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There are times when I’m pretty sure that the best thing I can do is shut the fuck up. I 

strongly suspect this is one of those times. Shutting the fuck up is not something that comes 

naturally to me. 

I recently had a revelation: that my sense of professional mission, the role I have always 

imagined myself inhabiting, can only be described as transitional. This personal 

identification with change is almost certainly doubled down by two factors. First, that I’m 

invested in what Jon McKenzie once called the ‘liminal norm’ of performance studies . And 

secondly, that my time on earth is coeval with Second Wave Feminism.  

My Second Wave Feminist body has always insisted that it is heard. I still spend an awful lot 

of time, as one of the most senior academics in my institution, as the only woman in the 

room who is not there to write down the words of men. I have insisted on using my voice to 

air my truths – mainly, I hoped, in order to clear space for the voices and bodies of others. 

That is, Not-Mes who I presume to reflect through Me. 

I have always had a deep and ambivalent sense of privilege. My research, for half my life 

now, has been about Jewishness, performance and gender, where Jewishness is understood 

as a cultural position at the intersection of race and class. This is a position that is othered in 

and by almost every dominant culture – besides that of contemporary Israel, where such a 

position is dangerously ascribed to other othered bodies. In what is called the West, this 

means that the majority of Jewish bodies are more often than not able to pass or to 

participate in the tropes of passing, and so are simultaneously scapegoated and valued by 

that dominant culture. This passing is a privilege of whiteness. 

What I have yet to consider in any meaningful way – and it embarrasses me to tell you this – 

is how the tactics of the privileged other impact upon those others who are not privileged, 

who are unable to easily activate those tactics, who are unable to pass. Or who have 

absolutely no desire to pass, or who are righteously angry at the idea that passing might be 

considered something that is of value in the first place.  

When I refuse to shut the fuck up, when I confess my otherness, who is not heard as a 

consequence? Who am I, in effect, speaking over? 

In Christopher Grobe’s book, The Art of Confession, he notes that “confessionalism selects 

for privilege”. It is a mode of performance that I am using right now: that I frequently 

employ to blur form and content in my own research practices. But public confession 

requires confidence and a sense of entitlement to privacy that may then be playfully and 
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self-consciously violated. As Grobe points out, these both may be hard-won for many 

people of colour, effectively constructing “barriers to entry” for confession as a 

performance genre. Let me be clear, to confess is not the same as speaking or narrating a 

version of one’s life. 

We might also like to consider who confessions are for. In Why I’m No Longer Talking to 

White People About Race, Reni Eddo-Lodge writes that she understands “that after white 

people begin to get it, it’s even more uncomfortable for them to think about how their 

whiteness has silently aided them in life”. Yup. But she emphatically is not interested in 

performances of “white guilt”, especially (it hopefully goes without saying) those that are 

“anti-racist for the sake of an audience.” Nor is she interested in “white people wasting 

precious time profusely apologising rather than actively doing things .”  

As Eddo-Lodge emphasises, racism is a white problem caused by white anxiety. And one of 

the things she suggests we do as white people is “to talk to other white people about race” 

and to advocate for anti-racism in all-white spaces. Venita Blackburn reminds us, in a recent 

article for The Paris Review, that “whiteness is not personal, a white person is not whiteness 

itself; whiteness is institutional.” What both she and Eddo-Lodge are encouraging is taking 

self-reflexive responsibility for a legacy of privilege, rather than the fostering of a white 

saviour complex. 

So perhaps it’s not so much a matter of my simply shutting the fuck up as exchanging the 

‘me me me’ of confession – my model body, my guilt, my revelation – that is, the ‘Me’ who 

assumed she could act as either an exemplar of otherness or a Trojan Horse to smuggle 

others in her wake – for a ‘Me’ who recognises herself as a building block in the structure of 

whiteness. It is this ‘Me’ who is obliged to ask herself how, if she continues to insist on being 

heard, is she able to also really listen?  

Here I am referring to Rolando Vázquez’s concept of decolonial listening, a listening as 

critique “that opens, that humbles”, that “strives for the dismantling of the mechanisms of 

negation, disdain and disavowal of the other”. A listening that is also an “ethical orientation, 

towards knowledge as relationality”.  

And this points me back to home ground – that is, the epistemologies of performance. In 

Unmarked, all those years ago, Peggy Phelan started with what was then considered fairly 

uncontentious – that in the moment of performance, “there is always at least one who 

makes the doing and always at least one who makes the looking,” although here we might 

extend to other sense experiences. By mobilising the positions inherent in this binary, they 

are made to continually disappear and so the interpretation of power necessarily flickers 

between them. 

Phelan urged us to stop anchoring these relationships in an expectation of understanding, 

and instead to embrace the potentials of agonism produced in performance. To refuse to be 

afraid of the dissensus of encountering another person’s truth. Re-reading Phelan recently, 

the following passage stood out to me: “It is in the attempt to walk (and live) on the rackety 

bridge between self and other—and not the attempt to arrive at one side or the other—that 
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we discover real hope. That walk is our always suspended performance—in the classroom, 

in the political field, in relation to one another and to ourselves.”   

This makes some sense of the comfort I have taken in flux, in journeying. Why I might be 

perpetually satisfied – or perhaps, not unsatisfied – by the inevitability of not-arriving. And 

why – perhaps because I was advocating and practising for change in studio and pedagogic 

and scholarly spaces, within relatively enclosed environments of disciplinary knowledge-

making – I did not fully recognise my own part in sustaining the hegemonic power structure 

that I work to resist. 

The reason I am speaking to you now – despite my initial misapprehensions – is due to my 

roles within an academic sector that is both structured by whiteness and that continues to 

structure whiteness as natural. On a national level, I am the Chair of the Theatre & 

Performance Research Association. On an institutional level, I lead research in the 

performing arts, responsible for operationalising the demands of REF. And I am also Director 

of the University’s Doctoral College, with overarching responsibility for its postgraduate 

research degrees and the experience of students registered on them, in all disciplines. 

All three of these scenarios are determined by a whiteness which has been described by the 

Sisters of Resistance as “articulating, promoting and sustaining practices that privilege 

neoliberal dynamics of exclusion and inclusion” in British higher education. In a provocative 

blog that asks whether “decolonising is the new black”, they critique the appropriation of 

decolonial language which rhetorically legitimizes universities as inclusive spaces while 

allowing them to avoid difficult processes of accountability. 

Sisters of Resistance offer seven concrete priorities for decolonising work in academia that 

are collective, collaborative and anti-competitive. These include citational practices; re-

narrating institutional histories of racism; giving up privileges when necessary; actively 

working with students and staff of colour to de-centre whiteness in teaching, learning, 

research and employment practices; and enabling those students and staff to determine the 

nature of the relations you forge together. This list is of immense value to me in terms of 

developing and manifesting research leadership. 

But the priority that particularly struck me is one that involves making oneself vulnerable in 

and as an act of political struggle. Vulnerability appears in quite a few of the texts I have 

encountered about whiteness. Venita Blackburn sees it as the only method to eradicate 

tribalism and racism. In giving up whiteness, she says, you “open yourself up to being seen 

and ultimately touched”. It is a fully embodied experience. 

I was asked recently about what I bring to my role as Director of Plymouth’s Doctoral 

College as a feminist performance researcher, especially with my focus on the body. And 

what I said, briefly, is that it includes the foundational premise that there are different types 

of knowledges, that some knowledges are situated in and through the body – and that these 

are equally valuable as those expressed through logocentric models. 

It includes an understanding that how your body is located in the world makes a difference 

to how you interpret that world. That there is no so-called ‘universal’ position, even given 

https://sistersofresistance.wordpress.com/2018/07/12/is-decolonizing-the-new-black/
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claims to objectivity that are so ubiquitous to research cultures. And it includes an 

understanding that our institutional infrastructures of power are both symbolically 

presented and experienced in a variety of ways, dependent on the body you have. 

I would be shocked if anybody in this room disagreed with these assertions. And yet there is 

something bothering me. In particular, my positioning of bodies and knowledges as happily 

different but equal, doesn’t fundamentally challenge the underlying principles or operation 

of the knowledge economy itself.  

As Cheryl Harris wrote, in her treatise on whiteness as property, the same year that Phelan’s 

Unmarked was published, “Formal equality overlooks structural disadvantage and requires 

mere non-discrimination or ‘equal treatment’; by contrast, affirmative action calls for 

equalizing treatment by redistributing power and resources in order to rectify inequities.”  

We all here know with what naked fury those who represent white patriarchy will fight to 

protect its property interest – that is, the sanctity of historical distribution and justification 

of entitlement. What is perhaps more surprising is the extent to which those who happily 

get behind initiatives such as Athena Swan and Equality & Diversity principles, are unable to 

countenance any significant change to the “legitimacy and exclusivity” of the systems they 

have already benefited from. 

And here we return to vulnerability – because in making statements (however well 

intentioned) of flat consensus on behalf of Plymouth’s Doctoral College, or (to give another 

example) that welcome entries from those who have been historically under-represented to 

the TaPRA postgraduate essay competition, I am not really making myself vulnerable. Such 

statements are, effectively, what Blackburn calls “a plea for civility” which she associates 

with the disappointing “white moderates” evoked by Dr Martin Luther King Jr. These “white 

moderates,” he said, prefer “a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive 

peace of direct action.” 

I do not know yet what actions I need to take to meet what Blackburn calls “the test of 

whiteness”. I also don’t and can’t know where this action may lead. But simply 

contemplating the risk to my own sense of professional security makes my heart beat faster. 

As Sara Ahmed said recently, evoking Audre Lorde, even professors can suddenly come to 

be seen as trespassers in a “house built using the master’s tools” and evicted accordingly. 

Most of this paper has been about what I have recently come to know about myself, but I 

end – or perhaps begin – here with the politics and potentials of un-knowing. That means 

un-knowing where I thought ‘we’ needed to be by un-knowing how I thought ‘we’ would get 

there. Fundamental to this is reorienting myself in relation to this ‘we’, a ‘we’ which is 

obviously in quotation marks that you cannot see but that I hope you can somehow hear.  

And now I really am going to shut the fuck up and try to listen. 

 

END 
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