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Erik Rynell

The title of my dissertation is Action reconsidered.

Now why, in the first place, should we reconsider action? 

Because action is important for all of us as human beings, because it is important for us in the practical work with theatre and because the possibility of human action has long been contested. 

Action, according to many definitions, is what we do with an intention, or with a purpose.

The word action is frequently connected to intention, and to the question of free deliberation or the free will. It is also closely connected to theatre, which deals with all kinds of human actions without any limits. 

But, again, action is also a contested notion. Action, in particular in the understanding of free deliberation, early came in opposition  to mechanistic ideas about the human mind according to which mental activities are subjected to simple causation, to external impact on inert matter. In the behaviouristic approach to the human mind that dominated the 20th century there was no place for action in the sense of kind of free deliberation. Human activities were described as behaviour rather than actions, and as predominantly a matter of stimulus and response. 

As a consequence the notion of human action became more or less banished from scientific discussions about the human mind throughout the 20th century  

In theatre and acting, on the other hand, action was a central notion even since Antiquity, and the concept has retained this position in writings on the actor’s art until the present day.  It is for instance not a coincidence that the central figure in the theatre process is someone we call an ”actor”, someone who acts.

But in the 20th century action came to be questioned in theatre also. 

Arguably, one of the most distinctive features in modern and post modern theatre is the questioning of the element of action and different attempts to replace the idea of the intentional agent with the paradigm of the individual as steered by outside forces. It was not very fashionable in the 20th century to hold on to the importance of action in theatre. I would argue that in the beginning of the 21st there is reason to reconsider this attitude. This is basically what my dissertation is about.
The subtitle of this is ”Cognitive Aspects of the Relation between Script and Scenic Action”. 

I look upon action in a cognitive perspective. That is: in the dissertation I make comparisons between knowledge that is processed in actor training, mostly so-called tacit knowledge, with findings within contemporary cognitive science. 

Cognitive science is a rather novel approach to the human mind. It took its  origin in computer science and the quest for AI, Artificial Intelligence in the nineteen fifties (the term AI was coined in 1956) but  today  Cognitive science is a crossdisciplinary pursuit, amalgamating disciplines such as psychology, philosophy, neurology, computer science and linguistics. The original ideas about the human mind as a form of computation gradually gave way to ideas about the human mind as first of all situated and embodied. This change has also been called the transition from the first-generation to the second generation cognitive science. Needless to say I am not a specialist in all those disciplines I mentioned. (Hopefully this will not make anyone here disappointed!). But, fortunately, at my University, Lund University, there are today no less than two communities of cognitive science, headed by internationally renowned researchers, and in the course of the last seven or so years I have been able to attend seminars in this milieu and also had opportunities to discuss some contributions of my own. But my main competence in this context of course is the one of being a teacher at a practical theatre education at Malmö Theatre Academy, Lund University, where I am also responsible for the dramatic writing programme. The kind of philosophy that I studied previously is today going through a transformation due not least to the emergence of cognitive science. Cognitive scientists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson talk about an”empirically responsible philosophy”. The landscape for the study of the human mind is rapidly changing, and in consequence the landscape for the study of theatre too, as theatre crucially treats the embodied human mind.

I will start with accounting for some observations about acting and actor training that are rather wide-spread in theatre and in theatre schools today. They are typical of my own school as well, Malmö Theatre Academy, but I will present them to you in a way that is my own. Later on I will support these observations with written material by prominent writers on the actors’ art.

Now, according to the basic observations I am talking about the following holds true: 

· Acting is about action

· The text of the script implies a sequence of fictional circumstances

For instance: the one who plays Hamlet assumes Hamlet’s circumstances, those of being a prince whose father, the old king has died and suddenly reappears in the shape of a ghost with the message that he has been assasinated. This in its turn sparks the prince’s intention to come to grips with this situation.  

· The actor acts in accordance with these circumstances, assumed as valid
For the actor circumstances like these make his own lines and doings make sense to him and help him personalize the intentions of the character. In theatre and in life alike the words make sense in relation to the situation when they are uttered. 

In this understanding acting is not pretence, fake or deceptive identification with the role, but

a game in the real world, based on real actions

What is an action? 

– In the dissertation I use the following definition: 

“There is a being, conscious of his doings, who intentionally brings about a change of some kind, to some end, in a given context.”

This definition by the theatre semiotician Keir Elam is very consistent with how many practitioners in theatre look at scenic action, as first and foremost something purposeful that takes place in an assumed context. 

The definition is also consistent with the philosopher Donald Davidson’s basic idea in his influential essay ”Actions, reasons and causes”, where he states  that actions have reasons, not causes. 

Notably conscious and intentional actions do not stand in any opposition to, or exclude, unconscious and unintentional doings. While being intentional and conscious we always also do things that are unintentional or that we are not conscious of. The way of being unintentional in some sense is generally to be intentional in another sense.

Context is here treated as equal to situation, which is a central concept in acting and actor training

”Situation” implies a background, i.e. previous events, a past.

The background and the situation spark the individual’s intentions in the situation

Thus, in an action and acting there is:

· A background

· A situation

· An intention

Background, Situation and Intention form the template BSI, which plays an important role in my dissertation. 

· BSI can be applied to most plays 

· It is the BSI in the play and in each of its successive segments that form the basic material for the actor

A way to find out the BSI in a play is by means of the”action analysis”

In the dissertation I demonstrate the Action analysis by applying it to Strindberg’s The Stronger. 

BSI is: 

· A basic narrative pattern in Western drama and acting throughout most of its history

· A pattern that resists even important changes in terms of aesthetics and style 

I try to demonstrate this with reference to one of the most significant changes within Western acting, the transition from the oratorical style of acting pracitced in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries into the more every-day-life-like acting that was introduced in the middle of the 18th century in France and England. I argue that they were both based on BSI. 

Importantly, Acting in accordance with BSI is NOT the same as realism

This erroneous idea has caused much confusion in discussions about theatre. There is a lot of theatre and even performance art that comply perfectly with a BSI scheme. Even ”theatre without action” or ”postdramatic theatre”, that lacks the BSI scheme in the script, is in reality frequently acted according to a BSI scheme.

BSI is not either the same as ”psychological” playing. Theatrical grotesque and different forms of so called ”theatricality” can very well comply with the BSI scheme. 

I refer to writings by important practitioners within the theatre who treat the relation between text and scenic action, and whom I treat as the ones who best managed to formulate the tacit knowledge involved in acting.

Constantin Stanislavski gives ”The given circumstances” the ”Objective” basic roles in his teaching. 

Declan Donnellan insists that the actor must have a target in the situation

Radu Penciulescu says that ”the character is the sum of the responses given to the situation”

Robert Cohen admonishes the actors to focus on the aims of the character in the situation

Action, action understanding: this is what acting is about

Situatedness: the action takes place in a situation

Free deliberation: the character’s actions are free in some sense. The actor acts according to how he experiences the situation, which also implies some form of freedom. 

Empathic understanding of others: the actor arrives at his own embodied understanding of the character’s actions according to the script. These in turn are subsequently understood intersubjectively by the audience. 

Narrative as a mode to understand action: this is what fictional drama and acting are about.  The drama is a story that makes us understand actions. The events presented onstage are actions that make us see a story. But BSI could be present even in cases where the story is disrupted, and even in plays/performances that lack a specific story. 

Non-dichotomic relationship between fiction and real: all these authors underscore the element of the REAL in acting. The story is fictive, but the acting is real. And at the centre of their concern stand these real actions that the actors perform in the assumed situation. 

All these writers support the idea that action is situated. Their writings imply a mentalistic, non-behaviouristic idea about human action and volition. Still none of them advocates introspection.

Acting and Cognitive Science

The elements that I extracted from the texts of the theatre practitioners are today also attracting new scientific interest.

Action, will, intention, consciousness and empathic understanding were extensively banished from scientific discussion in the 20th century. In the beginning of the 21st they are making a comeback within cogntive science. 

I will give you a some examples of this that I refer to in the book. 

CS Action

Suchman: ”Situated actions” I will return to this notion shortly. 

Theory of Mirror Neurons. Researcher such as Giacomo Rizzolatti, Leonardo Fogassi, Vittorio Gallese at the University of Parma strongly contributed to the theory of action detection and action understanding. These researchers found in the brain, first of monkeys, then of humans also a certain kind of neurons that discharge not only when an individual performs a certain activity, but also when he sees others perform this activity. Thus they found a neural substrate for action understanding, and showed that the understanding of actions and intentions is part of basic cognitive abilities. On the other hand, it should also be stated that the theory of ”mirror neurons” cannot account for more complex, higher-order action understanding which is distributed accross several regions in the brain, and not only confined to the one where these Italian researchers have located the mirror neurons, the premotor cortex in the human brain. However, the discovery of the mirror neurons is an example of how one today can gain more knowledge as concerns the connections between mental phenomena and neurology. The neural circuitry that underlies perspective taking and other mentalizing tasks is beginning to emerge. These findings also bear witness to the relevance of the concept of intentional action.   

Michael L. Anderson writes in the periodical Artificial Intelligence: Cognition is a situated activity. Thinking beings must be considered as first and foremost acting beings. 

CS: Situatedness

Suchman ideas about situated action have already been mentioned. Suchman is an expert in man-machine comunication. Her very important book Plans and situtated actions was issued in 1987. It was here she coined her notion of  Situated cognition. According to Suchman Cognition is situated and it is based on situated actions. The idea of situated actions became an important feature in the ”second generation cognitive science”. In this way cognitive science ceased to be only a part of the Artificial Intelligence (AI) program and developed into a broad approach to the human mind and the way humans interact with their environment. Mind and intelligence could not be viewed as confined within a mechanical system. One had to take the interaction with the environment into account. Suchman stresses action as interaction with the environment in a way that comes close to Stanislavski’s idea about how scenic action takes on meaning in relation to the given circumstances.

Cognitive scientists such as Lakoff and Johnson, Evan Thompson, Jordan Zlatev and others often refer to phenomenological philosophy which has aroused much interest in part of contemporary cognitive science. The phenomenological philosophy treats a typically human form of situatedness. Philosophers in this tradition also talk about how the way in which  we understand the world simultaneously forms our identity.  

CS: Free deliberation

Lakoff/Johnson talk about a ”limited but crucial freedom”

John Searle argues about a ”presupposition about liberty and choice” 

Alicia Juarrero argues that  ”we are not passive products of the environment or of external forces”

Jacob and Jeannerod write that ”the causes of action are internal to the agent”

These are some examples of how the idea of free deliberation has made a comeback in the scientific discussion. 

CS Empathic understanding of others

By ”empathic understanding” I do not mean the emotional form of empathy in the first place, but the entire human capacity to ”put oneself into the shoes of others”. 

Lakoff and Johnson talk about empathy as a projection of the subject

Mirror neurons theory (and other theories within contemporary cognitive neuroscience) investigate the neural underpinning  our capacity to understand others

Developmental psychologist Michael Tomasello at the Max Planck Institute, Leipzig,  writes about the importance of empathy for the acquisition of language, a recurring idea in many writings in linguistics.   Cognitive linguist Jordan Zlatev has also developed this idea. At the age of nine months the infant begins to engage in what he calls ”joint attentional behaviors”, which is an important part in the ontogenesis of language readiness, i.e. in the way the child learns to use and understand the language. Children conceptualize their own mental states only after they have managed to conceptualize the mental states of others.

Not least the connection these scholars make between empathic understanding of other’s action and language understanding is extremely interesting from a theatrical point of view. 

CS: Narrative as a mode to understand action. 

I draw a lot on the American philosopher Alicia Juarrero. She undertakes a revision of the concept of causation whereby she stresses the historical character of the Western idea about causation and demonstrates that this is unfit to deal with human action. Thus she alters the conditions for the discussion about human agency from the very ground and suggests that the very concept of causation behind mechanistic descriptions of the human mind is irrelevant. She approaches the concept of action from information theory and complex systems theory. And she ends up with  presenting narrative, and in particular narrative in the form of theatre and acting, as a privileged way to account for human action, better than any descriptive means. 

One of the central ideas in Paul Ricoeur’s philosophy is the one about narrative as action understanding. He also talks about the narrative understanding of the ego. A central aspect of identity and selfhood is the fact that the indivudual has a history, what he calls the ”historic self”, which is also an interesting aspect of the Background in the BSI template. 

CS Non-dichotomic relationship between fiction and reality 

The central aspect of fiction is not that it is untrue, whereas non-fiction is ”true”. In cognitive science as well as in the writings of the theatre practiioners I talked about previously one rather stresses the dynamic relationship between fiction and facts and fiction as a mode to present and understand reality. Cognitive scientists Fauconnier and Turner have coined the notion of ”conceptual blending”. They actually also write about theatre: the role appears in the blend between the fictional character and the real actor. 

Conclusion

A first conclusion I draw in my dissertation goes as follows: 

Theories within important parts of cognitive science comply very well with knowledge that long has been involved in the process from the dramatic text to scenic action

Drama without Action

So far I have only dealt with action-based drama. But how, then, with drama without action? I here come to the last part of the dissertation which forms a rather big portion of the entire text. 

Experimental theatre from the end of the 19th century on

Among the writers I refer to one can find the following ones: 

Maurice Maeterlinck: a Belgian author and a later Nobel prize winner who wrote some of the first avant-gard plays. Three one-acters out of which I selected Intérieur
Oskar Kokoschka: an Austrian painter who wrote one of the most significant expressionist dramas ever, Mörder Hoffnung der Frauen
Vassily Kandiski, a famous painter and pioneer of concrete art, who also wrote a series of works for the stage, Scenic compositions, out of which I have selected The Yellow Sound from 1910

The Sturm group is the lable of a plethora of artistic activities centered around the periodical Der Sturm in Berlin, which was first issued in 1910. I have selected works by two of the most important playwrights connected with this group, August Stramm and Lothar Schreyer 

As for the post WW2 experimental theatre I have selected plays by Samuel Beckett, Peter Handke Martin Crimp and Sarah Kane. 

A throughgoing tendency in all these plays is 

· To question the element of action

· To seek for the causes of volition in external forces, rather than in the acting  persons themselves

Hans-Thies Lehmann, a contemporary German theatre researcher, states in a quote that I recurrently use in the dissertation: ”The reality of the new theatre begins precisely in the fading of this trinity of drama, imitation and action”.

In the plays I refer to there is a scepticism towards

· Human action

· The possibility for language to deal with reality (”Sprachskepsis”)

· Representation
A throughgoing feature according to Lehmann is fatalism. 

 Here also, interestingly, there is a linking between action and language, but in the negative sense that a scepticism towards the one of them often comes with a scepticism toward the other as well. 

I have no intention to criticize the dramas I write about. But I discuss some of the theory behind these plays. But works of art are never just implemented theory. 

It is no conicidence that the first to make concrete art, Kandinsky, also experimented in concrete theatre. He accorded great importance to these experiments. The idea to make ”abstract theatre” in some sense  has gone on until  today, and Lehmann talks about his own concept of ”post dramatic theatre” as the concretism of theatre.  

I also look in the history of philosophy ontological and epistemological ideas behind this.

Philosophical ideas drawing on Kant’s Critique of pure Reason (Schopenhauer, Wagner, Nietzsche) 

Religious or semi-religious ideas, such as Medieval Christian mysticism, occultism, Oriental mysticism, and so on. 

Mechanistic explanations of the human mind from the 19th century onwards, until the end of the 20th century

I conclude at the end of this section that

Empathic, intersubjective understanding of other’s actions became extensively as much anathema in experimental theatre in the 20th century as in behaviouristic psychology

Final Conclusions

1. (Again) Theories within important parts of cognitive science comply very well with knowledge that has long been processed in dealings with the transition from the script to scenic action

2. New discoveries about the human mind challenge ideas that have been strongly influential in modern theatre throughout the 20th century

Whereas action was questioned during the 20th century, action with its constitutive elements such as intention and empathic understanding have been restored to scientific respectability, and attract novel interest in the beginning of the 21st. 

Like mechanistic and behaviouristic ideas influenced 20th century theatre new insights about the human mind are likely to strongly influence theatre as well.

Thus also I do not look upon my dissertation as a support for mainstream theatre. 

It is the development of the new theatre in a post-behaviourist era that is my main interest, even though my dissertation does not provide any suggestions for how such a theatre could look like. I totally trust the practioners themselves in this respect. I am quite confident that henceforth many of them will also find that:

The element of action in theatre deserves to be reconsidered. 
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