and hierarchy temporarily resisted, and that the task of his own
theatre is to reactivate those traces in the name of a contemporary political
challenge to oppression grounded in a desire for community. As Eugene
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van Erven writes, seeking to draw some conclusions from the diverse
practices represented in his collection of essays on community theatre:

While it can never restore pre-modern communal harmony, which
probably never existed in the first place, community theatre can be
an effective medium to negotiate internal differences and represent
these in artistic forms, in the creation of which local cohesion is
enhanced and respect for “otherness” increased.®”

Although there is no way back to the mythical past, even for Boal, the
origins of theatre itself are nonetheless posited as drawing on energies
that come from outside the realm of work and whose expression takes
place in the interruption or suspension of work. This “outside” of work is
of course constituted by the necessity of work, and by the regulation of
time and association in the “teamwork” of the farm or construction
worker.® It is an outside that is already an inside, and whose occupants
are desperate to get out; to express themselves, become emancipated, to-
gether in the collective action of song, dance, and drinking. If there is a
community presupposed in this performance, it is one that work inter-
rupts, and thatis, itself, an interruption of work. This is why the amateur —
someone who interrupts his or her work in order to make theatre, rather
than making theatre his or her work—may be a crucial figure for under-
standing the appearances of romantic anti-capitalism in theatre. Even if
romantic anti-capitalism might long to locate its “good community” be-
yond capitalism itself, and to seek relief from alienation in an exit from its
logics, it is almost always obliged to make do with what it can make
within them. Something of this predicament is captured in the word ama-
teur. On the one hand, the amateur acts out of love, in what Marx calls
“the realm of freedom,” making an unconditional commitment that af-
firms its own autonomy. On the other hand, the amateur also acts in rela-
tion to “the realm of necessity,” her activity constantly defined in opposi-
tion either to the work of the “professional” who makes her living from
theatre, or to the work she herself does to make her own living. This is
because, to follow the logic of Marx’s thought, the realm of freedom is
always ultimately contingent upon the realm of necessity.®

Amateur theatre in its most familiar sense (as a leisure activity for
those who earn their livings by other means) is not, however, the topic of
this book. Amateur theatre is of course a huge field of activity of which
there is probably much of interest to be written.”® But for the purposes of
the present work, it accedes too readily to the distinction between work
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and leisure that I wish to unravel here. The same may also be said of what
in the United Kingdom is often called community theatre (a term that, in
the United States, is more usually applied to what in the United Kingdom
is normally called amateur theatre). Taken as a whole, community theatre
in the United Kingdom—which often takes the form of performance
events produced by specialist professionals in collaboration with nonpro-
fessional participants—also tends to leave the work/nonwork distinction
largely untroubled. Nonetheless, many of the affects, contradictions, re-
sistances, and pleasures that I will try to account for in the discussion that
follows may also be found in community theatre (in its UK sense), and I
will end this introductory chapter by briefly indicating two of them that
seem particularly significant. The first is that there seems to be something
in the quality of the nonprofessional and often untrained theatrical per-
former that allows them to be experienced as the bearers of the values of
community presupposed in the event. The second is the peculiar, and re-
lated effect, most notable in the kind of historically based community
plays first developed in the United Kingdom by Ann Jellicoe and the Col-
way Theatre Trust and widely adopted elsewhere, in which the untrained
performer, experienced as bearer of values associated with community,
does so in the role of a figure from what is imagined to have been that
community’s past (by appearing as character from a well-known local
history, for example). Both of these effects are usually reported as indices
of a kind of pre- or anti-capitalist authenticity wherein the social and po-
litical value of such projects inheres. Jon Oram, who succeeded Ann Jelli-
coe as director of the Colway Theatre Trust (now called Claque), writes in
a brief article on what he calls “the social actor”:

There are conditions about the amateur actors from the community
that make the audience’s transition from mere spectator to involved
performer almost seamless. Whilst we might be in awe of profes-
sional celebrity, there’s a feeling of equality and intimacy when the
cast and the audience come from the same community. Amateurs
especially non-actors are closer to natural social behaviour as op-
posed to heightened performance. I build on these conditions by
ensuring that the subject of the play is about the history of everyone
in the room, and that they all share the same space. To put it suc-
cinctly there is a sense of community ownership about the play.”!

Ann Jellicoe, in the preface to her Community Plays: How to Put Them On,
cites extensively from observations made by Baz Kershaw about the Coly-
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ford community play (Colyford Matters, by Dennis Warner, produced in
1983):

The stylistic focus is possible because the unity of the event derives
from a simple shift of focus, away from theatre, towards commu-
nity. Hence, the typical situations presented provoke a historical
awareness that rests on a curious identification between the live
actors and the dead people they play. They come from the same
community and so it seems, in performance, as if they are the same
people. The result is a powerful sense of the mysterious—set
within an active celebration of shared meanings. So the explicitly
presented development of community in the past is implicitly ani-
mated in the present. The artistic unity consequently derives from
the fact that the fundamental event is not the play itself, but the
opportunity the play provides for the continuing evolution of
Colyford as a community. In other words, community plays are a
community-forming process. Thus theatre is created through com-
munity.”?

Both of these observations would ordinarily tend to support a strongly

7

romantic conception of community, grounded in “nature,” “authentic-

ity,” “identification,” and “unity.” These are precisely the terms against
which critics of community as such, including Miranda Joseph and Jean-
Luc Nancy, direct their analysis. All the same, as Joseph notes, seeking to
distance herself somewhat from Nancy’s sense of the impossibility of
community, some critical perspectives fail to account for the passion that
attends such experiences.”” What Oram and Kershaw capture are sources
for such passion—the appearance of the “natural social” and the reap-
pearance of “community in the past” —and perhaps even foundations for
the kind of “utopian performative” sought by Jill Dolan. Where I hope to
develop a further understanding of such experiences is in a consideration
of how these feelings might make meaning in more obviously compro-
mised situations, or, rather, in theatrical circumstances where the “pre-
supposition of community” is not as powerfully present. Is it possible to
experience such (intimate, public, political) feelings even where they are
not explicitly summoned up in the name of a supposedly natural or au-
thentic “community”? I am most interested, therefore, in what happens
when such passions are set in motion in ways that seem unnatural or in-
authentic (theatrical, even) or where the appearance of figures from an-
other time is experienced as a disruption rather than an affirmation of
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historical continuity. This is because, in seeking to develop a critical ro-
mantic anti-capitalism, I cannot depend upon straightforward distinc-
tions between the natural, the authentic, and a continuous historical expe-
rience, on the one hand, and the artificial, the constructed, and the
discontinuous on the other. I will look for such experiences in just a few
selected locations in the chapters that follow. The search begins in Mos-
cow at the start of the twentieth century, where Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya
stages feelings about work at the dawn of theatre’s industrialization, and
then moves on to Berlin in 1928, where Walter Benjamin and Asja Lacis
imagine a proletarian children’s theatre that might perform a kind of
deindustrialization of the soul. This discontinuous history of passionate
amateurs resumes in Paris in 1967, with Jean-Luc Godard’s film, La chi-
noise, in which a group of students play at being revolutionaries the sum-
mer before the real “events” of 1968. It ends in the present, more or less,
wondering, first, about the nature of theatrical labor in an economy that
has found ever more ingenious ways of commodifying such things as
“community,” by way of an account of the Nature Theatre of Oklahoma'’s
No Dice, and then, in a final sequence, speculating on the extent to which
a professional spectator such as myself might have any business writing
about passionate amateurs.



wo |  Of Work and Time

It’s all over. The Professor and his wife, Yelena, have gone to Kharkov,
unable to stand life in the country a moment longer. The Professor fears,
perhaps, that Vanya will take another pop at him with the gun. Yelena
needs to escape from the potential entanglements arising from her feel-
ings for the Doctor and Vanya'’s feelings for her. Feelings we might care to
call love. The Doctor, Astrov, has taken a final drink of vodka and re-
turned home, having promised Yelena, for Sonya’s sake, that he will never
return. At the end of Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, Sonya and Vanya return to
work, filling out entries in account books they have neglected for the du-
ration of the Professor’s visit to the estate. Neither Sonya nor Vanya has
anything more to say about their unrequited loves (for Astrov and for
Yelena). It’s all over:

sonya: We shall live, Uncle Vanya. We shall live out many, many
days and long evenings; we shall patiently bear the trials that
fate sends us; we shall labour for others both now and in our
old age, knowing no rest, and when our time comes, we shall
meekly die, and there beyond the grave we shall say that we
suffered, that we wept, that we were sorrowful, and God will
have pity on us, and you and I, dear Uncle, shall see a life that
is bright and beautiful and full of grace, we shall rejoice and
look back on our present woes with tenderness, with a smile—
and we shall rest. [ . . . ] We shall rest!

TELEGIN quietly plays his guitar
We shall rest! [ ... ] We shall rest . . . [Hugs him.] We shall rest!

[The night-watchman knocks. TELEGIN plays quietly; MARIYA VASILYEVNA
makes notes in the margins of a pamphlet; MARINA knits a stocking.]

33
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We shall rest!
[The curtain slowly falls.]!

It is all over, but it is also a beginning, even if it is the beginning of
something that has been continuing before. It is a kind of circularity. It is
a resumption of an activity that had been interrupted, one might say dis-
rupted, by the events of the play itself, a return to the status quo ante. But
it is also a complex opening outward. For Vanya and Sonya the work to
which they return is a putting aside, or a putting behind them (perhaps
forever) of the upheavals and disappointments of love (Vanya’s for
Yelena, Sonya’s for Astrov). In a familiar gesture, they hope to be able to
forget, to bury their pain in renewed activity, and to rededicate them-
selves to a worthy if modest joint project after having lost themselves in
what turned out to be fruitless (unproductive) projects of the heart.

The play ends, then, with two of its principal actors announcing their
departure from the space of unproductive labor (play), through the com-
mitment given by the characters they have produced on stage, to the work
they are to undertake. With the departure of the idle and unproductive
couple of the Professor and his wife, Vanya and Sonya resolve to abstain
from theatrical behaviors brought on by the presence of this couple
(doomed love affairs, bungled shootings) and to renounce the indolence
that had overcome the household during their visit. In this sense, work is
the grim but safe antithesis to the risks and excitements of love. It is duty,
rather than passion. It might also be understood, coming as it does at the
end of the play, as a gesture toward the mundane world that the play of
theatrical production temporarily suspends. Let us get back to the day-
world of work after this brief sojourn in the night of play.

The gesture of the actors, then, doubles the movement of their charac-
ters and, at the same time, the action the audience is about to take in mak-
ing its way back to the working day: a renunciation of nonwork, an end to
the suspension of production. Yet this doubling is also a contradiction,
since it is in fact, for the actors, the very moment at which their productive
labor comes to an end, at least for tonight. They appear to set themselves
back to work at precisely the moment at which they are about to stop
working. The last lines of the play complicate this situation further, as
Sonya conjures a vision of daily work continuing to the grave, beyond
which, she repeats, “We shall rest [ . .. ] We shall rest.” As the actors clock
off, might they be inviting the spectators, moving now from the end of the
play toward the beginning of the working day, to take up the burden of
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their labor or to take a rest, and if so, what kind of labor and what sort of
rest might this be? In what kind of labor might both actors and spectators
jointly participate? And what kind of rest might follow?

To prepare the ground for an attempt to answer these questions I will
sketch out some ideas about work in general in industrial capitalism,
about some particular aspects of work in the context of an industrializing
Russia in the 1890s, and finally, about the nature of work in the theatre,
both in industrial capitalism generally and in the specific context of an
industrializing theatre in Moscow at the time of the first production of
Uncle Vanya in 1899. By this rather circuitous route I hope to be able to
show that in the industrial capitalism of the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries the figure of the passionate amateur took on a new and signifi-
cant form, in the person of the professional for whom life, work, and pol-
itics came to be inextricably entwined with one another. In the particular
case of the theatre industry, I aim to suggest how such passionate ama-
teurs might participate in and contribute to affective experiences of pro-
ductive consumption that revive a kind of romantic anti-capitalism. These
passionate amateurs are to be found both onstage and off: as fictional
figures produced by the labor of the actor; as actors (and other theatrical
professionals) working at the production of play; and, crucially, as specta-
tors for whom the consumption of the theatrical production is itself a
form of production, of subjectivities rather than commodities.

WORK IN INDUSTRIAL CAPITALISM

In chapter 10 of Capital, simply called “The Working Day,” Marx presents
both a longue durée history of political struggle over the very concept of
the “working day” and a more contemporary account of a political strug-
gle over its length.? In both cases the histories in question, as so often in
Capital, are drawn from the English experience, since England repre-
sented at the time the clearest and most advanced example of a capitalist
society, enjoying levels of industrialization with which Russia, famously,
would only compete much later (hence the supposed historical irony of a
socialist revolution taking place in Russia rather than in England, where
students and followers of Marx might reasonably have most expected it).
Let us consider this as just one anachronism among several, following
those already alluded to in the differential movements toward and away
from the “working day” in the case of a performance of Uncle Vanya and
in anticipation of others to come later in this chapter.
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Marx’s history of the working day begins in 1349 with a “Statute of
Labourers,” introduced during the reign of Edward III, which “found its
immediate pretext (not its cause, for legislation of this kind outlives its
pretext by centuries)” in the “great plague that decimated the popula-
tion,” thus, supposedly, requiring a more coordinated and disciplined ef-
fort on the part of the survivors to supply the needs of a feudal economy.
It is worth noting here, in anticipation of there being a relationship be-
tween the length of the working day and the length of the working life,
that this first attempt to standardize a working day seems to arise from
(even if it is not caused by) the premature death of actual workers. A long
struggle ensues, captured in more detail than it is by Marx by E. P.
Thompson, in a now-celebrated article, “Time, Work-Discipline, and In-
dustrial Capitalism,”? in which he traces a gradual but by no means in-
evitable historical movement between preindustrial and industrial disci-
plines and internalizations of time. It is crucial to both Thompson and
Marx that this process should not be seen as inevitable, because it is im-
portant for both that the institution of the working day as a broadly ac-
cepted aspect of a wage-labor economy is understood instead as the out-
come of social and political struggle: only with this historicization of the
seemingly “natural” order (as night follows day) might it be possible to
imagine this order as susceptible to change through future political ac-
tion. “The historical record,” writes Thompson, “is not a simple one of
neutral and inevitable technological change, but is also one of exploita-
tion and of resistance to exploitation.”*

The movement described by Thompson begins in ways of life in which
“the day’s tasks [ . .. ] seemed to disclose themselves, by the logic of need,
before the crofter’s eyes,” an attitude toward the temporality of work that
Thompson characterizes as “task-orientation” and that, he suggests, is
“more humanly comprehensible”® than what is to follow. As work in-
creasingly becomes a matter of waged employment (rather than devoted
to, say, either the corvée or subsistence), “the shift from task-orientation
to timed labour is marked.”® Thompson's close attention to records of
working-class life offers a picture of English capital experiencing, as part
of the upheavals of early industrialization, major problems with the time-
discipline of its workforce, so much so that as early as 1700 The Law Book
of the Crowley Iron Works runs to more than one hundred thousand words
and provides the basis for the imposition of similar private penal codes in
the cotton mills seventy years later.” The development of machinery as
part of the means of production contributes a further dimension to the
time-regime: machines dictate rhythms to their operators on a minute-by-
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minute basis, as well as seeming (seeming, only seeming) to demand con-
stant attention in order that they should never be left idle. During the
course of the eighteenth century —in the period leading up to the more or
less contemporary (that is, nineteenth-century) struggles that Marx will
present in some detail —Thompson sees a capitalist organization of work
and time achieving its “normalisation”: “In all these ways—by the divi-
sion of labour; the supervision of labour; bells and clocks; money incen-
tives; preachings and schoolings; the suppression of fairs and sports—
new labour habits were formed, and a new time discipline was imposed.”®

Thompson’s reference to “the suppression of fairs and sports” might
lead one to suppose a simple inverse proportionality between work time
and leisure time, in which the more work, the less leisure. But the process
Thompson describes here is now widely understood as the basis for the
“invention” of leisure, in which, to put it very schematically, sprawling
and partly spontaneous festivities based on cyclical, seasonal time give
way to the quick fixes of nightly entertainment (cyclical but not seasonal,
except in the idea that a popular TV drama series like The Wire is pack-
aged and sold in “seasons”).” The predictable time schedule of the work-
ing day encourages a corresponding rationalization of play and recre-
ation, and “leisure industries” develop accordingly.

This interdependence of work and leisure is a key insight of the “sub-
merged” tradition in leisure studies excavated by Chris Rojek in Capital-
ism and Leisure Theory. Rojek notes the powerful appeal of the narrative
established in Thompson’s article (of leisure in its modern form as the
creation of industrial capitalism) and sees it as part of a broader under-
standing within sociological thought (Veblen, Weber, Durkheim, Elias)
that sees leisure not as free time, but as time always already conditioned
by its dependence upon the established working day. Rojek suggests that
a key element in this relationship is that disposable time is “subjectively
experienced by the labourer as an alien force which he does not fully con-
trol.”10 In this respect the time of leisure is as unfree or as alienated as the
time of work. Noting Marx’s contribution to this tradition of thought, he
observes that, in Marx’s analysis, the “working class can have leisure only
if it fulfils the production requirements of capital. The capitalist class can
only maintain its leisure relations if it ensures that in the long run more
surplus value is extracted at source, i.e. by intensifying the exploitation of
labour.”!! The absence of any such thing as “free time” is vital to this un-
derstanding of leisure. As Rojek comments in introducing the topic of his
study, in terms that will resonate with anyone working in the theatre (or
other branches of the leisure industry), “the saying that work for some is
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leisure for others is not only a popular truism, it is also a vital analytical
insight.”12

It becomes clear that this interdependence is essential to capitalist pro-
duction when one recognizes the key role of leisure time in Henry Ford’s
conception of the working day, which, as David Harvey explains, in-
cludes the idea that “the purpose of the five-dollar, eight hour day was
only in part to secure worker compliance with the discipline required to
work the highly productive assembly-line system. It was coincidentally
meant to provide workers with sufficient income and leisure time to con-
sume the mass-produced products the corporations were about to turn
outin ever vaster quantities.”!3 That leisure should become a form of pro-
ductive consumption was a key element in the development and exten-
sion of the Fordist system in the twentieth century (we shall see, shortly,
that aspects of this organizational form penetrated the theatre fairly
early). That theatre, therefore, is becoming a site of productive consump-
tion (in specifically capitalist terms) at around the time of the first produc-
tion of Uncle Vanya is going to be an important element in the discussion
that follows.

For now, though, we turn away, again, from leisure and back to Marx’s
“Working Day.” Marx summarizes (anachronistically, of course) Thomp-
son’s account (which strangely, or accordingly, contains no reference
whatsoever to Marx), in which a landowner state spends several centuries
trying to compel its population to work enough, before, at last, the idea of
a working day, in which one turns up at the beginning, works through-
out, and only returns home at the end, is properly established and socially
normalized: people accept waged labor. He then moves on to the strug-
gles of the nineteenth century, which are fought not over the day as such,
but over its length. Because capitalist enterprises aim to maximize their
profit, they must maximize the surplus-value they generate. Since the
surplus-value of any product is the result of the value transferred into it
above and beyond that conferred by the socially necessary labor time
taken to produce it (the amount of time the worker must work in order to
make a living), the management of the workers’ time becomes a key issue
for the owners of capital. To use the formulation to which Marx repeat-
edly returns, if it takes six hours a day for a worker to make a living, but
the worker works twelve hours every day, then the additional six hours
translate directly into surplus-value and therefore profit for the owner.
“Moments,” writes Marx, “are the elements of profit.”!*

In this latest historical phase of the struggle over the working day,
capital is seeking to maximize its returns by extending the working day
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for as long as possible, while the emergent industrial working class is
seeking to secure the support of the state (a state of capitalists and land-
owners) for the enforcing of legal limits. One key outcome of this phase of
the struggle would be the Factory Act of 1850, which put an end to em-
ployer abuses of the Ten Hours” Act of 1844 by outlawing relay systems,
specifying that the working day (for young people and women) must fall
between 6 am. and 6 p.m., and making two one-and-a-half-hour meal
breaks mandatory. Marx notes with characteristic irony that the gains in
productivity achieved in the period since this legislation, which the own-
ers and representatives of capital had vehemently opposed, were hailed
by classical political economists as “a characteristic achievement of their
‘science.”’!5 He also observes that “the longer working day which capital
tried to impose on adult workers by acts of state power from the middle
of the fourteenth century to the end of the seventeenth century is approx-
imately of the same length as the shorter working day which, in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century, the state has here and there interposed
as a barrier to the transformation of children’s blood into capital.”!

The partial victory chronicled here by Marx is secured by the indus-
trial working class in concert with “allies in those social layers not directly
interested in the question.”!” These allies are essentially bourgeois re-
formers who increasingly come to serve as “moral obstacles”!® to the lim-
itless exploitation of workers. It is from this class that emerge the factory
inspectors who witness the appalling conditions in which industrial labor
performs its functions, and the doctors who recognize that some deaths,
such as that of the millinery worker May Ann Wilkes, are the consequence
of overwork; in Wilkes’s case of “long hours of work in an overcrowded
room, and a too small and badly ventilated bedroom.”!? In abstract terms,
Marx argues, “Capital asks no questions about the length of life of labour-
power. What interests it is purely and simply the maximum of labour-
power that can be set in motion in a working day. It attains this objective
by shortening the life of labour-power, in the same way as a greedy farmer
snatches more produce from the soil by robbing it of its fertility.”?° This
abstract conception of capital’s view of labor leaves out politics (and this
is precisely Marx’s point in telling the story of the struggle over the work-
ing day); it omits the possibility that, unlike capital in the abstract, capital-
ists in the flesh might be capable of being persuaded or coerced by worker
activism, bourgeois reformists, and even the state, into acting against
their own (seeming, only seeming) interests in this sphere. Marx observes
that the 1859 Reports of the Inspectors of Factories suggests—“with sup-
pressed irony” —that the reform of the working day may have granted
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the capitalist some measure of freedom from the “brutality” of his role as
the mere embodiment of capital, as the shorter working day “has given
him time for a little ‘culture.””*! For it is not simply the worker who must
contribute productive consumption by way of the leisure industries but
also the capitalist, who, after all, will have substantially more disposable
income than the worker to expend on such things as opera and football.

If the regulation of the working day and subsequent victories for orga-
nized labor have contributed to an increase in both the quantity and the
quality of life enjoyed by workers under capitalism, it may be the case
that the next key phase of this struggle will be over the length of the work-
ing life, rather than the working day, as current political tensions over the
retirement age and pension arrangements in Europe might suggest. This
is a subject that will return in each of the following chapters.

WORK IN RUSSIA

The country estate of Uncle Vanya might not immediately conjure up im-
ages commensurate with the industrial urban setting for the exploitation
unto death described by Marx. But the creative-destructive logic of indus-
trialization nonetheless encircles the play. The encroachment of industry
into the countryside is just offstage. It is made present in Astrov’s pas-
sionate (but professional) account of the destruction of the forests. It is
personified in the appearance near the end of Act One of a “workman”
who comes to tell Astrov that “they” have come for him from “the fac-
tory.”?? At the very beginning of the play, as Astrov bemoans what has
become of him over the preceding ten years—“I've worn myself out
[...]Idon’t know the meaning of rest” —it is his recollection of the death
of a “railway pointsman” on his operating table that provokes his ago-
nized speculation about how “those for whom we are laying down the
road to the future” might “remember us.”? Work, toward a future,
whether by “road” or “rail,” is established from the outset as a central
preoccupation of the play, and its cost, in terms of the loss of the living, be
they railway workers or forests, is a recurrent question. Each “working
day” is an exhausting step toward the construction of some better world.
As Raymond Williams writes of Chekhov’s plays in general, “the way to
the future is seen, consistently, in work.”? This work is always shadowed
by fear: that exhaustion will tend to death; that progress will destroy
what it feeds upon; or even, in Astrov’s case, that the whole process will
yield nothing in return for all this work and death:
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astrov: If in place of all these destroyed forests they had laid
highways and railroads, if we had here factories, mills,
schools, the people would be healthier, richer, better
educated —but there’s nothing of the kind. [ . . . ]| We have here
a decline which is the consequence of an impossible struggle
for existence.”

At the time of the writing and production of Uncle Vanya (1897-99),
these were pressing questions of government policy and everyday social
reality. In the decade following the 1892 appointment of Count Sergei
Witte as minister of finance (he had previously served as director of rail-
way affairs within the same ministry), the industrial sector in Russia grew
by over 8 percent a year. While the urban population had grown rapidly
since the emancipation of the serfs (1861), it is crucial to recognize that
this growth also involved the urbanization and industrialization of the
countryside itself, with the railways as a crucial element in this process.
According to Neil B. Weissman’s study of the social and economic re-
forms of the nineteenth century, the census of 1897 revealed that “over
half the empire’s industry and sixty percent of its workers were located in
the country” and that “in the province of Moscow alone some two hun-
dred villages had become commercial and industrial in nature.”?® Spencer
Golub points to just one way in which this rail-assisted industrialization,
whose consequences are rendered more explicitly by Chekhov in The
Cherry Orchard (1902—4), was changing the experience of work and time in
this now perhaps only partially rural Russia, noting that “the major tem-
poral dialogue in The Cherry Orchard is between the urban timetable of the
railroad, which begins and ends the play, and the rural timetable of the
agrarian seasonal cycle, which gives the play its act structure.” With an
eye on the future, in which Lenin’s arrival by train will come to signify the
launch of a process of convulsive political change, with work— political,
ideological, “Taylorized” —at its heart, Golub suggests that “Lopakhin,
whom Richard Stites calls an “ineffectual Taylorist’ [ . . . ] cannot get the
characters in the play to conform to the new schedule.”?

Not that the old schedule of the “agrarian season cycle” was a sched-
ule without work: it was rather—as Thompson and others have de-
scribed —an earlier way of organizing the time of work. In Uncle Vanya the
arrival of the Professor and his wife has disrupted this schedule:

vANYA: Ever since the Professor came to live here with his wife,
my life has left its track. . . . I go to sleep at the wrong time, for
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lunch and dinner I eat all kinds of rich dishes, I drink wine—
that’s all unhealthy. I used not to have a spare minute, Sonya
and I worked —my goodness, how we worked, and now only
Sonya works and I sleep, eat and drink. . . . That’s no good!*

This life of consumption is not the opposite of the life of productive work,
even though it may be experienced as such by both Vanya and Sonya; it is
its counterpart. Until it arrived here, in person, on the estate, it could be
imagined as something distant and somehow unrelated. Now, perhaps
most vividly in the person of Yelena, it makes its relation to production
unavoidably, even radiantly visible, while simultaneously giving rise to a
suspicion that something might be wrong:

AsTROV: She just eats, sleeps, walks, enchants us all with her
beauty —and that’s all. She has no responsibilities, others work
for her. ... It's true, isn’t it? And an idle life can’t be a virtuous
one.”

It is not that work has ceased, then—Sonya, after all, keeps it going—
but rather that Vanya and Astrov have been seduced into the scene of
consumption, to letting “others work” for them. Their feelings (their
love?) for Yelena constitute a kind of becoming-Serebryakov, not only
through a desire to supplant the Professor in Yelena’s affections but, cru-
cially, by adopting his role as the consumer of the labor of others. Their
compromised and uneasy embrace of indolence—while they may experi-
ence it as the absence of work—is therefore only really its displacement.
The work goes somewhere else (Sonya does it)—a spatial fix—or it is de-
ferred, becomes mere aspiration, a vision for the future. This might be
conceived as a kind of temporal fix (the kind of thing that financialization
seeks to achieve, perhaps, by permitting speculators to be paid now for
work that will be done by future generations of workers). Thus the indo-
lence on which the characters of the play repeatedly comment may be
seen as a product of new relations among work, time, and space, rather
than as the absence of work. It is not “free” time. Like the process of in-
dustrialization, which I have already suggested circles the play, encroach-
ing upon its space and its time, work itself lurks in the wings. The indo-
lence on stage is the form in which it appears. It is, of course, an indolence
that the actors on stage must work to produce, for an audience of consum-
ers. In the consumption of this indolence-work is it possible to be wholly
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oblivious to the fact that, in the service industry of the theatre, as every-
where else, one person’s leisure is always another’s labor?

The idea that work might be the motor of social progress and a form of
political activity (“the way to the future,” to recall Williams’s phrase) un-
derpins Astrov’s various speeches, and they are, at times, just that,
speeches, as Yelena’s apparent failure to concentrate rather sharply re-
veals (“I see by your expression this doesn’t interest you”®). It will also
become a central ideological motif of the Soviet Union, though Astrov is
not to be confused with Stakhanov (even if we might see Lopakhin as an
“ineffectual Taylorist” and Lenin as a rather more “effectual” one) any
more than the “indolent” characters of any of Chekhov’s plays can really
be wholly identified with the justly doomed aristocracy whose rule will
end in 1917. John Tulloch identifies the embodiment and articulation of
this idea, in Chekhov’s plays, with the emergence of the medical profes-
sion as a key element in the zemstvo system of rural self-governing bodies
in which Chekhov himself was an active participant.!

The establishment of the zemstvos formed part of the attempt at reform
initiated after Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War. The zemstvos consisted
of elected local assemblies, each of which appointed an executive board to
take responsibility for the organization and delivery of elementary educa-
tion, public health, and charity in the local area.® In the context of the in-
dustrialization process accelerated in the 189os, state support for the zem-
stvos was intensified, with annual increases in expenditure on zemstvo
activity of up to 18 percent. It was also at this time that the so-called third
element within the zemstvos—doctors, teachers, agronomists, and
statisticians—gained ground relative to the gentry and the peasantry,
while they also consolidated (not without struggle) their relative auton-
omy from the state bureaucracy. During the 189os, therefore, the zemstvos
became channels through which an emergent professional class could ex-
ercise social influence and develop some measure of political agency.

While Tulloch does not suggest that Astrov in Uncle Vanya stands in
for Chekhov himself in any straightforward way, he does demonstrate
how Chekhov’s experience with and commitment to the practice of
zemstvo medicine shaped his own social position and sense of self. While
he may not represent Chekhov, Astrov most certainly does stand for and
articulate social and professional values and aspirations associated with
this emergent class of practitioners, of which Chekhov himself was one,
and their conception of working toward the future. He is, in a sense, the
representative within the play of the English “factory inspectors” whose
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alliance with the industrial working class helped secure the regulation of
the working day in the story of political struggle recounted by Marx in
Capital. Astrov represents—in compromised and damaged form, of
course—a powerful idea of professional expertise at the service of the
people and of human social progress.

This conception of professional expertise and the specific historical
situation in which it emerges has two significant related consequences.
First, it enables doctors to carve out a new social position for themselves
as autonomous professionals. As Stanley C. Kramer notes, writing on
public health in the zemstvo system, the new framework

created ever greater numbers of salaried positions outside the state
bureaucracy in which the enthusiastic members of a populist intel-
ligentsia could serve the people. By transforming the physician’s
identity from state servant to servant of society, it also enhanced
the potential authority of modern medicine among the peasantry.>

Second, as Tulloch points out, this autonomous role, increasingly under-
stood in terms of public service, permits doctors to articulate a political
project expressive of this revised social position, articulating a universal-
izing movement away from a narrow and élite class ideology:

The new zemstvo service role was clearly an environment of great
public need where universalistic ideals could be directed to practi-
cal tasks. If, as Maclver suggests, one sign of professionalization is
“when activity of service replaces passivity of station,” and when
educated men move from a culture of patronage to one of func-
tional specificity of competence, then this was certainly taking
place among Russian zemstvo doctors who, by a conscious deci-
sion, rejected the class nature of “city medicine.”3*

Work thus becomes a way of doing politics. It is no longer simply the
necessary tasks of production and reproduction, which Hannah Arendt
placed in the category of “labor”*® and which Marx regarded as “eter-
nal.”* Nor is it even just what Arendt would categorize as work —namely
the fabrication of things in the world, such as art, buildings, railroads.
Instead, in this vision, work begins to transcend the category of work it-
self and becomes a form of what Arendt calls action: the relational activity
that constitutes politics. Work as political action is what will carry human
society forward into a future in which we might one day experience free-
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dom, including, perhaps paradoxically, the freedom from the “eternal”
necessity of work: “We shall rest! We shall rest!”

THE PROFESSIONAL IS/AS THE PASSIONATE AMATEUR

This development of the medical profession in late nineteenth-century
industrializing Russia was part of a broader set of developments across
capitalist Europe during the nineteenth century. The consolidation of
“the professions,” as a way of conceiving and organizing such practices as
medicine and the law, led to the emergence of the distinctive and ambigu-
ous ideologeme of “professionalism.” This was deeply rooted in indus-
trial capitalism and in many respects reflected its practitioners’ depen-
dency upon both capital and the state, but it also carried forward certain
antimarket principles that, as I aim to show in this brief digression on the
subject of the professional, means that it bears striking resemblances to
what I have called the romantic anti-capitalism of the passionate ama-
teur.” Indeed, the central theme of the ideology of professionalism may
be summarized as work for work’s sake. The professional turns out to be
the amateur. Or at least, that is how things are made to appear. Under
certain circumstances, in the right light perhaps, the professional appears
as the passionate amateur.

Magali Sarfatti Larson identifies this idea of the “intrinsic value of
work” as one of a number of “residues” of pre-capitalist conceptions of
such service labor, along with the idea that service is universally available
in the interests of protecting the social fabric or community and the tradi-
tion of “noblesse oblige” in which social status confers social responsi-
bilities (which, in turn, of course, confer social status).®® But, while these
residues help legitimate the ideology of professionalism, they do so in
spite (or perhaps precisely because) of the fact that professions “are, in
fact, one of the distinctive features of industrial capitalism, even though
they claim to renounce the profit motive.”* What the organization of ser-
vices into professions actually seeks, she argues, “is a monopoly over the
provision of specialist services, frequently secured by means of the con-
trol and regulation of training and education (access), assisted by state
power which outlaws non-qualified practitioners (who become “‘quacks’),
and consolidated by means of professional ‘associations’ rather than
unionisation.” As the beneficiaries of state-protected monopolies the
members of professions can accentuate their difference from wage labor
within capital by abstaining from its most public organizational form in
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the market (the union) while regulating their own rights to set levels of
remuneration by operating as cartels.

Although dependent upon capital for their income and upon the state
for their legal protection, professionals are able to imagine themselves as
somehow independent of both. Thus, as Sarfatti Larson observes, “at the
centre of the ideology of profession we find, necessarily, the general pos-
tulates of bourgeois ideology”:* the professional is, above all, a free and
autonomous individual and thus claims for herself, in the conduct of her
work, certain inalienable privileges associated with this status, para-
mount among which is the right to control her own time. Private offices
and secretarial support are also important, but nothing more distin-
guishes the professional from the wage-laborer than the freedom to set
her own working hours. To charge by the hour rather than be paid by it
might be another way of articulating this distinction. Of course many pro-
fessionals internalize the time-disciplines of industrial capitalism with
great ferocity and, under certain economic circumstances, may need to do
so simply in order to make a living. Many professionals justify this self-
imposed discipline by insisting on just how much they love their work. I
work eighteen hours a day, six days a week, because I am a “passionate
amateur.”

There is not necessarily anything disingenuous here. While the prin-
ciples that appear to be antimarket are in reality nothing of the sort, the
structural inaccuracy of the claim to autonomy should not obscure the
fact that it is subjectively sincere. Many professionals are indeed, to some
degree or another, opponents of capital (or wish to see its powers lim-
ited), even while being among its most privileged structural beneficiaries.
This is perhaps why, in its positive aspect, professionalism is a socially
progressive or reformist element within industrial capitalism. The ideol-
ogy has organizational force and can be mobilized in support of a wide
range of social and political goals, as in the contribution of the medical
profession to the struggle over the length of the working day narrated by
Marx in Capital or, more broadly, as Harold Perkin notes in his work on
the professions, again in England, in “the special role of the professional
idea in the rise of the welfare state.”4! Because this apparent “third space”
between the state and the market is largely imaginary, however, the pro-
fessional classes tend to be quite vulnerable to political co-optation by
either or both (the New Labour “Third Way” associated with the lawyer
Blair and the academic Giddens is just one example of this tendency). In
formations of this kind the professional ideology becomes, as Larson ar-
gues, simply a way of “justifying inequality of status and closure of access
in the occupational order.”#
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The “Third Way” may best be regarded as a device for packaging pro-
fessional capitulation to neoliberalism, which, as an approach to the rela-
tionship between an individual worker and the market, might be re-
garded as intrinsically hostile to the maintenance of the social and
economic privileges of the professions. In practice the emergence of a full-
fledged neoliberalism in late twentieth-century capital has tended to en-
rich and empower those members of the professions most able to make
their services indispensible to business (those most dependent upon capi-
tal, such as corporate lawyers, for example) and to impoverish and disem-
power those whose services tend to rely more heavily on the state (teach-
ers, for example).

Herein lies the political ambiguity of the ideology of professional-
ism—an ambiguity in which it again resembles the position of the pas-
sionate amateur. On the one hand the professional, or the passionate
amateur, “with its persistent antibureaucratic appearances [ . . . ] deflects
the comprehensive and critical vision of society [ ... ] functions as a means
for controlling large sectors of educated labor, and for co-opting its
elites,”*® as Sarfatti Larson writes.* Professionalization, she argues, by
protecting educated elites from certain market exigencies (allowing them
to set their own time-discipline, for instance), has “functioned as an effec-
tive form of social and ideological control” and thus as a defense for capi-
tal against “elite dissatisfaction.”#> On the other hand, however, and it is
interesting that Sarfatti Larson saw this trend emerging in the late 1960s
and early 1970s in France and then Italy, there are within neoliberal struc-
tures “increasing tendencies” toward the “proletarianization of educated
labour,” which, she notes, “[have], potentially, great political conse-
quences.”* In this context, as professionals (or, increasingly, former pro-
fessionals?) find themselves exposed to the exigencies of the market in
new ways, often in ways that effectively convert their autonomy into pre-
carity, the professional as passionate amateur reappears as a figure both
subjectively and structurally hostile to the interests of capital and thus as
a potential participant in a political coalition organized around the soli-
darity of “immaterial labour.” I will take up this theme at greater length
in subsequent chapters.

WORK ON THE MOSCOW STAGE

Uncle Vanya appears on stage just seven years after the abolition of the
Imperial monopoly. Not that Russia had lacked for theatre beyond the
Imperial stages: all kinds of theatre and performance had circulated be-
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yond the legitimized locations, including a substantial amateur theatre
movement, in which Stanislavski participated and which gave Chekhov
himself his earliest experiences of theatre. The significance of the aboli-
tion of the monopoly is rather to be found in its facilitation of a profes-
sional theatre, in which the burden of patronage fell on investors, share-
holders, and subscribers, rather than upon the budget of the Court. It is
also a professional theatre built, as it were, in the first instance, by
amateurs-turning-professional. This is the theatre in whose formation
Chekhov’s work participated and in which the role of the director, as in-
dustrial manager, was to become increasingly significant. The role of the
director is, of course, not entirely new —Stanislavski’s own practice was
strongly influenced by the example of Georg von Saxe-Meiningen, to
name but one obvious antecedent—but the coincidence of company man-
agement, artistic vision, and day-to-day organization of the work of the
actors is a decisive consolidation of the role. Nor are all directors indus-
trial managers, even today. Many share the freelance precarity enjoyed by
the actors whose work they direct. Nonetheless, even when the director is
not the “chief executive” of a building-based theatre, or in some other
way part of the “management” of a permanent or semipermanent com-
pany, her role tends toward management functions and appropriates cer-
tain management prerogatives (even if these sometimes take only illusory
form). Actors seeking employment at a major theatre will often imagine
that it is the director, rather than the organization, that hires them. The
power of the director over the employment prospects of actors is far from
entirely illusory, even here: it is, after all, the director who constantly
evaluates the employee’s performance and who, in the workplace, ap-
pears to determine the rhythm and direction of work. It may even be that
the director represents the actor’s best chance of being employed again.
Even where the director is employed on similar freelance contracts to
those given to actors, and where it is the permanent stage staff of the the-
atre itself who keep time in the rehearsal room, the director is still subjec-
tively experienced by the actors (and perhaps even by the permanent
stage staff) as the representative of management. The director herself, in
this situation, however, is still likely to experience her own role as that of
an employee, in a somewhat compromised position between the “real”
management and the “real” employees. In this ambiguity of economic
and even class position, she resembles, of course, the figure of the “profes-
sional,” negotiating between a commitment to the work for its own sake
and the fact that this work is in fact the management of the work of others.
The basis for this generalized experience of workplace relations is the po-
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sition of the director as manager consolidated in the emergent profes-
sional theatres of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in-
cluding, of course, the Moscow Art Theatre.

The requirement that a theatrical production should be under the
overall control of a director is usually understood in aesthetic terms. Lau-
rence Senelick, for example, accounts for the development of a director’s
theatre, with specific reference to the productions of Chekhov’s plays at
the Moscow Art Theatre, as follows:

Chekhov’s plays were written at a time when the stage director
was becoming a paramount factor in the theatre. [ . . . ] The techni-
cal innovations of the modern stage, including electric lighting and
mises-en-scéne intent on reproducing “real life,” required expert
handling to blend and harmonize the various elements. Chekhov’s
development as a playwright from 1888 to 1904 coincides with this
move from a stage governed by histrionic and spectacular display
to one in which ensemble effect and the creation of “mood” reigned
supreme. [ . .. ] But Chekhov’s “Big Four” can succeed on stage
only with strong and coordinated ensemble playing, best achieved
under the baton of a single “conductor.”48

But, as Senelick is clearly aware, this is not simply a question of a new
kind of play requiring a new kind of production process. The coincidence
of Chekhov’s development as a playwright with the emergence of the
director as “paramount factor” in the theatre involves reciprocal causal-
ity: the reorganization of the production process shapes the kind of plays
that get written within it. Indeed, as Nick Worrall suggests in his study of
the Moscow Art Theatre, it is partly the emergent understanding of the
making of a theatrical performance as a production process that charac-
terizes this reorganization. It was Stanislavski, as director of what was
initially called the Moscow Public-Accessible Art Theatre’s first produc-
tion, Tsar Fedor loannovich, who “staked a claim for the importance of the
role of the director as overall organiser of the production.” Previously,
Worrall writes, “Russian critics and commentators invariably spoke of
‘performances’; henceforth they would speak of ‘productions,” with all
the implications this had for ensemble, unity of intellectual conception
and aesthetically effective mise-en-scéne.”* One key feature of this pro-
duction process was the extent to which performances would now be
made by way of rehearsal. While rehearsals in the Imperial Theatres
would typically number no more than around twelve per production,
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Stanislavski’s production of Tsar Fedor had seventy-four. This move to-
ward extensive rehearsal, and the more or less simultaneous develop-
ment of a formal training regime for actors as part of the Moscow Art
Theatre project, marks therefore a transition between two conceptions of
theatrical work. In the first the objective is to get as quickly as possible to
the “real” work, conceived as the performance on stage. In the second the
“real” work is what is done in the rehearsal room. This logic will find its
almost paradoxical realization in the paratheatrical work of Grotowski, in
which the work of the theatreomaker is carried out entirely for its own
sake. But it underlies nearly all modern conceptions of the work of the
theatre, from the development of extensive and departmentalized work
facilities backstage (from design to marketing) to the process orientation
of much experimental practice in the twentieth century, for both of which
the term workshop reveals the presence of an industrial model. It also gen-
erates the conditions in which actors” demands to be paid for rehearsals
could no longer be effectively resisted by theatrical managements. The
actor’s job in the modern theatre is to rehearse, rather than simply to per-
form, and rehearsal is no longer understood as a kind of informal per-
sonal preparation (for hourly paid teachers in UK higher education this
preindustrial attitude to preparation still prevails, however).

The director’s job is to organize this work process—management is
the organization of work—and implicitly, therefore, to ensure that suffi-
cient use of the rehearsal period leads to a successful (and even profitable)
production. Thus the work of the actor becomes subject to the general
conditions of the working day in industrial capitalism, and the director
has charge, on behalf of capital, of the labor time of the actor. This incipi-
ent Taylorization of the theatrical production process makes itself most
visible, at least to those whose focus is what happens on stage rather than
backstage, in aesthetic principles such as unified vision, ensemble play-
ing, “complicité,” and the like. The industrial and aesthetic aspects of this
“moment” in the development of the theatre most obviously coincide on
stage in the subordination of character (and actor) to dramatic function
encouraged in Stanislavski’s theatre and carried forward (alongside Len-
in’s enthusiasm for Taylor) in the work of Meyerhold.

WORK AND REST

In the dramatic fiction presented onstage in Uncle Vanya, the estate turns
out to be a workplace, perhaps even a kind of factory, in which it only
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looks as though work is not there. The theatre in which this dramatic fic-
tion is presented turns out to be the same kind of place. To return, then, to
the questions posed at the start of this chapter: what kind of work? what
kind of rest? Sonya and Vanya are going to work. But, Sonya promises,
they will eventually rest. The actors presenting this work in which they
are about to work are working but will soon rest, when “the curtain
slowly falls.” The spectator is not working now, not yet, having paid from
her waged labor for this very particular kind of rest: “recreation.” But she
will soon have to work again (and if she doesn’t she won’t be buying any
more theatre tickets).

Work, then, first of all, is the labor of self-reproduction. We all have to
make a living somehow. There is a certain resignation to this: “we shall
patiently bear the trials that life sends us”; we will all go home, get up in
the morning, and go to work. “Labour,” claims Marx, “is a condition of
human existence which is independent of all forms of society; it is an eter-
nal natural necessity which mediates the metabolism between man and
nature, and therefore human life itself.”*" So even if someone were suc-
cessfully to overthrow capitalism overnight, they would still have to go to
work in the morning. So, if there is to be rest, it cannot be rest from work.

Work is also the basis for certain ideologies. In all their various ver-
sions these tend to involve claims that work has intrinsic, often moral
merits, beyond the production of surplus value. Stakhanovism and the
so-called Protestant work ethic are examples of this, but the most perti-
nent here is “professionalism,” in which work, even when waged, is os-
tensibly conducted for its own sake and directed toward the common
good. A certain restlessness comes as part of this ideological formation,
making its adherents a slightly unpredictable bunch, as will become clear
when the events of May 1968 take center stage in chapter 4.

Work is also the production of leisure, a form of rest (amid rather than
beyond work). The work of the actors—their professional work—is orga-
nized as part of a set of interlocking industries that produce the recreation
that is an essential aspect of the worker’s self-reproduction. For workers
outside the “leisure industries” work is what permits the leisure in which
the work of the “leisure industries,” like the theatre, may be consumed.
The intensification of this interrelation finds its zenith in Theodor Ador-
no’s and Max Horkheimer’s vision of the culture industry, in which

amusement under late capitalism is the prolongation of work. It is
sought after as an escape from the mechanized work process, and
to recruit strength in order to be able to cope with it again. But at
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the same time mechanization has such power over a man’s leisure
and happiness, and so profoundly determines the manufacture of
amusement goods, that his experiences are inevitably after-images
of the work process itself.>!

No real rest, then, for the wicked, even in the “little culture” secured by
the capitalist in his acquiescence in the reduction of the working day.
Work, at last, is how we will make the world a better place. This is, in
a sense, an extension of the ideology of the professional —who is of course
a close relation to the passionate amateur—in which the intrinsic merit
and the common good combine to underwrite political work, revolution-
ary work even. This kind of work can sometimes be done in theatres, too,
by professionals and passionate amateurs alike and sometimes together.
Itis the work is that Astrov talks about in Uncle Vanya, even if we don’t see
him actually doing it. Other figures in other Chekhov plays talk this way
too, carrying varying degrees of conviction, in Three Sisters, for example:

TUZENBACH: In many years’ time, you say, life on the earth will be
beautiful and amazing. That’s true. But in order to take part in
that life now, even if at a remove, one must prepare for it, one
must work.>

And in The Cherry Orchard, too:

TROFIMOV: Man goes forward, perfecting his skills. Everything that
is now beyond his reach will one day become near and com-
prehensible, only we must work, we must help with all our
strength those who are seeking the truth. In Russia as yet we
have very few who do work.%

The fact that as they say these things neither Trofimov nor Tuzenbach,
nor even Astrov, is actually doing any work is not simply a way of hold-
ing up either these figures or what they say to the play of irony. Or rather,
it is the kind of irony upon irony of which theatrical production is espe-
cially capable, particularly on the subject of work. Raymond Williams
sees the recourse to mere irony as typical of what he calls “English Chek-
hov,” in which

the dominant tone is pathetic charm. The call to work is ironically
displaced, by the undoubted fact that it is made by those who do
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not work, and apparently will never work (as Trofimov, the “eter-
nal student,” in the speeches just quoted). Thus the aspiration is
converted into just another idiosyncrasy. [ . . . ]The aspiration is
genuine. To deflect it ironically is to cheapen and sentimentalise
the whole feeling.>

After all, if they (Trofimov, Tuzenbach, Astrov) were just “doing it,” we
wouldn’t be hearing them talk about it. Their talk, produced by way of
the work of the actor, is, rather, like the indolence that constitutes the ap-
pearance of work in Uncle Vanya: the only way the idea of work (rather
than just the fact of it) can make an appearance on stage.* This is the irony
of irony. Conversation is the medium in which such realities move in this
theatre. Even less than leisure, then, is it the opposite of work. Indeed, as
will become more apparent later, in consideration of the place of conver-
sation in the work of the Nature Theatre of Oklahoma and of communica-
tion, including even “idle chatter” in the political thought of Paolo Virno,
conversation is itself a form of work, with emancipatory potential.

Work finally, then, is the motor of historical change, at least in the vi-
sion articulated by Astrov, Trofimov, and Tuzenbach. In one or two or
three hundred years’ time this work will perhaps be done. Then “we shall
rest.” But how can this be the case if work is “an eternal natural neces-
sity”? The answer lies in a rejection of the very teleology in which Chek-
hov’s characters seem to invest their hope. The realm of freedom (free-
dom from work, rest) is not to be found on the far side of the realm of
necessity in some future beyond work. When Marx writes, in volume 3 of
Capital, about the realm of freedom, he insists that, although it does con-
stitute a kind of “beyond,” it is nevertheless grounded in the continuing
realm of necessity. Freedom from work can be maximized under condi-
tions of “common control” over production, enabling “that development
of human energy which is an end in itself,” but this “can blossom forth
only with this realm of necessity as its basis.” That is to say that there is
not a process through which we may pass from the realm of necessity to
the realm of freedom, but that we are engaged, instead, in a constant
struggle to build the realm of freedom within the realm of necessity. In a
production of Uncle Vanya in the theatre today, at least one hundred years
after the moment in which a spectator might imagine Sonya’s words to
have been spoken, there is a double contemporaneity at work that undoes
or loops back the implicit teleology. The spectator is the future in whom
Sonya’s hopes rested. Now is still the moment in which such hopes may
be entertained. The prerequisite, Marx says, for the realization of such
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hopes—that “we shall rest” —is “the shortening of the working day.” So,
rather than working now in order to build the freedom of the future, po-
litical struggle over work might be about reducing the part it plays in life.
This is an interesting idea to consider when leaving a theatre of an eve-
ning, as the curtain comes down on this encounter between her work and
our entertainment.

This moment or encounter in the theatre also constitutes an instance of
the production of social relations. This is not simply another version of
the largely empty claim in which the theatrical event is said to create soci-
ality or even community in general by means of its mere gathering to-
gether of people in one place. A swimming competition would do this just
as well. This theatrical encounter is rather the production of social rela-
tions with specific content: social relations whose content is social rela-
tions, as it were, and precisely those social relations that are organized
and understood by way of work. And they are also social relations that
cross historical time: if I am the future in whom Sonya placed her hope,
then I recognize both a social relation between myself and a social situa-
tion of a hundred or so years ago, and the historicity of my own social
relations. In both recognitions there is a most definite lack of inevitability.
And a social relation that implies, even demands, a measure of reflection
upon social relation, inviting a cross-temporal conversation.

The moment in which these social relations are produced does not
posit a position on the outside of contemporary regimes of production;
there is no clear exterior space of opposition available either in the theatre
or in the play, let alone a utopia. Instead, whatever social relations with
content might be produced in this encounter are produced from within
the very core of production itself: in the characters’ resignation to their
work as a kind of destiny, as well as in theatrical production’s own know-
ing participation in precisely those structures of capital that determine
the difference between work and play, between necessity and freedom.
For theatrical production, far from being an instance of the heterogeneous
exteriority to capitalist production that might be claimed by and for aes-
thetic subjectivity, is of course a nest in which the logics of that produc-
tion assert themselves with insidious and delightful force, even as they
seem to produce, or perhaps to promise, at the very same time, that “rest”
that for Vanya and Sonya, at least, comes only beyond the grave, but that
might, in some other world, such as this one, be possible in life. The prom-
ise of performance, here, turns out to depend, for its very possibility, on
the fact that it is production —production rather than performance, as the
Russian commentators so rightly noted—and not, as has been claimed
elsewhere, something to be valued precisely because it is unproductive.
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Miranda Joseph develops a critique of claims that performance is un-
productive, shaped by a reading of Marx alongside Judith Butler. In Jo-
seph’s reading of Marx, she emphasizes the idea, most strongly present,
she suggests, in his early texts, that all human work, not simply that
which is normally understood as economically productive (like making
things in factories), might be understood as production. This enables her
to include “the production of all sorts of things beyond traditional mate-
rial objects” as production and to graft onto Marx’s theory of value the
vital contribution of feminist thought to the “recognition of values other
than monetary exchange as the measure of productivity.”> For Joseph,
then, diverse production thus produces a “diversity of subjects.” Fol-
lowing Raymond Williams (in his late, Marxist vein), Joseph argues that
these subjects participate in (are produced by and themselves produce)
material significations that may include “subjectivity, social relations,
and consciousness,”® as well as more obviously material products in the
form of commodities. Joseph then adds to this reading of Marx’s material-
ism Butler’s suggestion that, although “highly constrained,”* consump-
tion is also a site for the production of both individual and collective sub-
jectivities.

Taken together, then, it is from these linked ideas that production may
be capable of more than just commodities, that consumption itself is a
form of production, and that this form of production may be more than
simply the reproduction of the status quo ante, or what Peggy Phelan
calls “the Same,”® that Joseph derives an account of the moment of per-
formance that she distinguishes from that offered by Phelan:

The notion that performance is unproductive because it is live, be-
cause it is produced and consumed in the same moment, because it
is not a material commodity [ ... ] is, as I think I've made clear by
now, simply wrong.®!

This is because Phelan “cannot recognize the audience’s consumption as
production” and because, in thus “losing the audience” she “loses the
theatrical aspect of the artwork’s performativity,” which Joseph defines
as “both its reiterative and witnessed, and therefore social, aspects.”®? For
Joseph this leaves Phelan with only the narrow performativity, that the
work “enacts that which it names,”® a performativity that would elude
the economy of production by unnaming itself in the moment of bringing
its enactment to an end: “performance becomes itself through its disap-
pearance.” %

In a performance of Uncle Vanya, then, the simultaneous commitment
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to both work and rest constitutes a kind of promise to any or every specta-
tor that they might constitute themselves in some new orientation toward
work and its time. That this is the promise is evident only from a recogni-
tion of the structure of theatrical production, and not merely from the
content of the drama: that the actors are working to produce something;
that they are about to stop doing so, and indeed to rest, in the instant of
their rededication to work and their longing for rest; and that this call is
addressed to a presumed (even if largely fictive) set of social relations in
which the addressee might, as an act of productive consumption, choose
to constitute some aspect of their subjectivity. Thus a productive perfor-
mativity is in play, in which this subjective orientation, or orientation of
subjectivity, is on both the affective and the interpretative horizon. There
is, of course, only very limited efficacy in all this: there is no telling what
any particular spectator at any specific production might actually do or
feel within such horizons; what they might make of this promise. We
should not imagine anyone leaving the theatre and immediately dedicat-
ing themselves to their own version of Astrov’s vision nor yet forming a
revolutionary party that might soon overthrow the Tsarist regime and
install a dictatorship of the proletariat.

What we might imagine, more modestly, though, is a suspension and
a fold. The time of the play suspends the work of history. In that suspen-
sion a subjectivity takes shape. That subjectivity is an imaginative self-
projection through the moment from which the play “speaks” —the mo-
ment that awaits, unwittingly, the Russian Revolution—into a future that
was the promise of that Revolution. This projection, or subjective self-
orientation in the moment of suspension, is toward at least two simulta-
neously possible futures, two destinies of the promise. Imagining for-
ward, through the moment that is the play, makes visible both the
historical failure of one particular attempt at redeeming the promise that
“we shall rest” and the still-present possibility that such redemption
might be achieved. This subjective self-orientation constitutes a recogni-
tion that its own historical situation and social relations are not inevitable.
It brings into momentary being the subject of a history that has not hap-
pened yet or of a twentieth century that might have been otherwise. But,
nothing being inevitable, there is no teleology here. The structure of this
subjectivity might seem romantic in its desire to produce the future out of
an imaginary past. But in the theatre the past in question is as here now as
the future it imagines. It performs a temporal collapse or fold. An alterna-
tive future of the past is momentarily seized in the present. It is precisely
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in this present that the promise has its time of redemption. Work really is
suspended. We could rest. Right now.

Thus it becomes possible to experience, at the end of Uncle Vanya, not
simply the bittersweet cradling of a loss, so often attributed to Chekhov’s
plays. It is instead a rather stranger sensation, of mourning the loss of a
future that has not been possible while still believing fervently in its con-
tinuing possibility. Perhaps it is in an attempt to convey this strange feel-
ing that Masha, in The Seagull, famously announces, “I am in mourning
for my life”:% she is in mourning for a life that, not being over, cannot yet
be mourned and that is renewed in every production of the play. This
double feeling, in Uncle Vanya, is mapped onto what we might have cared
to call “love,” which, as so often in Chekhov, seems to be a matter of being
in the wrong time.

vAaNya: I used to meet her ten years ago at my sister’s. She was
seventeen then and I was thirty seven. Why didn’t I fall in love
with her then and propose to her? I could have—quite easily!
And she would now be my wife . .. Yes ... We would both
now have been woken by the storm, she would be frightened
by the thunder and I would hold her in my arms and whisper,
“Don’t be afraid, I'm here.”%°

For a moment the present—the present of the stage representation of a
rainy night—is the result of a past in which the future was different. Of
course the vicissitudes of love frequently deflect and almost wholly ab-
sorb directorly, actorly, and critical attention, not without some assistance
from the text. It is nearly always easier to speak of love than it is to talk
about communism. The trick, here, is almost to do both, somewhat ama-
teurishly.
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In the autumn of 1928 the Latvian theatre director Asja Lacis visited Berlin
as part of her work for Narkompros, the culture and education depart-
ment of the government of the Soviet Union.! Among her priorities for this
visit, undertaken as a member of the film section of the Soviet trade mis-
sion, was to make contact, on behalf of the “Proletarian Theatre” group
within Narkompros, with the German Union of Proletarian Revolutionary
Playwrights. She also gave lectures on film, based on recent work develop-
ing a children’s cinema in Moscow. During the course of conversations in
Berlin with two leading members of the German Communist Party (KPD),
Gerhard Eisler (brother of the composer Hanns) and Johannes Becher, La-
cis described some of the work she had done in the early years of the So-
viet revolution, making theatre with children in the Russian town of Orel
in 1918. Becher and Eisler were sufficiently interested in what she told
them to imagine that her work might provide them with a model for the
development of a children’s theatre at the KPD headquarters, the Lieb-
knechthaus. They asked Lacis to work out a program for them. Her friend
Walter Benjamin, with whom she had discussed this work before, when
they first met on the island of Capri in 1924, and who had been very inter-
ested in it, now volunteered to help her with the program: “’Ich werde das
Programm schreiben,” sagte er, ‘und deine praktische Arbeit theoretisch
darlegen und begriinden.””? Lacis recalls that Benjamin's first draft was
“monstruously complicated” and that when Becher and Eisler read it, they
laughed and recognized immediately that Benjamin must have written it.?
She took it back to Benjamin to be rewritten more clearly, and it is his sec-
ond draft that exists today as “Program for a Proletarian Children’s The-
ater,” the text to which this chapter is devoted.*

1. READING “THE PROGRAM”

This short text is a kind of manifesto for the work of the passionate ama-
teur. Or, to put it another way;, it is a claim staked on the revolutionary
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value of play and an amateur’s vision of a world in which work under
capitalism is suspended or even abolished. It challenges four very power-
ful and widely held ideas: that work is inevitable, that work is good, that
work might lead to a better world (the consolation offered, perhaps, by
Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya), and that a better world is something toward
which anything might or ought to lead. As this chapter will seek to show,
it holds out the prospect of a complete reorganization of work and time in
relation to theatre; suggests a radical attempt to undo precisely the capi-
talist professionalism that had been establishing its hold over theatrical
production; and, at the same time, proposes an alternative to the cult of
work itself. This vision is articulated through the figure of the child-as-
amateur, who finds her fulfilment in the now of her beautiful childhood
rather than in the development of her skills in the service of capitalist
development or even in the teleology of the revolutionary project. It is
articulated, however, in a context—political and cultural collaboration
within the Second International —where the teleology of revolution and
the moral value of work were both hegemonic.> Once again, the profes-
sional and the amateur live in a paradoxical relation with one another, in
Benjamin's text, in the text’s own relationship to Lacis’s practice, and in
the various contexts —which this chapter will explore—from which both
the text and the practice it accounts for and imagines arose. Within the
broader logic of this book, Benjamin’s “Program” warns that as long as
passionate amateurs continue to work according to the logics of indus-
trial capitalism, the radical potential of their activity will be continually
suppressed.

Benjamin’s “Program for a Proletarian Children’s Theater” starts right
in the grip of its own paradoxical position, claiming that while this “pro-
letarian education must be based on the party program,” the party pro-
gram itself “is no instrument of a class-conscious education” (201). The
party program itself, because it is ideology, will only ever reach the child
as a “catchphrase,” and while it would be easy enough to have children
across the country “parroting” catchphrases, this will do nothing to en-
sure that the party program is acted upon once these proletarian children
have become adults. Thus the program of which Benjamin’s “Program”
will form a part is of no use for the purposes it seeks to realize by includ-
ing Benjamin’s “Program.” Benjamin’s “Program” is, in effect, an attempt
to insert a form of antiprogrammatic thought into the party program. Its
“de-schooling” requires, more or less a priori, the abandonment of “pro-
gram.” While Benjamin’s text might be said to observe the letter of the
party program, its underlying logic suggests an ironic radicalization of
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that very program. He must both mean and not mean what he says when
he writes that “proletarian education must be based on the party pro-
gram.” In this irony lies its own “secret signal” that the “party program”
itself, if it is to be the basis for proletarian education, must change, and
change to such an extent that it somehow ceases to be a program.

The “Program” is here already showing signs of Benjamin’s familiar
tendency (which will be examined in a little more detail below) to think
against the logic of a unidirectional linear time, associated with both the
relentless forward march of capitalist progress and the redemptive hori-
zon of revolutionary teleology implied by an overdeterministic reading of
Marx. Less familiar, however, is the possibility that such disruptions to
historical time might also be performed at the level of the everyday. But
that is precisely what is suggested in the “Program.” Benjamin proposes
that “the framework of proletarian education from the fourth to the four-
teenth year should be the proletarian children’s theatre” (202). The logic
of the “Program” suggests, furthermore, that when this theatre has ceased
to be the “entire life” of the proletarian child, once the child has passed
the age of fourteen, it may have no further role to play. Since Benjamin
declares his “Program,” and, by implication, the theatre that he values, to
“have nothing to do with that of the modern bourgeoisie” (202), we might
reasonably conclude that in the society formed by graduates of the prole-
tarian children’s theatre, theatre will no longer take its place within the
structure of life determined by the administrated alternation between
work and leisure. Theatre will cease to be a place where people come to
sit in the dark in their leisure time to watch people at work in the light. Its
place in the composition of a lifetime will change. Now it is something
people either do for a living or attend occasionally in the evening after
work. In the future (which must also be, of course, for Benjamin, now)
theatre is something you do for ten years as a child but that you may
never do again. To think in Brecht’s terms, this constitutes an Umfunktion-
ierung (repurposing) of the theatre, far more comprehensive even than the
Lehrstiick, whose theoretical proposal, in its emphasis on continual re-
hearsal rather than an orientation toward performance, was frequently
evaded in practice, including by Brecht himself.® Benjamin’s Umfunktion-
ierung of theatre is a redistribution of activity in time that detaches itself
from the patterns of life imposed by the working day, including those that
involve working during the day and going to the theatre in the evening.

This interruption of temporal logic, at the levels of both history and
the life of the individual, is therefore a direct challenge to the normaliza-
tion or naturalization of work as the purpose or meaning of a life. All the
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more so, in the case of the “Program,” because Benjamin does not con-
ceive of this proletarian education in terms of preparation for work. In-
stead it must precede “the teaching curriculum as such,” in which specific
skills and knowledge might be acquired. It serves as “an objective space
within which education can be located,” while a bourgeois education
needs “an idea toward which education leads.” Lacis makes a similar dis-
tinction in her own account of the work on which the “Program” was
based:

Bourgeois education was based on the development of a special
capacity, a special talent. To speak with Brecht: it seeks to make
sausages of the individual and her capacities. Bourgeois society re-
quires that its members produce things as soon as possible. This
principle is obvious from every aspect of a child’s education. When
such children play theatre, they always have the result in mind —
the performance, their appearance before the audience. That’s how
the joy of playful production is lost. The director is the pedagogue
in the background, drilling the children. [ ... ]It is the goal of com-
munist education, on the basis of a high general level of prepara-
tion, to set productivity free.”

Lacis here clearly sees the activity of making or “playing” (she uses the
German verb spielen) as productive, however, whereas the rather more
paradoxical logic of Benjamin'’s text tends to suspend the idea of produc-
tivity as such, through its interruption of the temporality with which it is
normally associated. This suspension—of production and of teleology —is
incomplete, of course (either partial or temporary), in that the ultimate
purpose of his antiprogrammatic program is to ensure that “the party
program is acted on in ten or twenty years” (201). Productivity and pro-
gram are suspended in order that the program’s objectives may be pro-
duced. Things to be achieved at a future time depend upon the suspen-
sion of all movement toward that time, a suspension that takes place
through the conception of education as the fulfillment of activity in a de-
fined “space” rather than as progress through time: “It is only in the the-
ater that the whole of life can appear in a defined space, framed in all its
plenitude; and this is why proletarian children’s theater is the dialectical
site of education” (202).8

This interruption of a unidirectional temporality in which education is
understood as training for productive work is repeated in the uncoupling
of the idea of making theatre from the presentation of professional theat-
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rical productions. The idea that a performance, as such, is only likely to
emerge as a kind of by-product of playfulness, as a kind of “mistake” or
“prank,” as Benjamin puts it,’ means that there is no place in this theatre
for the “bourgeoise Regisseur” (765), a term that is translated into English
as “manager” but that in a theatrical context also, of course, refers to the
“director.”!? That the theatre director is an industrial “manager” was a
central claim of the preceding chapter. But the productive forces at play in
the proletarian children’s theatre do not need to be marshaled and coor-
dinated into a repeatable production designed to enter the repertoire of a
theatre company. The “Program” proposes an alternative to the industri-
alization of theatre. It unseats the recently appointed “Regisseur” who, as
we have seen in chapter 2, had taken managerial control not just of the
process of production but also of the education of the theatrical work-
force. This is not simply a repudiation of a bourgeois logic. While Stan-
islavski’s initial practice takes shape in a decidedly bourgeois context—
and might even be understood as part of a systematic bourgeoisification
of the theatre in Russia—its insistence on work, training, and the produc-
tion by such means of a “character” proved substantially consistent with
the ostensibly antibourgeois production priorities of the early Soviet pe-
riod, which saw work as the means by which a “new man” might be pro-
duced. Although Benjamin did not know Russian—as the linguistic mis-
fortunes detailed in Moscow Diary clearly show!!—and is therefore
unlikely to have studied Stanislavski’s account of his work as a director
and teacher, first published in Russian in 1926, it is still tempting to inter-
pret his insistence in the “Program” that the leader of the proletarian chil-
dren’s theatre should not be a “moral personality” as a criticism of the
figure of the director exemplified by Stanislavski, whose work as the di-
rector of Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Czar’s Bride he had seen in Moscow in
1927.

Of course Benjamin’s ideas here are also in sharp distinction with
what I have earlier called the “incipient Taylorization” of theatre carried
forward in the work of Meyerhold. I shall develop further the implica-
tions of this contradiction between Benjamin’s “Program” and Soviet
communism’s glorification of work in the section that follows. What mat-
ters here is the task Benjamin’s “Program” assigns to the leader, who, far
from being a Taylorist manager driving his charges forward toward de-
fined future production, offers, in an attitude of “unsentimental . . . peda-
gogic love” (203), his or her observation of what the children are doing
and making. It is this abstention from productivist goal setting, in which
the future is crafted by work in the present, which allows the leader of the



ALL THEATRE, ALL THE TIME 63

theatre to become a receiver of the “signal from another world, in which
the child lives and commands” (204). This “world” is a future, too, but
very different from a future whose outlines and contents have been
planned in advance and then realized through the industrial production
process of rehearsal. It is a future that, in its reception in the present, takes
place now; it is a fold or rupture in the progressive historical continuum.
What Benjamin’s text suggests, then, is that the role of the manager in the
process of production is, at least in part, to look after that continuum.
Professionals keep history on track by keeping the workers in line. The
unsentimental love of the passionate amateur derails it. Instead of leading
the children forward, away from childhood itself, and toward the adult
responsibilities of productive work, the “Program” claims to offer its
young participants “the fulfilment of their childhood” (205), while its
adult facilitators are privileged with a glimpse of an unplanned-for future
in the “secret signal of what is to come that speaks from the gesture of the
child” (206). The signals are coming back down the yet-to-be constructed
line to the future, reversing the normal direction of pedagogy repudiated
at the start of Benjamin’s text: “the propaganda of ideas” that seeks to
make the future in its own image is jammed by what the future has to say
back to the present.

The “Program” that turns out to be so antiprogrammatic is therefore
one of those moments in Benjamin’s writing where his thinking about
theatre appears as part of a theorization of history or rather, in this case,
perhaps, where a theory of history underpins a theorization of theatre.
The outlines of Benjamin’s theorization of history are visible in his 1919
doctoral dissertation, “The Concept of Art Criticism in German Romanti-
cism,” where he links a critique of the ideology of progress, as articulated
by Friedrich Schegel in particular, with the idea of messianism, which, he
suggests in a letter to Ernst Schoen, constitutes the “centre of romanti-
cism,” even if, as he claims to Schoen, he is unable fully to explore this
improperly mystical concept in the context of a text composed for aca-
demic examination. It is realized rather more substantively, if only in
typically and appropriately fragmentary form, in his 1940 text, “On the
Concept of History.” Benjamin’s history is a crucial concept for this book’s
attempt to explore distinctions between the practices of the passionate
amateur and those of the “professional” —either bourgeois-capitalist, re-
formist, or revolutionary —for whom working toward the future con-
struction of the ideal community is the dominant mode in which history
might be experienced or enacted. Werner Hamacher, in the very act of
drawing attention to the persistence of the motif of the “critique of prog-
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ress” from Benjamin’s early work on romanticism to his later historical
materialist reflections of history, also cautions that “one should not iden-
tify the configuration of messianism and critique of the ideology of prog-
ress in this very early work with his later outlines on the philosophy of
history.”!? Nor, perhaps, is the conception of history underlying the “Pro-
gram for a Proletarian Children’s Theater” of 1928 strictly identical with
those in play in either the earlier or the later texts. All the same, there is at
the very least an inclination in all three moments toward an understand-
ing of history in terms of rupture and possibility, rather than continuity
and progress. It is in its interruption of continuity and the possibilities
that might thereby be realized that the practice of theatre proposed in the
“Program” —nonprofessional, antiprofessional, amateur theatre —attains
its particular significance, for Benjamin and for the present project. Hence,
and taking the form of a momentary digression from the forward move-
ment of this chapter, in which a historical account of the practice (Lacis’s)
on and for which the “Program” came to be based lies in the imminent
future, the time has come for a brief account of how this particular text
takes center stage in the conception of the “passionate amateur.”

Let us think first of the “secret signal” from the future, in relation to
the “weak messianic force” with which, according to Thesis II of “On the
Concept of History,” we have been “endowed” on the basis of “a secret
agreement between past generations and the present one.”’®> One might
imagine, then, that it is the “weak messianic force” carried by the adults
of the present generation that solicits the “secret signal” from the chil-
dren. The “signal” comes as a kind of recognition that the “weak messi-
anic force” is still, or rather, will continue to be, alive. It is a testimony that
the “secret agreement” is still in place. The agreement is “secret” inas-
much as neither generation knows its content; what it is that is agreed can
only be known in the moment in which the signal is received and recog-
nized. The arrangement is a little like an encryption software program, in
which both sender and receiver possess private keys that the other cannot
know, but where the interaction of one’s private key with the other’s pub-
lic key (or vice versa) allows the file or message to be decoded. It takes
both parties, both generations, for the signal to appear or to appear mean-
ingful. It cannot simply be projected from the present, intentionally and
knowingly, into the future, to be redeemed there, without already being
there. As Hamacher writes, this “weak messianic force” is

never messianic in the sense that we ourselves are enabled by it to
direct the hope for our own redemption towards the future or, to
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be more precise, to future generations, but only in the entirely dif-
ferent sense that we have been “endowed with” it by former gen-
erations, even by all former generations, as the compliance with
their expectations.!4

In the present, it is an endowment through which “the past has a claim”
upon us. The “secret signal” from the future is a recognition of the persis-
tence of this claim. In other words, our capacity to recognize in the ges-
ture of the child a secret signal from the future is the evidence for the ex-
istence of the “weak messianic force,” that our own claim upon the future
might be recognized, even if the content of the claim we might be making
cannot be specified in advance (now) but is only realized or redeemed in
its relation to the specific historical situation of a future we cannot know.

This messianic force is weak, Hamacher suggests, because it is always
susceptible to failure, open to the possibility that possibilities (for happi-
ness, justice) might be missed. If they are not grasped by someone capable
of rising above the lethargy produced by the “automatism of the actuali-
ties unfolding homogeneously out of possibilities,”® the future will con-
form with the present, in a reproduction of the same oppressions, over
and over again:

A historian and a politician takes a stand for the historically pos-
sible and for happiness only if he does not see history as a linear
and homogeneous process whose form always remains the same
and whose contents, assimilated to the persistent form, are indif-
ferent.!®

The problem is not just the urgency with which industrial capitalism as-
serts its claim upon the future—with its relentless expansionist drive—
but also, and perhaps most disastrously, the conformity of anti-capitalist
political movements in the very same historico-temporal logic. As Benja-
min writes in his “Paralipomena to ‘On the Concept of History™:

In the idea of the classless society, Marx secularized the idea of
messianic time. And that was a good thing. It was only when the
Social Democrats elevated this idea to an “ideal” that the trouble
began. The ideal was defined in Neo-Kantian doctrine as an “infi-
nite [unendlich] task.” And this doctrine was the school philosophy
of the Social Democratic party —from Schmidt and Stadler through
Natorp and Vorldander. Once the classless society had been defined
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as an infinite task the empty and homogenous time was trans-
formed into an anteroom, so to speak, in which one could wait for
the emergence of the revolutionary situation with more or less
equanimity. In reality, there is not a moment that would not carry
with it its revolutionary chance, provided only that it is defined in
a specific way, namely as the chance of a completely new resolu-
tion of a completely new problem.!”

There is a possible paradox here, which the “Program” exposes rather
clearly. Once political opposition to capitalism comes to regard itself in
terms of the “infinite task,” it seems to abandon itself to doing nothing, in
sure and certain expectation that the revolution will just turn up. At the
same time, in regarding its opposition to capitalism as an “infinite task,”
it aligns itself with precisely that historically specific logic of capitalism
itself —that value is derived from work —from which it might, more radi-
cally, choose to dissociate itself. Thus in Benjamin’s uncoupling of play
from productivity, and in his extraction of theatre from the leisure (or
culture) industry, there is also a possibility that the progress of capital-
ism’s “empty and homogenous time” might be interrupted. It is no longer
a matter of either waiting or working one’s way through that expanse of
time in order to build something for the future. In place of more of the
same of this homogenous time of capitalism, then, there might come some
“flash” of a possibility not to be missed, a constellation of two different
but related “Nows” in which true historical time— the time of politics and
of happiness —might appear. Hamacher writes that, in Benjamin’s con-
cept of history, “there is historical time only insofar as there is an excess
of the unactualised, the unfinished, failed, thwarted, which leaps beyond
its particular Now and demands from another Now its settlement, correc-
tion and fulfilment.”!® The “Program,” in its rejection of the very logic of
program, insists upon the constant generation of the “unactualised, the
unfinished” in its refusal to finish either an education or a piece of theatri-
cal performance. This is a refusal that does not content itself with waiting,
either: it must be active in its interruption of the logic in which history is
progress made by work. It is not a matter of replacing work with doing
nothing. What is crucial is that a determinate “nonwork” must substitute
for work and thus, in a sense, negate it.1

Theatre—if it can be taken out of its place in the culture industry,
stripped of its professionalism, and radically repurposed —seems like a
loophole through which the passionate amateur might exit from the “con-
formism” defined by the “illusion that the factory work ostensibly fur-
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thering technological progress constituted a political achievement.”? As
a “defined space” in which “the whole of life” can “appear,” it constitutes
the stage upon which an image of missed possibilities, overlooked in the
submission to work and progress and flashing into visibility in the coinci-
dence of two different “Nows,” might appear: “It is not that what is past
casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on what is
past; rather, image is that wherein what has been comes together in a
flash with the now to form a constellation. In other words: image is dia-
lectics at a standstill.”?! Perhaps that is precisely what becomes visible, as
the latent possibility of even the industrial theatre, at the end of Chek-
hov’s Uncle Vanya and, in chapters yet to come, in the revolutionary
school-holiday school of Godard’s La chinoise and the “romantic” evoca-
tion of “exodus” in the work of the theorists of post-Operaismo: the pas-
sionate amateur’s determinate negation of work as dialectical image.

Over and over again, in Shakespeare, in Calderdn, battles fill the
last act and kings, princes, lords, and attendants “enter in flight.”
The moment when they become visible to the audience stops them
in their tracks. The stage calls a halt to the flight of the dramatis
personae. Entering the sight of non-combatants and true superiors
allows the victims to draw breath as fresh air takes them in its em-
brace. That is what gives the stage appearance of these “fleeing”
entrances their hidden significance. Implicit in the reading of this
form of words is the expectation of a place, a light (daylight or
footlights) in which our own flight through life might be safe in the
presence of watching strangers.??

2. PRACTICE BEFORE THE “PROGRAM”

Perhaps it is appropriate that the idea that Asja Lacis might develop a
“Proletarian Childrens” Theater” based upon this “Program” was never
realized —not because its realization would represent some betrayal of
the text’s antiprogrammatic character, but rather because the practice to
which it gestures had already taken place ten years earlier. In October
1918, Lacis was asked to take up a position as a director in the theatre in
Orel, a city about three hundred miles south west of Moscow and two
hundred miles east of the border of Belarus. On arrival in Orel (Oryol),
Lacis was immediately struck by the presence of large numbers of home-
less children on the streets. Such children—widely known in Russian as
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the besprizorniki—had become a feature of city life before the Revolution
of 1917. As Alan Ball explains, the phenomenon of besprizornost—not by
any means new—had been amplified and intensified by the impact of
World War One.? In the first place mass mobilization from 1914 deprived
families of their main breadwinners, forcing women to work long hours
outside the home and children, too, to find ways of earning money simply
to survive. Many children moved between homes that could no longer
support them and streets where they could improvise a precarious life
out of “begging, peddling, prostitution and theft.”?* Then, as the war pro-
gressed and German forces pushed eastward into Russian territory, mass
evacuations eastward from Ukraine and Belarus resulted in the separa-
tion of families from one another, as well creating conditions in which
many adults died, leaving their children both orphaned and displaced. In
the immediate post-revolutionary years the care and education of chil-
dren were identified by the new Soviet government as key priorities, and
radical proposals were developed in which both care and education
might be provided by the state rather than by the family. By 1918 at least
three new government agencies were claiming responsibility for making
and implementing policy: in addition to the commissariats for Health and
Social Security, Narkompros, the Commissariat for Education (which also
oversaw artistic production), saw child welfare as part of its sphere of
operation.?

The idea that a theatre director—and one who already had experience
working with children, as Lacis had —should see the welfare of such chil-
dren as something to which she might contribute is thus entirely consis-
tent with both artistic and social policy in the first years of the Soviet
Union, a clear expression of revolutionary ambitions for the transforma-
tion of social relations. In Orel, some of the besprizorniki had been accom-
modated in an orphanage where, Lacis reports, they received food and
shelter but, as their “tired, sad eyes” showed, “nothing interested them”:
they had become “children without childhood.”? Lacis herself was living
in an old aristocratic house, in which the characters of Turgenev’s novel A
Nest of Nobles were supposed to have lived, and she proposed to the head
of city education that she should transform it into a space for children’s
theatre rather than direct conventional productions for the city theatre.
Her proposal was approved, and the rooms of the house were opened up
for Lacis and the homeless children. In Lacis’s account she was aware
from the very beginning that in order to liberate the creative faculties of
these traumatized children, it would be necessary to abandon any idea of
working toward specific goals such as the performance of a play under
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the guidance of the “director’s will” (Willen des Regisseurs).” The rejection
of the manager-production complex as it is articulated in Benjamin’s
“Program” thus represents both a theoretical position derived from a cri-
tique of bourgeois education (which is how Lacis herself frames it, in the
passage already cited, on the “goal of communist education”) and a prac-
tical response to a specific historical situation. Lacis is proposing to “re-
purpose” (umfunktionieren) her own role as both teacher and director. She
is doing so, as we shall see, at a moment of historical possibility in which
all prior assumptions as to how basic social functions should be orga-
nized are in flux. In undoing recently consolidated bourgeois
assumptions—that the care of children should be undertaken in the home
of the “nuclear” family and that activities like education, welfare, and
theatre should be guided by appropriately qualified “professionals” —the
Bolshevik revolution’s moment of historical possibility also threatens the
Platonic foundations of propriety upon which, at least in the political
sphere, the distinction between professionals and amateurs (workers and
rulers) depends. Jacques Ranciere’s critique of Plato,?® in which he ad-
vances the idea that only those with no qualification to govern are quali-
fied to govern, might indeed be said to have found concrete expression in
this immediate post-revolutionary moment, in which, as Sheila Fitzpat-
rick observes in her account of the first years of Narkompros, “almost
nobody [ . .. ] had any administrative or organizational experience out-
side the sphere of emigré revolutionary politics.”?’ In this moment, then,
the revolutionaries, Lacis among them, are “passionate amateurs,” un-
dertaking an experimental practice of individual and collective Umfunk-
tionierung, before circumstances seem to require that they should settle
down into becoming “revolutionary by profession.”*® However, rather
than merely recapitulating a familiar narrative of the revolutionary po-
tentiality of the “amateur” giving way to the bureaucratic totalitarianism
of the Soviet “professional,” this observation serves to unsettle another
familiar conceptualization, in which Lacis the “professional revolution-
ary” repurposes or “turns” Benjamin, the dreamily romantic amateur.

In Lacis’s own account of the origins of the “Program” itself, it seems
as though this strongly gendered articulation of people to their work is
already in play. Benjamin is reported as announcing that, in writing the
“Program,” he will turn Lacis’s practice into theory. In his first attempt to
do so, he fails to be sufficiently practical as an author of a proposal for
action, and the “professionals” in the Communist Party leadership laugh
at what he has produced. Here Benjamin the amateur, a figure that seems
to have contributed substantially to the slightly cultish way in which his
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work has been received in some quarters, appears to be a distinctively
male, almost gentlemanly role. Benjamin appears here as the gentleman
whose dilettantish skills as a feuillitoniste license his self-nomination as
the theorist-advocate of the professional woman, as though, to return to
Hannah Arendt’s distinctions, he alone has the time to write (to speak, to
act), while Lacis, condemned to the sphere of mere labor, does not. In this
scenario, the laughter of the “professionals” at the appearance of a theo-
retical text so clearly not “fit for purpose” serves only to reinforce this
distinction. Benjamin is too naive, too unworldly, to accommodate him-
self to the heteronomous demands of professional revolutionary practice,
just as, in the broader narrative of Benjamin as heroic failure, the rejection
of his Habilitationschrift marks his inassimilability to the limiting struc-
tures of the professional academy.

This dyad in which women’s labor supports men’s (political) action
appears with varying degrees of stability throughout the material with
which this book engages. In the Platonic conception the exclusion of
women from Athenian citizenship rests upon a gendered division of la-
bor; in Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya it turns out to be Vanya (who imagines 