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                        Preface

As this volume was in its final stages of production, the most severe crisis to affect the performing arts since the Second World War took hold. By the middle of March 2020, the world was in the grip of an unprecedented lockdown to prevent the spread of the coronavirus Sars-Cov-2 and its associated illness, COVID-19. As we write, most theatres and, indeed, cultural venues of any kind are still closed and will probably remain that way for many months. Although the immediate impact is clearly economic as the whole workforce employed in the performing arts sector was effectively laid off, the longer-term effects will be much wider. The structural crises affecting European theatre studied in this book have been overridden by what institutional theorists call ‘exogenous shocks’.1 These are usually caused by a significant change in the law or a technological innovation that suddenly transforms the rules of the game and accelerates institutional change. The exogenous shock caused by the coronavirus is of a completely different order, however. Instead of some players being better positioned to profit from a change, suddenly the whole game has been called off—for everybody. Most expect the long-term effects of such severe disruption to lead to fundamental transformations of a kind we are as yet scarcely in a position to imagine.

To take the example of the UK: concert halls, theatres, multi-modal performance centres, opera houses, and fringe venues—no matter how prestigious—warn of imminent disaster;2 from the Royal Festival Hall to the Royal Court, the economic effects of the pandemic have exposed the profound structural fragility of the financial model underpinning the existing performing arts industry. The weakness of state subsidy in the UK—with venues reliant on self-generated income through private donation and ticket sales—has left it woefully exposed in the present crisis; even as we await the results of a government-led ‘Cultural Renewal Task Force’, it is likely to experience some of the most profound transformations seen in Europe, where even publicly funded venues receive a bare minimum of government support (the Royal Opera House, for example—one of the better-supported venues—receives approximately 20–25% state subsidy,3 compared to equivalent venues in Germany, where levels are around 80%). This is to say that the consequences of the corona crisis already pose significant challenges to the neoliberal model of arts’ funding: it will either necessitate a significant step-change in levels of government subsidy, unravelling the economic logic for arts’ funding that has dominated the UK cultural sector since the 1990s, or it will double-down on its market-driven ideology as recessionary impacts take hold, leading to the sacrifice of a substantial number of venues, many of which are located in economically challenged regions outside the cultural capital, historically devastated by the end of the manufacturing industries and economically depleted by the effects of a decade of Tory-imposed austerity measures.

Although the contributions in this volume were written prior to the corona crisis, we suggest that the fundamental observations contained in them provide a roadmap for the post-corona situation. Institutional theory suggests that exogenous shocks exacerbate and accelerate pre-existing structural problems as we have just touched on briefly in the case of the UK. Our analysis of structural crises as a complex of interrelated elements may, indeed, provide a perspective on the ‘historical future’ (to use Reinhart Koselleck’s term).4 Several scenarios are possible:


	According to the logic of path dependency, the various theatrical ‘systems’ are re-started at all costs without any profound changes.

	The already-existing structural problems will be further intensified and accelerated, which could lead to a decline of theatrical activity, as well as widening inequalities of provision, especially in the independent scene.

	On the reception side, theatres might initially be avoided because the older target audience, which is overrepresented above all in opera and classical music, is at greater risk. The theatres will make the necessary adjustments and make their offerings more suitable for young people.

	The presumably unavoidable cost-cutting measures will lead to a return to the ‘essentials’, with an emphasis on the mainstream and little appetite for experimentation.

	The ‘neoliberal paradigm’ will be questioned, and the importance of public funding will be strengthened.

	A transnational comparison of systems will intensify, in which those with high levels of public funding will prove to be particularly crisis resistant (although this model is also vulnerable to austerity measures and increases in government borrowing rates).

	Formats and spatial concepts developed in the corona period will have a lasting effect on the future design of performance schedules and the development of new audiences—led, for example, by new combinations of digital and live media—and a departure from traditional venues in response to social distancing measures.



That some of these scenarios appear to be self-contradictory is entirely commensurate with the degree of uncertainty surrounding the current situation. It is quite possible that—post-pandemic—the remaking of the sector will open up opportunities for systemic change to address much wider inequalities, exclusions, and biases. What is more likely, however, is that we will witness, as a result of the pandemic—and as its economic costs are counted—an intensification of ‘cultural inequality’ across the regions of Europe as governments respond in different ways to the economic fallout of the crisis—a reminder, perhaps, that the fate of culture is in the final instance dependent on political choices and that the institutional crisis of the European theatre cannot be separated from wider crises of culture and its democratisation.

Christopher Balme and Tony Fisher


Notes


	1 Jeanette Colyvas and Walter W. Powell. “Roads to Institutionalization: The Remaking of Boundaries between Public and Private Science.” Research in Organizational Behavior 27 (2006): 305–53, here 343.

	2 See, for example: “The Guardian View on UK Theatre: On the Brink”, Editorial, The Guardian, May 20, 2020. www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/20/the-guardian-view-on-uk-theatre-on-the-brink?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other.

	3 See trustees’ report and consolidated financial statements, 52-week period ended August 30, 2009. https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110120013718/www.charitycommission.gov.uk/ScannedAccounts/Ends75/0000211775_ac_20090830_e_c.pdf.

	4 Reinhart Koselleck, 1988. Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the Pathogenesis of Modern Society. Translated by Thomas McCarthy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 127.







                    Acknowledgements

This volume resulted from a fortuitous constellation of elements. Planning for a conference on Systemic Crises in European Theatre was conducted during Christopher Balme’s tenure as a Leverhulme Visiting Professor at the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama in 2017 and 2018. Our thanks go to Maria Delgado, Director of Research at Central, who provided unflagging support for this project. Thanks also to Katrin Sohns, Head of Programming at the Goethe-Institut, London, for hosting the conference. A special word of thanks to Chris Dercon (president of the Réunion des Musées Nationaux in Paris), who joined the conference immediately after stepping down from the directorship of the Berlin Volksbühne.

Support for the conference and publication was provided by the DFG Research Unit: Configurations of Crisis: Institutional Transformation in the Contemporary Performing Arts (FOR 2734), the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama, and the Leverhulme Trust.





Introduction
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The Chinese word for crisis, wéijī (危机), is composed of two words or characters: wéi, meaning ‘danger’, and jī, which can be translated as ‘chance’ or ‘opportunity’. In this idea of a ‘dangerous opportunity’, we find an ambiguous tension in the concept of crisis that signals impending danger while at the same time pointing out that avenues to productively use such risks to overcome the crisis. Etymologically, a crisis (Gr. κρίσις) refers to a turning point in an illness, of which the outcome is either the patient’s recovery or death. A crisis is therefore peripeteian, and most definitions recognise it as a moment of dramatic intensification, at which alternative courses of action are demanded. Its semantics shift from the narrowly medical and legal to the more broadly historico-philosophical during the Enlightenment. German historian Reinhardt Koselleck argued that crisis is intimately bound up with a new way of conceptualising futurity that arose during the 18th century and the French Revolution:


It is in the nature of crises that problems crying out for solution go unresolved. And it is in the nature of crises that the solution, that which the future holds in store, is not predictable.… The question of the historical future is inherent in the crisis.

(1988 [1959], 127)



The key idea here is that crises are a productive way to think about the future, or as Koselleck argues, European culture redefines in this period its conception of the future away from an eschatological model and towards a secular one in which the future can be planned for and in some way controlled. To think in terms of crises is to plan the future.

The often-critical relationship between theatre and the society hosting it caused Heiner Müller to remark that crisis is synonymous with theatre: ‘It [theatre] can only function as critique and crisis, otherwise it has no relationship whatsoever to society outside the theatre’ (Müller 2003, 342). While Müller had mainly the products of theatre in mind—the plays and productions enacted on its stages—the theatre crises examined in this book are less artistic than institutional and refer to significant challenges and transformations, usually brought on by a combination of factors: demographic changes, media and technological innovations, political interventions (with legal, juridical consequences), movements in the public sphere, and shifts in aesthetic tastes and moods. Their function is nonetheless critical in a sense shared by Koselleck and Müller. Theatre crises on an institutional level can be brought about by exogenous factors, such as severe funding cuts, or by endogenous ones, in which a radical aesthetic may meet with rejection by the public or conflicts in governance can affect the running of a particular organisation. Whereas the latter are usually only temporary, the former can have long-lasting structural consequences such as in the neoliberal reforms of the Thatcher years in the UK, when power was transferred from producers to consumers, producing an economic crisis (Kershaw 1999, 272).

This volume draws on a selection of papers presented at a conference held at the Goethe Institut, London, in April 2018.1 The conference was, from the outset, overshadowed by two crises at prominent German theatres: the Berlin Volksbühne and the Munich Kammerspiele, where both artistic directors (Chris Dercon in Berlin and Matthias Lilienthal in Munich) had been subjected to intense criticism accompanied by major debates about the future of the much-admired German municipal theatres. Beyond these specific German examples, we argued at the conference that theatre in Europe is indeed beset by a crisis on an institutional level and that there is a pressing need for robust research into the complex configuration of factors at work that are leading to significant shifts in the ways theatre is understood, organised, delivered, and received. This volume brings together scholars from different disciplines and countries across Europe to examine factors that are common.

One way to think of crisis is in terms of a structural configuration or constellation of factors, each of which is subject to dynamic transformation. On a systemic level, crisis can be analysed in relation to four such factors, all of which are subject to or are themselves agents of such transformational change:


	Enculturative breakdown, whereby patterns and practices of theatregoing are no longer passed on through inner-familial or ingroup transmission. These are precipitated by demographic changes, including both the age pyramid and migration.

	A reorganisation of the public sphere through the proliferation of social media on the one hand and increasing restrictions on freedom of expression on the other.

	Increasing heterogeneity in models of labour, especially the precarity effects of economic neoliberalism on patterns of work and employment.

	The emergence of new aesthetic techniques and production processes entailing new formats that do not fit the older models of the theatre as a medium for staging pre-written works.



We argue that these factors can be generalised as a way of investigating the crisis of theatre in Europe from a comparative perspective.

A key issue to be explored in the volume is the relationship between theatre and the state, the latter represented primarily through public spending on theatre but also, increasingly, through political control. Public support of the theatre was one of the achievements of post-war Europe that united both sides of the Iron Curtain. With the increasing dominance of neoliberal thinking, this consensus has begun to unravel, and the consequences are making themselves felt across the continent. The growing political ambivalence towards supporting the arts has created a legitimation crisis, in which public support of the theatre is framed in the context of welfare economics and austerity. It is one of the ironies of recent developments that a self-proclaimed ‘illiberal democracy’ such as Hungary is re-investing public money in state-run theatres, especially opera, to counter the years of liberal austerity while at the same time steadily expanding its administrative and artistic control.2

Another key question to be addressed is what do crises produce? Rather than seeing crisis just through its negative or detrimental effects, the issue here is to also understand in what way a crisis might have a ‘positive’ effect—namely, how crises induce institutional transformation—whether incremental, more radical, or even revolutionary. To what extent might a crisis be grasped as a question of institutional historicity at the level of its structures of permanence and traditions, which enable it to subsist as an identity through time and to possess ‘continuity’? The factors that precipitate institutional change in theatre institutions include technological innovation, changes in artistic practices such as the proliferation of independent groups, and the rise of festival networks. Such social, economic, and cultural transformations can, in turn, engender various crises of legitimation for theatre institutions themselves.


Modalities of crisis

In order to address these questions, we would first like to provide a critical framework within which to locate the contributions to the volume—to offer what Michel Foucault described as a ‘grid of intelligibility’: an analytic grid by which we might begin to develop an understanding of the discursive construction of ‘crisis’ as it is applied to contemporary theatre in Europe. In the first instance, this indicates the specificity of the methodological approach we adopt in this introduction: our concern is not so much to offer a definitive way of defining the term crisis as to map out some of the key coordinates by which crisis discourse articulates itself, produces its diagnoses, creates explanatory narratives, and constructs the ‘reality’ of whatever it is that constitutes a given ‘state of crisis’. In this sense, we follow the lead of Janet Roitman, elaborated in her book Anti-Crisis, in which she suggests that the task today, given the ever-proliferating crisis narratives that are circulated in the public sphere, is to understand how ‘crisis is constituted as an object of knowledge’ (2014, 3). To focus on the discursive construction of crisis is to highlight the epistemological ambiguity residing within crisis discourse, which Roitman explains as follows:


[T]he term ‘crisis’ serves as a primary enabling blind spot for the production of knowledge…. [C]risis is a point of view, or an observation, which is itself not viewed or observed [thus]… does not account for the very conditions of its observation.

(2014, 13)



This is not to suggest that crisis discourses are thereby false or incorrect or, indeed, contrive to produce the very thing they claim to identify—thus, are in some way fraudulent. As Roitman puts it, there is ‘no reason to claim that there are no “real” crises’ (2014, 94). But it is, on the other hand, to highlight a certain ambiguity lurking within how the ‘reality of crisis’ is identified—how crisis is produced as an object of knowledge—which suggests that, behind the constructions of crisis discourse, there lies a more profound ‘truth’ about the nature of the social world in which we operate. Roitman designates crisis, in fact, a ‘non-locus for signifying contingency’ (2014, 93). In other words, the very term crisis functions as a place-holder for the effects of contingency on social structures and institutions that seem (in ‘normal’ times) to be necessary, even immutable—crisis exposes that which appears to be otherwise necessary or unassailable or unchallengeable to the underlying and aleatoric eventualities of the social world. The epistemological ambiguity of crisis discourse, then, arises from two of its key tendencies: firstly, the way it seeks to explain the relation of the symptoms of crisis and their effective cause—in other words, to construct a metaphysical basis to explain crisis—while, secondly, excluding itself from the influence of the crisis it has diagnostically exposed, in order to arrive at an ‘objective’ evaluative standpoint. This ambiguity is particularly evident in the great ‘Philosophies of History’ analysed by Koselleck, such as can be found in Hegel or Marx, where rational or ‘voluntative’ history (1988 [1959], 133) acts as a form of historico-philosophical insurance against forces as capricious as they are volatile. What these post-Enlightenment crisis discourses construct is, in fact, a ruse for overcoming crises by constraining their antagonistic effects through a logic of ‘contradiction’, in which rationality always wins out (for example, through the dialectical reconciliation of opposites). The task that crisis discourse thus assigns itself, Roitman suggests, is to ‘apprehend these systems or deeper structures from a vantage point that is not itself determined by them… to [read off] surface contingencies as symptomatic of a totalizing secular prime mover’ (2014, 93)—such as capitalism, the economy or productive forces in Marx, or ‘world spirit’ in Hegel.

The second point to make with respect to our discourse-oriented approach is that such a methodology aims at what we designate a ‘modal’ interpretation of crisis. In other words, we distinguish within crisis discourse a number of different modal possibilities by which crisis is discursively constructed as an object of knowledge or as a means of generating knowledge about the world. The significance of this becomes clearer once we consider the mode of analysis favoured by the contributors to this volume, which we indicated earlier through the term structural configuration of the ‘elements’ of crisis. If we designate this mode of analysis as a structural mode, which has constituted a significant line of argument in crisis discourse since the 1960s—enabling, among other things, the analyses of institutional crises at issue here—it is because we thereby wish to distinguish ours from other modalities of analysis: historical, dramaturgical, and subjective (or ‘existential’) modes of crisis discourse. However, before we elaborate on what distinguishes these various modalities in greater detail, it is perhaps important to state why we believe it is of value for theatre studies to pursue a structural mode of crisis analysis (where, in fact, it has been more typical to pursue the other modalities). To highlight the relevance of our approach, let us briefly consider an earlier attempt that covers a territory similar to that of the essays in the present volume—Maria Delgado and Caridad Svich’s edited collection Theatre in Crisis? Performance Manifestos for a New Century (2002). On the face of it, Delgado and Svich’s volume is concerned with the same topic as our own volume—not just with the (as it then was) ‘current’ state of theatre practices, but also with the underlying issues that influence it, such as economics and new technological innovations, as well as issues related to socio-political concerns around identity and representation. In their introduction, Delgado and Svich define their approach to crisis in the following way:


The word ‘crisis’ is used here both provocatively and seriously. [Theatre] is, after all, an art created under duress, under economic circumstances both trying and not, and within the often combustible environment of a rehearsal hall. It is also an art that has seemed to reach yet another break point in its identity, mode of presentation, and structural efficacy, given the rise of more popular forms of entertainment and instructions like film, television, and the internet. Theatre artists and scholars dedicated to advancing theatrical discourse have been placed in a position of having to struggle for not only the continuing growth and effectiveness of the form, but also its very importance in a society that has made theatre, especially the kind of theatre made by experimental artists, an increasingly elitist form. This climate has created a crisis of practice.

(2002, 6)



What we discover here both illuminates the similarities to and also points to important differences between our approaches. In the first instance, crisis is understood in a multi-faceted sense as afflicting theatre from a number of potential sources—both intrinsic (theatre practices, its social relations and forms of organisation) and extrinsic (the effect of competitor industries such as television and film that may induce what we term ‘enculturation’ crises, thereby transforming theatre audiences with unpredictable consequences for the future of the theatre industry). Delgado and Svich point, for example, to the increasingly ‘elitist’—that is to say, educated and specialist—audiences that contemporary ‘experimental’ theatre production specifically cultivates at the expense of appealing to more ‘popular’ or ‘traditional’ audiences. The principal difference lies in the way Delgado and Svich’s approach then refocuses a concern for these numerous systemic sources of crisis onto the various theatre practices that respond to them—in particular, by soliciting the responses and reflections of key practitioners. Thus, the object of analysis becomes clarified as the ‘art which uses the condition of crisis as its essential trope’ (Delgado and Svich 2002, 6). This is in no way to devalue the insights and frequently brilliant analyses that we find in Theatre in Crisis? or to dispute their relevance to our own efforts, but rather, to pinpoint the methodological distinctness of our own approach to the question insofar as it constitutes a different point of departure. Indeed, what Dragan Klaic’s essay title ‘Theatre in Crisis? Theatre of Crisis’ in Delgado and Svich’s book reveals, perhaps most explicitly, is the subtle methodological slippage that moves the question away from what is meant by ‘theatre crisis’ to a broader concern with what the ‘theatre of crisis’ looks like and how theatre(s) can find ways of responding to crisis. The benefits of doing so are palpable in the essays of that volume, but this comes at the cost of leaving us little the wiser as to what exactly is really meant by the ‘crisis’ of the theatre. Our problematic is, by contrast, limited to penetrating the nature of ‘crisis’ as such—the term crisis as it may be applied, analytically, to theatre understood as a cultural institution. The originality of our approach derives, we believe, from the elaboration and application of methodological tools that are not typically employed within theatre studies, deriving from philosophy, conceptual history, and the social sciences. That said, claims to originality are, of course, only relevant to the extent that the results of the analysis have wider value within the field. Thus, if what we propose here does indeed offer a distinctive way of revealing what is intended in talk of the ‘crisis’ of contemporary theatre, then it must be demonstrated in the various analyses offered by our contributors. It will be for the reader to discern their merits or otherwise, but it is for us to at least provide the reader with a clear indication of how to make that assessment viable on the basis of the terms from which we set out—i.e., recommending a ‘structural mode’ of approaching (theatre’s) crisis discourse and its forms of critical analysis.

Let us return now to the problematics of ‘crisis discourse’ as such. We have already said that crisis discourse is essentially ‘diagnostic’. But it also has, as Koselleck once observed, a ‘predictive meaning’ (1988 [1959], 161), in the sense that wherever there is an attempt at diagnosis, there tends to be a subsequent attempt at some form of prognosis, which will be discoverable on its basis. This is not surprising given, as already noted, that crisis discourse originates within the Hippocratic tradition of medicine, where it indicates the ‘critical phase’ of a disease in which a decision over the survivability of the afflicted victim is called for. If the rhetorical structures of crisis discourse have a diagnostic character, it is because they seek to delimit its causes, to specify the underlying conditions of the pathology—discerning the ‘progress’ of the crisis by tracing the development of its symptoms—and to expose its hidden logics: again, often understood on a temporal and teleological basis as a series of unfolding and developmentally communicable stages. It thus seeks out inner reasons for the crisis, where the irrational appearance of the symptom gives way to, or is resolved within, an underlying but ultimately rationally apprehended process. As a diagnostic form, in other words, crisis discourse tends to read crisis symptoms as indicators of systemic, structural, or even metaphysical problems located elsewhere—in a dimension whose contours would (were it not for the evident irruptive disorder of crisis itself) otherwise remain inaccessible and imperceptible. Moreover, insofar as it views crisis as a structural pathology, visibly exhibited by the dissemination of its symptoms, it is always a discourse concerned with the problem of mediation: just as the general practitioner discovers an ailment by relying on the experience of the patient—the inner knowledge of the symptom belongs precisely to the patient’s experience—so crisis discourse seeks to elaborate the apparently indiscernible relationality that conjoins symptomatic effect (subjective experience) and underlying cause (pre-subjective phenomenon—for example, the irruption of a pathology located in the depths of the body, its cellular structure, its tissues and organs… in short, its hidden recesses). And it is through its mediating function that crisis discourse critically assesses the meaning of the crisis—in fact, it produces that meaning.

Yet how those mediations result in specific articulations of meaning will depend, we argue, on the mode of the crisis discourse and the kind of narrative it thereby develops. Already in Koselleck’s analysis, it becomes clear that crisis discourses can be, as he puts it, ‘semantically’ distinguished in at least three ways. First, there is a semantics of crisis that understands its object as a ‘world-immanent trial’ (Koselleck 2002, 241), in which history is interpreted as permanent crisis: historical experience is akin to the experience of a ‘trial’ in which history will be the ‘judge’. Koselleck here points to Schiller’s famous dictum: ‘World history is the judgment of the world’ (cited 2002, 241), in which history is conceived as a Subject who ‘enforces justice’ (2002, 241). Second, crisis is understood as a means of delimiting distinct historical periods—it signifies the ‘crossing of an epochal threshold’—for example, the French Revolution signalled a fundamental and irreversible ‘break’ in the course of European history that saw the end of the absolutist monarchical state. Now, crisis is a periodising concept: it distinguishes particular moments of historical articulation—‘turning points’—moments of emergence and surfacing that see the old order eclipsed by the advent of the new. Examples of this kind of crisis discourse can also be found in economic history, which is constructed around periods of economic stabilisation punctuated by intermitted crises of capital, such as supply and demand crises, recessions, and ‘boom and bust’ cycles. Depending on the nature of the discourse, such crises are narrated as either ‘iterative’, in the sense that crises are seen to be produced through repetitive processes—almost compulsively, in Freud’s sense of trauma—or ‘progressivist’, where crisis is seen to act as a generative engine for the emergence of ‘higher’ stages of history or development: crisis is the initiator of advances in progressive history. A third way in which crisis discourse unfolds is in relation to the narration of the conclusion of the crisis situation; what matters in this version is how everything is ‘resolved’. Crisis, in this sense, signals the ‘terminus ad quem’ of teleological time: it is a moment of final reckoning, often couched in the apocalyptic terms of a ‘final decision’ or ‘Last Judgement’. One finds examples of this both in the Christian tradition of salvation history and in its secularised form: for example, in Marx’s understanding that a final crisis of capitalism will announce the imminent arrival of a utopian ‘end of history’.

Now, granted the scope of Koselleck’s analysis limits itself to an understanding of the role crisis discourse plays in the development of conceptual history, we can nonetheless locate in these three ‘semantic models’ the essential components that characterise the three modes of crisis discourse mentioned earlier: the historical, the dramaturgical, and the subjective. To borrow again from medical terminology, the first two can be broken down roughly by a narrative of either ‘chronic’ time, in which the genesis and unfolding of the crisis result in a longstanding disorder, or, by contrast, that of an ‘acute’ crisis, whose temporal effects are sudden, immediate, and severe. For the former, crisis is understood as a ‘condition’ of existence; it is irreducible to those ‘joints’ that articulate ‘time’ but are experienced as ‘out of joint’, as Hamlet would have it—as ‘crises’ induced by historical moments of significant change. They are permanent states that, however intolerable, are lived with on an ongoing basis, requiring constant scrutiny and management. Modally, this crisis narrative is profoundly undramatic: it speaks of the longue dureé and of a protracted temporality. With the acute crisis discourse, however, the opposite is the case. What we have termed the ‘dramaturgical mode’ of crisis discourse narrates crisis as an event. It thus signifies the domain of ‘conjunctural’ history, where crises are ‘played out’, but also where radical transformation is prepared. It is dramaturgical in the sense that it sees no difference between ‘crisis’ and ‘event’—they are one and the same thing: moments of theatrical ‘anagnorisis’. In the startling language of Walter Benjamin, they provide the means to ‘explode’ the historical ‘continuum’—requiring a ‘leap in the open air of history’ (1999, 253). It is at this point that we can see how the dramaturgical mode of crisis narrative, whose focus is on the evenemential break in history, coincides with the subjective mode of crisis discourse, in which attention is not placed on the event so much as on the moment of decision.

In his extended essay of 1973, Legitimation Crisis, the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas also wrote of the ‘dramaturgical concept of crisis’, in which—in classical aesthetics—a crisis both represented a turning point in the plot and was also grasped as a ‘fateful process that… does not simply impose itself from outside and does not remain external to the identity of the person caught up in it’ ([1973] 1976, 2). Crisis, in other words, importantly, has an objective and a subjective dimension. Hence, Habermas writes, ‘the contradiction, expressed in the catastrophic culmination of conflict, is inherent in the structure of the action system and in the personality systems of the principal characters’ (1976 [1973], 2). To be sure, Habermas also locates dramaturgical crisis concepts in relation to what we have described as the historical mode of crisis discourse—and, indeed, it is important to note that crisis discourses often operate in hybrid ways. Thus, in Marx, the attempt to provide a socio-scientific treatment of history also deploys dramaturgical conceptions of crisis. It also, of course, incorporates aspects of the subjective mode that leads Marx, like Hegel before him, to attribute ‘agency’ either to history as such or to its class protagonists, the proletariat. Viewed in terms of the subjective mode, however, crisis reveals itself most fully at the moment when the subject is called upon to make a decision. Hence, the subjective mode can be found in a number of subjacent categories of crisis discourse. For example, it is central to Carl Schmitt’s influential notion of political crisis as revealed by the problem of the state of emergency, in which the ‘sovereign’ makes his appearance through the very act of declaring the need for emergency powers to resolve the crisis he has named: ‘He decides when there is an extreme emergency as well as what must be done to eliminate it’ (2005 [1922], 7). In the tradition of Aristotelian poetics, the crisis is likewise also only truly revealed at the moment when the hero is called upon to make a decision, but it is also a moment requiring profound insight—precisely, an anagnorisis—in which, as Hans-Thies Lehmann notes, the ‘entire dramatic situation is revealed in a new perspective…. [The] logic hidden until now appears in full view and determines the shape of everything else, the sense in its entirety’ (2016, 165; emphasis in the original). Anagnorisis permeates crisis discourse in its ‘tragic’ form, but, above all, it is a discourse that subjugates the evental dimension of the play to the moment of insight on the part of the hero in a ‘kind of affect-laden illumination that occurs in a flash’ (2016, 165). Crisis seizes the tragic-heroic subject, constituting them as the exemplar of action around which the whole crisis situation is thereby constellated. Crisis—in its subjective mode—is not just a call to action; it is already an action that coincides with the moment of authentic seeing—on the part of the hero—of the situation as it ‘really is’.

But there is also a structural ambiguity here, noted by Lehmann, that is key to understanding the subjective mode of crisis discourse and what is problematic about it. Since the crisis situation is one in which the subject is centrally implicated, it appears that the moment of insight reveals to the hero not so much the truth of their situation, but precisely the truth of their prior non-understanding of the situation. It is this ambiguity that provides a central insight into the existential limitedness of the subject but also, we believe, consequently brings into question the viability of the decisionistic dimension of the subjective mode of crisis discourse: crisis reveals the subject, but not as a hero who can act, for he always comes to his moment of vision after the fact, occupying instead the interstitial space between knowing and not knowing. This ironic take on the tragic paradigm, of course, heavily inflects Lehmann’s understanding of post-dramatic theatre, in which the dramaturgy of crisis is reconfigured around the ‘lightning… realization of something that escapes understanding’ (2016, 168)—particularly for audiences, where the lesson is that insight arrives but it is always already ‘too little, too late’.

There is, however, a fourth mode of crisis discourse that we have not yet examined, and it is most important for understanding the aims of this volume—and that is the structural mode. It is this mode of analysis, we argue, that is best suited to understanding the way crisis discourse produces a critical interrogation of theatrical institutions. And, while it is not indifferent to the three other modes of analysis surveyed earlier, the structural mode provides a means of avoiding some of their pitfalls—decisionism in relation to the subjective mode, the metaphysical assumptions that underpin the historical mode, and the reductivism of the drama-turgical mode (in which a crisis is always the ‘disjointed’ time of an event). What the structural mode of crisis discourse offers is an analysis of crisis phenomena as they appear at a ‘pre-subjective’ level; it is at this level, we argue, that those elements of crisis can be identified that help reveal how institutions function—the various systems that they rely upon: for instance, economic systems, systems of production, cultural (aesthetic and reception) systems—and their normative character and systems of control. It is this integrated ensemble of systems, networks, control and coordination mechanisms, norms, and values that constitute institutions and also limit them. Those limits are revealed when problems arise within one institutional domain that begin to have adverse effects on other domains producing, eventually, institutional ‘crisis’. Crisis is invoked in institutional terms when the ‘crisis effect’ is registered by the diagnostic discourse in terms of challenges it identifies regarding specific structural elements of a system such that they impede, threaten, or collapse the ability of the institution overall to fulfil its ‘proper’ functions: i.e., to achieve its strategic goals.

Now, to the extent that the structural mode aims at describing ‘pre-subjective’ crisis phenomena, we differentiate it in opposition to the subject mode of crisis discourse. This should not be taken to mean, however, that it is therefore indifferent to the level of subjective experience, nor that we are suggesting an overly scientistic approach—a kind of indifferent objectivism. To borrow from the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, in his analysis of the ‘crisis’ of European sciences, it is rather a matter of understanding various ‘life praxes’ in relation to what he termed the Lebenswelt, the life-world, which is the ‘grounding soil [der grünende Boden] of the “scientifically true” world and at the same time encompasses it in its own universal concreteness’ (1970, 131). The structural approach, in other words, brackets out the ‘decisionistic’ element of the subjective mode of crisis discourse in order to focus on the material conditions of crises. It is here that crises can be identified in the complex interplay between institutional praxes and life-world contexts. One of the most significant advances in terms of developing this kind of approach is found in a work by Habermas, mentioned earlier, on ‘legitimation crises’, and it is worth highlighting, albeit acknowledging that Habermas is examining socio-political crises of advanced capitalism, some of the broad themes of that analysis that might usefully apply here. Influenced by systems theory, the work of Jean Piaget, and the evolving science of cybernetics, Habermas sought to displace the traditional role played by the subject in theories of crisis in order locate it, instead, within the context of social systems and institutions. (We would argue theatre is one such institution.) A social system is responsive to both environmental influences and (life-world) demands and constraints and the institutional processes of socialisation that are required to mould the behaviour of individuals operating within it, such that they can coordinate their actions according to the ‘goal values’ and ‘norms’ they have agreed to abide by. Essential to the function of a social system is what Habermas describes as its ‘steering mechanism’—its capacity to respond to problems that may arise by learning from them and adapting itself accordingly. For instance, the economy is a principal steering mechanism of government (1976 [1973], 21). Every social system aims at ensuring stability through both ‘systems integration’ and ‘social integration’—the first, broadly, refers to institutional contexts and the second to life-world problematics. But they are, of course, intrinsically connected; thus, when we speak of social integration—as Habermas observes—we mean the ‘system of institutions in which speaking and acting subjects are socially related (vergesellschaftet). Social systems are seen here as life-worlds that are symbolically structured’ ([1973] 1976, 4).

What begins to emerge on this basis is a complex picture of how institutional crises emerge through a structural mode of crisis analysis. If we take the case of theatre, understood as an institutional form, for instance, what we are seeking to bring into view is a complex social structure that combines a variety of control or ‘steering’ mechanisms (governance and administrative structures, policy directives, literary management objectives, financial decisions, etc.), goal values and ‘system imperatives’ (the realisation of theatrical production, outreach and audience development, etc.), and a range of operational elements that articulate its strategic aims in practical form through processes of production. And here we encounter most explicitly the ‘social’ and ‘relational’ dimension of institutional structures—for instance, its reliance on forms of cooperation, socialisation, and the embedding of individuals in shared values, goals, and norms. Institutional crises, seen in such structural terms, arise from complex conjunctions of elements, in which institutions are confronted with either internal or external pressures. Indeed, the complexity of institutional and social forms is such that it is far from clear when the ascription of the term crisis should be invoked since they necessarily operate within what Habermas terms a ‘range of tolerance’ or variation, aimed at anticipating or mitigating pressures that might otherwise critically endanger their existence. There are two points, however, when crisis situations clearly emerge: first, when the range of tolerance allows for no further variation but existing challenges remain unresolved due to the inability of institutional steering mechanisms to cope with them—at this point, a process of dissolution threatens systemic collapse—and second, when the institutional responses to challenges are so radical that they jeopardise the identity of the social system to the point that it becomes unrecognisable. Habermas writes, ‘Social systems too have identities and can lose them’ ([1973] 1976, 3), indicating that social institutions possess a narratable self-conception—what Habermas terms an ‘interpretative system’. Applied to theatre institutions, one might think here of the example of Emma Rice in her brief tenure as artistic director of the Globe Theatre, the incommensurability of her vision for the theatre—introducing contemporary sound and lighting techniques—and the ‘identity’ it had established for itself as an experiment in respecting early modern conditions in theatre performance, leading to her exit from the theatre.3 Other examples, examined more fully in this volume, are those of Chris Dercon at the Volksbühne and Matthias Lilienthal at the Munich Kammerspiele (see chapters 1 and 15). The continuation and optimal functioning of any institution requires the ‘guarantee’ of its identity, and when the ‘social interpretative power’ upon which institutional systems are founded collapses, then again crisis conditions emerge. In objective terms, institutional ‘identity problems’ derive ultimately not from ‘identity crises’ but from the ‘fact [of] unresolved steering problems [Steuerungsprobleme]’—in short, from a loss of ‘control’ (1976 [1973], 4).

If systems integration crises emerge from a failure of institutional steering or control mechanisms—in short, from administrative or economic problems—then another source of crisis derives from ‘beneath’, so to speak—from its relation to the life-world system. In other words, the sustainability of social institutions is not simply a matter of optimising what Habermas terms ‘the specific steering performances of a self-regulated system’ (1976 [1973], 4); they are also indebted to ‘their dependency on functions of social integration’ (1976, 4–5). All social institutions stand in a nuanced relation to the normative structures that underpin the wider socio-cultural environment in which they are ultimately located. Thus, when contradictions emerge between the operational and non-normative aspects of institutional control systems and wider societal motivations, then what can ‘break out’ is a ‘questioning of the norms that still underlie administrative action’ (1976, 69). For example, when governmental administrative decisions provoke economic downturns, as they did in 2008 with the global financial crisis, they provoke a substantial challenge to the ‘norms’ upon which those administrative decisions rested—manifest, politically, in the form of the dissolution of the consensus that once existed around neoliberal economics. Once that point has been reached, Habermas says, the ‘penalty for… failure is a withdrawal of legitimation’ (1976 [1973], 69). In short, the failure of the steering mechanism results in the loss of ‘mass loyalty’, producing a ‘legitimation crisis’. Once again—and without, we hope, straining the analogy too far—one can see how enculturation crises can be understood in terms of the crisis of legitimation that so many theatres confront today: a crisis whose structural contradictions can be mapped as the non-alignment of theatre institutions with the life-world system upon which they rely.

While much more could be said here, let us conclude this section by drawing out some principal aspects of the discussion of crisis discourse thus far together in the form of a basic ‘schema’ for understanding what distinguishes a structural mode of analysis.


	Crisis: subject and institutional conjuncture. A crisis of the conjuncture tends to indicate political crises: crises that are situational and that lead to emergency decrees and actions. They are not simply predicaments or quandaries but, rather, crossroads—turning points invested with transformative and kinetic energy. As such, they can be determined, according to the earlier analysis, as dramaturgical crises (insofar as they are ‘evental’). But they also indicate the subjective dimension of crisis; as noted earlier, a political crisis determined as ‘acute’ invokes issues of individual authority and sovereign power: what is invested in them becomes a matter of personal standing, status and ‘character’. In extremis, such crises converge on the figure of the charismatic personality. But viewed in terms of a structural modality, conjunctural crises must be examined in terms of conditions that exist prior to the determination of the subject of action; it speaks of impersonal circumstances that belie historical claims to heroic individualism as Tolstoy pointed out in War and Peace, when he wrote that ‘it was not Napoleon who directed the course of the battle, for none of his orders were executed and during the battle he did not know what was going on before him’ (2010, 842). Here, the state of the crisis situation is organic. Its appearance is not subjective but constitutive to the extent that one might reverse the Schmittian logic of sovereign subjectivity and say that the subject appears, within conjunctural crises, not in order to resolve the crisis, but as an onlooker, as in Tolstoy’s description of Napoleon. A subject of crisis is, in fact, divested of ‘powers of agency’. Viewed in structural terms, we can thus understand ‘conjunctural’ crises as assailing theatre institutions in relation to any number of congregating factors that encroach on them at a particular moment, whether these are due to enculturation breakdown, difficulties within the public sphere, new labour practices, or advances in technology. (Or, as has happened since our first writing this introduction, an epidemiological emergency that has ‘locked down’ the theatre industry with potentially catastrophic economic and cultural consequences.) Each constitutes a source of institutional ‘steering’ mechanism problems.

	Crisis: historicity and temporality. In crisis discourse, the effects of crisis are manifested in terms of an afflicted ‘present time’—where the present forms the ‘juncture’ of the event, as in the dramaturgical conception—but it also appears as a permanent, ‘chronic’, and ongoing condition, as in the ‘historical’ mode of crisis discourse. Again, if we are to interpret the ‘chronic’ crisis phenomenon in structural terms, it becomes necessary to consider its temporal character in its pre-subjective form as a problem of synchronism and diachronism: it concerns functional questions of coexistence and extension. In institutional terms of crisis, coexistence is threatened when the ‘unity’ of institutional time is assailed by dysfunctionality and a failure of governance. At this point, ‘things’ no longer work ‘together’ in ordered sequences. Rather, the capacity to sequence institutional time becomes disrupted, affecting the transactional powers that institutions rely on to realise their ‘goal values’. Protracted institutional crises are crises of temporal dysfunction that constantly bring into question the continuance and capacity of institutions to persist over time but which are nonetheless ‘managed’ (for instance, crises of underfunding are quite typical in the subsidised theatre sector, which, while at times acute, are more frequently persistent: i.e., such crises construct the funding ‘environment’ as a chronic condition). On the other hand, however ‘resilient’ an institution may be, drawing on mitigations and forms of ‘crisis management’, no institution or structure is imperishable—for that reason, chronic conditions must be considered as ‘crises’. Moreover, chronic crisis conditions (whose immediate appearance is always ‘presentist’—that is to say, they afflict the ‘now’ of institutional operations) nevertheless constantly bring into play the dialectic of preterition (i.e., of retrospective time—a glance back to how things were prior to the emergence of an interminable crisis-ridden present) and futurity (prospective time—if only the institution can ‘weather the storm’ and is able to adapt itself such that it can ‘meet’ the future). Thus, while crisis is always experienced in the ‘conjunctural’ terms of the present, in the case of chronic crises, the institutional present is shot through with temporal and historical logics—with institutional memory and strategic plans that seek to combat the constant drag of the ‘present’ on its ambitions.

	Crisis: change, newness, and opportunity.
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